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Chapter One


PRESENT

My hands shake so badly the lip gloss slips from my fingers and clatters in the bathroom sink. Dammit, the doorbell’s going to ring any second, and I’m wracked with jitters. And other things. The horrible tilting sensation in my chest quakes with apprehension, grief, guilt. All the usual shit.

Breathe, Danni. It’s just one night. No expectations. No promises.

I brace my hands on the edge of the sink and stare at my frazzled, rawboned reflection. Jesus, I haven’t been this nervous since I danced at the mayor’s Christmas party.

Raising my arms, I sniff each armpit—sticky and odorless—and adjust the strapless top of my maxi dress. Am I showing too much skin? I glance down. Too much nipple.

I need a bra. But the straps will show. I’ll have to change the dress. Do I have time?

The doorbell buzzes, and the sound hits me directly in the stomach.

Shit, I can’t do this. I’m not ready.

I’ll never be ready.

I snatch the lip gloss. Dot, smear, rub. Then I roll Nag Champa oil on my wrists and neck. That’ll have to do.

Gathering the floor-length skirt of the dress, I exit the bathroom and pause in the square hall that adjoins the rooms of my tiny one-story bungalow. I close my bedroom door on the left and let my hand linger on the glass doorknob. If I have sex tonight, it won’t be in the bed I shared with Cole.

In the guest room on the right, racks of leotards, tutus, and sequined bra tops line the walls. No reason to shut that door.

Two steps take me past the galley kitchen, and I veer left into the dining room. There’s no furniture in here in lieu of the black Harley-Davidson softail that sits on a rug in the center. Shiny and polished as the day it was rolled in, it’s the only thing in this house I keep meticulously clean.

Out of compulsion, I stroke the soft leather seat and breathe through the deep agony it evokes. I miss you so damn much.

The silver band on my finger glints in the fading light from the window. I yank my arm back and move the engagement ring from my left hand to my right. It’s one of the many ways I torture myself, constantly switching the band from one hand to the other, testing my resolve. I should stop wearing it altogether, but the thought strangles me with godawful finality.

Baby steps.

Forcing my bare feet across the honey-wood flooring, I enter the sitting room and peer into the peep hole in the front door.

Outside, my date shoves his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and squints upward. Is he scrutinizing my droopy gutters? If I remember correctly, this guy installs vinyl siding for a living.

Mark Taylor.

He looks just like the photo my sister sent me. Late twenties. Clean-shaved complexion. Thin lips. Slender build. The setting sun reflects off his jaw-length hair, highlighting blond strands against the waves of brown. He’s handsome enough, but he isn’t Cole.

Stop it.

With a galvanizing breath, I plaster on a smile and open the door. “Hi.”

He stiffens, moving only his eyes as he gives me a full-body once-over. “Danni Angelo?”

“That’s me.” I step back and wipe my clammy palms on the dress. “Come in. I’m almost ready.”

His canvas sneakers remain rooted to the brick porch. “Wow. You’re…” He drags a hand over his mouth. “So much prettier in person.”

What picture did Bree show him? My sister’s been so obsessed with my nonexistent love life I let her set me up with one of her husband’s friends. I don’t know anything about this guy. I really don’t care. I just want to get this over with so she’ll stop nagging.

“I mean, your photo had me agreeing to the date immediately.” He grins and peruses my body again, lingering on my chest. “But Danni Angelo in the flesh is a knockout.”

“Thank you.” I shift uncomfortably.

Why is he staring at my boobs? I barely have enough meat to hold the dress up. Certainly nothing to gawk at. Must be the nipples. A peek down confirms it.

He seems to shake himself out of his stupor and steps into the front room. I twist the ring on my right hand while he takes in the brick fireplace, red velvet couch, orange armchair, and purple rug. He skips over the side table that holds the only picture frame I couldn’t bring myself to put away for tonight’s date.

I stare at the photo longingly. It’s my favorite selfie of Cole and me, taken at Busch Stadium three years ago when he surprised me with tickets to see the St. Louis Cardinals.

“Damn, that’s badass.” Mark approaches the dining room.

“Hmm?” Shoving away memories of baseball and Cole, I trail after him.

He circles the motorcycle and raises a brow. “You know how to ride this?”

I know how to ride on the back of it, clutching tightly to the man who left it behind.

“No.” I arrange my mouth in a smile. “Just holding it for someone.” Straightening my spine, I inch toward the hall. “I’m going to go slip on some shoes and—”

“I was thinking…” He steps toward me with his hands in his pockets. “Maybe we could hang out here? Order in some food and…” The corner of his lips crook up. “Get to know each other without trying to talk over the noise in a bar or restaurant?”

“Oh. Um…”

I actually prefer staying here to going anywhere with a man I don’t know. If this date goes to hell, it would be easier to kick him out of my house than try to catch a ride home.

Other than the blatant way he checked me out, he seems polite and unassuming. But what if I’m missing an undertone in his suggestion? Does staying here mean he expects sex? God, I need that. Like really, really need the hard, consuming sensation of a man inside my body.

Emotionally, however, I’m not prepared for that. The idea of intimacy with anyone but Cole feels like betrayal.

“It was just a suggestion, Danni.” His green eyes search my face. “If you’d rather—”

“I haven’t been on a date in three years.” I touch my flushed forehead, cursing myself for admitting that out loud.

“I didn’t know.” He gives me a gentle smile. “I should definitely take you out then.”

“No, that’s not what I mean.” I run my fingers through my hair, holding the blonde mess away from my face. “I’m just nervous and a little rusty at this. Or maybe a lot rusty. How does this work? Is sex expected on a first date?”

He chokes and covers his shocked grin beneath the cup of a hand. Then he clears his voice and sobers his expression. “You’re a straight shooter, huh?”

“So I’ve been told. You want a beer?”

“Sure.” He follows me into the kitchen. “To answer your question, I’m not expecting sex tonight. But I’m not gonna lie. I’m crazy attracted to you.”

With my head in the fridge, I glance over my shoulder and catch his eyes on my ass a half second before he looks away. It doesn’t bother me. I work hard to keep my body fit, and it feels nice to be appreciated.

I hand him a Bud Light and open one for myself. “There’s a cozy place to sit out back. Beer and conversation without the noise. I can order pizza. No promise of sex. Sound good?”

“Perfect.”

Grabbing my phone, I lead him through the narrow walkway between the parallel kitchen counters and head toward the door at the other end.

“Love the style in here.” He taps his fingers on the green stove top and turns in a circle to take in the matching retro green cabinets, green tiles, and yellow-flowered wallpaper.

Five years ago, I bought the house from an old lady who hadn’t updated since the seventies. Room by room, I slowly remodeled but ran out of money to tackle the kitchen and bathroom. The vintage green in both rooms has grown on me.

“I like it, too.” I hold the door for him and step into the addition on the back of the house.

Once upon a time, this was my favorite room. The floor-to-ceiling mirrors, wall-mounted ballet bars, and varnished wood flooring were installed during the happiest year of my life, every screw and bracket set by the strongest, most loving hands I’ve ever known.

Mark chugs a gulp of beer and looks around. “So this is where the magic happens?”

A lot of magic happened in here, but that was before my entire world was ripped away. “I run a dance company out of this room.”

Cole made love to me tenderly, viciously, panting and grinding against every inch of this space. Now, the creaks in the floor, scratches in the wood, the shattered hole in one of the mirrors, every echo and dust mote is a painful memory scraping at the wound inside me. On the worst days, it’s impossible to walk in here without doubling over with grief. Tonight, I just feel…lost.

“No way.” Mark’s attention zeroes in on the pole at the edge of the room. “You have to dance for me.”

“I’d rather not.” I haven’t touched that pole in three years.

“Please?” His smirk twists with dirty ideas as his tongue slips out to wet his bottom lip.

“You know I’m not a stripper, right?”

“Your profile says you’re a dance instructor, but it doesn’t say what kind of dancing.” He meanders toward the pole and gives it a shake, testing its sturdiness. “This is a stripper pole.”

“Hate to ruin your fantasy, but I teach ballroom, jazz, ballet, and cardio dancing.”

I also belly dance twice a week at Bissara, a local Moroccan restaurant. But I won’t tell Mark that and give him a reason to start eating pastilla on weekend nights. Especially since I don’t know how this date will end.

“My classes require clothing.” I turn toward the nearest mirror and scrutinize my posture. Even when I’m not dancing, I’m conscious of proper poise and body alignment. A compulsion every dancer has. “The pole is for muscle toning.”

Not a lie, but not the full truth. I have a stripper pole in my house because Cole was a pervert in the best way possible.

An unwelcome ache trembles inside me.

“This way.” I open the back door and step onto the blacktop driveway that runs along the side of my house.

Mark joins me outside and nods at the yellow convertible MG Midget parked a few feet away. “What year is that?”

“1974.” I gather my hair against the soft breeze, relishing the warmth in the late-spring air. “It’s almost nice enough to take the top down.”

Driving with the wind on my face never grows old. I love it almost as much as riding on the back of a motorcycle.

He strolls along the winding brick pathway to the cushioned wrought-iron furniture. A massive hundred-year-old oak tree stands at the center of the small yard, mantling the sitting area with thick branches of foliage.

“How long have you owned it?” His gaze roams over the car as he reclines on the loveseat. “It’s in great condition.”

“I bought it my last year at Washington University.” I lower beside him, cradling the beer in my hands and battling the anxiety in my belly.

“You went to WashU?”

“Yeah. Four-year dance degree. I was twenty-two when I bought the Midget. So I’ve had it…six years. I’ve replaced almost everything on it just to keep it running. The Midwest winters eat away the undercarriage, but I can’t bring myself to sell it.”

I can’t afford a new car. Not that I care. The Midget gets me where I need to go, so it’s all good.

“Have you always lived in St. Louis?” he asks.

“Yep. My sister lives with her husband and daughter ten minutes away. My parents moved to Florida a few years back. You?”

“Born and raised here. Lots of family scattered around town.”

We fall into friendly conversation, order pizza, and finish off several more beers. I lose track of how much I drink, but I know I exceed my limit when my nerves and inhibitions give way to heavy limbs and flushed skin. He’s easy to talk to, has an attractive smile, and the beer tastes better than it has in a long time.

Over the course of the next hour, he inches closer and closer. So close his thigh presses warm and hard against mine.

“Is that patchouli?” His nose brushes the juncture between my neck and shoulder.

“Nag Champa.” My head tips back, and goosebumps pebble beneath his breath on my skin.

“You smell so good. Intoxicating.” Long tapered fingers skim over my collarbone. “So sweet and sexy.” He touches the hollow of my throat. “Incredibly beautiful.” His other arm slides along the back of the loveseat, hooking around my shoulders. “I want to kiss you.”

In the cloak of night, lulled by the hum of singing insects and the numbing effects of alcohol, I want that, too.

Turning my head, I pause with my mouth a hairbreadth from his, but I don’t have the courage to close the gap. It’s so dark his face is a nondescript shadow. He could be anyone.

He could be Cole, if only for a fleeting kiss.

I part my mouth, breaths quickening, and he dives in. A touch of lips. A hand in my hair. Fingers curling around my neck. I hold still, eyes closed, and imagine tattooed muscles and a dangerous smile.

Mark pulls in a shaky breath and traces his tongue along the inside of my bottom lip. A tiptoeing touch, hesitant and inquiring. Nothing like Cole.

“You can kiss me harder,” I whisper. “Deeper.”

He presses closer, bending over me and slanting his head to lick inside my mouth. Rolling my tongue with his, I try to surrender beneath the invasion, but the mechanics feel wrong, like I’m leading instead of following, straining instead of letting go. He doesn’t taste right. His lips are too malleable and thin. His jaw is too pointy, and his shoulders feel bony beneath my hands.

I keep at it, pretending his mouth isn’t pooling with saliva, hoping to fall into a mindless groove. That hope is dashed the moment he shoves a hand between my legs, hindered only by the long skirt of my dress.

I’ve never been a prude, but I’m reminded why the dozen lovers I had before Cole never lasted. Seduction is everything, and Cole knew how to ravish me with a single look.

Then he abandoned me.

I need to get over him. I know this, and to do so, I need to forget about sentimentalities and just have sex. It doesn’t have to be great. It doesn’t even have to be good. I just need to fucking do it already.

So I let Mark prod and dig at my crotch through the folds of the dress, mentally urging my body to play along.

Ten minutes of groping and sloppy kissing, and my pussy’s still as dry and frigid as my emotional state. Is it me? Am I so messed up that I’ll find a thousand faults in every man I try to be with?

I break the kiss and press my lips to Mark’s shoulder, discreetly blotting off his spit. “I’m going to grab another beer. Want one?”

“Okay.” He must think I can’t see him adjusting his dick in the dark, because he does so with an unsexy-like tug.

I slip my phone off the coffee table and make my escape inside. When I reach the kitchen, I dial Bree.

My sister answers on the first ring. “You’re supposed to be on a date.”

“It isn’t working.”

“Which part?”

“All of it. He’s nice, but I don’t feel anything.”

Her sigh billows through the phone. “You’ve known him all of ten minutes.”

“Two hours. There’s no chemistry. No sparks. Nothing. Nada.”

“Give him a chance.” Something crashes in the background, and she muffles the speaker through her shout. “Angel, I told you not to touch that!” Rustling noises scratch through the phone. “Danni, look, try to have an open mind, okay? These things take time.”

“It only took a fraction of a second with—”

“If you say his name, so help me God.”

“I’m trying, Bree.” I prop my elbows on the kitchen counter and move my engagement ring back to my left hand where it belongs. “This guy… He’s not right for me.”

“Are you attracted to him?”

“He’s cute.”

“So he’s cute and nice. Let him use those traits to clean the dust out of your vagina.”

I scrunch my nose. “I don’t understand how you teach first-graders with that mouth.”

“I’m looking out for you, Danni. Just think about all the orgasms you can have without worrying about batteries. Remember what that’s like?”

“Yeah.” I remember with sweet, agonizing longing.

“Then go jump on his dick.” She disconnects.

Kill me already.

At this rate, I’ll die alone, waiting for a man who’s never coming back.

I blow out an exasperated breath. It’s just sex. Or not sex. Either way, hanging out with Mark is the opposite of alone. I need this.

After a couple more minutes of waffling, I return to the backyard with my heart sprinting in my chest.

“You forgot the beers.” His lanky silhouette prowls toward me.

Shit. My mind is so flustered I can’t even think of an excuse.

He veers around me to stare down the driveway at the street. “You expecting someone?”

“No.” I join him on the side of the house and squint at the luxury sedan parked on the curb.

The back door of the mysterious car opens, and a woman steps out. Her heels turn toward us and clickety-clack along the driveway, sounding her advance.

Is she lost? It’s too dark to make out her features, but she’ll pass under the motion-sensor mounted on the roof in the three, two…

The floodlight illuminates her tall slender frame. Dark brown hair sweeps into a low bun. Sleeveless black dress, flawless golden skin, heavy makeup. A blank expression on a face I’ve never seen before.

“Miss Angelo?” She pauses within arm’s reach.

“Yes?”

In her late-twenties or early-thirties, she lifts her nose with an air of snootiness. As pretty as she is, she’s probably used to people staring at her.

“I’m Marlo Vogt, a representative of The Regal Arch Casino and Hotel.” She shakes my hand with limp fingers. “Mr. Savoy would like to meet with you.”

“I don’t know who—”

“He owns the casino.”

The owner? Of the largest casino in the Midwest? My jaw drops. “Why does he want to meet with me?”

“He wants to discuss”—her sharp gaze flicks over my body—“your services.”

My hackles bristle. “If he wants dance lessons, he can set up an appoint—”

“He’s waiting.”

“He’s what?” My eyes widen. “He wants to meet now?”

“I’m here to escort you to the casino.”

Everything inside me rebels against her high-handedness. “He can make an appointment like everyone else.” I cross my arms over my chest. “I have plans tonight.”

Marlo casts a disinterested glance at Mark, who watches the interaction with an arched brow.

“Mr. Savoy is a busy man,” she says in a bored tone. “The offer is now.”

I can’t afford to turn down a job. I’m barely keeping my dance company afloat, and private dance instruction is an easy way to bring in money. But I’m not going to instruct someone who expects me to drop everything at the snap of his fingers.

“Send my regrets to Mr. Savoy.” I grasp Mark’s hand. “If he’s interested in my services, I’m listed under Danni’s Dance Company on the Internet.” I turn away and leave her glaring after me.

Mark follows me back to the loveseat behind the house. “That was weird, right?”

“Very weird.” I sit beside him, wondering how much money I just turned down. “The bulk of my business is private ballroom lessons. Rich old men. Couples looking to spice up their marriage. I could really use the income, but that was… I’ve never had someone show up at my house like that.” My stomach knots. “My address isn’t publicly listed.”

“He owns The Regal Arch properties. If a man that wealthy wants to hire you, he can easily find out where you live.” He rests a hand on my knee. “You’ve never met him?”

“Not that I know of. Have you?”

“I’ve heard of—”

Footsteps echo along the driveway, the scuff of soft-soled shoes growing nearer. I didn’t hear Marlo drive away and stupidly wonder if she changed out of her heels.

I stand just as the trespasser rounds the back corner of my house, and my breath stalls.

A tall imposing man in a suit steps onto the brick path, backlit by the nearby floodlight. Shoulders back and hands clasped behind him, he’s a scowling pillar of intimidation.

Is this Mr. Savoy? Was he in the car the entire time? Why is my heart beating so frantically?

I’m instantly drawn to him, to the way he pauses at the edge of the light without speaking. The way he lowers his chin and lifts only his gaze to look me straight in the eyes. The way his severe expression doesn’t twitch, doesn’t expose a hint of emotion or intent.

My feet move cautiously, as if commanded by his steady focus. As if he’s gathering every molecule in the air, summoning all energy from every living thing around him, demanding the world’s attention merely through the presence of his dominance.

His blond hair is styled to perfection, longish on top, trim around the sides. His fair complexion, chiseled jawline, full lips, and stern brow work together to form a compelling scowl.

How I can be so captivated by a scowl is beyond me, but it stirs something inside me. Something raw and achy and so very lonely.

I step within inches of him and tilt my head up, up, up. Holy shit, he’s at least a foot taller than my five-foot-four frame. Over six feet of gorgeous Norse god in tailored twill.

It’s as if the crisp suit was fitted to emphasize the hard lines of his legs, the cut of toned thighs, the sizable bulge of his groin, and the width of his chest. All of it wakes me from a foggy, ghostlike sleep.

Blinking once, twice, I crane my neck to peer up at his face.

Crystal blue eyes.

My stomach erupts in a flurry of tremors. My God, I know those eyes. I curl my toes against the brick pavers as excitement and trepidation spikes through my nerve endings. There’s something in that gaze, something in the forever pools of blue that knows me, too. But how? Where have I met him?

A voice clears behind me, and my spine goes rigid. Shit. Mark.

I toss an apologetic smile over my shoulder and return to the sculpted physique under the white shirt. With the silver tie hanging loose and the top few buttons open, there’s a gorgeous expanse of strong neck and hairless pecs exposed. Not that I’m staring.

“How do I know you?” I lift my eyes to the icy blue of his.

“Everyone knows me.” He offers a large hand. “Trace Savoy.”

The casino owner. “I’ve never been to your casino.” I place my palm in his and gulp at the electricity zipping up my arm. “I don’t know how…”

My voice fragments as a memory surfaces. Crowded dining room at Bissara. Dark suit. Blue eyes. He’s watched me belly dance at the restaurant.

“You like Moroccan food?” I slide my hand away and flex my fingers at my side.

“I do.” His scowl deepens, and it makes him look even sexier, if that’s possible. “I purchased Bissara.”

“When? Why wasn’t I notified?”

“I own it as of this morning. I want to discuss your employment at the casino.”

I shake my head, confused. “I don’t work at the casino.”

“You will. We’ll finish this conversation in my office.” He glances at my bare feet. “Put some shoes on.” Flicking his wrist, his gaze falls to his watch. Then he folds his hands behind him. “Don’t keep me waiting.”


Chapter Two


PRESENT

Don’t keep him waiting?

A surge of righteous anger rattles my insides, but I can’t afford to explode and risk losing the belly dance contract.

With a calming breath, I jut my chin. “I’ll meet with you, Mr. Savoy—”

“It’s Trace.”

“—at a scheduled time and place.” I feel so damn short beneath his freakishly tall frame I’m tempted to lift on my toes to better compete with his stark glare.

“Maybe I didn’t make myself clear.” His head tilts, expression stony. Like a marble statue. “You work for me now, and I require your presence in my office.”

I anchor my fists on my hips. Trace might’ve bought the restaurant I dance at, but I work for myself. He can take his inflated sense of superiority and shove it up his ass.

“Hi, I’m Mark Taylor.” My date holds out a hand to my unwanted visitor.

Trace glances at Mark, a millisecond assessment and dismissal, before returning to me. “Say goodnight to your friend, Danni.”

I release a shocked laugh. “Don’t tell me what to do.” You insanely handsome, overbearing Neanderthal. Sweet mercy, why does his bossiness turn me on so much?

The intensity of his eye contact sucks me into a spinning vortex. This isn’t like the fleeting looks I exchange with men I pass on the street. It goes beyond any of those few-seconds-too-long gazes shared between strangers. This is dialog without words. Absorption without expression. Foreplay without so much as a twitch of a finger. I feel him in places that haven’t been touched by a man in years.

“I own a vinyl siding company.” Mark pulls a business card from his wallet and offers it to Trace. “We do commercial jobs, so if you’re looking to renovate any of your properties, I’d love to work with you.”

I gape at him. Did he seriously just turn this into a business opportunity? If Cole were here, he would’ve muscled Trace off my property with steam billowing from his ears. Not that I expect a hot-tempered reaction from Mark, but a Hey, man, she’s spending the evening with me would’ve gone a long way in earning a second date.

Trace pockets the business card, and Mark grins like he just won the lottery. They can both go to hell.

“Mark, I hate to cut the evening short.” The lie tastes like sweet relief. “But I need to deal with this.”

“No worries. I have an early morning anyway. I’ll call you, okay?”

He leans in to kiss me, and I turn my head, letting his lips graze my temple. As I watch him amble toward his truck, the potency of Trace’s gaze hijacks my traitorous libido. He stares at me as if he just staked his claim, and God help me, that notion awakens such a deep-seeded need inside me it takes all my strength to not surrender to it.

Heat tingles across my cheeks, pulses in my breasts, and swells between my legs. My lungs work harder, and a phantom caress sweeps over my skin. I imagine his lips coasting down my neck and nipping at the curve of my shoulder. His breaths would be steady, patient, hovering over the pulse point in my throat and electrifying me with desire. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from fisting his perfect blond hair and bringing his mouth to my chest, where my nipples are now tightening and throbbing beneath the thin fabric.

My heart pounds against my ribcage, kicking up the dust of abandoned emotion. I want to pursue this…this crazy possibility. But if my job is going to be entangled with him, I can’t. I don’t even know him, for Christ’s sake.

When Mark pulls away from the curb, I head toward the back door and pick up my pace at the sound of footsteps trailing behind me.

“You’re not going to see that schmuck again.” His silken voice kisses down my spine.

That’s exactly what Cole would’ve said, and the familiar possessiveness wobbles my knees. I hurry inside the house and spin on the threshold, forcing my gaze to the intruder’s flinty stare.

“My dance company is listed online, along with my phone number. Goodnight, Mr. Savoy.” I shut the back door on his beautiful brooding expression and lock it. “Fucking fuck, that was…just…fuck.”

I lean my back against the wall, thankful there aren’t windows in the dance room. Because his eyes… Holy hell, he has that look. The one that makes my blood run so hot everything inside me melts and trembles. It’s the same look Cole gave me the day we met. The You’re mine, and there’s not a goddamn thing you can do about it stare that owned me instantly and completely.

Soft shivers of yearning flow through me as I head toward the bedroom. I consider calling Bree, but I’ll wait until morning. Conversations about Trace will be better with a clear head. As it stands, I’m drowning in a jumble of nonsense and conflicting emotions.

It’s been so long since I’ve been this affected by a man I question how much of it is my desperate imagination. After the lackluster make-out session with Mark, anyone could’ve strolled down my driveway and captured my attention.

But Trace isn’t just anyone. He’s the epitome of eloquent power and affluence, intimidation and mystery. A modern lord at ease with commanding and conquering, and for a knee-weakening moment, his sights were trained on me.

Jesus, what am I doing? He probably looks at every woman with the same burning focus, and right now, he’s driving away with Marlo Vogt, his gorgeous colleague. He could be taking her back to her place this very second with his hand between her legs and his name gasping on her painted lips.

Shutting down those images, I change into a purple camisole and cotton pajama pants with black-and-white polka dots. Then I pad into the kitchen, twisting my messy blond hair into a knot on my head. I need something to mellow my brain and put me to sleep. A full bottle of Riesling should do it.

Filling my largest wine glass to the rim, I gulp down half and carry it back to the bedroom. As I pass through the hall, something moves in my periphery beyond the dining room.

I spin toward it, and my line of sight narrows on the sitting room and the arrogant suit reclined on the couch. A yelp freezes in my throat.

“What are you doing in my house?” I charge toward Trace, sloshing the wine in my mad dash.

He glances down at the picture frame in his hand. “If you’re engaged to this one, what are you doing with the foreveraloner with a boner?”

Foreveraloner? “Mark wouldn’t be alone right now if you hadn’t shown up. And what gives you the impression I’m engaged…?” Following his gaze to the engagement ring on my left hand, I curl my fingers.

“Are you cheating on him?” He narrows his eyes at me.

“No.” My stomach knots with irrational guilt. “How did you get in here?”

“The heavy-duty deadbolt on the front door is useless when it’s unlocked. A tiny woman living alone should never—”

“I’m not helpless.”

“Never leave your door unlocked.” He sits forward, eyes flickering with blue flames. “How can you be so careless?”

My nostrils flare. “An unlocked door isn’t an invitation to walk in.”

This conversation is unnervingly familiar. I need to stop comparing guys to Cole, but seriously, Cole reamed my ass every time I forgot to lock up.

Trace holds up the photo. “What would your fiancé think about the dipshit you were with tonight?”

He would’ve smashed Mark’s face for a thousand reasons but first and foremost for leaving me unprotected with an invasive suit-wearing Viking.

I snatch the picture frame from his hand and return it to the side table. “Is trespassing a habit for you?”

“Never. I’m also not in the habit of waiting.” Icy blue eyes flick over my pajamas and sharpen when they reach my bare feet. “I told you to put shoes on.”

“Mm.” I rest a hand on my cocked hip and sip the wine, watching him over the rim of the glass. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He taps the screen on his phone and lifts it to his ear. “Take Marlo back to the casino and return for me.”

Outside, an engine roars to life, and images of Trace going home with Marlo vaporize. I hide my stupid smile behind the wine glass.

He pockets the phone with controlled grace in his movements, at odds with the muscle straining the shoulders of his suit jacket. He’s all strength and hard lines buttoned up in a pretentious package. What I wouldn’t give to unwrap him and find out exactly what he’s hiding beneath those tailored clothes.

His legs are spread, taking up space like he owns it, with his knees brushing against the coffee table.

At this point, a normal woman would’ve reached for her phone and dialed 911. I consider doing that, for maybe half a second, and decide to deal with him my own way.

I’ve been called reckless, shameless, audacious, and even naive, but I think those name-callers live in fear and paranoia. I prefer to view things with open-minded optimism.

Trace Savoy, with his fancy suit and personal driver, isn’t here to turn my life into a horror movie. He’s not going to stab me, rob me, or tie me up in an abandoned cabin. Anything else, I can deal with. Especially with the liquid courage coursing through my blood.

Which is why I don’t hesitate to step over one of those muscular thighs and sit on the edge of the table, putting my legs between his. I don’t expect him to lean away, and he doesn’t disappoint.

Bent forward at the waist with his hands folded together between us, he immerses me in the endless oceans of his eyes before lowering his gaze to my lips. “Are you going to offer me a drink?”

“Nope.” I lean closer, a kiss away. “Why are you here?”

His scowl darkens. “I already told you.”

“Your mouth says one thing, but your eyes say another.”

Raw, unguarded turbulence stirs the air around us, and I glory in it, breathing it in with deep inhales. I never thought I’d experience this feeling again—the feverish thrill in my belly, the throbbing lust between my legs, the reckless hope blooming in my chest.

His lips part. The angles of his face soften, and something passes through his gaze. Something he doesn’t want to give me, because it falls away with one slow blink, replaced with an uncompromising expression and resting frown.

“I’m closing Bissara and reopening it at the casino.” He removes a folded document from the interior pocket of his suit jacket.

“What?” I straighten and set the glass on the table beside my hip. “What about the employees?”

“Most will be offered jobs at the new location. Including you.” He hands me the paperwork. “These are the terms of your employment.”

For the next few minutes, I read through the multi-page contract. I only dance at Bissara twice a week, but according to this, he’s tripling my hourly wage? I’m goddamn giddy until I reach the section about my required schedule. “Five nights a week? No way. I teach dance classes on—”

“You’re barely scraping by on the revenue from those classes.” He sweeps his haughty gaze over my yard-sale furniture and scuffed-up wood floors. “I’m offering you an opportunity to earn a more comfortable living.”

“I’ve been scraping by for years. That’s what people do.” Irritation heats my cheeks, and I suddenly wish I wasn’t sitting so damn close to him. “I think your level of comfort looks a whole lot different than mine, Mr. Savoy.”

“Trace.”

“Do all your employees refer to you by first name?”

“None.” Only his lips move, his eyes steady as ever, drilling into mine.

“Do you treat your employees with personal visits to their homes?”

“No.” He bites the word.

I fold the contract, set it aside, and lean in, drifting so close the mint on his breath tingles my lips. “I’ll ask you again. Why are you here?”

A muscle flexes in his jaw. The only response he gives.

“Okay, I’ll take a stab at the answer.” I slide my fingers beneath his silver necktie, caressing the fine silk. “You watched me dance at Bissara. You liked what you saw. Maybe you assume a woman who gyrates her hips like that is an easy lay. Or maybe it doesn’t matter, because the powerful Trace Savoy always gets what he wants.” I give the tie a yank that doesn’t move him. “You came here for me, and it has nothing to do with that contract.”

He grips the silk above my fingers and tugs it. Tug, tug, tug, until the end slips from my hand. “I find your forwardness off-putting.”

My neck goes taut. “I could say the same thing about your fuck-me eyes.”

“Fuck-me eyes.” His deep unflappable voice swirls around me in a smoky mist. “Curious conversation for someone wearing an engagement ring.”

I press my thumb against the silver band and picture the woman I used to be. Free-spirited, happy, and forward as hell. She’s been curled up in the fetal position for too damn long.

“I’m not engaged anymore.” I avert my gaze.

“Then he’s as idiotic as the one you were with tonight.”

The need to defend Cole sizzles in my stomach like a hot ember. “Maybe I’m a total raging bitch and drove him away.”

“Now I know you’re lying.” He brushes an errant strand of hair behind my ear, making my breath catch. “You, my tiny dancer, are an erotic dream dipped in the sweetest honey. A man only needs to look at you to become fiercely protective of your smile.” His finger traces the ridge of my bottom lip. “Of every limber curve.” He feathers a path over the heaving swell of my chest. “Every delicious tremble.”

He lifts from the couch to bow over me, forcing me backwards with his massive frame. My spine presses against the coffee table, and I squeeze my legs together between the straddling V of his. No part of him touches me, but he doesn’t have to. His bedroom eyes are enough to crank my pulse and plunge my senses into delirious disorientation.

“I’ve watched you dance.” He bends closer, arms braced on either side of my head with the silk tie dangling like a teasing caress across my exposed midriff. “I’ve memorized every shimmy and thrust of your hips, the sensual movements of your arms, the flirtatious tosses of your head, and the limitless flexibility of your spine. You’re a flesh and muscle articulation of sex. Each vibrating hip drop, quiver in your thighs, and bounce of your tiny tits plants filthy thoughts in a man’s head. His mouth waters, so he orders more to drink. His slacks become too tight, so he remains at the table, hiding the swollen evidence of his intentions. And he’s hungry, so very hungry he stays and he watches and he eats.”

My insides thrum with the velvety cadence of his timbre, every word stirring, seducing, working me into mindless anticipation. The scent of his skin floods my lungs, smothering me in a wicked haze of spicy aftershave and masculinity.

I can’t remember the last time I was this turned on. I’m so fucking wet my pajama pants stick to my thighs. The ache between my legs is unbearable, and my voice is a goner beneath the rapid gasps of my breaths. I want this man. Tonight. Right now.

Have I lost my damn mind? Try as I may, I can’t rationalize my reaction to him. Only a few hours ago, I wasn’t prepared to take this daunting leap with anyone. Now I’m arching my back and panting like a hussy? “What are we doing, Trace?”

I hold my breath as he teases his nose down my neck, along my collarbone, and across the top of the camisole where cotton meets quivering skin.

He studies me with so much concentration it feels like he can see through my clothes, my flesh, to examine my deepest wildest desires. “We’re finalizing the interview.”

Interview? My stomach hardens, and I push at his chest. “What does that mean?”

He doesn’t budge against my hand, his voice void of emotion. “You’re an acquisition. One that will earn me a lot of money.” His head cants at a slight angle. “Don’t look so surprised. Were you not listening to anything I said?”

He orders more to drink…he remains at the table…he watches and eats.

Realization dumps cold water on my arousal. Trace wasn’t referring to himself. He was talking about the patrons in the restaurant.

He sits back on the couch, nonchalantly adjusting the suit jacket around his narrow hips as if his cock isn’t straining the shiny fabric of his slacks.

“If you’re here strictly on business…” I lurch off the coffee table and stand on the opposite side. “Explain that.” I point at his erection.

“Making money gets my dick hard.”

Where did this heartless douche in a tin can come from? I feel like a damn fool. How did I melt beneath his manipulations so easily? Am I really that naive? And why does he think I’ll make him money? I’m a nobody. My belly dance routine earns good tips, but it’s just ambiance, much like a mariachi band in a Mexican restaurant.

“I’m confused.” I pace through the sitting room. “Patrons might enjoy my dance routine, but they come for the food.”

He eyes me impassively. “Have you ever gone to Bissara on the nights you’re not dancing?”

No. I glare at him.

“It’s a ghost town.” He stretches an arm along the back of the couch. “The overcrowded dining room you’re used to seeing? That only happens on the nights you dance. You know why?”

Given the incisive look in his eyes and the cruelty in his scowl, I can guess.

“Sex sells.” His gaze migrates from my face to my thighs and back again. “And you’re dripping with it.”

Humiliation sets my cheeks on fire, and I’m acutely aware of the cold wet crotch of my pajama pants. All his talk about my smiles and curves was just his sick way of making a point. My body serves a purpose, his purpose, and it has nothing to do with romantic interest. I really am a fool.

“Why not just open your own restaurant and offer me a job?” I chew on the corner of my thumb nail. “You didn’t have to buy Bissara.”

He stares without a crease or tic in his rock-hard expression, and the answer becomes clear.

“You want to own the only Moroccan restaurant in town.” Bitterness clips my voice. “To eliminate competition? Or to force me to work for you?”

“Both. But I’m not forcing you. I’m just making the decision easy for you.”

“Oh, it’s easy all right. Easy to tell you to go fuck yourself.” I stand taller and stab a finger toward the door. “I want you to leave.”

“You’re overreacting.” He releases a patronizing breath. “This is just business. I’m offering a salary that’s more than fair, so lose the attitude and take the job.”

Heaviness seeps into my limbs and tightens my stomach. I’m attracted to him, and he sees me as nothing but a financial deal. I’m mortified for trembling and gasping beneath his touch, but I need to get over it and either kick him out or consider his job offer.

I snatch the contract off the table and read it again without looking at him. “Why is the owner of the casino making this offer and not some middle manager?”

“I’m hands-on,” he says in a deep, rumbling voice.

A voracious shiver grips my body, and I’m certain it’s the response he intended to elicit. His assertive stares, inappropriate touches, and suggestive words are all meant to persuade. I’d have to be comatose to not be affected by it. But it’s not just his actions. It’s him. He’s compelling, gorgeous, powerful. The kind of man a woman wants at her side, united and tangled, fighting for her, not against her. I cringe at the thought of making an enemy of this man, but if I keep my emotions out of this, he can’t hurt me.

As I reach the end of the contract, my head is all over the place. It’s a lot of money to turn down, and I suspect Trace Savoy won’t accept my rejection without a fight. Doesn’t mean I’ll back down, but I need to consider every angle.

Shoving a hand through my hair, I lift my gaze. Our eyes connect, and we freeze. Everything stills. We don’t blink, don’t move, don’t breathe. There’s something there, something fragile and gritty and complicated creeping between the lines of personal and business. I know he senses it, too. Part of me wants to demand he acknowledge it, but the other part, the smarter part, knows that nothing good can come from involving myself with this man.

His phone buzzes in his pocket, breaking the trance. He glances at the screen and returns his attention to me. “Why do you dance?”

“It’s my passion.”

“Elaborate.”

Despite his curt tone, I don’t mind answering. Dancing is the piece of myself I will never suppress or hide.

“I love creating art through movement. Not only does it allow me to express my feelings, it makes others feel.” I lower onto the coffee table, bending a leg across the surface to face him. “It’s not about the job or the money or the accolades. I dance because I have to. Because it’s who I am—the artist, the athlete. It’s my outlet to let go, to just be.”

“And you achieve this through teaching?”

“Yeah, but honestly, I’d rather focus on honing my own talent. In an ideal world, I’d perform on stage with dancers I can learn from. But Beyoncé has yet to knock on my door and offer me a position on her dance team.” I snort to myself. As if. “We don’t always get the job we want. So I teach dance lessons and entertain restaurant patrons. It makes me smile and keeps a roof over my head.”

“There’s a small stage at the center of the restaurant’s new location, and that stage will be visible from the most active gaming areas in the casino.” He leans in, eyes hard, a business man poised to seal a deal. “The casino averages over six million in admissions every year. That’s six million patrons strolling through my doors and resting their eyes on the art you create through movement.”

“Art or male desire?” I squint at him. “Your spiel about selling sex sounds exactly like you intend to objectify me to promote your goods and services. I’m a person, not a commodity.”

“You’re whatever I want you to be.” The controlling controller controls his gait to the front door. “We’ll finalize the contract tomorrow night. Seven o’clock sharp.”

It takes great effort to not recoil from the cutting snap of his voice. “What the fuck is your problem?”

“My office is on the 30th floor of the casino hotel.” He sweeps open the door, bringing with it the sound of the idling car on the curb. “Don’t make me wait.”

“I’m scheduled to dance at Biss—”

“Bissara is closed until the remodeling is finished at the casino.”

“Wait. Back up.” I approach him with suspicion edging my voice. “Didn’t you just purchase it this morning? You’ll lose money if you don’t keep it open.”

“I’ll lose money if I don’t get the employees relocated and up to speed immediately.” He palms the doorframe, towering over me. “The new Bissara will be a fine dining restaurant. Full-service, high-quality, catering to wealthy clients with refined palates. The staff must undergo thorough training to meet the specifications.”

Well la-di-da. I don’t care about his rich and important agendas. I’ll go to his office tomorrow, only because I want to hand him a counteroffer that’ll make his eyes bulge and his ego explode with indignation.

“Lock the door.” He steps outside and shuts it behind him with a victorious glimmer behind his scowl.

I glare at the deadbolt until my vision blurs. Why does he care if I lock it? What the hell is his angle? There’s something going on beyond him wanting my employment. He chased away my date. Trespassed in my house. Offered me a job that pays triple the normal rate. It feels like he’s gone out of his way to put me directly under his thumb.

Am I reading too much into this?

The door cracks open, and his crystal blue eyes fill the gap. “Lock. It.”

Oh my God. I shove it closed, turn the deadbolt, and flip him off through the door.

A moment later, the muffled sound of his car fades into the distance. That’s when it dawns on me I didn’t ache for Cole once while Trace was here. It’s both disturbing and remarkable. There isn’t a chance in hell I’ll ever forget what I lost, but for the last hour, Trace’s assjackery extinguished the grief I carry for the man who owns my heart.

But as the silence creeps in, so does the emotional pain I’ve been wallowing in for years. Self-pitying, soul-gutting, wishing-for-death pain. Sometimes it feels like all I have left is an endless well of tears and bitter loneliness. Sometimes it’s easier to give into the anguish than to hold it at bay. I’m tired. So fucking tired of missing Cole with every agonizing breath.

Am I fading? Becoming less of who I was? Cole’s absence cast me in darkness, but this solitude and discordance is of my own making.

I trudge through the dining room and rather than giving into the urge to straddle and hug his bike with all my might, I keep walking. Passing through the hall, I strip off the pajama bottoms. In the spare bedroom that serves as my closet, I slip on a pair of low-rise booty shorts. Then I enter the dance studio through the door between the rooms.

My emotions unravel with each step across the wood flooring. Burning chest, tightening throat, pressure behind the eyes—it’s all there, threatening to turn me into a useless blob.

I rush through my stretches before powering on the sound system and selecting an empowering song.

The instrumental intro of Dangerous Woman by Ariana Grande trickles through the speakers. I stand in the center of the room, rolling my shoulders and measuring my breaths. The instant the smoldering vocals begin, I move. Arms, legs, abs, neck, every muscle is engaged, sweeping in wide fluid motions and channeling my emotions.

I don’t need to focus or think about the steps. I simply let go, give myself over to the moment. The music floats through me, possesses my body, and carries me to better days.


Chapter Three


FOUR YEARS AGO

“Here he comes.” Virginia wraps a liver-spotted hand around my arm and points her filmy eyes at the vacant street. “Hear that?”

All I hear is the too-damn-early squawk of birds telling me to go back to bed.

“He’s bringing the marijuana into our neighborhood.” The saggy skin on her neck quivers. “I just know it.”

A smile struggles behind my pinched lips. When my hundred-and-ninety-year-old neighbor isn’t complaining about the Bosnians moving in with their pink flamingos and loud music, she’s fretting over alleged drug activity. I love Virginia dearly, but her over-imagination is horribly discriminatory.

For the past few weeks, she’s had her floral smock all twisted up over the tattooed devil on a motorcycle who rides down our block. She can’t see two feet in front of her, but her hearing is sharper than a bat. And she says he’s coming.

A gentle fog blankets the sleepy road. The giant oak trees and quaint brick bungalows in this neighborhood date back to the 1920’s, as do most of the residents. Since I’m the only one under the age of seventy, they all come to me when there’s a problem. Last week, I spent an entire afternoon chasing a poor squirrel out of Jackie’s basement. And Wilson, the Vietnam vet who lives across the street, needs help programming his TV on a weekly basis.

I still don’t hear the offending motorcycle, which Virginia claims rattles her fine china before the Lord has risen for the day. She also swears the pot-smoking heathen tries to run her over when she steps off the curb. Of course, she chooses to alert me of his misbehavior at six every morning.

Seeing how I’m not an early riser, I’m prepared to do anything to put an end to her banging on my door.

So here I am. Armed with coffee—I can’t function without it. Standing in my front yard—it’s cold enough to freeze my tits off. Dressed to kill—I know how to rock a slouchy crop top and cheeky boyshorts.

The plan is simple. I’ll wave down the biker with a little flash of skin. He’ll pull over because he’s a man. We’ll have a friendly stop-pissing-off-my-neighbors conversation, and I’ll be back in my warm bed in no time.

“I’ll take care of it, Virginia.” With a grip on her bony elbow, I guide her across the driveway.

Her house slippers shuffle along the pavement, chafing my patience. By the time I coax her into her home next door, I’m shivering so violently my bones hurt. I consider slipping back into my house to pull on some leg warmers, but an engine rumbles in the distance, maybe two…three blocks away.

Curling my hands around the warm coffee mug, I tiptoe through the chilly grass and step into the middle of the empty street. The gray sky casts the fog in a wintry glow, making it feel colder than it should in late September.

The purr of the engine grows louder, and after a few shivery breaths, the motorcycle thunders like a black stallion out of the mist at the end of the street.

I’m hoping for a bald, grizzly-bearded biker dude. Never met one I didn’t like.

He motors toward me, straddling a beast of a bike and maintaining the prudent speed limit. Heavy boots, faded denim, and a black leather jacket come into view, but that’s where the stereotype ends. Beneath the half-shell helmet is a young, clean-shaved face and huge brown eyes.

At twenty feet away, I know I’m in trouble, because this man is fucking gorgeous.

It’s his smile. A heart-thudding, sexy-as-fuck, world-changing smile that shines from the inside out. It lifts his cheeks, illuminates his entire expression, and damn if I don’t feel it pulling on my own lips.

He slows his approach and stops on the curb beside me. With his eyes on mine, he turns off the engine and kicks a leg out, balancing the bike between muscular thighs wrapped in frayed jeans.

I float toward him, and his gaze follows, tracing my face as if absorbing every detail. We’re both smiling, locked in a wonderfully bizarre introduction.

Our eyes dance over each other, greeting, exploring, and connecting in a moment of silent fascination, where time and words are inconsequential. I hear the crescendo of possibilities, feel the vibrations answering inside me, and everything just…clicks.

His grin, complete with dimples, grows impossibly wider as I drink him in. Golden complexion, pillowy lips, straight white teeth, square jaw—every symmetrical feature renders a sculpture of masculine beauty. Carved to perfection, rebellious around the edges, and flirtatious without opening his mouth, oh baby, he’s all that and a lit fuse on dynamite.

“I expected the black jacket, shit-kickers, and faded jeans.” I step close enough to feel the heat of his body. “But those dimples…”

“If you pinch my cheeks and tell me I’m adorable, you’ll never see them again.” Amusement gleams in his eyes, but something else sifts through his gravelly voice, something dark and sinful. “Christ, your smile is beautiful.”

“Thank you for giving it to me.”

He gives me more than a smile. The look that follows marks the before and after in my life. The air ceases to exist, and the only thing between us is the anticipation of what is coming. In that flicker of time, with something as inconceivable as a look, he claims me, owns me, and ruins me for all others. It’s a look so defining it puts quotation marks around mine, his, us, and forever.

My pulse pounds. My skin tingles, and a cocktail of desire circulates and multiplies in my blood. This is it, the suspended moment I will forever remember. The one that determines my ultimate happiness or demise. The pinnacle point that reveals who I am and what I want.

He releases the chin strap of his half-helmet and lets it dangle against his neck. “You’re shivering.”

Am I? I snap out of my daze and lift the mug to my lips. “Are you married?”

“I will be.” Resting a leather-sleeved forearm on the gas tank, he leans in. “Does five o’clock tonight work for you?”

I sip the coffee and hum. “Is that a proposal?”

“It’s a foregone conclusion.” He rubs his jaw with a gloved hand. “I always wondered what you would look like.”

“You wondered what I would look like?”

“My forever.”

His response triggers giggly chemicals in my brain, but I do my best to behave like a twenty-four-year-old woman.

“I can’t tell if you’re being sincere or fucking with me.” I wish the coffee would kick in so I could keep up. “I’m leaning toward mental patient. Did you escape the hospital on your bike?”

“Mental patient? You’re the one standing in the street, freezing your ass off, and smiling like you were waiting for me.”

“I was waiting for you.”

“Perfect,” he murmurs, his gaze transfixed on my mouth.

I bounce on my toes, trying to work some blood into my iced-over muscles. “We need to talk.”

His eyes fly to mine. “Is that right?”

“Yep.” I roll back my shoulders. “It’s about to go down.”

“I can’t wait.” He grins.

“Hold this.” I hand him the mug and reach for the lapels of his motorcycle jacket.

He lifts the coffee to his lips, watching me with curiosity as I slide down the heavy zipper and expose his black t-shirt beneath.

Tendrils of ink snake along the side of his neck and disappear beneath the cotton that stretches across his wide chest. My fingers itch to feel the carved ridges of those pecs, so I surrender to it, flattening a palm against the cement wall of his torso and gliding over the rippling terrain of his abs.

Broad through the shoulders, narrow at the waist, he’s all testosterone-fueled muscle wrapped in leather and denim and heat. I’m definitely going to curl up against that. For warmth, of course. Not because I’m under the hormonal influence of holy-shit-he’s-sexy.

“You make a damn good cup of coffee.” He takes another sip, smiling around the rim as his eyes follow the movement of my hand.

“Thank you.” I hook a leg over the bike, slide onto the wide spread of his thighs, and straddle his lap, chest-to-chest. Oh my, he’s big…everywhere.

He doesn’t balk at my boldness, and instead balances the mug in one hand so he can wrap the heavy jacket around my back. “Better?”

“Way better.” I sigh at the heat radiating from his shirt and grip his biceps, folding my legs around his waist and making myself at home.

We could fuck in this position, with our chests pressed together, groins aligned, and his steel-hard thighs flexing beneath me. He only needs to pull himself out and thrust his hips. My hunger for him pulses, hot and reckless, between my legs. Such an outlandish reaction to someone I just met, yet it feels so impossibly right.

He tucks me tight against him inside the jacket and runs his nose through my hair. “Is this how it’s going down?”

“Depends on how you do with that talk we need to have.”

“All right.” He chuckles, and the sound vibrates through me. “Get on with it then.”

I tilt my head back and peer at him through my lashes. “I hear you’re trafficking drugs through my neighborhood.”

With his face angled down and inches from mine, his gaze drifts up, ticking over the surrounding homes. “Is that the rumor in the knitting circles?”

No doubt my neighbors are leaning over their walkers and squinting out their windows. But none of them have the eyesight to see the intimate cocoon of man and leather I’m indulging in.

“Never underestimate a concerned citizen with a knitting needle.” I wink.

He tips the mug back, his throat working as he drinks. The deep swallow, bouncing Adam’s apple, and taut tanned flesh over corded muscle—it’s all so captivating. Why am I spellbound by a man’s neck? I want to sniff it. Lick it. Mark it with hickeys.

Passing the coffee back to me, he stretches the zippered flaps tighter around my shoulders. There’s not enough room for both of us in this jacket, but his gloved hands span over the bare skin of my lower back, minimizing heat loss.

“Tell your concerned citizens,” he says, “they’re welcome to search my person anytime they want.”

I’ll be the only one searching his…everything. “They won’t go near you. Something to do with your habit of running over old people.”

“Why did the old lady cross the road?”

I laugh, startled at the absurdity of the question. “To get to the other side?”

“One would think. But the old lady in question crossed the street to beat me with a rolled-up newspaper as I rode by. Lucky for her, I have ninja reflexes and avoided a collision.”

Eeesh. That sounds like Virginia. She’s a shit-stirrer, which is why I don’t take her complaints seriously. But if I ever want to sleep in again, he needs to find a new route to wherever he goes at six in the morning.

“Where do you live?” I reach for the lip of the half-helmet, dying to see his hair.

“Renting a house a few blocks away on Lemona.” He nods behind him and lifts his gaze to my hovering hand. “Go ahead. Take it off.”

I remove the helmet and widen my eyes at the skin-fade hairstyle. Clipped close on the sides, it could almost be a military cut, but the thick brown strands on top are long enough to suggest his hair would be wavy if he let it grow.

“Going for the Marine look?” Juggling the helmet and the mug between us, I run a hand over the softly sheared hair above his ear.

His eyelids grow heavy, and he leans into my touch. “Something like that.”

Does that mean he’s military?

I position the helmet back on his head, straightening the straps against his chiseled jawline. “Where do you go every morning?”

“Work.” He points his chin in the direction of the city behind me. “Downtown.”

There aren’t any large military bases in St. Louis, but I ask anyway. “Armed forces?”

“Non-intelligence agency. Boring government worker.”

I have a hard time imagining that. “Desk job?”

“Sometimes.”

“And you cut through this neighborhood because it’s quicker?”

“Yup.” His eyes stay on me, penetrating in their perusal.

“If you jump over to Mackenzie, it might add like…thirty seconds to your drive. It’s a main drag, so you won’t be stirring up quiet little neighborhoods, and more importantly, I’ll be able to sleep in. Would you be willing to do that?”

“Only if you say yes.” His dimples deepen.

“Say yes to what?”

“Whatever I want.” Gruff and thick, his voice electrifies the currents pinging between us.

“That sounds dangerous.” And gloriously naughty. “How about we start with a date?”

“We can call it anything you like.” He pulls me closer in the circle on his arms, crushing the coffee mug between us.

“There’s eleven things you should know before dating me,” I say.

“Eleven?”

“No more. No less.” I’m making this shit up as I go.

He laughs with delight twinkling in his eyes. “Okay, lay them on me.”

I gather a deep breath, as if preparing to give a long-winded speech. I’m playing with him. Stalling him, if I’m honest. He doesn’t seem to be in a hurry, and despite the chill creeping over my exposed legs, I don’t want him to leave.

“I can’t walk past a mirror,” I say, “without checking myself out.”

“As beautiful as you are—”

“It’s not vanity.” Though the compliment has me beaming. “It’s a matter of professional growth. Dancers live, breathe, and thrive by watching their reflections.”

“Ah.” He glances at my thighs where they hook around his waist. “That explains why you’re so fucking fit.”

“Straight-up cardio, all day, every day.” I finish off the last swallow of lukewarm coffee. “Your turn.”

“I didn’t realize I was participating.”

“Tell me eleven things I need to know. Feel free to start with the most scandalous ones first.”

His smile is infectious. “I have a huge appetite. For food and other things.”

“I exercise for a living, which means I’m always hungry. For food and other things.”

He groans. “I’m ready to start that date now.”

“You haven’t heard the rest.” I cock my head. “The next thing you should know is the only movie genre that exists is Dirty Dancing.”

“That’s not a genre.”

I arch a brow.

“Okay, I get it,” he says. “There’ll be no discussions about what we watch on movie night.”

“Unless Dancing with the Stars or So You Think You Can Dance is on. Those take precedence.”

He shakes his head, smiling. “I can live with that, if you can live with my mode of transportation.”

I crane my neck to peer at the sexy lines of the Harley we’re straddling. “What if it’s snowing?”

“We stay in bed.”

Well, damn. I press my grin against his chest. I’ve been smiling so hard and so long my cheeks hurt. Who knew an unexpected moment with a stranger could be so agreeable. I want to pour this feeling into a fireproof box and keep it under my pillow.

“Give me another one,” he says.

“I have a tendency to break out in dance.” I wriggle on his lap. “Anywhere. Anytime. If there’s an opportunity for spontaneous dancing—in the supermarket, at a bar, on the toilet, you better be prepared.”

“This, I have to see.” His gloved thumb strokes the skin along my spine, making me shiver. “You should know I’m not a good dancer.”

“That’s my job. As long as you have rhythm and you’re not afraid to let loose, we’ll get along just fine.” I tilt up my chin and sink into his warm brown gaze. “I own a crapload of beauty products and clothes. My spare room overflows with dance costumes I can’t part with, stockings of every color and style, beaded bras, double-sided tape, false lashes, dance shoes… You get the idea. Dressing up is my job, so don’t expect me to give up a drawer for your sleepovers, because it ain’t happening.”

His lips bounce between mirth and contemplation. “I don’t wear underwear.”

Oh, sweet Jesus. If I dipped my finger down the back of his jeans, would I slide right into his crack? I might be on the extreme side of outgoing, but I should probably wait for our date before playing with his butt cleavage.

“I don’t share,” he whispers.

“I don’t cheat,” I whisper back. “But there’s no place for jealous cavemen in my line of work. I dance with guys. Wear skimpy clothing around guys. Shake my ass in rooms filled with guys. Can you deal?”

He groans and slides his cheek against mine. “I’ll deal.”

We continue our back-and-forth conversation, and I lose count of how many things we share about ourselves. He admits to being a mercurial hothead, a workaholic, and an opponent of alcoholic beverages that require a corkscrew, while I express my love for stretching, body massages, and all things Beyoncé.

“As far as corkscrews are concerned,” I say, “I love a late-night glass of vino, but I’m all for the screw-cap, economy-jug variety.”

“You’re adorable.”

“So are your dimples.”

He sighs, and the sexy hollows in his cheeks fade away. “I have to go to work.”

I don’t like it, but I knew it was coming. Untangling my legs from his waist, I prepare to brave the cold.

“Ask me to stay.” He touches a knuckle beneath my chin.

So tempting, but I need to process. Alone. I’ve never climbed onto a stranger’s lap and flirted like a crazy person. It calls for analysis of feelings and sanity. Maybe some meditation for good measure.

I lean up and hover my mouth a kiss away from his. “Anticipation,” I whisper, “heightens the pleasure.”

His entire body goes hard against me, but he doesn’t close the gap between our lips. “I hear the same applies to trouble.”

Trouble heightens pleasure? With him, I believe it. “Are you trouble?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then come back tonight.”

I pull away, and his mouth chases mine.

“Tonight.” With a hand on his chest, I stop his advance.

The frigid air creeps in as I slip off the bike and walk backward across my front yard.

“Tonight,” he says, holding my gaze.

It’s almost painful to continue my retreat, but I’m hopeful about seeing him again. Somewhere between a smile and a name, I let myself imagine a future filled with deep brown eyes and seductive dimples.

As I reach for the front door, he calls after me, “Mrs. Hartman.”

Hartman? That must be his last name.

“Yes, Mr. Hartman?” I glance over my shoulder.

“I need a first name to accompany the thoughts that will distract me all day.”

“Danni.” I open the front door and lean against the doorframe. “Yours?”

“Cole.” He buckles the helmet strap beneath his jaw.

“See you tonight, Cole Hartman.”

The motorcycle sputters with a vibrating growl, and he watches me, smiling, until I step inside and shut the door.

I rest my forehead against the wood, replaying every second of my introduction to Cole Hartman.

And I grin.

The moment has come to an end, and I know it’s just the beginning.


Chapter Four


PRESENT

I wake from a deep sleep with the sensation of someone watching me. I must’ve overworked myself dancing last night, because it takes a helluva lot of effort to lift my face from the pillow. Or maybe it was all the wine I drank. Body cramps. Pounding head. Cotton mouth. Yeah, I need coffee.

Dragging my eyes open, I groan at the sunlight exploding through my bedroom window. There’s no one in view, but the heavy breathing behind me suggests whoever is in my room isn’t trying to be stealthy about it.

I roll over and come face to face with huge brown eyes.

Standing beside my bed, my niece tucks her chin to her chest and glares at me from beneath thick lashes. After my run-in last night with Trace Savoy and the subsequent bottle of wine, I’m not equipped to deal with a four-year-old demon named Angel.

Worse is the off-tune drone of my sister’s humming in the kitchen. The interrogation awaits.

Maybe I should steal back the house key she stole from me. Or change the locks.

I narrow my eyes at Angel. Long black curls, rosy cheeks, and a dark complexion inherited from her Hispanic father, she’s the prettiest little girl I’ve ever seen. That is, when she’s not speaking.

“It’s creepy to watch people sleep,” I mumble.

She lifts a tiny shoulder, and I swear a mischievous smirk lurks behind those doll-like lips.

“Why don’t you run along and get Aunt Danni a cup of coffee?” I tuck the pillow beneath my throbbing head.

“Jesus hates you.” Angel blinks, expressionless.

“Did he tell you this himself?”

“This is God’s house.”

“Actually, it’s my house, and I work hard for the money that pays for it.”

“It’s God’s money.”

“Do you even know what that means?”

She turns toward the door and bends at the waist. “Toot this.” A farting noise sprays from her mouth, and she races from the room.

Birth control. That’s what this is. If my bighearted, grade-school-teaching sister can give birth to the spawn of the devil, God knows what I would produce. Call me selfish, but I’m not even tempted to find out. I have a ten-year IUD to make sure of it.

Of course, I need to have sex to get pregnant in the first place.

Still wearing the booty shorts from last night, I throw my legs over the side of the bed and follow the aroma of sizzling grease into the kitchen.

“You look like ass.” Bree smiles and shoves a mug of coffee at me.

“Thank you.” I sip the creamy beverage and sigh. “For the coffee, not the comment.”

“Eggs are almost done.” She turns back to the stove.

She’s not here to cook me breakfast. She wants the scoop on the date, and I’m surprised she hasn’t asked yet.

Dressed in her usual gear—baggy gym shorts, tank top, hair in a high ponytail, complete with an elastic headband—she takes her role as a soccer coach’s wife seriously. Eighteen months younger than me, she shares my height, build, facial features…everything. Only she’s darker. Darker complexion—fake bake. Darker hair—L’Oreal No.5. If she embraced her naturally pale skin and blonde hair, we’d pass as twins.

“You didn’t get the D last night.” Gray eyes—same as mine—squint at me over her shoulder.

I had two chances to get laid. Final score 0-2. Man, I suck. But she only knows about the one.

“You don’t know what happened.” I finish off the coffee with a couple of aspirin.

“You woke alone and grumpy.” She prepares two plates of eggs, bacon, and toast. “I know what didn’t happen.”

“I’m always grumpy before coffee.”

“Not if you got the D,” she sings and casts a glance at Angel, who glowers from a shadowed corner in the hallway.

“I wasn’t impressed with the guy you picked.” I might’ve jumped on the other D, if he weren’t such a… Well, a dick.

“Eat.” She slides a full plate in front of me. “And tell me what happened.”

“Mm.” I grab a fork and shovel in a fluffy scrambled bite of eggs. “Another guy happened.”

She chokes around a mouthful of bacon. “Anuffer guy?”

I hop onto the counter and gesture at the watchful silhouette in the hall. “You gonna feed the little person?”

“Angel already ate.” Bree wipes a paper napkin across her mouth. “What other guy?”

I launch into the story, starting with Mark’s arrival, his groping, and Marlo Vogt’s appearance. As I reach the part about the casino owner trespassing in my house, a noise from the hallway distracts me.

Angel sits with her back against the wall and hugs her knees to her chest. With her head tilted down, she stares up at me, whispering something under her breath.

I try to ignore her. “Trace Savoy bought Bissara and offered me a job with a pay raise.”

As I explain the terms of the contract, Angel’s indiscernible muttering grows louder.

“Jesus.” I set my plate aside. “She’s really distracting.”

“She’s practicing her alphabet.” Bree smiles at her daughter. “Aren’t you, sweetie?”

“Mm-hmm,” Angel says without moving her judgmental gaze from me.

The whispers begin again. I strain my hearing and don’t detect a single recognizable syllable.

“It sounds like Latin.” Not really, but I love to give Bree shit about Angel’s disturbing personality. “Are you sure she’s not knee-deep in demonic possession?”

“Stop with the demon references, Danni. I’m not okay with it.” Bree puts her plate in the sink a little too roughly. “You’re giving her a complex.”

Can a sociopath get a complex?

“Anyway…” I finish walking through the events of the prior night and end on a sigh. “Trace left with that stupid scowl on his face.

Bree blows out a breath, her expression pinching. “Sounds like Cole.”

“Cole never scowled.”

“Except when his temper flared, which was all the time. And he was always on you about locking the door.”

“What’s your point?” I slide off the counter and pour another cup of coffee.

“Can you separate business from pleasure? I don’t want you to…I don’t know, to get involved with this guy just because he reminds you of Cole.”

She was never a huge Cole fan. He was too mysterious and rough around the edges for her tastes.

“I’m not doing anything, Bree.” I stir cream into the coffee as a twinge stabs in my chest. “Trace is nothing like Cole, and I’m not accepting his job offer.”

“But you need the money.” Her voice is soft and motherly, scraping on my nerves.

“I’ll find other jobs.”

“Paying jobs?”

“Yep.” I sip the coffee, relishing the bold flavor.

“Are you going to Gateway today?” She pins me with her school-teacher glare.

“Of course.” I go to the homeless shelter every Saturday. What’s the big deal? I turn toward the demon-whisperer in the hall. “You want to go dance at the shelter with me?”

“No.” Angel hunches into a ball, peering at me over her bent knees.

“You can wear one of my tutus.”

Her eyes widen with interest. Got her.

“No way.” Bree steps in front of me, hands on her hips and blocking my view of Angel. “You’re not taking her downtown.”

“It’s good bonding time.”

“Whenever you bond with her, she comes home with bad habits.”

“Is that true?” I ask Angel.

“Redrum,” she whispers in a fiendish voice, curling a tiny finger in front of her face like she’s holding an imaginary finger puppet. Exactly how I taught her.

Laughter snorts past my nose. “Come on, Bree.” I yank her ponytail. “It’s funny.”

“Whatever. It’s time to go, Angel. Give Aunt Danni a hug.”

“Nuh-uh.” She jumps to her feet and spins away, arms folded across her chest.

“Angel,” Bree says sternly. “Give your aunt a hug. With arms.”

“No thanks.” I mimic Angel’s pose. “I don’t want forced affection.”

Bree makes an irritated noise in her throat. “Fine.”

I walk her out, rubbing the chill from my arms and bouncing in place as she helps Angel buckle up in the backseat. With her bent over and leaning into the car, I can’t resist jabbing my toe into the back of her knee and forcing her leg to bend.

With a huff, she straightens and steps around to the driver seat. “Grow up, Danni.”

“That sounds horribly boring and lame.”

She rests a hand on the open door and looks at me over the top of the car. “What are you going to do about the meeting at the casino tonight?”

“I’ll go if I feel like it.” I shrug. “I have a counteroffer that’ll make his ass clench.”

Her disapproving glare rolls off my shoulders. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”

“Not knowing what I’m doing is kind of my superpower.” I grin.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”


Chapter Five


PRESENT

“Look at all those smiles.” Father Rick Ortez leans against the wall beside me, his own grin twitching his gray mustache. “I’m always amazed at how many of them you can get on the dance floor.”

It’s not easy. No one at a homeless shelter has a reason to dance or smile. But I’m persistent, because when they finally give in and participate, they focus on learning the steps and laugh at their fumbling feet. In those small moments of levity, they forget about the tragedies that thrust them onto the streets.

Rick runs the shelter, and he doesn’t wear his white collar here, so it’s easy to forget he’s a priest. Which is the point. He wants all people to feel welcome, no matter their religion, race, or background.

On any given night, there are about fifteen-hundred homeless people in St. Louis. Since Gateway’s occupancy permit only allows seventy-five beds, the shelter is always maxed out.

I recognize some of the faces tonight. Those I’ve never seen before are the hardest to coax into dancing. They don’t know me, don’t trust my intentions, and I don’t blame them. But I have a strategy that works.

Line dancing. Anyone with two working legs can do it. I always start off alone, traveling through the steps and explaining each movement. After I draw a crowd, I cajole the most enthusiastic ones into joining me. Eventually a few more jump in. Then more and more.

I’ve been at it for hours, but they’re finally warming up and letting go.

“Don’t you have to dance at the restaurant tonight?” Rick runs a hand over his bald head, watching twenty people of various ages and dress teeter through the Cupid Shuffle.

I don’t know what time it is, but my seven o’clock meeting with Trace Savoy is probably nearing. Or passed. I rather enjoy the thought of him waiting.

“My schedule changed.” I guzzle the remainder of my water bottle. “Don’t worry, Rick. I’ll still be here a couple of times a week.” I wish I could donate more time, more money.

“You have a good heart, Danni.”

Good and broken. But no one here knows my background. I came to Gateway after I lost Cole, and I always move the engagement ring to my right hand before walking in. No questions. No past.

Two years ago, I started in the kitchen, hoping the volunteer work would direct my focus to other people’s misery instead of my own. The line dancing lessons evolved from there. I figured if my goal is to put smiles on troubled faces, I’ll find my own happiness in the process. It mostly works out that way. Sometimes I leave here feeling sadder than ever, but those times are rare.

I slide back into the dance line, rolling my hips and grinning at the elderly woman beside me. She’s stiff and hunched over, her weathered complexion knitted with a lifetime of hardship. But her toothless smile makes my heart soar.

“Look at you.” I touch the paper-thin skin on her elbow, guiding her through a turn. “You caught on quick.”

“Oh, I…” She sidesteps, staggering and laughing at herself. “I don’t know about that.”

With my music player set on repeat, the Cupid Shuffle loops two more times before my phone vibrates in my back pocket. I stay in the line, twirling through the steps as I glance at the screen.

Unknown: You’re late

According to my phone, it’s only 7:01 PM. A grin lifts my cheeks. If Trace had to pull my number from my website, I bet it really puckered his scowl to do so.

I step out of the dancing line and add his number to my contacts list. Not that I intend to talk to him after tonight. But I might be in the mood to make prank calls.

Flexing my hand, I type a response.

Me: Well-timed lateness is an art.

Trace: Punctuality is a professional courtesy.

Me: You’re scowling, aren’t you?

Trace: Where are you?

Me: Between here and there.

Trace: Your here better be in the casino.

He types fast, his texts pinging within seconds of mine.

Me: What do I get if it is?

Trace: A job.

Me: Oh right. The one that objectifies me. Tempting.

Trace: Tell me what you want.

Me: A smile would be a good start.

A heartbeat later, the ringtone on my phone plays Try by Pink, and his name flashes on the screen.

Oh man, he’s persistent, and damn if that doesn’t make me feel all bubbly inside.

I accept the call. “911. What’s your emergency?”

After a moment of silence, his deep voice growls through the line. “What’s that noise?”

I hold the phone toward the portable speakers for a few seconds and put it back at my ear. “Recognize it?”

“No.”

“How do you not know the Cupid Shuffle?”

“The Cupid—? Never mind.” His voice sharpens. “You’re late.”

“You already said that. Don’t be tedious.”

“This is fucking—” Something thumps through the connection, and he blows out a breath. “You’re testing my patience.”

“You’re being presumptuous.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You assume I agreed to this meeting.”

“Get. Your ass. In my office.” His low even tone might lend power to his command, but it only makes me want to push all his buttons.

“Hmm.” I sashay back into the dance line, synchronizing my steps with the song. “How about you try that again with professional courtesy?”

He sniffs and clears his throat on a heavy exhale. “Can I expect you this evening?”

“Much better. You can expect me later.” I disconnect the call and dance through three more iterations of the shuffle before saying goodbye to my new friends.

Thirty minutes later, I leave my phone and keys in a hidden pocket beneath the driver’s seat of the Midget. Then I make my way through the parking garage of The Regal Arch Casino and Hotel and step into the lobby.

Bright bursts of electronic sound and color assault my senses, and the stale scent of smoke tickles my lungs. An industrial theme dominates the decor, accented by numerous steel archways that curve and stretch overhead. Painted black and pinpricked with light, the domed ceilings twinkle like starry skies over thousands of glowing slot machines.

Tinkling, clinking, beeping noises clash in a battle of conflicting melodies. It’s the discordant song of desperate people stuffing Trace Savoy’s pockets with money.

As I stroll around the flashing machines, no one socializes or glances my way. Row after row, the gamblers lean back, bend forward, and puff on cigarettes. Brows grooved in concentration. Hands poised to punch a button or pull a lever. It’s mesmerizing. And kind of sad.

A path of swirly-patterned carpet leads to a bank of silver elevators on the far side of the gaming area. Instead of heading to the 30th floor, I wander toward the restaurant on the opposite end.

Slipping inside the vacant dining room, I sidle around piles of construction materials and plastic sheeting. The overhead lights are off, the workers gone for the day. If this is Bissara’s new location, Trace didn’t waste time starting the renovations. When a small round stage at the center comes into view, I know I’m in the right place.

I stride toward the platform, circling the eight-foot diameter. It rises to chest level without steps to climb on. So I kick off my flip-flops and hoist myself up to stand on the dark acrylic surface.

Glass walls separate the restaurant and gaming area, dampening the blaring beeps and tinkles of slot machines. But I can see them—the kaleidoscope of neon lights illuminating the serious faces of addicts doing what they need to do.

That’s six million patrons strolling through my doors and resting their eyes on the art you create through movement.

The stage is certainly visible from the most active gaming areas, but gamblers aren’t looking around at the scenery. They sit in a trance, focused on their drug, determined to win. None of them would notice a belly dancer in the restaurant.

“Are you lost?” An unfamiliar masculine voice drifts from the shadowed corner near the entrance.

I turn and spot a dark figure reclined at one of the tables. “Nope. Are you?”

“I work here.” The man stands and walks toward me, dressed in a white collared shirt, black pants, and black vest. “I’m a blackjack dealer.”

He nods at the casino tables beyond the glass, where men and women wear uniforms like his, their hands busy with cards and chips.

As he approaches, I lower to the edge of the stage and dangle my legs over the side.

Dark hair, slim build, and trimmed beard, he’s neither ugly nor handsome. But I don’t trust that smile. It’s too assertive and greasy.

“I’m James.” He holds out a hand.

“Danni.” I clasp his clammy fingers and pull back, keeping the exit behind him in my periphery. “Shouldn’t you be working?”

“I’m on break.” He licks his lips as his eager gaze sweeps over my skinny jeans and pauses on my shoulder, which is bared by the wide neck of my slouchy shirt.

Dancers aren’t shy about showing skin, and I’m no exception. James can leer all he wants if he keeps his hands to himself.

He bends closer, resting a hand on the stage beside my hip. “This might come across as a little aggressive…”

“It’s only aggressive if you have something aggressive in mind.”

“Go out with me tonight.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Well, you’re a beautiful woman.” He leans a hip against the platform. “It just so happens I have a thing for beautiful women.” His smile twists suggestively. “I get off work in an hour. What do you say we get to know each other?”

A smart girl would tell him to get lost, but I’m a glutton for mischievous conversation. “What would getting to know each other involve?”

His eyebrows jump up, and he quickly smooths his expression. “Dinner?”

“I already ate.”

“Drinks?”

“Then what?”

He rubs the back of his neck. “Uh…”

“Tell me exactly how you imagine getting to know me, James.” I trap my bottom lip between my teeth and release it. “Or are you afraid to say?”

A shadow moves at the edge of my vision. It’s out of focus, but I make out a tall silhouette in the doorway behind James. I don’t shift my gaze. I don’t have to. The sensation of being lividly and intensely glared at tells me exactly who lingers at the entrance of the dining room.

“I have lots of ideas.” James scratches his beard and scrutinizes my body with slimy intent, oblivious of the casino owner standing behind him. “I don’t know if I should say—”

“You better spit it out before my employer gets here. He hasn’t had sex in years, and it’s turned him into an intolerable, angry ogre.”

“You work here?”

“Nope. What happens after drinks, James?”

“Okay, so I’m thinking…” He fiddles with his necktie. “I’ll take you home. And kiss you. And touch you. And make sweet love to you.”

I don’t even try to hide my cringe. “Boring.”

“What? Which part?”

“Make sweet love? Dude, you can do better than that.”

“I don’t know wha—”

“Do you like anal play?” Knowing Trace is listening makes it damn hard to keep a straight face, but somehow, I manage it.

James sucks in a breath and flattens a hand over his heart. “Yes! I mean, what man doesn’t?”

“Your rectum, James. Not mine. Have you ever been pegged by a thirteen-inch dildo?”

“No.” A flush rises up his neck, and he retreats backward a step. “Fuck, no.”

“That’s too bad. We could’ve had something beautiful together.”

“Enough.” Trace appears beside James, his murderous glare trained on the other man.

Recognition widens James’ eyes as Oh-Jesus-I’m-fucked contorts his expression.

“You’re fired.” Trace bares his teeth, towering over James. “Gather your things and—”

“Stop it.” I poke a toe against Trace’s rock-hard thigh then lean toward James, whispering loudly around the cup of my hand. “He can’t get it up. Makes him unbearably bad-tempered.”

“Danni.” Trace growls.

“Don’t worry about him,” I say to James, leaning back. “You’re not fired.”

“Mr. Savoy? Sir?” He drops his chin, practically bowing. “I need this job. I didn’t mean any harm.”

Trace clasps his hands behind him, his glower firmly directed at James. “You harassed a casino employee—”

“A casino guest.” I cross my legs at the knee and bounce my foot. “I harassed him. The poor guy didn’t stand a chance.”

“That’s not what I overheard.”

“Sounds like a you problem. Get your hearing checked.”

“I have zero tolerance for this kind of behavior in my casino.” His voice is steady and controlled as it snaps through the room.

“So authoritative and manly.” I feign a shiver and blink doe eyes at him. “Being the weak vulnerable female that I am, I would’ve never been able to handle this conversation on my own.”

A muscle ticks in his jaw. Maybe he’ll grab at his hair and mess it all up. As is, every blond strand flawlessly molds into a textured slick-back style. But he doesn’t scrape a hand through it, doesn’t clench his fists, or do anything to suggest an unraveling composure. I can’t decide if his indomitable self-control is sexy or aggravating.

“James.” I prop an elbow on my thigh and rest my hand beneath my chin. “Will you hit on casino guests in the future?”

“No.” James looks from me to Trace. “I promise, sir.”

Trace points his scowl at me, and I give him a playful wink.

“Consider this your only warning.” He stabs a finger toward the door. “Get back to your station.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.” James races out of the restaurant like hell’s breathing up his ass.

Reclining back with my arms braced on the stage behind me, I meet Trace’s stony stare. “Waiting for someone?”

His nostrils widen and relax as he glances at his watch. “She’s fifty-three minutes late.”

“She sounds important. Especially if she dragged his lordliness out of his royal tower to consort with the commoners.”

“She’s a royal pain in my ass. I’m rethinking the job I offered her.”

“Rock on. She wasn’t going to accept it anyway.”

His eyes narrow. “Then why are you here?”

I squint right back. “How did you know I was here?”

He huffs a sharp sound and flicks a finger at the ceiling.

Elaborate glass fixtures of every color create a mosaic design overhead. A closer look reveals tiny black globes amid the art work. Cameras. Of course.

“You were spying on me? I could have you arrested for stalking.” I arch a brow. “And trespassing in my house. Any other crimes I should be aware of?”

“Cut the shit, Danni.”

“Oh, Trace. I wouldn’t shit you. We’re just getting to know each other.”

“Yeah?” He strokes his bottom lip, tempting me to kiss it. “I heard how you get to know men.”

“Anal play?”

His frown jerks, as if an invisible finger yanks it up at the corner.

“You smiled!” I feign a gasp, pointing at his mouth. “Did it hurt?”

He grunts.

Maybe I can coax another one. “Do you fancy a thirteen-inch dildo, Mr. Savoy?”

He glances at the empty doorway and composes his expression into that of an imperious casino boss. “I see you found the stage. Is it adequate for your routine?”

Ugh. So stiff. I’d love to see him loosen up. I bet it’s glorious.

“Depends.” I swing my legs around and stand at the center of the platform. “Still rethinking that job offer?”

His gaze latches onto my mouth before it makes a slow descent along my neck, tracing the shape of my breasts, my hips, and the apex of my thighs. My entire body reacts, igniting deep within my core and spreading outward to inflame my skin. My nipples tighten. My pulse kicks up, and a throbbing ache flares between my legs.

Jesus, this man is potent. All he has to do is stand there in his tailored suit and transmit displeasure like it’s foreplay. His sculpted lips part naturally, forming an enticing fracture in that scowl, which is framed by a jawline carved in right angles. So commanding. Masculine. Way too hot for a stuffed shirt.

He hasn’t moved his focus from the vicinity of my crotch, so I snap my fingers in his line of sight.

Those stark blue eyes jump to my face, and there’s something glowing in the depths. Something needy and compulsive and…resentful.

“You don’t like me very much, do you?” I anchor my fists on my hips.

“That’s negligible.” He paces around the stage, hands folded behind him. “Let’s go to my office so you can sign the contract and—”

“I don’t think so, Scoot McGoot.” I stretch my arms out, encompassing the 360-degree panorama of crowded casino tables and one-armed bandits. “I hate to break it to you, because this really is a great stage, but no one out there cares about a dancer in a restaurant. Doesn’t matter how much you pay me.”

His pacing veers toward the bar, where he bends behind the steel counter, vanishing from view.

Before I can ask what he’s doing, a column of soft light envelopes me from head to toe. The source shines from beneath my feet, and as I step forward, the light follows me, effectively encasing me in a glowing tube.

“So cool.” I bounce from side to side, captivated by the accuracy of the motion sensor.

He messes with something on the back wall, and a sultry, fast-tempo pop song streams from hidden speakers. I recognize it immediately. The deep vocals of the Haitian rapper. The stately resonance of brass instruments. The vibrating clap-clap-clap of percussion. The high-energy composition of Hips Don’t Lie by Shakira. It’s a song I practice to often, and my body twitches to ride the rhythm.

“Dance.” Trace stalks toward the stage and stares up at me. “Please.”

Saturated in the beam of light beneath my toes, I tremble with excitement. His please isn’t the only reason I pull off my shirt, but it’s a powerful incentive. I doubt he uses that word often, and standing before him in a sports bra and low-waist jeans, I’m happy to oblige.

The music thumps through me, setting the pace of my breaths. My arms move first, lifting sensuously, flowing like a lazy wave from one hand to the other and taking my shoulders with them. I hold my hips still, concentrating all movement above my chest. Making him wait for it.

The way he stares up at me… Sweet hell, it says everything he doesn’t. Grave and serious, his blue eyes devour my body with naked interest, as if I’m beautiful, as if he desperately wants to touch me, grab me, fuck me.

Buttoned up and crisply starched, his suit molds to the muscled form of his body, as if challenging me to stare. To want. To conjure images of my hands stripping every immaculate layer.

The volume grows louder, and I engage my abdominal wall, undulating the muscles in a rippling shiver. His thick shoulders lift with an intake of air, a breath he holds for several counts before releasing, relaxing, and inhaling again.

I affect him—my body, my art, my command of both. It gives me a sense of power over him. Not that I intend to see him again, but for one night, in an empty restaurant, it’s invigorating.

When the song reaches a staccato rhythm, I punctuate the beats with vertical hip drops, outward hip hits, shoulder accents, and ribcage lifts. The fluid motion of my body aligns with the instruments, pulling me into a state of hypnosis that carries me across the platform, floating on a column of light and curving my lips from corner to corner.

I smile because I appreciate the sensual gestures, the mellifluous lines and bends of my frame. I smile because as Trace watches me, his eyes glow at max voltage, electrocuting the short distance between us.

Leaning toward him, I shimmy what little I have on my chest and meet his gaze. Bending deeper, I hang my head and roll my shoulders in a dance of their own, caught in the music, held by the moment.

Upside down, my hair sweeps the floor, arms hanging beside my face as my deltoids, lats, and traps contract and bounce in a textured choreography of muscle.

Slowly, I rise, raising my arms above my head and rolling my hips in infinity loops. As I lower my hands alongside my face, I writhe my fingers in sinuous, seductive waves, tilting my head, gyrating my pelvis, and making his jaw dip lower, lower…

He snaps his mouth shut, his chest rising and the rims of his eyes tightening with tension.

I know what he sees. I’ve memorized my reflection in the mirror as I sway and rock through the serpentine maneuvers. The shimmies, shivers, and flexibility of my hips. The female form moving in a way that simulates flexibility, promiscuity, and sexual energy. I’m an actress on a stage, eliciting emotion and feeding off the reactions. Or in this case, one reaction.

I put an extra kick in my hip tilts and laugh as his jaw twitches toward a smile. “You like that?”

His face instantly cements back into stone, his eyes thunderous.

The song winds to a close, and I slow my movements, lowering my arms and gazing to the side and at the floor until silence blankets the room. Then I bend in a customary bow and blow him a kiss as I straighten.

He reaches for the knot of his tie and drops his hand. “Turn around.”

“Why?”

His lips clamp together, darkening his expression, as if I committed blasphemy by questioning him.

Our silent standoff doesn’t last long. I’m too curious to not turn around, and when I do, my breath hitches. “Whoa.”

Twenty, thirty…maybe fifty people gather on the other side of the glass wall. Most are men, but women congregate, too. And employees. Others linger near the tables farther back, eyes pointed in my direction, watching.

I wave at the crowd and smile. “Why are they—?”

“You’re good, Danni.” His timbre comes from somewhere near the bar behind me.

The light beneath my feet blinks off, veiling me in shadows and signaling the audience to disperse.

“You really think I’m good, huh?” I hop off the stage and slip my feet into the flip-flops.

“Not just good. You’re captivating.” Trace strides toward me and grabs my shirt from the floor.

I reach for his hand, but he yanks it back and proceeds to guide the shirt over my head. The gesture stutters my breath, and when my face emerges through the neck hole, I stare at him with wide eyes.

Focused on his task, he lifts my arm, then the other, sliding each of my hands slowly, gently, through the sleeves. Letting him do this feels so strangely intimate I’m at a loss for how to respond. It’s such a small thing, but it’s been a long time since I’ve been tended to like this. Too long, apparently, given the swarm of bees diving and whirring in my stomach.

He straightens the shirt around my hips and drifts closer, his finger trailing oh-so-softly along my jaw. “Watching you dance is an exquisite experience. The freedom in your movements, the pleasure on your face… it evokes feelings that are deeper, hotter”—he bends so close his lips brush my ear—“better than sex.”

Shuddering warmth curls through me. “You must not be having very good sex.”

He touches his brow against my temple, his hand sweeping back to trace my spine as his minty breath bathes me in heat. “I imagine sex with you would annihilate every experience a man has ever had.”

Holy hell, I feel every raspy word like hungry kisses along my neck. “What are you doing, Trace?”

He steps back and smooths a hand over his tie, his scowl harder, angrier than before. “I want to finish this meeting in my office. The contract—”

“And just like that, you completely ruin a good moment.” From the back pocket of my jeans, I hand him a folded scrap of paper. “I have a counteroffer.”

He takes it and strides toward the exit, leaving me standing there with my mouth open.

What the shit just happened?

“Wait.” I trail after him. “Aren’t you going to read it?”

“Yes.”

I chase him all the way to the elevators. And by chase, I mean sprint, because damn his long legs.

His unapproachable demeanor allows him to move through the casino without being stopped or interrupted with idle conversation. The crowd actually parts to move out of his way.

He attracts attention from everyone he passes, especially from the women. His towering height and expensive suit are noteworthy, but it’s his arresting looks—the sexy blond hair, sculpted features, broad shoulders—that weaken knees and drop jaws. Alluring and mysterious, he’s an orgasm for the eyes.

Bypassing the public lifts, he strides down an empty corridor, where another elevator waits. He punches in a passcode, and the doors slide open.

“Your own personal lift?” I step inside the mirrored box.

“Yes.” He follows me in with my counteroffer folded in his hand.

How much longer is this going to drag out? I’m ready for him to read my demands, lose his shit, and send me on my way.

The panel of buttons only provides access to the 30th floor, 31st floor, and a few underground levels. He presses 30.

“What’s on the top floor?” I lean against the wall opposite him.

“My residence.”

He lives in the hotel? In the penthouse, evidently. How disappointingly prosaic.

As the elevator shoots upward, he unfolds the paper. His eyes flick over my handwriting, his features stoic and indecipherable. When I’m certain he’s read through all of it, my nerves kick in. He doesn’t look up, doesn’t react at all.

My preposterous counteroffer demands a salary that rivals that of a tenured surgeon. It also includes other requirements, such as a wardrobe budget, private dressing room, retirement contribution, health care, paid vacation, and free alcohol at the casino bars. The health insurance would be nice since I haven’t had medical coverage since college, but I don’t give a fuck about the rest of it.

With slow exacting movements, he folds the paper and tucks it into the interior pocket of his suit. Then he rests his hands on the guard rail behind him, crosses one shiny shoe over the other, and meets my eyes.

His expression is firm, leaning toward unkind, but there’s a hint of deviousness deep in the brackets around his scowl. I can’t decide if he’s going to kiss me or say something hateful.

It’s curious how he always tilts that strong chin downward, a mannerism that forces him to look up. Since he’s so tall, maybe bowing his head is a matter of practicality. Or maybe it’s deliberate because he knows that upward glare appears darker and more intimidating beneath the brooding mantle of his brow.

I wish he wasn’t so damn attractive or that I wasn’t so enthralled with his severe personality. Because as I wait for him to push the button that will send me back to the lobby and out of his life, part of me regrets sabotaging this opportunity. I need the job, but more than that, I need someone with his impenetrable resolve in my life. A partner who will challenge me. A man who will stand up to me. A lover who will inspire me out of my celibate funk.

It’s not that I’m good at reading people. I’m not. But there’s a subtle air about Trace Savoy, one he tries to stifle. On the surface, he’s too cavalier. Too arrogant and apathetic. It’s a facade. Beneath that callous shell lurks an interested, impassioned, sexual man. I’ve glimpsed it in the creases of his expression, in his heated words, and in the caress of his touch on my face. I want more of it. I need to know if there’s something between us, something that could grow and stretch and take flight.

I search his beautiful face, looking for clues to what he’s thinking and find nothing. “You’re toying with me.”

“Your counteroffer suggests…” He pushes off the wall and in two strides, he puts his face in mine with his hands on the guard rail behind me. “You are toying with me.”

He’s deliberately crowding me. My head doesn’t even reach the knot on his tie, so I have to angle my neck way back to meet his gaze. It’s a position meant to make me feel smaller, more vulnerable. Little does he know, he can’t hurt me. I’ve been hurt—a hurt so mortally, inconsolably excruciating there’s nothing left in me to break.

The elevator dings, and the doors open. He doesn’t move.

And that glare. That hostile, infuriating, sexy goddamn glare makes my thighs clench and my skin heat.

“Maybe I am toying with you.” I want to feel the curve of his scowl, so I give into the indulgence and stroke a finger across his full bottom lip. “What are you going to do about it, Mr. Savoy?”

He flashes me a scathing smile that isn’t a smile at all as it sends chills from my tailbone to my neck. “I’m going to accept your demands.”


Chapter Six


PRESENT

“Accept my demands?” I chase Trace out of the elevator and through the unlit lobby on the 30th floor. “Are you serious?”

His gait is driven and focused as he passes a small sitting area, swerves around a steel reception desk, and vanishes into a dark corridor.

I slam to a halt in the empty lobby, reeling from shock and confusion. Should I leave? Instinct urges me to return to the elevator, because no one in their right mind offers a belly dancer that kind of money, let alone all the benefits I outlined. Did he even read the counteroffer?

Turning toward the window beside a leather couch, I lower onto the cushion and face the glass. In the distance, the St. Louis Arch rises over the banks of the Mississippi River, its curved silver shape like a handle on the twinkling metropolis. Buildings of various heights spread out around it, and among those structures is Gateway Shelter. With its seventy-five beds already occupied, they’ll be turning away homeless people for the rest of the night.

I can’t stop thinking about that as I stare out the window and analyze my feelings. I donate every extra penny to the shelter, which isn’t much. But if I accept this job, if Trace is serious about meeting my ridiculous salary requirements, my God, I could help the shelter expand, add more beds, healthier food, softer blankets. Oh, the possibilities!

I’m getting ahead of myself. Trace is up to something, and it can’t be good.

Would a belly dancer increase the revenue in his casino? Maybe. I saw the crowd gathering downstairs, and that was without my costumes or the fine-dining services he intends to provide.

Am I the best belly dancer in St. Louis? For sure. But he could find a better dancer outside of the city and pay her just enough to relocate.

That leaves me with one conclusion.

He wants me, and his interest is personal.

“Danni!” he bellows from somewhere down the hall. “I’m waiting!”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. If I take this job, I’ll have to train him. The Marlo Vogt’s of the world might jump at his grunting, barking, glowering bullshit, but I work for myself and cower to no one.

The question is, do I have a personal interest in him?

I turn my attention to the view outside the window, admire the glimmering reflection of the cityscape on the river, and come to terms with the situation. I’m drawn to him in a way I haven’t been drawn to anyone since Cole.

Trace could be both a job and a solution for my loneliness. Maybe we’ll fuck. Maybe we won’t. What’s the worst that could happen? If it gets complicated, I’ll quit the belly dancing gig and focus on teaching and other side jobs.

But before I seriously consider this, I need a better feel for his intentions.

A short walk takes me down the hall and into the only open doorway at the end. Inside a huge lavish office, he sits behind a glass desk with steel supports shaped like mini arches. His attention doesn’t leave the laptop in front of him, his fingers tapping over the keys.

“I’m on to you.” I stroll toward him and circle the desk to stand beside him.

He doesn’t acknowledge me as he sends what appears to be a revised contract to the printer across the room. Seated in a stiff leather chair, he’s almost eye-level with me, his sexy blond hair close enough for the woodsy aroma of his shampoo to reach my nose.

After a few more clicks on the keyboard, he shuts down the laptop and swivels the chair to position his knees on the outsides of mine. “You’re on to me?”

“Sure am.” I cock a hip and hook my thumbs in the back pockets of my jeans. “This thing you’re cooking up between us? With the house visit and the stage in your new restaurant and the obscene salary? It’s more than a business deal.”

He props an elbow on the armrest, rubs his jaw, and stares at me with disinterest. “How does that make you feel emotionally?”

“Emotionally?” I jerk my head back, grappling for what to say. “Do you say random shit just to keep things interesting?”

“Depends. Are you interested?”

He has contempt and sarcasm down to an art, but I think, maybe, this might be his attempt at humor?

“You’re a lot of fun, Trace,” I deadpan. “You’re also strange.” Strange in an elusive, intriguing, I-bet-he’s-kinky-as-hell way. “Did you actually read my counteroffer?”

“I did.” He rolls the chair back, rises to cross the room, and returns with the document from the printer. “I met all your demands except the schedule. I’m not paying you three-hundred grand a year to work two nights a week.”

I choke at the mention of the salary, even though I’m the one who wrote it into the offer. It was just a number I pulled out of my ass. What if I’d asked for more? What’s his breaking point on this deal?

He places the contract on the desk beside me, and there, stated in bold print is his requirement of five nights per week. Wednesday through Sunday. Three to midnight, with a one-hour break.

“I have a busy schedule.” I cross my arms. “I’ll give you two nights.”

“Five nights, and you’ll agree to a one-year contract with the option to renew.” He stands over me by sheer height and taps the signature line on the contract. “Sign here.”

No way in hell will I agree to a year. “Three nights, and you’ll get a two-weeks notice whenever I grow bored of your sparkling personality.”

He clasps his hands behind his back and stares at the document. “Five nights a week, and you can have your two-weeks notice.”

Fuck, how can I turn that down? I pace away from him, walking a circuit through the office as I think.

Who is this man, this modern-day overlord, who sits behind a desk, beckoning people to his presence and casting down hirings and firings? His simple yet luxurious corner office with its gray tones and architecturally-themed lamps and furniture validates his rich and powerful status. But there are no pictures or awards. No memorabilia or framed degrees. Not a trace of the man behind the suit.

“How old are you?” I glance over my shoulder and find him facing the wall of glass that frames the Gateway Arch in the distance.

“Thirty.” He doesn’t look at me, though he can probably see my reflection in the window. “You?”

“Twenty-eight.” I pivot, making my way back to him. “How did you become the owner of…” I wave a hand at the office. “All this?”

“All this?”

“The largest hotel and casino in the Midwest.”

“Wealthy parents.”

I’m not sure what surprises me more—his candidness or the icy chill in his tone.

“Trust fund?” I rest a shoulder against the glass beside him.

“Inheritance. They died a couple of years ago.”

Oh. My chest clenches. “I’m sorry.” I soften my voice. “How did they—?”

“You’ve wasted enough of my time tonight.” He tosses a pen on the desk behind him. “Sign the contract, Danni.”

I suck in a breath. “Don’t do that. If I cross the line with you, just tell me. You don’t have to be a dick about it.”

He bends down, putting his face in mine and forcing my back against the cold window. “You’re having a hard time understanding the roles here, so I’ll make it clear for you.” He brushes his nose through my hair. “You don’t know me, and you’re not going to know me. From this point forward, you’ll do what I say with a great deal more respect than you’ve shown me so far.”

“I don’t know about that last part, but I do know you.” I slide my fingers beneath the lapel of his suit jacket.

“Is that right?” He doesn’t push my hand away and instead rests his weight on an arm braced against the window above my head, his mouth inches from mine.

“Yep.” I tilt my chin up to meet his arctic eyes. “You don’t date or do relationships. You fuck. Then you send them home with a pat on the ass.”

He scowls in a way only he can make look indecent.

“You exude intimidation and upper-class superiority,” I say, “because you want everyone to think you’re aloof and untouchable. And maybe you are.” I push against the rigid wall of his chest. “But being aloof and untouchable is kind of like being an asshole, and that’s not a special trait. The world is overrun with assholes. You don’t have to be smart or wealthy or good-looking to join that club.”

His gaze narrows, cutting like blue lasers. “I know you, too, Danni Angelo.”

“Oh yeah?” I feather my fingers down the buttons of his shirt. “Do tell.”

His eyes follow the movement, one blond brow arrogantly arched. “The only thing you hate more than an asshole is a guy who isn’t an asshole.”

I flatten my spine against the window. “That’s not—”

“Sensitive guys bore you, and their flattery gets them nowhere. Assholes make your pulse race and your panties wet, especially when they tell you when, where, and how hard.”

Heat coalesces between my legs, and my molars crash together. Damn him.

“You’re the kind of dish that looks enticing, smells delicious, and tastes even better.” He gives me a chilly once-over bristling with judgment. “But after a few bites, it festers in the gut like a bad decision.”

An abrasive breath lodges in my throat, and my face tightens. “What’s the matter, Mr. Savoy? Too scared to sample something deep and stimulating for a change?”

He smirks, and I don’t like the satisfied glimmer in his eyes. I slip out of the confined space between him and the window, seeking distance.

“You’re messy.” He glares at my hand where I twist the silver band on my right finger.

I drop my arms to my sides as outrage spikes through my blood. “I’m not—”

“I could fuck you right now, right here, and give you more pleasure than the son of a bitch who gave you that ring.” His arm snaps up, and his hand wraps around my throat.

How dare he insult Cole and manhandle me like this? I should rage at him, but as my heartbeat jumps against the fist shackling my neck, my entire body throbs erratically, excitedly, wantonly.

“Tease,” I choke out.

He uses his grip to force me backwards until the edge of his desk hits my legs. “Doesn’t matter how hard I make you come, you’ll go home and cry yourself to sleep over the man you’re still in love with.” He releases me and straightens. “You’re an emotional mess, and I don’t want any part of it.”

Anger flares, burning up my cheeks.

“I’m human.” I lurch toward him and shove at his chest. “A feeling, passionate, warm-blooded human, you callous prick.”

He allows me to push at him, his expression volcanic and breaths coming hot and fast, steeping the air between us.

If he doesn’t want any part of it, why did he demand I come here and take this job? His mixed signals are maddening.

“I don’t understand what you want.” I spin away and move to the desk where the contract waits. “I’ll do the job under the negotiated terms, but I’m not signing anything.”

I don’t hear him approach as the scorching proximity of his body envelops my back. He brushes my hair to the side, and his fingers glide with diabolical pressure over my nape, around my throat, stretching toward my breastbone and slipping beneath the neck of the shirt as his thumb strokes the base of my skull. Then his breath is there, a furnace of seduction tickling my ear and racing shivers across my skin.

“I want to watch your body move.” His mouth grazes my bare shoulder. “Five nights a week. In my casino.”

Watching you dance… It evokes feelings that are deeper, hotter, better than sex.

Is this a kink of his? Watching a woman undulate her hips without touching her? Except he is touching, his hand slipping from my neck, down my shoulder blade, and snaking around my ribs to clutch my waist. It feels so good to be in strong, masculine arms I arch back against him and sway my hips.

Instead of pulling away, he rocks with me—a slow, instinctual grind that vacillates to the rhythm of our breaths. It’s unexpected, drugging, and insane. But I sink into the groove, glorying in the feel of his powerful frame cradling my backside.

He runs the heel of his free hand across my collarbones, banding my chest with his forearm and hugging me against him. “I fucking love your body.”

“But not my messy personality?” My head falls back on his shoulder.

“Exactly.”

My stomach hardens. “What a cruel thing to say.”

“You don’t look offended.” He touches his lips to my neck and rolls his hips against me.

The steely length of his erection prods and rubs, leaving little to the imagination. Hard and thick, the man is hung.

But I’m stuck on his words. He’s interested in my body, in watching me move, but nothing else? He’s embracing me, roaming his hands over my curves while avoiding my breasts and everywhere below my waist. If another man touched me like this with his arousal pressing against me, I’d know his intent. But Trace has made it clear he doesn’t want me, at least not in a tumble-between-the-sheets way.

So why is he holding me? His desire is evident in the heave of his breaths and the swell of his cock. I want to demand an explanation. But I’m afraid he’ll push me away, and dammit, I’m not ready for cold isolation to slip back in. It’s been too long since I’ve been held by a powerful, sexy man.

Not only that, he knows how to move. We’re not actually dancing, but there’s freedom and natural rhythm in the sway of his hips, both of which are deadly temptations for my music-loving soul.

“Do you dance?” I ask.

“When the need arises.”

“Ballroom dancing at fancy parties?”

“Correct.” He nips at my neck.

“Dance with me. I want to see your moves.”

“No.” His teeth press against my skin.

I rest my hands on his hips behind me, following the narrow lines of his suit and relishing the contours and indentations of taut muscle beneath the fabric. “You only want to watch?”

“That’s right.” He drags his nose along my throat.

“After you watch me dance, then what?”

“Then nothing.” The hand beneath my breast shifts upward, dangerously close to cupping me.

“I feel your erection, Trace. What would you do if I grabbed it?”

“Try it and find out.”

His voice is raspy and thick, but I hear the threat sharpening the syllables. If I grope him, this little dance ends. I might be bold enough to wrap my hand around his cock, but the rejection would sting.

He seems content to just stand here, rocking and molding his hands to the bends and dips of my body. It’s both confusing and comforting. If he were simply fondling me like Mark had done last night, I would know how to respond. But this is different. His lips caress my neck adoringly, erotically, luring me into a trance that messes with my head.

If I had any self-control, I’d end this meeting and go home. But I crave his small doses of affection, hunger to kiss him, and ache to strip out of my itchy clothes and melt beneath his touch, his mouth, his thrusts. Sex with him would be turbulent, pyretic, and wholly satisfying.

My pulse hammers at the thought of fighting with him, wrestling and fucking in a tangle of sweat-slick limbs. Maybe he’s right. I do enjoy a challenging asshole, and I’m compelled to explore the enigma of this infuriating man.

But he thinks I’m messy. The more I roll that around in my mind, the more I want to prove him wrong. In fact, I’m starting to think he’s intentionally trying to get under my skin.

Twisting in his arms, I lift on tiptoes and search his glacial gaze. “You’re up to something.”

“I’m not.” His tone is stringent, unmoved.

“You are. You’re gambling with my emotions. Taking bets on my libido.”

“Are you making casino jokes now?” He huffs a laugh—a single humorless pulse of sound.

His impassive expression further enrages me, and I shove at his chest. He steps back, but I stay with him, pushing until he bumps into the window behind him.

“You can’t love my body,” I say, holding my palm against the lapel of his jacket, “and not want to fuck me.”

Dear God, what’s gotten into me? I really do need to get laid. It’s like he’s triggered a chemical in my brain that’s robbed me of all shame.

His breathing speeds up again, and he raises his arms against the window on either side of his head, as if opening himself up to me. Or holding himself back.

“I want full disclosure.” I press my palms against his, crowding him in the cage of my arms. “Just tell me what this is so we can move on.”

If someone walked in, they would think I’m pinning him to the glass, but that’s not the case. Though his back and hands are pressed to the window, he’s stronger, bigger, and more aggressive. He’s allowing this, and the flicker in his eyes tells me he likes it.

“You want to know if I intend to fuck you?” His fingers curl around mine.

Then he dips his head. Before I can blink, he kisses me. A brutal whiplash of a kiss that sucks the air from my lungs and skyrockets my pulse. I anticipate the lash of his tongue, but it never comes. His teeth catch my bottom lip, a sharp twinge of pain, and he leans back.

“No,” he says coldly. “I will not have sex with you.”

But that kiss. It lingers on my mouth like a trail of fire.

“What?” I dig my fingernails into his palms. “Why the fuck did you kiss me?”

“Because I can.” He swings us around, reversing our positions. Rather than closing in, he breaks away and lowers in the chair at his desk. “Good night, Danni.”

My gaze falls to the thick column of his neck, the starched white collar, and the squared shoulders beneath the stiff fabric of his suit jacket. Focused on his laptop, he wakes the screen and launches a spreadsheet, his demeanor all business, his dismissal unquestionable.

Maybe I’m delusional, but it feels like I made a tiny bit of progress, if I count that angry kiss. My curiosity is more piqued than ever, my fascination not even close to being satisfied.

It’s not like I want a relationship with him, but I can’t stop myself from recalling the torrid sensation of that huge hand wrapped around my throat or imagining it spanning over my bare ass, slapping and reddening my skin as he plows into me with hard-hitting thrusts. No doubt he’s massive, rock-hard, and strong everywhere, an image that produces ripples of pulsations through the long-neglected muscles between my legs.

Christ, I need to get out of here.

“Call me when the restaurant is open.” I stride toward the door.

“You’ll be here tomorrow morning.” He doesn’t glance up from the laptop.

“Why would I—?”

“You’ll meet with HR and fill out your paperwork. Eight o’clock.” He reaches under the glass ledge of the desk, and a sharp buzz sounds overhead. “Don’t be late.”

The door releases from the wall and swings toward me. I shuffle backward into the hall to avoid colliding with the swinging wall of steel. It clicks shut, and the sound of electronic tumblers announces that he locked me out of his office.

A shocked laugh escapes my lips. I bet that dick move makes him feel all powerful and authoritative. I want to be annoyed by it, but instead, I find his social ineptitude oddly addictive.

As I exit the 30th floor and amble through the parking garage, my blood sings and my heart thumps wildly, enthusiastically, for the first time since Cole.


Chapter Seven


THREE YEARS AGO

Stay by Rihanna plays on my phone where it sits on the plywood subfloor in my brand-spanking-new dance studio. The aroma of sawdust and sweat and excitement infuses the air as I rock my hips and study my reflection in the newly hung mirrors.

Cole kneels several feet behind me, installing the final ballet bar in the room he recently added on the rear of my house. Dust coats his Converse and faded jeans, his torso scrumptiously bare and rippling with overworked muscle.

I still can’t believe he built me a dance room. Who does that? When he showed me the designs and told me he was paying for everything, I sobbed hideous snot-laden tears of joy. Then I tried to talk him out of it, which I’ve learned is a wasted effort when his mind is made up.

It’s been nine months since we met in the street on that fateful morning. We fucked like animals that first night, and he moved in a month later. To say it’s been a whirlwind is an understatement. Every second of every day is a combustible haze of touching, kissing, intoxicating delirium that obscures our awareness of the world around us.

Inseparable to the point of infatuation, we’re sickeningly, obsessively, can’t-get-enough-of-each-other in love. I can’t imagine this fever ever fading. It’s too strong, too real, too deeply and intricately woven into the fiber of my being.

His dense lashes lift, and his brown eyes connect with mine. The need to kiss him hits me directly in the chest, and my pulse kicks into a wild crescendo. Is it possible for two people to kiss too much?

When our mouths aren’t locked together in aggressive passion, we’re grinning stupidly at each other. Like now.

That smile of his puts me in my feelings, and his dimples dare me to come closer, for a taste, a touch, for a full-body saturation in all things Cole.

“You’re distracting me, baby.” His gaze darkens, drifting lazily over my body.

“And?” I lift the hair off my damp nape and hold it on top of my head.

Now that I have his attention, I work my stomach muscles, contract my spine, and let my hips flow sensually to the provocative vocals.

I feel silly dancing around in his heavy work boots, but he demanded I wear them to protect my feet. Always so demanding and protective, but he does it in a manner that makes me feel cared for and loved. A girl could get use to this. She could become attached.

What am I thinking? I’m way past attached.

Sitting back on his heels, he swipes the back of a hand over his glistening brow. “If you’re going to tease me with that sexy ass, do it on the pole.”

He surprised me with the stripper pole a couple of hours ago, having installed it while I was running errands. I haven’t danced on it yet, deciding to save that erotic show until after we’ve both showered.

“What do you have left to do tonight?” I sashay toward him, singing along with Rihanna, twisting my hips, and sensually moving my arms above my head.

“Danni, you’re killing me here.” He groans, and his fingers clench around the drill in his hand. “I was going to start on the wood floors tonight.”

I’m tempted to pout, but I won’t. He’s doing this for me, and I’m so damn grateful. I’ll be thanking him with my body all night long, because holy hell, he wears dirt and sweat like a sexy tatted-up rock star.

“Stop looking at me like that.” His jaw flexes, his expression a storm of unrestrained desire. “Christ, you’re making me hard.”

“I wish I could stop, but when I see you, all I want to do is rip your clothes off and wrap my pussy around your cock.”

He curls his fingers against his thigh and looks around the unfinished room, an internal battle straining his gorgeous face. Oh, he wants to fuck me, but he knows as well as I do that anticipation makes it so much hotter.

“If you behave,” he says, his tone hard and uncompromising, “I’ll give you my cock. When I am ready.”

A shiver pulses through me. One thing’s for certain. He’ll fuck me rough and dirty, overpowering me in a way I never imagined wanting or enjoying. Now that I’ve experienced Cole’s brand of sex, I won’t ever go back to grunting and groping in the dark with a passive man. I hope to never touch another man again.

He returns his attention to the ballet bar, but I know he’s aware of my every move. Each time I shake my hips, flick my wrists, or swipe my tongue along my lips, a smile takes hold of his mouth.

His jeans sit so low on his hips the V-shaped cut of his torso stands out in stark relief. I want to trace the sculpted ridges with my lips and lick that thin trail of hair into the shadowed dip behind his fly.

Now my heart is fluttering. My mouth dries, and my nipples tighten against the itchy lace of my bra.

I continue to dance around the room, and his breathing speeds up. The muscles in his shoulders go taut, drawing my gaze to the black serpent tattooed around his bicep and along the side of his neck. He’s covered in ink—both arms, pecs, back, and a full wrap around one thigh. All black snakes. He had a pet snake in high school, which he claims gave him a dangerous reputation. A reputation that got him laid. A lot. I think he’s full of shit. His sex appeal alone drops panties everywhere he goes.

My playlist switches to the next Rihanna song, We Found Love. The quicker tempo lifts my cheeks and revs my body into a faster pace. I twirl through the room, bagging construction scraps and storing unused tools. I’m so lost in the music I barely feel the summer heat.

The A/C ventilation isn’t finished in the new room—a task in an endless list of tasks to complete before I can start teaching in my very own studio. Just thinking about that opportunity fills me with so much love for the man who gifted it to me.

I spin and bounce to the music, dripping with perspiration. I’ve been vigorously shaking my ass through the last five songs. So I pull off my shirt and fling it like I’m doing a striptease.

The sound of the drill screeches to a dying halt.

“Shit.” Cole rubs a finger over the errant hole he stabbed in the wall and narrows his eyes at me. “That was your fault.”

“Mine?” Standing before him in a white lace bra, ratty short-shorts, and oversized work boots, I give him an innocent look. “Why?”

“You know why.” His gaze drops to my chest, and he runs a hand over his face. A look of contemplation crosses his features, and he points at the far corner. “Bring me the tool box.”

I drag the heavy metal container to him and kneel beside it. “What do you need?”

“You.” His eyes flash.

“You have me. What else?”

“There’s a small box at the bottom.” He fiddles with the attachment on the drill.

A small box? I dig around, and my hand bumps something soft and square. Something out of place amid the metal edges of his tools. As I lift the tiny package, my heart catapults to my throat.

A black unmistakable box that can only contain one thing.

“Cole?” My voice croaks.

“Open it.” He inches toward me on his knees, and as his shadow falls across my face, I feel washed in blinding light. It’s his smile. My very own ray of happiness. The first and last thing I ever want to remember.

My fingers tremble as I open the lid, and a ring glimmers beneath the overhead lights. A plain silver band without diamonds or stones. My chest constricts, and my throat catches fire, burning with unshed emotion.

“I didn’t get a diamond because of something you said once. For every finger to receive a ring, another finger must pull a trigger.” He cups my face, his eyes searching mine with unnecessary worry. “You said you abhorred the human price of precious gems.”

“I did,” I whisper. “I do.”

“I researched and found that even non-conflict diamonds come from corrupt industries that do horrible crimes against humanity.”

I nod, hands shaking, eyes welling with grateful tears. “You’re right, Cole. Thank you.” I reach for his hand. “Thank you so much for taking the time to understand that. This ring is… It’s perfect.”

He releases a held breath and rises on his knees, pulling me against him, chest to chest, heart meeting heart. His hands slide around me and splay over my backside. Then he lowers his forehead to mine and issues the command I yearn to hear. “Marry me, Danni.”

Tearful laughter bubbles up as I repeat his words from the day we met. “It’s a foregone conclusion.”

“It is.” He grins wickedly. “But I need you to say the appropriate response.”

“Yes.” I smile with tears in my eyes. “I’ll be your Mrs. Hartman.”

He snatches the box from my hands, grips the back of my neck, and pulls my mouth to his.

“I fucking love you,” he breaths into the kiss with so much adoration it makes my heart hurt.

I say it back, but the plunder of his tongue garbles my voice, steals my air, and scrambles my brain.

I’ve kissed a lot men in my twenty-four years, and every kiss applied the same mechanics. Parting lips, swiping tongues, and the dreaded sharing of spit. Since meeting Cole, I realize a real kiss is more than the motion of mouths. It’s an inspiration. A creation of something unfathomable and timeless. And the art of kissing begins and ends with Cole Hartman.

He kisses like his mission in life is to devour every breath I take and give it back with an infusion of love. His lips are firm, his hands active, his entire body bunching and rocking against me. Intensity lives in his blood, dominating his emotions and attitude. He doesn’t do anything half-ass, especially when it comes to me.

“I need you,” he says gruffly as his mouth veers along my jaw to latch onto my neck.

“I’m filthy.”

“No question about that. You’re my dirty little fuck doll.” He grips the backs of my knees and flips me onto my back.

I don’t slam against the floor, because his arm is there, catching my fall. I don’t know when he removed the ring from the box, but it’s in his hand as he crawls over me and slides it onto my finger.

“Perfect fit,” we say together.

His possessive smile is worth more than a mine filled with precious stones. My chest overflows with more love than it can hold.

“I’m going to break you tonight.” He bites my nipple through the bra.

“Is that before or after I drain your balls?”

“Yes.” He moves to my other breast, sliding down the cup to lave at my taut bud.

“Good.” I moan, arching against the wicked sensation of his talented mouth. “I don’t want to feel my face or hands after you’re finished with me.”

“I’m going to use you.” He unbuttons my shorts and pulls them off, taking my panties with them. “And abuse you.”

“Do it.”

“I’m going to split you in half.” He kneels between my legs and spreads my thighs wide, taking full advantage of my flexibility.

“Any time now would be great.” I writhe beneath him, wanting, aching, throbbing with wet arousal.

“When I pull your hair, you’ll scream for it, begging me to fuck you harder, deeper.”

“Because I love your dick. Now stop teasing me and serve it up, you dirty bastard.”

He laughs thickly, hungrily, and falls on top of me, attacking my mouth with breathless urgency. Whatever restraint he was holding onto snaps. The arm at my back keeps my bare skin from sliding against the splintery subfloor, but he’s shaking now, struggling to suspend me as he grinds the fly of his jeans against my pussy.

“Just put me down.” I reach between us and try to open his jeans.

With a deep growl, he surges to his feet, hauling me with him. The room spins, and my back crashes against a mirrored wall. He lifts me, wraps my legs around his waist, and shoves a hand between us, fumbling with his zipper.

The ragged sound of his breaths permeates the air, and the balm of hard labor and masculine musk fills my lungs. All of it makes me crazy with need. I palm his hard buttocks through the jeans and grind against his hand, rubbing my wetness all over him.

“Goddamn, you’re soaked.” His muscular backside flexes in my grip, and he abandons his fly to shove his fingers inside me.

Holy fuck, I feel him everywhere, stroking inside me, his tongue in my mouth, his skin slick and hot slipping against mine. I want to kiss and lick every inch of him, but he’s covered in a golden layer of sawdust.

“Shower,” I breathe against his lips.

He grunts in agreement and works off his shoes and jeans. Commando, of course. My sexy rebel doesn’t own a single pair of underwear.

Naked, he holds me against the swollen length of his cock and exits the dance studio through the kitchen, heading toward the bathroom. I cling to his shoulders, sucking on his full lips and clenching my thighs around his waist.

We don’t make it far before he finds a sturdy surface—the front of the refrigerator—and slams his cock into me. The vicious thrust rips a hoarse groan from his throat, and his hands shake and flex on my thighs.

“Fuck! Ohfuckohfuck!” I spasm around the thick invasion and stab my fingers in his hair, holding on. “Fuck me like you own me.”

“I do own you.” He kicks his hips, driving into me ruthlessly, while wrenching my head back and forcing my eyes to meet the feral gleam in his. “I want your come. Your screams. Your pleasure. Give it to me.”

I do. I scream his name as a swell of lust rises and builds into an unbearable pressure that detonates in rippling sparks of sensation. The hammer of his hips propels me through the toe-curling orgasm, pounding me against the fridge and sending beer bottles tumbling and clanking inside.

His chest heaves, and his pupils dilate as he holds me in unwavering eye contact.

“You look so fucking hot coming on my cock.” He smiles savagely and continues to thrust while aftershocks of pleasure twitch and jerk through my limbs. “God, I love your cunt.”

“My cunt loves you,” I say through labored breaths. “You should put a ring on it.”

He tenses, and his response rolls out like a growl. “A piercing?”

“Sure.”

His dick gives a hard jerk inside me. “Tomorrow. We’re busy tonight.”

He peels my sticky body off the fridge and carries me through the hall and into the bathroom. It’s a tiny space, and it seems even smaller since he moved in. With his broad bulky frame, he’s like a bear bumping into the walls and stumbling against the tub and toilet.

As I stretch out an arm to dial in the water temperature in the shower, he holds me on his cock, thrusting me up and down and sucking on my neck.

“I want to fall asleep inside you tonight.” He draws my earlobe into his mouth and circles a finger around my clit, working me into Cole-induced orgasm addiction.

Any woman who claims she doesn’t like sex hasn’t been on the receiving end of Cole’s cock. Unfortunately, I’d be hard-pressed to find many of those women, because he’s plowed his way through the greater St. Louis area.

My molars slam together, and I inwardly curse my ill-timed thoughts.

His fingers pause on my clit, and he leans back. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I kiss his parted lips.

“Bullshit.” He steps into the tub and positions my back beneath the warm spray.

I sigh and relax against his chest, sliding my cheek against his scruffy jaw. “I was thinking about your slutty days.”

“I don’t think about that. Ever.” He shifts, pressing me against the tiles so he can cradle my face in his hands. “My life began the day we met. There is no before. Only you.”

I trace a finger along his dark brow, around the outer corner of one deep brown eye, and follow the chiseled angle of his face. “You’re beautiful.”

He squints. “I’m not a fan of—”

“Handsome.”

“Better.” He crooks a sexy grin and drags his nose alongside mine.

“And manly.” I grip his rock-solid ass, delighting in the feel of soft skin over steel.

“Now you’re talking.”

I love the way he tilts his head to follow me with his eyes. Whenever I’m in his arms, he keeps his face close to mine, always watching, studying, touching his brow, lips, nose, or cheek to mine, as if he can’t get close enough, breathing me in, smelling me, and tasting my skin. His attentiveness is unparalleled. I’ve never met anyone like him.

“Fuck me, Cole.” I suckle on his mouth and rub my tongue against his. “Fill me up.”

He pulls out of me and spins me around to face the wall. His arm swings toward the built-in ledge beside us, sending shampoo and soap to the floor as he grabs what he’s looking for. Lube.

My stomach flip-flops, and I push my ass out like a wanton thing. He oils up his cock and drops the bottle. Then his hand slides over my abs, between my legs, and three fingers sink inside. I rise on tiptoes and flatten my palms against the tiles, my legs trembling against the pleasure sweeping through my body.

His other hand presses against my ribs, just beneath my breast, holding me tight to him. I clutch that hand, lacing our fingers together and squeezing hard.

“I’m ready, Cole.”

He took my anal virginity two weeks after we met and fucks my ass every chance he gets. It’s his weakness. One glimpse of that puckered hole and he can’t control himself. He’s already panting at my ear, grinding and rubbing himself against me while his fingers plunge in and out of my pussy. He’s a goner.

“I won’t be able to hold back,” he growls.

As if he knows another way. Not only is he hard as a rock, he’s well-endowed. Long and wide with a big fat head. I’m going to feel every inch of that gorgeous cock.

He seats the broad tip against my tight ring of muscle and bites the sensitive skin beneath my ear. “Push back, baby.”

I edge back, relaxing into it. His fingers curl inside me, gripping my pussy and maneuvering me where he wants me as he sinks into my ass.

“Jesus, fuck.” It’s a tight fit. I’m not going to last. My body’s already primed, inching toward to the fall into bliss.

By the heaving, groaning noises at my ear, he’s right there with me. He loves anal, but he never lasts long when he takes me this way. It feels too good, so fucking tight and erotic he always finishes within minutes.

“Danni.” He pumps into me frantically, erratically, his entire body shaking with the need to release. “I’m going to…”

He moans, dropping his head on my shoulder and slamming to a stop inside me.

“Are you coming?” I ask.

“Trying not to, but fuck, you feel incredible.” He resumes thrusting, fingering me with urgency while his thumb does devilish things to my clit. “You need to come.”

“I can’t.” Not yet.

“You will.” His hand untangles from mine and moves to my breast to tweak my nipple. “One more.”

I melt against him, clear my mind, and ride the pleasure of his thrusts, the play of his muscles against me, and the heat of his breath on my neck.

“Kiss me.” I angle my neck toward him.

His mouth latches onto mine, forcing my head back to deepen the kiss. Then I feel it. The tiny pulses of rapture skittering between my legs and blooming outward, flooding my nerve endings, strengthening, consuming, taking over all thought.

I tear my mouth away. “Ahhhh, God, Cole. I’m coming, I’m coming, I’m coming.”

A gust of air escapes his lungs, and he chokes, jerks his hips, and shouts, “Danni! Oh, goddamn. Unnnngh!”

His cock throbs and swells inside me, and I wish I could see his face, the pout of his lips, the complete and utter look of satisfaction that I know is morphing his expression. He’s insanely beautiful when he comes.

But I feel him—the tension slipping from his body, the lingering shock waves creeping over his skin, and the caress of his hand easing from between my legs to affectionately rub my body.

This is when his sweet side makes an appearance, when he’s loose and satiated and wrapped around me without the driving need to fuck. It’s a fleeting moment—the man has a ridiculously fast recovery rate—but I’ll take it. I’ll take him anyway I can get him.

He washes me, and I wash him. Then we towel off and collapse naked in bed. I lay sprawled on top of him, legs entwined, with my chin propped on my fist on his chest.

We stare at each other, content to do so without words or motion for long minutes. His hands rest on my lower back, and every once in a while, his fingers creep along my butt crack, as if seeking that opening he loves to play with.

When my eyelids start to grow heavy, his timbre breaks the silence.

“How’s your ass?”

“It misses your cock.”

“Insatiable.”

“Says the three-times-a-day guy.”

“You’re the only woman who can make me hornier after sex.”

“Am I supposed to take that as a compliment? I’m starting to think I’m not satisfying you.”

He yanks me up his chest and hardens his eyes. “I’ll never get enough of you.”

My bones turn to goo, and I lower my face to his Cole-scented neck. “I was going to dance on the pole for you tonight, but you wore me out.”

“You can do that tomorrow after I put a ring on your pussy.”

How do I feel about that? I chew the inside of my cheek, trace a finger in the hollow of his throat, and decide it sounds like fun. “I’ll do a labia piercing. I don’t want any needles in my bean.”

“Perfect. That piercing doesn’t require abstinence from sex.” He stretches beneath me, stroking a hand across my bottom. “They wouldn’t be able to pierce your clit anyway. Yours is too tiny.”

“It is?” I lift my head to see his eyes.

“Incredibly tiny.” He leans up and kisses my lips.

I had no idea. It’s not like I go around comparing clit sizes with my friends. And I don’t want to think about how he knows the female anatomy well enough to make such a claim, but the thought is already there, gnawing at my confidence. He knows his way around a pussy because he’s unbelievably attractive with a sex drive that rivals Genghis Khan, who is reputed to have sired hundreds of children.

“Did you know Genghis Khan had two- to three-thousand women in his harem?” I twist the silver band on my finger.

His brows pull in as he watches me fidget. “I haven’t been with that many women, Danni.”

He doesn’t sound so sure, and my nerves flare. He’s never worn a condom with me. Not even the first time. He swore he was clean, and I have an IUD. It’s pricked at me for a while, but not enough to bring it up. Until now, with his ring on my finger.

I slide off the band and rub the shiny surface. “Is there a chance little Coles are running around in the world? I mean, it wouldn’t change anything between us. I just want to be prepared and—”

“No.” He grips my hand. “Danni, look at me.”

I lift my eyes and sink into the devastating depths of his.

“I’ve always been careful,” he says with earnest. “I’ve always used protection.”

“But you didn’t with me.”

He pries the ring from my hand and holds it in front of my face, catching the light from the nearby lamp.

Is something etched on the inside? An inscription?

I clasp his wrist and angle it closer, twisting it in his grip.

One Promise ~ One Forever

My chin quivers, and my voice abandons me.

“You’re my forever, Danni.” He returns the ring to my finger and caresses my cheek. “I didn’t need protection with you.”

I nod and inch closer, touching my lips to his. “Thank you.”

He holds me for several minutes before taking a breath that hitches his chest. “We need to talk about the wedding.”

“We have plenty of time—”

“We don’t.” He nudges me up, and the wrinkles around his eyes alarm me.

“What is it?”

“I have to leave town for a while.”

“What?” I slide off him and sit up. “When? For how long?”

He shifts, putting his back to the headboard and pulling the sheet across his waist. “It’s work. I have to take these trips sometimes. Out of the country.”

If it was a weekend or even a week-long trip, his expression wouldn’t be so grave.

My stomach sinks. “For how long, Cole?”

“A year.”

My heart stops. “No. Tell them you can’t do it.”

“Can’t do that, baby.” He bends forward, dropping his head and avoiding eye contact.

A dead giveaway. When he can’t look at me, it means the worst news is coming.

“Why?” It’s all I can ask. My entire body is in shock.

“I work for a government agency that deploys—”

“You’re a fucking auditor!”

“Let me finish.”

I sit back and cross my arms to hide my shaking. This shouldn’t upset me so much. We’ve only been together nine months, but dammit, I haven’t been separated from him for a single night since we met. I’ve never been this person, this dependent, needy creature who can’t live without a man. But now I am, and I hate myself for it.

“I’m sorry.” I roll back my shoulders and meet his eyes. “Go ahead.”

“I audit records for freedom of information, and I’ve been assigned to the al-Bashrah oil terminal in the southern waters off Iraq. I’m stepping in as a project manager to make sure the government isn’t getting screwed by the contractors.”

“You’re going to Iraq. For a year.” I let that sit for a second and measure my breathing. “When do you leave?”

“Next month.”

“Next month,” I echo hollowly.

“When do you want to get married?”

“I don’t know.” I can’t even think about that, but I know I have to. He’s leaving. “I kind of hate you right now,” I say without conviction.

“Hate me all you want.” He grips my chin and waits until I meet his eyes. “We’re getting married. We can do it now or a year from now, but it’s happening.”

I’m going to spend a year alone. I can do it as his fiancé or as his brand-new bride. Tears flood my eyes and spill down my cheeks, collecting in a salty pool at the corner of my mouth.

“Damn you, Cole.” I lift a hand to shove his touch away, but my fingers curl around his forearm instead, holding on with aching desperation. “A fucking year.”

He hauls me onto his lap, arranges my legs around his hips, and hugs me tight to his chest. “I can’t stomach the thought of being away from you.”

“I’ll go with—”

“No. It’s not even an option.”

My eyes widen. “Will you be in danger?”

He laughs—an empty sound I’ve never heard him make—and strokes a hand through my hair. “No.”

“Then why can’t I go?” Mother of God, am I whining?

“You have a dance company to run. Besides, civilians aren’t allowed near the offshore oil platforms. You can’t be there.”

The gravity of the situation sets in, and the lump in my throat burns red-hot.

No Cole smiles for a year. No riding on the back of his bike. No strip teases on the pole. No holding hands at Cardinals games. No sharing beers in the backyard.

“No sex for a year.” I trail my fingers across his bottom lip.

“I’ll be jerking off to memories of you dancing naked.”

I smile sadly. “You’ll come back to me?”

“Yes.” He lifts my hand and touches his lips to my ring, his eyes bright and unyielding. “I promise.”

One promise.

One forever.

“I’ll wait for you.” I fold my arms around his neck and touch my mouth to his ear. “I’d wait for you forever.”


Chapter Eight


PRESENT

I didn’t see Trace at the casino when I met with HR the morning after our confrontation. In fact, I haven’t seen him or heard from him for the past three weeks. I’ve spent that time shuffling my schedule, moving evening dance lessons to days, and merging classes together.

So I can belly dance five nights a week.

At The Regal Arch Casino.

For three-hundred-thousand dollars a year.

Holy.

Fuckamoly.

“Waz up with you, hoss?” Nikolai O’Shay releases my hand midway through a left-and-right Samba whisk, his Caribbean accent thickening with exertion. “You need to grease dat waistline.”

In other words, I’m not moving my hips like they’re oiled. I hoped he wouldn’t notice. But of course, he did. We’ve been dance partners since college and entertain at ballroom functions a couple of times a year, like the mayor’s Christmas party. We landed a gig at Anheuser-Busch’s upcoming Fourth of July celebration, and we only have six weeks to nail this routine.

One More Night by Maroon 5 thumps through the speakers in my dance studio. The choreography is tricky, but the beats per measure work for the Samba. If I find my groove, we’ll be golden.

“I have a lot on my mind.” I bend at the waist and rest my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath.

“Tell your boy all about it.” Nikolai shuts off the music, takes a running leap, and slides across the dance floor, ending flat on his back with his legs between my feet and his silver eyes staring up at me.

Perspiration glistens in his tight curly hair, which he keeps cropped close to his skull and bleached blond. Half-Irish, half-Afro-Caribbean, he was born and raised in Trinidad. His accent sounds like he likes to sing when he talks, and his pale eyes and dark skin give him a head-turning exotic look.

“I’d rather focus on the routine.” I place a foot on his chest and lift his chin with the toe of my high-heeled dance shoe. “Let’s take it from the top with the traveling lock.”

He curls a hand around my calf, and his gaze journeys up my bare legs to my spandex shorts and sports bra. “You need to release some of that tension, girl.” He winks. “I can help with that.”

Nikolai is one of the best dancers in the Midwest. He also models, and recently finished an ad campaign for United Colors of Benetton. But his natural-born skill is flirtation. Coming on to women is as involuntary for him as breathing.

We had sex on and off through college, and over the past few months, I’ve considered taking him up on his advances again. But I know I’d regret it. One, he’s the closest thing I have to a best friend. Two, monogamy is a language he doesn’t speak. And three, he’s really not that great in bed.

“How about I dump all my problems on you,” I say, stepping toward the sound system, “after we run through the routine again.”

“All right.” He jumps to his feet, brushes off his loose pants, and rolls his neck. “Let’s do it.”

As the song begins, we take our positions and slide through the small light footwork. Swaying right and left, always turning, bending, and straightening, we create a unified twirling motion, two bodies swinging forward and back like a pendulum.

I concentrate on adding little lifts at the end of each beat, the subtle kicks that bounce in my pelvis and sex-up the movements. My feet ache in the heels, my soles covered in callouses. But I muscle through it, pushing against the floor to roll up on my toes and absorb that lift in my core. Soon, I’m oiling my hips and slipping into the zone.

“There’s my girl.” Nikolai beams, rolling me in a full turn out and back.

A knock sounds on the exterior door of the dance studio.

He pulls me into a closed position, bending me backward as I shout with my head hanging upside-down, “Come in! It’s open!”

It’s a Friday afternoon. The visitor could be any one of my students. Or my sister stopping by after school. Though she never knocks.

I sidestep through a circular volta, spinning to wrap my legs around Nikolai’s waist with my back to the door. He gyrates against me, hands spanned across my backside and bare chest flexing beneath my fingers. Then he stops abruptly and drops my feet to the floor, staring at whoever walked in.

Chest heaving, I turn and come face to face with Trace Savoy.

Hands on his hips and expression stormy, he aims his crankiness at the other man.

Oh, now this is interesting. Cole hated Nikolai, but that was a jealousy problem. Who knows what crawled up Trace’s ass?

“What are you doing here?” I adjust the spandex shorts where they gather uncomfortably around my upper thighs.

“Checking in.” Trace shifts his testy gaze to me.

Nikolai turns off the music and joins my side. “Who’s the stiff upper-lip?”

“The reason my evenings are no longer available. Nik, meet Trace. Trace, this is Nikolai.”

They don’t shake hands or exchange customary greetings. Nikolai crosses his arms over his nude chest. Trace maintains his wide stance, hands behind his back, spine straight.

He’s wearing a black suit today, the shirt stiff and blue like his eyes. No tie. The top few buttons are open, offering a tempting view of his strong neck.

“I’m gonna go.” Nikolai slips around me, pulls on his shirt, and changes into his street shoes.

“No, wait. We need to—”

“I’ve been here before.” He moves toward the door, gesturing between Trace and me. “Once was enough.”

Trace raises a brow in question. I’m sure he’d love to hear all about the night Nikolai met the bloody end of Cole’s fist, but it’s none of his business.

“There’s nothing going on here.” I give Nikolai my angry look, which works on exactly no one.

“Right.” He laughs and shakes his head. “Call me, padna. We’ll have that talk you promised.”

I fist my hands at my sides as he gives Trace a chin lift and steps outside, vanishing beyond the door.

“What happened to the mirror?” Trace nods at the splintering hole that’s been there for two years.

“Self-pity happened.” I leave the broken mirror as a reminder of what I used to look like, so that I never let myself reach that level of numb, grieving drunkenness again.

“I can have it repaired.”

“No, thanks.” I grab a towel and wipe the sweat from my face and neck. “For the record, that’s the second time you’ve chased a man from my house.”

“I did no such thing.” He steps through the room, scanning every detail of Cole’s hard work with his infuriating eagle eyes. “It seems you have trouble hanging onto men.”

My blood simmers, and my pulse shoots through the roof. “Nikolai is one of my many lovers. He always comes back.”

He pauses, turns his head toward me, and narrows his gaze. “You’re not fucking him.”

Though he’s right, the conviction in his tone makes me want to cold cock his clenched ass. I spin away and stride through the door that leads to the kitchen.

“You know how I know that?” He trails after me, zinging electricity up my spine.

“I don’t care.” I grab a bottled water from the fridge and chug it on my way to the shower.

“If you were spreading your legs for him,” he says, leaning against the door jamb of the bathroom, “he wouldn’t have left so quickly.”

“You don’t know—”

“You’ve turned him down so many times he’s conditioned to accept your rejection.”

How does he know that? And why is he still here? Even more troubling, why haven’t I kicked him out?

The black suit hugs his tall muscled frame. As hot as it is outside, I bet his skin is damp and warm beneath the expensive fabric. And hard. Like sun-soaked marble. His chiseled jaw, defined cheekbones, and straight nose form a regal backdrop for the blizzard churning in those cerulean eyes.

With the collar of his shirt open and a few blond strands falling haphazardly from his raked-back hairstyle, this is the most casual I’ve seen him. He’s arresting in a deliberately edgy yet effortless way that makes it so easy to stare at him.

“You need to stop doing that.” He rests a hand in the front pocket of his slacks.

“Doing what?”

“Giving me the look. I’m not going to fuck you.”

Then he opens his mouth, and I’m reminded why I don’t like him.

“You’re confusing the look with annoyance.” I reach into the shower and turn on the water. “Why are you still here?”

He regards me in a way that makes me feel defensive and brittle. But he can’t hurt me. He can stand there all he wants in silent judgment. I’m taking a shower.

I hook my thumbs beneath the waistband of the shorts and ask with my eyes, Are you going to watch me undress?

He turns and ambles into the hall.

I listen for the sound of the back door as I strip and step into the tub, but I can’t hear shit over the spurting water. It would be better if he left.

Except I’m dying to know the real reason he showed up. Checking in, he said. What in the ass does that mean?

Is he wandering through my house right now? Other than Cole’s bike and the spare room crammed with dance costumes, I don’t have anything of value. Not that I’m worried about a man of his wealth stealing anything.

But he can steal information, can glean my weaknesses from the shrine in my bedroom.

Which is exactly where I find him after I shower and wrap myself in a towel.

Perched on the unmade bed with the sheets tangled beneath him, he holds a photo of Cole and me in his hands.

I yank it from his grip and return it to the dresser where countless others clutter the surface.

“What are you doing in here?” I storm toward the closet, collecting bras and panties from the dirty clothes scattered across the floor.

“Waiting on you. It’s become a dirty habit.”

I glance over my shoulder and find him lifting a black thong from the floor. I dash toward him and snatch it from his hand right before he presses it to his nose.

“Add panty-sniffing to your list of dirty habits.” I tighten the towel around my chest and return to the closet. “Really, Trace. Why are you here?”

The closet is deep enough to stand out of his line of sight as I slip into a white lacy tank top and a pair of denim cut-offs.

“The new Bissara is almost finished. It opens next week, and I want you to see it.”

“You could’ve called.” I slide my feet into gold flip-flops and exit the closet, running fingers through my wet blonde hair.

He watches my approach, his eyes shockingly unguarded and wild, like a snow storm in hell. Then slowly, they dip, tracing my hips, my legs, and lifting to linger on my breasts.

My nipples tighten against the thin fabric, and my chest feels heavy and itchy. “Trace.”

He blinks, shifts his focus to the shrine of Cole pictures on my dresser, and clears his throat. “Are you waiting for your fiancé to return?”

Air whooshes from my lungs, and I clutch the engagement ring that hasn’t moved from my right hand since the night I met Trace.

“I waited for him for a long time.” My chest squeezes with ugly emotion. “He’s not coming back.”

Ask me why, Trace. Make me tell you why I’ve been so lonely.

He stands and breezes out of the room. “Let’s go.”

I flinch, wobbling at his sudden change in mood.

“Go where?” I follow him through the kitchen. “I have plans today.”

“Change them.” He grabs my phone from the counter and hands it to me. “Where’s your purse?”

“I don’t carry a purse, and I’m not changing my plans.” I pull a ponytail holder out of the junk drawer and twist my hair into a knot on my head. “Maybe I’ll swing by the casino later. Maybe I won’t.”

I squeeze by him in the narrow walkway between the counters, pass through the dance studio, and step outside.

“Where are you going?” Blond eyebrows form a V above impatient blue eyes.

“Errands.” I circle the yellow MG Midget and remove the key from the pocket beneath the seat.

His eyes widen, and he flattens a hand to his forehead. “You keep your car key in your car?”

I shrug and unlatch the convertible top, folding it back as the sun beats down on my shoulders.

“Did you even lock up the house?” he asks, exasperated.

“No, Dad. I won’t be gone long.” I climb into the driver’s seat.

“Where’s your house key?”

Under the flower pot beside the door. “I have it.”

As I roll down the windows, he strides inside the house. He’s gone a few seconds, presumably locking the front door, before returning to lock the back door.

My smile comes with a heavy rush of nostalgia. His paranoia is so much like Cole’s. It should be unnerving, but instead I find comfort in it.

“You live minutes from downtown.” He grips the driver’s side door, bending over it to glare down at me. “You’re going to get robbed.”

“In case you didn’t notice, I don’t have anything to steal.” I slide the key into the ignition. “I don’t even own a TV.”

Unless I count the one Cole left behind, which is locked in the basement.

“You have an expensive motorcycle in your dining room,” he says. “And what’s stopping a thief from waiting inside to take you when you return?”

He sounds just like Cole.

I slip on a pair of cat eye sunglasses and drop my head back on the seat. “I need to get to the bank before it closes.”

He straightens, studying me for a moment with frustration written across his elegant features. Then he removes an envelope from his suit jacket and offers it to me.

“What’s this?” I clasp it, but he doesn’t let go.

“An advance on your pay.” He still hasn’t released it.

“Afraid I’m going to back out?”

“You didn’t sign the contract.” He relinquishes his grip.

“I told you I’d be there, and I will.” I open the envelope and peek at the check.

Oh sweet baby Jesus, that’s a lot of zeroes. An entire month’s pay. My heart slams against my ribs, and my hands tremble.

“I’ll drive you.” He opens the door.

In the rear-view mirror, I spot a sleek black sedan sitting on the curb. “You mean your driver will take me?”

“Yes.”

“No, thanks.” I pull on the door handle, attempting to shut it.

He pulls back, stopping me. “What’s the problem?”

“It’s a beautiful day. I want the wind on my face.”

Most guys would give in. You want to be a pain in the ass? Fine. It’s not worth arguing over. But not Trace. He’s stubborn, confrontational. A man who gets his way.

“Get out.” He opens the door wider. “I’m driving.”

My head jerks up. “You’re driving…this?”

He stares at the tiny spartan interior like he can’t believe he suggested the idea.

I burst into laughter. “What about your perfect hair?”

He blows out a breath and swipes a hand over those sexy textured locks.

“Will you even fit in here?” I’m still laughing, recalling the first time Cole crammed his massive body behind the wheel.

Trace is leaner than Cole, but leg room will be tight. Really tight.

“We’re about to find out.” He plucks me from the seat like I weigh nothing and drops me on the other side of the gear shift.

As I tumble against the passenger door, he reaches beneath the driver’s seat and slides it back with a rusty screech. Then he shrugs out of his suit jacket and looks at the non-existent space behind the seats, as if trying to figure out where to store his designer threads.

“Try the trunk.” I peer at him over the top of my sunglasses, grinning.

One long-legged stride takes him to the rear of the Midget. The trunk groans open.

“You got to be kidding me.” He slams it shut and returns empty-handed.

I slide the envelope into the center console and meet his eyes. “Sometimes I fill the trunk with ice and use it as a cooler for beer.”

“That explains the rust.” He lowers his six-foot-five frame behind the wheel. After a little wriggling and a lot of huffing, he works his knees around the wheel and shuts the door. “This thing is a death trap.”

“If you’re going to complain—”

“Where are we going?” He reaches for the key in the ignition.

I give him the directions to the bank. “You know how to drive a stick?”

He casts me an aggravated look, but beneath the heavy scowl lurks a glimmer of mirth. His disguised smile.

“Be careful, Trace. I might get the impression that you’re having fun.”

“Right.” He latches his seatbelt, waits for me to do mine, then we’re off.

As he backs onto the street and pulls away, the sedan follows behind us.

“Is he going to tail us the whole time?” I kick off the flip-flops and prop my feet on the dash.

“Yes. My driver knows CPR, so he’ll be able to resuscitate us when we get run-over by a Mini Cooper.”

I snort and glance at his face. The almost-smile at the corner of his mouth turns my snort into laughter, and holy shit, he chuckles. It’s a gravelly sound, with a full grin and everything.

What a breathtaking sight. His hair ruffles in the wind, his complexion glowing beneath the sunlight. I might not like him, but my God, I wouldn’t mind scratching all my itches with him. This thing we’re doing, this pushing, pulling, flirty dance is the best foreplay I can remember having in a long time.

When we arrive at the bank, he stays in the car to make a phone call. I originally wanted to come here to withdraw some money to live on for the next week, but as I deposit the massive check, I add another purpose to my visit.

After the bank teller cuts me a certified check made out to Gateway Shelter, I head back to the car with the taste of happy tears in the back of my throat.

“A few more stops.” I spot the black sedan a few parking spaces away. “Schnucks Pharmacy on Gravois is next.”

He merges the Midget into traffic, shifting through the gears like a pro. “What do you need there?”

The nosy bastard doesn’t need to know I buy prescriptions for my neighbors.

“I’m out of condoms.” I flash him a smile.

It’s hard to tell what emotion those aristocratic features are conveying, but I’m certain it’s not enthusiasm.

“We’re stopping by the casino on the way back,” he growls.

At the pharmacy, he goes inside with me, glowering like an ill-mannered barbarian when I add a package of Trojan Magnum XL condoms to Virginia’s arthritis prescription.

“Quit scowling.” I pull some cash from my pocket. “They’re not for you.”

The young man behind the register watches us through his hipster glasses.

Trace grabs the bag from the man’s hand and storms out of the store in all his temperamental glory.

I pay the cashier and take my time wandering through the aisles. When I step outside, he’s not in the car or anywhere in sight. My throat tightens. Did he leave?

As I scan the parking lot for his driver, an arm hooks around my waist from behind. I glimpse the blue sleeve of Trace’s shirt before he crashes my back against the building, wraps a hand around my throat, and covers my mouth in a searing kiss.


Chapter Nine


PRESENT

Perfect lips slide over mine. Perfect biceps flex beneath my hands. Perfect insanity spirals through me and spins the world off its axis.

Trace sinks his tongue into my mouth, punishing me with beautiful, brutal, intoxicating strokes. His hand slips around my neck, joined by the other at the back of my head, holding me to him as he deepens the kiss.

All thought is gone, decimated completely beneath the fury of his assault. I taste his low-simmering anger, but there’s also possession, acceptance, and desire reverberating through every curling caress.

The hum of sexual energy pulses between us as he lifts me, presses my back against the brick wall of the pharmacy, and licks deeper, faster, inside my mouth.

He feels wild and reckless beneath my skin, in the fingers biting my backside, in the teeth clashing against mine. I surrender to the rising frenzy of hunger, lips brushing, chests heaving, our moans low and muffled with need.

Somewhere nearby, a car door slams. Traffic rumbles in the distance. The rattle of grocery carts come and go. And Trace shows no sign of pulling back.

He feeds from my lips like he’s starving, his mouth hard and unforgiving, his hands kneading the muscles of my butt. He pins me so tightly against him I feel the steel flanks of his waist between my thighs, the length of his erection swelling against my pussy, and the rush of his breaths consuming my own.

The need to cling to this moment curls my fingers into his shoulders, demanding he keep going. Don’t stop.

His lips press harder against mine, and I kiss him back with a fevered madness that convulses through me like an earthquake, vibrating my limbs and burning me up.

Desperate sounds of greed rise from my throat, and he groans in response, his powerful body wrapped up in mine and shaking against me. I arch away from the wall as pleasure radiates through my core, pulsing between my legs and drenching my panties.

The intensity of the kiss is shocking, the feel of his hot satin tongue overwhelmingly erotic. It sweeps against mine viciously, masterfully, and I gasp, my breasts crushed against his chest and my lips tingling and swollen.

Too soon, his mouth breaks away, sliding to my ear, panting, growling, whispering, “Fuck.”

He lowers my feet to the ground but stays close, crowding me as he yanks on the cuffs of his sleeves and glares down at his erection. “Where to next?”

“Second base?”

“That’s not what I mean.” He braces a hand on the wall above my head and inconspicuously adjusts his bulge with the other hand.

“Need help with that?”

He steps back and scowls at me with full, wet, pouty lips. Then he turns on his heel and strides toward my car.

“No, no, no.” I run after him. “We’re going to talk about this.”

He continues along his determined path and removes the car key from his pocket.

“Dammit, Trace.” I jog faster. “That kiss”—that explosive smoldering kiss that rocked the ground beneath our feet—“changes everything.”

“It changes nothing.” He lowers into the Midget.

The car groans and rocks beneath his weight. I might’ve laughed if I weren’t so fucking irritated.

I’m still trembling with the aftershocks of bliss, which only ignite the flames of purpose. I refuse to let him pretend that didn’t happen.

“Do you kiss all the women you don’t want to fuck like that?” I climb into the car and angle over the console to face him.

“I kiss a lot of women.” His eyes cut to me, hard and imperious. “Whoever, however, whenever I want.” He fires up the engine. “Put your seatbelt on.”

My heart feels like it’s shrinking, but it doesn’t hurt. It’s just disappointment, an emotion I know how to deal with.

“You say you don’t want messy.” I lean in, shoving my face in his. “But you’re flirting with it, and honey, I will flirt right back. So put that in your pocket and fondle it when you’re alone at night.”

“You were right about one thing.” His scowl twists into something ugly and implacable. “I don’t date. I fuck. Which means I’m never alone at night.”

My breath lodges in my throat, and I ease back, straightening in the seat and latching the seatbelt. A burning sensation ripples through my jaw. Jealousy, probably. But the feeling is quickly squashed by the stab of an old unhealed wound. A wound inflicted by another man.

I rotate the silver band on my finger, dragging the inscription of lies against my skin. It’s easy to blame Cole for my deepest hurts, because I never felt real pain until he vanished from my life. That’s the ache crushing my airway right now. Grief. Hopeless, irrevocable grief for the man I lost.

“Next stop is downtown.” I give Trace the address for Gateway Shelter and slide on the sunglasses, hiding the moisture pricking my eyes.

“That’s not a safe area at any time of day.” He tilts his head, regarding me out of the corner of his eye. “What do you need to do there?”

“If you don’t want to drive me, your car is right over there.” I flick a finger toward the black sedan parked a few feet away.

He stares through the windshield, his thumb sliding back and forth on the steering wheel. Then he shoves the Midget into gear and peels out of the parking lot.

Five minutes into the drive, the silence between us grinds against my bones, but I have nothing left to say to him. So I plug my phone into the upgraded stereo system, select a song, and crank up the volume.

Down by Marian Hill taps through the speakers, and I move with the rhythm, humming, swaying in the seat, and lifting my hands as the wind whips at my hair. He flicks glances my way, but I avoid his eyes and the unkindness I’m certain I’d find there.

By the time he pulls up to Gateway Shelter, I feel more empowered. Balanced.

With the certified check in hand, I breeze through the side door and find Father Rick taking inventory of the food supplies in the kitchen.

“Danni!” He sets down the clipboard and smooths his mustache. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be in today.”

“I’m not staying to dance tonight.” Not with Trace and his withering conjecture hovering at my back. “Just wanted to drop this off.”

Rick accepts the folded check, his gaze locked on Trace. “Are you going to introduce your friend?”

“Trace Savoy.” Trace steps forward and offers a hand.

“Nice to meet you, Trace. I’m Rick.” They shake, and Rick directs his grin at me. “Danni’s our very own bona fide angel. Her ability to make people smile is a gift from God.”

“I don’t know about that.” I point my gaze at the eternal scowl on Trace’s face. “Seems I have the opposite effect on some people.”

Rick glances back and forth between us with grooves rumpling his bald head.

“I need to go,” I say. “But I’ll be back later this week.”

Trace holds the door for me, and I almost make it outside before Rick makes a choking sound behind me.

“What is this?” he whispers.

A glance over my shoulder confirms he’s staring at the check.

“It’s a donation.” I pat Trace’s rigid arm. “From Trace Savoy.”

Rather than playing along, Trace strides over to Rick and glares down at the check. A glare that blisters with disapproval as it lifts to me.

“Give us a minute,” I say to Trace. “I’ll meet you at the car.”

His jaw works, as if fighting back a retort. He straightens the collar of his button-up with a sharp, angry yank and charges out the door.

“Don’t worry about him.” I shift back to Rick. “We bicker like siblings.”

“That man doesn’t look at you like a sibling.” Rick narrows his eyes. “Are you okay, Danni?”

“I’m great.” I grip his forearm and give it a reassuring squeeze. “Trace bought the restaurant I dance at. We just have some disagreements to work through.”

“And this?” He holds up the check.

“It’s honest pay.” I back up, retreating toward the door. “You’re going to do amazing things with this place.”

His cheeks redden. “Thank you, Danni. There’s a special place waiting for you in heaven.”

“Don’t write me off yet, Father Rick.” With a laugh, I slip through the door and brace myself for Hell in the form of fiery blue eyes.

“Ten grand?” Trace whirls on me the instant I step outside.

So much for waiting at the car. I shake my head and walk past him.

“That’s over half your paycheck.” He grips my elbow.

“My paycheck.” I yank my arm away. “To spend however I want.”

“You need to—”

“Save it.” I quicken my gait and climb over the passenger door and into the car without bothering to open it.

“I will not let—”

“Shut the fuck up, Trace.” I rest my head back on the seat and close my eyes. “I don’t want to hear it.”

I keep my eyes shut during the short drive from the shelter to the casino. The silence is volatile, building and darkening like a thunderstorm.

I’ll drop his ass off and go to my sister’s. Because going home to a house of broken memories sounds even less appealing than hanging out with a cantankerous casino owner.

I know I’m impulsive with money and men and pretty much everything, but why does Trace care how I live my life? How could he possibly be offended by anyone donating money to a good cause?

Maybe I shouldn’t give him this time to gather his thoughts. His unspoken judgment charges the air around me, strengthening, galvanizing. When he pulls into the underground garage, the noise from the wind dies and he opens his mouth.

“You live in a shit hole, drive a shit car, and wear…”

Opening my eyes, I twist in the seat to face him. “Go ahead. Finish that sentence.”

His eyes are stark beneath the overhead lights. He swerves the car into a reserved spot beside a sleek gray sports car and shuts off the engine.

“You wear sandals,” he says to the windshield, “from the clearance aisle in a drugstore. You need money desperately, yet you give it away like it’s nothing.”

“If I embarrass you, get your pretentious ass out of my car and go back to your fancy penthouse where you never spend a night alone.” My toes curl in the discount flip-flops, and my heart pounds at the base of my throat. “Fire me or don’t fire me, but stop casting judgment on my life.”

His eyebrows pinch together. “You don’t embarrass me.”

He opens the driver’s door and unfolds his tall body from the car. There’s no one else in the vicinity, and very few cars fill the parking spaces. We must be in a private level of the garage.

He shuts the door and grips the ledge, facing me. “With the money you’ll be earning, you can live more comfortably. Unless you continue to hand it all out.”

“I am comfortable. I like my shit hole and shit car and my drugstore sandals. It’s just stuff.” I release the seatbelt and bend forward with my elbows on my thighs. “You know what makes me happy, Trace? People. Relationships. Connections.” I tip my head to look at him. “Have you ever been in love?”

“No.” He scrapes out a tired breath.

“I didn’t think so. That’s why I let your cruelty roll off me so easily. I don’t condone your insults. It’s just…” I sigh and pull the hair tie from the windblown mess on my head. “I pity you, Trace.”

“You pity me?” Straightening his spine, he puts his hands on his hips and watches me finger comb my hair.

“I really do. All the money in the world won’t buy the best kind of happiness.”

He grips the edge of the door and leans in, eyes like blue blades. “And where is your happiness now, Danni?”

My heart lurches with a hollow achy thud. I lower my head, lower my hands on my lap, and squeeze the engagement ring.

“He left me,” I whisper. “Then he died.”

Unbidden, a brew of misery pushes against my senses, forming wool in my ears and blackening the edges of my vision. Trace fades from my periphery, but his footsteps are there, circling the rear of the car. He removes his jacket from the trunk. Then the passenger door opens, and an outstretched hand appears beneath my face.

“Come on,” he says quietly, softly.

I stare at the hand, fully aware of the unpredictability that comes with it. Cruel words and passionate kisses. Outrageous paychecks and mercurial moods. Scowls and laughter. Silence and banter. Who knows what he’ll deliver next?

He’s well-versed in calloused expressions, but his indifference is skin deep. If Trace Savoy wasn’t affected by me, he wouldn’t be standing here now, offering me his hand.

I clasp his fingers and allow him to pull me out of the car, toward the exit, and inside the elevator. As we ascend, he tucks me against his body with my cheek on his chest. It feels good. So deeply, inviolably, wonderfully good.

“I’m sorry.” He cups the back of my head. “For your loss. And for the way I talk to you. I’m not a nice man.”

My throat tightens at the unexpected apology. Maybe there’s hope for him yet.

“The former isn’t your fault,” I say, “and we can work on the latter.”

“You’re remarkably optimistic.” He props his chin on my head.

“Ever heard the saying, an optimist laughs to forget, and a pessimist forgets to laugh?”

“No, but it sounds like it was written by a realist.”

The elevator dings, and when the doors open, I expect to hear the beeping din of hundreds of slot machines. But it’s silent. As I lift my head, he leads me out and into a huge unfamiliar room.

“Where are we?” I glimpse an open kitchen to the left and a dining area to the right. Beyond the humongous sitting room straight ahead, a wall of glass brings the St. Louis skyline indoors. “This is your penthouse?”

“Correct.” He leaves me teetering in the entrance, tosses his jacket over a chair, and veers into the kitchen.

“I thought you were going to show me the restaurant.”

I shouldn’t be here. I mean, I want to be here. My interest in seeing his private space ranks right up there with my desire to see him naked. But my current frame of mind is on the fragile side of messy. I’m already imagining the countless women he’s paraded in and out of this bachelor pad.

And what a pad. It’s like something out of a Marvel Hero movie, with an industrial warehouse feel, exposed pipes, brick columns, and raw wood beams. Very rugged and masculine but also trendy in a way only money can buy.

“It’s been a long day.” He walks out of the open kitchen with two Bud Lights. “I’ll show you the restaurant another time.”

“This is…really nice.” I linger near the elevator, unsure why he brought me here.

“Thank you.” He lowers onto a buttery brown couch near the two-story windows and sets the beers on a large vintage trunk that serves as an ottoman. Then he reclines, spreads his legs the way a man does when he’s relaxed, and crooks a finger at me. “Come here.”

I move my feet, taking in every detail of the penthouse. Most surfaces have a cement or stainless steel finish. Copper fixtures hang from the loft ceilings, and little silver rivets run like stitching along the walls.

With all the metallic pipes, concrete, and structural joints shining through, the space should feel cold and uninviting. But it’s not. The furniture is dark and chunky and plush. Richly colored rugs cover the wide-plank ebony flooring. Thick drapes frame the multistory wall of windows in sections. Jesus, those curtains must be forty-feet long.

There’s a lot of brick—the walls, the fireplace, the base of the massive kitchen island. Overhead, skylights glow with sunlight between the splintery wood beams. And like his office, there are no photos or personal keepsakes. His parents are dead, yet there isn’t a sign of their life together displayed anywhere in this room. Maybe I’m the only one who needs a shrine of pictures to cope with grief?

“Do you have siblings?” I approach the couch, stopping a few feet in front of him, locked in eye contact.

“I’m an only child.”

Is that why he’s so rigid? He never learned how to share or play with others?

His black pants are starched to crispness, even after squeezing in and out of the Midget. Who irons his clothes? A butler? A maid? Whatever woman slept over the night before?

Stop it, Danni.

“Sit.” He pats the cushion beside him.

“If you talk to me like a dog, I might crawl onto your lap and lick your face.”

He holds his arms out, as if welcoming my threat.

Baffling, volatile man.

I’m reminded of our scorching kiss and how much I already miss the feel of his velvety lips. But the cold shoulder I received immediately after he stuck his tongue down my throat prompts me to choose the spot beside him.

“I didn’t take you for a Bud Light guy.” I reach for the beer.

“I’m not.” He sips from his bottle and makes a face. “But you like it.”

How did he—? Oh, right. I was drinking beer the first night he came to my house.

His attention to detail is uncanny. And creepy. And kind of endearing.

“You stocked your fridge,” I say, running a hand through my tangled hair, “knowing I’d come here?”

“Yes.” A devious flicker dances in his eyes.

Before I can question him further, the elevator dings.

Three servers bustle out, dressed in suits and carrying trays of domed platters. I stand, and Trace joins me.

“People can come and go,” I whisper, “right into your penthouse?”

“I can lock the elevator with the push of a button.” He moves toward the kitchen. “I hope you like Moroccan cuisine.”

“I do.” Suspicion narrows my gaze. “When did you order food?”

“At the homeless shelter, when you sent me outside.”

The servers leave as quietly and quickly as they arrived, and I recognize one of them from Bissara.

When the elevator shuts, I turn to Trace. “This is the fine dining cuisine you’ll be serving in the new restaurant?”

“Yes. A few samples of the dishes.” He extends an arm toward the platters. “Dig in. You haven’t eaten all day.”

The rich scent of spices permeates the room, an infusion of lemon, cinnamon, ginger, and cloves. My mouth waters as we pile our plates with zaalouk, couscous, beef, lamb, anchovy, and unleavened pan-fried bread.

I follow him back to the couch, balancing the heavy dish in my hands. “I think I need a bigger plate.”

“Or a bigger stomach.”

“Oh, no. I’ll eat all of this. Watch and learn.”

I moan and hum throughout the meal without a single decipherable word. Fuck me, it’s good. Better than good. The old Bissara wouldn’t have been able to compete with this.

When the last crumb is scraped from my plate, I lean back and attempt to untangle the knots in my hair. Nothing’s taming this shit without a brush.

“Did you hire a new chef?” I ask.

“I brought in a New York chef to design the cuisine and teach the existing chef how to prepare it.”

“Wow. That’s…really nice of you. I’m sure the Bissara chef was relieved to keep his job.”

“He kept his job because he works for next to nothing. I’m running a business, Danni, and I make decisions based on profit. Not emotion. You’ll do well to remember that.”

“Of course.” I grit my teeth. “I almost thought of you as human for a second. My bad.”

I move to collect the dirty plates, but he beats me to it, stacking them and carrying them to the kitchen. I stay on the couch as he makes a phone call, his timbre too low to make out what he’s saying.

He tilts the mouthpiece away from his chin and catches my gaze from across the room. “You left the prescription in the car. Do you need it brought up?”

“No, it’s not for me.”

Virginia won’t run out of her arthritis pills for a few days. Besides, I need to leave soon. Playing house with Trace Savoy is wreaking havoc on my already confused brain.

“That’ll be all,” he says into the phone, ends the call, and returns to the couch.

“Thanks for dinner.” I stand, tugging on the short hem of my cut-offs. “I’m gonna head out.”

“Stay.” He leans back on the couch, staring up at me.

“Why?”

“Watch a movie with me.”

That’s the last thing I expected him to say. This day just gets weirder and weirder.

“What movie?” I chew the inside of my cheek.

I shouldn’t stay. Any second, something coarse and horrible will vomit from his sexy mouth, and I’ll regret sticking around.

He grabs the remote, and the screen on the wall powers on. “Dirty Dancing.”

My pulse spikes. “Why did you suggest that one?”

“You have the movie poster framed in your bedroom.”

Oh. Duh. “Isn’t it the best movie ever?”

His thumb moves over the remote, his attention on the TV. “I’ve never seen it.”

“No way.” I press a hand against my heart as excitement percolates through my blood. “How in the ever-loving world is that possible?”

“It’s a wonder I’ve made it this far without the experience,” he says dryly.

“No shit.” I trip over his legs in my hurry to climb onto the couch beside him. “Prepare to be blown away.”

And just like that, I’m committed to spending the next hour and forty minutes with Trace Dirty-Dancing-Virgin Savoy.

As he rents the movie, the elevator chimes again. What now?

He hands me the remote and crosses the room to greet whomever steps off the lift. I can’t see around his tall frame, so I crane my neck and lean.

The same three servers sweep through the kitchen, gathering the platters and dirty dishes. But they’re not alone. Someone stands on the other side of Trace. When he shifts, long slender legs come into view. A form-fitting skirt suit encases a curvy body. Dark brown hair falls around slender shoulders. Golden skin glows on a face I’m not thrilled to see.

Marlo Vogt hands him a black gift bag, and as they exchange words too quiet for my ears, her fingers slip around his waist, resting on his hip with familiarity.

My stomach cramps, but I can’t look away. Because I’m a fucking masochist.

In five-inch heels, she’s only an inch or so shorter than him. They look like they belong together. Dressed to the nines. Elegant postures. Perfectly coiffed. Beautiful. I want to gag.

She doesn’t spare me a glance as she returns to the lift with the servers and vanishes from sight.

Trace taps a digital panel on the brick wall. Locking the elevator? Then he joins me on the couch and sets the gift bag on the floor. “Do you want another beer? Mint tea? Coff—?

“Why am I here and not her?” My voice is louder than I intended, drilling, accusing, demanding.

His heated gaze touches my eyes, my throat, and lower, scanning the length of my stiffening body. “I enjoy looking at you.”

I stare at him blankly. He doesn’t want to have sex with me. He thinks I’m messy. But he enjoys looking at me?

“I don’t know what to say to that.” I laugh raggedly, uneasily.

“Don’t say anything.” He starts the movie, and the intro plays to the backdrop of Be My Baby.

He settles in, propping his shiny shoes on the trunk and stretching an arm along the back of the couch behind me. I’m not ready to let go of the conversation he just swept under the rug, but I’m drawn to the TV screen compulsively, addictively, absorbed in the movie that defines me.

Scene by scene, I inch toward the edge of the cushion, leaning, bouncing, reciting the words by rote. Yeah, I’m one of those.

Then comes one of my favorites parts, when Baby carries a watermelon and watches Johnny Castle get PG-13 dirty on the dance floor for the first time. I vibrate with the need to jump up and shake my ass through those exact steps.

“You know how to do that?” Trace’s voice shatters my trance.

I startle, twisting to look at him. “What?”

“Can you dance like that?” He nods at the bodies writhing and bumping on the screen.

“Yeah,” I whisper wistfully, turning back to the movie. Boy, can I ever.


Chapter Ten


THREE YEARS AGO

My lungs heave. The muscles in my legs burn, and perspiration clings to my nape. But I can’t stop smiling as Nikolai flings me away, spins me back in, and slams me against his damp chest.

His smile’s as huge as mine, because holy shit, we nailed the routine. In one month, we’re going to rock the St. Louis Microfest, taking the main stage with our modern compilation of Dirty Dancing dance scenes.

The acoustics in my studio thunder with the music and the pound of our feet. He wraps an arm around my hips, the other hanging loosely at his side as he jackhammers against me, the fluid thrusts of his pelvis rivaling that of Patrick Swayze. I arch back, hang my head upside down, and XXX grind with the undulation of his ripped body. Then he snaps me back to his chest.

Now for the hard part. With a determined breath, I propel myself upward, lifting my torso and hips while pushing against him. Midway through the jump, I turn myself into a balanced, steel-stiff form. He takes it from there, leveraging my momentum, lifting me above his head, and locking his elbows.

Whew! Excitement fizzes through me as I plant my knees on his shoulders, grip the folds of my pink skirt, and slap the gauzy material wildly around my waist in rhythm with the music.

The crotch of my leotard writhes inches from his face, but that’s not what this is about. He’s grinning up at me, suspending my weight and mouthing the words to Talk Dirty by Jason Derulo.

I’m so consumed in the dance and the music, I don’t hear Cole walk in. I don’t feel him until his arm hooks around my waist and rips me from Nikolai’s shoulders. I don’t see him until his fist flies past me and collides with the other man’s nose.

Blood spurts across Nikolai’s bare chest, and he stumbles back, colliding with the mirror and cupping his face.

“Cole!” The wind whooshes from my lungs, and my knees lock in horror. “What have you done?”

Expression tight and eyes aglow with black fire, he rears back for another punch, hellbent on putting my dance partner through the wall.

My legs propel me forward, and I hurl myself in the path of his strike. I narrowly miss four knuckles in the face as he redirects his fist into the mirror behind Nikolai.

Glass shatters, and Nikolai’s arms come around me, hauling us away from the detonation of testosterone and fury.

I slap the power button on the sound system, plunging the room into a haze of panting, wheezing breaths.

Cole steps toward us, hands flexing at his sides and the cords in his neck stretched taut. “What the fuck—?”

“Don’t come any closer!” I thrust a finger at him and swivel toward Nikolai.

Oh God, blood trails from his bent nose, the cartilage twisted and swelling rapidly. I grab a towel and hold it up to catch the bleeding.

“I’m leaving in two weeks!” Cole shouts behind me. “Is this what you’re going to be doing while I’m gone?”

“Dancing with my dance partner?” I whirl around, voice rising. “Yes, Cole. You better fucking believe that’s exactly what I’ll be doing.”

Cole and I fell in love so easily, naturally, perfectly. But I’d be lying if I said our relationship has always been easy. His temper is explosive, his jealousy obnoxious and turbulent on the best days.

“Where’s your ring?” He glares at my left hand with murderous accusation.

Shit, I forgot to put it back on. “Bathroom counter. I took it off to wax my—”

“Don’t ever take it off!” His roar echoes off the walls.

“Stop yelling at me!” I scream back.

“I can’t do this.” He paces through the room, threading his fingers through his hair and locking them together on his head. “I can’t be halfway across the world thinking about you rubbing your pussy all over another man.”

“I warned you. The morning we met, I said no jealousy. This is my job. You told me you could deal with it.”

“I also said I was hotheaded, and you told me you could handle that.”

He’s right. I can handle it. But…

“Nikolai didn’t sign up for this.” I step to the side and place a hand on my friend’s chest. “Un-fuck this up, and I mean, fix it right. I want groveling, Cole.”

“Danni, don’t.” Nikolai glares at me over the bloody towel against his nose.

“I want bowing and scraping and heartfelt apologies,” I say to Cole. “If Nik leaves here without forgiving you, you’ll be leaving with him.”

I walk toward the kitchen and pour a glass of wine as their footsteps trudge into the bathroom. A moment later, Cole’s voice rumbles through the house.

“I don’t like you.”

Christ. I pinch the bridge of my nose and release a heavy breath.

“I get that.” Nikolai’s Trinidadian accent sings through his pained voice. “But just because I fucked your girl in college—Ow! Fuck! You don’t have to press so hard.”

Cabinets slam. The faucet turns on and off. Then Cole’s hoarse timbre fills the silence. “I’m sorry.”

More silence.

“I’m struggling with…” Cole rasps out a sigh, and something thumps against the bathroom wall. “It’s killing me to leave her, and I’m going mad with worry. But there’s no excuse for taking it out on you. I don’t like you, but I do trust you. Because if you put your dick anywhere near—”

“That’s a threat,” I shout from the kitchen. “Not an apology.”

“You know,” he shouts back, “I eased up on that punch at the last second. His nose isn’t broken, so there’s nothing to forgive.”

I roll my eyes and leave them to it. Making my way to the front of the house, I recline on the couch and wait.

Fifteen minutes later, they emerge from the bathroom, both shirtless and sullen.

“Well?” I look at Nikolai expectantly.

“He loves you.” Nikolai prods a finger around his nose, his silver eyes squinting in pain.

My chest pinches. “Yeah, but—”

“He’s scared, hoss. Fucking terrified he’s going to lose you while he’s gone.” Nikolai rubs the back of his blond head, the corner of his mouth lifting in a small smile. “He and I won’t ever be buddies, but I’m gonna cut him some slack. He’s sorry. I forgive him. And my face doesn’t look so bad after he cleaned it up.”

His nose is swollen but seems a lot straighter in the light.

I turn my attention to Cole, where he stands a few feet away, hands on his hips and unblinking eyes fixed on my lips. He looks wrecked, desolate, and all I want to do is curl my body around him and give him back his smile.

“Since Cole won’t be here when we dance at Microfest,” Nikolai says, lugging the strap of his duffel over his shoulder, “we’re going to perform the routine for him tomorrow. A private viewing.”

“Is that right?” I ask.

A muscle bounces in Cole’s cheek, his gaze still locked on my mouth.

With his chest bare, his unease is evident in the bunched ridges of his abs. The tattoos, whiskered jaw, broad shoulders—everything about him is ruggedly intimidating. I should give Nikolai kudos for not cowering.

“He wants to see how hard we’ve worked.” Nikolai walks backward to the front door. “And how fucking awesome we are, because hot damn, we own that routine.” He holds a fist in the air and opens the door.

“All right, Nik.” I laugh. “See you tomorrow.”

When the door shuts behind him, Cole lifts his eyes to mine.

The fire, the wind, the mystical energy that defines the connection between us sparks, inflames, fueling itself and pulling us together. He gravitates toward me, our gazes consumed with each other.

Lowering to his knees before me, he wraps his arms around my waist and buries his face in my lap. “I’m so incredibly sorry, baby.”

I weave my fingers through his unruly brown hair. “I’m sorry, too.”

He lifts his head. “For what?”

“This.” I reach down and squeeze his nuts.

He hisses and jerks backward, but I follow him to the floor, landing atop his chest and tightening my clamp on his balls.

“That’s the last time you’ll ever hurt one of my friends.” My lips brush against his, softening my words.

“Got it.” He grunts in discomfort, and his warm Cole-scented breath fans my face.

Lying on his back with his arms out to the sides, he doesn’t buck me off, doesn’t try to dislodge my grip from between his legs. But he overpowers me in other ways. With his shirtless chest, low-slung jeans, and swelling cock jerking against my hand. Add the five o’clock shadow on his jaw and the heated look in his eyes and I don’t stand a chance.

My bones turn to dough. My insides tingle, and my fingers loosen around his sac. The anger and regret from moments ago dissipates, replaced by something more fundamental. Stronger. Us.

“You’re so fucking beautiful.” He lifts his hands, cupping them around my face. “I can’t stand the thought of another man touching you, looking at you, fantasizing about you.”

“You’re the only one I see, Cole.” I rest my brow against his and speak each word into a languorous kiss. “You’re the only one when you’re here. When you’re not here. For the next year. Forever.”

Briefly closing his eyes, he slips a hand into his pocket and holds out my ring. “If you never take it off again, I’ll be the happiest man on the planet.”

“It’ll stay.” I slide on the silver band and curl my fingers around it. “I promise.”

“Good. Now what about that other ring?” He paws through the gauzy layers of my dance skirt, his hands becoming rougher, more urgent in his hunt.

“You tell me.” I adjust my position on top of him, straddling his hips and gathering the material around my waist.

He proposed two weeks ago, and the day after, he took me to get my labium pierced. The procedure was done by a beautiful woman, of course. Probably one of his old fuck buddies, but I didn’t ask. The past is what the past is. And the future? I’ll deal with that when it comes.

It’s the present that I hug close—his wide shoulders, to be exact, as he sits up and takes my mouth.

His arms are my orbit, encircling my body. His eyes are my center of gravity, righting me in perfect balance. And his fingers are my eight wonders of the world as they sink between my legs and make my vocal chords scream his name in awe.

Then, with the crotch of my leotard shoved to the side, he slides me down his hard cock.

“Danni,” he growls, his fingers burrowing into my hip bones. “You feel so damn good.”

His muscles shake, and I tighten my hold on him, latching our mouths together, our kisses desperate, frenzied, and weighted with torment.

Enduring a year without him will be a special kind of hell. But it has an expiration date.

One year.

It’s just a blip in the span of forever.


Chapter Eleven


PRESENT

“Danni.”

The growl of Trace’s voice snaps me back to the present, and I swallow around the knot in my throat. Stupid girl. This is neither the time nor the place to get bowled over by the past. Especially not after our strange day of errands and kissing and hanging out in his penthouse.

I straighten on the couch and stretch my neck. The movie’s paused, and the intensity of his gaze presses against my skin.

“What’s wrong with you?” His tone is soft, but there’s an edge to it. Concern? Aggravation? Who knows?

“I should go.”

“And miss the best movie ever?”

I swivel to look at him, catching a rare glow of warmth in his blue eyes. “You’re enjoying Dirty Dancing?”

“I am.” He tips his head down, studying me from beneath blond brows. “It has depth. Like you.”

My lips part on a stalled breath. Was that a compliment?

He touches my chin, nudging it upward to close my mouth. Then he presses play on the remote and stretches back on the couch. I mirror his pose, letting my head fall back and tranquility settle in.

Beyond the windows, the sun has fled, leaving smears of deep purple across the sky. It’s getting late, but no part of me wants to move. My eyelids feel heavy, and the couch is so warm and comfy. The breathing heater beside me makes me want to stay forever.

Doesn’t take long before I lose the fight against sleep.

When I wake, the credits roll on the screen, and my cheek rests on soft twill over steel. Not just my cheek. My arms and legs hug a warm pillar of muscle.

I move only my gaze, following the length of our bodies, down, down, to our feet. His are covered in black socks and propped on the arm of the couch. Mine hook around his calves, so pale and small against his dark slacks.

My knee is bent over his thigh, inches from the soft bulge between his legs. My arm drapes across his chest, my other tucked beneath his shoulder. My neck goes taut, but it’s not our positions that alarm me. It’s the knuckle running along my side, over my hip, and back up. Down and up, down and up, he’s stroking me.

And I like it.

I love it.

So fucking much.

I close my eyes and will myself to fall back to sleep. I want to stay here, wrapped in this gorgeous paradox of a man, and pretend he wants that, too.

“I know you’re awake.” His voice reverberates in his chest.

Dammit.

I shift against him, rest my chin on his sternum, and fall into the crystal blue of his gaze. “I missed the end of the movie.”

He brushes a stray hair from my face. “I know why you like it so much.”

I beam. “It’s a job requirement.”

He doesn’t move to untangle us, seemingly waiting for me to climb off. I doubt he does much snuggling with women, not even with the ones he doesn’t want to fuck.

Rising on my knees, I instantly miss the warmth of his body. So much so my fingernails stab my palms as I slide off the couch.

Rain spatters the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the black sky rotates with even blacker clouds, veiling the twinkle of the cityscape.

The rain isn’t ideal since the top is down on the Midget, and it’s a bitch to put up. I groan at the task ahead and scan the floor for my flip-flops. When did I take them off?

“I have to put the top up on my—”

“You’re not going anywhere tonight,” he says matter-of-factly.

“What? Why not?”

“It’s raining and dark. You’re tired, and I don’t have to be anywhere.”

But where would I sleep? Turning, I scan the warehouse-sized penthouse. The kitchen and dining area opens into the monstrous sitting room. There’s a hall that leads to… A bedroom? Multiple bedrooms?

I head in that direction, veer into the dimly lighted corridor, and poke my head in the first doorway.

A workout room the size of my house stretches toward an exterior glass wall. Beyond the windows is a rooftop pool, the illuminated blue water rippling beneath the rain.

“Rich people,” I mumble, “have all the things.”

“Indeed.” His arrogant self-assertion breathes against my nape.

I continue down the hall, pausing at the only other doorway. His bedroom.

He slips past me and sets the gift bag on a tall bureau. I want to know what’s in that bag, but it came from Marlo. If their relationship is at a gift-giving level, I’d rather not know.

Why does it matter? Trace is a job, not a lover or boyfriend or even a friend.

Except I’m standing on the threshold of his bedroom, thinking about the possibility of sleeping in his huge king-of-the-casino-sized bed.

The exposed brick walls bring the warehouse ambiance into this space, with large picture windows, a private balcony, and a bird’s-eye view of the Mississippi River. The charcoal bedding plays off the elegant use of red in the pinstriped furniture gathered around a fireplace and wall-mounted TV screen. It’s masculine and industrial. Modern and cozy.

“Is this the only bedroom?” I lean a shoulder against the door jamb.

He nods. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“How many women do you say that to?”

His head drops, and his hands fall to his hips, as if he’s annoyed by my question.

I can’t figure him out.

He disappears into a closet and returns a moment later with a white collared shirt. “You can wear this to bed.”

It’s a beautiful herringbone shirt, with a split yoke between the shoulder blades and perfectly aligned white stripes. I can’t imagine what it cost, and he wants me to sleep in it?

I pull the buttons through the holes. “I never agreed to stay.”

He wings up a brow.

Yeah, it was a stupid thing to say. We both know I’m not going anywhere.

“You can dress in the bathroom.” He flicks a finger at the double-wide doorway to the en suite.

“I’m a dancer. We change clothes anywhere and everywhere.”

“Suit yourself.” He steps back into the closet and closes the door partway, blocking my view.

Man, he’s a hard nut to crack.

Speaking of nuts, what am I doing? Should I seduce him? Ignore him? Play with him? Play hard to get with him? I’m so out of practice, I don’t know where to begin. But I do know what I want.

Him.

Preferably on top, but I’ll take him behind, beneath, and upside down. I’m flexible like that.

I strip my clothes and undergarments, pull on his shirt, and button the front up to my breasts, leaving the neck wide around my chest. Then I roll up the ten-feet-too-long sleeves and let the collar slide off my shoulder. But not before I sniff the fabric and shiver a little.

The closet door swings open, and swear to God, the man who emerges transports me into the era of Viking kings and barbarian battles.

Tall, lean, and bare-chested, he moves with graceful intensity toward the bed. Brawn ripples across his back as he pulls down the bedding. Textured blond hair falls rebelliously over his brow as he picks up the clothes I left on the floor. His navy pajama pants hang so low on his sculpted hips I have to swallow the drool pooling in my mouth.

“What?” His head cocks.

He knows what.

“You…uh…” Good God, I’m stammering. Dizzy. Pulsing between my legs. “Gimme a minute. This is a lot to take in.”

He gives me the same full-body perusal, his eyes glittering with unguardedness. An air of casualness. All pomp and circumstance discarded with the suit. Yet standing there all chiseled and confident, he looks more formidable than ever.

“You make use of that workout room, huh?” I circle his strong stance, devouring the cuts of muscle and golden dusting of hair on his forearms and below his navel.

He pinches the pressed collar that hangs off my shoulder and slides it toward my neck, causing the other side to fall. “I should’ve given you a bigger shirt.”

A laugh escapes me. “The angry scowler suddenly makes jokes when he puts on pajamas? Is that your superpower?”

“That’s not a superpower.” His lips twitch for a fraction of a second before they return to their natural downward bow.

“It could be. Lure unsuspecting women into your bedroom with your cryptic glare. Out come the pajamas and bam! Laughter and mayhem. Like the Joker.”

“You’re crazy.” He shakes his head, studying me intently.

“It can’t be helped. So what’s next?” I hop onto the mattress and hang my legs over the side. “What does a slumber party with Trace Savoy entail?”

His snorts a soundless breath.

I don’t date. I fuck. Which means I’m never alone at night.

My nostrils flare. “What does this slumber party entail?”

He rubs the underside of his jaw and turns toward the gift bag on the bureau. I lean forward as he removes… A bamboo paddle brush?

My mind takes a fast trip to Naughtyville, and my backside tingles in memory of Cole’s darker desires. “You could redden an ass with that.”

Trace’s fingers clench around the brush handle, his expression smoldering.

I flutter my eyelashes. “Just throwing that out there.”

“The brush is for the knots in your hair.”

“Lame.”

Or so I thought. The moment he crawls onto the bed and nudges me onto my belly, I realize something monumental is about to happen.

He reclines beside me, braced on an elbow with our bodies aligned. “Look the other way.”

I turn my head and hug the pillow beneath it as wonderment buzzes in my belly.

His fingers run through my waist-length hair, gathering the heavy strands down my back. When the wide brush replaces his hands, I can’t stop the sigh from billowing my lips.

He starts at the ends and works his way up gently, affectionately, taking care around the tangles like he knows what he’s doing.

“Thank you,” I mumble happily. “This is really nice.”

“You’re welcome.”

It’s the weirdest, most amazing feeling. I’ve never had man brush my hair. Especially not a pompous, well-to-do suit. Hell, I struggle to imagine him combing his own hair. Wealthy men with chauffeurs don’t do this. Serial killers do. The kind that rubs the lotion on its skin.

“Are you going to chop me up into little pieces when you’re finished?”

“Your mind is a scary place.”

“Sometimes. Have you ever done this before?”

The brush pauses mid-stroke. Then he resumes with careful strokes. “No.”

Big steps for Stodgy Savoy. Good for him.

“What else can you do with those hands?” I ask.

“I’m not answering that.”

“Chicken.”

He goes still. So fucking quiet and still. Then slowly, methodically, he sets the brush down on the mattress in my line of sight.

Worry tingles up my spine. I’m in for it now.

He wraps my hair around his fist, and with an eye-watering yank, he cranes my neck at an uncomfortable angle.

“Stop taunting me.” His mouth touches my ear, the gentle caress at odds with his tone. “You won’t like the consequence.”

“I want the consequence. Show me, Trace.”

His breath rushes out, harsh and ragged, and his hand tightens, stinging pain through the roots along my scalp. I squirm against his grip, hating and loving the anticipation.

“No.” He releases me, tempers his breaths, and calmly picks up the brush.

“Disappointing.” I wilt in defeat on the mattress.

“Get used to it.”

“No need.” I shift to my side, facing away from him. “I’m not going to pursue someone who doesn’t want me.”

I’ve gone without sex for three years, and now I’m starving for it. Trace triggered something inside me, something that awakened my libido. But there are a lot of men out there. Plenty of hard long dicks who would be more than willing to give me a night to remember.

So for the next twenty minutes, I simply savor the pleasure of the brush sliding through my hair rhythmically, hypnotically. He continues to stroke long after the tangles are smoothed out, his breaths steady and composed, rasping in sync with his hand.

I must’ve drifted off, because when I open my eyes, the brush lays on the mattress and his warm body presses against my back.

His breathing is no longer measured. It’s erratic and shallow. And his hand… He’s rubbing my bare thigh beneath the shirt. I’m not wearing panties, and each time his fingers creep upward, I ache to raise my leg so he can rub where I need him the most.

This is madness. What game is he playing?

The free-spirited, Bohemian half of my soul urges me to roll with it. What’s life without a little adventure?

But the broken half, the half that remembers what it feels like to love and lose, cringes in fear beneath every furtive caress of his hand. Furtive, because I’m certain he’ll stop touching me if I move.

That can only mean one thing. He’s hiding his feelings from me.

He said he’s never been in love, but maybe something or someone in his life made him distrustful and wary. Maybe it’s just his nature, hence the stiff upper-lip.

Or maybe I intimidate him?

Now that’s funny.

His fingers trail upward, following the curve of my hip over the shirt. When he reaches my elbow, he ghosts his touch along my arm, stretching toward my hand where it rests on the bed. He feathers his fingers over mine, circling, lingering. Then he bumps against the engagement band, and his breath stops.

He yanks his arm away, slips quietly off the bed, and pads toward the exit behind me.

I crane my neck and watch him leave with his hands stabbing through his hair and tension tightening his shoulders.

Something just happened, and it had everything to do with the ring on my finger. On my right hand!

I roll to my back and stare at the exposed beams in the vaulted ceiling. If I go after him and press him to talk, he’ll recoil with hateful, chest-thumping blather. Or he’ll turn into a statue and give me useless one-word answers—which is worse.

Wrapping the blankets around me, I try to sink back into sleep, but my brain won’t shut off.

Why does he care about a piece of jewelry on my right hand?

Because that ring symbolizes everything. The life I loved. The man I lost. The happiness I’ll never get back.

If my engagement to Cole is such a point of contention for Trace, why doesn’t he ask about it? Why doesn’t he ask how Cole died or why I still wear the ring?

The missing answers leave me wide awake. Confused. Flipping and flopping. Anxious. Huffing and puffing.

Screw it. I throw off the covers and find Trace in the sitting room. Perched on one end of the couch, he’s bent forward with elbows on spread knees, sipping an amber drink from a crystal tumbler. A bottle sits on the trunk in front of him. Scotch.

I stop within arm’s reach and put my hands on my hips. Then I lower them, because it feels confrontational.

With his head tilted down, he lifts only his eyes and suspends me there, in the full force of his gaze.

He says nothing. I say nothing. We’re rocking the communication.

I release a sigh and lower to sit on the trunk, facing him.

“What goes through your mind when you see this?” I hold out my right hand, and the silver band glints in the lamp light.

He takes a sip of the scotch, swallows. “Your fiancé could’ve splurged a little and at least bought you a diamond.”

My cheeks inflame, and the sharp rise of anger burns the backs of my eyes. “Diamonds are synonymous with greed and slavery and murder. No one had to die for my ring.” I drag in a serrated breath. “Cole gave me exactly what I wanted.”

“Except a marriage.”

I flinch, and my fingers ball into fists. “Why would you say something so cold and heartless?”

“It’s the truth.”

“A truth I live with every second of every day,” I whisper, on the verge of tears. “The reminder is merciless and unnecessary.”

I don’t need this. The more time I spend with him, the more I feel like a mat he uses to scrape the shit off his shoes. I stand on unsteady legs and stride toward the hall to change my clothes. This is me, being strong and mighty. Roar.

Until his voice drifts across the room.

“You’re the kind of woman a man marries.”

My feet stick to the floor, my heart thundering for more. More to that declaration. It sounds like a compliment, but coming from him, it could be anything.

I need to let it go, get dressed, and get the hell out of Dodge. But I know what will happen. I’ll stew on his statement, wondering if he meant this or that or… Fuck! I want answers.

He hasn’t moved, his chest still angled over his knees, his hand curled around his scotch.

“Explain what you mean.” I retrace my steps, pausing a few feet away from the man responsible for my flighty state of mind. “Why am I the kind of woman a man marries?”

“You’re empathetic.” He meets my eyes. “The donation at the shelter. The arthritis prescription for who the hell knows? Your abhorrence of the diamond industry. Most women don’t even think about the blood shed for diamonds. They just want the ring—the one with the biggest price tag.” He swallows the last gulp of scotch and stares into the empty glass. “That kind of empathy translates into compassion, support, and encouragement toward your partner.”

My heart thuds, and my brain short-circuits. I’m not a religious person, but I feel the strong need to pray about this to whomever is listening.

“You’re intellectually challenging,” he says. “Straight-forward, honest, and genuine—all of which trumps shallow beauty. A physical relationship is…nice.” His lips form a sinful smirk and settle back into a frown. “But when a man meets a woman he can hold meaningful conversation with, he won’t tire of her. Ever.”

My mouth gapes, and I snap it shut. How do I process this? What the hell do I say? Thank you? Fuck you? My God, I’ve never met a more complicated, confusing man.

“To top it off, you’re…aesthetically pleasing.” His eyes roam over me, making me shiver. Then he grabs the bottle of scotch and refills his tumbler. “You take care of your body, which means you’ll take care of his.”

His. Some unnamed man who isn’t Trace.

“I’d bet my casino,” he says, “there isn’t a woman in the world more beautiful than you. I should know. I’ve been surrounded by beautiful women most of my life.”

“That’s enough.” I cross my arms over my chest, trembling with the need to cry or laugh or lose my fucking mind. “Why are you telling me this?”

“A man doesn’t fuck you without wanting more. Without wanting the long haul. But I’m not looking for forever. I’m not going to date you or fuck you or marry you.” He drinks from the tumbler, rolls the scotch around in his mouth. “It’s just not in the cards for us, sweetheart.”

His flippancy is needles dragging beneath my skin.

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“You’re in love with another man.”

And there it is. I straighten my spine, an attempt to belie the quiver in my chin. “He’s gone. He’s…not coming back.”

“Tell that to your heart. It missed the memo.”

Is that true? I’ve come so far in the last two years. I can go days, sometimes a week, without breaking down. And I can talk about him now. About his life. His death.

But I can’t remove his ring.

My fingers clench around it, and Trace zeroes in on the reflex.

I try to put myself in his position. If he was hung up with another woman, a woman he’d lost years ago, it would raise red flags. Maybe I’d admire his beauty from afar, but I wouldn’t pursue. Wouldn’t get attached.

“So that’s it.” The weight of resignation pushes down on my shoulders.

He wants me here because he likes to look at me. And brush my hair. And he thinks I’m interesting to talk to. I like to look at him, too, and I’d happily brush his hair. But talking to him is like walking along the rim of a volcano. Sometimes he’s quiet and tolerable. Sometimes he spews cruelty and ugliness.

My gaze drifts to the elevator. I don’t care if it’s three in the morning and pouring down rain. “I need to—”

“You’re not leaving,” he says sternly. “It’s the middle of the night.”

That’s fine, because if I’m going to continue to work here, we need to have another conversation. One that addresses the way he speaks to me.

I circle the trunk and sit on the couch a couple of feet from him, tucking my legs beneath me. “For a classy, top-notch executive, your manners leave a lot to be desired.”

He reclines back, balancing the tumbler on his thigh, his chest bare and eyes focused on me.

“The size of your bank account doesn’t make you classy,” I say. “It’s the dignity you carry yourself with and the respect you show to others. If you have an ugly attitude and belittle those around you, it doesn’t matter who designs your suits or how posh your penthouse is. None of it matters.” I harden my voice and give him firm eye contact. “If you want me to work with you and hang out with you, respect me. Respect my intelligence, and most of all, respect my feelings.”

He watches me for a moment, his pupils large and expression slack. “Do you put this much effort in everything you do?”

“In the things that are important, yes.”

“That’s remarkable. And rare.” Sincerity scratches through his voice. He sets the tumbler on the trunk, twists the cap closed on the bottle of scotch. Then he laces his fingers together between his spread knees and stares at his hands. “You strive for greatness without calculation or awareness that you’re doing it. That’s empowering. It inspires me to be a better version of myself.”

His praise tightens my chest and pulls my brows together. It makes me uncomfortable, but I’ll take it any day over his hurtful comments.

He lifts an arm along the back of the couch, beckoning me to slide beneath it. I shouldn’t give in to my desperate need for affection, not with this man. But a voice in the back of my mind urges me to live in the moment.

As I scoot across the cushions and rest my cheek on his chest, another inner voice whispers, How is this different than dating?

“Are you tired?” He grabs the remote and absently runs his fingers through my tangle-free hair.

“Wide awake.”

“Want to watch Dirty Dancing?”

I nod, and ten minutes into the movie, I tumble into sleep, fantasizing about dancing dirty with Trace Savoy.


Chapter Twelve


PRESENT

“Don’t get me wrong. The cuisine is superb.” A distinguished man with silver hair and a sharp suit corners me in the back of Trace’s restaurant. “But Chermoula mackerel isn’t the only thing I’m interested in eating tonight.”

I hear the come-on loud and clear. The man is old enough to be my father, and he’s staring at my chiffon belly dance skirt like he wants to tear through it. With his dick.

It’s closing time, and no one’s around to witness the confrontation. I’m tempted to head butt his leering look into next week. But I’m an employee here, and I take my job seriously.

“Thank you,” I say. “I’ll pass your feedback along to the owner.”

Speak of the devil. Here he comes, storming through the dining room in all his scowling glory. It’s after midnight, and Trace looks like a million bucks, all freshly starched and vibrating with energy in his charcoal suit. I just finished eight hours of dancing and feel like death slapped in glitter.

It’s been three months since I spent the night in Trace’s penthouse, and I haven’t been back since. Not because he hasn’t invited me. It’s confusing. The sexual tension that ignites the air whenever we’re together isn’t one-sided. It stretches and fires between us with no relief, no resolution, no budging.

I said I wouldn’t pursue him, and I’ve had plenty of distractions to stop me from accepting his invitations. Five weeks ago, Nikolai and I nailed our Samba performance at the Fourth of July celebration at the Arch. I’ve also been juggling dance lessons at home and the shelter in between the evenings I work here.

The schedule is killing me, and after a lot of internal debating, I’ve decided to transfer my dance students to Nikolai. He teaches at another school and needs the income more than I do. I can always take the students back, if and when this casino gig goes south.

As Trace charges around the empty tables, I cast him a cease-and-desist order with my eyes. He slows his roll, hovering at a distance behind the creepy restaurant patron.

“Do you do private dances?” The man’s tongue slithers like a dying slug along his bottom lip. “I’ll pay handsomely for the lap variety.”

Bile creeps up my throat. Do I look like an exotic dancer?

My cherry-red half-circle skirt wraps low on my hips and attaches to a metallic gold mini underskirt. Chunky glass rhinestones and beaded appliques fringe the hardshell bra, red panel draped around one hip, and matching satin upper-arm bands. The belly dance costume is feminine and artistic. Certainly not designed for a lap dance.

I lift my chin and meet his beady eyes. “Do you miss the warm wet center of your mother’s loins?”

So much for taking my job seriously.

“My mother’s what?” His face pinches, deepening the pucker of wrinkles on his brow.

“Her loins. You spent nine months there. I assume that’s why you’re staring at mine with pathetic longing.”

His shoulders snap back, and his gaze darts toward the exit. “You don’t need to be nasty.”

“Don’t I? You just asked me for a lap dance.”

“Excuse me,” he mumbles, slipping away and walking out of the restaurant.

Servers flutter around the tables, collecting dishes and making a wide berth around the mountain of bristling power glaring at me.

“What are you looking at?” I anchor my hands on my hips.

Trace glances over his shoulder, as if I couldn’t possibly be addressing him.

“I’m talking to you,” I say. “The man with the eternal scowl.”

Clasping his hands behind him, he prowls toward me. “Interesting tactic there. He’ll never look at his mother the same way again.”

“Oh, please. All the creepers have mommy issues. That was a free therapy session. Maybe I should start charging.”

“Stay with me tonight. We can watch a movie and—”

“Nope.” Dear God, I want to. Iwantto-Iwantto-Iwantto.

I hustle out of the restaurant before I change my mind.

But he’s right on my heels, nipping and growling. “Why not?”

“I have plans.” With a jug of wine and a vibrator named Dimples.

It’s a five-second walk to my dressing room, where I slip in and close the door on his sexy scowl. Except his shoe prevents it from shutting. Then his hand.

“You’re avoiding me.” He barges in.

“I’m avoiding cuddles on your couch and long brush strokes in your bed.”

“Why?” He shuts the door behind him and crosses his arms.

Why, he asks? Why, oh why? Because I’m horny, and when I’m around him, I want to strip him, lick him, and fuck the frown off his gorgeous face.

“I’m attracted to you.” I walk into the luxurious bathroom he designed just for me. “That attraction makes me want the things you are very clearly withholding.”

As he follows me in, I reach behind me to unhook the beaded bra. The rainfall shower head with recessed body jets is heaven, so I always shower here before heading home. Besides, removing my clothes is a sure way to make him disappear.

Except he doesn’t leave.

Brushing my fingers away, he swiftly releases the row of hook and eye closures.

My heart races, and my hand flies to my chest, holding the cups in place. “Trace.”

“Danni.” He shifts closer, closer, until his necktie brushes my spine, his palms cup my bare shoulders, and his forehead rests against the back of my head. “Come upstairs with me.”

That sounds like an invitation for more than a movie. Then again, I tend to have an overactive imagination, and it shoots straight out of my mouth.

“I’m hungry, Trace.”

“I’ll feed you.”

“Will you feed me what we both want?”

His hands clench on my shoulders, and his breaths quicken. He’s thinking it, wanting it, even if he won’t admit it out loud.

In a moment of insanity, I loosen my grip on the bra and let it fall to the floor. My nipples harden against the cool air, and my breaths catch the tempo of his, growing louder, shorter, ragged with desire.

Standing behind me, he can’t see my breasts, but if he lowers his hands just a few inches, he could hold them, play with them. God help me, it’s been so long since I’ve been touched there I have to bite down on my tongue to stop myself from begging.

“I shouldn’t be here,” he whispers.

If he’s trying to convince himself, it doesn’t work because his hands are already moving over my body. One sweeps across my upper chest, and the other caresses a path around my hip to flatten against my abs.

My breasts feel heavy, tingling for attention, but he ignores them. With his arms folded around me, he holds my back to his chest as his mouth lowers, feathers along my neck, pressing harder, growing rougher, until he’s kissing, sucking, and greedily biting my skin.

Every lick and scrape of teeth shoots a current of pleasure between my legs. I let my head fall to the side, giving him better access. The hand on my stomach splays wider, dipping, sinking beneath crystals and satin to stroke the trimmed hair on my mound.

Oh, Jesus. Please don’t stop.

I melt against his chest, my hands falling back to the hard bricks of his ass and digging into the fabric of his slacks. We’re both panting, shaking, grinding together as he reaches deeper between my legs, sliding over the wet waxed flesh of my folds.

His engorged cock prods my backside, and my knees weaken. Stars blot my vision, and the pound of my heart roars in my ears. If his long confident fingers plunge inside me, I’m done for. I’ll come instantly, and the whole casino will hear me. But I don’t care. I need this. I need him.

He rolls his hips against my ass aggressively, frantically, simulating sex. I bask in the claiming, in the heat of his harsh exhales on my neck, the fingers tracing my slit, and the massive body curled around mine. Teeth graze my shoulder, and his panting strengthens into a deep groan.

Until he bumps against the ring on my labium.

His breaths cut off, and his entire body goes still.

“What’s wrong?” Dread knots in my stomach, suffocating the flames of my arousal.

His hands leave my body, and he steps back, taking all the air with him. The same reaction he had when he touched the ring on my finger three months ago.

“It’s just a piercing.” I’m frozen with hope. Hope that he’ll snap out of it and finish what he started.

Oppressive silence pushes against my back. I cross an arm over my nude chest and fight to keep my shoulders from hunching. Then I shift to face him.

With a hand on the wall supporting his slumped posture, he holds his other hand beneath his nose, as if smelling me on his fingers.

“What just happened?” My voice is low, hoarse.

His gaze lifts, locking on mine as his hand balls into a fist and drops to his side.

“A lapse in judgment. Forgive me.” He stands taller, blanking his expression. “I made a mistake.”

My airway constricts, and chills crash through me. I feel injured, insulted, but the pain is minuscule. I’ve endured worse. Survived worse. Nothing compares to burying my heart in a grave of ashes, and my body seems to recognize this. My limbs go numb. My chest lifts, and the tingling pressure behind my eyes evaporates.

“Good night, Trace,” I say softly and swivel toward the shower to adjust the faucet.

The door clicks shut behind me, plunging me into the cold familiarity of loneliness.

I don’t come out until I’ve washed away the sweat, makeup, and glitter…and the resentment.

Maybe I’m too forgiving, but in my mind, there’s nothing to absolve. For a standoffish, reserved man, he’s been straight-up with me. He’s attracted to my body, but he doesn’t want the messy relationship. Yes, he had a weak moment. So did I. And he shut it down before it went too far. Before he hurt me. Deep down, I admire his restraint.

Adding to my clemency is my conversation with Father Rick at the homeless shelter earlier this week. I donate most of my income and while dropping off a check, Rick mentioned The Regal Arch Casino has been matching my gifts to a ratio of 3:1. For every dollar I donate, Trace has been giving three dollars on the sly. Maybe he saw an opportunistic tax write-off. But after all his huffing and puffing about giving my money away, he jumps on the bandwagon? What is he up to?

When I emerge from the bathroom, the dressing room is empty and quiet. But he left something behind. An envelope, propped against a can of hairspray on the dressing table.

I pull on a casual strapless dress, slide on some flip-flops, and open the envelope. Inside is a concert ticket, and as I read the print, my heart slams against my ribs.

Presenting Beyoncé at America’s Center & The Dome

It’s a single ticket for tomorrow night in a luxury suite. I’ve seen my favorite artist live once, and it’d been from the nose-bleed section. But to watch her from a premium seat? In a private suite? Holy fucking shit, I’m going to explode.

I bound out of the dressing room in a frenzy of excitement, taking the long way through the gaming area to look for Trace. He might’ve left me feeling unsteady and frustrated, but it doesn’t overshadow how grateful I am for the ticket. The need to say thank you in-person has me scanning all his usual spots—the restaurant, gaming tables, two of the three bars, the lobby.

Then I spot him twenty feet away, tucked in the corner of the third bar with a pretty brunette on his lap. He’s staring right at me.

My strides careen to a stop, and the concert ticket crumples in my hand.

I wish I was one of those people who can shield their emotions. I want to give him a smile, maybe even a small wave, and continue on like there isn’t an invisible band around my ribs, crushing my chest.

Be cool, Danni. Don’t overreact.

The muscles in my face ignore my demands. They contort, bunch, and turn cold, expressing everything I don’t want him to see.

Humiliation.

Hurt.

Regret.

Had I accepted his invitation tonight, that woman wouldn’t be running her hands through his hair, rubbing her double-D tits against him, or whispering in his ear. He wouldn’t be across the room, staring at me with dispassion deadening his eyes.

Rejecting his offer to go upstairs meant I’d be alone tonight. But the same isn’t true for him. And that’s the sucker punch that blurs my vision and turns my feet toward the elevator.

It’s a long walk across a short distance as I fight back the damnable tears in my eyes. Holding my chin up and gait casual, I feel like everyone’s staring. But they’re not. No one glances away from the beeping, flashing slot machines. No one cares.

That’s good. I’m just the resident dancer, tired and anxious to get home after a long night of entertaining.

If I’m honest, my reaction isn’t rational. For the past three months, I’ve watched women hang all over Trace. Watched his hand rest on their lower backs. Watched his eyes glimmer when he talks with them, drinks with them at the bar. He’s a player. We’re not together, not exclusive, not anything. Even though it felt like something only fifteen minutes ago.

I guess that’s the dig. Feeling the full brunt of his arousal in the bathroom, knowing he left worked up and fully aroused, and seeing the woman who will be enjoying the release of his sexual tension.

The woman he’ll be taking to his bed tonight. Instead of me.

For a moment, I consider stopping by a bar on my way home and picking a man for the night. It would be so easy. I did it too many times to count before I met Cole.

Except one-night-stands lost their appeal after I discovered what it feels like to be adored, worshiped, and loved by a man who holds my heart.

I won’t ever go back to grunting and groping in the dark with a passive man.

Maybe that’s a lie. Maybe that’s exactly what my future holds. But not tonight. I haven’t reached that level of desperation.

By the time I arrive at my car, my eyes are dry and my hands are no longer trembling. I stare at the crumpled concert ticket, warring between ripping it up and straightening out the creases.

My excitement about going is squashed, but do I really want to be a petty brat about it? He gave me a gift, not a promise to be my boyfriend.

Before I lose my nerve, I type out a quick text.

Me: Thank you for the concert ticket.

Seconds later, a text buzzes my phone.

Trace: I’ll pick you up at 7PM.

He’s going with me? I should’ve guessed as much. Maybe he’ll bring the brunette who’s currently on his lap. Make it a threesome.

A whimper escapes my throat, and I drop my forehead against the steering wheel. Why in the fresh hell do I care?

Because I’m stupid.

And lonely.

And I might be falling for him.

Startled by the direction of my thoughts, I lift my head and press a hand against my racing heart as a violent mix of emotions roils in my gut.

I’m falling for Trace.


Chapter Thirteen


THREE YEARS AGO

Time’s run out, and it’s an incendiary feeling, leaching the strength from my body and burning the air in my lungs.

A taxi cab idles in the driveway, glinting in the dim glow of dawn, waiting to take Cole away from me.

For an entire year.

Before the sun rose, in the early hours between dreams and reality, I woke with him moving inside me, with a promise on his breath. Through every long drugging stroke of his cock, he stared into my eyes and vowed that he’ll return. That he’ll marry me. That he’ll always love me.

His promise for forever.

It was goodbye in the rawest, most pleasurable, most harrowing sense of the word.

Now we stand on the front porch, tightly wrapped in each other—our arms, our thoughts, our hearts refusing to let go. Every part of us tangles and melds together. One soul. One future. Distance be damned.

He cups my face and kisses me, his tongue rubbing against mine, our breaths fusing tenderly, passionately. But the heartache is overpowering, striking against my breastbone and shooting pain to the deepest reaches of my being.

Staring into his eyes, I seek, interlock, and connect with him on a soulful level. Like it’s the first time I’m seeing him.

Or the last.

I feel like I’m losing him. We’ve only known each other ten months, and he’s going to be gone a year. Will our newborn love withstand this separation? What if he finds someone else? An exotic beauty to pass his lonely nights with?

“Let me transfer my income into your account,” he says at my ear.

“No.”

We’ve been over this. He wants to pay my living expenses and cover the wedding deposits while he’s gone. I want to put all our money together when he returns. When we’re married. My way makes more sense.

“So fucking stubborn.” He kisses me tenderly. “I don’t know how I’m going to survive a year without you.” His lips whisper against mine. “I won’t do this again.”

“Again?” My pulse jolts. I’ve been so focused on getting through the next year, I hadn’t considered there would be more deployments after this one.

“No.” His hands flex against my jaw. “This is my last job. I’m quitting when I get back.”

“Quit now.” Hope rushes through me. “Don’t go. You can find a new job and—”

“Shh, baby.” He rests his lips against my hair, holding my cheek against his pounding chest. “I’m under contract for the rest of the year. But when I return, I won’t renew.”

My shoulders sink, and the cab driver lays on the horn. We both tense.

I hug him harder, my sinuses flaring against the assault of tears. But I refuse to cry. Not yet. This is hard enough for him. I won’t make him leave a sobbing, miserable wreck of a woman.

“Call me when you arrive at the al-Bashrah oil terminal.”

“I’ll try, Danni, but we went over this.”

My fingers sink against his back as my worry for his safety courses and spikes anew.

Americans live in converted cargo containers at one end of the oil platform. Their meals are delivered from the main ship. Access to a satellite phone is limited, and Internet is spotty. It could be months before I hear from him.

At least I don’t have to share air time with his family. His mother left when he was a child, and he hasn’t spoken to his drunk of a father in years. I’m his only phone call, as well as his next-of-kin in case of an emergency.

The taxi driver honks again, smacking the horn in rapid succession.

“By the grace of God, give them a minute,” Virginia shouts from her open window next door.

Cole smiles down at me, popping those dimples, and I commit every detail of him to memory. The soft scruff on his jaw, the deep chocolate of his eyes, the snake tattoo that coils around his strong neck, and his proud posture clad in black leather and denim.

“Say it again.” I kiss his full lips.

“I promise to return to you.”

“In one year, Cole.” I wrap my arms around his shoulders, blinking back the burning ache in my eyes. “I’ll be waiting at the altar.”

“My beautiful bride. My Mrs. Hartman. It’s all I’ll think about.” He untangles himself from my hug and steps back. “Keep the doors locked.”

“Yeah.” I glance back at the deadbolt he installed. “Okay.”

“I love you,” he whispers softly, achingly.

“I love you.” I fade into his adoring gaze, barely holding myself together.

The moment he turns away, the tears spill over. I swipe at them, but there’s too many coming too fast. By the time he’s in the cab, my face is drenched and my vision is blurred.

As the car shrinks and disappears in the distance, I force myself to stand taller, stronger.

He’ll be home in a year.

I have a year to plan a wedding.

Most girls dream about the cake, the flowers, the dress. This girl dreams about choreographing the first dance, and it’s going to be the biggest production in the history of wedding dances.

My heart feels like a trampled, miserable pile of shit at my feet, but I have a sure way to channel the pain. For the next twelve months, Beyoncé will help me through it.

The lyrics to XO swirl through my head, and I see a crowded reception hall with Cole and me at the center. Him, holding me in his arms, rocking his sexy ass to the beat. Me, sliding through Lambada Zouk steps with flowing body waves, hair flicks, and sensual footwork. Together, we’re smiling, twirling, lost in the intimacy of our eye contact.

No one’s going to out-dance us at our own wedding.


Chapter Fourteen


PRESENT

The roar of thousands of concert-goers echoes through the dome. The lights, the music, the energy of Beyoncé’s dancers pulls me into the moment, gripping my hips like a lover’s hands and leading me through the rhythm.

I harbored doubts on my way here, sitting beside Trace in the back of his fancy sedan and squirming in the uncomfortable silence.

Spending time with him, being casual with him, pretending like he didn’t spend the prior evening with another woman—all of it twists me up and turns me inside out. But now that I’m here, I intend to enjoy the experience to its fullest.

We have the suite to ourselves, and Trace keeps his distance. Reclined in the back row of the balcony seats, he rests an ankle on a knee, a hand against his jaw, and watches me in that way he does. Intently. Unnervingly. Compulsively.

I haven’t asked about the brunette, and he’s made no attempt to explain his actions. Why would he? We’re not a couple. Are we even friends?

Standing in the front row of the closest balcony to the stage, I hold onto the railing and shake my ass to the thumping beats. Over the years, I’ve created dance routines to all of Beyoncé’s songs, and while I don’t have a lot of space to work with, I make use of every square inch.

But every time I glance back at my audience of one, it takes a few moments to catch my breath. That isn’t the look a man gives a woman he doesn’t want. His gaze trails over me like a blistering fire that melts through my skin and sizzles in my blood. It’s the kind of look that brings two bodies into complete union, a wild uncontrollable fusion of kissing, licking, and fucking.

If he were to step behind me and lift my dress, would I try to escape? Would I fight him? Withhold my desire? Or would I let him use me until we were both exhausted, limp, and satiated? Then could I let him go, to return to his women and un-messy lifestyle?

I must be falling for him, because I couldn’t live with being one of his flings in a rotation of bed partners.

So as the concert continues, I block out the heat of his gaze and dance for myself, possessed by the vocals, controlled by the rhythm, completely immersed in my element.

Until the one song I hoped Beyoncé wouldn’t sing echoes through the dome.

The song I passionately, painstakingly choreographed for a year.

For a first dance that never happened.

Her beautiful voice belts the lyrics, knocking the wind from my lungs. I teeter in the heels and recover quickly, locking my knees, grounding myself in the here and now.

I can’t dance to this. I don’t even want to hear it. But I will not break down.

Behind me, the suite is stocked with enough food and liquor to entertain twenty people. I head up the stairs, brushing a hand casually over Trace’s broad shoulder as I pass.

“Want a drink?” My smile is strained, forced. Maybe he won’t notice.

He shakes his head, squinting at me.

I keep moving, focused on the ice chest filled with beer. Rummaging through the amber bottles, I find a Bud Light and pop off the cap.

Warm fingers touch my spine, bared by the open back of my dress. “You don’t like this song?”

I hate it. I love it. I nod my head and guzzle the beer.

He lifts the bottle from my fingers and sets it aside. “What’s wrong?”

I hum a conflicted noise and set my gaze on the beer. “We can go whenever. Or stay. Whatever you want.”

“I asked you a question.” He grips my chin, forcing my eyes to his.

“It’s messy.” The tiered fringe on my ivory mini dress quivers violently, broadcasting my discomfort.

“If I didn’t want to know, I wouldn’t have asked.”

I ease my chin out of his grip and cross my arms. It’s a defensive posture, but I don’t feel safe with him. Not with my feelings.

He stands a foot taller than me, hands at his sides, shoulders back, and frown firmly in place. So confident, intimidating, and sexier than he has the right to be. He’s a curse, a blessing, and a second chance, like the black walls of desolation collapsing to reveal a glimpse of light. Being near him shakes me to the very roots of my soul.

He’s wearing another charcoal suit, sans the tie. A few buttons open at the neck. If I hadn’t seen his pajamas with my own eyes, I would’ve imagined him sleeping in a suit.

“Do you own a pair of jeans?” I ask.

His scowl deepens. “Answer my question, and I’ll answer yours.”

“All right.” I reach around him for the beer and swallow a zealous gulp to flush the knot in my throat. “Cole was overseas for a year, and I spent that time planning our wedding, specifically our first dance.”

“To this song.”

“Yep.” I lift the beer to finish it off.

He intercepts it and pours it out. Then his arm comes around me, pulling my chest against his.

“I own four pairs of jeans.” His mouth moves against the top of my head, his breath fanning my hair. “Listen.” A pause of silence. “The song’s over.”

“Yeah.” I gaze up into his soft blue eyes, my hands falling on the placket of his white shirt.

“Are there any other songs you don’t want to hear?” he murmurs.

I shake my head.

“Then we’ll stay till the end.” He leads me back to the balcony, down to the front row, and closes in behind me at the railing.

His hands rest on my hips, and his brow lowers to the back of my head. Maybe he wants to stare down the length of my nude back to watch my ass move. Maybe he simply wants to keep me close.

Either way, it takes several songs before I loosen up enough to dance again, and when I do, I limit my movements to a gentle sway, remaining right where I am. Because I love the feel of his hands on me. Because his breath on my nape gives me comfort. Because the heat of his body reminds me what it feels like to be intimate with a man.

I thought I lost my one chance to experience this—the elusive, all-consuming high that can only be found in a romantic connection.

Maybe I just needed time.

Or the right person.

When he walks me to my front door, it’s after one in the morning. The August humidity lingers in the air, and a blanket of silence stretches over the moon-soaked street.

He reaches for my hand, holding it between us. “I had a nice evening.”

“Same. Thank you for taking me.”

As I pull away, I realize he’s not holding my hand. He’s gripping the ring on my finger, pinching it as if he wants to yank it off.

My chest tightens, and my brows pull together.

If you never take it off again, I’ll be the happiest man on the planet.

Cole broke his promise to me. He’s gone. I’m not beholden to the promise I made to him.

I straighten my fingers and slowly inch my hand back, away from the ring. But as the band slides over the first knuckle, Trace lets go.

My gaze jumps to his, but he’s already turning, striding back to the car where his driver waits.

Teasing and dodging. Connecting and missing. I swing right, and he steps left. I’m over the ballad of Trace Savoy.

“Hey, Trace?”

He pauses, glances over his shoulder.

“I just wanted to warn you.” I cock a hip.

“Yes?” He shifts to face me fully, hands clasped behind his back.

“I ordered this thing online called Her Ultimate Decoder, and it’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Okay,” he says slowly.

“It’s guaranteed to decipher confusing cryptic men. Hundreds of five-star ratings on Amazon support the claim.” I fold my arms across my chest. “Your evasive maneuvers are about to be exposed. Any last words?”

The shadows might be playing tricks on me, but I swear there’s a grin on his face.

He drops his head, shakes it slightly, then turns away with an unmistakable smile in his voice. “See you tomorrow night, my tiny dancer.”


Chapter Fifteen


PRESENT

The next morning, my sister wakes me at the ungodly hour of nine o’clock with my niece and her husband, David, in tow. I mentioned the previous day that the brakes on the Midget are screeching, and now she’s here to meddle… I mean, fix it. Or rather, make David fix it.

With the car up on jacks in the driveway, he stretches on his back beneath it, grunting and clanking tools. Angel squats in the flowerbed, stabbing Rollie Pollie pillbugs with a stick, while Bree and I drink coffee on the loveseat under the old oak tree.

Bree knows every quarrelsome detail of my time spent with Trace Savoy. After catching her up on the concert, I’m anxious to hear her thoughts. But the slaughter going on behind me makes my skin crawl.

“Tell her to stop doing that,” I say to Bree.

“Angel, leave the bugs alone.”

The hem of my niece’s cute sundress drags through the dirt as she drives the stick down over and over, chanting, “Die. Die. Die.”

“They’re just bugs.” Bree tilts her head, studying her daughter. “That’s normal behavior, right?”

A first-grade teacher is asking me—someone who’s never around children—what I consider normal?

When Angel was born, I thought it was adorable that Bree named her after our family name, Angelo. But if I knew then what I know now, I would’ve given her The Book of Baby Names: The Demonology Edition.

“Yeah, there’s nothing frightening about her at all,” I say dryly.

Bree slumps back on the seat. “Okay, so when you called Trace out last night for being confusing and cryptic, what did he do?”

“He shook his head and walked away, smiling.”

“The smile is new. Sounds like progress.”

“Progress? I thought you were against me getting involved with him.” I lift my coffee mug and find it empty. Damn.

“Jesus, Danni. You blew past involved when you stayed the night at his penthouse.”

I open my mouth to argue, but she sticks a finger in the air.

“Hold that thought. We need more coffee.” She grabs my cup and darts into the house.

Footsteps approach behind me, and I turn, staring into the large brown eyes of a demon.

Angel brushes a wayward hair back toward her pigtails and smiles a toothy fiendish non-smile. “I’m going to eat your head.”

“That sounds…complicated.”

“I’m going to put it on a stick and roast it and eat it with a fork.” She swishes the dress around her knees.

“If you eat my head, we won’t be able to have these creepy conversations.” I shudder.

She lifts a shoulder. “I’ll find other heads to talk to.”

Where does she come up with this shit?

I raise my voice toward the car. “Are you hearing this, David?”

“A little busy,” he yells back.

Yeah, but I know he’s listening, and that’s what I call denial.

Angel skips away, humming Hell’s version of A-Tisket, A-Tasket. I love that kid, but sweet lord have mercy, she scares the crap out of me.

“What’s that look for?” Bree steps out of the house and hands me a warm mug.

“I’ve changed my mind. There’s something really disturbing about your child.”

She blows on her coffee. “She’s just going through a phase.”

Is demon possession a phase?

“So.” Bree regards me, as if revving up for a scolding. “You don’t think you’re involved with this man?”

“I didn’t say that. I’m just not going to pursue a relationship with him.”

“Why not?”

“He doesn’t want one, not with anyone. Least of all with me.” My stomach hardens. “He sleeps around—

“You don’t know that.”

“I see him with women, Bree. And he said he never spends a night alone.”

“He told you that…like three months ago.” She props an elbow on the back of the loveseat, her sharp gray eyes looking straight through mine. “I think he’s waiting for you.”

“That’s ridiculous. Waiting for what?”

Her gaze drops to my engagement ring, and her voice softens. “For you to get over Cole.”

My throat goes dry, and I twist the band on my finger. “It’s been on my right hand since I met Trace.”

“Okay. But can you take it off?” She gives me a small, encouraging smile. “From what you’ve said, it seems to bother him.”

Without letting myself think about it, I work the ring off my finger and slip it into the pocket of my jeans. “There’s your answer.”

My heart thunders painfully, but after a few measured breaths, all is quiet.

“How are we doing?” She rests a hand on my forearm.

I resent the concern in her eyes. It reminds me of that godawful part of my life, the months that followed Cole’s funeral, when she repeatedly dug me out of the alcohol-induced abyss I numbed myself in. Which is why I’m also so fucking thankful for her. Every damn day.

“I’m good, Bree. But I think you’re off-base about Trace. He’s not waiting for anything. I mean, it’s not like he’s competing for my attention. Cole’s dead, and I’m here, single and available.”

“You’re single. But you’re not available.”

“That makes no sense.”

She eyes the mug of coffee in my hand. “Hold out your cup.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.” She guides my fingers to the handle and adjusts the position of the mug over a patch of grass. “Imagine that the cup is you, and the coffee is all your love for Cole.”

The mug is full, sloshing over the sides as I hold it in place. “This is stupid.”

“Shut up and pay attention.” She stands over me and lifts her mug, which is equally full. “My cup represents Trace, and all the love he wants to give you.”

I snort. “As if.”

She ignores me and proceeds to pour her coffee into mine. As it flows over the sides and into the grass, she continues pouring, her expression taut with concentration.

“You just wasted all that coffee,” I say. “Maybe you should stick with teaching first graders.”

“I swear, Danielle.” She fists her hands on her hips, the empty mug dangling from her fingers. “Sometimes you’re denser than a first grader.”

“I’m not dense, Gabrielle. I get it. My cup runneth over because it’s half-full of shit.” I grin, knowing full well that’s not what she’s insinuating. “I need a bigger cup.”

“Wrong.” She plops down beside me. “I was trying to demonstrate an old Chinese Zen saying. You can’t fit Trace’s love into the love you already possess. It’s supposed to ask the question…” She meets my eyes. “Do you have the right cup full?”

“Apparently, I don’t.” With a sigh, I stare at the mug. “So I empty my cup.”

“Empty the cup,” she echoes.

“But it’s also filled with my love for you and the demon—”

“Don’t call her that.”

“The angel and mom and dad—”

“Nope. That’s a different cup. This is the man cup.”

For the love of God. My head hurts. “What if I’m in a polyamorous relationship?”

“Do you want that?”

“Well, no.” I can’t even hold onto one man. “But—”

“Empty the damn cup.”

I do it to make her happy, dumping delicious java all over the grass.

Emptying the metaphorical cup, however, will be much harder than flicking my wrist.

“I’ll go get us more coffee.” I stand, needing a moment to regroup.

“Danni,” David calls from beneath the car. “Come here.”

“I’ll get the coffee.” Bree takes my mug.

“What’s the verdict?” I step beside his supine position on the ground.

Clothed in athletic gear, he’s recently acquired a dad bod, with the requisite extra around the middle. But he’s still a good-looking guy, especially for a high-school math teacher and soccer coach.

He doesn’t move his head from beneath the undercarriage. “When was the last time you had your brakes replaced?”

“Umm…”

He rolls out on a scooter thing and stares up at me with grease smeared across his brow. “Did Cole do it?”

I nod.

“So at least three years ago.” He sits up and blots a towel over his swarthy face. “As hard as you ride the brakes, I’m not surprised they’re already grinding metal on metal.”

Shit. I blow out a breath. “What does that mean?”

“It means your car doesn’t leave this driveway until I have time to replace the brakes.”

“I can have it towed—”

“It’ll take longer.” He collects his tools and climbs to his feet. “I can do it tomorrow night.”

“Are you sure? I’ll pay you.”

He laughs. “Your sister would castrate me if I took your money.”

It’s clear who wears the pants in their family, but who am I to judge? They’re in love, and I’m enviously happy for them.

After they leave, I change into a mini dance skirt and strappy crop top. Then I head into the dance studio and send Trace a text.

Me: I need a favor

My phone rings within seconds, displaying his name on the screen.

“Did you miss my voice?” I set it on speaker, on the floor, and bend at the waist, warming up to work on a new routine.

“Is everything okay?”

I melt at the worry rumbling through the phone. “Brakes are shot on my car. Can I get a ride to and from work tonight?”

His relieved exhale makes me smile. Stretching my arms over my head, I study my form in the mirror.

“Yes, of course. I’ll send my driver.” He pauses, breathing softly through the silence. “Is that all?”

Not even close. I want to talk to him. Share my feelings, my thoughts, my desires. I want to empty my cup.

Lowering to the floor, I arch in the Cow Stretch to warm up my tummy muscles. “What are you doing today?”

“Running a multi-million-dollar empire.”

“What’s that involve? Snapping fingers and counting dead presidents?”

“Dead presidents?”

“Money.” I roll into a neck-stretching back bend. “You know, Jackson, Grant, Benjamin—”

“Benjamin Franklin wasn’t a president.”

“Then why is he on the hundred-dollar bill?”

The phone vibrates with his chuckle. “What are you doing today?”

“I’m practicing a new belly dance routine. Wanna hear the song?”

“I’d love to.”

A smile lifts my cheeks. “Hang on.”

I leap over the phone on the floor and power on the sound system. Keeping the volume low enough to hear him, I move back to the phone. A moment later, Criminal by Britney Spears streams through the speakers.

“Talk me through the movements,” he says. “So I can visualize it.”

Warm energy fizzes through my veins. “The dance begins with just my hips.” I move them, watching my reflection in the mirror. “I’m sweeping through soft figure-eight motions.”

He listens without interruption as I speak through every twitch, head toss, and hip thrust.

I love his interest in my dancing. He might be moody and layered with mixed signals, but there’s something underneath it all, something behind the stuffy suits that calls to me, awakens me, makes my heart flutter like a baby bird.

The first and last time I felt anything like this, it was instantaneous and explosive, spinning and colliding and welding Cole and I together under the force of our own gravity.

With Trace, it’s different. More like seeds. Two hearty seeds that weather drought and neglect and tribulation, all the while sprouting roots—roots that grow toward each other, building a foundation, stretching, and blooming, not two but one single stalk, straight through the cracks in a hostile landscape.

We’ll either grow into something beautiful.

Or we won’t.

The song winds to a close, and his voice echoes behind me, in stereo. “Play it again. I want to watch this time.”

I spin and find him leaning in the doorway, his phone and a set of keys dangling from his hand.

Today’s suit is navy, with a light blue shirt and black tie. His tailored slacks fit so well my gaze is drawn to them, to the way they cup and mold to his groin. He’s so insanely, incredibly sexy and masculine it takes a great deal of effort to look away.

I wish I’d worn something nicer or at least brushed my hair. That’s what he does to me. Makes me want to tear through my closet, try on ten outfits, take a shower, put on makeup, hairspray and tease and hairspray some more. Because at some point in the last four months, this man helped me move past a broken promise and gave me a reason to try again.

I feel him watching me, and when I look up, my heartbeat ricochets in my chest. With his chin tilted down and hands resting in his pockets, his gaze roams along my bare legs, traces my hips, pauses on my chest. My nipples harden, my breasts unbound beneath the loose crop top. I think he likes what I’m wearing, given the way his lips part to accommodate the rush of his breath.

His attention drops to my hand—my naked finger—and his jaw flexes. “You took off the ring.”

“Yeah.” I clear my throat, feeling awkward. “Did you break the speed limit getting here?”

He continues to stare at my hand, a turbulence of emotions descending upon his features. Then he blinks, smooths out his expression, and lifts his head. “I drive a fast car.”

I don’t know what to make of his reaction to the ring, so I slip around him and step outside, shielding my eyes against the setting sun.

Parked behind the Midget is a sexy luxury sports car with charcoal metallic paint. Fat tires give it a wide stance, and the convertible top, black leather interior, and rear bumper spoiler all scream, Pay attention to me. It looks pricey, and I bet the inside smells like him—rich, dark, manly. I can totally see him driving…whatever it is.

“What is that?” I ask.

He makes a sound of disbelief. “A Maserati GranTurismo.”

“It’s like a fancier, forty-years-newer version of my car. Look, they’re the same height.”

“Except mine’s a lot longer. Sleeker. More powerful.” He punctuates every word with a heated growl.

“Are we still talking about cars?”

“You tell me.”

Our eyes meet and hold for several seconds before I glance away.

“Better check yourself, Trace. You’re dangerously close to flirting.”

“I came early to watch you practice.” He turns back into the house, vanishing inside.

He said he was sending his driver, but never mind that. He’s four hours early. That’s a lot of time to spend with a man who ties me up in knots.

But I want him to tie me up. And kiss me and love me and never release me.

I take a calming breath. I’m just going to let this run its own course. I won’t fight it. Won’t deny it. Won’t push it. But I might tease it a little. If he wants me to practice in front of him, I’ll give him a show.

Inside, I set Criminal on repeat and take my position before him. He found a folding chair and reclines on it, legs spread, fingers laced together on his flat stomach. Then, without a twitch or a word, he watches me dance. A god on his throne, immaculate power and authority, straight-faced and unmoved.

Until I dance closer, more erotically, putting everything I have into the roll of my abs and hips. I inch so close I’m swaying in the V of his legs, moving my arms to the rhythm and stirring the air around his tense posture.

He shifts on the chair, licks his lips.

Then he touches me. A knuckle against my inner thigh. The backs of his fingers beneath the short hem of my flowing skirt. By the time the song cycles three times, both of his hands are on me, curved around my thighs and edging toward my backside, which is bared by a thong.

Suspended in eye contact, lost in the pressure of his fingers, I give up on the choreography and free fall into improvisation. My hands drop to his shoulders, digging into the fabric and muscles beneath.

The slouch of his body begs me to dance on him. While I’m not a stripper, I know my way around a lap, having spent a year playing kinky games with Cole. I also know that the build-up, the sexy tease, is crucial.

As the song restarts, I perch my butt in the air, pushing my chest closer to Trace’s slack face. Then I nudge back on his shoulders, using his body to gracefully stand straight and step back.

Lips parted and smile playful, I strut around him, tilting my hips up and down and running my hands along my body. He doesn’t take his eyes off me, twisting on the seat to watch me dance behind him.

With my feet positioned behind his chair, I touch his jaw, nudging him to look forward. Then I gently lower my chest toward the back of his head, moving my body downward and twisting my hips to the beat.

Now would be a good time to take a step back and talk myself out of whatever this is. But every nerve ending below my waist rages at the thought. Instead, I reach around him and boldly graze my fingers along the thick shape of his cock through the slacks.

Hard and long, he jerks against my hand, and his head falls back. “Danni.”

Sliding upward, I explore the chiseled expanse of his abs and run my nose along his neck. “You smell hungry, Trace.”

His chest heaves, and one leg stretches out, scraping his shoe along the floor. “Come here.”

A hand curls around my wrist, and I let him pull me around the chair. When I return to his front, I give him my back, writhing sensually, tauntingly between his knees.

“You have a great ass. Not big. Not small.” His voice is hoarse, raw, lacking its usual eloquence as he caresses my backside. “It’s a perfect shape that looks incredible on your body.”

Emboldened by the compliment, I slowly lower onto his lap with my back to him, grinding gently and shivering against the hard press of his erection. His hands slide to my thighs and move upward beneath the skirt, settling on my hips.

“Your skin feels like silk,” he breathes raggedly at my ear. “And the dips here…” His thumbs stroke my waist. “I dream about these curves and the way you move them. You’re built for sex.” He touches his mouth to my neck, groaning. “Christ, I’m so fucking hard.”

Quivers race along my inner thighs, and my core tightens, pulsates, driving my movements to the music. I lean back and press my backside into his lap, my shoulders against his chest, and wrap an arm around his neck.

“You always smell like Nag Champa.” With his hands beneath my skirt, one sinks between my legs, over the thong. The other lifts, slipping under my shirt to cup a bare breast. “Such a sexy, potent, exotic scent. It lingered on my sheets for a week after you left.”

“Your maid didn’t wash them?” I moan against the tweak of his fingers on my nipple.

“I wouldn’t allow it. Not until I couldn’t smell you anymore.”

My chest flutters.

Who am I kidding? There’s a damn butterfly migration taking off inside me. His confession is just so…unexpected. So is the hand caressing the soaked crotch of my thong.

He’s rock hard beneath me. I’m dripping wet. Why are we still talking?

I remind myself he was with another woman two nights ago. Hell, he could’ve spent the night with another woman after dropping me off at the concert.

Miserable thoughts. But my body doesn’t seem to care. His touch feels too good, and I’m so fucking worked up my pussy throbs with its own heartbeat.

“I love your tits.” He squeezes my flesh. “Perfectly round, sitting up high on your chest and driving me insane every goddamn day.” His finger circles around the bud. “I bet these perfect little nipples are pink.”

“See for yourself.”

“Turn around.”

I’m not fully standing before he spins me to face him, pulls me onto his lap, and guides my legs to straddle the spread of his.

“So damn beautiful.” He cups my face, seemingly hypnotized by whatever he sees there.

I look him in the eye and give him a sweet subtle grin, communicating that I know how entranced he is.

His attention lowers to my chest, and his hands follow, lifting the hem of my shirt with slow, agonizing patience. Cool air brushes my nipples. Then his gaze.

“Pink.” His expression intensifies, lighting me on fire.

He grips my ass and shifts me up his chest to nuzzle my breasts. I use my hands to squeeze what little I have around his face. His breaths become shallow, and his teeth graze my skin. When he swirls his tongue around a nipple, my head falls back, my fingers clutching his shoulders for support.

But he has me, his arms holding me tight as he lowers me onto the rigid cock trapped within his slacks. He rocks his hips upward, groaning, his hands roaming everywhere—my thighs, my breasts, my neck, always returning to knead my butt.

I slide my face along the side of his until I reach his ear. Then I draw the lobe between my lips and suck.

It sets him off, his hands plunging into my hair and his tongue sweeping into my mouth.

“You’re so fucking hot.” He growls into the kiss, the fingers in my hair wrenching my head back for a deeper angle. “You make me crazy.”

I know the feeling. All reason has abandoned me in the powerful arms of desire. I want him, need him, and none of this is rational. But I’m caught in the rapid rhythm of his breaths, the flex of his body, and the expert strokes of his tongue.

With my legs hooked around the back of the chair, my skirt rides up to my hips. I gently grind against him, rocking up and down, like I’m riding a bull in slow-motion. The wetness between my legs will no doubt leave a stain on his slacks, and the thought makes me grin against his lips.

The song loops again, and he eases back but not away. “I can’t do this anymore.”

A fist of dread clenches inside me. “Can’t do what?”

“I can’t keep pretending you aren’t the first thought in my head when I wake and the reason I can’t fall asleep at night.”

I stare at him in shock.

Eyes hooded, mouth parted, he cradles my face and touches our foreheads together. “I lied to you.”

My heart skips. “What do you mean?”

“I want you, Danni.”

Oh. “That’s not exactly a secret.” I press my weight down on his erection.

“It’s more than that. I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you.” His fingers tighten against my jaw. “I want all of you.”


Chapter Sixteen


PRESENT

“You want all of me?” My pulse accelerates, and my voice cracks on a fragile breath. “What does that mean?”

“Just when I think I can’t possibly want you more,” Trace says roughly, heatedly, “this hunger, this gut-deep need I feel for you consumes me until I can’t imagine a future without you in it.”

My mouth dries, and the room spins around me, tipping me off balance.

“I don’t understand. All this time…” I slide off his lap and back out of his hold on my neck. I don’t know what this is, but something’s off. “You said you wouldn’t fuck me. You didn’t want the mess. Why would you lie?” I shove my hair away from my face. “Why are you telling me this now?”

He bends forward, dropping his head, and bracing his forearms on his knees. “This isn’t about sex.”

“Really,” I drawl, incredulous.

“Okay, yes, sex is… I want to be inside you. Desperately.” His eyes burn into mine. “But that’s not all.”

I cross my arms over my chest.

“I need to know, Danni.” Scraping a hand through his hair, he releases a breath. “If Cole was in this room right now, where would I fall? Would you shove me aside to get to him?”

“What kind of question is that?” Blood pumps hard and fast through my veins. “You wouldn’t be here, because I would’ve never left him.”

“But he left you, and I am here. What if we were both here? Who would you choose?”

“That’s not fair!” A chill sweeps over me as I pace through the room and power off the sound system. “Way to buzz kill my libido, by the way. You’re like your own cockblock.”

“Answer the question.” His glare doesn’t waver.

“There is no answer. Because one, Cole’s dead. And two…he’s fucking dead. Why are we even talking about this?”

“Am I your second choice?” His tone is angry and confrontational, but the creases around his eyes and the uncertainty in those blue depths halt my feet.

Is the right cup full?

If Cole were here, there wouldn’t be a choice. He’s my forever.

Was.

He was my forever.

Empty the cup.

“You’re not a choice.” I take a step toward Trace, and another, softening my expression. “You’re my second chance.”

“Not good enough.”

I suck in a sharp breath. “Too bad. I’m not making a choice that doesn’t exist.”

“It exists to me.” He stands and charges into the kitchen. “I won’t live in his shadow.”

“His shadow?” I chase after him, voice rising. “What are you talking about?”

He grabs a water bottle from the fridge and shoves it into my hand. “You can’t love me, because you’re trapped in another life with another man.”

Love him? Why did he go there? Why now? And I am not trapped!

“That’s not true!” I scream, slamming the water down on the counter. “I lost someone I loved. I miss him desperately, but I’m moving on. I am!” My breaths wheeze as I fight to rein in my temper. “What do you want from me?”

He reaches toward my face and slips his fingers beneath the hair hanging near my eyes. Without touching my skin, he slowly, tenderly, slides the strands back to expose my distressed expression.

“I need to know if you’re mine or his.” He lowers his hand, scrutinizing every twitch on my face.

What have I done to make him so fixated on Cole? Is it the shrine of photos in my bedroom? The motorcycle in the dining room? The ring I only just took off this morning?

They’re keepsakes. Memories. Fundamental pieces of my life. I would never be with someone who asks me to give that up.

Except… If I turned the tables, if I walked into his penthouse filled with physical reminders of another woman, I wouldn’t like it. My heart sinks. I’d lose my fucking mind.

I uncap the water bottle and drink, calming my sprinting pulse. “What about the woman on your lap two nights ago?”

“What about her?” He steps out of the kitchen and pauses in the hallway with his back to me.

“Were you thinking about how you can’t possibly want me more while you fucked her?”

Silence vibrates from his rigid posture.

Why is he just standing there? He can turn left toward the bedrooms. Or he can walk his sexy ass through the dining room and out the front door. Instead, he pivots right and grips the one doorknob in the house that I avoid.

“What’s behind this door, Danni?” He twists the glass knob, unable to open it.

I try to keep my voice casual, but it scratches. “The basement.”

He lifts his hand and tests the padlock I installed two years ago. “Where’s the key?”

My stomach knots. I pass that door countless times every day. I don’t look at it. Don’t think about it. I certainly don’t want to open it. Everything Cole left behind—his personal things, our wedding, the life we lost—is on the other side.

I retreat into the kitchen and chug the rest of the water.

“That’s what I thought,” he says quietly behind me.

Tremors grip my limbs, and my throat seals up. I feel myself crumbling, and I hate it.

Trace slides around me, and for a second, I think he might hug me. I hope, I want, I ache for his arms to hold me.

“I need to think.” His keys jingle as he removes them from his pocket.

He’s leaving.

“Don’t go.” I grit my teeth at the pleading sound of my voice.

“I’ll send my driver to pick you up for work.” His mask falls into place, vanishing all emotion into oblivion.

Turning, he calmly strides through the dance studio, toward the back door. Always walking away. Always so fucking remote.

Anger quivers through my body, curling my lip. “Are you sure you don’t want to look around some more? See if you can find a personality that doesn’t suck?”

His detached gaze connects with mine as he steps outside. I follow, flexing my hands with the need to strangle him. His direct eye contact only pisses me off more. He sees how upset I am, and he’s unmoved. Climbing into his car without a care in the world.

“Fine. Go.” I shove my hands on my hips. “I was saving myself anyway. For Mark the siding guy. Remember him? Turns out the foreveraloner has a foot-long boner. And he’s not afraid to use it!”

What a childish thing to say. But the fury reddening Trace’s face? Worth it!

He slams the door, throws the car in reverse, and burns rubber out of the neighborhood.

Choking on fumes of frustration, I trudge back inside and stand before the mirrors. What does he see when he looks at me? A defeated, trapped, eternally grief-stricken woman?

Blonde hair hangs in waves around my face and down my chest. My cheeks glow with a pink flush, my lips swollen and parted. And my gray eyes are bright, unblinking, and full of yearning.

I look like I’m in love.

Because I am.

I’m in love with Trace Savoy.

“You get off on your own pain, don’t you?” I ask my reflection. “Love could bring you more agony. Are you willing to risk that again?”

The woman in the mirror doesn’t have the answers, but as my temper cools, it becomes easier to break down my confrontation with Trace. For the next couple of hours, I lie on my bed with a framed photo of Cole and me in front of a Christmas tree. Our first and only Christmas together.

He was in and out of my life in ten months. An infinitesimal amount of time for such a lasting impact. His love branded me, left its mark beneath my skin, like swirling colors of ink. I don’t need pictures or an engagement ring to be reminded of the euphoria, the fuzzy whirling dream state that swallowed us in those ten months. I feel his absence in my blood, in my thoughts, every day.

Because love doesn’t end with death. It doesn’t shrivel and disintegrate with the ashes. It hovers, follows, haunts the living.

But after months of missteps and drunken pity parties, I learned how to cope with it. I learned how to breathe again. And in the past four months, I rediscovered my smile in a man who scowls through every emotion.

As much as I bitch about Trace being cryptic and impersonal, I’m magnetically drawn to his confidence, his strength. He challenges me, pushes me, and I need that. Because I’m not without shortcomings.

He wanted to see the basement. I should’ve showed it to him. Hell, I should’ve cleared out the space a long time ago. But he didn’t ask me to do that. He didn’t ask me to get rid of anything, not even the seven-hundred pounds of steel and chrome sitting in the dining room.

Cole might’ve been my favorite smile, but once I discovered the emotional depth in Trace’s scowl, I realized I love it more than any smile. Cole’s charming, animated personality won me over instantly. Contrarily, Trace’s strict, reserved nature makes me appreciate how deeply sensitive he is beneath the suit.

All Trace wanted was reassurance that my heart didn’t belong to another man, and I didn’t give him that. If anything, I reinforced his doubts.

I really fucked this up.

But I have a plan to unfucktify it, and by plan, I mean a slight chance of success based mainly on hope.

He wants all of me? That’s what I’ll give him—the honest, barefaced, take-a-leap-of-faith answer to his question. Because he was right. I have a choice to make. A decision between the past and the future.

I choose the future. I choose Trace. And tonight, I’m going to tell him I love him.

When his driver picks me up for my three o’clock shift, my stomach twists into knots. I recognize this feeling, this vulnerability. I’m opening myself up, letting Trace in. He could make me blissfully happy. Or he could crush me beneath his shiny shoe.

At the casino, I let the restaurant staff know that I’m leaving early tonight. In the four months I’ve worked here, I’ve never taken time off. But waiting until midnight to talk to Trace is out of the question.

For five hours, I dance on the stage, wrapped in the moving beam of light. Every table in the dining area is filled, and the usual crowd gathers outside the glass walls. Some are just passing by and pause to watch me before meandering on. Others linger through several songs, their eyes fixated on the swing of my hips, hypnotized.

My dancing has a similar effect on Trace. He watches me every night, if only for a few minutes as he passes through the dining room or from afar when he makes his rounds on the casino floor. But I haven’t spotted him once tonight. Neither in the restaurant nor the gaming area. By the time eight o’clock rolls around, my mind is a spinning tunnel of doubt.

“She’s incredible,” a man says from one of the tables as I slip off the stage. “Unbelievably beautiful.”

“I come here just to see her,” another man replies from across the aisle.

I slip by several more compliments and dodge two propositions on my way out. Down the hall, I duck into my dressing room and spend the next hour showering, spritzing, and primping. Then I step back from the full-length mirror and scrutinize the result.

A silver strapless dress hugs my body from chest to upper thighs. The color makes my gray eyes look metallic and glitters against the gold in my hair. Matching stilettos complete the outfit. No panties or bra—I’m optimistic like that.

Frosted lip gloss, cheek blush, and smoky eyeshadow defines my face, and my hair ripples in voluminous beach waves around my arms.

I look pretty hot, but not overly made up. I also look like I’m seconds from hurling, but I can live with the nerves. What I can’t live with is chickening out.

“Go get him, Danni.” I square my shoulders and head out onto the gaming floor.

A small wristlet holding my phone and cash swings from my hand as I walk from one end of the casino to the other. Trace has been missing all night, but the cameras in the ceiling remind me that he might be watching me on his laptop.

I add a sexy sway to my hips on my way to his private elevator. When I started working here, he gave me a passcode to access the offices on the 30th floor. I’ve never tried to enter his residence alone. I assume he’s in his office, but I push the button for the penthouse on impulse.

The 31 illuminates, and my breath catches. As the elevator begins its climb to the top floor, I consider pressing 30 and stopping by his office first. But curiosity holds me immobile.

Why is his penthouse unlocked? He’s either there or the passcode he gave me unlocks it. I’ve had that code for four months.

I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you.

Excitement buzzes through my veins, eradicating any lingering nerves. I love this man and his perplexing, mysterious ways. I love him, and I can’t wait to tell him. And kiss him. And… Holy shit, I’m totally getting laid tonight.

When the elevator opens on the penthouse floor, my thighs clench, and my blood hums wildly. I step out and breeze past the kitchen, dining room, and living room, searching, craning my neck, and starting to sweat. There’s no sign of him, and the silence is unnerving.

I enter the hallway, and the end is illuminated by the light in his bedroom. Maybe he’s in the shower. Maybe he’s waiting for me in bed, naked, and fully erect.

Grinning like a fool, I quicken my gait. The click of my heels sound my approach, but that’s not the only thing I hear as I reach the open door.

Heavy breaths.

A low moan.

My heart freezes in my chest, and I stumble on the threshold.

The bed is perfectly made and vacant, but I know he’s in here, and he’s not alone.

Sharp pain ignites behind my eyes as I follow the panting sounds to the sitting area by the fireplace.

Bent over the arm of the couch is a woman with long dark hair, her face pressed against the cushion and her hips skyward, held in place by the man standing behind her.

The man I chose.

The one I love.

Agony stabs my chest, ripping the air from my lungs and shaking my knees violently. I grip the door jamb to keep myself upright, frozen in horror, nauseous beneath waves and waves of horrendous pain.

He’s arched over her, his chest covering her back and his trousers around his thighs. They’re angled toward the door, both wearing suits, with her skirt ruched to her waist. I can’t see his dick, but it’s clear he’s buried inside her. He’s not thrusting, not moving. Because he’s staring right at me.

I thought he was detached before…

It’s like I’m looking at someone else. There’s no expression on his face. Nothing. No scowl. No hint of lust. Just…emptiness.

How could he do this? Everything he said was lies. He’s just a player. A liar. And I fucking fell for it. Hard.

I cover my mouth as heaving breaths break free from my lungs.

The woman stirs, wriggling her hips against him as she lifts her head and brushes the hair from her face.

The flawless face of Marlo Vogt.

Her eyes find mine, and she gasps. Her complexion pales. She reaches back to shove at him, her other arm yanking her skirt down. Embarrassed.

Not as embarrassed as I am. My skin burns with humiliation, disgust, and anguish.

I hurt so badly blackness dots my vision and strangles my throat. My feet stumble backward, carrying me ungracefully into the hall, turning, and running toward the elevator.

I feel like my insides are tearing, separating, and bleeding out. Like I’m grieving.

Like the day that destroyed my world in the most irrevocable way.


Chapter Seventeen


TWO YEARS AGO

“He’s retiring when he gets home.” I twirl around Bree in the dance studio, sliding seamlessly through the steps I’ve been practicing for the past year. It’s my coping mechanism. I might be falling apart inside, but I keep moving, keep dancing. “I just need to be patient.”

And trust him. I trust Cole more than anyone on the planet.

“I don’t understand why he couldn’t retire before he left.” Bree crosses her arms and stares at the ceiling. “It’s the silence that concerns me the most.” She sighs. “Danni, you must be asking yourself… What if he doesn’t show up for the wedding? It’s only a week away.”

I lose my footing, but she doesn’t notice. Her eyes are closed, as if that could hide the worry on her face.

“Can you at least try to move through his steps?” I grip her shoulders and wait for her gaze to find mine. “I want our first dance to be perfect.”

“I’m not the one who needs to practice. Even if he showed up today, how will he learn this routine in a week?”

He was supposed to be home a month ago. Something’s happened. I feel it like a gaping jagged hole in my gut, but I refuse to examine it. I can’t. I need to focus on the wedding. It’s the only thing keeping me from crumbling.

“Let’s run through the song again.” I walk toward the sound system.

“No.” She blocks my path and places her hands on my face. “I’ve been humoring this…this cloud of hope you’re floating on long enough. We’re at T minus six days, and your groom is nowhere to be found. You haven’t heard from him in months—”

“Four months.” I turn away and walk toward the wedding dress hanging in the corner. “Four months, ten days, twenty-two hours.”

That’s the last time I received an email from him. Over the past year, we talked on the phone five times. Short calls. The connection was horrible with a frustrating delay. But he sounded well, if not tired. We exchanged several emails in the first few months. Then they became more sporadic, with longer and longer stretches between his responses. Until nothing at all.

“He promised me he’ll be back in time.” I run a hand over the white tulle skirt of the dress. “We talked about the wedding in every message. He picked the date.” My voice thins. “He said he could learn the dance in a month.” And make me orgasm in awe of his skills.

My chest squeezes painfully. Why is he a month late?

Every day away from him is an eternity in hell. But the last four months of silence, not hearing a word, not knowing if he’s okay is like a poison, dripping into my organs, spreading toxins of doubt, and making me ask all the questions Bree has finally worked up the nerve to voice.

Why didn’t he say fuck it and break the employment contract?

Why did he leave me?

Why hasn’t he emailed me?

What if he doesn’t show up for the wedding?

What if he never comes back?

When he stopped emailing, I called the government building downtown. No one would connect me with his department. They wouldn’t even acknowledge his employment there. When his one year came and went, I waited a week before I showed up at the building. The armed guards wouldn’t talk to me, wouldn’t ring his boss—whoever that is—and they definitely wouldn’t let me inside.

I have no way to reach him.

No way to ease this soul-gutting desolation.

I straighten my spine with the reminder of his promise. He loves me, and he’ll do everything within his power to return to me.

For the next two hours, Bree and I chill on the couch in the front room, sharing a bottle of wine. She’s been spending more time with me recently, her concern for my mental state growing more blatant with each visit.

“I need to go, Danni.” She glances at her phone. “Or the family won’t eat.”

“Thanks for coming.” I stand and follow her to the door. “You don’t have to, but I really appreciate the company.”

“I know you do.” She hugs me, breathing into my hair, “I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She opens the door and falters. “Oh, sorry. Umm…”

“Danni Angelo?” A middle-aged man in a dark suit looks past Bree to gaze unerringly at me.

“Yes?” I step next to Bree. “That’s me.”

“I’m Robert Wright.” He clasps his hands in front of him.

His expression’s warm, friendly, but there’s a trace of something else in his eyes. Intelligence? Rigidness? I can’t put my finger on it, because there’s no emotion there at all.

“As a representative of GAO, U.S. Government Accountability Office, I’d like to speak to you about your fiancé, Cole Hartman.” His nose twitches with a soft sniff. “May I come in?”

A simple update on Cole’s whereabouts could’ve been done over the phone. A house visit brings ugly news. The most vicious kind of news.

My stomach caves in, and Bree grabs my hand, clutching tightly.

“Yes, come in.” I move on numb legs as the hole in my gut fills with harrowing dread.

“Can we sit?” He gestures at the couch, already lowering in the chair that sits perpendicular.

Bree and I perch side by side, and I clutch her hand like a lifeline. A lump of ice lodges in my throat, freezing my voice and shredding my breaths. Time stands still.

“There’s no easy way to say this, Miss Angelo.” His eye contact is firm, his face composed. “There was an accident at the…”

A low keening sound crawls from deep inside me, and blinding pain bursts behind my eyes.

Bree wraps her arms around me, her voice thready. “At the oil terminal?”

“Yes, the oil terminal. An explosion killed several contractors.” He sits taller, adjusts the drape of his tie. “I’m sorry, Miss Angelo. Cole didn’t make it.”

I blink rapidly as his words sink in and suffocate the life from me. An uncontrollable, sobbing meltdown works its way to the surface, but I deny it, swallowing over and over to clear my voice.

“When?” I ask hollowly, barely a whisper. “When did it happen?”

“Four months ago. His remains were exhumed from the wreckage, returned to the States, and identified.” As Robert stands, he seems to make an effort to soften his voice. “His body was cremated and his financial assets will be transferred to you, per his request. Someone from our office will be in contact to help you make funeral arrangements.”

Bree untangles her hand from mine, crying quietly as she walks him to the door. They exchange words, details about the death, contact information, but I can’t make sense of it over the ringing in my ears and the brutal shaking through my body.

That’s when the wailing starts. Like a spout busting loose, the pain shoots from my vocal cords and doubles me over. I don’t hear the door shut, don’t feel the couch beneath me, don’t taste the tears flooding my face. The agony is all-consuming, crippling my body, twisting me into something unrecognizable, and spiraling me into a shapeless, hopeless place.

Bree’s arms come around me, and that’s where they stay. She holds me through the funeral. Through the burial of his ashes on my wedding day. Through Mom and Dad’s visit from Florida. She doesn’t leave my side until summer ends and school begins, and she’s forced to return to work.

I heard once that hardship brings the true nature of a person to light. If that’s true, I’m a deeply angry woman, seething with hatred and resentment. The rage is powerful and incapacitating, like a beast roaring and pacing inside me and pointing blame.

He left me.

He broke his promise.

He lied.

He’s not coming back.

As the bitterness threatens to smother me, I welcome it. I climb into the darkness, lugging a bottle of hard alcohol with me. When the booze doesn’t numb, I break things. Like the mirror I just shattered with an empty fifth of whiskey.

Two months after Cole’s funeral, I lie on my back on the floor of the dance studio, stinking to high heaven and staring at the broken image of my reflection. I look like a monster with jagged teeth protruding out of my sunken, miserable face.

I’m drunk. I haven’t showered since…whenever. I closed my dance school indefinitely. I canceled life, my future, everything.

I’ve been okay with checking out. Until now—staring at my splintered self in the mirror. I don’t recognize the woman reflected back at me. She’s hideously sad and pathetic and weak. I hate her, because she’s not who I thought I was.

My inebriated brain sparks with life, and I sit up, swaying with disorientation.

Fighting hurts. Living without Cole hurts. But nothing’s as painful as hanging onto the broken pieces of a dream. Doesn’t matter what I choose—stay here or move forward—he’s gone. Giving up on life won’t bring him back.

After several failed attempts, I climb to my feet and stagger toward the shower. Every step is small and laborious, but I focus on putting one foot in front of the other. I focus straight ahead and allow myself a grain of hope.

Hope that one day I’ll look back and appreciate the distance I covered.


Chapter Eighteen


PRESENT

Acid hits the back of my throat, and my gag reflex kicks in. I cover my mouth and slam a hand against the elevator call button in Trace’s penthouse. He didn’t follow me out of the bedroom, but that doesn’t mean he won’t.

Please, open. Please, open.

I made it this far without surrendering to the impending meltdown. I just need to get through the casino, outside, and into a taxi cab. Then I can cry.

Voices drift from the hall, and my shoulders climb around my ears.

Her hair spread over the couch. His hips pressed against her ass.

I don’t want an apology or an excuse or worse…the sight of his ironclad indifference. I just need to get the fuck out of here.

The elevator opens, and I scramble in, punching the ground floor and holding my breath as it closes.

Her skirt around her waist. His hands—those masculine fingers I so desperately wanted on my body—gripping her hips.

I don’t release my breath on the ride down. If I do, the tears will come. They’re already trembling behind my eyes, simmering, burning, threatening to explode.

The elevator opens on the lobby level, and I forge into the crowded gaming area. Hunched over, shoulders curled forward, I feel like I’m holding in all the parts that hurt. Protecting them. As much as I want to stand straight, I can’t unlock my posture, can’t seem to draw enough air.

When I step outside, my phone buzzes in the wristlet hanging from my arm. I peek at the screen, see an incoming call from Trace, and power it off.

“Do you need a cab, ma’am?” The hotel’s bellhop tips his head toward me.

“Yes. Thank you.” I clutch my throat, hating the creak in my voice.

He leads me to the curb where a taxi waits, and I’m grateful for the cloak of warm night air. Tears are already streaming down my cheeks, and my entire body shivers persistently, uncontrollably.

On the ride home, I wrap my arms around myself and rest my forehead against the window, lost in my miserable thoughts. After everything Trace said at my house, why would he stick his dick in another woman? Was he so absorbed in her he didn’t know I entered his penthouse? He didn’t look surprised, guilty, or pissed. His face was utterly blank. It’s as if he knew I was coming and wanted me to find him with her.

Why? If he cared about me, why would he so viciously hurt me?

I wipe at the river of moisture on my cheeks and try to calm my sniveling. God, I’ve made a mess of my life. How did I go from loving one man to loving another? I didn’t even date in between them, didn’t shop around and weigh my options. I just…

Fell madly, sickeningly, desperately in love.

Again.

I love two men, and I lost them both.

A sob rips free, abrading my throat and vibrating my bones. It’s an angry, gutted sound that echoes through the cab. The driver’s probably staring at me, but I don’t care, because goddammit, this fucking hurts. I swore Trace couldn’t hurt me, that I couldn’t be devastated like this again. How could he do this?

I give myself five more minutes of wheezing, shoulder-shaking tears. Then I bottle that shit up and stuff it way down deep. I prefer to let the darkness devour me when no one’s watching, when I’m alone and armed with liquor.

The cab starts and stops with the heavy downtown traffic. Up ahead, the brightly lit bars on Washington Avenue illuminate the street for several blocks. It’s a scene I used to thrive in before Cole—the clubs, the dancing, the men. Maybe I should go back to that. Find myself again.

The thought of dancing and flirting makes my stomach cramp. I just want to go home and drown in a bottle of grain alcohol.

Don’t do it, Danni. You’ve come so far.

Before my brain catches up, I lean forward and find the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “I changed my mind. Drop me off up there at 14th and Washington.”

While Trace is spending the night with another woman, he has the satisfaction of knowing I’m not with someone else. Well, fuck that, and fuck being alone. I’m angry enough, fucking revengeful enough to finally put an end to three years of celibacy.

Using the selfie camera on my phone as a mirror, I wipe away the runny smudges of makeup and smear on lip gloss. Then I pay the driver and step out onto the sidewalk crammed with barhoppers.

Everything inside me feels cold and hollow. I’m not in the right mindset for this. I don’t want to be anywhere near here. But the image of Trace and Marlo together collapses my chest and moves my feet toward the entrance of the closest bar.

Adjusting my strapless dress, I curve my mouth into a casual smile. As I enter the bar—one of many I used to frequent—the boom of deep bass rattles my chest. Huddles of men and women turn their eyes in my direction, grinning and staring and making my skin itch with discomfort.

There are four types of men who peruse the club scene for sex. The wingman—the married guy looking to hook up his shy single buddy. The wolf packs—the group of rowdy boys who gain confidence in numbers. The slurring drunk—the guy who imbibed enough liquor before he arrived to numb his sorrows and build his courage. The lone cowboy—the one who comes alone and doesn’t drink because he knows he won’t be leaving alone.

It’s the latter that I seek out as I scan the crowd of singles, club dancers, and trendy loft-apartment dwellers. I’m not halfway around the circular bar before I find him.

Perched on the far side of the bar, a man with short dark hair and a collared shirt follows me with his gaze. A glass of water sits in front of him, a hand resting beside it, his other loosely curled beneath his chin. He’s attractive in a wonderfully average way. There’s no stuffy suit, no visible tattoos or black leather. He’s casual, relaxed, and looks nothing like the two men who broke my heart.

I squeeze through the shoulder-to-shoulder bodies and steal an empty seat at the bar, directly across from him. He doesn’t take his eyes off me, his mouth crooking up at the corner. He’s cuter than I first thought, with a youthful face and bright eyes. I’d put him in his late thirties. Old enough to know what he’s doing.

I order a water and tip the bartender. Then I watch the man who watches me, all the while giving myself a pep talk. When he comes over here—and he will—I need to go through with this. Rip off the chastity belt. Break the dry spell. Move on with my life.

As he finishes his water and stands, I get a glimpse of narrow hips in relaxed denim. Without looking away, he prowls around the bar, sidestepping flocks of laughing people and heading straight for me.

My smile hangs on by a thread as I turn my neck, holding his gaze. He’s not intimidating enough. Not tall enough. Not sexy, cocky, or scowly enough.

He’s not Trace.

My jaw flexes. Trace is with Marlo, touching her, pleasuring her, and giving her a cock I’ve never even seen. I hope it was worth it, because tomorrow, he’ll be looking for another foolish girl to dance on his stage.

The man with the dark hair and firm eye contact slides in beside me. He doesn’t speak, but his smile is warm, welcoming. Definitely interested.

I stretch my spine to lean toward his face, speaking over the music. “Anyone ever tell you that you look like Paul Rudd?”

“Yeah.” He huffs. “All the time.”

“Does that annoy you?”

“Depends.” He bends closer, his chest brushing my shoulder and his mouth at my ear. “Do you think Paul Rudd is attractive?”

“Yes.”

“Then it doesn’t annoy me.”

My energy for this is nonexistent. I’m not in the mood to talk or flirt or connect on any level but one. There’s a game that’s supposed to be played here, but if I’m reading him right, he won’t be offended if I forgo a few steps.

“Do you want to take me home?” I ask.

“Yes.” His throat bobs.

“I don’t want an overnight or a call in the morning. I had a really bad day, and I just want to forget about it for a couple of hours. Can you handle that?”

“Absolutely.”

“I live about ten minutes away. Can we skip the build-up and—”

“Let’s get out of here.” He grabs my hand, helps me off the stool, and leads me out of the bar.

On the way to his car, we exchange names—his is Jason—talk about the humid weather, and keep it light and impersonal. He owns a Honda Civic fastback, and he drives it fast, his hands relaxed on the wheel and his foot never leaving the gas.

The heated looks he casts in my direction tell me he’s ready to fuck. The hard bulge in his jeans confirms it.

My body’s not warmed up, not even close, and I need it to be. If he fucks as fast as he drives, he’ll be in and out before I orgasm. I experienced too many of those in my club scene days.

With my address programmed into the navigation system, the screen shows nine minutes until we arrive. Nine minutes to make him come. If I can take his edge off, maybe he’ll take his time with me when we get to my house.

Unbuckling my seatbelt, I touch him with my hands and lips, stroking him everywhere, quickening his breaths and making him moan. Then I release his erection from his jeans and wrap my lips around him.

He jerks and grunts and tastes like fabric softener. It’s just a blow job, like any other one-night-stand. A job for me and a blow for him, which he does within sixty seconds, shooting his load down my throat.

I straighten in the seat and wipe my mouth, tensing against a sudden wave of nausea. I didn’t expect to be aroused by that, but the twisting, coiling sensation in my stomach shouldn’t be there. I need to do this. I need to have sex. What the fuck is wrong with me?

Tears prick my eyes, and I blink them back, forcing all thoughts of Trace out of my mind.

“Why did you do that?” Jason asks through heavy breaths.

“I’m hoping you’ll return the favor.” My voice is even, despite the bile crawling up my chest.

“I will.” He grips my bare thigh, his fingers slinking beneath the hem of my dress. “Jesus, I came so hard I’m still shaking. That was the best head I’ve ever had.”

“The sex will be even better.” I hope, for my sake.

He pulls into my driveway and twists in the seat, looking out the back window. “A car just parked on your curb. I think it’s a…Maserati?”


Chapter Nineteen


PRESENT

No, no, no. My entire body stiffens, and my hands ball into fists. He wouldn’t dare show up at my house. Why would he? He has 2,994,463 women in the state of Missouri to manipulate, use, and fuck.

But as I crane my neck and squint at the street, there he is, Trace Womanizer Savoy, rolling out of his Maserati and heading this way.

In a burst of rage, I explode from Jason’s car and charge toward him. “This is private property, you selfish, narcissistic prick! Get back in your car and go unfuck your fucked-up self!”

“You…” His voice crackles the air as his eyes spear the man behind me. “Leave.”

“I don’t want any trouble.” Jason approaches my side, hands up in a calming gesture. “She wants you to go and—”

“I won’t tell you again.” Trace erases the distance between us, his gait thundering with authority, shoulders squared, and arms relaxed at his sides.

“Why are you doing this?” My hands clench and shake with the need to inflict unholy violence. “Haven’t you hurt me enough?”

He slams to a stop a few feet away, his abs contracting inward, as if I punched him. Then he straightens his spine and hardens his eyes. “We need to talk.”

“I don’t care what you think we need to do. I want you out of my fucking sight!” I turn and storm toward the back door. “Come on, Jason.”

“Look, Danni,” Jason says through an exhale, “I don’t want to get in between whatever this is.”

My teeth crash together as I swing around and gape at him.

Standing on the side of the house, he’s locked in some sort of stare-down with Trace. If this is a battle of egos, Jason’s losing spectacularly. As Trace steps forward, Jason stumbles back, shoulders drooping and gaze diverting to the side.

Christ, I really know how to pick ’em. But I’m not ready to give up. “Jason, I don’t have any business with that man. Are you coming?”

“I…um…”

He’s not coming, because he already came. In my mouth.

The blow job in the car was stupid, stupid, stupid. He got his release, and now he has zero incentive to stick around. Clearly, I’m not worth getting in between whatever this is.

My neck tenses to the point of pain as I march over and whisper harshly in his ear. “I gave you the best head you’ve ever had. You just lost your chance to find out what else I can do.”

“You what?” Trace’s low, deadly growl pounds a warning in my ears.

I have two seconds to lean back before his fist disperses the air and slams into Jason’s face.

“What the—” Jason falls against the bumper of his car, holding his jaw. “Goddammit!”

I gasp, teetering in my heels. The way Trace struck, so swiftly, with such terrifying composure, it’s like he didn’t move at all. It was just a snap of his arm, out and back, without a grunt or hitch in his breath.

“Why did you do that?” I glare at him with awe and horror.

“He’s still here.” Trace shifts his icy eyes to me. “You sucked his dick?”

“Did Marlo suck your dick?”

“No.”

“You poor thing. Is that why you’re here? Hoping I’ll fall on my knees and let you fuck my face because I’m too naive to clue in on how fucking sick you are?”

Jason’s car door slams shut, and the engine turns over. I don’t blame him for getting the hell out of Crazytown, but the tears well up anyway, searing my sinuses with rejection and humiliation.

As he throws it in reverse, I check my wristlet to make sure I didn’t leave anything in his car. Then he drives away without so much as a glance in my direction.

“Well done, Trace.” I dig out my house key with trembling fingers. “I commend you on your ability to chase another man from my home. That wasn’t predictable at all.” Turning away, I head toward the back door with my middle finger in the air. “Consider this my two-weeks notice.”

I don’t hear footsteps behind me as I unlock the deadbolt, and for a stupid moment, I think he’s still standing where I left him.

Until my scalp tingles. I hurriedly shove the door open. Too late.

A hand covers my mouth, an arm hooks around my waist, and my feet lose purchase with the ground. The wristlet falls to the floor as I kick and swing my elbows, pulse spiking, chest heaving, my screams frantic and muffled.

He hauls me deeper into the dance studio, kicks the door shut, and releases me.

“Why did you—?” He swipes a hand over his mouth, eyes forged with steel. “Why did you put your mouth on him?”

I stagger forward, righting my balance in the heels as fury powers through me.

Arms out and teeth bared, I shove at his chest and keep shoving. “Get out of my house!”

He slips around me and paces to the other side of the dance room.

“Answer the question.” His tone is so still and icy it lifts the hairs on my nape.

“Fuck you!” I yank off a stiletto and chuck at him.

He catches it easily and flings it aside. Then he shrugs out of his suit jacket, tosses it, too, and prowls toward me.

I back up, because holy fuck, he’s angry. The flush in his face, the crazed look in that glare, the hard line of his lips—he’s unraveling, losing his precious control, and I’m backed into a fucking corner.

My breaths quicken, and my muscles go rigid. I don’t think he’ll physically hurt me, but I didn’t think he’d fuck another woman, either. My judgment is total shit.

Pressing my back against a mirror, I remove the other stiletto and hold it like a weapon. “Don’t come any closer.”

His gait doesn’t slow, and in two strides, he’s on me, his hand like a vise around my wrist and his chest hard against mine. “Tell me why you were with that motherfucker.”

Tears are already coursing down my face. I can’t break his hold, can’t escape the strength of his body bearing down on me. All I have is my voice and the devastation attached to it.

“I haven’t had sex in three years.” The bitter words scrape from my throat, seething with self-loathing. “I was finally ready, and you…you…”

He didn’t cheat on me, because we weren’t together. But it feels so much like betrayal my shoulders curl in and my chest collapses beneath a thousand doubts. I should’ve told him how I felt about him, that he made me want to try harder, be stronger, smile more. I should’ve told him I loved him.

My face contorts with unbearable pain, and the shoe falls from my shaking hand. “You stuck your dick in her, and I picked up a guy at a bar. Because that’s what broken people do.”

His nostrils go wide. “If all you want is sex…”

He pulls the knot loose on his tie and yanks it off. Then his hand goes to his belt, tearing at the buckle.

“No!” I shove at his chest, digging my shoulder blades against the mirror behind me. “No, no, no, you’re not—”

He grips my throat and squeezes. “Don’t say that word again, unless you mean it.”

I clutch the shackle of his hand and stare up at him with watery eyes. He’s not cutting my airway. Not really hurting me, either. But I can’t move, and my lips won’t form the word I’m mentally chanting. NoNoNoNoNo…

His belt slides free, and the sound of it dropping against the floor shoots a ripple of warmth through my core. My skin heats. My nipples harden, and my pulse goes wild.

He’s going to fuck me, and I can’t let him. Only an hour ago, he was inside another woman. He doesn’t want me, doesn’t respect me, doesn’t give a shit about me. This is just a power trip to feed his childish, self-serving ego.

I raise my chin and force my gaze to the raging depths of his. When his mouth parts, I drive a knee into his groin. He grunts, and the hand on my throat loosens just enough for me to twist away. But I only make it two steps.

He slams against my back, and we stumble, our hands flying out to brace our collision against the wall. But we’re still moving, his weight pushing down on me, deliberately sending us to the floor.

I land face down with his body on top of me and his arm around my waist, buffering the fall. I try to pull my knees beneath me to scramble away, but he holds tight to my hips, his free hand clutched around the back of my thigh. Then he yanks up the hem of my mini dress.

Cool air brushes against my bare bottom right before his palm slams down, igniting my skin with fire.

“Fucking…God, fuck!” My arms and legs give out beneath the shocking pain, and my wail echoes through the room. “Why—?”

He spanks me again and again, and the sound of his hand slapping flesh punctuates the ungodly burn. The arm beneath my hips suspends me over his lap, giving him leverage to pommel my ass relentlessly.

I struggle and scream, but after a few seconds, it starts to feel forced, like I’m making myself fight it, deny it, hate it. Only I don’t hate it. With every strike, the pain dissolves into languorous curls of heat. It seeps through my pleasure centers, soothing, stroking, and coaxing my inner muscles into a spasm of need.

In a swift shift of his weight, he rolls on top me, his chest smothering my back and his hand beneath my hips, between my legs, sinking into my soaked pussy.

A gasp fills my lungs, the stretch of his fingers excruciatingly perfect. I don’t want this. I don’t. I can’t…

“Goddamn, you’re soaked.” He grips the ring on my labium and tugs it. “Such a kinky, filthy girl.”

“Not for you.” I kick and writhe, my voice gritty, clawing from the deepest, darkest places inside me. “Never.”

Except my body betrays me, drenching his plunging fingers, clamping down on the invasion, and quivering for release.

I buck my hips and arch my spine, knocking him off long enough to escape on hands and knees. Before I make it to my feet, fingers capture my ankle and flip me over. With a powerful yank, he drags me across the floor on my back and wrenches my thighs apart.

Without panties, I’m wide open and exposed for his greedy gaze. I struggle to get free, but he’s stronger, bigger, his hands impossible to dislodge as he spreads my legs wider.

His gaze meets mine, and I know the instant something shifts inside him. His anger’s still present, but it’s eclipsed by raw, unhinged hunger.

“Don’t,” I whisper, trembling.

Lightning flashes behind his eyes. Then he hoists my lower body off the floor and buries his face between my legs.

My hands plunge into his hair, pushing, pulling, and ripping at the strands. Desire wars with disgust. Anguish begets pleasure, and I’m lost beneath the diabolical swirl of his tongue, torn between wanting him and hating him, aching for relief and despising myself for it.

I need him. I want to hurt him. I yank his mouth against my pussy. Then I shove him away, crying, spitting, “I fucking hate you.”

He licks a path up my slit, breathes deeply against my mound, and looks directly in my eyes. “I love you.”

Bullshit. He’s sick and twisted, and so am I.

As he returns to my center, lapping at my clit and sucking on my piercing, I want nothing more than to come on his tongue. I’m crazed in my need for it, and sweet God, it’s gathering, rising, curling my toes, and bowing my back.

I should tell him to stop, but I can’t. I want—“Oh God, oh fuck, I’m coming.”

The orgasm crashes through me, shaking my limbs and shredding my voice as I moan and pant, my eyes fixed on his, frozen in shock. His mouth continues to grind against me, forcing me to ride his tongue harder, faster, extending the unendurable pleasure.

But as the bliss begins to taper and aftershocks twitch through my nerves, regret sinks in. He just fucked Marlo Vogt, and I let him lick me to climax. He’s no good for me, his intent manipulative, his desire poisonous.

“Get off me.” A sob rips from my throat, and I dig my heels against the floor, attempting to slide away.

He stays with me, crawling between my legs and covering my mouth with his. As his tongue sweeps the tang of my arousal across my lips, I can’t stop thinking about his betrayal and my need to hurt him as badly as he hurt me.

I break the kiss, pushing against him as I sneer. “Can you taste his come? When I sucked him off in the car, I swallowed every drop.”

His agonized roar rattles the walls, and his fist slams against floor beside my head. Arched over me, he holds himself up, his arms shaking with the force of his rage.

Then breath by breath, he reels it in.

Stillness settles through his muscles, and his eyes soften into molten blue glass.

My heart stops and restarts, galloping into a frenzied tempo. He’s so damn gorgeous. So potently masculine and intimidating I sink my teeth into my lip to stifle my plea to be fucked.

Don’t give in. Don’t give in.

I swing my fists and kick out a leg, hitting air. But my traitorous body wants, wants, wants. My pussy throbs and heats as he wedges his hips between my thighs and swats away my punching strikes.

“Say it, Danni.” His hooded gaze dips, taking in the length of my body, the spread of my legs, the heave of my chest, and the pulse in my throat. It’s a slow-burning perusal, full of sin and venom and promise. “Tell me no, if you don’t want this.”

The room fades away, and my brain malfunctions. Everything narrows to the rugged angles of his face and the intensity sharpening his cheekbones. For a man who can’t be controlled, he’s completely possessed by the grip of his desire.

I’m right there with him, consumed by the same suffocating fire. There’s only one way to quench this need, and it isn’t the word no.

I try to say it anyway, attempt to make my lips form the sane response, but that’s not what tumbles out. “I need you.”

“You have no idea how long I wanted to hear that.” He reaches for his fly, his other hand tangling in my hair and angling my head back to hold my gaze. “I love you so damn much.”

The sound of his zipper echoes in my ears, and I whimper.

Why can’t I fight this? I can’t stop my hands from reaching between us, fumbling over his in my urgency to pull him out.

He fits his cock at my entrance and looks me in the eyes. A swallow sticks in the back of my throat, and I grip his shoulders, trembling, panting. Please.

He thrusts, and we groan together, trembling as one in our relief. Burying himself as deeply as possible, he stretches me, fills me up, and makes me burn.

Then he fucks me, grunting like a feral caveman and hissing past clenched teeth. He’s a hurricane of fury and aggression, slamming his cock rapidly, violently, and punishing my mouth with deep bruising kisses.

God help me, I forgot what this feels like, the exquisite sensation of being taken, dominated, and fucked into mindless oblivion. It’s been three years. Three of the longest years of my life, and what a way to break the fast.

In that stunned moment, my mind blocks out how I got here, too absorbed by the cock stroking inside me, the tongue in my mouth, and the hands sweeping over my body. We’re longing and lust, sweat and muscle, skin on skin, two beasts in a mating dance, panting, clawing at clothes, and stabbing nails into flesh.

I rip open his shirt, pinging buttons across the floor. With a labored grunt, he tears it off his arms and flings it. There’s an undershirt beneath, baring bulges of biceps and pumped veins over muscle. I want to see more of him, but he attacks my dress, pounds his hips, and tears my strapless bodice down the center.

Breathing heavily and gnashing his teeth, he ravages my breast. His lips are firm and forceful, sucking my skin and leaving his mark. Then he starts to bite. Hard.

Panic rises, shattering my hungry trance. I shove his mouth from my nipple and thrash beneath him.

His eyes flash to mine, and he growls a low, combative noise.

“So damn feisty.” His thrusts quicken, hammering with urgency. “God, yes… Yes…” He doesn’t look away, his moans gravelly and hoarse. “You feel unbelievable. Fucking heaven.”

It shouldn’t feel this good. I should be repulsed and fighting him off. He fucking spanked me! How did I let this happen?

I grip his ass to stop his movements, but the muscles flex harder against my palms with each drive of his hips.

He’s a frenzy of testosterone, pounding into me like a lust-fueled piston. His eyes never leave mine, watching me, worshiping me with that ice-blue stare as his long fingers slide between us and clamp onto my clit.

My spine arches off the floor, and my legs shake against a flood of intoxicating pleasure.

“That’s it.” He circles and rubs my bundle of nerves, spiraling me toward the crest. “You’re going to come now.”

His other hand wraps around my throat, and that does it. The heart-pounding pressure against my airway ignites fireworks across my vision and shoves me into a climax so explosive I feel like I’m shattering into a million pieces.

“There’s my girl.” His thrusts lose rhythm, jerking and deepening. “Sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

My head falls back as I catch my breath, panting and moaning beneath the erratic stab of his hips. His hand slides from my throat to my face and pulls my mouth to his. Then he kisses me.

This kiss is different, lacking the usual hostility. It’s affectionate and tender, full of soul-stirring languish. I melt against his lips, feeding, sipping, falling into the gentle slide, the roaming strokes, and the ecstasy of love.

I love him, but I don’t forgive him. And as he comes, I see it all in his eyes—his pain and pleasure, remorse and devotion, heartache and passion. He said he loves me, too, but he ruined it.

“Danni.” He chokes, groaning deeply, gutturally, his entire body shaking as he grinds against me and pants through his release.

As he comes down, his forehead drops to mine, and he holds me, nuzzles my neck, his hands caressing my face.

The urge to curl in on myself shakes my shoulders. What have I done? What am I going to do now? I can’t be with him. I can’t love him.

When he lifts his head, his expression’s dazed, shocked, like he can’t believe he’s here, that he did this, with me.

He looks spooked.

My chest clenches as he pulls out and tucks himself away. I never saw his cock. He didn’t even take off his slacks, and now he’s avoiding my eyes.

“Trace?” I pull the ruined dress around my nudity, reaching for something, anything to say. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t…” Can’t be alone right now. “We should talk.”

With his back to me, he collects his clothes from the floor. Then he stands there, facing away. No chin raised in victory. No whispered apologies. Just a distant man, sullied with the come of two women. And, in the dissonance of my breaking heart, his silence.

His hand clenches at his side and releases. A jagged breath, and he strides out the door.

My insides cave in, beaten and bruised. As much as I want to call out to him and beg him to stay, I won’t. I’m not his girl.

The door shuts behind him, and the hollow sound of desertion ricochets through me. I roll toward the mirrored wall, tucking my knees to my chest. Pressure builds in my head, and the stupid tears spring up with a vengeance.

I’ve never felt so used, so…thrown away. But I’m just as much to blame. I could’ve said no.

I wanted sex tonight, and now that I’ve broken that crippling dry spell, I feel worse. Because intimacy is what I desperately crave—intimacy with a man who loves me.

For a poignant moment, Trace gave me a glimpse of that. Then he took it away.

I don’t even want to think about our lack of protection. I have an IUD, but what about disease? Did he use a condom with Marlo?

Nausea roils in my stomach. He fucked her…an hour before he had sex with me. Maybe he’s on his way back to her now. To hold her in his bed. To love her the way I ache to be loved.

Cole would’ve never done this to me. He was nothing if not faithful and one-hundred-percent devoted.

Waves of pain smash into my chest, and I slam a fist against the floor, pounding it as I cry ugly, self-loathing sobs. “I miss you, Cole. I miss you so much.”

Before he died, he ripped out my heart and held it between us, dripping with the blood of dreams. Old anger surges to the surface, cracking my ribs and burning up my skin. He shouldn’t have left me. He put his job first and destroyed everything we had.

I need a drink. A lot of drinks. It’s the only way to numb the pain and forget.

Blinking through blurred vision, I find my reflection in the busted hole in the mirror. My splintered, pitiful, broken face stares back, judging me.

Are you giving up, you pathetic bitch?

I’m comfortable here, lying on the floor in a pool of regret. I’ve grown addicted to sadness. It’s familiar, reliable, effortless.

I know that’s resignation talking. Giving up is a whole lot easier than fighting through the scar tissue. There are so many things holding me down, suffocating my will to breathe.

I need a purpose. A reason to contribute in this unfair world.

I have that, don’t I? I have passion—dancing, family, neighbors, the homeless shelter. That’s where I’m needed.

Love isn’t a choice. Nor is life. We connect, or we don’t connect. We live, and we die. There is no forever. The real fight is in making the best of it, making a difference, and appreciating the small glimmers of happiness.

I stretch out an arm and trace the cracks in the mirror. The last time I stared at my broken reflection was the night I moved my life with Cole into the basement. I just hauled it all down there, left it where it fell, and locked the door. It had been such a big step then.

Tonight, I need to finish it.

Forcing myself to stand, I shed the tattered scraps of the dress and remove my phone from the wristlet on the floor. Then I set my playlist to Dancing On My Own by Calum Scott.

Trembling, I pull on a camisole and boyshorts. Choking, I collect the key and my engagement ring. Weeping, I stand at the basement door as Calum Scott serenades the ruins of my heart.

With a deep breath, I unlock the door, turn on the lights, and descend into the fumes of damp concrete and Cole Hartman.

When he moved in, he took over the unfinished basement, filling it with tools, motorcycle parts, weight-lifting equipment, and other manly stuff. The scent of engine oil lingers in the air. Punk rock posters cover the walls. His old futon sits beside multiple workbenches.

Then there are the things I moved down two years ago. His clothes, cologne, watches, CDs, wedding decor, boxes of photos and keepsakes I collected during our ten months together. But the sight of the white dress crumpled on the floor is what releases the floodgates.

My eyes drown in tears as I move my feet toward the gown. My fingers travel over the dusty tulle and beaded bodice. It would’ve been a beautiful wedding. Our marriage would’ve been as epic as our love.

My ribcage quakes with the force of my heartache as I gather the dress and hug it to my chest.

I don’t know when I finally uncurl my fingers and set the gown aside. I move in a fog of turmoil, opening the empty boxes Bree gave me, digging through piles of Cole’s shirts, sniffing each one, and crying harder.

Then I start packing.


Chapter Twenty


PRESENT

The next morning, I wake on Cole’s futon in the basement to the sound of footsteps creaking the floorboards overhead. My brain slowly rouses, my eyes swollen and itchy. I shiver and pull the scratchy blanket over my shoulders.

No, not a blanket. I slept with my fucking wedding dress.

The intruder breaches the basement door, and the stairs groan beneath the tread of feet. Multiple feet. Maybe it’s Bree and David.

What time is it? I sit up and grab my phone. 6:05 AM

Groaning, I rub my head. The only person who would wake me at this hour is my next-door neighbor, which means I left my door unlocked. Again.

Her feet come into view on the stairs, squeezed into compression hosiery and shuffling in house slippers with the aid of her cane. I move to help her down the steps, but the second pair of shoes freezes me on the edge of the futon.

Shiny black loafers. Charcoal slacks. Long powerful legs…

My pulse sprints, and my fingernails dig into my palms. Trace has some nerve showing back up here.

When they reach the last stair, Virginia lifts her cane and pokes the end into his back, nudging him forward.

“Does this belong to you?” she asks.

He’s still wearing the white t-shirt from last night, untucked and wrinkled. Same slacks and shoes. He didn’t go home last night?

Head down and hands shoved into his pockets, he lifts only his eyes. Bruised eyes. Add to that his drawn expression and unruly blond hair, and I struggle to process his appearance.

He looks terrible.

“No.” My throat tightens, and I cross my arms. “He doesn’t belong to me.”

“Well…” Virginia huffs. “I found him sleeping in a car in your driveway.” She lowers the cane and smacks it against the backs of his legs. “He said he knows you. Filled my head with all kinds of nonsense, like how you took his heart and he doesn’t want it back.”

My jaw sets. “Give me a break.”

His shoulders heave as he takes a ragged breath, his gaze submersed in regret. “Danni…”

“Don’t.” My nerves prickle, and I pull the wedding dress tight against my lap.

Virginia gives him a glowering once-over. “The good Lord has no mercy for lying, skirt-sniffing hounds like yourself.”

“Danni, please…” He runs a jerky hand through his hair and stuffs it back in his pocket. “I need to—”

“How dare you bring your sexual urges to Danni’s door.” Virginia whacks him again. “If Cole were here—God bless his soul—he’d run you over with his bike until you stopped breathing.”

Funny how she snubbed Cole every day he lived here, and now that he’s gone, she can’t stop singing his praises.

I fidget with the tulle skirt of the dress and look around the basement. I made huge progress last night. Everything is packed in boxes by the stairs. Except the wedding gown. I couldn’t let go of it. But I feel stronger this morning. Grounded. Ready to take on Trace Savoy.

“It’s fine, Virginia.” I stand and set the dress aside. “I’ll handle him.”

“I know you will.” She leans against her cane. “When you’re finished, I have a bulb burnt out in the washroom. Can’t reach the damn thing.”

“I’ll be over a little later.” I walk toward her to assist her up the stairs.

She waves me off, grunting a perturbed sound. “I can walk just fine by myself.”

I hold my breath as she hobbles up the steps. Then she shuffles through the kitchen and shuts the back door.

With a slow exhale, I walk past Trace and perch on the futon. “You’ve been here all night?”

“I left.” He scratches the stubble on his jaw, stalks toward the futon, and sits on the other end with the wedding gown between us. “I didn’t make it a block before I turned back.”

“You slept in the driveway? In your car?” I narrow my eyes. “Why?”

“I thought it would be best if we both slept off our anger.”

I itch and burn beneath his stark gaze. He looks dejected, but his appearance does nothing to diminish his intensity. If anything, his eyes are more penetrating than ever, probing and pressing and making me squirm. It’s maddening how deeply he affects me, even now, after everything he did.

“Say what you’re going to say.” I flex my hands on my lap. “Then please, just…leave me in peace.”

He shifts, leaning closer, expression hard and determined. “I didn’t have sex with Marlo.”

I suck in a breath, my heart pounding with hope. And denial. “Don’t insult my intelligence, Trace.”

“Swear to God, Danni.” A muscle bounces in his jaw. “I knew you quit work early and intended to confront me. I knew the instant you accessed the penthouse.”

“I didn’t leave work early to confront you!” I leap from the futon and stand over him, shaking. “I was coming to give myself to you. All of me!”

“I know that now.” He bends forward and laces his fingers behind his lowered head. “I saw you in that dress, and I knew. I knew I fucked up spectacularly. I knew I would spend the rest of my life trying to make it right.”

“Except you didn’t make it right. You punched my date, fucked me like a deranged animal, and left. You left me on the floor like discarded trash.”

His hands tighten on his nape, and his chest heaves. “I came here last night to apologize, to throw myself at your feet. Then I saw you with him, heard what you did with him.” His breathing grows louder, harsher. “I fucking lost it.” He lowers his arms, flexes his hands between his spread legs. “It’s no excuse, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am.” He releases a self-depreciating laugh. “I’m not good at this. Christ, I’m a fucking nightmare. I know this, but I’m trying.” His eyes, tormented and bloodshot, find mine. “I want to be the man who deserves you.”

My breath leaves me, and my shoulders sag. “If you knew I was coming to find you after work, why were you with her? I saw you fucking her, Trace. She was naked from the waist down and moaning.”

“Marlo works for me, and she’ll do any damn thing I tell her to do. Including touching herself while I watch.”

My teeth slam together.

“I didn’t watch,” he says quickly, furiously. “I wasn’t even hard.”

“You’re a real piece of work.” I pace away, trying to make sense of his words. “If you wanted a relationship with me, why sabotage it by fucking another woman?”

“I didn’t fuck her!” He shouts then lowers his voice. “I have cameras in my room. The video feed is recorded. I can prove it. Hell, you can watch the last four months of footage. You’re the only woman who’s been in my bed.”

“I don’t believe you.” Even though my foolish heart feels like it’s floating out my chest. “You told me you never sleep alone.”

“That was the first day we spent together, and it was true at the time.” He frowns and rubs his forehead. “I haven’t been with a woman since we met.”

I’m too emotionally drained for this. He’s messing with my head and breaking down my resolve.

“What about the woman on your lap at the casino?” I stand taller, bracing my fists on my hips. “Or the dozens of others I see you flirting and drinking with?”

“Last night, with you, was the first time I had sex in four months.”

“Whether or not that’s true, you wanted me to believe you fucked Marlo. It doesn’t make sense.”

“When I was here yesterday, I wanted you to choose me. I needed you to say it.” He slouches on the cushion, dropping his head back and staring at the rafters. “I left here thinking I was nothing more than a rebound, a way for you to bounce back from the only man you’ll ever love.” He glances at the wedding dress beside him and closes his eyes. “When you left work early, I assumed you would seek me out to give your two-weeks notice.”

He couldn’t have been more wrong. I lower onto the futon and massage my temples. I need coffee.

“I’m accustomed to getting exactly what I want.” He looks me in the eyes. “But with you, I’m at a complete loss of control. The feelings you stir in me, the goddamn pain I felt yesterday when I thought you didn’t want me… I wasn’t prepared for this. Jesus, Danni, I’ve never put myself in such a powerless, vulnerable position.”

“Sounds like love,” I say softly.

He stares at me, with something akin to desperation in his eyes.

“Love isn’t a choice, you know.” I finger the fabric of the wedding dress. “You can’t control it. It just…happens, and you better hold on for dear life, because you never know when you’ll lose it.”

“I shouldn’t have demanded you make a choice.” A pained smirk twists his lips, there and gone in a blink. “But I did, and your non-answer was incapacitating. I was hurt, wounded…”

“So you set up the thing with Marlo to hurt me back.”

He nods. “I’m a jealous, vindictive son of a bitch.”

I scoop up the dress and walk to one of the boxes by the stairs—the box that holds the engagement ring. Then I pack the gown away, folding and tucking and keeping my hands busy while I think.

Any trust I had with Trace is broken. It would take a long time to reach a healthy place with him. That’s if we’re both willing to put maximum effort into some kind of future together.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Moving on.” I close the box, straighten to my full height, and stare down at my progress.

He rises from the futon, his eyes softening as he approaches me. “The gravity of that statement isn’t lost on me.”

My brows furrow, and I hold still, waiting for him to continue.

“If anything happened to you…” He stands behind me and places a hand on my shoulder, guiding me to lean back against his chest. “If I lost you, if you died, I’m not sure I would be able to move on.”

I draw in a frayed breath, shivering at the heat of his body against my back. “Relationships don’t always hurt like this. When it’s good, it’s the best feeling in the world. Those are the moments to fight for.”

His mouth lowers, exhaling a warm sigh against my neck, as if my words give him hope for us.

“We’re stuck, Trace. Stuck in a toxic cycle of poisonous mistrust, jealousy, misunderstandings, and closed-off emotions. None of that works in a lasting relationship.”

He wraps his arms around my waist and rests his brow against my temple. “Please, don’t give up on me.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I won’t give in. We have so much shit to wade through, first of which is your relationship with Marlo.”

He spins me around and cups my face. “I’ve never had sex with her.”

Trust. Broken.

I grip his muscled forearm. “I want to see the video footage from last night.”

“My laptop’s in the car.” He grabs my hand and leads me up the stairs.


Chapter Twenty-One


PRESENT

My thoughts lump together in a jumbled mess as I follow Trace out of the basement. Maybe he didn’t fuck Marlo. Maybe my feelings for him haven’t been completely demolished. But that doesn’t make him any less of a manipulative bastard.

At the top of the stairs, he closes the door and fidgets with the padlock. “Why did you keep this locked?”

“It leads somewhere that no longer exists.”

He rests his lips against the top of my head for a silent moment. Then his hand catches mine and leads me away.

In the kitchen, he turns on the coffee maker and rummages through my cabinets while making a phone call.

“I’ll do this.” I nudge him to the side and grab the coffee beans.

“Yes,” he says into the phone and walks to the fridge. “Miss Angelo and I won’t be back to work until Friday. Make the appropriate arrangements.”

What? Friday is…four days away. I whirl around, glaring at his back as he digs out packages of eggs and bacon.

“Send someone to Miss Angelo’s house with an overnight bag for the week.” He turns and gives me an uncomfortable smile. “Jeans and t-shirts.”

I lean against the counter and fold my arms. “What are you doing?”

“That’ll be all.” He stares at the floor for a second and pulls in a breath. “Marlo, wait.” His hand goes to the back of his neck. “I’m sorry about last night. I used you. It was wrong and—” He closes his eyes, listening for several seconds. “Understood.”

He disconnects the call and meets my waiting gaze. “Marlo turned in her two-weeks after you left last night.”

I don’t blame her for quitting and can’t help but feel selfish relief. “She could sue you for sexual harassment.”

“She took the severance package, which required her to sign a release that frees me from potential lawsuits.”

“Lucky you.”

I drum my fingers on the counter as unease chews holes in my stomach. I’m not comfortable with his treatment of her. Maybe I should let it go, but that’s not my style.

“You think it’s okay to treat women like that?” I straighten my spine, meeting his glare head-on. “I mean, she worked for you, and you told her to masturbate for you in some disgusting game that had nothing to do with her. That’s not okay.”

He slides his hands in his pockets, stares at the floor, and releases a breath. “Marlo isn’t what she seems.”

“What do you mean?”

“She didn’t just want to hook up.” He looks up at me, his eyebrows gathering. “She’s infatuated with me to the point of delusion. I found her, not once but three times, naked on the desk in my office.”

“What? When?”

“It started around the time I hired you. I removed her security access and fired her.”

“Then why was she still working for you?”

“She brought in a team of lawyers, threatening sexual harassment—of which she had absolutely no grounds.”

“With all your money, you couldn’t fight that?”

“I could.” He scratches his jaw. “But I chose to teach her a lesson.”

“By watching her masturbate?”

“By waiting for the right moment to record her touching herself willfully, consensually, in my bedroom.”

Oh. “You showed her the video footage?”

“Yes, right after you left. She didn’t hesitate to drop her threats against me and take the severance.” He narrows his eyes. “I told you I’m a vindictive son of a bitch.”

He could’ve sued her for sexual harassment. He could’ve destroyed her career, her livelihood. Instead, he apologized for using her and paid her to quit.

He calls himself vindictive, but his actions hint at compassion. In a depraved, fucked up way. But still, it’s compassion, and it warms me from the inside out.

I blow out a breath. “What’s with the overnight bag?”

“We’re stuck in a toxic cycle, and I’m committed to resolving that.”

“It can’t be fixed in four days.”

“I know that, but I’m not leaving your side. I assume you’d rather be anywhere but the penthouse. We can spend the week here. Or in Hawaii, Paris, Australia…”

He’s lost his ever-loving mind.

I prepare the coffee, forcing myself to think about this logically. I don’t know if I should spend the day with him, let alone a week on the other side of the world. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“We’ll stay here then.” Stepping behind me, he touches his brow to the back of my head. “I won’t leave you, Danni. Ever.”

My heart latches onto those words while my brain screams, Lies, lies, lies.

He grips my hip and pulls my backside tight against him. “You’re not quitting the casino.”

The command in his tone raises my hackles, but there’s no sense in denying it.

“I’ll stay,” I say. “Until you fuck up again.”

“I won’t.” He steps back. “Where are your light bulbs?”

I point toward the hall. “Closet. Why?”

“I’ll be right back.”

As I pour our coffees and start the bacon, the front door opens and shuts. I angle toward the kitchen window and watch Trace stride next door to Virginia’s house, carrying a light bulb.

I smile, thinking about how much hell she’s going to give him. If he wants to win her over, he’ll have to do a lot more than change her lights. But it’s a good start.

If he wants to win me over, well… He can start by proving he’s worth the risk. He needs to convince me to think of him in terms of regardless and in spite of and anyway. Because right now, he’s a huge fucking if.

He returns as I start cracking eggs in the bacon grease.

“How did it go?” I ask.

“She’s a stubborn woman.”

“That bad, huh?” I laugh.

“I have bruises on my legs from that damn cane.” He grabs the spatula from my hand and sets his open laptop on the counter. “The video is loaded. Just push play.”

As he finishes the eggs, I climb onto the counter and move the device to my lap. The video begins when he and Marlo enter his bedroom. There’s no audio, but I sense the awkwardness between them. He doesn’t look at her, his mouth moving and finger pointing absently at the couch where I found them. On screen, Marlo touches her throat, tracking his pacing steps with infatuation in her eyes.

“Jesus.” My mouth dries. “She really wanted you.”

The spatula in his hand pauses. “The attraction wasn’t mutual.”

Maybe not, but it’s still painful to see him move behind her on the video, to watch her lift her skirt and touch herself for him. He doesn’t look down, his attention flicking between his watch and the door. His slacks are lowered, but his underwear stays on. With her face buried in the cushion and her hand working between her legs, she doesn’t seem to notice he didn’t take his cock out.

Thirty seconds into the recording, I walk in. He doesn’t grip her hips until that exact moment.

He wanted to hurt me, and the impact is written all over my face on the screen.

I’ve seen enough. My hands tremble as I close the laptop and set it aside.

He slides the skillet off the burner and steps between my legs. Torment contorts his expression, and his arms fold around me. With a hand gripping my nape, the other bites into my spine, holding me so tight I feel the remorse coiling his muscles.

“I love you.” His mouth presses against my shoulder. “I love you so much it terrifies me.”

“I’m scared, too.” I let myself hug him back, thawing in the exquisite warmth of his embrace. “One day at a time, okay?”

He exhales heavily. “Okay.”

We eat side by side on the couch in the front room, sipping our coffee and lost in our thoughts.

He finishes first and leans back, watching me. “You don’t have a TV in here or your bedroom. But there’s a nice one in the basement.”

“It was Cole’s.”

“But it works?”

“Yep.” I collect our plates and walk to the kitchen.

He trails behind me. “I don’t understand why it’s in the basement.”

I set the dishes in the sink and brace my hands on the counter. “I moved all of his things down there.”

“Except the Harley.”

“If I could roll it down the stairs, I would have.” I smile, and it feels like a grimace. “Seeing his stuff every day wasn’t helping my grieving process. I had a rough few months after he died. Kind of lost myself there for a while.”

Rather than offering condolences or useless words, he gives me exactly what I need. Framing my face in his huge hands, he rests his lips against my forehead. I slip my arms around his waist, and we stay like that until the doorbell rings.

He greets his driver at the door and collects his overnight bag. Then, with his hand in mine, he leads me to the bathroom. “Shower and a nap. Sound good?”

Sounds perfect. I only slept a couple of hours last night, and I doubt he slept at all in his sports car.

In the bathroom, he wedges into the tiny walkway between the sink and tub. Does he intend for us to shower together? My belly flutters at the thought, which is ridiculous after what we did together last night. But I haven’t seen him nude from the waist down.

He grips the back of his t-shirt and yanks it over his head. His hands fall to his pants, releasing the fly and shoving them off with his shoes and socks. Then he turns to me, wearing tight black briefs and nothing else.

All that flawless skin and sculpted muscle makes my mouth water and my insides throb. His beauty is the stuff of legends, and he exudes the kind of vibrating power one would find amid a Viking siege.

Every mythical god began with a story, based on a person and a series of events. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Norse divinities of war, beauty, and sexuality began in Trace’s family tree. He’s so damn gorgeous and tall and insanely intense I can’t stop myself from trembling.

And it’s my turn to remove my clothes. I’m not a shy person, not even a little, but stripping while he watches suddenly feels like I’m stepping off a plank.

“You’re nervous.” He touches a finger beneath my chin, lifting my face.

My nipples tighten, and I bite my lip.

All drama and heartache aside, I’m undeniably attracted to him. I went so long without sex, and now that I’ve been with him, it’s like all these dormant cravings have been jarred loose. We had angry sex—hateful, bitter, pound-me-into-the-floor sex, and it was mind-blowing. I can’t stop wondering what other kinds of sex would be like with him. Gentle, playful, kinky… Jesus, after the spanking and choking, I know he’s a kinky bastard.

I might not be able to forgive his heartlessness, but I can’t ignore this snarling, relentless hunger he’s unleashed in me.

“I’m just going to wash you.” He runs a hand through my hair, his voice soft and scratchy. “Okay?”

“Okay.” I slowly release a breath.

He slides the shower curtain back and stares at the tiny green tub with wide eyes.

“You had that exact expression when you drove my Midget,” I say.

“I imagine Cole experienced the same claustrophobic horror when he saw this green coffin.”

A swallow sticks in my throat. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Do what?”

“Include him. Talk about him.”

“Yes, I do. He’s part of you, and I don’t want you to ever close off that part, or any part, of yourself from me. If you need to talk about him, I want to be the one you come to.”

He’s trying, and gratitude tingles through my limbs. But there are some things I won’t share, like how many times Cole followed me into that tub and fucked me against every square inch.

“But I require something from you,” Trace says. “If and when you forgive me, I need you to make room for me”—he taps my chest—“here. Understood?”

“Yes.” My heart pounds, devouring his words and the vulnerability in his eyes.

I reach for the hem of my camisole, but he brushes my hands away and lifts the top over my head. Then he slides off my boyshorts, his fingers caressing my skin with tenderness.

Any nervousness I felt about being nude is muted the instant he removes his boxer briefs. A different sensation grips my body as I take in the glorious shape of his. Appreciation, amazement, desire—all of it expands my chest with a heavy intake of air.

The strength and definition packed into his shoulders and arms, the grooved washboard of abs, and the heavy cock hanging hard and long between powerful legs makes me weak in the knees. I reach out and brace an arm on the wall.

Chin angled down, he raises a brow. “Get in the shower, Danni.”

I move my feet, and he follows me in. Then he takes over, lathering his hands and massaging my neck, my toes, and everywhere in between. He’s thorough, gentle, and sinfully seductive.

He cleans my hair and turns me toward the wall, gliding soapy fingers over my breasts and between my legs. I drop my head back on his shoulder, not even trying to muffle my moans.

“You’re making it impossible to keep my word.” He slides his lips down my neck, his breaths hot and hungry. “You and your tight little body.” He slams a palm against my ass then rubs the hurt with wicked pressure. “I want to do things to you. Things that should be illegal.”

I spin in the circle of his arms and grip his face. His lips part, and his eyes search mine. Then he kisses me—a deep breathless kiss, full of fire and need. Tongues tangling, hands grasping, we fall against the shower wall, locked in a frenzy of desire.

His swollen cock presses against my belly, and I curl my fingers around it, stroking up and down and wrenching a choked groan from his throat.

“I said I was just going to wash you.” His hands plunge through my hair, and he rocks his hips, sliding his length in my grip.

“You washed me. Now you need to put your massive cock inside me.”

“Danni.” His hand covers mine around his girth, halting my movements. “I want more than sex with you.”

I slide my free hand through his hair, marveling at how the thick wet strands fall perfectly tousled over my fingers. “We’re spending the next four days together?”

“If I don’t make anymore mistakes,” he says, brushing a kiss against my wrist, “we’re spending the rest of our lives together.”

My heart hiccups. “If you’re staying here, we’re going to have sex. Does it matter if it’s now or a week from now?”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but yes, it matters.” He steps back and grabs the shampoo. “I know what I want, and your heart isn’t there…yet.” His biceps contract as he lathers his hair. “I will not trade long-term desires for short-term impulses.”

His voice is rough, his scowl formidable. It’s obvious how difficult it is for him to refuse me. His short-term impulse looks painfully engorged between his legs.

I back off, keeping my caresses chaste as I help him soap up. Ten minutes later, we lie in bed, naked, legs entangled. His body wraps around my back, spooning me from behind, with his thigh wedged between mine. He’s still hard, but he doesn’t grind against me. He seems content to just hold me. In the bed I shared with Cole.

The thought is unwanted, but I can’t block it out. Cole bought this bed for me when he moved in—the wrought iron headboard, foam mattress, gray linen bedding. His scent lingered in this room for months after he left.

“Tell me about him,” Trace says quietly.

Can he read my thoughts? I crane my neck and find his gaze on the picture frames across the room.

“I should probably put those away.” My hand fists in the sheets.

“Don’t do it for me.” He pries my fingers from the bedding and entwines them with his. “I intend to make myself at home in the house you shared with him. I’m going to make love to you in the bed I assume he once slept in. If I can’t handle seeing a picture of him, our relationship is doomed.”

My ribcage stretches with cautious happiness, and I tighten my hand around his. “You really want to hear about him?”

“Please.”

I start with how we met then share highlights of the ten months we spent together. His design and construction of the dance studio, the road trips on his motorcycle, his hatred for Nikolai. Trace doesn’t speak or tense up, and his arms stay around me, cradling, comforting.

My voice chafes my throat as I explain Cole’s job, the reason he left, and the explosion that took his life.

“You sound angry,” Trace says. “You can’t blame him for—”

“He chose his job.”

“Sounds like he didn’t have a choice, Danni.”

“You’re right.” With a sigh, I shift in his arms to face him. “I hold onto the anger like a crutch. It’s just…it’s easier. So let me have it, okay?”

“I’m finding that I’ll let you have whatever you want.” He kisses my lips.

“Is that right?” I reach down and wrap my fingers around his thick erection.

“Except that.” Groaning, he moves my hand from his cock to his back. “Tell me about your family.”

“You want me to talk about my parents while you have a hard-on?”

“I want you to talk about them,” he says, tucking me closer against his chest, “to get rid of the hard-on.”

We chat for hours about everything and nothing. Family and work. Likes and dislikes. We stay away from conversations about the past or the future, satisfied to simply immerse ourselves in the present.

I don’t know when we fall asleep, but I wake to a startled gasp in the doorway of the bedroom.

“Shit!” Bree spins away, shouting into the hallway. “Everyone outside!”

Footsteps sound through the kitchen, presumably David and Angel making a swift exit.

Trace lies on his back beside me, unabashedly nude with an arm bent behind his head. His lips aren’t smiling, but the glimmer in his sleepy eyes is unmistakable. The man has no shame.

“I’m confiscating your key,” I say to Bree’s back and sit up.

“You can have it.” She blindly tosses the keyring toward the dresser and sends it flying to the floor. “Mr. Savoy…uh, Trace…I’m sorry I saw your…um…”

“Cock?” I pull the sheet over his hips and against my chest. “We’re covered now. You can turn around.”

A flush sweeps up her neck as she faces us, and her gaze lands on his bulge beneath the thin cover. “I didn’t stare. It’s like…I saw it and looked away really quick. I’m not even sure that I actually saw that much. Maybe just a—”

“You’re rambling and staring.” I grin and place a hand on his chiseled chest. “Trace, this is my sister, Bree.”

He holds the sheet in place and rises to the edge of the mattress with his hand out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Oh, umm…” She stares at his hand for a beat before shaking it. “The pleasure’s all mine.” Her eyes widen, and her cheeks turn bright red. “That’s not what I meant. I mean, it is a pleasure, but not that kind of pleasure—”

“Bree.” I snap my fingers.

“Hmm?”

“Give us a minute?”

“Right.” She grabs the door and shuts it behind her.

Trace yanks off the covers and climbs over me, guiding me to lie back while nuzzling my neck. “She’s…”

“Awkward?”

“I was going to say delightful. But yes, definitely awkward.”

“She deals with first-graders all day, not gorgeous naked men.” I splay my hands over his muscled backside and squeeze. “Though, I’ll admit I’ve never seen her that nervous. I think you intimidate her.”

“She’s hot for me.” He peppers a trail of kisses along my collarbone.

“She is not.” I push at his jaw, trying not to laugh at the tickling scrape of his whiskers.

“She couldn’t stop eying my massive cock.” He echoes my earlier compliment with a smile.

I’d say that’s the last time I’ll ever inflate his ego, but I’d be lying. Because that smile… it’s a shockingly sexy curve on his lips, stretching his cheeks, lighting up his face, and making me light-headed.

“You should smile more often.” I trail a finger along his mouth. “This is potent stuff right here.”

He parts his lips and bites my finger hard enough to make me gasp. Chuckling, he kisses a path from the ticklish spot beneath my ear, across my throat, to nibble the other ear.

I squirm beneath the wicked stimulation. “They’re waiting on me.”

“Do they always stop in unannounced?”

“Yeah, but I kind of knew they were coming and forgot. David’s here to fix my brakes.”

“Then I better get out there and help.” He slides off the bed and strides toward his overnight bag, the muscles in his perfect ass flexing with each step.

“You know how to work on cars?”

“I used to be an auto mechanic.”

“Really?”

“No.” He snorts arrogantly. “But anyone with a dick knows how to change brakes.”

Ten minutes later, I recline on the loveseat outside with Bree, sipping on a Bud Light.

“I saw the fancy car in your driveway.” She stares at Trace where he crouches beside David and the MG Midget. “I assumed you were doing ballroom lessons with one of your rich clients.”

“I don’t do that anymore.”

“I know, but I never imagined I’d walk in and find you in bed with…that.” She gulps. “I’m so jealous of you right now.”

I follow her gaze to the blond, blue-eyed tower of hard muscle in my driveway. He stares down at a greasy part he pulled off my car, leaning his weight to one hip and working those jeans like they were designed for a Viking.

The t-shirt is white, fitted across his shoulders, and showcasing the ridges of definition beneath. He’s the epitome of well-honed beauty, the kind that dilutes my brain cells and fucks my common sense into quivering mush.

Even Angel is captivated by him. She hasn’t left his side since we stepped outside. When she tips her scowl up at him, he scowls down at her, and they connect on some devious, calculating level I don’t understand.

She was only a year old when Cole left, so Trace is the first man I’ve introduced to her. Watching them interact is surprisingly enjoyable. In fact, seeing him with my family spreads a comfortable warmth through my chest.

If I’m not careful, I’m going to fall into a swirling, consuming abyss with this man. A frightening thought, because I don’t trust him. I can’t.

“Don’t get too excited, Bree.” I keep my voice too low for his ears. “We have a lot to work through.”

“What do you mean?”

As the guys change the brakes out of hearing range, I recap everything that happened after she left yesterday morning—the lap dance, the argument that followed, the drama with Marlo then Jason, the angry sex, and his plan to spend the week with me.

“You packed up the basement?” She touches her throat, eyes watering.

“Yeah.”

“You emptied the cup!”

Oh my God. “You’re so damn cheesy.”

“Cheddar is cheesy. I’m sentimental.” She tackles me in a hug. “I’m so very proud of you.” Leaning back, she holds tight to my hands. “You have to forgive him.”

“What?” My neck stiffens, and I pull away. “No, I’m not—”

“He’s helping you. Can’t you see that?”

I see a gorgeous asshole with a fine ass clad in denim, his muscles bunching and flexing as he bends under the car.

“I don’t mean with the car. He’s helping you move on.” She lowers her voice. “Besides, with a Johnson like his—”

“Please don’t call it a Johnson.”

“—I’d forgive anything that man did.”

“You would not.” I stretch my toes, tracing the design on the brick pavers. “Seeing him with Marlo really hurt me.”

“Because you hurt him.”

“I didn’t do it deliberately. That’s the difference. He’s vicious.”

“He’s in love, and you know firsthand that love makes people desperate and crazy.” Her attention drifts to the man in question, and she licks her lips.

“You just want me to keep him around so you can ogle him.”

“Totally.”

“Not helpful.” I droop against the back of the loveseat. “I’m trying to be smart about this.”

She mirrors my posture, casting me a side-long smile. “You love him.”

“So?” I lift a shoulder.

“You always said there’s no real choice in love.”

“I never thought I’d fall in love twice,” I whisper.

“Everyone deserves a second chance.”

Her double-meaning settles through me.

He deserves a second chance, and so do I.


Chapter Twenty-Two


PRESENT

Trace makes me wait three weeks for sex. I know tonight’s the night, because he said, “We’re going out. Wear a skirt. No panties.”

As I stand in my guest bedroom and dig through racks of dresses, the question isn’t What will I wear? What rattles in my head is Do I trust him? Have I forgiven him? Will I tell him I love him?

We share the same bed every night, hopping between my place and his. He wines and dines me, takes me to fancy parties with his fancy friends, slums with me at dive bars and restaurants, and accompanies me on visits with Bree and when I line dance at Gateway Shelter.

I’ve spent the past three weeks analyzing his every word, every action, attempting to glean his intentions. We had the I’m clean, he’s clean, we don’t need condoms talk. And there hasn’t been any suspicious interactions with other women. When I spy on him at the casino bars, he intercepts the bold feminine hands on his body. He doesn’t so much as look at them.

Only one photo of Cole sits on my dresser—the one of him straddling his bike and smiling those adorable dimples at the camera. Gradually, mournfully, I boxed away the rest in the basement. The matter of the bike remains. Sell it? Keep it? Trace never mentions it, never pushes me to clear out the boxes downstairs.

I know he’s not trying to trick me or impress me. He hasn’t made any guilt-wrencher moves to imply a declaration of my love or forgiveness is necessary. I genuinely believe he simply enjoys being with me, talking to me, and watching me dance. No strings attached. Not even sex.

That’s not to say he doesn’t want sex. The man is hard more than he’s not. He’s in the shower right now, and I bet the stubborn shit is rubbing one out.

For me, abstinence was so much easier when I wasn’t immersed in chiseled, scowly temptation day and night.

He works when I’m sleeping and dancing at the casino. Outside of that, we’re never apart. This inseparable, celibate routine we’ve fallen into feels like a slow strangling death. He touches me chastely and kisses me sweetly, despite the sexual tension coiling around us and gasping for relief.

It’s spectacularly effective.

He’s worn me down with his patience and consistency. But in the end, it’s his dedication that’s my undoing. He’s no longer an if but a when.

I still cling to doubts, but I trust Trace not to intentionally hurt me. I think he’ll always be manipulative. It’s in his nature. But will he manipulate me? Cheat on me? Fuck me and leave me?

He’s moved past that.

I hope to God I’m right.

Selecting a turquoise dress with a flirty knee-length skirt, I slide it on with a pair of kitten heels. It’s my night off work, and I’ve spent the last hour doing my hair and makeup.

I step into the dance studio and cue up a song that expresses everything I haven’t had the courage to say to Trace. As I check my reflection in the mirror, Say You Won’t Let Go by James Arthur streams through the speakers.

Mouthing the words, I gently sway my hips, lift my arms above my head, and close my eyes. By the time the chorus hits, I’m singing aloud and traveling through improvised steps. The music, the lyrics, the emotions I feel for Trace resonate inside me and accelerate my breaths.

When I open my eyes, I catch his reflection in the mirror and slow my movements to a graceful stop.

He leans against the doorframe behind me, chin down, one hand in the pocket of his khaki pants, the other holding a blue necktie. He’s a heart-stopping sight, scowl and all.

“I’m ready. I’ll just…” I move toward the stereo.

“Don’t.”

I freeze, pinned by the force of his gaze, and that’s where I stay as the last half of the song plays.

The lyrics are a slow-burning confession of love, the push and pull of commitment, a plea to never let go. It’s the ballad of us, and I know he agrees when his head lifts, eyes seeking mine.

As the song ends, I release the air from my lungs and wait for his reaction.

“I’ve never seen you dance to that.” He doesn’t move, his eye contact oh-so steady.

“It’s one of those songs…” I drag a hand through my hair. “I wasn’t ready to feel it before.”

He straightens from the doorframe. “You feel it now?”

I feel so many things, but chief among them is acceptance. Acceptance of his mistakes and imperfections, his bad days and bad moods, and the scariest of all, his mortality. He might look like a god, but he’s not invincible. He could die, abandon me in grief, but I accept that risk. Because I’m decidedly, irrevocably committed to fighting for a future with him.

“I feel it.” My feet carry me forward, one shoe sliding before the other.

His lips part, and the necktie in his hand slips through his fingers, slowly pooling on the floor.

When I reach him, I flatten my palms on his chest, caressing the soft fabric of the button-up and savoring the rhythmic pound of his heart.

“Say you won’t let go.” I peer up into his crystal blue eyes.

“I won’t let go, Danni.” His arms envelope me, lifting me up his chest to touch his forehead to mine. “You’re stuck with me.”

Tension loosens inside me, replaced by waves of warmth, hope, promise.

I hug his shoulders and hook my legs around his hips. “I love you.”

His breath catches, and he tightens his arms, burying his face in my neck. “I feel like I’ve been waiting my entire life to hear you say that.”

“The hard-won victory.” I smile and stroke the trimmed hair on his nape.

He leans back and stares at my mouth. “These are the moments worth fighting for.”

“The moments of utter madness.”

He captures my mouth in a kiss that transports us into passionate communication. The trembling slide of our lips confesses our fears. The rub of our tongues promises we won’t take advantage of each other. The clash of our teeth vows we will fight for this, for us.

Fingers clutching, heads tilting, we plunge deeper, faster, into a boundless place where souls touch and dreams swell. Entwined together by an untamed force, we lick and moan and fuse with belonging and commitment.

It’s a kiss that defines love, and when our lips separate, I feel it everywhere, stretching beneath my skin, growing, protecting, and persevering.

“Wow.” He pants against my mouth. “That was…”

“As real as it gets.” I lower my feet to the floor, rubbing my tingling lips.

His stunned expression makes me laugh. Then I laugh harder, because he just looks so perplexed.

“Are you ready to hit the road?” I ask.

“I’m rethinking that plan.”

“Oh, no. You promised me a date without panties.”

A growl vibrates in his chest. But rather than arguing, he snatches the necktie from the floor and holds it up. “With or without?”

“I don’t like casual sex. You should wear the tie.”

With a smirk, he moves to the mirrored wall and lifts his chin, efficiently tying the knot at his neck. “You assume we’re having sex tonight.”

“Don’t fuck around with me, Trace Savoy, or I’ll kick your ass.”

“All I heard was fuck and ass.”

“Dangerous words. Shall I pull out the thirteen-inch dildo for his pleasure?”

His chest hitches with an almost-laugh, and he stares at the floor, smiling to himself.

“What?” I step into his space, squinting up at him.

“You make me ridiculously happy.” He trails his fingers across my cheek and tucks my hair behind my ear. “It’s a novel feeling, like I discovered a magical cure. But with that comes the overwhelming need to lock you away and protect you.”

Lock me away? I laugh. “I won’t go quietly.”

“I expect nothing less.” He grabs my hips and throws me over his shoulder.

The air rushes out of me. I hang upside down, bracing my hands on his back as blood drains to my head.

He pivots toward a mirror and flips up the skirt of my dress, exposing my nude backside. “Goddamn, I wish you could see this.”

I crane my neck, attempting to catch a glimpse of my reflection, but the angle’s off. I see his hand, though, as it glides up my thigh and disappears between my legs.

“I fantasize about your pink little cunt and all the ways I’m going to tear it up.” His voice is guttural and breathy, his fingers creeping, sinking, twisting into my pussy.

Liquid heat melts through my body and dampens my folds. I sag, boneless and panting, draped over his shoulder.

“Already wet.” He thrusts his hand, stimulating my inner muscles and shortening my breaths. “So fucking responsive.”

Pleasure rises, consuming me in pulses of electricity.

Until his touch disappears.

“Not yet.” He presses a kiss to my hip, adjusts the skirt over my butt, and caveman-carries me out of the house, locking the door behind him.

“You’re such a tease.” I squirm in his hold as the driveway blurs beneath his swift long strides.

He laughs, dumps me into the backseat of the waiting sedan, and proceeds to tease me for the duration of the thirty-minute drive.

I don’t know where we’re going, and I can’t find my voice to ask. His fingers are relentless, bringing me to the brink of orgasm and pulling back before I come. Over and over and over.

He keeps me in a heightened state of arousal, teasing and denying to the point of mindlessness. So mindless the driver’s presence in the car fades into oblivion. It’s not like I’ll ever see him again. Trace’s drivers are as consistent as his moods.

“We’re here.” Trace slides his fingers from between my legs and straightens my clothes.

That’s not going to work. My insides clench so viciously I’m seconds from exploding.

“I need to come.” I release the seatbelt and swing a leg over his lap, fumbling with the button on his fly. “Just fuck me. Right here.”

The driver—an older gentleman in a black suit—steps out and shuts the door. Beyond the windows, the only building in sight is a gas station, surrounded by a packed parking lot and endless crop fields.

I mold my fingers around the hard shape of him beneath the zipper. “Pull it out, Trace. We can be quick.”

He straightens his tie. “I’m thinking about Virginia in her granny panties.”

My head jerks back, eyes wide. “What the actual fuck?”

“Guaranteed boner-buster.” He lifts me off his lap and steps out of the car, pulling me with him. “This place has the best Bar-B-Q.”

“It’s a gas station,” I grumble and trudge beside him, my hand locked in his and my thighs sticking together. “I’m dripping down my legs.”

“Dripping is exactly how I want you.”

The discomfort continues through dinner. He keeps his hands to himself, but those damn hooded eyes never stop touching me, caressing me, and making my pussy thrum.

And the gas station in the middle of nowhere? Turns out, it serves the best pulled-pork sandwiches I’ve ever tasted.

Bellies full, we’re back in the car, riding along a dirt road in the middle of cornfields. I think it’s corn. The sun closes in on the horizon, and all I see is tall stalks of rippling green against the fading blue sky.

I rest my head on Trace’s shoulder. “Are we going to have sex in a field of corn?”

“No.”

“On a horse?”

“No.”

“In an abandoned shack with chainsaws and a musty mattress?”

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “That’s a negative.”

“But we’re going to have sex. Just tell me where and how soon.”

“Look out the windshield.”

I lean forward and spot something huge and colorful flapping in the distance. “What is that?”

The car draws closer, bumping on the uneven road and jolting my excitement. As the ginormous object grows and lifts from the field, it takes on a round, recognizable shape.

“Get the fuck out!” I gasp as a hot air balloon blooms from a basket tied to the ground. “We’re doing that?”

“We’re doing that.” He watches me with amusement.

I stare back at him, grinning. “Look at you, all sweet and melty, like a mushy-gushy cookie.”

He grimaces. “Let’s not blow this out of proportion.”

I turn back to the balloon. “This is epic proportions, Trace. Huge gold stars for you, the kind that earn you blow jobs for days.”

“I just want you.” He grips my knee. “You for an eternity.”

“Done.”

When we exit the car, a middle-aged, tattooed woman with a pixie haircut strides across the field. “Mr. Savoy?”

“You must be Lori,” he says.

They shake hands, and he introduces me.

“I’ll be your pilot tonight.” She tips her head back, smiling skyward. “What a beautiful night to fly. The thermals are ideal. We should drift along at an even speed without any turbulence. There’s champagne in the basket. Feel free to board. We’ll depart in a minute.”

And that’s how I find myself floating into a happily-ever-after sunset with the gorgeous, swoonable man of my dreams.

Except that man is Trace, and beneath the illusion of sweet romance lurks sinful intent and depravity.

Two-thousand feet in the air, I grip the handrail of the five-person basket, lost in the glowing curvature of the earth and the warm gentle wind lifting my hair.

That’s the moment he attacks. My skirt goes up, and a forceful hand presses against my tailbone, immobilizing me against the interior wall of the basket. My gasp cuts off as he kicks my feet apart and drives a flesh-pounding palm against my exposed butt.

“Trace!” My lungs heave, and my backside catches fire. “Stop!”

He spanks me repeatedly, harder, faster, grunting with heavy breaths. I don’t know which cheeks are redder—my ass beneath his strikes or my face, because holy shit, we’re not alone in this basket. Lori is right behind us, piloting the burner.

I lift on my toes, fighting against the hand that pins me to the railing. But with every bone-jolting smack, my embarrassment begins to give way to heart-thudding anticipation.

The breathy noises coming from him isn’t exertion. He’s worked up. Three-weeks-without-sex worked up. All that control he exhibited on the way here is unraveling by the second, and when the tethers finally snap, his pent-up tension will be directed at me, on me, deep inside me two-thousand feet in the air.

Like a switch flipping inside me, the smarting pain crashes into a tendril of smoldering lava, seeping into my veins and liquefying my bones. I droop over the railing with my head hanging out of the basket.

The spanking stops. The hand on my back tightens, fisting the gathered material of my dress and yanking me back.

I look over my shoulder just as he lowers to his knees behind me and plunges his tongue between my legs. I get a half-second glimpse of Lori—with her back to us and bulky headphones on her ears—before blinding sparks of pleasure blot my vision.

The swirl of his tongue steals my breath and quivers my legs. I swallow without air, clawing at the wicker braiding of the basket and sinking against the pressure of his mouth.

God, he knows how to eat pussy. There’s no gentle lapping or prudent licks. He gets in there, burying his face, working his jaw, and fucking me deeply with his tongue. Then his fingers join in, stirring the rim of my opening and gathering moisture. He slides his touch an inch back, and another inch, breaching the pucker of my rear hole.

“Did he fuck you here?”

The deep rasp of his voice swivels my head, and I come face to face with searing blue eyes. Sweet mercy, he’s gorgeous, with his lips separated and swollen, the cords in his neck taut, and his bedroom eyes hooded with desire.

“Can she hear us?” I glance at the back of Lori’s head and return to him.

“No.” He bites the inside of my thigh. “We have ten minutes before she turns off the music.”

Given the shortness of his breaths and the sharpening intensity in his expression, we’ll only need a fraction of that time.

He presses his wet finger against my rectum. “Answer my question.”

“Yes.” My jaw flexes. “He fucked me there.” A lot.

His nostrils flare, and his finger sinks past the tight clamp of muscle, slowly at first, then fuck! He penetrates me with ruthless thrusts. His mouth lowers to my pussy, and all I can do is hold on as he sucks and laves and rips moans from my throat.

My eyes roll back in my head, and my chest drops to the railing as my entire body dissolves into trembling bliss.

The finger in my ass curls at the perfect angle, applying exquisite pressure. The orgasm sneaks up and slams into me instantly, shockingly, violently.

I’m still coming as he surges to his feet, fumbles with his zipper, and pulls me back against his chest.

“Eyes on the horizon,” he breathes at my ear.

I slump against him and stare forward. When his hand collars my throat and clenches, I shiver all over.

His dominance pushes all my buttons and sweeps the ground from beneath my feet. Every action he takes demonstrates exactly how much effort and energy he’s willing to invest in me.

It’s a trait I greatly appreciate after all the unassertive guys I’ve been with. How do you want me to fuck you? I don’t know. How about you just take control without asking? Okay, maybe I’ll just lie here and do nothing while you suck my dick.

With Trace, everything is on his terms, premeditated and carefully designed. The headphones on the pilot gives us privacy. The teasing on the way here ensured I’d be primed for multiple orgasms within the ten-minute time frame.

He’s overbearingly controlling, but it makes me feel safe, protected. I love that he’s such a prominent man—physically powerful and socially influential. No one would ever fuck with me. That’s why I crave the power restraining my airway, controlling my movements, and pressing, hard and hot, against my pussy.

I’m sloppy wet, so when he drives his hips, his cock slides right in. But it’s tight, and the stretch is incredible. With a deep groan, he buries himself to the hilt, strangling a gasp in my throat.

Then he moves—savage, vigorous thrusts that don’t slow or relent. With my frantic pulse in his palm, he hisses past his teeth and grips my waist, his hips hammering and grinding with desperate urgency.

My body’s his vessel, his flesh to pound, and he doesn’t hold back, stroking me up and down on his cock and jacking himself off.

I fucking love it, need it. “More.”

“I’ll never get enough of you.” His hand flexes against my throat, his furious grunts panting at my ear. “Fucking love you.”

“Yes, yes, yes…” I moan, reaching behind me to touch him, to hold him closer.

A growl erupts from his chest, and he pulls out, spinning and lifting me before slamming me down on his dick.

My legs straddle his hips. My arms encircle his neck, and I ride him, kiss him, and chase him into orgasm.

We come together, gazes locked, bodies writhing, thrusting, and joined as one.

“I love you, too.” I rest my face against his, our noses sliding together, and breaths ragged.

After we regain our senses and straighten our clothes, he stands behind me, caging me against the railing in the safety of his arms. I spend the rest of the ride watching the sunset while he nuzzles and kisses my neck, whispering soft words and hungry promises.

I didn’t understand the depth of his sexual appetite until he unleashed it. His wandering hands and fevered kisses don’t leave my body, not in the balloon, not in the car on the way home, and not when he leads me into my house and locks the door.

He strips us both of our clothes in the dance studio, and only then does he release me to set a folding chair in the center of the room.

“Sit.” He doesn’t wait for me to obey and strides over to the sound system, mouth-wateringly nude. “Your taste in music is growing on me.”

“You’re a Beyoncé fan?” I lower into the chair, biting down on my smile.

I learned over the past few weeks that Stuffy Suit Savoy listens to rap music, of all things.

“I went to that concert for you.” He messes with the stereo, and the intro to Close by Nick Jonas & Tove Lo hums through the room.

Prowling back to me, he grips his hardening cock and begins to stroke. The song shivers with sex and seduction, but nothing compares to the predatory look in those blue eyes.

Shivers rain over my nude skin as he closes in, straddles my thighs with his legs straight, and fists the hair on the back of my head. The erection in his hand stands thick and hard and level with my mouth.

I wet my lips and stare up at him. “You want me to suck you?”

“Yes.” An unbending response, issued from kissable lips.

I lift my hands to hold that beautiful cock.

“No.” He yanks my head back by my hair, and his eyes smile blue flames. “Lock your fingers together behind the chair.”

I follow his order, the position pulling back my shoulders and lifting my breasts. Nude and trembling, I ache to take him to the brink of pleasure and stare into his eyes as I send him over.

He trails a finger along my jawline and lifts my chin, holding himself within the reach of my lips. “If I never feel the touch of another woman, it’ll be a tremendous blessing.”

Warmth swells in my chest. “Don’t worry. I’ll beat them off you with a stick.”

“Open your mouth, Danni.”

I lower my jaw, and he touches the plump head of his cock to my lips, gliding it around the curve of my mouth. Then he slides onto my tongue, inching in, groaning, fingers flexing in my hair.

Since we didn’t clean up after the balloon ride, I taste myself on him and smell our passion in the trimmed patch of his hair. It’s filthy and erotic and wildly irresistible.

His legs shake, and the rock of his hips starts slow and steady. He thrusts, and I lick around his girth. He grunts, and I suck harder, deeper. When he finally lets go and kicks into a pounding frenzy, I relax my tongue and glory in the claiming.

He gives me every ruthless, unrestrained inch of his desire, and I still want more.

It doesn’t take long before he peaks, and when he comes, his mouth hangs open in ecstasy, his hands clenching in my hair and his eyes locked on mine.

Love means different things for different people. For me, love is when his happiness is vital to my own. The way he’s staring at me now, eyes shining with soulful joy, I couldn’t be happier or more in love.

That night, we lie entangled in bed, our bodies pressed together so tightly I feel the rhythm of his heart in my veins.

Before I met him, I lost the ability to dream. If I’m dreaming now, I want to stay awake for it. I want to feel every fucking minute of it.

I just want to feel him for as long as I have him, and maybe, just maybe, it’ll be forever.


Chapter Twenty-Three


PRESENT

One month later, I grind my hips in the moving beam of light at Bissara. My bare feet slide effortlessly across the stage as dozens of gamblers and restaurant patrons look on in mesmerized silence. I might not ever be on Beyoncé’s dance team, but this job is a wonderful consolation prize. I’m floating in a dream, caught in the rhythm, smiling, dancing, and hopelessly in love.

Since my shift only started thirty minutes ago, my energy is boundless, fluctuating through my limbs and loosening my waist.

Silver coin-sized sequins shimmy and shake on my hip-hugging panties. More adorn the black bra top and bands on my upper arms.

The belly dance costume would be as revealing as a bikini if it weren’t for the floor-length chiffon panels that drape from my waist on the front and back. The shimmery fabric sways between my legs and exposes the length of my body on both sides. It’s seductive and elegant, and I can’t wait until Trace sees me in it.

I haven’t spotted him in the restaurant yet, but he’ll come. He always does, just to watch me dance.

Bending a leg in front of me, I balance it on a toe and rapidly tilt my pelvis, nailing the ending beats. The crowd erupts in applause as I bow and move into position for the next song in my set list.

Except the instrumentals that echo through the room aren’t what I chose.

I falter, scanning the crowd as Shape of You by Ed Sheeran thrums through my chest.

Then I see him. Standing in the back corner. Tall and regal. Dressed in a black tuxedo.

I cherish this shivery feeling I get whenever I look at him and find he’s already staring. And boy is he staring. It’s the stare he gives right before he crashes in like a tidal wave, smothering, drowning, and sweeping everything away until there’s only him and me and the breath we hold in our lungs.

“Dance,” he mouths.

I don’t have a choreographed belly dance routine to Shape of You. So I ad lib, rolling my pelvis and crossing my arms at the wrists over my head.

As he slowly prowls toward me, I try to focus on dancing, but I can’t take my eyes off him. Why is he wearing a tux? And why did he change my set list to this song? I know he loves the shape of me. He’s told me a thousand times. But there’s a strange expression on his face. What does he have up his tailored sleeve?

He takes his time approaching the stage, that ice-blue gaze never straying from my body as I twirl and stretch and undulate my muscles. By the time the song fades to silence, he’s standing beneath me, hands resting on the edge of the platform.

I take my bow, bending deeply, lower, closer, reaching out a hand to trail my fingers over his strong, clean-shaved jawline. Then I straighten to my full height and wait for the next song.

It doesn’t come.

The restaurant is packed, and most of the diners return to their meals. Others watch with curiosity.

“Loving you is instinctual.” His voice carries through the room, hushing the crowd.

My heart somersaults, landing somewhere near my throat. I’m shaking. Why am I nervous?

“Loving you is the best kind of self-ruination.” He laughs to himself. “God knows, I needed some renovations. I still do, yet you love me anyway. Your acceptance is humbling.” He stares up at me, his gaze naked, vulnerable. “I’m undeserving.”

My chest hitches. “Trace—”

“Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t deserve you, but I won’t let you go. You’re mine, Danni Angelo.”

Holding my eyes, he lowers to one knee.

The dining room falls quiet, but a drumming crescendo rises deep within me. It’s the din of whispered words, laughter and tears, fears and kisses, and ten months of love. With Cole. All of it catches in my throat like a final breath.

But as I exhale slowly, it feels like a rebirth. The inception of something extraordinary. A new beginning. A second chance. With Trace.

My attention zooms in on his mouth, on the ever-present scowl that isn’t moving, isn’t asking the question that follows a bent knee.

Movement ripples through the restaurant, drawing my gaze. At least a half dozen servers stand at attention, spaced throughout the room, dressed in black suits, and holding empty trays.

One by one, they hold those trays over their heads, each with a letter painted in white on the bottom.

Seven letters.

Two words.

M-A-R-R-Y-M-E

My heart beats in overdrive, and tears swim in my eyes as I lower them to the man at my feet.

A ring is pinched tightly in his extended hand. His expression creases with uncertainty, but I’m already nodding my head.

“Yes.” I drop to my knees and wrap my arms around his neck. “Yes, Trace. I’ll marry you.”

His relief is palpable, trembling through his shoulders.

The dining room explodes in cheers, but his gorgeous smile is all I see.

Until he kisses me, and suddenly we’re not in the casino, not surrounded by a room full of people. It’s just him and me, reaching toward each other, stretching and blooming as one through the cracks in a once-hostile landscape.

His mouth pulls back but not away, and his hand finds mine, raising it between us. He holds up the silver ring, and at first glance, it appears to be a simple band, bent to create a slight wave. But as he changes the angle, the twisted curves create the illusion of an infinity symbol.

I blink, smiling, and lift my damp eyes to his. “Infinity is a long time.”

“It’s not the length of time.” He slides the ring on my finger. “But the depth.”

My chest heaves with a nourishing breath, and I tug at the black bow tie around his neck. “You didn’t have to wear a tux to propose to me.”

A mischievous smirk slides across his lips. “Follow me.”

He leads me toward the entrance of the dining room, passing happy shouts of congratulations on our way out. Through the gaming area and past the lobby, he doesn’t slow until we reach the doors of the hotel ballroom.

“What is this?” I’m barefoot and half-dressed, completely unprepared for a formal function.

“Our engagement party.” He ushers me inside and raises his voice to the waiting crowd of tuxedos and gowns. “She said yes!”

My breath quickens as I scan all the smiling familiar faces. Bree and David. Father Rick and Nikolai. Virginia and many of my other elderly neighbors. Friends I danced with in college. Students I used to teach. Even some of the staff from Bissara.

I squeeze Trace’s hand, shocked and overjoyed. “What if I said no?”

“Ah, but you didn’t.” He kisses the top of my head. “Bree has your dress.”

My dress?

She hurries toward me in a flurry of floor-length satin, simpering like a little girl.

“Lucky bitch.” She grabs my arm and drags me into a connecting room off the corner of the ballroom.

Ten minutes later, I stand before her in a silver mermaid gown made from heavy silk. The fitted V-neckline gives me some sexy cleavage. The bodice bares my shoulder blades in a trendy racer-back style with a huge cutout just above my ass crack. The form-fitting mermaid skirt ruffles out in the back, cascading curls of silk into a gorgeous train.

I feel like I just inherited the keys to a magical kingdom. This life can’t be real.

“You’re breathtaking.” Bree flattens a hand over her chest.

“He picked this out?” I slide my feet into sparkling silver stilettos.

“Yes, Danni. He arranged all of this.”

“When?”

“A month ago.”

The hot air balloon ride was a month ago. The first time I told him I loved him. The man doesn’t waste any time.

“I didn’t call Mom and Dad.” She circles around me, tucking and straightening the drape of my skirt. “I thought you’d want to tell them yourself.” She bounces up and down, squealing. “You’re getting married!”

I stare down at the ring on my finger. I’m getting married.

Cole’s face flashes through my mind, and my heart gives a heavy thump. That achy feeling will never go away, because I will always love him, always miss how happy I was with him, even if I found someone I love just as much.

Don’t leave me, Trace.

“Ready?” Bree grips my shoulders.

At my nod, she laces her fingers through mine and leads me to the door.

I cross the ballroom, winding around tables and food and lively chatter. I squeeze Virginia’s hand as I pass and wave at Nikolai across the room. But when I spot the gorgeous man in the black tux, everything around me fades to black.

He stands alone at the center of a dance floor, hands behind him, shoulders back. His lips might be curved down, but his eyes glow with happiness.

The skirt of my dress swishes over the floor and settles around my feet as I pause a foot away. “Are we going to dance?”

He nods to a man behind a portable DJ booth, and a heartbeat later, an electronic disco beat thumps through the room.

I burst out laughing, instantly recognizing the song. “I expected some slow romantic number, anything but Get Lucky by Daft Punk.” I shake my head, smiling. “You’re full of surprises, Trace Savoy.”

“I intend to spend the next seventy years keeping you on your toes.” He extends a hand. “Cha Cha?”

I toss my head playfully and sink into a hip roll. Then I strut past his waiting hand.

He grabs my wrist, spins me back in a handshake position, and just like that, we’re dancing.

Cha Cha is a fast tempo dance, with sharp, staccato steps on the balls of the feet. Most of the hip action comes from the legs, flowing the entire body with the music.

I follow his lead, keeping my torso upright and my gaze on his.

His footwork is remarkably on point, fitting five steps into a measure and never missing a beat.

Watching him move ignites a low flame in my core. The sparkle in his eyes burns me hotter. My God, he’s sexy as hell.

“You’re good.” I step forward, twisting side to side and back.

“I know.” He swivels me around, pulls me back in, and holds my hands between us.

I laugh. “I can smell your arrogance from here.”

He yanks me into a closed position, chest to chest, our hips rolling together.

“My favorite scent is your skin.” Lifting my arm, he trails his nose across my wrist.

I love being pressed against his body. I want him soldered to me from lips to feet. “My favorite place is your arms.”

His eyes flare as he rocks forward. I rock back on the diagonal.

“My favorite song is your laughter.” He twirls me across the dance floor, his steps as steady as his eye contact.

I slide up against his chest and aggressively grip the back of his neck. “My favorite emotion is your scowl.”

Chuckling, he struggles to hold onto that scowl.

For the rest of the song, we Cha Cha our hearts out. My cheeks ache from smiling, and my ribs feel too small to contain all the joy. Swinging, bouncing, bending backward, and blowing him a kiss, I follow him across every square inch of the dance floor.

I’ll follow him anywhere.


Chapter Twenty-Four


PRESENT

They say when someone appears in your dreams, it’s because they miss you.

Well, they don’t know shit.

The dream I just woke from starred a man who can’t miss me. It isn’t physically possible. Not anymore.

I don’t remember much of the dream, but I recall his dark brown eyes and deep dimples so clearly it’s as if he were in my bed, smiling down at me.

I lie on my back and press a hand against the ache in my chest, blinking away the fog of sleep.

Trace proposed two weeks ago, and since that night, Cole’s been less and less in my thoughts. But he’s never far from my heart. If there’s an afterlife, I hope he’s not missing me. I only ever wanted him to be happy.

As happy as I am now.

I roll toward the man responsible for my newfound peace and rest my smile against the curve of his bicep.

Face down in my bed and hugging a pillow beneath his cheek, Trace wears a gentle scowl, even in sleep. His blond hair falls rebelliously over his brow. Thick dark lashes fan toward sharp cheekbones and the scruff of day-old whiskers.

He’s deliciously nude, the line of his spine cutting a groove between toned shoulders and a trim waist. I feather my fingers down that valley and follow the curved rise of his muscled ass.

Sweet lord in heaven, he has a great ass. Hard and round, it sits high and clenches tight, forming deep cleavage I love to play with. I consider slipping a finger into that shadowed dip, but he needs his rest. It’s only six in the morning, and we didn’t fall asleep until a couple of hours ago, thanks to my late shift at Bissara and his insatiable appetite afterward.

His breathing stumbles out of rhythm, and he cracks open an eye.

“You’re awake?” His timbre rasps with groggy surprise.

I’m as shocked as he is. I never wake before him.

“Shh.” I trail kisses over his shoulder. “Go back to sleep.”

His lips bounce between a smile and a frown, and he creeps a hand toward my face, sliding his fingers across my cheek. A moment later, his eyes close and his touch falls slack.

I watch him sleep for a while, intent on drifting off with him. But that doesn’t happen. I’m wide awake and restless with the urge to drink coffee with the sunrise.

Slipping quietly out of bed, I pull on yoga pants, fuzzy slippers, and an oversized hoodie. After a pit stop at the bathroom, I make coffee and carry a steaming mug to the sitting area in the backyard.

St. Louis weather in October is unpredictable. The ground is warm from yesterday’s heat wave. But this morning, the air is cold and cloudy, creating a ghost-gray fog low to the ground. So much for watching the sunrise.

I settle on the outdoor loveseat, relishing the ambiance of the mist crawling in around me. I feel like I’m enrobed in a cloud of mystery, in some faraway land, waiting for my Viking to lumber out and steal a kiss. And spank me.

A chuckle rises up, and I shake my head. Oh man, I have it bad.

I spin the engagement band on my finger. If he had it his way, we would’ve married immediately, but he respects my desire for a big wedding.

No, not a big wedding.

An over-the-top first dance.

Now that I’ve seen his hotter-than-Johnny-Castle dance moves, I can’t not choreograph a routine that will put us in the history books of best-ever wedding receptions. But choreography takes time. So does all the practice I’ll be putting him through. I’m thinking a Spring wedding.

Until then, we need to figure out living arrangements. He wants me to move into the penthouse, and I refuse to sell my house.

I still officially run a dance company, even if I’m not teaching anymore. Who knows? I might go back to that someday.

He says he’ll buy me a new studio anywhere I want, and therein lies my hesitation. I have a studio, built with the bare hands of a man who loved me with his dying breath. I can’t let it go.

Trace isn’t thrilled with the idea of moving into my tiny bungalow with its green claustrophobic tub. But he’s here every night without a single complaint. Maybe I’ll just let my house sit empty and move into the penthouse. That’s what I should do.

With a decided breath, I finish off the coffee and wade through the murky mist toward the back door. As I reach the driveway, the hum of an idling car engine slows my steps. It sounds close. Really close. Weird.

I turn my feet in the direction of the street—a street I can’t see because visibility is shit in this fog.

Walking toward the side of the house, I pass the Midget. Trace’s driver dropped us off after work early this morning, so there shouldn’t be any other cars in the driveway. Except I’m certain I see a yellow one parked at the end. A taxi cab?

My head tips, and the muscles in my neck strain as I squint through the haze. Why is a taxi in my driveway?

The car door slams shut, and a dark figure emerges from the mist with a duffel bag slung over one shoulder. The silhouette walks like a man, the outline of shoulders and biceps unquestionably masculine. And familiar.

My heart pounds in my ears, and my palms grow damp.

He looks like Cole. Thinner. Slightly longer hair. His gait a little more cautious.

It’s a mirage. The density of the fog is playing tricks on me.

But his eyes… Dark, warm, unforgettable Cole eyes.

The tremble begins in my chin and ripples inward, railroading me. I’m seeing things. It’s the only explanation for the sudden need to empty my stomach.

Ten feet away, he drops his bag and stares at me out of a gaunt Cole face. “Danni.”

The mug falls from my hand and shatters on the driveway. I’m shaking, swaying, panting sandpaper breaths from a chest too tight to heave. I can’t rationalize this. It isn’t real. It can’t be real.

I reach for him, and my legs don’t work right, lurching me forward and throwing me off balance as a low keening sound claws from my throat.

His arms come around me. Strong arms. Intimate arms. I know the shape, the golden skin tone, the dusting of dark hair.

Except there are no tattoos.

I drag my gaze to his neck, to the pristine skin above the collar of the t-shirt. No snake. No ink anywhere.

“You’re not him.” I push against his chest, my heart rate careening out of control.

“I know I look different.” He grips my head with both hands and puts his eyes inches from mine. “Take a deep breath and really look. It’s me, baby.”

My face crumples as I stare into the liquid brown eyes that never stopped haunting me. Tears gather at the corners, clinging to his dark lashes, and the sight of his agonized expression sucks all the oxygen from the atmosphere.

“How?” A sob escapes, but I fight back the next one. Everything inside me goes cold and still, my voice a scratchy whisper. “How is this possible?”

“I have a lot of explaining to do, but there are things I can’t… I just need to hold you for a minute.” He cups the back of my head and pulls my cheek to his chest. “Christ, I missed you so much.” The heavy tempo of his heart pounds in my ears. “You have no idea how much I love you.”

My body melts against him for a fraction of a second before my brain fires.

“No!” I twist out of his embrace and stumble back, my hands shaking violently. “Where have you been? It’s been four and a half years! How could you do this to me?”

“Shhh. Baby…” He reaches for me, his eyes burning with desperation. “I’m here now.”

“I buried you!” I swat him away as painful memories flash behind my eyes. “The ashes…the funeral… I mourned you. Goddammit, I cried myself to sleep every night for years. Why didn’t you call me? Message me?” My voice tumbles into an anguished cry. “Why didn’t you come home?”

“I’m so sorry,” he chokes. “It kills me to see you hurting. Please don’t cry.”

“Tell me!” My muscles cramp against the relentless pain.

I can’t stop staring at him, devouring the sharp angles of his too-thin face, reacquainting myself with his fierce mannerisms, the confidence in his movements, and the compulsive way he looks at me. I never thought I’d see him again, and my brain struggles to make sense of what’s standing right in front of me. How is he here? Whose ashes did I bury? Why isn’t he explaining his absence?

“It’s complicated.” The despair in his eyes hardens. “Trust me, I would’ve been here if I could.”

“No, that’s not good enough. You ruined us, and I need to understand why!”

His jaw flexes, and his brows dig in. I know that determined look. He wants to touch me, comfort me with his body, and he’ll hold me down if he has to. I brace for a struggle.

He steps toward me, shoulders squared, and halts at the sound of the back door opening behind me.

Trace.

Sharp pain stabs through my chest, stopping my heart. The world around me stands still, holding its breath. This is happening, and I can’t stop it.

My past and my future.

My first love and my second chance.

Two hearts from two separate lives colliding helplessly, cruelly together.

Cole’s furious gaze snaps over my shoulder. “What the fuck?”

His face turns red-hot, eyes wide and agonized, expressing all the nuances of shock as he watches a man step out of my house at six in the morning.

I turn my neck as Trace disperses the fog with his slow approach. Shirtless, clad in pajama pants, he stares at Cole with an unreadable expression.

My stomach feels rock-hard, my throat strangling in a fist of dread. I inch backward, reaching a hand toward Trace.

“You’re with him?” Cole thrusts a shaking finger at Trace, teeth gnashing. “Are you fucking him?”

“You died.” My whisper is tormented, torn from the darkest hours of my life. “You weren’t here.”

Trace stiffens beside me, and I rethink my answer. I’m with Trace. I’m sleeping with him because I love him.

I open my mouth to explain, but Trace speaks first.

“You’re late.”

Three and half years late. I can’t breathe beneath the debilitating shock.

Cole’s alive.

He’s been alive all this time.

And he didn’t come home.

Trace laces his fingers through mine, squeezing painfully hard. “You told me to take care of her.”

A chill slithers up my spine, and my blood turns to ice. “What did you say?”

Cole stands a few feet away, biceps bunching as he scrapes his hands over his head repeatedly. “You weren’t supposed to make contact.” His expression contorts between devastation and rage. “I told you to watch over her, not fuck her.”

They know each other. Trace fucking knows Cole and never thought to mention it?

I yank my hand from his and wrap my arms around my shaking body. “How do you know each other?”

“We used to work together,” Trace says in a hollow voice.

“Auditing for the government?” I gape at him, silently begging him to tell me this is all some kind of joke. “You own a casino. I don’t understand. Why didn’t you tell me you knew him?”

He and Cole share a look, communicating something that’s beyond my realm of understanding. Or rather, beyond my security clearance.

The deployment in Iraq. The silence at the government building. The fake funeral. The removal of tattoos.

“You’re not an auditor, are you?” I ask Cole on a thin breath, shaking from head to toe.

“I can’t say, Danni.” Cole doesn’t remove his glare from Trace.

“You lied to me.” My skin tingles, and disorientation sweeps through me as I turn to Trace. “You lied, too. You knew Cole and never told me.”

More tears fall, and I bury my face in my hands. I need to step back. I need to think.

“What is that?” Cole rushes forward and grabs my wrist, his eyes zeroed in on the engagement ring. “No.” His whisper crashes into a pained guttural noise. “No, no, no!”

He yanks his arm back and stumbles. Every visible muscle in his body goes taut as he spins away and paces like a caged animal, shoulders heaving, hands stabbing through his hair. The tortured sounds coming from him threaten to bring me to my knees.

When he whirls back, he looks absolutely destroyed. “You missed me so much you fucked my best friend? And now you’re what? Getting married?”

Best friend.

How deep does the deceit go?

My shoulders curl forward, wracked by an onslaught of grief and betrayal.

“I didn’t mean that.” Cole rushes toward me and frames my face with shaky hands. “I’m not upset with you. I put you in a terrible position and kept things from you. I had no right to expect you to wait around for a dead man.”

The ache in his voice crushes me, and I feel his terrified pain as if it were my own. Because I never stopped loving him.

None of this is my fault, and he knows that. He’s raging and losing his shit for one reason. The woman he loves is engaged to someone else.

“How long, Trace?” He lowers his hands and claps his gaze on the silent, brooding man at my side. “How long did you wait before you preyed on her?”

“He didn’t prey on me!” I stand taller. “I worked at his casino for four months before we got together.”

“Three years.” Trace shifts beside me, his tone calm and steady. “I was in love with her for three years before I made contact.”

Three years? The ground spins beneath my feet.

“She started dating,” Trace says. “I did exactly what you wanted me to do. I kept the men out of her bed.” His voice hardens. “Which I would’ve done anyway because I love her.”

Anger boils through my veins. I could easily direct it at both of them, but I bare my teeth at Cole. “You disappeared for over four years. You died! And you didn’t want me to find happiness again?”

Cole turns away, a hand splayed over his mouth. His posture coils tightly, and he releases a low growl, full of warning.

Before I can blink, he spins around and slams a fist into Trace’s face.

Trace falls back but remains on his feet. As blood trickles from his lip, he doesn’t move to wipe it away. With his arms at his sides and his expression blank, he shows no signs of fighting back.

Cole, on the other hand, rears back his arm again.

“Stop!” I ram a shoulder into his rigid body, causing his strike to hit air. “You were dead! You had no claim on me!”

“You thought I was dead,” Cole seethes, flexing his fists at his sides. “But Trace knew.”

My mind spins as the last six months tumble into a new light.

What would your fiancé think about the dipshit you were with tonight?

I’m not going to fuck you.

It’s just not in the cards for us, sweetheart.

If Cole was in this room right now, where would I fall? Would you shove me aside to get to him?

Trace chased away every man who came near me. He purchased the restaurant I danced at. Set my schedule so I never had a weekend off to date. Refused to date me himself. Pushed, pushed, pushed me away, all while being overly-fixated on my attachment to Cole.

Because he was watching me for Cole. And at some point—long before I met him—he fell in love with me.

Under the malicious waves of comprehension, it dawns on me. The set up with Marlo wasn’t to hurt me. It was a last-ditch attempt to stop himself from stealing his best friend’s girl.

Only it didn’t drive me away. None of it did. Because I love him, too.

My heart sinks beneath an impossible realization.

I love two men, and they’re both here, staring at me with the kind of desperation that destroys a person.

“You knew Cole was alive?” I whisper and lift my gaze to Trace.

Heartache drains the light from his beautiful blue eyes. “I knew there was a chance.”
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Chapter One


POOR LITTLE RICH GIRL

I learned early not to trust men or money. Both of them have a way of disappearing when you need them most. There must have been some hope left, though.

Because it’s my stepbrother who breaks me completely.

Salt hits my tongue before the driver opens the door, splashing the sleek leather interior of the limo with watercolor light. This dock homes the most expensive boats in Boston, outfitting them with caviar and champagne before they set sail.

The driver’s face is in shadow, sunshine forming a halo around him, but I already know he’s expressionless. Like that time I sweet-talked my way into the flight attendant’s lounge? He showed up in his black suit and bland smile, having searched the whole airport with security.

Like every part of my father’s life, he’s cold and predictable and expensive.

Gravel shifts beneath my sandals. I have to squint my eyes against the brightness. Seagulls swoop above me as I step onto the long deck, searching for their breakfast, completely oblivious to the thud of my heart against my ribs.

I would know which yacht belongs to Daddy even if I hadn’t seen it before. It’s the biggest one, the best one. The one that gleams the brightest, with Liquid Asset in bold letters.

The silhouettes of three people split the sunlight.

Three people, not one. Disappointment hitches my breath. What did I expect?

Last year Daddy’s new wife got so drunk she threw her champagne flute in the air. It came down in a splash of pale liquid and bubbling despair. After the steward mopped up the broken crystal, once the wife had gone belowdecks to sleep it off, Daddy sat looking out at the dark sea. I sat beside him. “Why?” I asked, unable to keep the question in. After so many years it came out. “Why do you keep getting married to these people?”

He had been a little drunk himself. Not enough to play volleyball with the drinkware, but enough that his eyes had gleamed with a distant sadness. He pulled me close, and I nestled against him the way I had as a little girl, breathing in the cedar-salt scent of him.

“I love your mother,” he said then, present tense. He loves her.

There shouldn’t have been enough of the wide-eyed little girl inside me to believe it meant my parents would get back together, not after ten years and even more spouses between them. They couldn’t even arrange my visits on spring break without an intermediary—me, of course. But maybe some part of me thought there wouldn’t be a new wife this year, after that confession.

Well, now I know for sure. There’s no chance of them being together, not even in the same room. But it would be nice if Daddy had stopped marrying his way through every divorcée in Boston’s upper crust. Like the limo that picks me up from the airport, there’s a new model every year.

Daddy smiles at me from the deck, and I can’t help the smile that meets his. Can’t help the little run I make down the rest of the deck before launching myself into his bear hug. We’re far from a happy family, but I always love seeing him. I may be fifteen years old, but the little girl inside me wears pigtails and wants to run to her daddy.

Even if it means putting up with the strangers he marries.

“How’s my girl?” he asks, tucking me into his side.

“Sleepy.” A guy in a rumpled suit had snored beside me the whole flight, which would have been more annoying if I hadn’t swiped his phone and read his e-mail using the plane’s Wi-Fi. Someone had a secret girlfriend in New York City. At least she used to be secret. A few clicks had changed that as we were flying over the Atlantic.

Guilt still knots my stomach, but then I imagine my mother as that man’s wife. More likely she would be the secret girlfriend. Men shouldn’t be allowed to hurt her so much.

“You can take a nap after brunch,” says the woman I was hoping wouldn’t speak to me.

“Harper,” Daddy says, giving my arm a secret squeeze. He’s never forgotten the time I yelled, You aren’t my mommy. Never mind that I was seven years old. “This is Louise Bardot. Louise, this is Harper. Isn’t she beautiful?”

I’m surprised I don’t get frostbite, that’s how chilly this woman’s smile is. “Everything you said about her is true, Graham. She’s an absolute doll.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” I say just to see her dark eyes flash with rage.

Daddy’s smart enough to run a Fortune 500 company, but he can’t figure out when a woman is bullshitting him. Or maybe he knows, because he steers me away from her. “There’s someone else I want you to meet. This is Christopher.”

There have been other boys. Other girls. Most of the time we ignore each other, having bigger problems in our broken rich-kid lives than the stepsibling of the month. Sometimes one of them will take a swipe at me, with sharp words or a surprise shove as we pass in the hallway. A preemptive strike, so I know better than to mess with them.

I don’t want to mess with them. They’ll be gone by next year.

There’s no reason Christopher should be different.

Except that he is.

Even in a burst of sunlight he manages to look like a shadow, with raven hair and onyx eyes. He’s taller than me, taller than Daddy. His arms solid and muscled beneath the thin cotton of his black T-shirt. He’s wearing jeans, technically, but nothing about him is casual. Not the way he holds himself, as if he needs to guard something—maybe himself. And definitely not the way he’s looking at me, intensity a physical brush against my skin, like he’s made of ocean and I’m sand, washed away, washed away, becoming smooth and pliable beneath him.

He inclines his head. “Your dad talks a lot about you.”

“He never mentioned you,” I say before I can stop myself. I would have remembered. He looks like some kind of conquering warrior, like a knight from the old medieval days. The kind who would have defended the peasants, but who would also have demanded his due.

Daddy makes a disapproving sound. “Harper.”

The corner of Christopher’s mouth turns up. “There’s not much to say.”

“Liar,” I say before I can stop myself. “I bet you’re top ten percent of your class.”

“Graduated valedictorian,” Daddy says, pride rich in his voice. “Now he’s in his first year at Emerson studying business with a 4.0 GPA. You could learn a thing or two from him.”

It’s really not surprising Daddy has a new wife every year. The only thing he knows how to do with the female of the species is make us mad. “He can get good grades, but can he paint a three-story Medusa on the wall of the gymnasium?”

A rueful laugh. “That little stunt cost me a brand-new science lab.”

Even two coats of thick white primer hadn’t completely covered the shape of her thick lips and wild snake hair, painted dark and angry in the small hours of the morning, using the folded-up accordion stands for scaffolding.

The new wife makes some kind of cooing sound, like a bird on the street, and Daddy goes to make her a drink. That leaves me and Christopher standing on the deck, the echo of his perfect GPA and my costly little stunt hanging in the air between us.

“Daddy seems to love you,” I say, unable to keep the venom from my voice.

He laughs softly, which infuriates me. “You’re one to talk.”

“He’s my dad. Of course he loves me.”

“Of course. That’s why you need to paint the gym to get him to notice you.”

Asshole. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“So you aren’t a poor little rich girl?”

There’s a twinge in my chest. “We both know you’ll be gone next year. I’ll never see you again, and you’ll never see me, so let’s just stay out of each other’s way for the next week, okay?”

“Sure you wouldn’t rather learn a thing or two from me?” he asks, mocking.

“If I want to know how to make enemies and alienate people, I’ll call you.”

He blinks, and I think for a minute that I may have actually struck a nerve. Then his eyes harden. “I’ll stay out of your way,” he says, his voice so cold it makes me shiver even as the sun beats its heavy blanket on my bare shoulders. It’s not the worst encounter I’ve ever had with a stepsibling, but it’s the first time I think I started it. Apparently I’m not above lashing out first, if the boy in question is smart and handsome enough.

Though he isn’t really a boy, this one. His first year at Emerson College. Business school. No wonder Daddy loves him. He probably thinks he’s found his true heir, because his wild daughter isn’t going to take over the family empire. That will never be me, but I was right about one thing. Christopher will be gone next year. They always are.


Chapter Two


FAMILY MONEY

I manage to avoid him the rest of the day, napping after brunch and ignoring him at dinner.

Our cabins are on the same floor, below the galley and above the master bedroom where our parents sleep. Thankfully he keeps his word and leaves me alone, even stepping aside to let me pass when I head back to the observation deck at midnight. I suck in a breath to make extra sure no part of my body touches his.

Wind whips at my hair, salty and cool, as I step out of the hold.

I grasp the cold metal railing and let it ground me. Why does Christopher bother me so much? In my pocket there are a couple of joints and a lighter. I light myself something to calm down, because I would rather not know the answer to that question.

In a practiced move I swing my leg over the railing and pull myself up. This is my favorite place to sit, from the time I was six years old and my nanny would fall asleep in the room next door. I can pretend the yacht isn’t here, pretend it’s just me and the ocean, rocking and rocking. The movement bounces me softly, my ass against the metal bar.

Weed makes it better, more like a meditation. The more drags I take, the more it feels like the whole world is rocking, and maybe I’m the only one sitting still.

“Do you have a death wish?”

The question comes out of the darkness behind me, and I jump, almost slipping off the rail. I manage to catch myself, clutching the metal bar with one hand and the joint with another. Survival and sanity, the two most important things in life. “Do you always hide in the shadows?”

“Whenever possible.”

I snort, which is a friendlier sound than I want to make with him. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

He takes a step forward and holds out his hand. “You’re making me nervous.”

“That’s kind of my standard operating procedure,” I say, ignoring his hand and taking another drag. “You get good grades. I get into trouble.”

“So the death wish thing…”

“Pretty accurate,” I say, wishing he would go belowdecks. And wishing he wouldn’t. There’s something complicated about him, the way he makes me want opposite things at the same time. “I don’t want to die, but I want to live. People call that having a death wish.”

With clear reluctance he pulls his hand back and settles his arms on the railing a few feet away from my ass. His eyes are trained on the dark horizon, but I can tell he’s still watching me. “This is what living means? Falling into the ocean with no one around to rescue you?”

I point at the choppy water. “The captain dropped anchor before dinner. We aren’t even moving. What do you think is going to happen?”

“Head trauma. Hypothermia. Drowning.”

“For your information I’ve been coming up here by myself for a decade. No one ever comes with me. Haven’t fallen overboard once.”

“Then statistically speaking, you’re overdue.”

“Wow, you really are my dad’s heir.” Part of me is glad to have company on one of my nightly reveries. The other part of me feels the distinct intrusion of having a stranger in my space.

“What?”

“Go back down and play with your calculator.”

There’s a pained pause. “I can’t. Not when I know you’re up here, getting high and hanging off a two-hundred-foot yacht. If something happened to you—”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me.” The sea takes that moment to bump bump bump me, my ass a full two inches off the rail with every pull of the yacht. I’m holding on tight so I don’t go flying, not forward or backward, my perch secure.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather paint a mythical creature on the observation deck?”

“I know you’re making fun of me right now, but no. I don’t have enough paint for that.”

“Can you just sit on a deck chair like a normal person?”

“Do I look normal to you? Don’t answer that.”

There’s a flash of white teeth. That’s how I know he’s smiling even though the rest of his face is in shadow. The smile is there one second and gone the next, as temporary as his presence in my life but strangely momentous. “I’m sorry I called you a poor little rich girl.”

“Are you just saying that so I’ll get off the railing?”

“Is it working?”

“No, but I appreciate the effort.”

And strangely that was true. Not many people have ever cared enough to follow me up to the deck at midnight, to make sure I didn’t fall into the ocean. Definitely not one of the stepsiblings, who would probably have given me a little push to get rid of the competition for the inheritance.

It makes me want to prove myself to him, to convince him that I’m worth saving even if he apparently already thinks so. “Medusa wasn’t for attention. I mean, she was, but not because I wanted Daddy to pay for a new science lab.”

“Then why’d you do it?”

“This girl got roofied at a party.”

He sucks in a breath. “Harper.”

“It wasn’t me.” I glance sideways to see his black eyes staring at me, so hard and fierce it almost seems possible that he can go back in time and rip the balls off a frat boy. What would he say if he knew my past? “It wasn’t me, I swear. I wasn’t even friends with her.”

After a searching look, he turns back to the ocean. “A girl got roofied.”

“Everyone knew about it, like the next day. One of the football players slipped it in her drink, and then the football team, I mean the entire football team, took advantage of her.”

“Christ.”

“They suspended the guy who brought the roofie to the party, one of the players, but not the one who gave it to her—the quarterback. And not the rest of the team. A big game was coming up. You can’t play a game without all your players.”

He’s quiet a moment. “I’m sorry.”

For that I pass him the joint and watch while he takes a drag, his lips touching where mine have been. “The honor society set up a protest and everyone who went got suspended. And after all that there wasn’t a single word about the party in the local papers. The morning before the game there was going to be a big pep rally with the cheerleaders and the school’s donors. The press was going to be there. They had the janitors stay late shining the floor. Real press, from a newspaper that wouldn’t take money not to print the story.”

He passes the joint back to me. “So you painted Medusa.”

“She was raped by Poseidon, who so happened to be the school mascot.” I have to blink away stupid tears. I don’t know why it would make me cry now, when it didn’t before. Not when I had to walk down the hallway next to boys who would hurt me if they had the chance. When I had to wear my skirt a certain length and my hair a certain way, as if I was the reason they were cruel.

“Did everyone turn to stone?”

I look down at the water, where I can see more white crests against the ink. It looks rough for a calm night. “The reporter took pictures and started asking questions, but he didn’t get the whole story that day. A week later the story was printed. The entire team was suspended. The headmaster was ready to suspend me too, but Daddy flew down and smoothed it over.”

“The science lab.”

“Which means I’m no better than those players, using my family money.”

His voice is soft enough I have to strain to hear it over the murmur of the waves. “You’re plenty better, Harper. Don’t you ever doubt that. You’re fucking gold.”

My heart skips a beat. I should know better than to fall for a line, but this boy has me messed up. I’m caught by his eyes, which are somehow darker than the sea beneath us and infinitely more deep. I’m drowning there; that must be the reason I don’t feel it coming.

Lurch.

Dip.

My hand finds cold metal, and I have a moment of sweet relief—until the slickness of sea spray coats my palm and I lose my grip. For a moment I’m suspended in air, my gaze still locked on his, my shock reflected in that black mirror.

And then I’m falling.


Chapter Three


DEADWEIGHT

My parents both tell the story of when I was two years old. One minute I was standing on the deck. The next I had fallen into the Massachusetts Bay. They both had a heart attack, or so the story goes, until they ran to the edge and saw me swimming around like a fish, more comfortable in water than on land.

I’m not sure whether I really learned to swim quite that naturally or why I was left to toddle around the docks without someone holding my hand, but I do love to swim. I’ve even jumped off the deck of the yacht into the water, too impatient to climb down the long swim steps.

I’m falling backward and twisted, unable to see how far I’m falling. Unable to see anything—but I can feel it, the slam of the surface at my back, the shock of freezing cold. And then it surrounds me, heavy weight dragging me down. The air leaves me in a rush; by the time I can take another breath, I’m fully submerged.

It’s pitch-black, impossible to know which way is up. Any direction I go could be taking me deeper. My throat burns with salt. Panic threatens to overwhelm me. My whole body clenches, fighting the instinct to breathe in deep and fill my lungs with water.

Something touches my side, and I squirm away in terror. Even stoned and in shock I remember there might be sharks. What if they heard me splashing? What if they sense my fear?

Except there’s a grip on my arm—a hand, not teeth. It drags me up in a whoosh of water, and we break the surface together.

The cold night air has never felt so good in my lungs. I gasp and gasp, unwilling to stop breathing after even a few seconds without it, unable to calm down.

Something is shoved under my arms. The white and red of a life preserver. Christopher must have thrown one down before he jumped in after me. In a kaleidoscope of stars the world comes into focus. The water, lapping at me like a living thing. Christopher, his dark hair wet, his grip on my wrist firm as he tows us toward the yacht. And the boat itself, waves drawing intermittent shadows across the white bow.

It might have been ten years before we reach the bottom of the swim steps. Or maybe only ten minutes. I’m deadweight on the life preserver, unable to kick even once to help make progress.

“Can you climb?” Christopher shouts.

I stare at him, unable to process the words. The cold has done something to my body, made me sluggish and stiff. It’s done the same thing to my brain.

“Let’s get you through the middle,” he says, reaching for the life ring. “I’ll make sure you’re secure and then go for help.”

Sudden panic is enough to jolt me out of my shock. “No.”

“It will only take a minute.”

He thinks I’m worried about being left alone in the water. More than that I’m worried about the disappointment on Daddy’s face. “I can climb,” I say, my voice shaky and thin.

Christopher stares at me for a moment, and when he speaks, his voice is softer. “He won’t be mad at you. You should hear the way he talks about you when you’re not there.”

That’s exactly why I can’t let him know I was smoking a joint and falling overboard. He wants me to be like Christopher—to be the valedictorian and go to business school. That’s something I’ll never be able to do for him, but at least I can spare him this. “Please.”

“Fuck,” he mutters.

In that moment I realize he already knows this will be a secret. Our secret. Because he didn’t follow procedure. He should have shouted for help and hit the emergency button first. And he definitely shouldn’t have jumped in after me, not without someone else on deck to pull us both back up. An unbroken sky rises from the metal railing above us. The night is quiet except for our fast breathing and the lap of the water. “Thank you,” I whisper.

“I swear to God,” he says darkly, “if you fall and die, I’ll kill you myself.”

That would make me laugh if I were capable of doing anything other than pant. He makes me go first, though I’m not sure how he would manage to catch me if I fell. If there’s one thing I know by now, it’s that he would try. So I focus on each rung with every ounce of determination in me, grip the textured metal and pray there’s enough muscle left inside me to hold on. There are a thousand steps up the side of the yacht. A million of them. It’s my own personal journey to the promised land, and it tests my determination with every aching pull.

When I reach the top, I push myself through the railing and collapse onto the deck.

A warm body tumbles beside me, but I can’t look sideways. There’s only the stars, unblinking. Then a face appears above me. Christopher, looking wet and strong and grim. “We should go back to shore. The fall. The cold. You should have a doctor look at you.”

“N-n-no.”

“Harper. You’re freezing.”

There’s no way to argue that point, not when I’m shaking so hard my teeth are chattering. I think that’s a good sign. I read that somewhere. It means the body is warm enough to shiver, but I can’t get the words out through the violent movement.

He curses again and disappears from my view. I close my eyes in quiet despair. He’s gone to get Daddy, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him. The week we would have spent at sea, now we’ll spend it in some fancy emergency room even though I’m fine.

Not enough time has passed when hands force their way under me. Then I’m lifted, tucked close to a body as wet as mine but so much warmer. Christopher carries me belowdecks, turning carefully to the side so I don’t bump against the narrow walls.

He lays me down on my bed, and my arms are made of lead. My legs might as well be anvils, that’s how useful they would be if I were in the water right now. I’m helpless in front of this person who should be my enemy. Poor little rich girl, he called me, and I want to cry and rage because he’s right about me.

His hands move to the button of my jeans, and I suck in a breath. My mind was on sharks and freezing water, but now I’m thinking about roofies. I’m thinking about a girl who can’t protect herself. About Poseidon and Medusa.

“Christopher,” I whisper, though I’m not sure what I’m asking.

He glares at me, his eyes black with a strange heat. “You have two options. Either I call your dad here or I make sure you’re warm. You pick.”

You pick. In those two words he restores my faith in him—strange, because I wouldn’t have said I had faith at all. I know I need to get out of my wet clothes, and my body is too hurt by the freezing cold to be useful. “Don’t look.”

After a beat he nods, facing away from me. Then he turns off the dim bedside lamp, bathing us only in moonlight from the port window. He undresses me with clumsy efficiency, his fingers clearly numb and struggling against the waterlogged fabric. I feel somehow colder by the time he’s done, the damp clothes in a heap on the floor, my naked skin exposed to the room.

And then I watch while he undresses himself, faster and rougher with his body than he was with mine. His clothes land on top of mine, and then he pulls us both under the covers.

He’s naked. The thought is enough to make me blush, even when there shouldn’t be any energy in my body for such an act. But he holds me close, tight enough I can’t make out where his male parts meet my female parts. There are only two bodies here, clinging together for warmth, creating a little cocoon. Exhaustion makes my eyelids heavy.

“One of my mom’s husbands got into bed with me once.”

Every part of his body becomes stiff. “What the fuck?”

“It was bad. Not like this. This is nice.”

“I swear to God, Harper.”

“It’s okay,” I say, the words slurred together. “I told Mom the next day and we moved out of his mansion, even though it was really nice. He owned this big job website. Don’t tell Daddy. He would freak out even though it was a long time ago.”

He holds me tighter, his face pressed to my hair. “I’m not going to touch you. I’m only staying here until you don’t feel like an ice cube, and then I’m moving to the chair.”

“Thanks,” I say, the word coming out long and slow.

He sighs. “Go to sleep, Harper. And for the love of God, don’t die.”

A death wish, he’d called it. “Want to live,” I mumble before the dreams take me down. It’s only later that I think that everything changed that night. Not because I fell into the bay or because he pulled me out. Because I confessed that in my sleepy-shocked state. It set us on the course to ruin, what made him the white knight to my damsel in distress.


Chapter Four


TEMPORARY

I wake up gasping for air, a nightmare of being submerged in water pressing against my consciousness. My muscles ache as I stretch in the bunk, looking up at familiar knots in the ceiling. What the hell did I dream about? There’s grit in my eyes as if I spent all evening at a bonfire, drinking cheap beer from a plastic cup and ignoring the frat boys on the beach.

My mind moves slow and careful. I’m not sure I want the memory that happens next, but it comes anyway. Not a nightmare. Not a dream. I fell overboard last night.

And Christopher Bardot saved me.

That would be shocking, but not as shocking as the memory of him naked in the moonlight, climbing into bed, his warm skin flush against mine. He’s gone now, enough that I would think it really could have been a dream. Except for the faint scent of him that remains, something woodsy and male that managed to survive a dip in the Atlantic.

My phone rings from the nightstand, my mother’s picture flashing on the screen. It’s a photo I took when she was laughing at the beach and didn’t think I was watching her. Completely different than the beauty queen smile she uses when looking at a camera. There’s a bittersweet sensation whenever I think about her when I’m with Daddy, a feeling of betrayal I can’t shake for loving him even though he hates her so much.

“Hey, Mom.”

“You didn’t call to say you got there safely,” she says, a small pout in her voice.

“Shit. I’m sorry. I should have texted at least.”

“That’s okay. I’m sure you’re busy there.”

That’s my opening to tell her about Daddy’s new wife. She used to scoop every detail out of me like I was a melon, hollowed out and left dry. “Mostly I’ve been sleeping.”

“Are you still in bed?” she asks, laughing a little. “Me too.”

That makes me smile. “You should be relaxing. You’re a free woman. Stay out late. Go to a party. You don’t have a kid at home to take care of.”

“I don’t think I’ve had to take care of you since you were eight.”

That’s probably true. I was the one who brought her breakfast and her medicine in the morning. I signed my own permission slips and called the driver when my art club meeting ended.

“How is he?” she asks, her voice soft and a little sad.

“He’s good. Same old Daddy.”

“And his… family?”

“I’m not sure. His new wife seems okay. She mostly just ignores me, which is fine. She has a son, though. He’s… older.”

She must sense something in my words, because her tone changes. “How much older? He isn’t being a bully, is he? Or worse?”

“It’s nothing like that,” I promise her, because I wouldn’t put it past her to fly out to Logan International by tonight if I didn’t reassure her.

She felt terrible about the job-website man. He’d needed to get drunk to come into my bedroom, which means his reflexes were slow. I ran out and woke up Mom, who had us out of the mansion and in a motel room by morning.

“Christopher’s nice, actually. Nicer than I expected.”

A pause. “Don’t get too close, Harper. It’s only temporary.”

I can’t blame her for the warning. She knows all too well how temporary being the wife of Graham St. Claire can be. Theirs had been a whirlwind relationship, the kind that every man and woman envied. By all accounts, even their own, they had been in love.

And then something had happened. To this day I still don’t know what.

Now they hate each other. It scares me when I think about it, how two people can go from love to hate so quickly. It scares me enough that I try not to think about it. About the way Daddy could have given her enough money to be set for life, it would have been pennies to him, but he denied her everything that wasn’t court-ordered out of spite. The child support they negotiated was contingent on a third party auditing her bank account to make sure every cent of it goes to my care. If she eats a Snickers bar purchased from his check, he could sue.

If that’s what happens to people in love, I don’t want any part of it.

I find Daddy at the breakfast table, the newspaper propped open like I knew it would be. He’s not content without reading three newspapers every morning, even when we’re on a trip. It comes ferried to us via a speedboat at five a.m., along with fresh supplies because God knows what we would do without catch-of-the-day lobster for dinner every night.

“Morning,” he says without looking up.

I dig in the pile for the Art & Style section, like I always do. Other kids may have read Garfield, but I’ve always been a museum opening kind of girl. “Good morning.”

A chocolate chip pancake appears in front of me, the butter melting in a delicious puddle. I’m a continent away from our apartment in LA, but it might as well be a different planet. I don’t have to use my lunch money to tip the bellman so word doesn’t get back that we’re flat broke. Don’t have to work an evening shift at the deli down the block to pay the bills.

“How’s your mother?” The question comes in that neutral voice, so without inflection that it conveys everything. The way they end up screaming at each other on the phone. The very careful way that Daddy agrees to pay for my prep school tuition and room-and-board fees in a private suite—but nothing else. On that point he stands firm.

I once told my friend in middle school, because she didn’t understand how the daughter of a billionaire couldn’t afford to take the school trip to France. I would be pissed, she said, sounding scandalized. Like he’s trying to control you with money, even though he has so much. It doesn’t make me angry, because I know he has terrible and complicated feelings about money.

Terrible and complicated feelings about money, like my mother.

It’s something we pass down through generations, like a grandfather clock that chimes every time your bank account rises or falls. A legacy and a family curse. I’m not naive enough to think I’ll manage to escape that.

“Good,” I say, because we decided a long time ago, when I was only ten, that it was me and her against the world. If I tell Daddy what it’s like when she’s between husbands, how it feels to be hungry or cold, he’ll take me away from her.

“And how’s school?”

“I’m working on a sculpture for the spring art festival. My teacher said it’s inspired and strange and sinister. That’s a direct quote.”

Daddy gives me a fond look, mixed with the kind of bemusement he’s always given me. It would be so much easier if I loved the stock market or international law. “Christopher told me about last night.”

Panic squeezes my throat. That bastard.

Maybe it’s not fair to get mad at someone who saved my life, but still. He seemed like he was going to be cool about it. I’m two seconds away from saying, He took a drag of the weed too! Before reason prevails. Never give them eight words when two will suffice.

“He did?”

“I had half a mind to wake you up, make sure you get on the East Coast schedule right away. Christopher told me he heard you playing music until late, so we decided to let you sleep in.”

For a second I’m struck by the horror of Daddy walking in on me and Christopher, both naked and tangled beneath the sheets. That’s only superseded by the horror of him knowing that I fell overboard last night. Thank God someone woke up early—and that someone appears at the table, looking annoyingly well rested compared to the bags that must be under my eyes.

“Are you a vampire?” I demand as he pours himself a cup of coffee.

“Don’t mind her,” Daddy warns in a tone that says teenage girls are stupid. I’m hardly the person to disprove that, but it has way more to do with changing prep schools every single year than the fact that I have a vagina. It’s easier to let everyone think I don’t care.

“I have been known to order my steak rare,” Christopher offers.

I nod in satisfaction. “You have that whole old-soul thing going on. No wonder you’re getting straight A’s. You probably wrote the textbook when you were a professor. And now you have to get a new degree as someone else or people will get suspicious.”

“The typo on page seventy-eight haunts me to this day,” he says in a grave voice.

Daddy stares at me like I’m speaking a different language. “I don’t suppose it factors into this conversation that vampires aren’t real?”

“Not with that attitude, they aren’t.”

A slow smile spreads on Christopher’s face, and my breath stutters. It’s the kind of smile so rare and precious it could be sold at Sotheby’s. Quality, the auctioneer would say, standing in front of the well-dressed crowd, in its raw, natural state. The world is going to want that smile. It’s going to polish him into a sharp geometric shape, hard and gleaming. And it will be worth more money than God.


Chapter Five


THE BEST CURTSY

It’s not until that night that I find Christopher alone, head bent over a thick textbook at his desk, the lamp casting shadows on his furrowed brow. It softens me more than it should, seeing him working hard when no one’s watching. “This a bad time?” I ask, leaning against the doorframe.

He turns to face me, his expression inscrutable. “Would it stop you if I said yes?”

I pretend to consider this. “You did save my life, but I think that only means I have to save your life back. Or maybe give you my firstborn child? They skipped this part in my etiquette class, but I’m pretty sure I don’t have to respect your time either way.”

“You took an etiquette class?”

“Standard operating procedure for any debutante.”

He shakes his head as if bewildered. “I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“My curtsy is literally the best curtsy, thank you very much.”

“Not that you’re a debutante. Just—” He waves a hand at the cabin, the whole yacht. “This whole thing. It’s kind of insane, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

That draws me farther into the room. I perch on the end of his bed, which is still neatly made after turndown service. “You didn’t grow up with the silver-spoon thing?”

He snorts. “The only thing silver we had was a ten-year-old Toyota Camry.”

“Then how did your mom bag my dad?” I say the question without thinking. There are too many wives in too many years for me to treat the marriages as anything sacred. Or love, for that matter. Daddy doesn’t even bother inviting me to the ceremony, though I never really know if that says more about the women or about me.

Christopher shrugs like he doesn’t take offense. “Mom came from money, but when she married my dad, they cut her off. He was a hard worker. A regular office job. A 401K. That kind of thing. Then he got cancer, and I… I don’t really begrudge her this. It’s what she wants.”

“That’s very understanding of you.”

“It’s not exactly a hardship,” he says. “Even if I do have to dive into cold water.”

“Thank you,” I say softly, meaning it more than words can convey. It’s a situation plenty of boys would have taken advantage of. The kind of boys who bring roofies to parties and get away with things because they can. The only kind of boys I’ve known until now.

He shakes his head, pushing aside my gratitude. “You wouldn’t have died. Probably.”

“I’m glad you’re good at the whole numbers business thing, because a career in motivational speaking is out of the question for you.”

He leans forward and opens his mouth, as if he’s going to say something important. And then he stops. When he finally speaks, it’s something I never would have expected. “You’re smart,” he says, and I laugh.

“What?”

“You’re smart, but you don’t want anyone to know.”

“I’m not smart, as my grades can definitely attest. We can’t all be valedictorian, can we?”

He laughs a little. “You are so full of shit.”

“Excuse me? My report cards are very clear on this issue. I am the absolute best at failing. If there were grades given for failing, I would get straight A’s.”

When I was in third grade, the teacher called my mother in for a conference and showed her my math workbook. I had used the numbers like an abstract paint-by-numbers, turning the pages into stained-glass drawings of flowers and puppies and this one grim reaper with its scythe made out of a column of fractions. It’s not that I can’t add or subtract or even do advanced derivatives. It’s that my mind will flit away like a butterfly in a meadow filled with flowers.

“Okay,” Christopher says. “But I know the truth.”

Frustration makes me huff, which is a lot safer than letting myself smile at him. “Fine, but I know the truth about you.”

One dark eyebrow rises. “What’s that?”

The insight hits me with the same clarity as I saw every page in that workbook, the possibility rising up out of the framework. “This whole thing. The insanity of the yacht and the silver spoon, you want it so bad it hurts. That’s why you study so hard. Because you want this life as bad as your mom, but you’re working for it in a different way.”

The silence descends on us, as heavy and cold as the water. His throat works. “That obvious, huh?”

My brain, usually good at comebacks, falls suddenly silent. There are things I could say to ease the moment: I didn’t mean it, I’m sure it’s not true. But those would be lies. We’re sitting in the cabin with only nakedness between us, the same way we were last night. “It doesn’t mean anything bad about you.” At least that much is true.

He laughs without humor. “It doesn’t mean I’m a greedy asshole?”

“Oh, for sure, you’re definitely a greedy asshole. Who isn’t? Everyone wants money. Very few are willing to work as hard as you to earn it.”

“Listen,” he says, seeming uncertain for once. “What you said about that guy. The one who owned the job website. The one who—”

“I shouldn’t have told you that,” I say, my cheeks burning like fire. “It was a moment of weakness. Which I seem to be having around you with unfortunate frequency.”

“Maybe we should tell your dad. He could make sure that—”

“Absolutely not. No offense, but you’ve been my stepbrother for like a month. You don’t know the history in my family. That guy is gone, and the best thing to do is leave it alone.”

My parents alternately hate each other and love each other, but that isn’t what breaks us. It’s the money that fractures us into a million sharp pieces.

Like the men in my life, money is only temporary.

And if I never want either of them, I won’t be disappointed when they’re gone.


Chapter Six


ADMISSIONS ESSAY

Dear Christopher,

My mother married a German count, which is exactly as pretentious as it sounds. We’re moving to Frankfurt and that means a boarding school with new rules and lesson plans where I’m already going to be behind. I hope you don’t mind that I’m writing you, because I know we’re not technically related anymore.

PS. Who’s going to dive in and rescue me on spring break?

Dear Harper,

Thank you for writing to me, even if we aren’t related anymore. If it’s any consolation, you feel as much a sister to me as you did before. Which is to say, not much. I’m sorry to hear about the new boarding school. I hope they have lots of paint.

PS. Don’t sit on the rail at midnight, and whatever you do, don’t die.

Dear Christopher,

Germany is cold and guess what? They speak German. It’s hard to make friends when the only things I know how to say are “Yes, ma’am” and “Which way is the bathroom?” I’m super popular.

You will be pleased to know that while I did smoke a joint on the railing, I had my phone in my pocket in a waterproof case. So even if I had fallen in, which I didn’t, I could have called the yacht’s concierge line and gotten rescued. Three cheers for technology.

PS. My new stepbrother wears twenty pounds of cologne and has a goatee.

Dear Harper,

It’s kind of strange how different the second year is from the first. In the freshman classes they kept talking about weeding people out (which doesn’t mean what you think it does) and how hard it would be, but I felt like I had a handle on things. Now they’re acting like it’s straightforward and I’m staying up late every night banging my head against these textbooks.

I feel like I’m drowning here.

PS. If I had written this textbook, I deserve to be shot. With a silver bullet.

Dear Christopher,

You have an amazing brain, which is something I can state without any hesitation because you said I was smart—so obviously you have a clear and accurate understanding of the world. Plus, Daddy keeps talking about how you’re going to do great things.

And I’m not just saying that because you’re a vampire who wrote a shitty textbook.

PS. For the love of God, don’t die.

Dear Harper,

Finals damn near killed me, but I kept your letter on my desk. I figured as long as you had ordered me not to die, I had no choice but to listen. That’s how saving your life works, right? I never took etiquette class, so I’m just guessing here.

Your dad gave a speech at commencement and took me out to dinner. He said you were doing some kind of big art exhibit in New York City. That’s incredible.

PS. Why didn’t you tell me about it?

Dear Christopher,

That’s exactly how saving my life works, and congratulations on graduating!!! The only reason I applied to Smith College is my art professor. Her work is amazing. In my admissions essay I wrote about the Medusa painting. I thought they only made interns read those things, but Professor Mills found out and asked me to do an exhibit.

I thought about vandalizing the school and tearing out the wall of the gym, but shipping rates are ridiculous. So instead I’m doing a series of canvas paintings about the myth.

PS. I’m enclosing an invitation to the exhibit in case you can make it.


Chapter Seven


BREAKING AND ENTERING

It seemed impossible that Christopher would spend his weekend traveling to New York City for a girl he knew for a week a couple years ago. The fact that we kept in touch felt surreal, almost a dream, like the night I fell into the bay. That we were stepsiblings, if only for a few months, made it more strange, not less. I couldn’t be sure what I wanted from him, not even in the privacy of my mind. What were the odds a man like him would be interested in a girl like me?

I never told Daddy that Christopher and I wrote letters. At first I wasn’t sure what he would think about it. And then it became weird to mention, as if I’d been keeping a secret. That’s what the letters were—a secret. An escape.

A lifeline, like the red and white round buoy.

The exhibit becomes bigger than I thought it would, once my mom finds out about it. She invites every friend and enemy she ever knew in New York City, and the whole thing blows up. It would have been nice to have a small show filled mostly with the art scene, people who would appreciate the work more than the champagne.

But I accepted my mother’s ambitions in society a long time ago. As Christopher said once, It’s not exactly a hardship. Even if I do have to dive into cold water.

All the pieces for the show are packed into foam-padded crates stacked along the foyer of the penthouse suite. Daddy’s paying the bill, of course. Mom’s last divorce gave her the smallest payout yet, which had less to do with a prenup and more to do with the man’s failure in the stock market. Only the main piece remains propped against the window, surrounded by tubes of paint and a disarray of brushes. I can’t seem to stop myself from dabbling at it, even though I’ve lost any perspective on whether I’m making it better or worse.

Mom breezes from her bedroom in a casual blouse of ivory silk and skinny jeans, the perpetual cloud of Chanel achingly familiar. “Oh, baby, are you still working on it? It’s perfect, you know.”

I twirl a dry paintbrush in my fingers. “This is the one they’ll write about.”

She comes and gives me a kiss on the forehead. “I’m so proud of you. Everyone is going to be blown away by your talent.”

Despite our weird money issues, I love my parents. Mom always supports me, and even if she can’t settle down to save her life, that only makes her human. Daddy is puzzled by everything I do, but he’s coming to the exhibit. Cancelled a business trip to Japan to be here.

The fact that they’ll be in the same room for two hours is cause for concern, but at least neither of them are married to someone else right now. That makes it ten percent less likely to devolve into a screaming match by the end.

I sigh, flopping back onto the oversize leather couch. “Don’t worry about me. I just need to stare at this for approximately twenty-four more hours, and then I never have to see it again.”

Mom checks her lipstick in a gold-leaf mirror. It’s already perfect, of course. “Are you sure? I can stay in tonight. Sandra and the girls will understand.”

“No, you should definitely go out. We haven’t been in NYC in forever.” It was back to LA after the relationship with the German count ended, and thank God for small favors.

She smiles. “You’re the best daughter.”

“I really am.” I blow her a kiss. “Now go have fun. That’s an order.”

After putting a few smudges of Atomic Red on my cheeks, she floats out the door. It will be good for her to meet her girlfriends, even if they are a pack of conniving hyenas. She hasn’t been this excited since before Robert the day trader asked her to marry him.

And besides, it wouldn’t help for her to hover over me. I really am going to drive myself crazy in the final hours leading up to the exhibit. This piece will get auctioned off at the end of the night, and the money will go to a charity to help victims of rape and abuse. There’s every chance that Daddy will be the highest bidder, not because he likes the painting but because money is the only way he knows how to show his support of my weird interests. Even knowing that, I can’t help but obsess over this piece.

The other pieces show Medusa in various stages of her life; with her three Gorgon sisters, beautiful and pristine, being held down by Poseidon, being cursed by Athena for the “crime” of being raped in her temple, her hair turned to snakes, her face turning every man to stone. You would think that’s enough tragedy for the Greeks, but then they had to behead her.

The other pieces tell the story of her life and death, but the centerpiece of the show is a simple portrait like the one that appeared on the wall of the gymnasium, sprung from my rage and fear and helplessness, the look in her eyes mirrored in every girl who walked the hallways with me.

I had only a few hours between when the custodians went home and when school staff arrived in the morning, which meant I had to work fast—and that was good; the time limit gave me the intensity I needed to complete the piece. The painting in front of me is good. Maybe even my best work, but there’s something missing. A sense of necessity. That I would have painted the wall of that gymnasium or died trying.

Maybe it’s impossible for something created to exhibit to match that intensity.

Or maybe I’ve just failed at art in a spectacularly public fashion.

My phone vibrates with a text from across the room. It’s probably Avery, my best friend from Smith College, who’s staying at a hotel in Times Square. If she offers to get drunk with me, that’s how I’ll be spending tonight, I already know.

It’s Christopher.

Two words and suddenly I can’t breathe. Is he texting me to wish me good luck the night before my big show? Does he even remember that it’s tomorrow? Or is this some random Christopher in a city that must have thousands of them, who somehow got my number and is now going to send me an unsolicited dick pic?

My hands are shaking, which I prefer to attribute to nerves about the upcoming show than about the fact that Christopher is texting me for the first time. Heyyyy, stranger.

There’s a full two minutes, during which my heart beats approximately twelve thousand times and I think of ten terrifying ways he might have been injured after texting me.

I’m at the airport about to get in a cab. Do you have plans for dinner or are you going to an uber hip artist spot where they drink kombucha and complain about capitalism?

A smile spreads over my face before I can stop it. He’s here in New York City. For me. And he’s possibly inviting me to dinner? The suite suddenly becomes a fun-house mirror, everything in all different shapes, leaving me dizzy and out of breath.

Actually I’m in my hotel room, thinking about slashing this painting, but they only sent up a butter knife with room service. After a moment I send another text, You can come hang out if you want. There’s no kombucha but we can raid the minibar.

No vandalism until I get there.

I might have a sensitive artist’s soul, but I’m still a girl.

A girl with an unfortunate, painful, and totally inappropriate crush.

Which means I spring up and raid my closet for something other than a paint-splattered tank top and ripped shorts. I pull a brush through my hair, which is about all I can do before falling back on my bed, wondering why I want to impress someone I barely know. It’s not like I’ve never been on a date before. I’ve been on lots of dates, with frat boys who think I’m going to fawn over them for knowing how to kick a ball or making a reference to Kant. Whatever.

I don’t think Christopher has ever tried to impress me. I also don’t think he wants to get me into bed. At least, he had me naked once and didn’t try anything. So where does that leave us? I’m not fifteen anymore, if that had ever been what kept him away from me. I’m eighteen now, and ironically more fully aware of my cluelessness as a sexual being than I was back then.

It’s another hour until he knocks on the door.

And I definitely don’t run to the door or stand in front of it for two whole minutes, trying to catch my breath and pretend like I haven’t been waiting for him since he sent that text. Since before that, if I’m totally honest. Since I sent the invitation, pretending I didn’t care if he ignored it.

Since he dived in after me through the water, the first person to meet me where I was instead of where they wanted me to be.

When I open the door, he looks rumpled and travel-worn and so handsome after being on a plane that it’s indecent. “Hey, stranger,” he says softly, his eyes a sleek ocean surface at night. It’s been three years since I’ve seen him, and he looks harder and softer at the same time.

There are lots of ways I can say hello to him that will make me seem mature. Instead I throw my arms around his broad shoulders and press my face into his neck, breathing him in. “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever made, and everyone’s going to look at it, and I want to die.”

He stands stock-still for a moment, as if too surprised to even move. Then his arms wrap around me. He holds me like the whole world could batter us from every side and we would still be safe clinging together like this. He holds me like I’m running out of air and he knows the way to the surface. “It will be okay, Harper. I promise you.”

There are embarrassing tears on my lashes when I pull back. “This would be less humiliating if I were throwing an artistic tantrum and throwing things. Crying is so pedestrian.”

“I’m sure that vase would make a satisfying crash,” he offers gently.

The weird thing is I know he would let me throw it, if that’s what I needed. Or cry on his shoulder if that’s what I need instead. “Come inside,” I say, dragging him by the hand so he has to scramble to grab the handle of his carry-on before the heavy hotel door slams behind him.

I need a minute to compose myself, so I drop his hand and head for the minibar. There are tiny bottles of wine and rum and vodka. “Do you know how to make drinks?” I ask over the clink of little glass containers. “The only things I know how to make have the ingredients in the name, like rum and Coke or a whiskey sour.”

“Sour isn’t an ingredient,” he says, sounding distracted.

“Of course it is,” I say, glancing back at him. And then freezing when I see he’s standing directly in front of Medusa, staring at her like she has the secrets of the universe in her eyes. “Oh.”

“Goddamn, Harper. This is… there aren’t words.”

My throat suddenly feels dry, and I have to force myself to swallow. I feel strangely buoyant as I stand and cross the few yards between us. “Disappointing? You can tell me.”

He looks at me like I’m insane. “This is incredible. There’s so much talent, but it’s the way it makes you feel her rage and her vulnerability that’s incredible. It belongs in the museums next to O’Keeffe and Kahlo, and even then people would stop and stare at this.”

“I didn’t know you knew about art,” I say lamely.

He shrugs, looking embarrassed. “I don’t, but I spent my free credits taking Ancient Greek Symbolism and History of Portraiture and the Female Gaze after you told me about Medusa.”

My mouth must be hanging open in a way that’s decidedly unladylike, but he couldn’t have surprised me more if he said he was going to give away all his worldly possessions and become a monk. “You did?”

“I’m a long way from an expert, but in my amateur and totally biased opinion, this painting is amazing. You have nothing to worry about.”

“Okay.”

Dark eyes narrow. “You aren’t convinced.”

“It’s not a bad painting, I’m not saying that. It’s just not the painting. The one I need to show considering I’m only doing this exhibit because of the one I painted on the gym wall.”

“Is there a photograph we could enlarge?”

I make a face. “No, that’s not the right way. I just need to show them…”

“Spontaneity?”

“Rage.”

That slow smile again, the one I still remember clearly in my mind all these years later. It’s even more poignant now, knowing that he cares about me enough to take those classes. To visit me on my exhibit when he must have a million things more important to do. “Then let’s show them rage. Should we slash everyone’s tires while they’re looking at the exhibit?”

“I like your dedication, but parking in New York City is a logistical nightmare already without adding in guerilla artistry to the mix.”

“Fair,” he says. “So what do you have in mind?”

“I want to paint something new for them. Something… real.”

“Like while they watch? Performance art?”

The idea dawns on me with a lurch and roll, the way the yacht moved beneath me. And then I’m falling with nothing to catch me. Only someone’s here to follow me down. “What if we went to the studio right now?”

He looks exactly the right amount of scandalized. And being the pragmatist, he glances at his watch. “It’s midnight. How long do we have before they open?”

“Long enough.”

For a moment he studies me, and I think he’s wondering whether he’s going to go along with this crazy plan. Wondering more than me, anyway. If there’s one thing this man understands, it’s raw determination. He’ll be in it with me.

A brief nod. “Breaking and entering it is.”

That’s how we end up spending all night in a fancy SoHo art studio, its walls bare and white and waiting for the paintings that are stacked in my penthouse suite. That’s how I end up painting a Medusa in swirls of purple and teal and pink using a wooden folding chair as my step stool.

I don’t know where they planned to put the centerpiece of the show. Probably somewhere front and center, where everyone would see it first. This one’s in the back of the studio. You have to look at every other painting first and turn the corner. And then she blazes at you in all her snake-fueled glory. She turns the viewer to stone, if Christopher’s look of awe is any indication.

He turns to me, and I’m in awe of this, of him, of his bleary eyes and the smudges of paint from helping me. Of the expression of pride on his handsome face. How did we get here?

“I don’t want to go,” I tell him.

“We’ll be back in a few hours. But I’m pretty sure I should shower before then.” He touches his thumb to my cheek, and it comes away teal. “Probably you too.”

“Should we leave them a note or something?”

He hands me one of the paintbrushes, this one tinged with dark purple at the tip. “Sign it. That’s enough of a note.”

I didn’t sign the one I painted in the gym, but I take the paintbrush and swirl my name into the bottom right of the painting, where one of the fierce snakes writhes. “How’s that?”

“Perfect,” he says, his gaze locked on mine.

My breath catches. “Thank you for helping me.”

“No, thank you for letting me be part of this. I went to college with legends in the business world, and I’ve still never seen anything close to this.”

“Careful, or I’ll start to think you’re complaining about capitalism.”

He gives me the slow smile. “Never.”

It’s devastating, that smile and that ambition. Devastating the way I can’t seem to look away from him, not even when he touches my cheek again. This time he isn’t wiping away paint. He cups my face and holds me still. His head lowers in slow degrees, giving me time to stop him.

My body is incapable of moving right now. Even my lungs are frozen, my throat locked tight. Only my heart beats hard enough to hear. It pulses in my lips, waiting, waiting for him.

I spent a good part of the past four hours painting lips that are the focal point of this piece—lips that are full of feminine beauty and eternal regret, of desire and revenge. I’ve worked through the meaning of every rise, every indent, translated the shadows, but now that I look at Christopher’s lips, with their masculine utility, I don’t know what any of it means. There’s a secret code written all over his skin, the message plain if only I could read it.

His mouth meets mine, and for a moment the warmth stuns me. I can only stand there under the gentle press of him, feeling the heat spread through my face and down my neck. Down my stomach and into my legs.

He touches his tongue against the seam of my lips—a question. And I open my mouth in answer, letting him sweep inside with sleep-drunk desire. We shouldn’t be doing this. There are so many reasons why this is wrong, but his hands on my waist feel impossibly right.

A sound comes from me, a moan that would embarrass me if I were thinking. I’m only feeling. Only falling and letting him catch me, as if we’re meant to do that forever.

His tongue slides against mine, and it’s so intimate I have to gasp. The rush of cool air in my mouth, when he had been so hot, wakes me from the strange slumber. I look into eyes dark and heavy-lidded and more shocked than my own.

He takes a step back, letting his hands fall away. “Shit,” he says softly.

I haven’t kissed very many boys in my life, not enough to hear all the things they might say after they do it, but this response seems particularly disheartening. As does the way he can’t seem to look me in the eyes. “Shit?”

His throat works. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

Why not? That’s what I want to ask. Something to soothe this tangle of hurt and hunger inside me. Instead I say, “Is this because Medusa’s watching? She’s actually not as innocent as she looks.”

He shakes his head. “Don’t.”

My laugh sounds a little maniacal. “It’s kind of weird that she looks innocent at all, right? That’s not what people usually say, like, ‘oh, she has that girl-next-door look with the snake hair.’ But there’s definitely something innocent about her.”

“Harper.”

“She’s not shocked because you kissed her.”

“You,” he says gently. “I kissed you.”

“And then you said shit, which I feel like I should tell you, in case you didn’t already know, is not the best thing for a girl’s self-esteem, mythical creature or otherwise.”

“I’m not sorry I kissed you.”

“Then why did you stop?”

“Because you’re high on adrenaline right now. And paint fumes.”

“You’re doing the whole white-knight thing again, aren’t you? Only this time you’re saving me from you. Boys who think they know better than me are very annoying.”

“I don’t think if I had kissed you when you opened the hotel room door, you would have been nearly as receptive. Tell me that isn’t true, and I’ll kiss you until we both run out of breath.”

I consider lying, because I want to know what happens when we’re both out of breath. But I’m a terrible liar, which is how I got caught for doing the painting in the gym even though I hadn’t signed my name. Besides, he’s right about one thing—I wouldn’t have let him kiss me if I hadn’t been delirious from lack of sleep. Does that make the kiss more real or less?

In the end he leaves me on the sidewalk in New York City, a heavy-lidded bellhop standing with the door open, steam rising from grates in the flush of an industrial dawn.


Chapter Eight


INCOMPARABLE

The studio loses their minds, chastising me over e-mail and talking about procedures way more than any place with the words “creative genius” in their Facebook bio should. Thankfully I sleep through most of that, and by the time I wake up at three p.m., Professor Mills has smoothed things over.

I’m wearing a forest velvet Givenchy dress with a wrapped bodice. The head curator seems a little drunk by the time Mom and I show up. “I should have had more faith in you,” the curator tells me, eyes bright with excitement and secret champagne. “The phone has been off the hook. Everyone wants a ticket, but we’re sold out.”

I give her a hug mostly because it looks like she needs one. “Thank you so much for giving me the chance to be here. I’m sorry if I stressed you out, but I just wanted to do a good job.”

She bursts into tears and ends up crying into my velvet-clad shoulder about how shitty the New York art scene is and how this might actually save her. Mostly I get through that encounter by telling myself that it’s not really happening, that I fell asleep slumped against Medusa last night and now I’m still sleeping under Christopher’s watch.

Professional art movers have already brought over the other pieces, which are being carefully hung beneath heavy spotlights. Caterers are setting up a table of hors d’oeuvre with cheese and olives and sesame-seed-covered pita chips to dip into truffle hummus.

Daddy shows up a half hour before the doors will open and squeezes me tight. “I’m so proud of you, Harper. And so glad I got to see this.”

The words strike me as odd, and I squeeze him back. “I’m sorry you had to cancel Japan… but also not sorry. It’s no 4.0, but it’s all I’ve got.”

“I don’t care about your GPA.”

That makes me roll my eyes. “Sure you don’t.”

He cups my face in his hands. “I’m serious. The world is a crazy place, but you already know that. That’s why you painted that gymnasium in the first place. I just want you to be safe and secure, and if that means making grades and doing what society expects, that’s the only reason I’ve ever wanted that for you.”

My heart squeezes tight, because I know that’s true. Maybe he wanted to understand me better. Maybe I would have liked to understand him better, but I always knew he wanted what was best for me. “Thank you, Daddy.”

“Now give me a tour of this show before the whole world wants a piece of you.”

So I show him around the paintings of Medusa’s life and death. Only when we get to the final piece do I find Mom standing there, staring at it as if transfixed.

“Hell,” Daddy breathes.

Mom turns back with a slight smile. Her dress is glimmering and couture, showing off a figure some twenty-year-olds would kill for. She’s always been a beautiful woman, but never a happy one. “Look at what our girl did.”

Daddy clears his throat. “She’s… incomparable.”

Only I don’t think he’s talking about me.

And for a moment, with both my parents in the same place, not fighting, not throwing anything, with Christopher in the same city and planning to come to my show, everything is perfect. After my childhood I should have known that perfection is only ever an illusion. A shine you put on things that are too broken to ever be fixed.


Chapter Nine


CAUTIONARY TALE

The room is packed by the time the curator drags me to the makeshift platform to give a little speech. I give a small wave to my professor, who looks so different in a black lace dress instead of the brown tweed suits she wears to class. Christopher leans against the back wall, looking impeccable in a suit but somehow distant from everyone.

Someone who should belong but doesn’t.

I’m not twenty-one yet, but Mom gave me a glass of champagne. It left my throat dry and scratchy, or at least that’s how it feels as I look out at mostly strangers. They’ve been exclaiming and complimenting my work since they showed up.

My central piece is still up for auction.

Those display walls are glorified plywood; they don’t even reach the ceiling. The curator was more than willing to take a chunk out of the maze for the publicity. The audience seem to like the whole surprise element of the main portrait, because the auction has already risen to crazy proportions even without Daddy bidding. I’m not sure if it’s really the painting they love or the story around it, but either way that’s a lot of money for charity.

I grasp the microphone, pretending my hands aren’t slick with sweat. Pretending my voice doesn’t quaver. “The story goes that Athena cursed Medusa with hair made of snakes and a face so horrible it would turn men to stone. We are told that she did this as a just punishment, because she was so offended that Medusa was raped in her temple. Except how would that be just, to blame Medusa for something that she didn’t want and didn’t cause?”

The crowd looks back at me, a little aghast, a lot uncomfortable that I would talk about this while they’re wearing diamonds that cost the same as a whole car.

“I don’t think Athena cursed her, not really. I think she gave Medusa what she wanted most—weapons to protect herself with. Power, when it had been taken from her.”

It strikes me then, how close Daddy and Mom are standing next to each other. As if they’re a couple, when they could barely stand to talk to each other to arrange visitation.

“Do you know,” I ask the crowd, “that there is no recorded instance of her turning a woman to stone? Only men.”

Christopher might be made from stone, that’s how still he is as he watches me with those mysterious black eyes. It’s like he’s holding his breath, and maybe he is. Waiting to see how the story ends, even if we think we already know.

“In the end, it wasn’t enough. Men found a way to use her, taking her power for themselves, using her head to defeat their enemies. Medusa is a cautionary tale. She always has been, but I don’t think she’s warning us away from rage.” The last words I say directly to Christopher. “She’s warning us to use it better. To use it more. That’s our power, in the end.”

The crowd claps for me while Daddy hoots and whistles, because he can’t help but show his support for me. It feels like absolute exhilaration, stepping down from the platform and accepting the handshakes and hugs from people around me.

Mom squeezes me in a delicate hug, and Daddy puts his arms around us both. How long has it been since they hugged me at the same time? I can’t find a memory to place this with; it’s in a box all its own. And then they let me go—too soon.

I find myself standing in front of Christopher, a lingering smile on my lips. Even my embarrassment over the rejection last night can’t touch me now. We may not kiss again, but this man is a friend. Maybe the best friend I ever had.

“You blew them away,” he says.

“You helped.”

He shakes his head. “I’m not taking any credit for lock picking.”

“It’s a very interesting skill. You’ll have to tell me where you picked it up.”

His mouth opens, but I don’t hear anything. There’s a rush in the crowd, a heavy jostle that leaves me unsteady on my green-velvet heels. For a minute I think they must have released fresh trays of champagne from the kitchen. Maybe filled with bonus diamonds?

Until there’s a scream from behind me. I whirl to see my mother kneeling on the ground beside Daddy, who has his hand clutched to his heart, his eyes staring up at nothing.

Something dark moves through me, a sense that I caused this somehow. With my paintings or my hopeless dreams. That this is my fault.

“No,” I whisper, but I can tell from the sound of my mother’s mournful wail, like the sound you hear far away in an untamed desert, haunting and stark, that he’s gone.

“Fuck,” Christopher says, the word harsh.

My head feels light, and I realize in a split second of surprise that I’m going to faint. That my body would rather shut down than face what’s happening. I’m falling, again, and this time there are strong hands to catch me.


Chapter Ten


EMPTY-HANDED

The funeral takes place four days later in a historic cathedral in Boston. It’s a private affair, with only me and Mom and Christopher and a handful of very close business partners. One of them gives Mom a look of undisguised hunger and makes her promise to let him know if she needs anything. Another one of them gives the same look and extracts the same promise from me.

I walk through the whole thing in a daze. Vaguely I’m aware that I’ve taken a leave of absence from school, that I should be dealing with grief. And maybe I could, if I could bring myself to really believe that it happened. Mostly I keep waiting to wake up.

Keep waiting for a hand to reach into the water and pull me out.

Christopher doesn’t approach me at the funeral.

He doesn’t write any more letters.

It’s like a second blow, his absence, a fatal one where my father’s death has maimed me. I try not to think about it, the same way I try not to think about Daddy.

While the funeral was a quiet affair, I’m dreading the reading of the will, because it will be a circus. Every single one of his wives and most of his past stepchildren will be in attendance to see if anything was bequeathed to them.

“Please don’t make me go.”

The words come out as a hoarse murmur, because I’ve only said them for the millionth time. It’s not like my inheritance is a raffle ticket that will be forfeited if I don’t show up. The actual will reading is just a formality. An anachronism. A public stoning. Someone will tell me what Daddy gave me, whether it’s two dollars or two billion. It doesn’t matter whether I’m present at the will reading. And God, I don’t want to be there.

Mom sits on the sofa beside me, her eyes rimmed red from crying. She’s mourned the loss of him more in the past two weeks than she did in the decade they had been divorced. “You and I are the only ones who deserve to be there.”

She thinks he’s going to give her something, and it kills me. Could he have changed that much? God, the child support arguments were so bitter. So freaking specific. By the end he had seemed to soften toward her. At the art studio there had been a moment when he’d looked at her and I’d had the thought that every child of divorced parents has at least once, a desperate hope, a terrible dream that they might get back together.

I shake my head. “Neither of us should be there. It will be terrible.”

“We hold our heads high. All of those money-hungry bastards can sit there and be embarrassed when it comes out that they aren’t getting anything.”

And what happens when it comes out that you aren’t? “Mom, whatever happens… you know that whatever I have, it’s yours. Right?”

“You think he’s going to leave me out?”

I look away, at the nondescript painting on the nondescript hotel wall. We’re living on borrowed money right now, paying for this hotel room on credit because surely Daddy will have left us money.

Except I’m not so sure.

He loved me; I know that. And he even loved my mom in his own way. But he was always tied up about money. I could see him leaving me nothing as some kind of character-building experiment. I would have to quit Smith College without any way to pay the tuition, but I’m not as worried about me.

I’m more worried about what would happen to my mother’s fragile sense of self if she holds her head high against all those wives and then ends up humiliated. She hasn’t even met most of them. I’ve met them, on my annual spring break visits.

There would be glee, to see the first and most coveted wife taken down.

“I just think it doesn’t make sense to put ourselves through that. Everyone’s going to see someone else get taken down.”

“They’re going because they think they were important to him.”

I’m not sure Daddy was that black-and-white. He cared for his other wives; at least he didn’t treat them with disdain. But they got their small piece of their fortune with the ironclad prenup he made them sign. He won’t give them more than that, but not for the reasons that Mom thinks.

The other children will be there, too. Not biological children. I’m the only one he had, but there are plenty of other stepchildren through the years.

Including Christopher. Will he be there?

It will kill me to see him salivating for Daddy’s fortune. Except why wouldn’t he? He’s always wanted money, and Daddy’s money is as good as any.

“Whatever happens, we’ll be okay,” I say, but I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince.

Mom gives a firm shake of her head. “He wouldn’t leave us empty-handed.”


Chapter Eleven


LIQUID AND OTHERWISE

The will reading takes place at my father’s lawyer’s office, which is on the thirty-eighth floor of a building that overlooks a park blooming with pink and white cherry blossoms. It’s strange to see the world so full of life when we’re wearing black and facing death.

Mr. Smith, that’s the name of the lawyer. A plain name for a rather plain man. He looks like he would follow the letter of the law down any path it would take him. Quite the rule follower, and it makes sense that Daddy would have used him for this purpose. Lord knows there are a large group of people who would love to contest even the smallest loophole. It’s standing room only, the wood door propped open to let wives seven and eight peek their heads in from the hallway.

It’s actually as much of a circus as I feared, with my mother and me being granted the dubious honor of the two chairs in front of the desk. It also means everyone can watch us.

Christopher is here, standing in the corner, looking as if he’d like to be anywhere but here—which must be a lie, because he didn’t have to come. Unless he wants the fortune.

Acid burns my throat. So, he’s as money hungry as everyone in this room. I wish I didn’t know that about him. It would have been better not to come, if only to avoid facing that fact.

That Christopher wants Daddy’s fortune.

“Thank you for gathering today,” Mr. Smith says in a voice dry as leaves in the fall. “While many wills are handled via mail, this is a rather unusual case. I have asked any interested parties to attend so that we may all have closure and put an end to the numerous inquiries to the firm.”

In other words the phone must be ringing off the hook with people wanting some of Daddy’s money. My stomach feels inside out. Did he know what kind of mess he would leave behind? He must have thought about it when he wrote whatever’s on that piece of paper the lawyer’s holding. Did he think of how it would feel to be surrounded by so many ex-wives and stepsiblings, all of whom are essentially strangers?

Did he know that Mom would be holding her head high, certain he would stand by her in the end? I sure as hell hope so. We’re about to find out in the most public way.

A violent, hacking clearing of the throat. And then Mr. Smith begins to read. “If you’re reading this, that means I’m finally at peace. And though I’ll miss a good many things on this earth, one of them won’t be the exorbitant amount of money I’ve paid lawyers over the years.”

There’s a nervous laugh from the side that’s abruptly silenced.

In the same monotone Mr. Smith continues, “To the son that I never had, Christopher Bardot, I bequeath Liquid Asset as well as a small trust with which to care for her. I wish we could have sailed together more than once.”

I’m jolted out of my grief-stricken stupor at the sound of his name. A ripple of excitement runs through the room. Christopher isn’t his biological child, which means there’s hope for everyone else in this room.

“As for the rest of my assets, both liquid and otherwise,” Mr. Smith reads, “I bequeath them in entirety to my daughter, Harper St. Claire.”

There’s a gasp in the room, and I’m painfully aware of the looks of pure venom being shot in my direction. All I can do is stare straight ahead, shocked at hearing my father’s final words, even if spoken in a voice so unlike his own. It’s strange that hollowness can feel so solid, a physical sensation that threatens to bend me at the waist. Daddy, come back.

Nothing is so cold and so calculating as money in a void where love and hope had been. I don’t want his billions of dollars, or however much his fortune amounts to. I never did. If there’s one upside in all of this, it’s that Mom will finally be able to relax. A small comfort.

“I have a stipulation for Harper, who is still young and impressionable as I write this. The money will be placed into a trust, which will only transfer to her when she turns twenty-five.”

A heavy hum of conversation pierces my haze. That’s seven years away. Seven years before I can return to Smith College. Seven years before my mother can stop marrying whoever will have her.

“Of course I don’t want to cause undue burden to her, so she may access money as needed for her education and living situation. But only for her. No one else may use the money, including my ex-wife.”

“No,” I say, my voice rusty. “Stop.”

He can’t do this to her, not in front of all these people. How can he humiliate her this way? He must have known. God, he must have known.

Mr. Smith gives me a pitying look before reading on. “To that end I name Christopher Bardot as the executor of the trust. I know that he will make sure my wishes are honored and that my only daughter is well cared for in my absence.”

The paper has barely brushed the gleaming wooden surface of the desk when the room erupts into chaos. There are demands to confirm the validity of the will, insistence that they will contest it. When I bring myself to look sideways, I see my mother has turned to stone—she’s frozen in place, a look of polite acceptance on her face.

It’s too horrible.

I grab her hand and drag her from the room, pushing through people I don’t even recognize in my quest to reach the wide marble hallway. How are we even going to find a taxi in this mess? We’ll be flagged down, caught on camera. This is what rich people have bodyguards for, but we’re not rich regardless of what just happened in that lawyer’s office. We have nothing, maybe not even a way to pay the hotel bill. I spin in the hallway, useless. There’s nowhere to run.

Christopher appears out of nowhere. “Come on, there’s a car waiting.”

I’m too frantic to even ask a question, like where we’re going. He could say we’re driving into the depths of hell, and I’d probably still follow him, taking Mom by the hand, pulling us both into the cocoon of a darkened limo. The press see us as Christopher moves to step inside, running toward us with their microphones outstretched and video cameras hot on their heels as the door shuts. Then the limo eases forward, taking us far away.

“Thank you,” I say, feeling both numb and exhilarated.

Christopher glances out the back window, his expression grim. “Damn him,” he mutters. “He should have given you some warning at least.”

Damn him. I cling to those two words like they’re a life preserver. Like when Christopher helped me break into the artist studio. We’re together, aren’t we? “You won’t help him, will you?”

My mother runs a shaky hand through her hair. “I’m ruined. No one will have me after this. Half the town knows what happened by now. There’s probably a YouTube video.”

I hate that she’s right. Daddy did more than make sure she couldn’t get his money. In that one public moment he made sure she would never marry well again. Everyone will say there must be something wrong with her, for Daddy to omit her this way. She’ll be the laughingstock of high society. Those rich husbands of hers, they didn’t only marry her body. They married her position in society. Her connections. The way she could host a dinner party with senators and billionaires. It doesn’t matter if I become a world-renowned artist, my mother will never get another society invitation again.

The limo turns onto the highway and speeds up. I’m sitting next to my mother, and I reach across the supple leather to take her hand in mine. Across from us Christopher looks haggard. He stares out the tinted window where the city speeds by.

I squeeze my mother’s hand. “It will be okay.”

“How?” Her mouth forms the word, but no sound comes out.

“Christopher will help us,” I say, the words like a tether. The red and white life preserver for me to hold on to when it’s too hard to swim. He’s always been there when I need him. Why would this time be any different? “He’s the executor, so he’s the one who decides what counts as being for me or for you. He’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

God knows there’s enough money in that trust fund to take care of my mother twenty times over, in the most extravagant ways she can think up. I didn’t expect Daddy to leave me empty-handed, necessarily, but I also didn’t expect to get every terrible cent.

The entire St. Claire fortune, minus the yacht.

I look at Christopher, but he hasn’t moved. I might as well have turned him to granite, the same way I did to my father at the exhibit. I don’t feel like I’m cursed and full of rage. My dirty-blonde hair doesn’t slither and hiss, but the men around me are as cold and hard as stone.

“You’ll help us, won’t you? It’s too cruel, what Daddy did. It’s wrong. If the money is mine, I can spend it however I want. Why shouldn’t Mom get some of it?”

It won’t matter if none of the rich assholes who think they own the world will marry my mother, not if she’s already taken care of. It will hurt her to be shunned by her so-called friends, but at least she’ll be able to live comfortably.

The strong profile and ebony hair does not move a single centimeter even as the limo exits the freeway and turns toward our hotel. Through the windshield I can see a small crowd gathered at the front door. The press. Not the hard-hitting journalism that exposed the corruption at my old school after my Medusa painting. These are the tabloid freelancers and gossip bloggers. We aren’t celebrities in the way that a musician or a model is, but everyone likes to see the rich brought low. They’ve come to gloat at my mother’s pain.

“Christopher!”

He speaks in a low voice to the driver, who turns before we reach the crowd. There’s already a uniformed cop waiting to direct us into the parking garage. An entrance for celebrities and politicians, I realize. Someone set this up ahead of time. A way into the building without having to run the gauntlet of paparazzi.

Someone who knew we would need this.

“You,” I whisper, my chest crushed by a thousand-pound weight.

Christopher finally looks at me, and I can’t contain my gasp as I see the resignation in his eyes. “It’s his last request, Harper. The only thing he ever asked of me. How can I say no?”


Chapter Twelve


INHERITANCE

It takes me forty-five minutes and a Valium to get my mother to relax in her bedroom, her lashes still damp from tears of anxiety and grief. Light batters my eyes as I step out of her bedroom and close the door gently behind me.

“Have you always taken care of her like that?” Christopher asks from the large windows that frame the city, his hands behind his back, looking out.

How dare he judge? He doesn’t know her, or he wouldn’t even be considering doing what Daddy asked him to do. And he doesn’t know me, if he thinks I would speak to him ever again. “I’m sorry that not everyone in the world can live up to your exacting standards. I suppose we should all be so heartless as to put money before family.”

He glances back, his eyes flashing. “Is that what I’m doing?”

If I were smart, I’d heed the warning in his voice, but he’s the one with the GPA and the plans to take over the world. I’m the troublemaker. “Aren’t you?”

A hollow laugh. “Is that why you think I stopped kissing you that night at the studio? Because you’re my stepsister? Because I think of you like family?”

The way he says family it might as well mean nuclear waste. “I mean, yeah. But now I think maybe it was something else.”

Those black eyes that hold so many secrets, they look over my body from the top to the bottom with such slow, obvious hunger that it seems impossible I would not have seen it before. “You aren’t my sister, Harper St. Claire. And I have never, not once, thought of you that way.”

My skin lights up under his stark perusal. “Then how do you think of me?”

He stalks forward until my back hits the wall of the suite. “Like you’re the daughter of the only man who ever gave a damn about me.” His mouth is only two inches away from mine…an inch…and then I can feel the gentle caress of his breath against my lips. “You were completely off-limits, when he was alive—” A rough sound. “And even more so now that he’s gone and asked me to do this thing that will make you hate me.”

“Then don’t do it,” I beg softly, and it’s almost a kiss, my lips moving near his.

“You have no idea, Harper. No idea what you’re asking me.”

“He was wrong to make that rule!”

“Maybe so, but I don’t know what the hell happened between your mom and him. It’s not my place to judge whether he should have done it or not. It’s his money, and this is how he wants it spent.”

“It’s my money,” I say, my voice made imperious with impotent rage.

He huffs his amusement. “Spoken like a true St. Claire.”

“Christopher, I don’t know if you think we’re only in this for billions of dollars. I don’t care about that. We have nothing. She has nothing. All she needs is enough to live off of. You can have the rest.”

He steps back as if I slapped him. “You think I want your inheritance?”

Something wavers inside me. Did I go too far? Christopher is going to let my mother starve because he wants to honor a request that should never have been made. That’s wrong. Not me standing up for her. “Everyone else in that room wanted it. And you were there.”

It’s like watching ice form over a lake in a matter of seconds. The water had seemed deep and unnerving, but now he’s simply impenetrable. “The only reason I went to that damn reading is because the lawyer called me this morning and said I should come. And something in his voice told me it was going to be bad, so I had the car waiting for us and the hotel on standby.”

My throat feels scratchy, like I’m near tears. “I didn’t thank you for that.”

“I don’t want your thanks. I don’t want that fucking yacht, either. And I sure as hell don’t want a single cent from your inheritance.”

“We’ve been living in a motel.” The words burst out of me, ugly and hushed so my mother doesn’t wake up. “Every day Mom takes one of her jewelry pieces to the pawn shop, where they give her a few cents for every dollar that it’s really worth. That’s how we pay the bill so we have a place to sleep that night.”

My words crack the ice around him, at least enough so that I see the old Christopher looking back at me, the one who would have dived into the ocean to save me. “Hell.”

“Daddy paid for my tuition and my private dorm room directly, but that’s it. If I had asked for anything more, he would have had his investigators look into us again.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t understand.”

The words spill from me, more careless with our secrets than I’ve ever been. No, not careless. Trusting him to do what’s right. “When I was nine, Mom was between husbands. We had this shitty apartment on the outskirts of LA and ate ramen noodles every night. It sucked, but I didn’t really care. But I cared when Mom said we couldn’t afford to get more paint, so I called Daddy.” Tears sting my eyes, and it’s such a twisted feeling to mourn him right now, to love him and hate him at the same time. “He came down on us like freaking Zeus from Mount Olympus. He took me to New York City until she had enough money to come get me, and that was only when she had found this asshole director who wanted her as his side piece. She did that for me, so that I could come back.”

Christopher stares at me as if testing the words, weighing them the way he must weigh every sentence spoken in his crazy-smart Emerson business classes, the way he must gauge everything around him with that stone-cold confidence. And he must see in me the desperate truth, because he stalks back to the window and curses under his breath.

He’s not even facing me, but I’m utterly and completely exposed. I could strip naked in this suite and still not be as naked as I feel right now. This is something I don’t talk about with anyone, least of all with a man who’s saved me twice. It’s something of a pattern already, and that should be enough for me to make it stop. I can’t depend on anyone, even him.

But I can’t let my mother go back to arguing with the landlord for a few extra days. Not when I’m living like a princess at Smith College in the dorm Daddy paid extra to get. I can’t let her whore herself to some asshole with money when I’m the heiress to a freaking fortune.

If I’ve convinced Christopher, the shame I’m feeling would have been worth it.

Please let it be enough.

He faces me, and he’s so fully Christopher, so much the person standing beside me with his forearms on the railing that I breathe a sigh of relief. This man, I know him. He’s the one I can count on to catch me when I’m falling.

“Harper,” he says. My throat squeezes. He sounds like he’s facing a firing squad. “Maybe it’s wrong to use this against you, but you told me about that husband, the one who owned the job website. The one who climbed into your bed. And that makes me think your dad was right.”

“No,” I whisper, because this isn’t going to end the way I hoped.

“He knew, okay? Your father knew that I’m a man of my word. He knew how much that meant to me… and why it means so much to me.”

“Why?” I whisper, even though I know he isn’t going to tell me. This is a man who hoards secrets the way a dragon keeps gold and jewels in his lair.

I would rather have no money than have a trust fund I can’t use to support my mother… which Daddy probably knew, too. It was a final fuck you to the woman he could never get over. I accepted that weakness from Daddy a long time ago, but having him use Christopher to do it makes my stomach turn over.

I would be pissed, my friend had said once. Like he’s trying to control you with money, even though he has so much. And for the first time I do feel pissed.

“He appointed me as the executor, and not the hundred other men he knows could have done it. Because he knew I would have to do it, if he asked me. And that I would never take a single cent out of the damn trust fund for myself or anyone else.”

“Isn’t there something more important than keeping your word? Isn’t there doing what’s right?”

A dark laugh. “Not to me.”

“Don’t do this.”

He’s made of stone again, any semblance of vulnerability turned hard. “It’s already done, Harper. It was done before today. Before the art studio. It was done when your father sat down and wrote the will, knowing exactly what would happen.”

“You’re giving him all the power.” All the power to ruin whatever was between us. That kiss standing beneath Medusa’s wrathful gaze. Maybe we had been doomed from the beginning.

“It’s not his choice anymore, Harper. Not even yours. It’s mine. And I’m going to do this for you, because he asked me to, and because it’s the only way I can protect you, even from yourself. You’ll give away every cent if you think it will help someone.”

“Protect me? This isn’t the Massachusetts Bay! I’m not sitting on the damn rail.”

“You told me to leave you alone then, too. And I’ll never regret staying on deck so that I could dive in after you. I’ll do it again if I have to.”

What would it take for this man to see me as a woman? As someone that can make her own decisions instead of as a maiden who needs saving. But I don’t think it’s even about me or what I need. He already told me, didn’t he? It’s his choice, and he would rather be a white knight whether it helps me or not.

“Christopher,” I say, my voice low and desperate. “That kiss.”

His black eyes sharpen. “What about it?”

“It means something to me.” Even if I have to slash my skin to pieces. That’s how much Christopher is worth to me. It’s more than a girlish crush, the way I feel about him. The feelings that are wavering like a drop of water on a petal, about to slide away.

“I told you it was a mistake.”

I swallow hard. “I think you’re lying. I think it meant something to you, too.”

His eyes are more opaque than ever, obsidian and shining. He twists his mouth into a look that’s worse than dislike—into pity. “You’re young, but I didn’t think you were stupid. A kiss doesn’t mean anything.”

My father’s death should have been enough to break me, but somehow I was whole. Until now, when I’m in a million pieces at Christopher Bardot’s feet. “No.”

“I felt bad for you, to be honest. That’s why I wrote you back.”

“You’re lying,” I say, hating the tears in my eyes.

“You weren’t a sister to me.” His words are cold, his eyes unfeeling. There’s no doubt he means those words. “You meant nothing to me. Just a poor little rich girl, all along.”

Betrayal knots itself in my stomach, so tight and so deep I’m not sure I’ll ever be free of it. “Then why don’t you walk away, if I mean so little? Let me manage the trust fund, and you never have to talk to me again.”

“Obligation. This is something I have to do out of respect for your father.”

Not out of respect for me. Never that.

Both men and money have a way of disappearing when you need them most. It’s something I learned early, but clearly I needed to learn it again. Neither my stepbrother nor the inheritance were anything I could count on.

Neither of them were anything I could trust.


SURVIVAL OF THE RICHEST



Chapter One


BUSINESS PARTNER

The paper in my hand has been crushed in my fist and smoothed out with shaking hands so many times the ink has almost faded. Almost, but I have the words memorized anyway.

“Where is he?” I ask the pretty receptionist without introducing myself. It must be obvious who I am, unless Christopher Bardot likes to torment women all over the country. He might have given her a heads-up; Like, “by the way, I have a stepsister who hates my guts.” Maybe they laugh about it before she gives him a blow job from beneath his desk.

That seems like exactly the kind of thing he would do.

“He’s in a meeting,” she says, clearly planning to block me. But her eyes give her away, her gaze darting to the frosted-glass doors to her right.

“Don’t bother buzzing me in,” I tell her, already heading in that direction.

When I push open the door, I’m confronted by a large conference room with dark wood paneling and leather chairs. There’s only one man inside.

And it’s not him.

Where Christopher’s hair is dark, this man’s is a deep gold, as if it’s been turned that way from hours spent in the sun. Instead of eyes black like obsidian, this man has blue eyes that look as bright as the sky on a hot summer day.

In so many ways they’re opposite, but there’s something about him that’s similar. The strength inherent in their bodies. The hunger for more than what he has. I recognize an ambitious man the way a gazelle lifts her head and senses a tiger nearby.

This man takes his time examining my body. I shiver a little in the cool office air, goose bumps on my skin. It’s only the air-conditioning that makes my nipples turn hard beneath the cotton T-shirt, at least I think so, but it’s embarrassing either way.

“May I help you?” he says, and in those four words I hear a deep Southern drawl. While his eyes express acute interest, his tone is considerably more reserved.

“I’m looking for Christopher Bardot.” My voice comes out strong, which is impressive when you consider the carnal appetite in this man’s eyes would make a siren blush. If I weren’t riding high on righteous anger I’d probably stammer and stumble like every other female of the species must do when faced with a man as clearly alpha as this one. Some evolutionary instinct grabs hold of my ovaries and says, this man will hunt and protect and fuck.

“He’s not in the office at the moment, but if you want to sit down a spell, you can tell me what he’s done to piss you off. Maybe there’s something I can do to help.”

“Do you have a piñata shaped like him and a bat? That would help.”

He stares at me for a moment, and I think he’s about to throw me out on the street. That would probably be the right thing to do considering he doesn’t know who I am. Instead he throws his head back and laughs. “I like your spirit, even if I can’t condone your methods. My business partner has many annoying qualities, but even so, I would like him intact.”

“Your business partner?”

“Sutton Mayfair,” he says, standing as he introduces himself with old-world manners. There are stacks of papers surrounding him on the glossy conference table. Clearly I’ve interrupted him at work, but he doesn’t look impatient in the least. There’s something deceptively casual about him in his slightly rumpled suit and blond hair an inch too long. The kind of deception that would make his enemies underestimate him.

“So you must know where I can find him.”

“You can leave a message at the front desk.”

“And lose the element of surprise? I’d rather not.”

A small smile. “I know where he’ll be tonight. There’s some party happening, and we’re supposed to go. I wasn’t looking forward to wearing a penguin suit for the rich and powerful in Tanglewood, but the evening will be a whole lot more interesting if you’re there.”

My eyes narrow in suspicion. “Why would you help me?”

“Perhaps I want to see you in an evening dress.”

I’ve been asked out a hundred times before, but never with the blunt self-assurance that this man conveys. It’s a strange combination of courtesy and outright lust. “Are you taking advantage of the situation, Sutton?”

His blue eyes dance with humor. “I’m an opportunist, and I think you might be one too.”

“Fine, I’ll take it.”

“I’d much rather pick you up. Maybe have dinner first.”

Have a date with Christopher’s business partner? He would probably have a heart attack at the idea that anyone would treat me as a woman instead of a child. “A gentleman would add my name to the guest list.”

“Did I give you the impression that I was a gentleman? My apologies.”

“Now I can see why Christopher went into business with you.”

He places a hand on his heart, and even a few yards away I can see the roughened skin of him, the calluses and the faint white scars. Those are the hands of a working man, for all that he wears a suit and works in a high-rise now. “Ruthless,” he says.

“If that means I have my own invitation to the party.” There’s something alluring about Sutton Mayfair. If I met him in New York City, if he asked me out in a bar, I would say yes. But I can’t trust him knowing he’s tied to Christopher Bardot. Not even for one night.

Really, there’s no end to the things Christopher will ruin for me.

“On one condition,” he says. “Show me what you’re holding.”

The paper. I’m wearing my power boots and a T-shirt that says, Feminist AF. Of course he would have noticed my one weakness. It’s the reason I’m here in this office. Here in Tanglewood. The reason I need an invitation to the party tonight.

Swallowing down my shame, I toss the crumpled ball onto the cherrywood. He picks it up and smooths it out, his large fingers unerringly gentle with the worried bill.

“Looks like someone didn’t pay this,” he says, one square-tipped finger running down the credit card statement. I have a prickling sensation that tells me he would be able to recite its entire contents despite his good-old-boy demeanor.

“And that someone will have to answer to me. Tonight.”

He folds the paper carefully in half, and then half again. When he hands it back, it’s almost completely flat. “Do you need money?”

“I have money.” Not the ability to spend it—one of life’s ironies.

He takes a step toward me, and suddenly I’m taking a step back. How did this man go from accommodating to dangerous in one second flat? “Christopher mentioned you.”

My mouth feels dry. I tell myself I don’t care about what Christopher says, that I don’t care what this man thinks of me. “Did he?”

“He made you sound about this high. A child.”

There’s acid in my throat. “Of course.”

“Now that I see you, I think he was holding out on me.” Those blue eyes look at more than just my body; they look inside me, finding the sensitive places—pressing on them, only a little. Enough to make me gasp when his gaze catches mine.

“I’m not a child,” I say, which only serves to make me sound like a child.

“No,” he says, his lips forming the word, almost soundless. “Do you think Christopher is really confused about that? Do you think he sees that mouth and doesn’t imagine all the things he could do to it? Do you think he doesn’t think about you when he comes?”

My cheeks warm. “How dare you.”

He gives me a smile that can only be described as indecent. “Maybe he is that blind.”

I follow his stark blue gaze down to my chest, where my nipples have become hard at the E and the A. Even while my mind denies what this man is saying to me, my body already agrees. Christopher has always treated me like a child, but this man… he knows I’m a woman.

“There can’t be anything between us. I hate your business partner.”

“You think that’s a requirement for being my lover? Come to the gala tonight. Make him suffer all you want, as long as you don’t go home with him at the end of the night.”

Surprise steals my breath, along with an unnerving rush of arousal. It’s pure heat between my legs, the opposite of the ice-cold Christopher leaves me with. Who knew I would find the caveman thing so hot? I blame evolution, an ages-old certainty that this man could protect me from saber-tooth tigers. “You have no right to say that.”

He gives me a half smile that doesn’t quite dispute my words. Not yet, it seems to say instead. A caveman he might be, but he also has a sense of determined patience. Too bad I’ve had my share of men with ambition. Whether they’re brooding and reserved like Christopher or confident and possessive like this one, they have no place in my world.


Chapter Two


OLD-MONEY GIRLS

“I’ve heard the strangest rumor,” says the familiar voice over the phone, “that my best friend is in the city. I said there’s no way because she didn’t tell me she was visiting.”

I stare up at the crystal and gold chandelier that hangs above me, set in a thick crown molding. I’m staying at L’Etoile, a boutique hotel in downtown. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but it’s complicated.”

“So it’s about your stepbrother.”

“You didn’t tell me he moved to Tanglewood.”

She’s quiet a moment, and I know the accusation came out in my voice too strong. “I wasn’t sure he’d stick around, but Harper… he’s going to be in your life. There’s no escaping that, at least until you turn twenty-five.”

“And not a second too soon.” I’ve mostly managed to avoid the trust fund altogether, besides the payments to Smith College, which were sent automatically.

It’s obscene the amount of money sitting in a bank account under my name. It’s only gotten bigger under Christopher’s careful stewardship, his investments making me one of the richest women in the country. The man knows how to turn money into more money, that’s for sure. The Midas touch. I could buy a castle on every continent if I wanted one, but I can’t even write a check to charity.

The biggest upside to graduating this past spring was never having to touch the trust fund again. Until the credit card bill was an exception to the rule. A time when I had actually needed the trust fund and the ridiculous amount of money inside it.

Naturally, that means I couldn’t have it.

“I’m at the Emerald,” she says, referring to the gorgeous old hotel that Gabriel Miller bought her near Smith College while she goes to grad school. “But you can still stay at our place. I can call the security firm to let you in.”

“Nah, I like L’Etoile. The way they’ve bastardized everything beautiful appeals to me.”

She laughs softly and then sobers. “How’s your mom?”

“In remission,” I say, my throat tight.

“If you need help…” The offer hangs in the air, sharp enough to leave scratch marks on my skin. “You were there for me when my father was sick. Don’t think I’ve forgotten that.”

“And you didn’t take a cent from me.”

“Harper.”

“We’re managing,” I tell her softly, which is mostly true. My paintings are just shocking enough to sell for large sums of money through my Etsy shop, usually sold a few minutes after I post them on my Instagram account. That money has supported me and my mother, but the medical bills are a little too intense for even a bloodthirsty Calypso.

“Have you talked to Christopher?”

“Tonight. I have an invitation to the Tanglewood Historical Society’s Annual Gala.”

She groans. “You’re going to run the gauntlet?”

“It was the only way I could find him. He wasn’t at his office.” I hesitate, a little uncertain whether I want to ask the next question. There’s something intimate about my encounter there, more intimate than it should seem for talking to a stranger with the conference room door open. “Have you met Sutton Mayfair?”

“No, but I’ve heard about him. He’s new on the scene, so naturally all the old-money girls are obsessed with him.” Her voice turns speculative. “Apparently he’s very sexy.”

“If you like that Southern-boy charm.” Which apparently I do? I haven’t had much exposure to that in LA or New York City, but turns out it’s seductive in a visceral way. It was easy to friendzone the artists at Smith College. Easy to roll my eyes at the ambitious business students, enough like Christopher Bardot to make me hate them on sight.

Harder to ignore the masculine confidence inherent in Sutton Mayfair.

“It’s more than an act. He grew up on a ranch, so you know…” Her voice sounds like pure wickedness as the words trail off.

“So he likes mucking stalls?”

“He’s probably good with rope, I was going to say.”

That makes me laugh when I didn’t think it was possible, not in my current mood. This is why Avery is my best friend. She can make me laugh even when I’m walking the figurative plank over a circle of rabid sharks. “I’m absolutely one hundred percent positive I won’t be finding out whether he’s good with rope.”

“Never say never.”

I remember the heat in his blue-sky eyes and shiver with remembered response. “I’m going to the gala to see Christopher. I doubt I’ll even talk to Sutton there, especially if he has the old-money girls flipping their hair to get him into bed.”

“Okay,” she says cheerfully, clearly not believing a word.

“And even if I did talk to him, I have no interest in going to bed with some overmuscled Neanderthal who looks amazing in a suit. I like my men more… enlightened.”

“Mhmm. I’m going to have someone send over this dress I ordered online but haven’t worn yet. It’s red and shimmery and it will look incredible on you.”

“I don’t need a dress,” I say, even though absolutely nothing in my canvas carry-on is suitable for a gala. There are sundresses and skinny jeans and paint-splattered pj’s.

“Text me when you get home, or I’ll worry about you.”

“You’re just hoping I give you dirty details, but there won’t be anything dirty. There’s only going to be me telling Christopher he’s an arrogant jerk face, and him bending to my will.”

She laughs. “Okay, but text me anyway.”

The dress arrives an hour later, even more gorgeous than she made it sound. There’s a red silk bodice that makes my modest breasts look impressive in the ornate gold-plated wall mirror. And a black wrap skirt that floats around me like liquid when I walk, revealing an impressive amount of leg. It’s a dress that a modern-day goddess would wear, along with the black and red Louboutins included in the box. In short I’m dressed to kill.


Chapter Three


TEARDOWN AND REBUILD

The gala takes place in the Tanglewood Country Club, a place that charges enough money to its members that the carpet shouldn’t look quite as shabby as it does. It’s a place with more clout than taste, which probably says more about the historical society than they think.

I can hear the gentle hum of voices and clink of glasses from down the hallway. The suited security guard makes me wait while he searches a printed guest list, which I’m not on. Do they really have a problem with party crashers hungry for dry quiche and dry conversation? Maybe it’s been too long since we moved in wealthy circles, because my hands start to sweat. I don’t belong here, at least not in spirit, and even this random stranger knows it.

Only when he uses his phone to check his e-mail does he find my late addition.

Holding my head high, I stride through the room. Avery grew up in Tanglewood, so I’m guessing she knows most of the people in this room. I know basically no one, and I don’t see Christopher anywhere.

There are admiring looks because of the amazing dress.

Curious looks, because of my anonymity.

A familiar drawl slows my step. “Not sure it’s better falling down,” Sutton says, his back turned to me, speaking to an older woman who clearly does not appreciate his words.

“The Tanglewood Library has an important history, and it’s the job of the society to preserve that. We aren’t going to give it to just anyone who moves in with money.”

“It hasn’t been given away, Mrs. Rosemont. I bought it.”

Her face flushes red, and I realize I’ve stumbled into the scene that every single person will be talking about in Tanglewood tomorrow morning. Unless I somehow stop it.

“Do you think money counts for everything, young man? You’ll find that money can’t buy you everything. It can’t buy you a construction permit if we tell city hall not to give you one.”

“He bought it because he values the foundation,” I say, tucking my hand through Sutton’s arm as if I belong there. He stiffens only slightly but doesn’t give me away. “Maintaining the historical integrity is an important part of the Mayfair-Bardot corporate philosophy. They plan to work closely with the society to ensure they do it justice.”

Her eyes narrow. “Then why haven’t they contacted us before now?”

I shake my head, commiserating with her at the cluelessness of men. “They’ve been overly focused on things like paperwork and permits. That’s why they’re here tonight, though. To meet you and ask for your help in doing this the right way.”

“I see.” She looks pissed, but at least she stops threatening him. “The gala is hardly the place to discuss details.”

Sutton clears his throat. “We would be happy to host you at our offices at your earliest convenience. We wouldn’t dream of moving forward without the society’s input.”

“You need more than our input,” the woman says sharply. “You need our approval or you’ll never get the construction permits you need from the mayor’s office.”

I manage to keep a straight face, even though it’s painfully clear that Sutton and Christopher had planned to move forward without the society’s input. It may not have even occurred to them that the society might object—or that they could put in place roadblocks with building permits. I may not know the specifics of Tanglewood, but I know high society. Even if the society itself doesn’t have any power, the husbands of its members certainly do.

Sutton manages to use that Southern charm to win Mrs. Rosemont over, so that she’s blushing and trying not to smile by the time she’s called away by another woman.

“You saved me,” he murmurs the second we’re alone.

The words startle me, because I’m so used to being the one who needs saving. The one who gets saved again and again, even when I don’t want that. It’s an illicit delight, being the one who does the saving. No wonder Christopher likes it so much. “You would have figured it out.”

“I’m a lot better with a construction crew than I am with women.”

Considering the looks he’s getting from around the room, he’s underestimating himself. Even so I have to admit he wasn’t doing so well when I found him. “Were you really planning on restoring a historical site without consulting anyone?”

“It was less of a restoration, more of a teardown and rebuild.”

I groan. “City hall is going to block you so fast.”

“We own the deed,” he drawls.

“And they own the city. You can fight them, but that’s a last resort. Especially for people who are new to the city like you. It’s going to take a while before you have friends.”

He looks at me, mystified. “You made friends with that woman.”

“That’s because I’m interested in people more than money. You should try it sometime.”

A rough laugh, the kind I can imagine beneath a vivid sunset in the country. “It’s always the people who come from money who think it doesn’t matter.”

“It’s always the ambitious ones that crush everyone in their way.”

He pulls me close, and only then do I realize I’m still holding his arm. That we’re locked together in the middle of the ballroom. Everyone is looking at us and pretending not to see. They’ll be talking about the mystery woman tomorrow. “Then I had better keep you nearby, so you can protect everyone.”

My throat tightens. The idea that I can protect anyone… even metaphorically, it’s completely absurd. I’m the helpless one, aren’t I? At least that’s how Christopher Bardot sees me.

A shiver runs through me. I turn to find him behind me, as if conjured from my thoughts. I yank my hand away from Sutton, which only makes me look guilty. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I’m allowed to be here, but Christopher always makes me feel like a troublesome child.

“There you are,” I say lamely.

His eyes are narrowed on me. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you. You must have known I would come.”

“A phone call would have worked.”

“Not when it’s my mother’s health we’re talking about.”

“We should discuss this in private.” He turns to Sutton, and his eyes somehow grow even colder. “How did she even know I would be here?”

Sutton gives a small smile, completely undisturbed by his business partner’s fury. “You didn’t tell me she was skilled in diplomacy. She already smoothed things over with the historical society.”

“For now,” I say.

He studies me, as if looking at me through fresh eyes. Almost. The speculation is gone in a second, leaving only the cold remoteness I know so well. “Follow me,” he says, turning and leaving me to trail behind him.

Sutton holds out his arm, and I realize he’s going to come with us.

Or at least he’s offering to escort me. Does he think I need backup? Looking at his face, I realize he doesn’t. It’s something far more base. Male possession, except he’s asking my permission.

One of these men sees me as competent. The other as a helpless girl. One sees me as powerful. The other as weak. I put my hand in Sutton’s arm and walk side by side out of the ballroom, confirming the suspicion of everyone at the gala. They’ll all be certain we’re together, and the crazy thing is, I’m not sure they’re wrong.


Chapter Four


A TEA PARTY

We find a private room with a handful of old chairs and a fireplace. How many corrupt deals were forged between these four walls? How much money changed hands?

Christopher stands in the corner by the window, his back turned toward us. What does he see? Is he like some conquering warrior, looking at what he plans to take?

In contrast Sutton takes a seat near the fire, one leg slung over the other. His pose is casual, but I’m not fooled. His blue eyes are watchful. He’s a powerful adversary, but I’m not sure who he’s opposing. Christopher? Or me? Maybe the both of us.

We might be enemies, all three of us.

“You stopped payment to the hospital,” I say without preamble. He knows what he did. “I honestly thought you couldn’t sink any lower, but you proved me wrong.”

“It’s not that simple,” Christopher says, his expression grave.

“In case you’re wondering, I would have asked for Daddy’s help with this if he were alive. And you know what? He would have said yes, so don’t pretend this is the high road.”

“The instructions didn’t leave any ambiguity.”

“And you’re such a rule follower, are you? You didn’t even contact the Tanglewood Historical Society when tearing down a historical property.”

“I follow the rules when I agree with them.”

My mouth drops open. “You don’t agree with helping my mom beat cancer?”

“Hell,” he bites out. “That money wasn’t going toward medicine. You were buying a butterfly garden for the hospital. And what was that going to get her? A California king-sized hospital bed? A marble bathroom? A doctor to wait on her hand and foot like a goddamned pool boy?”

“I hate you.” Not the most logical and persuasive argument, but there’s something about Christopher that always cuts through my defenses. He turns me into the wild child that he thinks I am, no matter that years have passed since that night on the yacht.

He runs a hand over his face. “I’m not a monster. I cut off the hospital from taking any more installments from you, but I made sure there was a card on file for her medical expenses.”

“Your personal credit card.”

“Does it matter?”

“I’m not letting you pay for her medicine. We don’t need your charity. It’s my responsibility, and it will be paid for with my money. As soon as you call the bank and tell them to lift the hold.”

Christopher stares at me, and I feel my stomach drop. I know determination when I see it, and it’s there in spades in his cold, black eyes. He’s not going to budge, but neither am I. We’re at an impasse, the same one we’ve been in since that night in New York City.

Sutton clears his throat. “It’s quite a moral dilemma you’ve got yourself.”

“She finds herself in those often,” Christopher says.

“I was talking to you,” Sutton says in that slow drawl that smooths his sharp words, a flowing stream over sharp rocks. “I knew you were mercenary, but this is cold even for you.”

Christopher gives him a sardonic look. “Is there any reason you’re here or do you just like seeing me at my worst?”

I’m mildly appeased to hear that I’m the reason for his worst days, but he looks remarkably composed if that’s true. Remarkably put together in his tux and shiny shoes. He fits into this room better than Sutton does, better than I do, even if he doesn’t respect the order of things.

“I have a solution to propose,” Sutton says. “Something that might appease everyone in the room. We need someone to smooth things over with the historical society. Neither you nor I have the time or the ability to make nice with them.”

Christopher barks a laugh that makes me flinch. “You’re not suggesting Harper.”

“Why is that so hard to believe?” I ask, stung more than I should be. Nothing he says should matter to me. It’s a weakness that it does. “That someone thinks I’m good for something more than shopping or spa days?”

Christopher blinks, looking, for maybe the first time in his life, uncertain. “Is that how you think I see you? You’re a talented artist, Harper.”

“And I’m stuck begging for my mother’s life.”

“She’s in remission.”

“How would you know that?”

Sutton leans forward, drawing my attention away from the man I want to throttle. Unlike Christopher he doesn’t look unmoved by my mother’s situation. Instead there’s a notch of concern between his eyes. “So she is in remission?”

“For now.” There’s a sense of relief, however brief, that someone other than me worries about Mom. That particular load, I’ve carried since I was six years old.

“Good.” He relaxes again, as if he cares about what happens to her. And maybe he does. That’s a normal trait, concern for your fellow human beings. “We have a lot poured into this reconstruction. Everything we have, in fact.”

Christopher makes a quelling motion. “This doesn’t concern her.”

“We worked out a thousand different angles with economics and real estate and legal, but we didn’t consider this. Which is probably why our permits have been tied up in city hall for weeks now. We didn’t realize the power the historical society holds—”

“Unofficial power,” Christopher adds darkly.

Sutton nods. “You saw what we missed in less than a minute.”

“Have you really put everything you have into this?” I know that Christopher doesn’t have as much money as the trust fund. Really, who does? His was a white-collar background, for all that his mother married into my family for a few seasons. But I don’t know what he has, specifically. He’s always refused to take even a nominal salary for the work in managing my inheritance. Which is annoying, really. A nice salary and bonuses for the kind of growth the fund has had should be standard. Why hasn’t he let me pay him for it, if he has limited funds?

“You don’t need to worry about that,” Christopher says, which means yes.

“We have enough for construction,” Sutton says, “which isn’t pocket change. But walking away from the library isn’t really an option with what we’ve put into it. It’s our plan A, plan B, and plan C. There’s no alternative.”

“Why didn’t you put some of the trust fund into it? Like as an investment?”

His eyes flash. “That would be unethical.”

“Like letting a sick woman suffer because you’re a pompous asshole?” He could learn a thing or two about concern for your fellow human beings. He doesn’t care about my mother. And he definitely doesn’t care about me. Unethical. Ha!

“She’s not suffering. Her pain is manageable and her prognosis favorable.”

Surprise locks my muscles tight. There’s a healthy dose of suspicion along with it. “Favorable. That’s what her doctor told me last week. Now I want to know how the hell you know anything about her condition.”

“It’s part of my role as executor to make sure you’re safe.”

That makes me laugh. Safe, because he wants nothing more than to ride in on his damned white horse. He wants to spy on us and then call it protection. “If my mother isn’t allowed a single cent from the trust fund, then she’s not part of your stupid role. You don’t get to have it both ways.”

I turn my back on him to face Sutton, who I’m finding infinitely more reasonable to deal with. The fire burnishes his golden hair, making it seem as if he’s glowing. While Christopher is vibrating with tension and I’m flushed with frustration, he looks merely thoughtful. Those brilliant blue eyes sift through the things we’re saying… and the things we’re not saying.

“I hate to break it to you,” I tell him, “but I’m not exactly rooting for your success here. So I’m probably not the best person to help with your diplomacy problem.”

Sutton seems at ease in the tux and the Queen Anne chair and the stuffy old country club. It’s the kind of assurance that comes from being fully comfortable with who you are. He’s ambitious, but in a different way from Christopher, without the desperate, dangerous edge. His is a pure manifestation of hard work and hard play.

He’s probably good with rope. The words come back to me at this completely inappropriate moment, making my cheeks heat. I have no interest in being tied up, but there’s something about a man so intensely physical that draws me like a magnet.

Sutton leans forward and clasps his hands together, elbows on his knees. His eyes are sharp and as wide-open as a summer sky. “We put everything into this project because we can make even more back. This will change the city. You smooth this over for us, and we’ll buy a whole damn hospital wing.”

“How is that any different than Christopher giving his personal credit card?”

“Because this isn’t personal. It’s business.”

The room feels alive with sexual tension and dark undercurrents. This is intensely personal, but he’s also right in a way. It’s also business—and if I earn that money through my own work, then it’s fair game. As fair as any painting I’ve sold. “Seriously, though. You weren’t even going to call the historical society?”

“And do what?” Christopher asks. “Throw a tea party?”

“As you can see, we need your help,” Sutton says, his expression sardonic.

In that moment I know I’ll be spending some time in Tanglewood. Not only because it will help my mother. Despite what I said before, I do actually care about the company’s success. Christopher and I have too much history for me to be apathetic, no matter how much I want to be.

He could have learned every number in the textbooks at Emerson, but they didn’t prepare him to face off with the righteous Mrs. Rosemonts of the world.

And it turns out that Sutton is good with rope, at least in an abstract sense. With every word he pulls the knots a little tighter. He tugs me a little closer. I’m not sure how I let him ensnare me this way, but already it’s hard to see my way free.


Chapter Five


BASICALLY POISON

“When are you coming home?” Mom says after picking up the phone.

I cringe a little at the word home, but I’m careful not to let my feelings enter my voice. She has more things to worry about than whether her daughter, fresh out of college, wants to live in the spare bedroom. So much has changed in the four years since the will reading, but in other ways everything is the same. “It’ll take longer than I thought.”

She sighs. “Christopher isn’t going to bend, baby.”

“He might,” I say, because there’s no point in explaining the whole thing about the library. It will only stress her out. “Actually he’s being more reasonable. I think if I stay a couple more weeks, we might have it worked out.”

“I don’t need the experimental treatment,” she says for the millionth time. “I don’t want that. I only agreed because you were so adamant. My herbalist has a whole plan laid out for me, to make sure I stay in remission.”

“Mom, you know what the doctor said. A good diet can help you stay strong and healthy, but it’s not going to keep the cancer from coming back.”

“I’m convinced it was all that coffee I drank. I never realized how toxic that stuff is. You aren’t still drinking lattes, are you? It’s basically poison.”

I don’t bother arguing with her, because the poison that caused her cancer changes every week. It was whatever they put in the facials or the chlorine in the gym’s pool. I think in a weird way it helps her feel in control of what’s happening to her body, being able to place the blame on something specific.

“No lattes,” I say, ignoring the empty coffee cups strewn around the hotel room.

“Good. I never want you to go through this.”

Worry is a hand around my chest, because mostly Mom doesn’t complain about how she’s feeling. She tuts and fusses and worries but she never just yells, this fucking hurts. I wish she would actually; it seems like that would be cathartic. This is the way she tries to help me, but the doctor was very clear on her chances for staying in remission. Which are high.

“I actually need you to do me a favor,” I tell her, feeling guilty that I need this from her. There’s only so many times I can wear paint-splattered clothes to the office. “Can you throw some clothes in a box and overnight them to me? I didn’t pack enough.”

“Oh,” she says, sounding relieved. She likes it when I need her. “I can do that. What do you need, more jeans? A few bras.”

“Nicer things, if you can find them. Some evening clothes. And there’s this black skirt somewhere in the back. No pressure, don’t spend too much energy on it, okay?”

“Evening clothes,” she says, proving her mind is just as sharp as ever even if her body has wasted away to half its size. She’s always been fashionably slender, but now she’s painfully skinny. “What are you doing with Christopher that you need evening clothes?”

“I’m visiting Bea tomorrow night,” I say, glad to have some excuse. “You remember her? Beatrix Cartwright. The daughter of the famous concert pianist.”

“Of course I remember her,” Mom says. “I’ll send you a few cute dresses to pick from. But Harper, remember to be careful.”

“Beatrix doesn’t bite.”

“That’s not what I mean. Men like Christopher, they can be charming when they want to be.”

“Don’t worry, Mom. He doesn’t want to be.”

Which is probably the only reason I’m safe. In a weird way I’m almost grateful he’s such a pompous asshole. It would be so easy to fall for him again if he weren’t.


Chapter Six


PENTHOUSE

Beatrix Cartwright lives in the penthouse of L’Etoile. We met a long time ago at some party where my pink tulle itched me like crazy and the children mostly tried to stay out of sight so we didn’t get roped into reciting our life goals. Then tragedy had fallen on her family, leaving her orphaned and absent from elite society.

I found her years later on the online artist scene, where I recognized her voice and her hands and her inimitable talent with the piano. Despite her large platform and success, she had managed to stay anonymous—something that made me green with envy. There were memes about my untouchable fortune that I ended up tagged on with unnerving regularity. The Internet has a long memory.

She’s since gone public and found true love in the strangest place. I’m a fan of her boyfriend, Hugo Bellmont, even though he was a high-priced escort when they met. Or maybe because of that.

He’s the one who meets me when I arrive, devastating in his handsomeness, his hair in perfect disarray. It feels perfectly natural that he should kiss me on both cheeks and take my wine offering with a groan that sounds sexual. “Chateau Leoville,” he reads. “Nineteen eighty-nine. Merci infiniment. I love a great Bordeaux.”

I breathe deep, taking in the scent of spices. “It smells delicious, and I haven’t eaten all day. Don’t tell me Bea has taken up cooking?”

“Sometimes she helps me with the vegetables, where her fingers are as efficient with a knife as they are with the piano keys, but today she has been shut into her music room.”

“A difficult piece?”

“She plays it perfectly, again and again. It is the artist temperament,” he says, teasing because he knows I paint. “Never satisfied.”

I stick out my tongue, which only makes him laugh. “Let’s call the temperamental artist to the table, because I’m ready to eat.”

“Oh, but we’re waiting for one more guest.”

“Really,” I say, flopping onto the antique couch with its bits of fluff peeking out. The penthouse is a curious mix of the old world and the new, much like the couple who inhabits it. Though Bea makes limited appearances in Tanglewood since they got together, they’re both very private. I’m curious who else has made their way into the inner circle.

“It’s an old friend,” Hugo says as he stirs some kind of soup on the small freestanding stove. He sounds almost embarrassed, as if he should not have any friends. Or maybe not any old ones.

“From Morocco?” I ask, knowing he was born there.

“Non, he came to Tanglewood around the same time I did. We shared a one-bedroom apartment before either of us could afford anything more.”

I refrain from asking whether this man also worked as a professional escort, but only barely. Maybe he still does that job. I could be persuaded to hire a ridiculously handsome man with nimble hands and an expressive mouth. Knowing Christopher would see the charge is a bonus.

“You will be disappointed,” Hugo says, sounding rueful.

“Can you always read women’s minds?”

He dips a fresh spoon into the sauce and tastes it. “Ah, that’s perfect. Salt and pepper and enough heat that it feels warm going down. And in answer to your question, usually.”

“That must have come in handy.”

“It is…” He searches for a word, looking perplexed. “A curse.”

I have to laugh. “It’s a great loss to the female kind that you’re now monogamous.”

A small bell rings near the elevator, which I assume means someone is coming up. “Well, perhaps you will not be disappointed. Sometimes you remind me of my old friend. It is the way you both seem to be more alive than the average person, more… feeling.”

“That’s also a curse,” I say, a little wry.

The elevator door opens, and none other than Sutton Mayfair walks in. His shirtsleeves are rolled up, his slacks a little rumpled. He clearly has spent a long day at work, maybe solved a great many problems related to economics and real estate and law. From my perch on the sofa I can watch him without him noticing me, not at first.

Hugo greets him with one of those manly back slaps and a French expletive. “A nineteen eighty-five Chablis? It’s truly indecent the volume of great wine we’ll enjoy tonight.”

Sutton takes a few steps into the penthouse and freezes. His expression is blank, which must be what surprise looks like on him. There’s no indication whether he’s happy to see me or whether he wishes he’d never come. No indication whether he likes this white gauzy evening gown, which was included with a few other dresses in the box that Avery sent.

She’s thorough, that girl.

I would have said I had no desire to see either Sutton or Christopher so soon after our country club confrontation, but I can’t deny the beat of pleasure in my veins. Colors seem more vibrant when Sutton’s in the room. The strains of piano through the door more bittersweet. This must be what Hugo meant, that he’s more alive than everyone else. More feeling.

“Harper,” he says, cautious the way he might be around an animal. Careful not to spook me. Do I seem so wild to him? There’s definitely something inside me that wants to be soothed by his large hands. It’s too dangerous, though. He’s too close to Christopher to be safe.

“You already know each other?” Hugo asks. “This is fortunate, then.”

“Fortunate,” I agree, though my voice is faint.

“She’s going to be working with us on the Tanglewood Library restoration.”

“I thought it was going to be more of a teardown and rebuild?”

“She’s changing that,” Sutton says, his voice warm with approval. And gratitude? Somehow I’ve gone from being the troublemaker to the guardian angel. “We’ll need the buy-in of the upper crust if we want to gentrify the west side.”

That snaps me out of my Southern-drawl-induced haze. “The west side? I haven’t spent a long time in Tanglewood, but isn’t that a really dangerous part of town?”

“You won’t be going there unescorted,” Sutton says.

Even though I have no desire to stroll through dark back alleys, I don’t want Sutton to worry about protecting me. It’s too close to what Christopher has done. “I can take care of myself.”

Sutton advances toward me, making my stomach clench. He leans over me, resting one hand on the back of the sofa. He’s not touching me, not anywhere, but I can feel the heat of him. I can scent the male essence of him. It’s an intimate position, his body hovering over mine.

“Don’t mistake me for him,” Sutton says, his voice low.

“Then don’t act like him. No one has to save me.”

“Save you? No, sugar. I want to peel that sexy little dress away from your body and make love to you so hard and so long you’re going to beg. You can’t take anymore, that’s what you’ll say, and if I were a better man, one who wanted to protect you and keep you in a safe little box, I would stop. Except I won’t be done with you for a long time.”

A sound escapes me. It should be a protest, an outrage, but instead it’s a moan. God, he’s making me want this. “You’re making Hugo uncomfortable.”

Sutton gives a rough laugh. “He’s pretending he can’t see anything except his fancy French sauce, but if he thought you didn’t want me, he’d have already given me a black eye. And I’d have deserved it. Do you know why he hasn’t done that?”

Because he always knows what women want. It really is a curse.

I’m tired of having Sutton pursue, not because I don’t want this, but because I do. Why am I holding myself back from him on account of Christopher? It’s in this moment that I can admit that I still want him. Still love him. That’s the only reason I could be thinking about him when another man stands right in front of me. It hurts to admit that, even privately. My fortress of protection against men and their transience, torn down in an instant of self awareness.

The heart is fickle. It doesn’t listen to reason.

But I don’t have to obey my heart when I know it’s wrong. There’s no loyalty I owe Christopher Bardot, and none he would want from me anyway.

I grasp the red silk tie in my hand and pull. A grunt of surprise, and then he’s falling forward. His lips meet mine without any semblance of softness. We’re all determination in this moment, which is more potent than a thousand sweet caresses. More real than a hundred whispered promises.

He deepens the kiss with one arm beneath my head, his other hand against my cheek, angling my mouth to take him better. It’s consuming, this kiss… and public.

A polite cough sounds from a few yards away.

Distantly I realize the music has stopped. It’s almost painful to tear my gaze away from the burning blue eyes staring down at me, made hazy and harsh with desire.

Bea stands just outside her music room, looking scandalized. “We really need to have more dinner parties, Hugo.”

He crosses the room and greets her with a kiss. “Do you have a bit of the voyeur? They do make a beautiful couple.”

“We’re not a couple,” I say quickly, but the objection loses some of the steam considering Sutton is still half over me, my leg draped over his from where I had pulled him close. Roughly I push him away and sit up, shame making my cheeks warm. “I just work for him.”

“But of course,” Hugo says agreeably. “That’s how Bea and I met as well.”


Chapter Seven


GOODNIGHT KISS

With any other couple I probably would have died of embarrassment, but Hugo and Bea have a way of putting me at ease. They share a few funny stories about their cooking mishaps. There are a stack of cookbooks from around the world on a tall shelf. Mostly Hugo is a brilliant cook, but when he encounters an ingredient that’s hard to get, he improvises with mixed results.

“Did you cook for Sutton when you were roommates?” Bea asks.

“I made many packages of cheap noodles.”

Sutton smiles, looking a little distracted. “They were all we could afford at the time, but Hugo used to talk about food. About caviar and foie gras and other shit I’d never even tried back then.”

“And what do you think now?” I ask, twirling the wineglass. A few pours of that Bordeaux, and I’m feeling downright pleased with my short public performance.

Sutton’s blue gaze meets mine. “I’m a simple man.”

“You know,” I say, drawing a little circle on the marble table, “I’m pretty sure that’s not true.”

Hugo laughs. “She has you figured out.”

“Not all the way,” I admit. I’m a little tipsy after helping finish two bottles of wine. Not drunk. Enough to lower my guard, that’s all. “Enough to know that good-old-boy act hides a lot underneath. Tell me something about you that I don’t already know. No, that’s too easy. Tell us something that Hugo doesn’t know about you.”

Sutton looks away, a half smile on his face. Not quite refusing. “And what will I get in return?”

“You’re always looking to make a deal.”

“That much is true. So what are you going to give me, in exchange for this secret you want?”

“What do you want?” The question comes out more seductive than I meant it to, my voice low and thick with desire. He turns me into some other woman, one who doesn’t need to be rescued. One who rescues a man instead.

“A goodnight kiss,” he says in that way that sounds simple but isn’t.

“Only a kiss?”

He smiles. “Only that.”

“Then you have yourself a deal.”

“Aren’t you going to shake on it?” Bea asks, her cheeks pink even though she’s the only one of us who didn’t touch the Bordeaux, her green eyes bright with mischief. “If the deal’s going to be official, you should shake hands.”

Sutton appears solemn as he offers his hand over the table, on top of the empty platter of coq au vin and the brandy-sauce green beans. I grasp the warm strength of him, the rough calluses of him, and squeeze. He gives a gentle squeeze in return. Our bodies can speak a language more fluently than our mouths, communicating, negotiating.

“A good secret,” I warn him, “or the deal is off.”

He considers the final swallow of red wine in his glass, taking his time to come up with what he’s going to share. “There was a horse named Cinnamon,” he finally says.

“That’s your secret?” I mean, it’s an adorable secret. But it’s not enough. “I’m going to blow you a kiss. That’s all you’re getting for that secret.”

He holds up a finger, and I realize he’s tipsy too. “That’s not the end of it. Giving her a name was more wishful thinking. She was wild, that one. Unbreakable. My dad kept her because she was a beauty, hoping one day they’d tame her. But really it was shitty to keep her locked up when she wouldn’t let anyone near her. And then one day I went out to the stable, and she was gone. I checked everywhere—the whole stable and the pastures, but the latch had been moved from the outside, so she couldn’t have gotten out alone.”

This suddenly strikes me as a tragedy, and I realize I should have been more specific. A funny secret. The kind that will make us laugh. Instead something terrible is going to happen.

“Finally found her down by the lake, where the kid who worked as a farmhand in the summer was trying to coax her to keep going. She wasn’t budging.”

“He was running away,” I whisper, recognizing the ache in my chest.

There had been an unfortunate number of times I contemplated that action, not because the streets of LA would have been hospitable but out of pure desperation. But I worried about who would take care of my mother if I left. She would have blamed herself.

Daddy would have blamed her, too.

“His home life was pretty shit. Everyone knew that. Daddy drank too much. Mom worked to pay rent and to stay out of the way. He showed up with bruises that people pretended not to see. But he rode Cinnamon when no one else could go near her. Rode her bareback without getting thrown off and breaking his neck. If the beast weren’t nervous about crossing the stream at the border of the land, if he hadn’t been worried she’d break her leg, he would have been halfway across the county with her.”

“What happened?” Bea asked, looking sick with worry.

Hugo touches her hand, a caress that speaks volumes. “Do not worry. Even Sutton is not so careless that he would tell a tragedy over dinner conversation.”

Then he gives Sutton a look that promises stark retribution if Sutton had really been so careless.

Sutton grins. “Where I’m from, we had more tragedy than comedy. But this story does have a happy ending. I brought the boy and the horse back home, and my dad moved him up from shoveling hay to working with the horses. He tamed Cinnamon before he grew up and left.”

There are tears in Bea’s eyes. “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Hugo makes a clucking sound before pulling her into his arms, onto his lap, uncaring that he has an audience. I could paint them this way, the handsome charmer and the old-world beauty, both of them made hard by the world and soft again for each other.

And then something clicks. “Oh my God.”

“You see it?” Sutton asks, his voice low. “I thought it would just be me, pretending not to.”

“What are you talking about?” Hugo says, a notch between his brows. “Ma belle, are you ill?”

“No, but she does have a condition,” I say, trying to contain my excitement and failing. “Bea, why didn’t you tell me? I hate you! Okay, I’m over it. I love you again. This is so exciting!”

There are many expressions Hugo can wear comfortably—amusement and sarcasm and seduction. I’ve never seen this one. Astonishment. “What?”

Bea’s cheeks are more than pink now. They’re a deep peach, so dark they match her freckles. “I wasn’t sure how you’d react,” she says a little shyly. “We didn’t talk about children.”

Hugo’s mouth remains open. He looks shocked beyond words.

“Not a sip of wine all evening,” Sutton says in that drawl. “Even though I brought the Chablis because she loves it.”

“And she got emotional over the horse story,” I add. “Really, for someone who is famous for being able to read women, you completely missed this one.”

“We never have perspective about the people closest to us,” Sutton says, watching the embracing couple with satisfaction.

Hugo murmurs in French, sounding breathless and adrift. “Un enfant?”

“Are you angry?” Bea whispers.

She might be worried, but I can already see the stirrings of hope inside him. They may not have talked about children, but Hugo is committed to her fully. And a family is exactly what he needs to feel grounded in this life. He kisses her with a passion so raw and charmless it looks like a different man, one without an ounce of finesse. There’s only love.

“We should go,” I whisper to Sutton, who has already pushed back his chair. We make our exit with discreet haste, not a second too soon judging from the way dishes crash as the two move their passion to the top of the dining table.

I’m laughing with breathless anticipation as I collapse against the mirrored walls of the elevator. “She’s going to have a baby! Oh my God, we should make them name it Harper if it’s a girl or Sutton if it’s a boy. We were there when she told him.”

He does this silent huff of amusement. “Sutton is too rough of a name for any child of theirs. Maybe they can name him Harper, even if it’s a boy. It works for both.”

“I like that plan,” I say, grinning because I can’t seem to stop. I blame the wine that I was forced to drink since Bea didn’t have any tonight. My heart beats fast and light, effervescent as a Chardonnay.

The elevator opens to the bottom floor, and I step out—my smile giving way to nerves. There are a hundred people milling around the lobby, but I might as well be alone with Sutton. The way he looks at me, it’s like I’m the only woman in the hotel.

A couple in a hurry jostle me, and Sutton moves to block me with his body. It’s only a small pain, the bustle from a crowd, but he takes it from me. There’s a gentleman underneath all that laconic Southern charm, but it’s different from Christopher. He doesn’t claim to know better than me. He only wants to shield me from any pain. In some ways it’s a subtle distinction, but in another way they’re worlds apart.

“Invite me upstairs,” Sutton says, his voice low and private.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” The words come out unsteady, my body humming with anticipation as if I’ve already agreed to whatever happens next.

“A goodnight kiss,” he says. “That was the deal.”

My lips feel ultrasensitive, even thinking about kissing him. “You didn’t really finish the story. We were interrupted.”

“That’s why you’re going to invite me to your room. Where it’s private.”

A catch in my breath. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

He leans close, pressing me into a corner behind the penthouse’s private elevator. The only people near us are passing by, on their way to a restaurant or a theater. “I’ve been poor longer than I’ve been rich, but you know one thing that stays the same?”

Sex, my mind supplies helpfully. Sex is the same. “No.”

“People underestimate you because you’re different, that’s what stays the same. The way you looked at me and heard my accent and figured you could use me to get to Christopher.”

“I d-didn’t think—”

“Now look at you, so close there’s only linen and silk between us, your cheeks all rosy, your eyes wide. You would let me do anything to you with people a few feet away, but I’m not going to touch you.”

A sense of loss rushes through me, like a hollow opened up beneath an ocean. I may not have thought I was underestimating him, but clearly I had. “Come upstairs.”

Blue eyes flash with triumph. “Lead the way.”

Lead the way, because this is under my control. It’s up to me whether Sutton comes upstairs to my room, whether I use the key card to let us both inside, whether he wakes beside me in the morning. How would his body look, sated and tangled in white rumpled sheets? His skin would be leather-rough everywhere, exposed to the elements from a young age.

Or would he still be velvet and smooth in some places?

We take a regular elevator up to my floor, both of us silent in front of an older couple returning after an early night. The only place we touch is his palm at the small of my back—such an innocent place, that. There shouldn’t be a fire burning, spreading outward, down to my ass and between my legs. His gentle pressure shouldn’t make me think of other ways he could hold me.

Even when the older couple steps out, we don’t move from our assigned spots. My feet have become part of the floor, too heavy to move. He’s immobile beside me.

The dial that tells us which floor we’re on is made of a brass arrow and roman numerals. Nothing so coarse as a digital screen could grace this elevator. A low bell signals that we’ve arrived. The doors slide open.

It’s someone else walking out of the elevator with a warm hand at her back, another body that manages to put one foot in front of the other in high heels.

A baroque mirror hanging on the wall shows a pretty woman beside a man twice her size, his face set in stern lines. They look well matched in an unexpected way, small against his strength, delicate where he’s broad. People underestimate you because you’re different. He’s right about one thing. We aren’t the same. We’re two different elements: water and stone.

At the end of the hallway we come to my room. It’s cowardice that turns my face down so I can fumble blindly through my small clutch. There are twenty million cards in here, none of them the hotel room key. I’m running out of breath even though I’m standing still.

A hand covers mine, and I freeze. How is he so calm at a moment like this? Has he been to a thousand hotel rooms with a thousand other desperate heiresses?

There are small white marks and raised lines. “Scars?” I whisper.

He knows what I mean. “Sometimes knives. Or barbed wire. A few wild animals have got their teeth in me over the years.”

“Is that a euphemism?” I still can’t bring myself to look him in the eye.

Especially when he laughs, low and rough. “Suppose so. You want to take a piece out of me, Harper St. Claire? I think you just might before you’re done.”

Then I do meet that blue gaze, because he has it wrong. “It’s the other way around. I don’t do… this. Whatever this is. I’m out of my depth here.”

It’s like ripping myself open, being so vulnerable with a man. I learned not to trust them early, from the men my mom married, from my father. Sutton could use this knowledge against me.

Those eyes turn dark with tenderness. And this, I realize, is what makes him different. This is the way that I underestimated him. Where he could have been cold and unfeeling, there’s this humanity to him instead. Humanity, but also pure male desire.

“We’ll start slow,” he says, and then his hand holds my face.

“Why me?” I’ve been pursued by men before, but never like this. “Is this some kind of competition thing? Because of my connection to Christopher?”

He gives a rough laugh. “Jesus Christ. You’re beautiful, smart, funny. Your connection to Christopher is the least interesting thing about you. I don’t give a damn who your stepbrother is.”

“I have to tell you something—” The words catch in my throat. “I think… what I mean to say is… I’m a little hung up on Christopher. I don’t want to be. I didn’t even think I was, but sitting there with you and Hugo and Bea, I realized it’s true.”

He’s laughing, the bastard, a silent, shaking kind of laugh. “Do you think that’s a surprise to me?”

I scrunch my nose. “It’s a surprise to me.”

“For your information I knew it as soon as you walked into the boardroom. It was clear from the way you talked about him, but it wasn’t going to stop me. Do you know why?”

“Because you want to have sex with me.”

A slow shake of his head. “I want to have sex with you so bad it hurts. It’s a distraction, the way my cock gets hard every time I look at you. The way I can’t stop imagining your breasts under those little T-shirts you wear. And that dress at the gala. It took every ounce of strength in me not to rip it apart with my bare hands, the Tanglewood Historical Society be damned.”

My breath catches. “A distraction.”

“A distraction, because I’m not only trying to have sex with you. I’m a direct man, honey. And I’m going to be direct about this. I’m courting you.”

“Courting?” My voice sounds faint. What an old-fashioned word. A lovely word. God, it’s a terrifying word.

“That’s what a man does when he’s determined and serious and wants a woman for his own. So yeah, you’re hung up on another man. You work on that little distraction while I work on one of my own.”

That’s the only warning I get before his lips cover mine. There are seconds that I could use to protest. No, I’m not ready, wait. My mouth is stubbornly silent until he finds it.

I gasp my surprise, but he swallows that down.

It feels good to be wanted, uninhibited, without a million reasons why we can’t be together. Without that unbreakable control that makes Christopher Bardot a man without weakness.

Of course I can’t deny that he’s part of this equation. He’s Sutton’s business partner. He’ll find out what we did, eventually. Will he feel regret? Jealousy? I hope so. Maybe that’s small of me, but there’s a much bigger part of me that wants him to finally, finally notice me.

Whatever I give Sutton he takes, even the trembling almost-kiss that seems to be all I can manage. If he really has been with a thousand other heiresses, they must know how to kiss better than this. I’m all rapid heartbeat and heavy breaths and sharp little whimpers.

He doesn’t seem to mind, shifting so his body is closer to mine, a steady presence that manages to soothe me. My back hits the wall of the hotel, and in the cool surface I can make out the gentle embossing of fleurs-de-lis. I’m the princess and the pea, my heated skin sensing even the slightest bump beneath layers of cloth. Who knew she was just turned on?

His hands are on my waist, and I have to move my body, have to gasp against his mouth, hoping he’ll understand. There’s an ache at my breast, and the only thing that will fix it is his touch. He takes the permission with a groan of surrender, cupping me through the filmy fabric of my dress.

On his tongue I taste the wine and the chocolate we had for dessert. I taste the man underneath, something elemental and addictive.

My mind is cloudy with the sensation of him, his touch and his taste. His rough breathing, the proof that I’m affecting this powerful man as much as he’s affecting me. I tug at his clothes, yanking at his shirt as if I can tear it away from his flesh.

“Slow,” he murmurs, his voice rough. “Steady with you.”

Like I’m a horse. The thought makes me laugh, though it’s a little wild. He swallows the laugh, too, drinking me down like he’s been dying of thirst. This stops being about Christopher Bardot and my revenge against his control. It starts being about the very male, very aroused body pressing against me, and all the elemental ways he wakes me up inside.

His thumb sweeps over the curve of my breast, searching, soothing, until my nipple becomes hard. And still he moves his thumb, back and forth, driving me insane. I make little whimpers because I can’t do anything else; we could have done this downstairs. He’s right. It’s terrible, but he’s right. I would have let him do anything, everything, if only it will calm this ache.

“Please,” I say, panting, pulling at the buttons on his shirt. “Come inside.”

He sinks his teeth into the flesh of my bottom lip, like a punishment, and I yelp because it only hurts when he pulls away. His eyes are a deep ocean blue, at the very bottom of the earth. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I say, but it’s really a hiss in the quiet hum of the hallway.

“Because we don’t have to—”

“Oh my God, if you say that you know better than me, I’m going… I’m going to… I don’t even know what I’ll do, but it’s definitely not have sex with you.”

My head falls to the side, because I’m fed up with men who tell me what to do, fed up with myself, because I keep falling for them, and that’s when I see his hand in a fist against the wall. All that frustration pressed against the pretty wallpaper, because he doesn’t want to rush me.

It warms me enough that it’s a surprise when his mouth nips my throat, making me jump. He nips me again, a little lower this time. And then moves the edge of his teeth along my collarbone. There’s something primal about him. Something dangerous and possessive, but he doesn’t use his power to control me. He kisses me lower, between my breasts—and then even lower, on my stomach through the dress. That’s when I realize he’s on his knees.

Somewhere between the kissing and now, this man sank to his knees. He’s on the threadbare carpet, looking up at me. It’s like having a wild animal bow to you in the jungle. I’m panting, afraid to move.

“What are you doing?” I whisper, even though I want to say, Don’t stop, don’t stop.

“The goodnight kiss.”

“We already did that.” My lips feel swollen from what he did to me. It was more than a kiss, more than a claiming. He changed the molecules that form me, made me crave him. An ordinary peck will never be enough after this. Not when I know what’s possible.

He shakes his head, slow and determined. “Not yet.”

Without breaking eye contact he reaches down to the hem of my dress, pulling and pulling the fabric, revealing inches of my bare leg. It’s indecent, what’s happening in this hallway. At the very least we should be inside the room for this, but I can’t bring myself to stop him.

The dress is held up in bunches, the delicate silk spilling from between blunt fingers. I know the exact moment when he sees what I’m wearing underneath—the sharp intake of breath. There weren’t any panties in my carry-on bag to wear with this dress.

I only packed boring, utilitarian things to wear when confronting Christopher Bardot about my mother’s hospital bill. There was no way I could have guessed that I would end up backed up against a wall by this man, my dress ruched up to my waist, exposing my bare pussy to the world—or at least anyone on this floor who decides to open their door.

They would be shocked to see me, not only my bare sex. They would be shocked to see the way my upper body leans against the wall, needing its support, one shoulder strap of my dress fallen loose, my eyes heavy-lidded with acquiescence to whatever happens next. There’s a sense that I’ve done more than submit to him; that I’ve ordered him to his knees. Not with words but by need. Everything about his broad shoulders and his hard features speak of power, and it’s an unspeakable thrill to realize that he bows to me.

God, what power a woman can wield.

One hand holds my skirts while the other runs up the outside of my calf. The inside of my thigh. His knuckles brush my sex, and I let my legs fall open. “Please, I need—”

“I know what you need.” His voice is like the rush of wind between two mountains, something that my body recognizes as eternal, that he was here before me.

That he’ll be here when I’m gone.

His fingers touch me with agonizing lightness, exploring, teasing. Letting me remain open for discovery. Is that part of what makes this hotter, knowing anyone might walk in on us? He has unending patience, even though I can see his arousal in the line of his suit pants where he kneels. I can see the arousal in the haze in his blue eyes, in the hard set of his jaw.

He’s like Atlas, cursed to carry the weight of the world. Strong enough to actually succeed in such an impossible task. Of course that makes me the world—and that’s how it feels, when he leans forward to place a chaste kiss on my thigh.

Higher, higher. He likes to tease me. There’s something playful about him that’s at odds with the burden he carries. Even the gods know how to make light of themselves.

And then he kisses my clit, and I lose the ability to think. My shoulders press into the wall. My hips push out toward his mouth. There’s nothing but his mouth and the magical things he can do with it. I cry out, and the sound of it echoes back to me in the empty hallway.

Even in this he has that terrible patience. That terrible playfulness that lets him nip at my skin, lets him tug and tease me until I’m shameless—pressing myself against his mouth, his nose, his chin, desperate for that friction my body demands.

His laugh surrounds me, piercing the madness that consumes me. “I should leave you like this,” he says, murmuring almost to himself. “You’d fuck yourself against the bedpost all night long, but it wouldn’t be the same. Wouldn’t be enough.”

“You wouldn’t,” I say on an aching gasp. “I’m dying here.”

He looks up at me, and it’s strange that he does have sympathy for me. It’s there in his blue eyes even while his lips shine with my arousal. “Are you?” he asks, his voice not shaking one little bit. Not like mine. “Or I could lay you down on the bed and tie you there, so you couldn’t get off. You’d keep trying all night, this gorgeous body fucking the air, desperate for relief. I could watch you all night.”

“Nooo,” I say, pushing my hips toward him as if that might convince him.

I’m beyond logic right now. Beyond anything but pure undiluted begging. I’ve never been more desperate than in this moment; this is what he’s reduced me to. This is what he holds in his hands.

“Whatever you want.”

And the bastard, he sits back on his heels. His hands fall to his side, somehow more powerful that way, his head looking up at me. He commands this hallway. This hotel. He commands the whole world from his goddamn knees. “Now you’re ready to make a deal.”

“Ruthless.” The word spills from my lips before I’ve thought it through. I’ve known so many men who were ruthless, including Christopher, but never one who’s managed to disarm me as much as Sutton Mayfair. That makes him infinitely more dangerous.

Casually he trails two fingers up my calf and back down. “Yes.”

“Because you’ve been poor longer than you’ve been rich.” It’s made him hungry, and I can’t really blame him for that. I’ve known what it was like to be poor, painfully poor, in small, infinitesimal drips. In the space between my mother’s husbands.

“That,” he says, with a faint dip of his head. “And because I don’t underestimate you, Harper.”

I swallow hard, because I’ve been underestimated all my life. Is that why he told me the story about the little boy who everyone underestimated? Suddenly that strikes me as totally unfair. “You didn’t tell a secret about you. You told me a secret about a wild horse.”

A faint smile. “The secret is that I wasn’t the boy with a family and a ranch. I was the one who showed up with bruises. I was the one who tamed Cinnamon.”

“No,” I whisper.

“I told you, Harper. The story had a happy ending.”

Touching him is as natural as breathing, as inevitable as the ache in my chest. Bristles on his jaw brush my palm. “I wish that hadn’t happened to you.”

“Maybe the moral of the story is that I can tame wild animals.” He’s a little mocking, making fun of himself. I’m the one worried that it might be true.

I snatch my hand away. It would be a lie to say I’m not a wild animal, since I’m considering scratching him in response to the ownership in his blue eyes. “I’m not tame.”

There it is again, that warm persistence that has made him rich when he was poor. It earned him enough money and know-how to partner with Christopher, a man who, for all his many faults, is admittedly a business genius. Not yet, he seems to say without words.

And I’m not entirely sure he’s wrong.

The elevator down the hall dings, and in a startled rush I push down my skirt. I expect to see the disgruntled businessman who’s staying in the room beside me or one of the other occupants I haven’t passed yet.

Instead Christopher Bardot steps off the elevator, his dark eyes narrowing on mine immediately, emotions flashing across his face before he manages to put a cold mask over them all. But I saw them. For that brief second I saw jealousy and anger, and something that breaks my heart—hurt.

In front of me Sutton moves much more slowly, getting up as casually as if he had been sitting at dinner, taking the time to straighten his shirt.

Then, impossibly, he runs a thumb across his bottom lip. And presses it between his lips to savor the taste of it. Of me. It’s the most explicit thing I’ve ever seen in my life, and we’re both fully clothed and covered.

Christopher’s eyes flash. “What the hell are you doing here?”

I’m not the kind of girl that men fight over, am I? I didn’t think so, but there’s leashed violence simmering in the air.

“Do you need it spelled out?” Sutton asks in that drawl I’m coming to realize is a sign of danger. The kind of danger that most people don’t expect from a Southern boy.

“What are you doing here?” I demand, because we’re in front of my hotel room. And what the hell does Christopher think, showing up here at night? Embarrassment threatens to strangle me, but I remind myself firmly that I’m a grown woman. I have every right to do what I want… even though I possibly should have been inside the hotel room.

It’s a question of a few feet, so I hold my chin up.

“I came to talk to you,” Christopher says in a low voice.

There’s a small move, barely discernible, the way that Sutton moves to block me. As if protecting me from Christopher. “You can talk tomorrow. At the office.”

“This is personal,” Christopher says, his eyes locked on mine.

He’s waiting for me to send Sutton away, except I’m not sure that’s what I should do.

If that kiss had been only for revenge, only to crack Christopher’s cool veneer, then it already succeeded. But Sutton made it more than that. He made it about me and him, when I didn’t think it was possible for me to desire another man.

“There’s nothing personal between us. You made sure of that. There’s only money between us.”

For all his rough background, Sutton wouldn’t do anything as uncouth as gloat. He doesn’t say a word or even move a muscle. He’s a monolith, but a sense of victory rises around him—unmistakable. I may as well have written his name on my body with permanent marker; that’s the way these men are taking my declaration.

Is that how I mean it? I don’t belong to Sutton, but God, I was never Christopher’s. Even in my teenage fantasies I should have known better than to hope for that.

“She’s my sister,” Christopher says.

A harsh laugh. “That would be more convincing if I didn’t think you were going to beat off to the image of her leaning against the wall, looking fucked out and hot as all hell.”

“Jesus,” Christopher says, baring his teeth to Sutton in a sign of frustration. “How dare you make this a competition? How dare you use her to get to me?”

The words find their mark inside my heart, sharp and poisoned. I don’t want to be a ball that men throw around for sport. A toy to be put aside when they get bored of me.

Where there had been victory, now there is only menace. How does Sutton manage to exude feelings without moving a muscle? His energy shimmers around him, thick in the air. And now he’s pissed. “How dare you imply that’s the only reason a man would want her?”

All the heat that had been burning through my body leaks into the walls and warms the floors. None of it’s left inside my body. I’m cold. “Is this a game to you?”

I don’t even know who I’m asking. Probably Sutton. I already know what Christopher wants from me, and it’s to save me from myself. Not exactly a flattering sentiment, but a familiar one.

Sutton turns to me, his jaw hard. “He’s going to tell you I’m a bastard.” He cups my face, running his thumb along my lower lip. The same thumb that he used to touch my arousal on his lip. His head bends low so only I can hear what he says. “And he’s right about that. Because a better man would leave you to him. I want you for myself.” His mouth claims mine in a kiss that my body responds to even while my mind is confused. He explores me with sensual leisure, standing between Christopher and myself. There’s no doubt what my body wants when I look up at him with my lips parted and my eyelids heavy.

That’s how Sutton leaves me, leaning against the wall, my limbs weak and my mind hazy from wanting him—from wanting what he was going to do before Christopher interrupted us. I could lay you down on the bed and tie you there, so you couldn’t get off. You’d keep trying all night, this gorgeous body fucking the air, desperate for relief. I could watch you all night. It’s strange that he can make even torture a thing that I long for—that fact seems important. Momentous. Something about man and woman and the ways we break, but I can’t think about anything but the throb between my legs. And the hard look in Christopher’s eyes.

My purse must have fallen to the floor at some point. The cards are scattered across the worn carpet. And there is the hotel key card, the one I couldn’t find before.

Christopher is the one who bends to pick it up, gathering the rest of the contents in a broad sweep of his strong hands. He doesn’t bother handing the purse back to me, which is just as well since I don’t think I could hold anything. Instead he uses the key card to open the door, and holds it open for me.

How strange, that it should feel like a betrayal for me to be with another man when Christopher has rejected me for so long. And strange that he should still be bent on being the white knight.

My mind is too muddled to solve this, so I let him usher me inside. Let him pour me a drink of water from the minibar. Let him sit me down in a chair while he stands in front of me like some kind of strict professor, his eyes intense and a muscle in his jaw ticking.

I know I should be thinking about the trust fund and hospital bills, but all I can hear is Sutton’s voice saying, You’d fuck yourself against the bedpost all night long, but it wouldn’t be the same.

Wouldn’t be enough.

I’m used to the way Christopher distracts me, the way I can’t seem to stop thinking about him even though I shouldn’t. I’m less used to the way I can’t seem to stop thinking about Sutton. What are these men doing to me? Despite all their differences, they fit together as business partners. Both of them are ruthless and so complex they’re going to drive me insane.

“I know you hate me,” Christopher says, and I don’t bother to correct him. I’m not sure I could find the words. I hate you so much you consume me. And now there’s Sutton, doing the same thing. What will be left of me? “And I deserve that.”

“So you’re going to let me pay the hospital?”

He gives me a severe look. “I’m being completely honest when I say that Sutton isn’t good for you. Women love him and he loves them back… for about a week. Maybe two.”

“Then this shouldn’t be a problem for very long,” I say, even though my insides squeeze at the thought of being pushed aside. It almost seems worth it, to experience the wild power of Sutton, even knowing that heartbreak is on the horizon.

“You should stay away from him. Go back to New York.”

“Does ordering people around work well for you? Because I really want to do the opposite of whatever you say.” I would have done the opposite anyway, but now I want to make a point.

He runs a hand over his face. “I’m trying to look out for you. Sutton uses people.”

“You went into business with him.”

Christopher holds the bedpost, a carved wooden bulb that makes me think of dirty things. Maybe I’ll always look at bedposts differently now. “That’s exactly why I went into business with him. Because I’m going to succeed no matter what. No matter what some society thinks about my plans.”

I shake my head, remembering when I saw him in his cabin on the yacht, head bent over his textbook late at night. He’s always been driven. And clueless. “You really do need me.”

“I don’t need anyone.”

The words ring in the silence that follows, an explanation of what came before and foretelling of what happens next. It’s the heart of this man, his determination not to need anyone. Even the people who love him. That’s what I felt for him, once. It took me years to admit it to myself, the reason why I could never get serious with a boy after him.

“Well,” I say softly. “Regardless of whether you need me, here I am. I’m going to do the job Sutton’s given me, and then you’re going to pay for that butterfly garden.”

A notch between dark eyebrows. “Tell me why.”

“That was the deal,” I say, deliberately avoiding the question. It’s easier to deal with Christopher when he’s purely hypothetical. Harder when I place the issue in front of him. He becomes flesh and blood. Vulnerable. Fallible. I don’t want him to be wrong, because I’d hate him. I don’t want him to be right, because I’d have to stop hating him. And that would mean facing what he means to me, which should be nothing at all.

He growls. “You know what I mean. Why do you need to pay for a damn butterfly garden when she’s in remission?”

“You must have been keeping tabs on her to know so much.”

“Apparently they left something out.”

His bluntness makes me laugh, though nothing is funny right now. “There’s a pretty high chance that it will come back, and then we’d have to do it all again. The radiation… God, it nearly killed her on its own. She won’t do it again. She already said so.”

He stares for a moment. “She’ll change her mind.”

My stomach clenches, because that’s what I want. “Contrary to what you think, people don’t work like machines that do whatever you program them to do.”

“She’ll change her mind if it’s the only way.”

“You don’t know her,” I say sharply. “And you sure as hell don’t care about her, so don’t pretend to me. But there is another way. There’s an experimental treatment. A study that’s already full, but they’re going to make an exception.”

He makes a rough sound. “Oh, that’s rich. Trading the chance to live for a new goddamn butterfly garden. Very noble of them.”

“That’s the way the world works. The only reason they even made me the offer is because they knew I could afford it. Or at least they thought I could.”

Christopher turns away, looking out at the dark window. It’s too reflective, showing his silhouette and my shoulders at the forefront of the city. “I didn’t know.”

“It doesn’t change anything, though. Does it?” He’s still not going to let the trust fund pay for the butterfly garden. It has nothing to do with money.

Everything to do with control.

He swings back to face me, at least doing me the courtesy of looking into my eyes when he shakes his head. “No. I can see why that made you grateful to Sutton, the offer he made, but he’s doing this for our project. Or to get under your dress.”

It doesn’t even occur to Christopher that he’s basically calling me a prostitute, suggesting that the only reason I let Sutton touch me is out of gratitude for a job. There’s no anger in me, because even though Daddy made me messed up about men and money, he also helped me understand them.

“What I do with Sutton is my own business,” I say, before adding, “You made sure of that when you pushed me away after the will reading.”

His throat works. “I shouldn’t have been so hard on you.”

That makes me smile, bittersweet. There’s an old thread in my chest, worn and threadbare, one I could have sworn was broken years ago. Trust for the man named Christopher Bardot, that thread. It tugs in this moment, somehow still there. “Oh sure, you should have. Your goal was to make sure no part of that stupid crush survived, and it worked.”

“I do… care about you,” he says in the most awkward declaration ever.

And then I have to stand up, because I’m not the woman who’s going to take orders from this man. He would have to work a hell of a lot harder than that. It makes me angry to hear these things I would have swooned over four years ago. Where was he, then? It’s too late now. I’m older and wiser. And a hell of a lot more guarded. “As a sister?”

He shakes his head, eyes glittering. “Never.”

“As a friend?”

There’s an unsteady laugh. “You were more of a friend than I deserved.”

There’s too much of the old Christopher in those words. Too much of the boy who looked up at the Medusa painting with awe for me to breathe easy. It makes me want to push him away.

“If you wanted to have sex with me,” I say, running a finger down his white collar. “You only had to ask. When I was on the yacht. Or in front of that Medusa painting. I would have done it, Christopher. Don’t you know that? I would have done anything you asked.”

“Hell,” he says, tight and broken.

“I think you did know, but you walked away.”

He looks furious. And despairing. “It was never simple between us.”

“So don’t you dare show up now and tell me who I can touch. If I want to let him press me up against the wall, if he gets down on his knees and puts his mouth on me until everyone on this floor knows what we’re doing, that’s my business. You had your chance.”

My body heats at the words, at the remembered pleasure of Sutton’s mouth on my sex. Christopher looks down at me, as if he can feel the heat emanating from between my legs. His expression turns stark, as if he’s in pain. That’s only fair, because I’m in pain too.

“You deserve better than that,” Christopher says, but there’s no way to pretend he’s talking about Sutton. He’s talking about himself and we both know it.

“He gives me what I want, which is something you might try next time you like a girl.”

“It wasn’t that,” he says, harsh again.

“No?” I step forward and place a hand on his chest, feeling the way his heart beats strong and fast. He may want to be unaffected by me, but he isn’t. I tilt my face up toward him. “You didn’t imagine me naked in the cabin later?”

He sucks in a breath. “You were too young then.”

My words come out as a whisper. “What about now? Will you do what Sutton said—imagine me in this dress when you go home after this?”

“It’s not fucking decent,” he says, even though the silk covers every part of me. It’s a perfectly respectable dress, when it’s not hitched up around my waist.

“You can thank Sutton for this,” I say, because it’s true. He’s the only reason I lean forward and place my lips against Christopher’s, touching them in some terrible attempt to show him what he gave up, to prove to myself that I don’t care about either of them.

Christopher sucks in a breath. For a second I think he’s going to pull away. He stiffens and grasps my hair with his fist. Easy enough for him to stop the kiss. Instead he dips my head back and deepens it, exploring my mouth with his teeth, his tongue. Opening me wider until I whimper. Pulling me close until I can feel how hard he is beneath his slacks.

His other hand fists in the gauze of my dress, and I realize he’s holding me with both hands clenched—one in my hair and one in my clothes. I don’t know whether he’s doing it so he doesn’t have to touch me or because it’s a way to control me without bruising me. He uses both hands to tug me closer; I’m pressed so tightly I can’t imagine getting away.

Where Sutton had been raw sensuality and playfulness, Christopher is pure determination. He kisses me like he’s a conquering army, like I’m made of gold he has to grasp—or lose forever.

I push away from him with a pained cry, because I want to stay in his arms. I want to let Christopher take me to bed and show me how much he can conquer, his way made slick by my arousal for another man. “You should go.”

He pants, his pupils large and dark. “Let me stay. I want to taste you.”

The words are like a cold splash of water on top of my head. Taste me, like Sutton did in the hallway. Taste me after Sutton challenged him that way. Am I only a competition between two business partners, who probably compete over more than women?

This is exactly what I always wanted, having Christopher beg for a night with me. Exactly what I always dreamed, but I can’t trust it. Not when I wanted him to find out about this. Maybe not by walking into the hallway, but I knew he’d eventually find out I kissed Sutton.

Some female part of me knew exactly what I was doing, even if I couldn’t admit it to myself. Now it’s worked, and it’s a hollow victory. Like giving him a love potion and then preening when he falls for me. It isn’t real. None of this is real.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I manage to say. “Bright and early. We can work like people who need money and not from a trust fund. Like people who didn’t almost have sex the night before.”

He flinches, which is what I wanted. For him to feel as cold as I do. “Harper.”

“No,” I cry, losing my tenuous grip on composure. “You had your chance with me. Now you don’t want me to be with someone else?”

“It’s not about that,” he says, but he’s a liar. Like the man on the plane with a secret girlfriend in New York all those years ago. And like Daddy.

That’s what men know how to do: make money and lie to women.

“Get out,” I say, turning away. I’m not even angry with Christopher. I’m mad at myself for letting him in the room. For letting Sutton walk me here. For trusting them even when I don’t have any reason to. Because that’s something women are good at: loving men we shouldn’t.


Chapter Eight


WAKE-UP CALL

I open my eyes and stare at the chandelier lit by sunrise, wondering where the hell I am and why I’m awake. Then the hotel room phone rings again. Briefly I fantasize about throwing it across the room. Or maybe attempting to flush it down the toilet.

Instead I answer with a sleepy, “Hello.”

“Mademoiselle St. Claire, this is your requested wake-up call,” says a voice in lightly accented French. It makes me wonder if L’Etoile hired him only for that accent. They do love ambiance. “At six o’clock. Would you like us to send breakfast?”

“Coffee,” I manage to croak before letting the receiver roll out of my hand. It hangs over the side of the bed, because I’m too exhausted to pick it up.

In my defense I’ve been a college student and an artist for the past few years. Being Instagram famous doesn’t exactly require waking up early. I know without asking that the men will be awake early, regardless of what happened last night, and I’m determined to pull my weight, to actually earn the money they’re damn well going to pay me.

I drag myself out of bed and into the shower, where a spray of hot water finally lures me into consciousness. While I’m inside, I hear the room service knocking.

“Coffee,” I tell the shower wall, and it echoes the word back at me, sounding relieved.

I’m in my towel when I open the door.

Sutton looks ridiculously fresh and awake at this ungodly hour, his suit crisp across his broad shoulders, narrow at the waist. His only saving grace is the cup of coffee he holds, the white lid and green stirrer keeping the heat and steam inside. It’s not from the hotel, this one.

“Bless you,” I tell him fervently, taking the coffee and backing up.

He steps inside with a grin, with absolutely zero shame in his blue eyes as he takes in the tops of my breasts above the towel. “A very good morning.”

My body responds as if he just stood up after kneeling at my feet, his hands on my thighs, his mouth on my clit. Sparks between my legs. Heat in my breasts. My nipples turning hard against thick cotton. “How did you know I’d be awake?”

“I was hoping to find you still in bed,” he admits. “I would have joined you.”

“You’re only a few minutes late for that.”

It’s a struggle to take the little green stirrer out without letting the towel drop, but naturally he doesn’t help me whatsoever. He’s not quite a gentleman.

Not when it means he can see my skin covered in droplets.

“There’s always tomorrow,” he says. “I was going to drive you over to the library, so you can see what’s there before I show you the plans.”

The coffee burns down my throat, the perfect blend of sharp and sweet. “If you bring me coffee like this, you can take me anywhere you want.”

A knock comes at the door. “Room service.”

Sutton gives my body one last look, his blue eyes tinged with regret. “You should probably get dressed. I’ll get the door.”

It’s with a sense of disappointment that I retreat to the walk-in closet, quickly dropping the towel and sorting through the clothes that are in my luggage. It would be nice to have a power suit or something equally professional, but instead I’ll have to settle for a flowing sage green skirt and a white T-shirt that says, You should see my active bitch face.

A quick brush of powder covers some of the freckles that make me look twelve years old. And there’s nothing to be done about my hair, which falls damp and sea-blown no matter what I do. There’s a mirror on the door, and I look at my hazel eyes, wondering what Sutton sees in them.

Sutton uses people. That’s what Christopher said, as if I didn’t know what men want from women. Even if I’ve never had sex before, that doesn’t mean I’m totally naive to their ways. I’ve been to plenty of frat parties. Walked in on one of my professors and his student, once.

And there was that husband of my mother’s, the one who climbed into my bed.

I know what men want from women; I’m only surprised that a man like Sutton wants it from me. Does he think I have more experience than I do? It might be a disappointment when he finds out I can paint a siren better than I can be one.

Sutton reclines on the armchair in the corner, scrolling through his phone. There are probably a hundred emails in his inbox. Phone calls to return. Or maybe he’s looking at his bank balance, counting the money. That seems like something an ambitious man would do.

He looks up, and nothing about his expression changes. At least not that I can discern, but there’s a sense of amusement glinting in his eyes. “You are the most interesting woman I’ve ever met, Harper St. Claire.”

“Oh good,” I say, picking up the coffee he brought me. It’s infinitely stronger than whatever the hotel has in that silver carafe. “I thought you wanted me to be sexy, which was nerve-racking. The interesting thing I’ve been doing for years.”

His lips press together like he’s holding something inside, which I’ve already figured out is an unusual look for him. He says what he’s thinking.

“What?” I say, looking down at my shirt. “Too much?”

He barks a laugh. “God, woman. You’ll be the death of me.”

“Now you’re just being cruel.” I grab my clutch from the nightstand. “Let’s go.”

He follows me, muttering to himself and shaking his head. “Not sexy? If you were any more sexy, I would come in my goddamn boxers.”


Chapter Nine


TWO-MILLION-DOLLAR BATH

I expected a hollowed-out building, maybe one of those abandoned spaces where the earth has started reclaiming the land with ivy grown over cracked concrete. There are enough old places in the west side of Tanglewood for that to be possible.

Instead I find a grand old building with cornices and ionic columns and a wide bank of brass doors set in thick wavy glass. Inside there’s a marble entranceway and a dome stained-glass ceiling. Only a few panes are broken, petals in the flowers that let in shards of sunlight, illuminating a wealth of dust floating in the air. The whole place is done in an art deco style, original work with brass cage light fixtures and stylized roses in the marble floors.

High wooden countertops line the entrance, where intrepid old Tanglewood citizens would go to ask questions before you could ask Alexa anything on your Amazon Echo. Behind the counter is the focal point, a wall carving that’s two stories high—a collage of waves and sky, square-faced men wielding tools and working with the land. It’s a story of triumph, that carving. Even an inch deep in dust and with a bird’s nest hanging loosely off one of the men’s eyebrows, it takes my breath away to look at it.

And through a great curved hallway, shelves and shelves of books.

“Oh my God,” I whisper.

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Sutton says, sounding reluctantly impressed. “Apparently they ran out of funding to pay the librarians, so they just shut the doors one day. Didn’t bother to sell off anything inside or use the building for something else.”

I wander over to a circular file which has little printed cards where people could write requests. There’s one sitting with a half-sized pencil, the words Crossing the Rubicon written on it. They really had locked the doors without any notice or closure.

One day there was a functioning library. A center for knowledge and community.

And the next day, nothing.

I whirl on Sutton, remembering what he told me. “‘This is more of a teardown and rebuild.’ That’s what you said. Are you insane?”

“There’s no money in a library,” he says, his voice gentle.

It makes me think that maybe he mourns the loss of this place, too. Not enough to go easy on him, though. “No wonder Mrs. Rosemont was pissed at you. This is a travesty.”

“That woman has enough money to have restored the library herself if she cared about it that much. It’s convenient that she’s worried about it now that I own the deed.”

“You and Christopher,” I remind him. “You own it together.”

He laughs. “If Christopher had his way, we would have had a wrecking crew already through here. He doesn’t see anything of value between these walls.”

There’s an uncomfortable symmetry between this old building and me. “And what about you? Do you see any value here?”

He looks up at the broken stained-glass windows, his handsome face in silhouette, revealing a place in his nose where it once must have broken. “It’s a beauty, that’s for sure. I thought it would be enough of a tribute to build something grand in its place.”

“That’s not a tribute. That’s—that’s—”

“A travesty,” he says, his voice dry. “You mentioned that. There was an option in the construction plans, an idea I had once to keep the walls and the doors. Even the old style, but most of this would still be cleared to make way for the stores.”

“The stores.”

“It’s going to be a mall. We may not understand the way society ladies work, but we know enough. If there’s a Jimmy Choos over where the picture books are, they’ll come shop.”

“I resign,” I say, tossing the empty coffee cup into a trash that’s half full with crumpled paper. “And I’m joining the Tanglewood Historical Society.”

Sutton doesn’t look alarmed by my declaration. Instead he seems pleased, maybe even a little smug. Typical man. “I knew you were the right person for the job.”

“Because I’m quitting?”

“Because you aren’t going to let us screw this up.”

My skin prickles with that sense of a role reversal again, that Christopher is always trying to save me. That Sutton thinks I can save them both, instead. “I’m serious, though. This place is like magic. You can’t turn it into a mall.”

“We aren’t a charity,” he reminds me, but his voice isn’t a reprimand. Instead it’s like we’re brainstorming, so I let him lead me deeper into the library. “This has to make money or we just took a two-million-dollar bath.”

“No one needs to be that clean,” I agree, secretly shocked that they had poured that much money into this place. No wonder Christopher’s so bent on starting construction. It would take a serious overhaul to turn this place into a shiny mall with luxury shops.

Sutton pauses to look at a row of plaques that has the names of old families. The brass is tarnished and green now. This is what’s become of their legacy.

I walk past him to a great hall that contains books in rows and rows. The dust is dense here, without even the broken stained-glass windows to let in fresh air. It tickles my nose until I sneeze, disturbing the layer of gray on a book beside me. I touch the old cloth spines as I pass, taking away a smudge of dirt with my forefinger, leaving a trail where I’ve been.

The rows are even enough to follow, but the signage less clear. There aren’t any signs above each row to say what’s inside. You’d have to ask one of the long-gone librarians to find anything. I keep walking, gradually coming to understand the system for things. Fiction and nonfiction. Memoirs and reference materials. There’s a large section on history, which is super meta considering this building has become a slice of the past.

My finger touches books that haven’t been read in years, their pages silent in this tomb of a library. Books about the medieval times and the ancient Vikings.

There’s a section about Greek and Roman history. There are a few books I skimmed through in Smith College’s library. Ancient history doesn’t change that much.

One catches my eye. The Goddess of Egypt, it says, with a stylized painting that could only be Cleopatra. At least they’ve drawn her without the asp wrapped around her arm, but she has the classic heavy eyeliner and seductive pose. The Mona Lisa smile.

I flip it open, which sends a cloud of dust into my eyes. They’re watering by the time the page comes into focus. The text is small enough to need a magnifying glass, but a sentence in this random place jumps out to me.

It’s a testament to female power that she was able to create a shadow of her own beside two men of incredible ambition and renown.

Two men of incredible ambition. I have a little experience with that after last night, though I’m not sure how much of a shadow I create myself. I’m not sure I want much of a shadow, considering we know the tragic end that Cleopatra met. History wasn’t kind to women who held beauty and power. I’m not sure the present is much kinder.

“What do you think?” comes a low voice behind me.

I gasp in a mouthful of old air and cough. Sutton stands too close to me, his body warm and imposing, somehow making the aisle shrink. “I think you surprised me.”

“You fit here, which is strange.”

“Strange because I know how to read?” I ask tartly.

“Strange because you’re the epitome of the modern woman, but you look so comfortable in this stuffy old library. I think you’d fit in anywhere, wouldn’t you?”

“That comes from moving every few months,” I say, the words out before I can call them back. I don’t usually share that with anyone. Definitely not a man who thinks I’m beautiful and mysterious. “Not that I minded.”

He looks grave. “Are you going to settle down in New York?”

That’s where most of the people I know have moved. Or places farther away, like Milan or Bombay. Places to inspire an artist’s heart. I never told them that I long for something simpler. Something more like an old library that hasn’t been touched in forever.

“Maybe.” I snap the book shut and carry it to the front.

He follows, a little bemused. “You’re stealing a book.”

A gasp of outrage. “I wouldn’t steal. I’m checking it out, obviously.”

“Should I go behind the counter, then?”

“No one would mistake you for a librarian,” I say, glancing wryly at the elegant lines of his suit. How such a large man manages to move gracefully is something physicians can study. Something old Greek artists would have tried to carve out of marble.

I push aside a swinging wooden door to go behind the counter myself. There’s a time capsule back here, papers in stacks moved only by the wind from above. Old stools with the leather worn, probably old even when the library closed. What had the librarians done when they closed the doors? Had they mourned this place? Someone should have.

Sutton follows me behind the counter, his blunt fingers moving along a carving in the back wall. Leaves create a forest wall made out of mahogany. A place for a tired librarian to lean against between moving stacks of books around.

Finally I find the little cards that they would fill out to lend a book. There’s a place to write the full name and address of the person. A place to write the book information. An optional ten-cent donation check box. Sutton joins me, placing his hand on my waist—such a small touch. It shouldn’t make my heart race.

“Look,” I say, showing him. “You can earn back your two million with this.”

He bends close, his blond hair more golden in this dim and dusty light. “How many books would we have to lend? It’s not as fast of a return as we hoped for.”

A sense of lightness invades my chest because he plays along with me. Does that mean he respects me more or less than Christopher, who rejects my ideas right away? I’m not sure either of them see me as an equal, but they both want my body.

Looking down at the cover of Cleopatra, the artist’s rendition of an overpriced prostitute done with childish ideas of Egyptian fashion, I wonder if that’s all we ever have.

Sutton turns his face toward my neck, breathing in. I turn toward him, my mouth only a few inches away. We could kiss in this place, and it would be almost sacred.

He pulls away, only an inch. Enough. “We can go to the office,” he says, his voice rough. “I’ll show you the plans and then we can talk about next steps.”

So businesslike, those words. Next steps.

I turn so that the counter is against my back and I’m facing Sutton. He could step back, if he really didn’t want this. If he didn’t want me to grasp his red tie and pull. If he didn’t want me to push up on my toes and kiss the corner of his lips.

He groans and opens his mouth over mine. His tongue touches my lower lip, my tongue. He touches me in intimate, warm places, and I can only think about him kissing me between my legs. Especially when his palm lands heavy on my thigh.

“Here?” I ask, but it’s not really a question. It’s more of a command.

His hands grasp me in a brusque motion, pushing me so that I’m sitting on the counter. My legs open with a naturalness that surprises me, and he moves between them. Even with the way his waist narrows, he spreads me wide. His demanding kiss pushes me back, only an inch, enough to unbalance me. My hands fall back to catch me on the dusty stacks of paper.

“Here,” he says as if it’s an order.

Both of us know by now that it’s acquiescence. He’s put me in charge of this thing we’re doing, made me the goddess of this ancient library. It makes me feel powerful when I grasp his hair and hold him steady, biting his bottom lip.

His hips jerk, as if against his will, pressing something hard and long against the inside of my leg. It makes me bite him again, harder this time. How does he do this to me? Make me vicious. As if something dangerous inside him calls to me.

And I know that he’s strong enough to take anything I give him.

“Do you think,” I say, gasping, “there were librarians who did this?”

He moves his mouth to my jaw, making my skin oversensitive with his lips. “God, I hope so. It would have been a travesty to have this counter and not use it.”

When he brushes his teeth along my collarbone, I let my head fall back. I look up at the broken windowpanes, at the too-bright sun. “I didn’t come last night.”

“No?” he asks, nipping at the upper curve of my breast. “You didn’t have Christopher finish what I started? You didn’t tell him to get on his knees for you?”

“He—” I have to pause and search for words as Sutton pushes his hand, blunt and urgent, beneath my panties. “He wanted to.”

That makes him push his clothed cock against me, same as the bite. He likes it when I’m rough with him. We’re both animalistic this way, here in this abandoned place.

“Would you touch me now if I’d let him?”

“Hell yes,” he says, his voice a grumble, those blue eyes narrowed. “I’d show you that I can make it better. I’m not afraid of competition.”

“You like it,” I say, panting.

“Yeah,” he says, and his fingers find me wet and swollen. His lids lower. He presses an open-mouthed kiss on my belly. Lower, lower. “I like competing. You gonna make me fight for it, honey?”

It’s probably wrong to answer yes. There’s some moral weakness inside me that only came to the surface when Christopher showed up at L’Etoile last night. “Would you win?” I whisper.

“No chance in hell I’m letting this sweet pussy get away.” That drawl becomes stronger when he’s turned on. It makes me want to push him further, to see how heavy and thick he can sound. So I spread my legs wider, using my heel on the counter for leverage, pressing myself against his mouth. He grunts his appreciation, spearing me with a blunt finger, and then two. His hand twists and does something inside me, something that makes my mouth fall open.

He pulls back enough to watch his fingers, in and out, in and out.

“Don’t stop,” I moan, pushing my hips against the air.

He laughs against me, the breath of it a terrible tease. “Did it hurt last night?”

“Evil,” is all I can say, especially when he presses a small kiss to my clit.

“My dick hurt like hell,” he says, rubbing his thumb against my clit. “Couldn’t jerk it because it made me wonder if you were with him. So I had to lie there hard as a fucking rock all night, waiting until it was morning.”

“I’m sorry,” I say on a moan, but that’s a lie. The same way he lies to me. I’m not sorry he hurt for me; it feels like the only compensation in this whole confusing situation. That his cock throbs and aches and wants the way my body does.

“You will be,” he says, his voice low and hard-edged. “You’ll be sorry when I spank your ass pink with one of these books. Then maybe you’ll know better than to tease me.”

Surprise squeezes my lungs, because I’m pretty sure he’s only pretending. Or maybe he’s really going to punish me. My body doesn’t seem to care, because I gasp and writhe in his hold, fighting him in this maybe-game we’re playing.

Large hands grasp my hips and flip me over like I weigh nothing. Then I’m bent over the counter where a hundred books must have been lent over the years. A thousand books. More?

I’m defiling all of it with my breasts pressed against the dusty wood and my hands clenching in old paper. He picks something up; I feel the whoosh of air where I’m exposed. I tense, but nothing hits me.

“Don’t worry,” he says in that hard-edge voice that means I should be very worried. “I’m going to warn you before I do it. I want you good and afraid.”

“I’m afraid,” I whimper.

He shows me the book he has—there are stacks of them haphazard on the counter, books that were returned but never shelved, forever in purgatory. It could have been any one of them, but of course it’s The Goddess of Egypt. Stylized Cleopatra looks back at me with her mysterious eyes and knowing smile. I’m going to paint her. I’ll have to paint her, in some way other than in that seductive pose they always use. Maybe she’ll be bent over a table, her body shaking in almost-real fear at the man behind her.

“Ready, honey?” he asks, soft. And I know this is the time when I can speak up. Don’t hit me. I don’t want that. I’m not that kind of woman. But if there’s anything last night showed me, it’s that I don’t know what kind of woman I am. Maybe none of us really do until we have two men fighting for us. Maybe there’s a Cleopatra inside each of us.

“Ready,” I whisper.

The book makes a whistle sound in the air. It winds something up in my body, something that only springs loose when a flat pain echoes through me. I cry out, more from the surprise than the hurt. A large palm molds itself to my ass, soothing away whatever sting was left.

Another whistle; another cry.

It isn’t harder than the jolt of a roller coaster bar against my stomach. It’s not the pain that makes this good; it’s knowing that he’s doing it to me. I’m in this powerless position, because of my lust, because I chose this. Because I chose him.

His fingers find me again, slick and ready. It only takes the barest twist, the smallest circle around my clit before I’m coming apart, my legs shaking, every muscle clenched. Pleasure saturates my mind like the yellow-orange rays of sunlight at dawn, breaching the horizon.

The book drops beside me, right in my line of sight. He wants me to see it.

To imagine the imprint of my ass on the old glossy cover.

A small tear behind me, a rustle of cloth. I clench harder on the papers in my fists as if they’re rope instead of pointless forms.

He’s probably good with rope.

Yes yes yes. He’s so good with it he doesn’t need anything as primitive as fibers and knots. He has me tied down to this counter with pure force of will—not even his own. Mine. It’s my desire that keeps my breasts against the wood, that keeps my ass in the air while he strokes me with callused hands. “One day we’ll have to try a bed,” he says in that voice that pretends to be unaffected. As if I can’t feel his cock throbbing against my thigh.

“Later,” I manage to say in a voice just as bland. “To spice things up.”

A bark of laughter echoes through the library, sending a bird from its nest of dictionaries and Dickens, a flurry of feathers through the largest broken window. My gaze follows the path, even when there’s a wide heat pressing between my legs.

Even when I moan in sudden panic.

He seemed big when I felt him through his slacks, but I wasn’t specifically worried about size. Nature has its own geometry, doesn’t it? That’s what I thought, but now I’m less sure.

He pauses, easing a large hand along my lower back. Settling me back down. “Do you need to come again?” he asks.

The question is so casual, so kind, that I’m struck by my own inexperience. That I could do this in an abandoned library, bent over the counter, with a man who is technically my boss.

“Maybe,” I say, but the word is high-pitched and uncertain to my own ears.

A long silence speaks volumes, like the books that surround us, spilling secrets for anyone who pauses to listen. Or anyone bent over a desk, a heavy hand on her lower back, legs shaking.

“Goddamn,” he whispers, and he sounds just as unsteady as me.

“Are we still going to have sex? Because if not, I think I should probably be standing for this conversation.” I’m babbling a little. Nervous. Exposed.

There’s no hurry at all in his movements. He pulls me up and sets my clothes to rights, using hands that don’t tremble and a body that doesn’t shiver every two seconds. Then he pushes me back so smoothly that I barely realize I’m sitting on the counter again. Mostly I’m sure of it because it no longer feels like I’m about to fall down.

“I don’t want…”

He studies me with infinite patience, his blond hair ruffled. Did I pull his hair when he knelt in front of me? Or is that a natural disarray that happens when he has almost-sex? His voice is calm and solid as an oak tree when he asks, “Don’t want what?”

“Don’t want you to protect me. Don’t want you to be the hero and protect my stupid virginity, which is just a social construct, by the way. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Harper.”

“It’s not something I need to be protected from, like it’s 1580 and I’m a maiden and my virtue has to be guarded by the men in my family.” And I’m so, so tired of being protected by Christopher Bardot. Protected by my father. Protected by these formidable walls I’ve built so I don’t get my heart smashed to bits.

“Harper. I’m not protecting you.”

“And it’s not like—oh. You’re not?”

He laughs, a little rueful. “I’m protecting myself if anything. How do you manage to seem so damned experience when you’re a virgin?”

I make a face. “What does that even mean, experienced? I have life experience. Having a dick inside isn’t some kind of transcendent experience. Only a man would think so.”

“Only a virgin would think it doesn’t matter.”

“Look,” I say, feeling a little manic. Because maybe I had always imagined it would be Christopher. That seems impossibly naive in the light of a broken stained-glass dome. “I wasn’t saving myself for marriage or anything dramatic like that. I just wanted it to be the right place and time. Like an abandoned library, apparently.”

“Like eight a.m. on a Friday.”

“Apparently,” I say, trying to sound worldly. “Maybe I’m a morning-sex kind of girl. I’m not usually awake in the mornings, so I never knew that about myself. See, you do learn things in libraries.”

Sutton picks up the book about Cleopatra and hands it to me. “Come on.”

“More spankings?”

“No,” he says, very severe. Very angry about the virginal spankings. “We’re going to the office, where I’m going to show you the damn blueprints.”

“Work.”

It’s a relief that he’s focusing on work instead of sex.

And a terrible disappointment.

I think out of any man in the world, Sutton Mayfair is the only one who could make me forget about Christopher Bardot. For even two seconds, forget about the man I’ve been in love with since I was fifteen years old. It’s an allure to someone who’s been trapped for so long. A shiny key dangled in front of someone who’s been behind bars.

“You have a lot of work to do if you’re going to convince the historical society to let us raze this place down.”

“You’re not razing anything,” I say, pushing off the counter and pointing a finger at his chest. “And don’t look smug. I’m still turned on, but I’m choosing to ignore that for now and focus on the fact that this library is going to be restored.”

“Libraries don’t make money,” he reminds me, his voice gentle.


Chapter Ten


GOING OUT OF BUSINESS

I’m on the phone with Avery that afternoon, having seen enough architectural diagrams of a modern monstrosity to last me a lifetime. It would be a beautiful mall, one I’d love to shop in if it were located anywhere else in the city.

“What about a bookstore?” I ask, sketching out a Cleopatra reading a book with that Mona Lisa smile on her face. Why can’t she look any other way but sultry?

“Oh, that would be cool,” Avery says, because she’s that kind of friend. Supportive, even when you have dumb ideas. “Aren’t bookstores going out of business, though?”

“There’s really no way a bookstore can earn back what they put into it, not even if they sell a thousand books a day. Besides, it wouldn’t be the same.”

“The same as what?”

“This library… I wish you could see it. You’d just die. And probably find some out-of-print book about Helen of Troy to make you have an orgasm right on the spot.”

“Mmmm,” she says, sounding a little orgasmic at the idea. “What if you create a little museum section in the mall, where it shows some of the old books?”

“So people can put down their slushies and pretzels on the glass case?”

“I don’t understand why they even bought a library.”

“For the location. And a total lack of respect for old books. They think the mall is going to be some kind of commercial revival for the west side.”

She’s quiet for long enough that I know she’s holding out on me.

“Spill.”

“Maybe it really would be good for the city,” she says in a rush. “The books aren’t doing anyone any good collecting dust. An influx of cash from the rich side of the city might be exactly what the west side needs.”

“You’ve been spending too much time with Gabriel.”

“And you still have the books,” she says. “You could sell them and use the money to create a new library. A smaller library that has books and a computer lab.”

“Way too much time with Gabriel. Now you’re practical and boring.”

“I forgot to mention you’re on speakerphone.”

A smile takes over no matter how hard I fight it. “I’m sorry, Gabriel. But I’m sorry in that way where I said something true and I’m only sorry you heard it. You’re rubbing off on her.”

“That’s my favorite thing to do with her,” he says, his voice far from the phone.

It makes me laugh, which is what I needed.

Gabriel is a good man, even if he did buy my best friend’s virginity as revenge. These things happen. The important thing is that he loves her. She only has to blink at something and he’ll pour his fortune into buying it for her. I’m almost certain they won’t end in tragedy, but you never really know with love.

That’s why I’m better off without it.


Chapter Eleven


THIEVES CLUB

The Den is a place owned by a criminal and bastard, so naturally it’s spilling over with patrons when I show up at ten p.m. They wear suits and party dresses, laughter and drinks flowing freely when I step into the foyer. The crowd here is younger and more playful than the gala, but just as rich. Just as powerful in their own corner of the city.

From across the room I see Hugo with his head bent, speaking to Christopher and another man with a shaved head and muscles like whoa. I’ve never met the third man before. He stands and approaches the bar area, so I sidle up to him.

“Hi,” I say, dropping my rose-gold clutch on the mirrored surface.

He looks at me sideways. “Who are you?”

There’s a natural command in his voice, the kind that can only come from having been in charge of men for a long stretch of his life. Military? It’s in the way he holds himself. “A friend of Beatrix Cartwright. And Avery James.”

His eyes are a darker blue than Sutton, more midnight than ocean. “Ah.”

“Ah?”

“You’re the artist. The one Sutton talks about.”

“He talks about me?” My voice comes out high-pitched, because I don’t know whether he talks about what happened in the hallway or what happened bent over on the counter. Either way my cheeks burn hot in the company of this stranger. He’s wearing a wedding band and he doesn’t seem the least interested in me sexually, which only makes it more embarrassing somehow.

“You’re going to save the library.”

“Oh,” I say, relieved. “I’m not sure how, but that’s the plan.”

“Christopher’s going to lose his shit. It was his idea to raze the whole thing down. I think that’s the only way he knows how to make something successful.”

Is that what he’s trying to do with me, tear me down to my roots, to the muscle and bone, to build me into a woman he might actually trust? “That is weirdly insightful, stranger. Almost like you know Christopher really well, but I don’t know you.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. “Blue Eastman.”

“Your name is Blue.”

“Yes.”

“Like it says that on your birth certificate. Blue like the color.”

He laughs a little rusty, like he’s not used to doing it. “That’s right.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t really move on. Was Green in the running? If you had been born with green eyes, would you be named Green?”

“Probably.” He pauses, accepting a beer that the bartender sends his way. “Do you want anything? Sutton will be annoyed at me that I bought you a drink.”

“An old-fashioned,” I tell the bartender, a pretty young woman with strawberry-blonde curls and twinkling eyes. “And I’m paying for it.”

Blue takes a sip of beer and then considers the amber liquid. “My father had brown eyes. Black hair. My mother had dark skin and even darker hair.”

“Babies have blue eyes,” I whisper.

“Not in my family. At least that’s what my dad said, for all that he didn’t know shit about genetics either. So he named me Blue to punish my mother, to always remind her that he knew.”

“Wow. Did she actually…?”

“Until the day she died, she maintained that she had never cheated. Which either makes her a dedicated liar or very bad chooser of husbands.”

Love is a terrible monster. It seduces you like a siren, pulling you closer even though you know you’re going to be smashed to bits against the rocks.

“I’m sorry.” What a terrible way to grow up, knowing that every time your parents looked at you, they were thinking about an indiscretion that may never have happened. Finding the proof in your appearance. “No wonder you left and joined the army.”

“That obvious?”

“Pretty much. But what I don’t know is how you know Christopher. He’s not exactly the hoorah, my-biceps-are-bigger-than-yours type. I say that with complete respect, because your biceps are definitely bigger than mine. And also everyone else’s.”

“We’re… friends,” he says, the word almost foreign on his lips.

“I didn’t know he had friends.” Except for Sutton, though I wouldn’t have used the word friends. They’re business partners, sure. Enemies maybe.

Blue nods toward the group of armchairs in the corner where Hugo and Sutton are still talking. “The four of us. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but we sort of ironically, but not ironically, call ourselves the Thieves Club.”

“Is it because you steal jewelry at galas? I’m not judging. Anyone would consider it. There’s a ridiculous amount of diamonds in a single room.”

“It’s something Hugo said a long time ago. That every dollar earned was a dollar we took from someone else. Whether we returned a service for that money is beside the point. The amount of money in the world is finite.”

There’s a rush of air, and then Christopher is on the other side of me, having appeared like some kind of magician. The breath whooshes out of me for a solid five seconds, and when I breathe back in a gulp, the air comes flavored with him—crisp and dark and always so damned comforting when I shouldn’t be comforted by him.

“Until the government prints more,” he says, the educated economist inside him sounding like Daddy, which unnerves me and comforts me even more. Goddamn it.

Blue tips his glass of beer in greeting. “Though if we took those freshly minted dollars, we really would be the Thieves Club.”

“We’ll call that plan B,” I say, accepting my old-fashioned from the bartender with a murmured thanks. “The gala seems like an easier mark, really.”

Christopher is faster than me, sliding a twenty across the mirrored counter before I can pull money out of my clutch. It makes me scowl at him, because it’s an extension of the way he tries to control me—handing out and withholding money according to his own code.

“I’m not grateful,” I tell him, taking a gulp of the drink.

“I don’t expect you to be,” he murmurs. “But you don’t need to think about stealing. You’re one of the richest women in the country.”

Blue seems to have evaporated, probably returning to the group of armchairs in the corner. I can’t seem to take my gaze away from Christopher’s dark eyes to check. There’s something different about him tonight, but I can’t figure out what.

He looks a little less forbidding.

“A lot of good that does me,” I say.

“If you help us push this project through you’ll get the money you want.”

I look down at my drink. Now I understand why men do this, the broody, staring-at-alcohol thing. It’s a moral dilemma, because if I push the project through, I’ll help Mom. But I’ll also destroy something beautiful in the library.

“Sutton told me,” Christopher says, reading my mood correctly. “You’re your father’s daughter. You know there’s no way to make money back on a library.”

“Maybe it can be like the Den. You could serve alcohol at the counter while you check out books. And people could discuss philosophy and sex like a modern-day French salon.”

“It works for the Den because Damon Scott runs it. It’s basically headquarters for his criminal enterprises. Laundering money and selling weapons isn’t in our business plan.”

“He doesn’t sell weapons,” the bartender says.

Christopher gives her a small smile. “You would know.”

She smiles back with a nod that makes her look like royalty. “I like the idea of selling alcohol at a library. I’d buy a glass of wine to sit with a book, but I’m not sure it will make the kind of money you’re looking for.”

“This is Penny,” Christopher says, giving enough weight to the name that I should know who she is. “She’s with Damon Scott. Though I haven’t seen her behind the bar before tonight.”

“I’m trying my hand at mixing drinks.”

“You’re good at it,” I say with a rueful glance at my empty glass.

She laughs, a tinkling sound. “Thank you. Anyway, it’s a good place to eavesdrop on people. That’s probably why Damon started a bar in the first place. He sells information.”

“I don’t suppose you’re looking to get into the information business?” I ask Christopher hopefully, even though I wouldn’t like him half as much if he did. He operates on his own code of honor, which is warped and broken but comes from a good place.

“Fashion and trendy electronics at a high markup would be preferable.”

“I could buy it from you,” I say, which suddenly seems like the best idea. “It would be my personal library, so it follows the rules of the trust fund. And I’d give you whatever you paid for it. More, even. So it would still make money for you.”

“That’s assuming I would sell it to you,” he says, almost gently now. That’s what’s different about him. There’s no derision in his expression. Less coldness in his voice. He’s almost, almost human. And he sounds apologetic, as if he wished he didn’t have to disappoint me.

“I’m not going to beg.” Mostly because I know it won’t do any good with him. I’ve already tried that, when I was far more desperate than I am now.

“I’m not selling it, for many reasons. The location of the library was calculated based on many different factors. We won’t find another place ripe for gentrification like this one.”

“Why do you care so much about gentrification?”

“Because it’s going to make me a rich man.”

“If you had two million dollars to put into it, you’re already a rich man.”

“One million,” he says. “Sutton put in the other half. And a million dollars doesn’t make you a rich man in this economy. There’s more in the trust to maintain the damn yacht.”

“Good Lord. How much does it cost to wax the deck?”

Christopher gives me a half smile that looks so much like him as a college boy that my heart skips a beat. “That depends on how shiny you want it.”

“The library is a monument to knowledge and community and the irrepressible spirit of mankind. You can’t just tear it down and build a mall.”

“Malls are irrepressible. And profitable.”

There’s no way I can save the library. Failure makes my chest feel tight, which isn’t a totally new feeling. Especially when I’m in Christopher’s presence. Why do I always feel crushed when he walks away? And why do I keep seeking him out, even though I know how it will end?

I can’t save the library, but the worst part is I’m not sure I can save the mall project either. We would have to convince the historical society to let us build it.

Another cocktail appears in front of me, sent by the too-knowing Penny with sympathetic brown eyes. I take a large swallow of my cocktail, enough that even this top-shelf liquor makes my throat burn.

“You can use the office,” Christopher says. “Invite them over and show them the plans. I don’t mind letting them see, but I’m not going to change a damn thing.”

“There’s the spirit of compromise and community that will endear you to them.”

Penny shines a perfectly clean glass with a rag, managing to look conspicuous as she does it. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I’ve met some of the women in the historical society.”

“Are you friends with them?” I ask hopefully.

“I wouldn’t go that far, but I like to think I know how they operate. And if you bring them into a boardroom and show them documents that are already drafted, they’re going to say no.”

“That’s what I’m thinking, too. And the worst part is I don’t totally disagree with them. It’s a gorgeous building. It should be lovingly restored, not torn down for the land.”

Christopher gives me a dire look. “And Sutton asks why I don’t think it’s a good idea, you being our liaison with them. Maybe because you’re not on our side.”

“I’m not on anyone’s side,” I tell him, annoyed. “I’m on my own side. There’s only me on this side. You and Sutton, you’re not invited.”

A smile plays on Penny’s lips. “Did you hear about the show that’s come to the Grand? It’s sold out on Broadway, with limited tour dates, so it’s a coup that we got a stop. One night only. Tomorrow night.”

The implications run through me like warm water. Mrs. Rosemont may have asked to hear details about the project, but it won’t help to show them to her. Those councilmen that are holding the permits in perpetual review? They’ll nix them for good. “So everyone will be there. Can we get tickets?”

“It’s been sold out for weeks. Damon and I have been looking forward to it since we heard. And I happen to have a couple of extra seats in my box.” She glances sideways where Sutton sits, watching us now with an unreadable expression. “Only two, but we know the owners of the theater. They’ll let us add another chair to the box.”

“Thank you so much,” I say, clapping. “This will be perfect.”

Christopher sounds droll. “I don’t suppose you’d accept money in exchange for the seats.”

She laughs. “Of course not. You’ll owe us a big favor, because if there’s one thing Damon Scott loves collecting more than information, it’s favors.”


Chapter Twelve


GOLD STANDARD

“He has friends,” I tell Avery, on my bed and staring up at the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. I took a cab back to L’Etoile, refusing to let either Sutton or Christopher bring me home.

“He’s probably had friends before.”

“I don’t know.” I remember how he looked bent over his textbook, forlorn and serious and determined. “He may have given his textbooks names and had whole conversations with them.”

“You just never lived in the same city as him,” she says.

“Did you know about this Thieves Club? That’s what they call themselves, Sutton and Christopher and Hugo. And this man whose name is Blue, like the color.”

“Because they steal jewels from the bank?”

“That’s what I asked!” This is why talking to Avery grounds me. She understands me like no one else. Besides she asked for the scoop, which is only fair since she gave me the tip about going to the Den. “Apparently it’s because every dollar they earn is one taken from someone else and money is finite or something.”

“Hmm,” she says. “So he has friends and you met them. Does that mean he’s human now, instead of a big symbolic version of your dad you can hate?”

“Don’t psychoanalyze me,” I say in a singsong voice. “Two can play at that game and you sold your virginity in a public auction, so you’re always going to be weirder.”

That earns me a laugh. “So you’re going to the theater tomorrow.”

“And I still have no idea what I’m going to say to Mrs. Rosemont. Hey, the library is a gorgeous piece of history. Can we have your blessing to burn it down?”

“Burning it seems inefficient. Won’t there just be a wrecking ball or bulldozer or something?”

“In my head it’s going to be burned like the libraries at Alexandria. And then Christopher will fire me. And Sutton will spank me. And my mom probably won’t even do the experimental treatment even if I can get the hospital to let her in after this.”

“There will be other libraries,” she says gently.

I swallow down the acid that threatens to come up, ruining the pretty lace bedspread. “You’re right. The treatment is the most important thing.”

This reminder could not be more important. The treatment is more important than making Christopher Bardot jealous. More important than seeing if Sutton Mayfair can be the man who might actually replace him in my heart. More important than the library and painting and anything else in the world. That’s the kind of focus that gets things done.

It’s the kind of focus that’s kept me alive in the cold years since the will reading. Having some goal set for me, however impossible it seemed. Making a living for Mom while going to college. Finding some peace despite the mockery the media made of us.

The butterfly garden was a natural extension of everything that came before. Useful and elaborate and slightly over the top.

There will be other libraries. “Is this how men feel when they sell their morals?”

“It’s how I felt,” she says, and I know she’s thinking of her time at the Den.

“I’m sorry. I wish you’d have come to me then.” She’s able to laugh about it now, mostly because that’s how she found Gabriel Miller. It was terrible at the time.

“And I wish you would fly to the Emerald right now instead of going there tomorrow. We can eat popcorn and watch Mean Girls and talk about how boys suck. And then you can tell me about Sutton spanking you, which I did not overlook by the way.”

“There was possibly a thing with a dusty old book.”

“Oh my God.”

“And a library counter.”

“So you guys are officially… you know. Doing it.”

“We’ve done some things,” I say, as breezy as if I’ve done every single thing on the sexual menu. Repeatedly. “Not all of them. He’s very skilled with his hands. And his mouth.”

Avery doesn’t precisely know that I’m a virgin.

She thinks I’ve had sex because she knows I go into bedrooms with frat boys and let them hang socks on the door, so it’s a reasonable assumption. But I’ve perfected the art of listening to their troubles and keeping all my clothes on. I’ve also perfected the art of a hard kick to the balls in case one of them gets particularly persuasive.

Like I told Sutton, I don’t think one particular act matters that much. I never thought I was saving it for marriage, but in my head, when I touch myself at night, it was always a dark head of hair and black eyes that looked down on me. Always the same.

No matter how much I hated him, Christopher was always the gold standard.

“He’s fun to play with while I’m in town,” I say, still casual, because I’d like to have casual virginity-removing sex with Sutton. Then I can stop the stupidity of imagining Christopher being my first. “Not anything serious.”

“Oh my God, Harper.” She sounds scandalized. “Two men?”

“No,” I correct sharply. “There’s only one man. Even that is temporary.”

Temporary, the word my mother used to describe my father’s wives. And her husbands.

Nothing lasts forever.

“Two men,” Avery says, insistent. “There’s always been something between you and Christopher. Mostly you two have never stayed in the same city long enough to do anything about it. And now he’s seeing you with his business partner…”

Seeing me with my dress up around my waist, my sex exposed in the hallway while his business partner licks my pussy. “Nothing is going to happen.”

“But call me when it does.”

“I’m literally never going to call you again, because nothing is going to happen.”

“Okay,” she says, not believing me for a second. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

I hang up with an exasperated smile, tossing the phone onto the nightstand. I’m feeling a little punchy without any of my supplies with me, but I don’t want to make a trip to the art store.

For one thing I don’t think the concierge would take kindly to me splashing oil-based paint all over their antique furniture and old wallpaper. I also don’t want to imply, even to myself, that I’ll be staying in Tanglewood for longer than a few days. I’ll sort out the issue with the Tanglewood Historical Society and be back in LA with my mother and her new treatment and my brushes.

The only thing of interest in the hotel room is the book on Cleopatra, which is more interesting than the cover could possibly imply. There’s intrigue in here about her life, going beyond her experiences with Julius and Antony. Chapters and chapters from before she was ever a glint in their eyes. The making of a powerful woman, through the only means available to her.

Those men, who wanted her for her body. And her mind?

Did they think they were in love with her?

She was more than a pretty face to them, this much we know. They used her, and she used them back. And in the end she outlasted them both, so maybe that’s the moral of the story.

It ended in tragedy for all three of them, though.

Maybe that’s the true moral of the story.


Chapter Thirteen


MY FATHER’S DAUGHTER

The Grand fits its name with a gorgeous fountain in the front and ornate carving along the front that’s been lovingly repaired with plaster. Old trees surround the property like an embrace. A thick red carpet covers the cobblestone close to the entrance.

“See?” I tell Sutton, who looks ridiculously handsome in a suit. “This is how you treat a place with history. You don’t blow it up into a million pieces.”

“We aren’t going to blow up the library,” he says, that rough voice underlaid with amusement. “And besides, I don’t think this is the example we should follow. The Grand used to be a strip club.”

Through an arched doorway I can see gilded wood box seats and a wide stage. “And you know this by rumor only, I’m sure. It’s not that you would have gone to a strip club yourself.”

He laughs in a fully masculine way that does not confirm or deny anything. “I work with the construction company that did some of the restoration.”

It’s almost impossible to believe that this place was anything but a theater. It’s cleaner and more elegant than some of the theaters I’ve been to on Broadway, which maybe isn’t saying much. “Some businesspeople clearly value culture.”

“Ivan Tabakov values beautiful women,” Sutton says. “Especially the beautiful woman he married, who was herself a stripper until they converted it to a theater. Or back to a theater, I should say, since that’s how it started.”

“That’s what the mall would be,” I say, quiet so only he can hear.

“A strip club?”

“I’m not judging the women who worked here, but there’s a reason they converted it back. Because desperation and money and sex are not the answer.”

“Hey,” he says, laughing silently. “Leave sex out of this.”

I look at the ceiling, at the dark wood beams and the faded pink textured wallpaper. They’re original to this place; I can feel it in my bones. “I’m not bashing malls or strip clubs,” I say, still looking up. “I’m not even bashing money, but it’s a problem when you have to destroy something beautiful to have them.”

When I glance back at Sutton, his expression is grave. “What other beautiful things have you seen destroyed?” he asks softly.

I don’t answer him, but I think he already knows. My mother’s dignity. My own innocence. The better question is, what beautiful things does money not destroy? It touches everything with its dirty hands, marking us, leaving us weaker than before.

“There they are,” he murmurs, nodding toward a box to the right of the stage.

It’s the one with the best view, of course. The best view of both the stage and the rest of the theater. Seats fit for royalty. Penny transformed from a bartender in a crisp white button-down to a gorgeous asymmetrical lilac gown of different textures. The man beside her must be Damon Scott, the angles of his face severe as he surveys the crowd.

And beside them is Christopher, murmuring softly to Damon. Probably making a backroom deal. That’s why men come to these things, isn’t it? It’s an excuse to do business.

Of course I can’t blame the gender, since that’s why I’m here.

“Wait,” I say, when Sutton moves to escort me toward the stairs. Half the seats are full with people settled in, chatting and flipping through the program. The other half of the seats are still empty, waiting for the people who are milling around or still out with their glasses of champagne.

It takes a few minutes, but finally I spot Mrs. Rosemont when she turns to glance up at the balcony. She’s sitting with an older man who I’m guessing is her husband. They have seats right up front. Not quite as glamorous as the box seats, but definitely expensive.

Sutton gives me a curious look but lets me lead us down the row toward them. Maybe he thinks I’m going to sit down and have a chat with her about the library in the ten minutes before the curtain rises, but I’m about two percent more subtle than that. Instead I stand in the aisle, half turned away, flipping through the program they gave us at the door.

Finally the couple beside the Rosemonts stands and makes their way to the exit, probably taking a potty break so they don’t have to stand in a monumentally long line during intermission.

“Excuse me,” I say when they reach us, sounding nervous and flushed, which isn’t that difficult since I’m trembling. “I know this is forward of me, but my brother’s in the show tonight.”

I spin a story of my brother, the understudy, who’s been part of the cast since they started touring. But this will be his first show. They gave us seats, of course, but they’re all the way up in the boxes. I want him to be able to see me when he looks out at the audience. There are little touches I pulled from the program—a name of an understudy and the part he’ll play.

The woman looks only a few years older than me, and not particularly pleased at the idea of switching seats. She seems the suspicious sort, which is reasonable considering I’m conning them. It’s when the husband sees exactly which box they’d be in that things change.

“Is that Damon Scott?” he says, trying to hide his excitement.

“Oh, he’s very kind. He’s the one who gave us the seats. But my brother will be disappointed if he can’t see me in the audience. I promised to wave at him.”

So that’s how we end up sitting next to the Rosemonts.

I can feel Sutton shaking with laughter beside me, but he manages to hold any words inside. “You hired me to do a job,” I tell him under my breath. “I’m doing a job.”

“I have no complaints,” he murmurs, his hand finding mine.

I let him hold my hand because that’s the part we’re playing for Tanglewood society right now. Not because it feels warm and comforting for him to rest my palm against his. Not because it’s strangely sensual for him to rub his thumb along the outer edge of my hand.

The lights dim without me exchanging a single word with Mrs. Rosemont. We watch the show, which I fully intend to enjoy since I haven’t seen it yet. The rave reviews are fully deserved, and I’m laughing and gasping along with the rest of the audience.

She notices me first during intermission, but I’m careful not to look her way. I feel her think about saying something to me two different times. Didn’t we meet at the gala? she would ask.

But she’s silent and so I don’t say anything either. Patience.

It’s in the final act that things really progress, and by that I mean—I cried. Twice. The show is a gorgeous tragedy, and there are tears streaming down my face. The program is clenched in my hands, almost torn apart by the strength of my emotion. Sutton looks stoic beside me, but I know he’s moved by the way he holds my hand.

Mrs. Rosemont is crying, too. When the curtain falls and the actors take their bows, she and I are among the first to rise to our feet, clapping our hands as hard as we can, trying to convey everything we felt and lost and learned in such a basic, universal sound.

It’s only when the lights go up again, and everyone streams out the doors, that she turns to me. “You’re the one who wants to tear down the library,” she says, her eyes tinged red.

“I don’t.” Lying works well for getting someone to switch seats with you. For something like this, honesty is the only way. “I’d love to restore the library, to see it in its glory.”

“Then how can you…” She glances at Sutton but must think better of what she’s going to say about him. He sits with his ankle over his knee, looking supremely relaxed and confident in a theater. He would look this way in a stable or a boardroom. That’s because it comes from inside him, that certainty that he’s right where he needs to be.

“I love the library, but it’s not doing anyone any good with all the books molding and the wood rotting. And no one, not Bardot and Mayfair, not the city of Tanglewood, is going to pay the small fortune it would cost to repair it.”

She sniffs. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to condone a mall.”

“What I’m proposing is something that will benefit the city of Tanglewood, the history of Tanglewood, more than an abandoned building ever could.”

The wrinkles around her eyes deepen. “What is your plan?”

“We go through the books. Find the ones that are worth keeping and the ones that aren’t. Donate the ones of value to the Tanglewood library system for distribution or display.”

“That’s not enough.”

This feels like more than an interest in historical restoration. It feels personal. “Tell me why,” I say. “Tell me why the library is so important to you.”

She studies the velvet curtain, clearly deciding how much to tell me. Secrets are a form of currency. “I went to that library as a child.” A pause. “It was more than a place for books, you understand. It was the place you could learn things, no matter what family you came from. No matter how much money you had.”

“There are other libraries.” It’s strange feeling to argue against myself.

“Not like that one.”

“Not like that one,” I have to concede. “But the books can be restored and find new homes in libraries around the city. Bardot and Mayfair would be honored to fund restoration of some of the best pieces, for better preservation and display.”

She mulls that over, her shrewd eyes on the curtained stage, probably imagining how it would look. Not only the value, but the fact that the Tanglewood Historical Society had managed to secure it for the city. It would be a win. “I’ll have to talk about it with some of the others. I’m not making any promises.”

“There was a library I went to,” I tell her, cashing in my own secrets. The times between husbands. “We mostly wouldn’t talk to the librarians unless the computers broke. The machines told us where to find books. Then one day I went in and there was a brand new book about Leonora Carrington, the glue still tacky where they’d put the library label on. I could barely find a few lines and one photo of her work in the other books.”

“An artist?” Sutton asks, his voice soft.

“A painter. A surrealist.” None of those words accurately convey what she meant to me. “She painted mythological creatures, but they’re… they’re these radical statement about existence, about transformation, about sexuality. She’s the reason I believed I could be painter.”

Sutton makes a small sound and squeezes my hand.

“But there was nothing—no store where you could walk in and buy a book about her or a print of one of her paintings. It was like, in the world of money and power, she never existed.”

I don’t share that she was expelled from multiple schools for wild behavior. That she was a revolutionary and a vocal feminist. Her family never understood her desire to be an artist.

Sometimes it’s an act of rebellion to simply exist.

“My father was a carpenter,” Mrs. Rosemont says, her throat working. “Kitchen cabinets and basic furniture, that kind of thing. He never made anything artistic at home. I wouldn’t have known it was even inside him, if it weren’t for the library.”

A thump in my heart. “He made the wall?”

“They paid him twenty dollars for the whole project.”

“Oh my God. I can’t believe your father made that. It’s incredible.”

She shakes her head. “It broke my heart when they shut down the library. But it’s always been there. Waiting, I think. Waiting for someone who cares enough.”

I look at Sutton, who’s watching me with unreadable blue eyes. He’s waiting for someone who cares enough, maybe. Waiting for me. We might not be able to save the whole library, but we can save the wall. And it will be better—much better to preserve it properly than let it sit in that dusty, abandoned space, exposed to the elements through the broken glass dome.

“As it happens the extraction and transportation of walls has been a subject of particular interest to me. And Sutton’s a carpenter, too. I’m sure we can find a way to pull them off the building and move them…” Where? “Maybe a museum.”

“City hall,” Mrs. Rosemont says, and I know we’ve won.

Sutton gives me a small nod of agreement. We still have to convince Christopher, who I think will be less amenable, but I have to believe I can do it. There’s a cost to what I’m proposing, but nothing in life is free. Being a stated supporter of the society will mean the project has their backing. It might even help smooth along some of the red tape.

This is the way business is done.

Like Christopher said, I am my father’s daughter.

Mrs. Rosemont nods once. “I still have to discuss it with the other members, but this might be the best option. We’ll be in touch with some specifics.”

That’s a nice way of saying she’s going to make us bleed through the nose for some expensive book restorations, but I can’t really blame her. My job is far from done. There will be more negotiations, but this is a solid start.

Sutton stands. “Shall we?”

He helps me up, but my foot has fallen asleep from sitting too long. I stumble a little against the chairs in front of me. It’s Sutton who helps pull me upright, Sutton who keeps me that way when my leg threatens to give out again. Sutton who leans down so that his face is only an inch away from mine, an intimate pose considering we’re sitting in one of the front rows of the theater.

Most of the seats are empty now anyway, but there’s one man at the back. In the shadows. Of course he would be there. I recognize his silhouette immediately. Christopher must have come down from the box seat and waited for us.

I lean on Sutton as we make our way to the back.

Vaguely I’m aware of Mrs. Rosemont and her husband trailing after us up the long carpeted aisle. We’re almost completely alone in such a large space. The stage is silent after being so full of life for the past three hours. Through the archway I can hear the buzz of voices, people excited and a little tipsy, but they seem far away.

Even a few feet away from Christopher, he’s too dark to read. I can feel the tension radiating off him. Is he worried I said something wrong? He steps forward, only half a foot, and I can see his black eyes flash with fury.

“Christopher?” I say, suddenly uncertain. It had felt so natural to make a deal with Mrs. Rosemont with Sutton beside me. This is what I would have done for my father, if he had lived long enough to use me for this. It’s what I was born to do.

“I’ll take you home,” he says, his voice so low it’s almost guttural. The sound of a cello in the orchestra pit, foreboding and grave. It means the main actor is in trouble.

Sutton’s hand tightens on me, and I realize what this is. Another one of their damn pissing matches. I’m not even sure it matters who I am—it could be anything they’re pulling between them. “I’ve got her,” he says, nice and quiet. Lethal in a different way.

“This wasn’t a date,” I whisper. “I’m not going home with either of you.”

Christopher looks away, his jaw ticking. “Of course. We can go to the office instead. You can give me the rundown of what you promised Mrs. Rosemont.”

I take a step back, stung. “We can do that tomorrow morning. And hopefully by then you’ll have cooled down enough not to speak to me like I’m a child.”

A dark gaze slides down my body. The emerald wrap dress suddenly feels like nothing. “You’re not a child, Harper. You know exactly what you’re doing.”

The man was saying a thousand things with the innuendo in his voice, none of it good. I’m struck speechless a moment, wondering how I got to this place. Wondering how I can say anything at all when my throat itches and burns like I might start crying—for a third time tonight.

It’s Sutton who steps forward. “I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with you right now, but you’re going to walk away before I remind you how to speak to a woman.”

There’s nothing leashed about the violence in his voice. He’s about one second from punching his business partner in a public place, even if we’re mostly alone.

Mostly, except where’s Mrs. Rosemont? Is she seeing this?

“Let’s go,” I manage in a harsh mutter, though I’m not sure whether I’m talking to Sutton or Christopher. Maybe I’m only talking to myself. “Let’s just get out of here.”

“Hell,” Christopher says softly. “I’m sorry, Harper.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I lie, because it does. There’s a hole in my heart that proves it does. “We can talk about the library tomorrow.”

He gives a hard shake of his head. “Not that. I’m sorry about the trust fund. I should have let you do whatever the fuck you wanted with it. I shouldn’t have let a dead man control you.”

There’s too much to take in, the fact that Christopher is maybe softening toward me after years of being a hard-ass. The fact that he called Daddy a dead man. Because it wasn’t Daddy controlling me, not really. It was Christopher, all along.

I take a step back, away from him. Away from Sutton.

I’m halfway ready to run down the velvet-covered aisle, to climb onstage and through the curtains. Into a fictional world that’s just as tragic as my own.

Christopher steps forward, fully in the light, and I realize that he’s more than soft. He’s drunk. That’s why he’s saying this. That’s why he’s being a man I don’t even know.

A man I wished existed for so long, it’s painful to see this parody of him now.

“Damn you,” I whisper.

It happens so fast. Christopher reaching for me, his eyes almost translucent. Showing me things I’ve always wanted to see, a longing so deep it reaches through my ribs and squeezes.

And then Sutton blocking him, a swift arm to keep me safe.

I can’t even tell who swings first, not really. A scream escapes me when I see Christopher’s head knocked back in a punch. Then he swings at Sutton. Soon they’re on the carpeted floor, rolling around, their black-and-white suits flying, their eyes fierce as animals.

It could have lasted an eternity, that fight.

Or maybe only a few seconds.

Other men come and tear them away. Dimly I recognize Blue as one of them, looking fierce. And another man, his face so hard-set he looks like stone.

There are tear tracks down my cheeks.

I notice them only when they feel cold in the theater air, the rest of my skin flushed. Finally the men calm enough that they are let loose, both of them panting and bloodied. “This is what we’ve come to,” I say, soundless so no one hears me.

This is what we’ve come to, because of money and sex. Maybe it was inevitable that I would make the same mistake as Mom, but twice as bad.

Two men to trample my dignity instead of one.

Through the shimmer of tears I see Mrs. Rosemont’s face pinched as she looks at Christopher and Sutton. I know what she sees. Two men who are out of control.

And the woman who made them this way.

Our eyes meet, and she lifts her chin. The deal is off, those shrewd eyes tell me from across the room. No amount of book restorations or carving installations will save us now. No amount of money will repair the trust we’ve broken.

I should have let her go, but I imprinted early on humiliation.

“Wait,” I tell her, wiping my cheeks, useless because they must be streaked with black. “I’m sorry. Don’t judge them by this, please. It was a bad night. A strange night.”

“I’m not judging them,” she says, her voice as stiff as starch. “I’m judging you.”

“Yes,” I say, pleading now. “It’s my fault, not theirs.”

I don’t actually know whose fault it is or if blame is a thing we can own. It doesn’t matter, because my heart is with Christopher and his ambition. My heart is with Sutton and the wild horse he tamed. My heart is in that library, but even that I was willing to give up for these two men. Of course it’s love. Only love could hurt this much.

“I was young once,” she says. “So I’ll tell you this. Sometimes you need to walk away. Maybe you don’t see it right now, but those boys are dangerous. They will tear apart anything in their path to get what they want. Even you.”


Chapter Fourteen


MR. VALEDICTORIAN

Blue offers to take me back to the hotel, but there’s a pretty young woman with tired eyes and a large, pregnant belly who waits to the side, so I tell him no. Penny also offers to escort me back, but Damon Scott kind of terrifies me, which is saying something considering the two men who fought each other in front of me.

Sutton’s lip has been split, but when I reach up to hover over it, he doesn’t flinch. Still in shock, maybe, like he’s fallen into the bay and been dragged out. Or maybe he’s fought too many times in his life to be shocked anymore. “I’ll take you home,” he says.

I swallow hard. “I’m not… I’m not the kind of girl that men fight over.”

He shakes his head, a quick dismissal. “That says more about us than it does about you. And nothing good, that’s for damn sure.”

“Does that mean you’re going to apologize to him?” Christopher stands only six feet away from us, leaning against the curved stone edge of the fountain, staring out at the city’s skyline. It shouldn’t be possible to see his expression in this darkness, but I can tell from the set of his shoulders that he’s melancholy. It makes me long for the hard-edged, cold Christopher.

The one who breaks my heart but doesn’t look melancholy.

“No,” Sutton says. “But I’m not going to punch him again. Not tonight.”

“I suppose that’s the best I can do, but I can’t leave him like this. I’m pretty sure he drove here.”

Hard blue eyes study the solitary figure. “We can call him a cab.”

When did it become Christopher against me and Sutton? Maybe from before I even met Sutton. I would have aligned myself with anyone against Christopher. Does that mean what I have with Sutton, this connection, the invisible string that draws me toward him, isn’t real?

“I can’t leave him here,” I say finally, resigned that I won’t figure out the secrets of the heart tonight. “The way he is now. There’s too much history.”

A sleek black limo glides into the courtyard. Sutton’s limo.

I put my hand on his arm, feeling the restraint in his muscles, the heat of his body. “It’s okay. I’ll take an Uber with him. You don’t have to do anything.”

He looks increasingly remote, the more I try to reassure him. “Bring him.”

Into the limo? Sutton may have promised not to punch Christopher again, but I’m not sure putting them in a closed metal box going eighty miles per hour is the answer. “We couldn’t.”

An impatient wave of his hand. “It’s the fastest way. The safest, too.”

I can’t argue with those points, and I don’t really relish waiting for an Uber in the dark, making small talk with a random stranger—or Christopher, who seems like a stranger.

He looks up at the stars as I approach him, unmoving even though he must hear my heels on the cobblestone, the red carpet rolled up and put away until there’s another show.

“Come on,” I say softly. “Let’s get you home.”

“I’m not drunk,” he says, gesturing to the sky as if that proves a point.

“Well, you’re not sober.”

“Go on ahead. I’m not good company tonight.” A humorless laugh bounces off the stone and water of the fountain. And abruptly falls silent.

I put my hand on his arm, feeling his muscles—so different from Sutton. Sleek where he’s bulky. Tense where Sutton is deceptively casual, reserving his strength for when he needs it. “I don’t have a red and white life preserver, but there’s a limo that will work just as well.”

He glances over. “Don’t think Sutton would appreciate that.”

“It was his idea.”

Christopher remains still, considering. I wonder what scales are in his head right now, weighing the cost of being near me and Sutton. Weighing the return on investment of a ride home.

I take a step away, hoping he’ll follow. “Remember what you said to me? Can you climb? I need you to climb right now, Christopher. One rung at a time.”

His eyes are as deep and fathomless as the bay was that night. There might have been sharks in that depth. Or it might have been my imagination, running wild. In the end he stands up and runs a hand through his hair. “We didn’t hurt you,” he says like a statement, even though it’s a question.

“I’m fine.” That’s a lie, but there are no bruises on my skin. Nothing he can see.

On the inside I’m hurt in ways I didn’t know were possible.

It’s natural for me to lie, I almost believe the words myself. From the time I was little I had to tell Daddy I was fine or risk losing my mom. I had to lie to Mom or watch her fall apart. Lying is how I keep the world together. It’s how I survive.

Sutton has the door open for us when we walk up. He stands a few feet to the side as we get in, both Christopher and me in the very back. Sutton slides in toward the driver, facing us. A rap on the roof, and then we’re driving through downtown Tanglewood. We start the drive in almost-silence, only the muffled sound of the tires on the road to soothe us.

“How much of that champagne did you drink?” I finally ask.

“Damon Scott has his own bartender,” Christopher says. “Who kept refilling my drink. And I kept drinking it, which is damn stupid of me. I’ve done a lot of stupid things.”

“Okay, Mr. Valedictorian. Clearly you’re a sad drunk. That’s something I didn’t know about you. And now that I know it, you aren’t allowed to have liquor.”

“He’s never held it well,” Sutton murmurs from the other seat.

“Really?” I ask, curious about this lightweight side of Christopher.

Sutton looks at me, his blue eyes dark across the limo. “It’s not something he does often. In fact this is only the second time I’ve seen him get drunk. The first time—that was the night we met.”

“Hell,” Christopher says. Only that.

“We were at the Den,” Sutton says. “He told me about this woman he knew.”

My throat goes tight, because I know which woman he’s talking about. Which means that Christopher was as messed up about me as I was about him. Part of me had suspected that, but it was easier to think of him as an unfeeling robot-monster instead of a flesh-and-blood man.

There’s no jealousy in Sutton’s blue eyes—well, maybe a little. But mostly understanding. He wasn’t clueless when he stepped between us. Definitely not clueless when he bent me over the library counter and spanked my ass with a book.

“What do we do now?” I ask, sounding lost to my own ears.

It’s Christopher who answers, his voice bleak. “What we’ve always done. We work. We fix what’s broken. We fight for every goddamn penny.”

“Your choice,” Sutton says, softer. “It’s always been your choice what you do here. Whether you go or stay. And which one of us you bring home.”

I swallow hard, because I already know what I’m going to do. For tonight, at least. Christopher has been a rock of ambition the entire time I’ve known him. Whatever the reason, tonight broke him. I’m not going to leave him alone to face this himself.

The limo pulls up to a high-rise condo. I know from the sleek glass and the stiff bellhop who lives here, even before Christopher pushes out of the seat. Where does Sutton live? Maybe not somewhere as rustic as a ranch, but I know he must be able to open a window. Must be able to feel the sun and the wind on his face.

Christopher walks away from the limo without a backward glance. He doesn’t expect me to follow. Maybe he never wants to see me again.

He didn’t shiver alone in my cabin after pulling me out of the bay.

“I’m sorry,” I say, my voice low in the back of the limo.

Sutton’s blue eyes flash. “You’re going with him.”

Part of me wants to reassure him—I’m not going to sleep with Christopher. I’m only going to make sure he drinks a glass of water and falls asleep in a bed. But I don’t owe that promise to Sutton. And I can’t be one hundred percent sure I’ll keep it.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I say instead, four words that mean four thousand things. They mean there’s something between us, Sutton and me. Something deep and sensual and ancient. They mean I’m loyal to him, as much as I can be, but the debt I owe Christopher is even older than that.

Sutton’s grip tightens on the leather enough that it creaks under his hold. He’s a mythical beast, barely held by social constraints. “Let me take you to L’Etoile. Or back to my place. Hell, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

Except being with Christopher is where I need to go tonight.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I say again, softer now. This time the words mean something different. I’m sorry. That’s what they say.

Sutton accepts my apology in cold silence. He steps out of the limo to help me stand, offering his hand when my ankle wobbles on the pavement. Even in anger he won’t let me fall.

*     *     *

I’ve contemplated where Christopher Bardot lives more times than I care to admit. The depths of hell, I would have said once. Looking at the sterile high-rise condominium with its glass surfaces and its black leather, I think I had it right.

In the fridge I find old take-out containers and a bottle of champagne, unopened, that someone must have given him. It takes some searching to find a drawer with some medicine. I pour him a glass of tap water and hand him two Advils. “Take this.”

He swallows it without looking at it close or thinking too hard about it. This Christopher is a stranger, one who does what I ask and apologizes for being a bastard. “Thanks.”

And says thank you, apparently.

I study his dark eyes, wondering if he fell over the side of the balcony when I wasn’t looking and hit his head. “Are you sure you’re okay? Sutton didn’t knock something loose in the fight?”

He laughs, a little distant. “Deserved it, if he did.”

A curved leather couch takes up most of the living space. Christopher stumbles over to it and lies down, and I realize then that I probably won’t have much luck moving him. So I follow him over and sit down by his head, moving a lock of dark hair out of his eyes.

“You scared me,” I say, soft and serious.

He looks up at me. “Same.”

That shakes a silent laugh out of me. “Okay, but I wasn’t the one acting crazy.”

“No, you were the one holding his hand. The whole damn play, that’s all I could see. There could have been an explosion on that stage, and I wouldn’t have noticed.”

My cheeks feel hot. “That’s a shame, because it was an amazing play. About love and betrayal and redemption. About doing what’s right, and all the ways we pay for it.”

“That’s what I saw, too.”

He’s talking about Sutton holding my hand. Is that the love or the betrayal? Maybe it’s the redemption, being saved from the terrible pattern we were in.

“I didn’t come to your condo to have sex with you.”

He smiles a little, his eyes closed. “Didn’t think so. You restrained yourself plenty of other times when I didn’t smell like liquor and hadn’t just ruined your nice business deal.”

“You couldn’t hear that from the back.”

“No, but I saw the way Sutton looked. What did you have to promise them?”

“Some book restorations. Saving the carving behind the library. It doesn’t matter now. She looked pretty pissed about the fight.”

“We’ll push the deal through.”

“How?” I ask, almost soundless.

He hears me anyway. “I don’t know.”

“If you’re fighting the rich old ladies of the historical society, who’s going to buy the designer purses and overpriced shoes when your mall opens?”

He doesn’t answer, and I realize he’s fallen asleep. A lightweight, my Christopher. Or maybe he just drank his weight in vodka in that box.

The linen closet looks downright pathetic with only a spare sheet and a mismatched blanket. I take them both because I’m already shivering in the condo. The thermostat looks like it would require an airplane pilot to navigate, so I cover Christopher with both of them.

He snores. Not very loud, but enough that I notice. A rumble in his chest. That’s an intimate piece of knowledge I never had before, not even when we shared a bed that first night. I was too out of it after my dip in the bay to wake up. Or maybe I heard him and just didn’t remember.

It’s possible that I snore, that he heard me do it that night.

This was his fall into the ocean. Not a literal tumble with a splash in the salt water, but a fall nonetheless. The lowest I’ve ever seen him. How could I not help him back up?

Part of me wants to search his cabinets and drawers to ferret out his secrets. The other part of me realizes that there wouldn’t be any lying around. He’s a man who holds it all behind those dark eyes, locked behind a thousand doors, each as opaque as the next. What would it be like to get behind them? Maybe I’m only now resigned to the idea that I won’t ever know.

His bed is just as modern and impersonal as the rest of the condo, a low-slung floating platform that feels like a boat adrift on the ocean. That’s where I curl up beneath a heavy down comforter. The pillow smells like him, something ineffable I recognize even if I can’t name it, and I drift asleep to the comfort of it.


Chapter Fifteen


HOLLOW VICTORY

The shine of the boardroom table reminds me of the flat white of canvas. It’s a place with promise, where something can be made that wasn’t before. Money, usually.

The first time I was here I was too busy being pissed at Christopher to appreciate the room. In the half hour that Sutton makes me wait for him, I have the time to study the cherrywood table that matches the walls. Made from the same trees, I think. I have the sudden sense that they were built by hand—by Sutton’s hand. That he sawed and sanded these boards. Put whatever this glossy stuff is on top so a sheet of paper can fly all the way across, no friction, all inertia.

There’s a kind of romance to that idea, that he would have carved this boardroom himself.

He’s angry at me, something I would know even if he hadn’t given me the message through the receptionist that he would be handling an important phone call before joining me. Even if he didn’t enter the room with his blue eyes flashing and his body vibrating with tension.

I would know he’s angry because of the way I left him. The way I chose Christopher. At least that’s how it would have seemed to him, and maybe that’s how it is.

He drops something on the table, and just like that, it glides a little. Magic. “Our construction permit which has been on hold for two weeks, finally got reviewed. And denied.”

Of course it did. We pissed off some of the most important people in the city last night, as well as each other. So much for diplomacy. “Did you by any chance make this table yourself?”

A frown. “Safety concerns, at least that’s the claim. I figure if we address them, they’ll just come back with something else. The reasoning is just a technicality.”

“Because I have to wonder, if you did make the table, then you must have made the walls. And who does that? Making walls with their bare hands?”

“We had the construction crew on hold while we tried to push through the review, and now we’re going to have to tell them to wait longer. Indefinitely, maybe. Are you going to actually discuss this with me or just talk about the damned walls?”

“The transportation of walls has become something of a personal interest.”

He wants to say something about the construction crew that will no doubt be important, but he looks over at the wall and blinks. “You move walls the same way, whether you make them yourself or not. With a truck.”

And that wraps up Sutton in a single sentence. With a truck. Something idealistic enough in him to want an office built by his own hand. And something practical enough not to wonder how it will be done. The grin on my face, I couldn’t stop it for anything. “You’re amazing.”

He studies me. “Did you and Christopher keep drinking all night?”

“Slept like a baby, even though his mattress is hard.”

As soon as I say the words, Sutton’s blue eyes turn to frost. I wish I could take the words back, or explain that we didn’t do anything, that Christopher wasn’t in bed with me. Except that there’s voices coming from the reception area. And then Christopher stands between us.

“Good morning,” he says, his gaze detached and his suit impeccable.

He was gone when I woke up this morning, leaving me in his apartment. There was a cup of lukewarm coffee on the counter made with sugar and extra cream, exactly the way I drink it, which was the only sign that he knew I was even there. I ordered an Uber to L’Etoile, where it took a very long shower to feel human again.

Somehow Christopher went from melancholy drunk to determined in the space of a few hours. It’s like there’s a magnet between him and this focused businessman. No matter how far away he slides, he can snap back in a second. He drops a finger on the permit and draws it toward him, reading without expression.

Sutton strolls over to the far corner, where he runs a hand over a knot, his touch familiar and almost caressing on the wood. He would touch cherished skin that way. “We’ll need to appeal,” he says.

“Yes,” Christopher says, pushing away the paper, letting it slide. “It won’t work, of course. And we don’t have much time if we want to stay on schedule.”

“Seems unlikely,” Sutton says, but he adds, “There are a lot of men counting on that income. Would be good to come through for them.”

“There’s a domino effect with getting construction and our contracts with retailers.”

“And we would be in a stronger bargaining position when the construction crew inevitably tells me it’ll take longer. Hard to make the point we’re in a hurry if we’re slow as mud.”

Christopher nods. “So we’re agreed.”

I’m not sure what they’ve agreed to, except that having their construction permit denied is a bad thing for many reasons. I could have told them that. Then they look at me, and I realize that I’m going to play some part in getting this resolved. That’s only fair considering it’s the reason why I’m here, but I’m going to need more than clipped words.

“Mrs. Rosemont was really mad, you guys.”

Christopher gives me a half smile. “I’ll go to city hall. I have a few contacts there I’ve been working. A few angles that might help this go through.”

“Bribes?” Sutton asks.

“It looks like we’ll need them. Which means we don’t have money for those thousands of book restorations and moving the damned wall. Corruption doesn’t come cheap.”

“Wait.” But I’ve already lost control of the situation. I lost it last night when the first punch was thrown. Or maybe I was foolish to think I could control men like this.

This was also supposed to be the ticket to my mother getting the experimental treatment. That money will go to rich men instead, making them richer. Which strikes me as completely ordinary, all of a sudden. That’s how things have always worked in our lives.

Christopher looks at me, seeing right through all my worry. His eyes soften a fraction. “You did the work we asked you to, better than I could have predicted. I’m the one who fucked things up. Your mother isn’t going to have to pay for that. We’ll pay for the butterfly garden.”

He’s probably right, being a bastion of ethics and correctness. It still feels like a hollow victory. I don’t want to take money they need for construction. The only thing I ever wanted was to spend the money I already had. I never should have agreed to stay here.

Christopher’s forehead furrows. He doesn’t say anything, though. Nothing to reassure me. And he certainly doesn’t offer to let me use the trust fund.

“I’ll call Victor and the construction guys,” Sutton says. “Try to work out some kind of contract negotiations so they don’t walk away and start another job.”

Christopher nods and leaves without a backward glance. I watch the back of his head as he goes, those broad shoulders, the determined way he leaves, like a man going to war.

Sutton doesn’t look at me either as he sets up a meeting time on his phone.

For two men who couldn’t pay enough attention to me last night, they sure are avoiding me in the morning. It doesn’t do nice things for a girl’s self-esteem.

“Our fault,” Sutton says, sensing my guilt.

They fought over me. Does that make it their fault? Or mine? We were so close to having the society’s approval. “The table is beautiful,” I tell him, touching the smooth edge of it with my forefinger.

His blue gaze follows my touch. “Yes.”

It’s not beautiful like Medusa with her blue-green lips and serpent hair. She tried so damn hard to be understood. Wanted that more than anything, but the men she spoke to kept turning to stone.

The table is different. It doesn’t need to say anything. It just is. Like the earth and the sun and all the vibrant things in between.

“I just keep thinking… why didn’t I see this when I came here the first time? How beautiful the table is and that you must have made it yourself.”

“You didn’t know me then.”


Chapter Sixteen


BATTLE STRATEGY

The founder of L’Etoile was a woman who called herself French royalty, but rumor is that she ran a brothel in Paris. Maybe both of those stories are true.

It makes me wonder if every old building has some dark sexual secrets, irreverent to the beauty of the place. Maybe there was a deviant sex club that met in the library after hours. I could look through those shelves for months, for years, and not uncover every secret the building holds.

I won’t be here long enough to find out.

Christopher managed to push through the permits with bribes and threats and who knows what else. The books are going to be dragged to the landfill, the carved wall torn down like plaster.

I’ll be on a plane out of Tanglewood before it happens, because I can’t stand to watch that kind of beauty destroyed. Not like I’m doing them any good here anyway. I may as well go back home, where I can at least make sure Mom is eating proper food instead of whatever berries-and-twigs diet her herbalist has come up with.

Maybe it will be as useful as the experimental treatment I didn’t get her into.

A knock comes at the door while I’m packing. So they got my awkward little resignation text, the kind you send when you were never really working for someone in the first place. It’s tempting to pretend I’m not in the room, but I’m a grown-up, damn it.

Besides, a perverse part of me wants to say goodbye. Even without knowing whether it’s Sutton or Christopher—I want to see whoever’s on the other side of the door one last time.

I open the door, and Sutton stands there looking like sunshine, vibrant and so bright it’s hard to face him. A half inch of scruff from a long day of work, some of it spent in the sun. Hercules in the flesh, powerful and unreachable and just a little bit mortal.

“Did you come to say goodbye?”

He prowls into the room. That’s his answer, but I already know he didn’t come to say goodbye. This isn’t the kind of man to break my heart and make it easy to leave. Is that what I find so appealing about him? Or maybe it’s the way his muscled body looks in a suit. Hard to say. There’s a lot to love about Sutton Mayfair, for some other woman. Some woman who doesn’t have a plane to catch tomorrow, even if it makes my stomach drop to think about.

His blue gaze lands on my suitcase and then moves away. An obstacle, to a man who must take pleasure in tearing them down. It’s strange that I’m hoping he succeeds even while I steel myself to fight him. That’s the kind of perversity that comes from having parents that loved and hated each other. From being the rope they tugged back and forth for almost two decades, leaving me frayed at both edges.

I might hate the way Christopher pushes me away, but at least I’m used to it.

“How’s your mother?” Sutton asks, throwing me off guard.

That’s probably on purpose. Some kind of battle strategy. Make her think you care about her. Then do something terrible. “I talked to her this morning. She tried to make a kale smoothie but forgot to put the lid on the blender, so it sprayed everywhere.”

His gaze meets mine, so direct and clear it steals my breath. “I thought that might be why you’re leaving. If she weren’t feeling well.”

“She’s doing great,” I say lightly. “Kale is a cancer killer.”

He watches me without a change in expression.

“That’s what her herbalist says.” And suddenly it’s too personal to talk about, vegetables and remission and the sinking fear that I’m going to lose her, too. That’s when I’ll be all alone. When you’re forever held taut from both ends, the most scary thing is to be let go.

Steady blue eyes seem to know that. “There’s unfinished business between us, Harper. It’s not over because you sent a text message.”

He doesn’t ask me to stay. Maybe he knows that would make me run faster.

“I’m sorry if you thought…” I have to clear my throat, pretending to be stern and unfeeling. I’m playing a part right now. The part of Christopher. “If you thought there was something between us. It was just a little fun. A little…kissing.”

My denim shorts might as well be made of flimsy lace, my black tank top completely see-through. That’s how it feels when he looks down my body at the places he touched. At the places he kissed—especially between my legs.

His gaze lingers there, and I turn liquid. It’s a travesty to call what he did to me kissing. He turned me inside out. Made me feel golden and silky and hot. There’s alchemy in his fingers and his tongue. He turned me into a river of precious metal.

That was before I sent him a text that said, Thanks for the memories, but I think it’s best for all of us if we part now. PS. I’m keeping the library book.

He settles on the edge of the high, lace-trimmed bed. It should be incongruous, a rough man against something so delicate. It should be ridiculous, instead of like he belongs there. “Do you know, I thought you were in love with Christopher? When I first met you?”

My throat is suddenly dry. We can invest money and destroy buildings. We can change the landscape of a city, but God, not talk about our feelings. That isn’t how it’s done.

Sutton doesn’t care how things are done.

“You could have asked,” I manage to say, my voice only a little shaky. “I would have set you straight. There’s nothing between us.”

He laughs, the white of his teeth bright in the quiet shadows. Only a small lamp on the nightstand lights the room, and it can’t compete with Sutton. “There’s something between you. But it’s the same way you couldn’t see the table and the walls. You didn’t know me then.”

And he knows me now.

I’m afraid to ask. It’s really better if I don’t know the answer, if I only wonder and worry forever, but whenever there’s trouble, I have a way of falling into it. “So what’s between us?”

“Oh, lots of things. Probably love is one of them. Hate, too. Those things go together more than they should. But damn, there’s a boatload of chemistry between you two.”

There’s chemistry here, crackling in the air between Sutton and me.

“We’ve never—”

“Of course not. Anyone can see that. Christopher wouldn’t be walking around trying to tear apart the world with his bare hands if you had. Only a certain amount of denial feels good. The rest just fucking hurts.”

I lick my lips, and his gaze tracks my tongue. “Which one was the hallway?”

Only then do I realize I’ve been walking toward him, walking closer without realizing it. Almost two feet away right now. He’s a burning sun, and I’ve been cold for so long.

“It hurt,” he says, soft and almost dangerous, “reading the text.”

He isn’t diminished by telling the truth. That’s a trick I’d like him to teach me. It doesn’t make him seem weak, that he’s been hurt. Not with his shoulders this broad and his hands this scarred.

It makes me seem powerful, instead.

Powerful enough that I can reach out and touch him—the backs of my fingers against the scruff of his cheek. Soft when I stroke down. Prickly when I push back up. There’s terrain to be explored, to be tested against the will of my body.

My voice comes out a whisper. “I think you did come to say goodbye.”

Not with words.

His eyes tell me no, that he’s not giving up on this, but his body leans into me. That’s something you don’t think about, that the sun doesn’t just burn. It wants to warm you. I let my hand fall to the angle of his jaw, to the place where his shirt opens and reveals bronze skin.

I close my eyes, letting myself feel the joy that threatened when I heard the knock. If I’m honest with myself, there had been joy when I sent the text—thinking he would come for me. Hoping he would. If I could believe in love and trust and sex, if I thought any of it could last, I would have done more than hope. I’ve seen where it leads, and I don’t want to do that to him.

Maybe we can have one night.

You don’t face a lifetime of humiliation and hurt after one night, do you?

His eyelids are heavy now, because he knows what happens next. Some part of him came here to do this with me, because it might be the last chance. It could be the last time I see him, which makes my chest hollow out. That’s the empty space where promises could go.

He hooks two fingers in the waistband of my shorts, bringing me flush against his body. My stomach sucks in and then out, in and out, in and out, sensitive skin brushing bare knuckles. “Are you nervous?” he asks, his voice calm and deep.

It makes me laugh, how un-nervous he seems. I’m made up only of nerves, strung together with dreams and desire and a penchant for trouble. “We’re going to do it in a bed, after all.”

A small laugh. “To spice things up,” he says, echoing me.

The words seem less like a joke now. More prophetic. The library counter had been spontaneous and wild. This is different, almost unbearably intimate.

This close I can see the pale striations set into his blue eyes. I could dabble in a thousand shades of blue and never capture them on canvas.

With a sharp pang, I know that I’ll keep trying anyway.

It will be my new life’s work, this sky.

I don’t see him move. We’re too close for that; I feel him shift against me. Then his hand cups the back of my neck. His lips meet mine. I suck in a breath, drawing the scent of him into my body. He uses the moment to part my lips. There is no coaxing, no preamble. His lips bite over mine, telling me exactly how our bodies will move. His tongue presses inside, insistent. Gentle, his mouth tells me. I’m going to be gentle with you. His hand tips my head back, making it easier for him to reach, keeping me from going anywhere. Gentle and implacable.

It’s like we never stopped that night in the hallway. This is what could have happened after, his tongue still salted from my body. His hand cupping my breast, his thumb and forefinger finding my nipple. A squeeze, enough to make me gasp. And harder, to whimper.

“I want you naked,” he murmurs against my lips.

He’s already had me with my skirts around my waist, leaning back against wallpaper. And he’s had me bent over a library counter. It’s more revealing to let him draw the black tank top over my head. There’s nothing underneath. No bra. Only my skin, flushed with arousal. My nipples hard and ruched from the way he touches me. I jump when those calluses brush the smooth curve underneath. It doesn’t stop him. He does it again, to see the way I move.

“I—I want—” I don’t know what I want, only that it hurts. Is this the good hurt he was talking about? It’s not exactly pain. It’s more like I’m going crazy.

“I’ll give it to you.” He bends his head to my breast, using his palm at my lower back to pull me toward him. His lips on my breast make me jerk—not away. I move closer. And then his lips close on my nipple, wet and hot and somehow bright. A cry comes out of me, a high pitch, a keen that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It sounds like grief, but it feels like heaven. He runs his teeth against my sensitive skin, and I gasp.

What a terrible deception. That he would give me what I wanted, but it only makes me want more. Is this how he feels about money, about power, always needing more?

A knock at the door makes me jump out of his hold.

He lets me. That’s the only way I could have gotten free of those hands that have held wood larger than my body. His eyes narrow on mine, not even glancing at the door. “Tell me you have room service coming.”

I shake my head. “It could be Bea.”

Except she would have called before coming down. Or invited me up, if she knew I was planning on leaving Tanglewood in utter despair, for her to comfort with wine and a fancy cheese plate. Hugo really does make the best cheese plates.

“Stay here,” he says, curt, like maybe it’s his hotel room instead of mine.

“I can answer the door,” I say, except there’s a cool breeze on my breasts. I’m not wearing a shirt, which is probably a good reason not to greet visitors right now. The black tank top somehow disappeared, so I grab a pillow and hug it to my body, facing the door.

Sutton opens the door and faces the newcomer with no surprise.

From the angle I can’t see who it is, but I know based on the low, angry voices that come next. From the cadence of the voice and the rumble of sound. From the excitement in my chest.

“Let him in,” I say, because I don’t want another fight.

Or maybe that’s exactly what I want.


Chapter Seventeen


COMPETITION

Christopher’s dark gaze finds my bare shoulders. He makes a sound like a hiss. I could have touched burning-hot iron to his skin to produce that sound. I want him to see what he gave up those years ago.

Not enough to drop the pillow.

Sutton closes the door and leans against it, apparently content to obey me. Even if I said the wrong command. Maybe that’s what he’s doing, teaching me a lesson.

“Is this what gets you off?” Christopher demands, looking every inch the powerful businessman. This is how he’d be across the smooth cherry table in the boardroom, negotiating a contract, establishing terms. “You want two men panting after your pretty little body?”

It feels like the answer should be no, but the little flip in my stomach means maybe yes. Is that wrong of me? My desires aren’t anything straightforward and numerical. I could paint them, these feelings. They would look like Cleopatra, but she wouldn’t be seductive and knowing. She would be afraid. I’m over my head with these men.

Christopher prowls toward me, and I clutch the pillow tighter as I evade him. It means giving him a glimpse of my bare back, but it’s better than being cornered. He keeps coming at me. I keep stepping back, until I hit something warm and breathing and unmovable.

Sutton.

I’m between both men, caught with only a pillow to cover me. Christopher’s eyes are completely merciless. He doesn’t feel sorry for anything that happens next. When I glance over my shoulder, Sutton looks a little kinder. Enough that he runs a gentle hand along my side, soothing, settling me for whatever comes next.

“What are you doing?” I ask, but it’s not a direct question. Not only for Christopher or for Sutton. It’s for both of them. For the room, which has closed me in.

“Nothing you don’t want,” Sutton murmurs in my ear. When he speaks like that, it’s easy to see why someone would do business with them. They’d stake their entire livelihood on a handshake with this man, his word worth more than a thousand other signatures.

And still my vision wavers, the whole world wavy and ocean-like. Underwater, that’s what I am.

“Drop the pillow,” Christopher says, and he sounds the very opposite as Sutton. The opposite of reassuring. He’s pure danger like this. “Let’s see what we’re paying for tonight.”

A slap on the face couldn’t have surprised me more. I step back into Sutton’s embrace, holding the pillow tighter. “I’m not a prostitute.”

He gives me a cold smile. “I’m not going to leave cash on the dresser, Harper. For many reasons, not the least of which is that you don’t need the money.”

If he had coaxed me for hours, I would have held on to the pillow. This Christopher, I know very well. This Christopher I know how to fight. I toss the pillow aside, casually, as if I’m naked in front of two men every day. “I wouldn’t be a prostitute, even without my trust fund.”

Christopher’s gaze doesn’t drop. He stares into my eyes hard, like he’s saying a thousand things without words. There are probably equations and pie charts in his head. “But I’m still going to end up paying for this.”

“What does that mean?” I ask, even though I know. I’ll pay my own price.

Sutton strokes his hand down the side of my neck. His mouth follows the same path. No wonder he was able to tame a wild horse. I would have followed him to the stream. Would have crossed the county to keep his hands on me. “You tell me to stop,” he says softly. “Tell me to punch Christopher in the face. Whatever you say, that’s what happens.”

Heady, that’s the feeling of power. Addictive. Terrifying. “What if I’m wrong?”

“There’s no wrong,” Sutton says.

Christopher’s lips twist. “If there’s no wrong, then there’s no right.”

I could kill him, this man who was my stepbrother and my former confidant. This man who controls my fortune. Yes, I could strangle him easily and feel relief.

But not before I lose my virginity to him.

“I’m surprised you would share.” I could be speaking to either of them, but it’s Sutton who could have demanded we never answer the door.

Sutton who could have insisted Christopher go away.

His lips move against my neck, an enticement all their own. My skin tightens beneath him. “Do you remember what I told you the first day? In the boardroom? I don’t mind that you have unfinished business.”

Make him suffer all you want, as long as you don’t go home with him at the end of the night. That’s what he said about the gala. Is that what he thinks about tonight? Except I won’t be going home with either of them. “Unfinished business,” I say, unsteady. “Is that what we’re calling this?”

Christopher’s eyes flash. “How generous of my business partner.”

Words fall like pebbles into a large lake, almost soundless. Deceptively small. “That’s what I did with the library, isn’t it?” Sutton’s voice is low and faintly mocking. “You wanted it but didn’t have enough. I helped you do it.”

“Helped.” Christopher tastes the word, sounding hard and accusatory. He looks at the places where Sutton touches me—one hand on my arm, his other on my waist. His mouth less than an inch from my neck. I can feel the soft caress of his breath. “This is how you help.”

“Do you want her?” Sutton says, sounding unconcerned. The way you would ask if someone is having a nice day, polite indifference—you could almost think he doesn’t care. If not for the erection hard and throbbing against my ass.

“I’ve always wanted her.”

The words should be sweet. Maybe for another woman they would be, but they only make me angry. They make me furious. Not the snake-hair kind of fury. This is sly and seductive. It ripples along my skin, turning me into someone else.

Someone who turns her face back to meet Sutton’s lips.

I start the kiss, but Sutton is the one who takes it deep. It’s not a show, the way he licks inside my lips like he’s trying to taste my essence. He must find it, because he groans into my mouth—soft, like maybe he doesn’t want to make that sound. I bite him for it, because my body is wild and feral and wants him to make the sound again.

Only a small part of my mind listens. Any second now the hotel door will open and close. Christopher will leave. For so many reasons he’ll leave. Even putting aside the fact that he never touched me after that night in the art gallery, even ignoring the tense competition between the two men… threesomes aren’t something men do, are they?

Frat boys talk about it at school. Two women, that’s what they want. Bonus points if they’re twins. But never two men, not for ones as confident and commanding as these. They would kill each other, which maybe is the point. This is a gladiator match, and I’m the arena.

The door doesn’t open and close.

A whisper on the back of my hand. On my cheek. It could almost be nothing, except that my skin remembers. I break the kiss to see Christopher tracing my skin, not touching. There’s an expression of fierce concentration on his face. This man can discuss advanced economic theory like it’s the alphabet, and he studies my shoulders, my breasts, the indent of my waist, like I’m a puzzle beyond comprehension.

Those eyes have never been more opaque than now. It’s impossible to imagine what he’s thinking behind black marble. Is he surprised that we ended up here, after hating each other for so long? Or does it feel inevitable, like every sharp word and growled insult has led to this?

That’s what it feels like for me—inevitable. It’s finding silt at the bottom of the ocean after a long way down. I knew it must be here, but I lost hope along the way.

He brushes the backs of his fingers against my collarbone. Lower, lower. Skips over my breasts and touches again at my stomach, making me suck in a breath.

He’s going to make me ask, this man. He’s going to make me beg.

“Touch me,” I whisper.

His eyes meet mine. It’s with cold deliberation that he cups my breast. Tugs my nipple between thumb and forefinger. He doesn’t blink, not even when I ache and squirm in Sutton’s hold.

It’s wrong that I’m held from behind by one man and touched by another. It’s the culmination of everything we’ve done, a physical manifestation of being with Sutton at the theater and having Christopher watch me from his box seat.

Everything more intense and surreal.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Sutton’s voice startles me. He sounds casual, as if they share women every day. As if my breasts are a sunset worth mentioning.

Christopher swallows hard. “Beautiful. I’ve dreamed about them, of course.”

“I think a man would have to be dead not to dream about these.” Sutton runs a hand up my side and cups my breast, the one Christopher isn’t already holding. There are two different hands on me right now. One calloused and square-tipped. The other elegant and strong. It’s pure decadence having both of them touch me. Enough to drive a girl insane, the way they each feel so different, with every stroke telling me, there are two of us, two men, two.

My hips rock forward and back, reaching toward Christopher and then back toward Sutton. I can’t decide what I want, can’t decide who I want, and it hurts both ways.

They guide me toward the bed without discussing it. They became business partners for a reason. Even so different, there’s some part of them that works together. I’m undressed with four hands moving over me, worshipping me, driving me insane.

I’m laid down on the white lace bedspread, my breasts ruched and sensitive, my legs spread by Christopher’s hips. He touches me, careful and sure, finding me wet. One finger presses inside. Two. My body pushes up to meet him, finding the rhythm he feeds me, seeking release.

He pulls away before I can reach climax, making me moan my complaint.

“You want this?” he asks, so soft it might not be important. If not for the way his jaw ticks, for the impossible bulge beneath his slacks, you could think my answer doesn’t matter.

It was always supposed to be you. I bite those words back, because they have no place in this moment. No place in front of Sutton, who leans against the dresser, looking hungry and benevolent. He’s the one granting us this moment. Is this a gift to me or Christopher?

It might not be a gift at all. A Trojan horse, the way Christopher unbuckles his belt with hands made clumsy with urgency, the way my legs fall open against the bed. Enough to destroy the both of us, the way Christopher catches a condom Sutton tosses across three feet.

And then Christopher pushes against me.

His eyes widen. “You’ve done this before. Haven’t you?”

I turn my face away, hiding. A little ashamed. The hand on my cheek is gentle but inexorable. He turns me to face him, his eyes made a fraction lighter.

“Haven’t you?” he asks, soft, even though he must already know. My cheeks are burning. In all the imagined times that Christopher Bardot took my virginity, I never had to tell him.

Never had to admit I’ve waited for him.

“I want this,” I whisper, pulling uselessly at his arms where he leans over me. It might as well be pulling stone columns for all I move him. He’ll make the decision for us.

He leans down to press a chaste kiss to my lips. It feels like goodbye, that kiss, and I push up from the bed, following him, begging him with my body to stay.

I didn’t need to worry. He pushes inside me fast enough that I gasp, hard enough that I arch away from him, stunned and stretched. My hands fist in the bedspread.

“Shhh,” Christopher says, brushing hair away from my cheek. “The worst of it’s over. I’m going to be gentle with you, Harper. I promise.”

It’s a promise that makes my eyes sting, because it can’t be real. He’s determined and hard and cold, but never gentle with me. Except he pulls me into his arms, cradling me, holding me still as he pulls back and thrusts again. My mouth opens in lingering pain, but he captures it in a kiss. It has to be a lie, this kiss, so full of emotion that Christopher can’t have.

Pleasure surrounds me as surely as the dark water around a stone.

I sink deeper with every thrust and every breath. His head falls to my shoulder as he murmurs, “Yes, God. Harper. Like that. You’re so beautiful like that.”

Beautiful. He uses the word, but it doesn’t feel like he’s describing me. Not the way I look, anyway. He’s describing the way I feel around him. The way my secret muscles clench and squeeze, fighting the intrusion. He reaches down to move my hips in some specific way that feels only slightly different, until he pushes in again. Then sparks light up a place deep in my body, electricity running to every nerve and making me light up.

A rough sound comes from behind me, and I look back to see Sutton watching us with eyes a sharp crystal blue. They speak of arousal, those eyes, and something else—a secret plan.

A plan, like this is part of his strategy.

Like he always knew it would come to this between the three of us.

Then Christopher thrusts into me again, and I forget to think about Sutton. I forget anything but the feel of this body working over me, inside me, the warm lips on my neck. He tastes my skin along my shoulder. My breast. When he closes over my nipple, I whimper.

“I need you.” Three words. The most truth I’ve ever spoken to Christopher.

His eyes reflect the need back at me. I need you. Or maybe I’m imagining that. And then he closes his eyes, blocking me out again. He thrusts again, hard, making those starbursts behind my eyelids. There’s nothing to do but pant and moan and feel when he does that.

I’m drifting in a nighttime ocean of pleasure, unable to find land but not wanting, never wanting it as long as he does this. My nails scratch at lean, muscled shoulders. He grunts and pushes harder, harder. He bends to my ear, the other side of Sutton. And murmurs, so quiet I almost think I’m imagining it. “Please,” he says against my skin, more feeling than sound.

This man, so proud and so strong. He says please like a man kneeling at my feet.

And I come like a goddess being worshipped, the pleasure fire-bright in my clit and spreading out to my body in waves. Christopher rides my climax with quick thrusts that take me deeper. There’s no air here, but I don’t need it, don’t need to breathe, only need Christopher—and I cling to him. I grasp at him, hungry, desperate, as his body stiffens and pushes, once, twice, and he cries out, hoarse and broken.

Exhaustion makes me collapse back on the bed, my eyes closed. Sleep laps at my skin, threatening to drag me under. God, I can’t fall asleep right now. I shouldn’t, but my body doesn’t understand that. The last thing I feel is Christopher’s lips against my forehead, like a benediction as I sink into sleep.


Chapter Eighteen


ANIMAL PRIDE

When I wake up, it’s still dark in the room, no beam of light from between the two heavy drapes. There’s a warm body underneath me, muscles waiting. My hand clenches in springy hair on a broad chest. Before I look up, I know it’s Sutton. A slice through my chest, realizing that we’re alone in the room. Sometime after taking my virginity, sometime after kissing my hair, he walked away. That’s what he always does. He probably has some academic reasoning in his head about how it’s actually protecting me, walking away, instead of breaking my heart again.

“Morning,” he says softly.

“Christopher?”

“He left. Are you feeling okay?” He means the virginity thing, which I want to brush off as nothing. Not a big deal. Only a social construct, except it feels distinctly physical right now. There’s a dull ache between my legs, a reminder of where Christopher has been.

Beneath a white sheet I can see that Sutton’s hard. “I’m fine. What about you?”

A flash of teeth as he smiles. “Don’t worry about me.”

I’m worried about the way Christopher interrupted us in the hallway. About the way he interrupted us last night. We must have reached the part where it hurts him.

My palm brushes over the muscled ridges and flat plane, down to where his arousal burns against my hand. He sucks in a breath when I grasp him with my fist. This part I’ve done before, playing in the basements of boys I could barely remember after the fact. They weren’t as big as Sutton Mayfair. Not nearly as controlled either. He lets me stroke him, down and down, the rest of his body still like a predator coiled to strike.

“You’re sore,” he says, his voice like rocks grating against each other.

“Not,” I say, which is a lie. It doesn’t matter, this ache between my thighs. I want to feel Sutton; maybe more than that, I want him to feel me.

He looks like he’s about to argue the point, and God, he could prove it. If he touched me between my legs, I would probably flinch. So I press my lips against his chest, to the side, lips open and teeth grazing him. His body jerks, no longer controlled.

“Damn,” he mutters.

“It’s just the two of us,” I whisper.

It’s just the two of us, which means we can finally get this right. Now, when I’m still fragile and sore from Christopher, it might finally be enough to free me from wanting him. If only I could want another man. If only I could want Christopher and have him, that would be enough.

He holds himself back, but only barely. Those muscles that look handsome beneath his suit have turned into something far more feral. He’s part animal now, vibrating with need. “Shouldn’t touch you like this. Should give you a break.”

The memory of those blue eyes watching Christopher comes back to me. He was trying to prove something letting him be the first, but I don’t know what. That he might be first, but Sutton would be last? I don’t know what he’s playing, but there’s far too much thinking in it.

So I let my thumb brush over the tip of Sutton’s cock, smoothing precome over the blunt satin of him, feel the shake of his body—and the moment when he breaks.

Firm hands grasp my body and turn me over, facing down. I pushed him toward this, but it’s still a surprise to feel him arrange me, knees beneath my body, a pillow supporting me. He pushes inside me without preamble, and I’m glad I can hide my soft cry of pain in the mattress.

“Harper,” he says, his voice rough-edged with desire.

“I’m okay,” I manage to gasp, because I’m stretched and aching—but I’m telling the truth. I can survive anything to feel Sutton come apart. “Please, Sutton. I want you.”

He groans his surrender, covering my back with his body. “Christ.”

His cock pushes against the walls. He’s thicker than Christopher was, or maybe I’m just that sore now, but either way I wince with the effort to let him in. Until his large hand delves beneath my stomach and between my legs. He finds my clit with rough fingers, his touch knowing and merciless. He pinches me hard enough to distract me from the stretch. Hard enough that I’m pushing back so he’ll give me more.

“You’re incredible. Do you know that? You’re a goddamn miracle and you walked into my office. How could I not want you? How could I not have you?”

I’m glad I don’t have to answer those questions, because I don’t know. My lips can’t form words when he fucks me hard and fast, letting the desire from last night build, pull us into climax. His body uses mine in a way that feels primal. A sharp pain on my shoulder. He bites down hard, which sends me over the edge. Orgasm clenches my body as he rides toward his own release. In the last minute he pulls out and spills, hot and thick at the small of my back.

My body collapses, slick with sweat and arousal and come.

Sutton strokes a hand down the side of my thigh, a caress that says what words can’t. How I’ve pleased him. How he needed that and I gave it to him. There’s animal pride in me, even as I lie in a limp puddle on the lace bedspread.

There’s running water and then he’s back with a warm washcloth. He cleans my back and then turns me over, tucking me into bed. My eyes are closed when he joins me, curling his body around me as if he can protect me from morning. As if he can keep me when it comes.

His breathing evens out, and I know he’s asleep. But no matter how tired I am, I’m not going to fall asleep again. I’m wide awake in his arms, counting down the hours until I’ll slip away. It was everything I wanted it to be—sensual and mind blowing. I’m halfway in love with Sutton, lying here, but the sad part is, I’m still in love with Christopher Bardot.

Somehow I’ve only made it worse.


Chapter Nineteen


A COMPLICATED MAN

When I was little we had a series of condos in Beverly Hills, because Mom wouldn’t consider living anywhere else in LA. Maybe it’s because I grew up with her that I could never condemn the rich. It was taught to her the way other families tell their children to say please and thank you, the idea that you were defined by the zip code you lived in.

It wasn’t only pride. It was life or death.

I understand that survival instinct, because she taught it to me.

There would be some new husband, always. Our refrigerator would suddenly be full again. That’s how I knew it was happening. He would pay the bills that were overdue. He would pay out the lease so we could move in with him. All these things were so normal I didn’t know there was any other way to find food or shelter.

Maybe art saved me, because talent is the great equalizer. There’s no way to pay for more of it. No way to trade a roll of cash for the hours spent late into the night, working and tearing your hair out. It was the whisper in my ear that there’s something else that mattered.

In the end even art could not defy that survival instinct.

Those paintings supported us after Daddy died. They paid for the two-bedroom condo in Baldwin Hills. There are ceramic picnic tables in the courtyard with mosaics of palm trees etched into them. Our window overlooks the parking lot.

Absolutely no one from our old life would speak to Mom if they knew she lived here. But then, they never spoke to her again after the public humiliation of the will came out. It was as bad as we thought it would be. Worse, because of the memes and public jokes that came after. We were a spectacle for a couple weeks, before another rich person did something crazy.

“You look skinny,” she says, puttering around the small kitchen. Nothing that tastes like food has ever been made there, but we manage to eat well enough on premade bags of salad and delivery from the Korean restaurant down the street. “I’ll make you something to eat.”

“Not hungry,” I tell her, dropping my luggage in the middle of the living room. I left Sutton warm in my hotel room and took the first flight out of the airport, that’s how desperate I was to leave. Then I caught a connection to LAX. “Besides, I should be the one making you something. Tell me you’ve had more than smoothies.”

She comes and sits down by me, holding a glass of green sludge. “I think it’s helping. I haven’t felt this good since the treatment started.”

I peek at her through one eye, but she looks serious. And peaceful.

It’s a little ironic that the will reading was probably the best thing that could have happened to her. She lost everything that mattered to her that day. But once we picked up the pieces, she didn’t have that frantic edge.

And she never again had to sleep with some new husband to fill the fridge.

“I was thinking of starting work at the studio again,” she says, referring to the yoga studio. She started working there maybe a year after the will. She teaches classes or works behind the desk. They basically pay pennies, but it helps her feel in control of her life.

“The doctor said you should rest.”

“Doctors,” she says, waving away cancer like it’s nothing. “I feel fine.”

She doesn’t look fine. There are still shadows under her eyes, but they aren’t as pronounced as before. I can’t look at her and not see the way she looked in that room full of her enemies. That day may not have broken her, but it broke something in me.

Impulsively I reach over and touch her hand. She looks surprised. Then she folds me into her skinny arms, resting my face against her shoulder the way she did when I was little.

“What happened?”

Only two words, but they have the power to make me cry. Maybe because there’s already such knowledge in them. Out of anyone she knows what it’s like to be hurt by a man. I let the tears fall, because love is terrible, terrible, terrible. And it doesn’t go away.

When I can speak again, it isn’t Christopher that I talk about.

“Sutton walks around like nothing can surprise him, like nothing can shake him. He’s so freaking capable, it’s like vibrating in him. It would be just a day’s work to make a business deal and then build a house.”

“I see,” Mom says, in this speculative voice like maybe she does see. Maybe her motherly instincts have somehow told her that her daughter had a wicked threesome in a French hotel.

“But I left, and worse than that, I think I let him down. He wanted me to save that library. He never told me that, not with words.” He spanked me with a nonfiction book over the counter, though. “It’s something I felt from him.”

“Wasn’t it his company?” she asks. “He could stop the construction if he wanted.”

There was that story about the horse, though. About Cinnamon. You didn’t throw away a horse because it was wild. You kept it, even when you weren’t sure what to do with it. And then one day someone came along, someone no one expected, to tame her.

That old library lives and breathes as much as any animal. Christopher doesn’t feel that. For all that he genuinely cares about me, he sees the building as a commodity. Real estate.

“I think maybe… finding me was his way of stopping the construction.”

It meant he put his faith in me. There’s a knot in my stomach that says I let him down.

And I let that old library down.

“I didn’t get you into the treatment study.”

“And I didn’t want to do it. I would have, for you, but I didn’t want to.” She would have put herself through the pain of needles and chemicals, because I want her to get better. Does that make me selfish or stupid? Maybe both. Or maybe I’m just a little girl who wants her mother.

“Daddy would have paid for the treatment,” I say, feeling stubborn.

“Yes,” she says, simple and certain. “He would have insisted that I do it, too, even if I didn’t want to. You and he are a lot alike.”

“I don’t know whether that’s a compliment.” On some level I’ve been doing to my mother what Christopher does to me. Using my protection of her as a crutch. She did need me once, the way I needed him to dive in after me and rescue me. But she doesn’t need me to make smoothies or buy butterfly gardens in her name.

“Of course it is. I loved your father.”

“He loved you back.”

“He asked me out, you know. That night at the art gallery. Asked me on a date, like we were young and foolish. I said yes, of course. I could never say no to him.”

My throat burns. No wonder she had thought he wouldn’t leave her out of the will, among many other reasons. And we’ll never get to ask him why he did. Was it a moment of anger toward my mom? Was it a lesson for me? But he didn’t have any answers for me.

“Do you wonder why?” I ask.

“Sometimes. Not much, these days. He was a complicated man. Ambitious. Afraid.”

That makes me look up at her. “Afraid?”

“Afraid that someone was using him for his money. He couldn’t let it go. He never really trusted anyone.” She’s looking into the past now. “He loved me the same way I loved him, without being able to help it. That kind of love, it takes away your control, and he hated that.”

It breaks my heart to think of how different we could have been. If she and Daddy had gone on a date and then another. If they had finally been able to reconcile their love into building a life together. So many possibilities ended the night of that exhibit.

I close my eyes tight. “I think I have to go back.”

It was fear that sent me away from Tanglewood like a scalded cat. But I can’t wait the rest of my life wondering what might have been. Love is outside our control, but we aren’t defined by love. We’re defined by our choices. Our actions. By the willingness to do what’s right even when it’s hard.

I’ve always been hurt that Christopher didn’t fight for us, but how can I walk away without fighting for him? Without fighting for the library? Somehow those two things are the same.

Mom smoothes my hair back. “You always were my warrior. Even in school, with that Medusa painting. Even when it seemed impossible. You never gave up.”

“I gave up this time.” The words are acid in my mouth.

“Nonsense. You came home because you wanted a kale smoothie and a hug. That’s not giving up. That’s taking a break. Everyone needs a break.”

“What if I’m too late?” I’m not thinking of the library crumbling, though I should be. I’m thinking of the look in Sutton’s eyes. I’m thinking of the way he held me like I was something precious, and the way I walked away. He won’t forgive me for that. I don’t blame him.

“Well,” Mom says, her voice half pragmatism, half mystical acceptance of the world and its vagaries. “You might be. But you won’t know unless you try.”


Chapter Twenty


SACRIFICE

My Uber driver is from Egypt, something he tells me only when he sees the library book I’m reading as we leave the airport. Maybe he thinks I’m getting ready for international travel. “Don’t use a purse,” he says. “Too easy to steal. You want to keep things in your pockets, but deep inside. With buttons or zippers to close them.”

“You seem to know a lot about picking pockets.”

He waves a hand. “Everyone knows a lot. It’s the only way you don’t get robbed. There’s no place on earth with more thieves than Cairo.”

That makes me think of the Thieves Club, the semi-ironic name that four men in Tanglewood gave themselves. Hugo and Sutton. Blue and Christopher. Because every dollar they earn must be taken from somebody else. “Is that why you moved here?”

“It was the killing,” he says frankly. “The stealing I could live with.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“I have two daughters. It was no place for them to grow up.”

Fathers. So protective. There’s a tightness in my throat I don’t want to be there. It’s terrible to be angry at someone who isn’t alive to defend himself. The older I get, the more sure I am that he knew what would happen at that will reading. Maybe he would have changed it if he and Mom had started dating for a while, but at one point he knew he would humiliate her.

He did it to protect me. He knew I would hate him for it and did it anyway.

“Don’t believe anything they tell you,” Abdel says. “They will try to sell you a thousand artifacts in the streets and around the pyramids. Mummified cats, but you open them—only birds and rocks and dirt inside.”

“Why would I want a mummified cat?”

“Ancient scrolls that are made of plastic. Convincing plastic.”

“Okay, I’d like an ancient scroll. I might have fallen for that one.”

“They charge you so much money, that’s why you believe it’s real. That is the irony. If it was cheap to buy, then you would know.”

Abdel takes me to Walmart, because it’s the only place that sells paint at midnight. He accepts cash for waiting in the parking lot and helping me load the supplies into his trunk.

Then we go to the library.

“This place doesn’t look open,” he says, eyeing the dark corners in all directions. “Or safe. This looks like a place you will experience the stealing.”

“Better that than the killing,” I say, moving the gallons of paint to the curb. There’s a lot to do before morning, and I think construction crews start sooner than art gallery exhibits.

He walks toward the driver’s side door. Sighs. Comes back. “I don’t think I should leave you here. Probably you’ll get stabbed and then they’ll take away my Uber license.”

Clear as day I can hear Christopher’s voice telling me I have a death wish.

Maybe I did, back then. It’s not that I wanted to die, but I didn’t really know how to live. There was always money in the way, always something that had to be fought over. Always a struggle to survive.

“I’ll call a friend,” I say because I’m a long time from sitting on a railing alone.

On my phone there’s a long list of contacts. People from Smith College who always knew where the best parties would be. Artists from New York City. Actors in LA. There are only a handful of people in Tanglewood. I’m not going to call the newly expectant parents, Bea and Hugo, to the west side in the middle of the night, even if they would come.

Even though I know I can’t call him, that I lost that right, it still hurts to see Sutton’s name. It would be nice to have his steady, capable presence beside me while I do something inadvisable. My finger hovers over his number, not pressing.

And then there’s Christopher, who helped me paint a mural once. I thought I might have fallen in love with him that night, the night he kissed me, but I think it was earlier than that. When he wrote me a letter at my boarding school in Germany.

When he dived into the water after me.

I’m not sure who I am if I’m not the girl hopelessly in love with Christopher Bardot.

Tonight I’m going to find out.

There’s no listing for the Den online. None for Damon Scott, either. Finally I have to call Avery who has connections in the city. She gives me Penny’s number, but there’s no answer. In the end I have to settle for leaving a message and hoping she gets it in time.

And that she’d even want to help if she knew.

Abdel parks with his headlights angled so I can see what I’m doing. He also orders pizza, which is initiative I appreciate in a man. “I didn’t drive you around the city for two hours so you could get murdered,” he says when I tell him to leave. I’m pretty sure I’m going to send his daughters to college. I’ll be past twenty-five when they need the tuition, finally and forever in charge of that damned trust fund.

By the time Penny arrives, I have the eyes painted, which is no small feat considering I’m using a fifty-dollar ladder that had clearly been used and returned before I bought it. It leans up against metal and glass that’s decades old, shaking with every brusque wind. My canvas isn’t a wall, not really. It’s the entire south side of the building. Mostly windows. Some brick.

The eyes are the most important.

Usually that’s true in a portrait, but it’s a million times more true right now.

This Cleopatra isn’t sexy. Isn’t seductive. Unless it turns you on to be with a woman who wants to destroy everything you’ve worked for, which some perverse men probably do.

She’s angry, this one. Determined. Resolute.

They paint her knowing, usually. As if the world is full of puppets she makes dance. I think she knew what she was doing but couldn’t have known the outcome. It’s an act of sacrifice to throw everything you have toward a cause. Part of you has to be sure you’ll lose to even try.

Like the way I know this painting will be demolished at six a.m. There’s going to be a wrecking ball right through Cleopatra’s face. With every stroke of these cheap brushes and clumpy paint, I know it’s the best work I’ve ever done. Art with more than prettiness or pride. Something more important than power.

There’s survival, something every woman has had to look in the face.

And sometimes, sometimes we walk into a fight we know we’re going to lose.


Chapter Twenty-One


#FREETHELIBRARY

There’s a crowd by the time the construction crew shows up. I expect to see Sutton with them, because he’s the one who’s always managed them. It’s Christopher who appears in a suit and sunglasses, looking like he’s already made his mark on the world instead of only beginning. He does not look at all surprised by the crowd that’s assembled around us.

At first it was only Penny who came and Damon who followed her. There were men who came to consult with Damon, and I wondered whether that was a regular thing. Whether people showed up at the Den at all hours to whisper some serious thing and receive a response. Probably. Eventually word got out, and people started coming to watch.

The protest takes on a life of its own.

It has a hashtag before I even think to post on Instagram: #freethelibrary. Local businesses pick up on it, some of them more serious than others.

Because books are worth saving! posts a local coffee shop.

Mention #freethelibrary to get 30% off, posts a vintage clothing store.

Along with a random ad for shoes.

Blinding light glints off dark sunglasses. He might as well be a stranger, this man in a suit. He looks that cold standing in front of me. Nothing like the man who shivered in my arms.

He looks around before speaking, not in any rush to tell me he’s going to destroy this painting. And the library. “Was this a long game?” he asks finally. “You wanted everyone to hate me after the will reading. I think now it’s done.”

“I didn’t twist your arm into buying a historic building, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“It’s not.”

My mouth is dry from exhaustion and dehydration and paint fumes. He kissed me once, when I was high on the stuff. It won’t happen again. “This wasn’t about revenge. No. I would have done this for the library. For me.” For Sutton.

“Are you going to chain yourself to the front doors?”

That makes me laugh a little. “I don’t have a death wish. Not anymore.”

He absorbs that for a moment. “Sutton isn’t here.”

“I can see that.” His hair would glint like spun gold in this light. His blue eyes would dance with a thousand things to say. His absence is as loud as a shotgun. “He’s at the office?”

“Not likely. He quit after you left.”

It’s like falling two hundred feet and landing backward in the water. Like having the breath knocked out of me. “What?”

“He didn’t send me his itinerary, but I figured he would be in LA by now.”

“No,” I whisper, because that means I’m too late.

“He can’t exactly pull his money out. Can’t close the barn doors after the horses have been let out, was the way he put it. But he can resign his position. That was him choosing you over money, in case the grand gesture wasn’t clear.”

There’s no air at all in my lungs. No air in the warm morning mist. I’m left to sink and sink, unable to breathe. Unable to think. Sutton did that for me. He left everything—for me.

The grand gesture I always wanted from Christopher… Another man gave it to me. It makes me wonder how much of the world I’ve been ignoring in my tunnel vision. How much of life I’ve been hiding from in pursuit of a man who doesn’t want me as much as I wanted him.

Suddenly I can’t stand to wait a second longer. Whatever threads of love I felt for Christopher Bardot, they fall to the concrete outside the broken library. Gone.

It doesn’t feel like a loss. It feels like being free.

Is Sutton in LA, knocking on my mom’s condo right now?

Except she would have called me. And he would have had time to arrive if he followed me quickly. Maybe he hadn’t come for me, no matter that Christopher thought he would. He might have left for good, the way a sad little boy tried to do with a wild horse a long time ago. There would be no water’s edge to stop him this time.

Christopher studies the painting through his sunglasses. “Cleopatra?”

There’s a hardness to his jaw like it pains him to speak, and as much as I’ve fought him, I can spare him that. This painting won’t be enough to save the library. Nothing will.

“She knows what’s coming,” I say, softly so no one else hears.

He huffs a laugh. “As it turns out, Sutton was right. You do have the skills of diplomacy we need. You can convince people to do anything. Unfortunately you convinced them to hate us.”

I look away and manage a small smile. “And it turns out you were right. It doesn’t matter whether they hate you. You have the deed and a wrecking ball.”

“It didn’t have to be like this,” Christopher says, his jaw tight. There’s a muscle that works. A slight flare of his nostrils. The slightest signs that he’s upset. He had those same signs the day the will was signed, but he would not be swayed then. Not now, either.

Strange, the way I can admire his resolve even as it tears us apart. “It was always like this.”

“You can probably make them riot,” he remarks, his voice even. “An angry mob.”

“To break the windows in? To steal the books? A little counter to the purpose.” Besides the breakfast tacos were too delicious. No one could be in a rage after eating breakfast tacos.

“Or they could form a human chain around the building. It would delay construction, if nothing else.”

“And cost you money,” I say, gentle now. “If nothing else.”

“There’s that.”

“I’m not going to do that. I made my point.”

“Which is what?” He looks genuinely lost. It isn’t part of advanced economics theory, what’s happening in the streets tonight. It’s community. History. These are things he doesn’t understand.

“The protest isn’t to stop you. It isn’t even about you, not really. Protest are a voice for people who have been told not to be quiet. It’s the only way we can speak.”

I’m not so different from Mrs. Rosemont. We protest in different ways, through the historical society and connections to city hall. Through a painting and somewhat less lofty friends I’ve made in Tanglewood. Both of us overruled by bribery.

Money has the loudest voice of all.

He finally takes off his sunglasses, revealing eyes that are dark from lack of sleep. It’s been gnawing at him, this act. Even that won’t stop him. That determination of his is going to break more than the building. It’s going to break him, one of these days.

Once upon a time it broke me.

“That’s it? You tell me it’s wrong and then you leave?”

I look back at my Cleopatra with her sad eyes. She looks resolved to her fate. It’s the best art I’ve ever created. Maybe stronger because I knew it would be destroyed.

Medusa had been different. She’d been angry. Christopher had looked at all that fury and understood it. No, he’d felt it too. The hurt she felt had wrapped itself around him until he felt what she did. If he can understand her then maybe he can understand Cleopatra. It’s not rage she feels, though. It’s determination in the face of unbeatable odds.

“You could stop,” I tell him, one last attempt.

A protest may be a voice, but it’s up to him whether he listens. Up to him whether he lets her strength wrap around him. Up to him whether he looks down at me with admiration in his eyes and kisses me like the world could end around us.

He turns and speaks to the men in the construction crew. Take the day off, he could be telling them. Instead one man gets into the big yellow vehicle with a crane and a wrecking ball that’s taller than me attached. Part of me despairs that Sutton isn’t here with me.

That was him choosing you over money, in case the grand gesture wasn’t clear.

He should be standing beside me, holding me. It’s too personal, my relationship with this library. My relationship with Christopher. As if he’s going to plunge that wrecking ball through my heart, instead of the freshly painted face of an ancient Egyptian ruler.

The construction workers move the crowd back, clearing space for them to work.

It’s a random construction worker who climbs into the yellow machinery as the crowd boos and shouts. A mover of levers and knobs. It’s Christopher who gestures with his hand. Begin, says that hand. From the moment he was bent over his textbook in that cabin, it’s been leading to this moment. This moment when he would destroy everything.

A crane extends higher and higher, beyond anything else in sight. Taller than any of the buildings around us, including the library. It brushes up against gray clouds.

My stomach pitches forward. The crowd falls silent as the crane pivots and pulls the ball away from the library. Cleopatra’s eyes watch it swing toward her, steady, steady, steady.

The crash might as well be a physical blow. It crushes my lungs and slams into my gut. I’m left reeling, unable to breathe or think or feel anything but pain. Concrete and metal buckle around the ball, which suspends for a moment inside. As it moves away, it leaves a crater so much bigger than its size. Broken wood and brick. Shards of glass.

Cleopatra is gone. Only the shell of her is left—only the outer edges of her sleek black hair, the bottom of her chin. A work that took a whole night to create, gone in a second. It took longer than one night to paint like that. It took my whole life to dream of something more than business and money and power.

It’s only by slow degrees that I realize hands hold my arms. They’re keeping me back, behind the barricade, which means I must have tried to run forward. I didn’t mean to. It wasn’t conscious thought. Survival. That’s what it felt like.

The crane pulls back and swings again. Only a little more destruction this time.

It will take much longer to reach the inner sanctum with the wood counter and the carved wall and the bookshelves. I’m not sure I can watch that long.

The wrecking ball breaks me a little bit every time it swings.

A car pulls up at the perimeter, noticeable only because it’s sleek and black and long. A limo, like the kind Daddy used. For a wild second, made uncertain from lack of sleep, I expect to see him step out. He would stop this. Except I’m not sure the real Daddy would have. He probably would have invested with Christopher. Only in my daydreams would he help save it.

It’s not Daddy who steps out of the limo, of course. Sunlight limns golden hair. Wrinkles shadow a white dress shirt. The crowd parts for Sutton Mayfair as easily as breathing. He has a way of commanding the world without having to say a word.

Even the man in the crane hits the lever to stop the wrecking ball from a third run.

Somehow Christopher is beside me when Sutton approaches.

He holds up a piece of folded paper. “An injunction.”

“Let’s see it,” Christopher says, his words crisp. He doesn’t sound particularly surprised, nor does he sound particularly angry. This could be a discussion over the weather. He reads the length of the paper with an impassive expression.

“Turns out the Tanglewood Historical Society had teeth, after all.”

Christopher folds the paper. “This won’t hold up on appeal.”

“Maybe not,” Sutton says, accepting the possibility. “But we’re done here for today.”

Tears prick my eyes. “You’re too late.”

Sutton looks at the library where there’s no hint a painting had ever stood. Through the heavy dust and wreckage you can see the beautiful carved wall, still standing. “We can repair what’s happened here. There wasn’t any load on those glass turnstiles. Nothing permanent.”

It feels like something permanent has cracked inside me, but I force myself to focus on what he’s saying. We can fix the front of the library. It’s saved, at least for now.

“You did this?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

Sutton shakes his head, slow. “It was Mrs. Rosemont who filed with the court. I gave information in testimony, but it was her connections that made this happen.”

“But why… why would you help stop this? Why did you resign?”

Those blue eyes could reach across the entire city, that’s how far he lets me look. This man I doubted. This man I desired. He lets me see the deepest parts of him. “For you,” he says, simply.

My throat clenches hard. “I wouldn’t have asked you to do this. I couldn’t—”

“You didn’t have to ask. I couldn’t be a part of this once I saw how much it meant to you.”

“But your investment.”

He gives me a small smile. “This one wasn’t business. It’s personal.”

And then there’s no way I can hold myself back.

I launch myself at him, feeling every square inch of muscle on him, made tired from whatever he did this long night. He folds me up in his arms. There’s relief and gratitude—and love, in a form more pure than anything I’ve known before. Love without expectation. Without greed. Without jealousy, which I didn’t think was possible. There’s clapping and hooting in the background, but all I can hear is his murmured words in my ear.

“For you,” he whispers again, fierce.

He may show up with a legal document and a casual smile, but it was no small thing. It broke some principles inside him, the same way that wrecking ball broke some old hopes inside me. We aren’t whole people who hold each other. We’re each cracked and bruised, but we have each other. God, we have each other.

It’s only when Sutton turns again, holding me close, that I see Christopher’s dark form against the jarring yellow of the construction equipment. He speaks to the men in quiet terms, his movements decisive and maybe a little stiff. It must have hurt him, this injunction.

It must have hurt him, to lose his business partner.

Did it hurt him any to lose me?

He speaks to me again only when most of the crowd and the construction crew have left. I’m standing in the large foyer of the library, which is quite a bit brighter now that the whole front wall has turned to rubble. Sutton didn’t want to let me in—not until they’ve had engineers to make sure it’s structurally safe, but he let me in as long as he stands beside me. There’s probably something important about that. He’ll let me do anything as long as he can stand beside me. I don’t plan to stay long, since I’m quite certain he’ll throw himself bodily over me if a brick were to fall down.

The beautiful panes of art deco glass have shattered completely, leaving only misshapen metal in their wake, a skeleton without any flesh. It makes me shiver, looking up at that.

Rocks shift as Christopher steps into the space. He leaves several yards between us. Does he despise me now? My stomach clenches. I care about him more than I want to, even now.

“You’ve won,” he says. “For now. The crew decided to start another job.”

Sutton was the good-old boy who convinced them to wait for this project. For all his money and power and determination, even Christopher couldn’t make them wait any longer.

It strikes me again that he doesn’t seem angry. Remote, is how I’d describe it. That makes me worry for him even more, like maybe he’s going through shock. A million dollars is a huge amount of money. Is it gone? Bile rises in my throat. It can’t be gone.

“I’ll buy the library from you,” I say, impulsive.

Before I can realize that Christopher would never accept that, any more than he would dip into my trust fund all these years. That would be unethical. For a man I don’t trust, he’s remarkably trustworthy.

“No,” he says, his voice hard. “Thank you, but no.”

Then he turns and walks away, leaving the two of us in the rubble.

There’s a sense of loss so wide and so deep, my legs feel weak. My eyes close. Sutton is there to catch me this time, his embrace warm and understanding. I’m not the only one who lost someone. “You were friends,” I say, looking back at him. Sutton’s eyes are shadowed to a dark sapphire, his brow furrowed.

“We were.” There’s finality there. “He’s the past. You’re the future.”

And I know he isn’t only talking about his friendship with Christopher. He’s talking about my relationship with Christopher, which has always been too complicated to define. Maybe it doesn’t need to bother me anymore, the amorphous shape of us. It’s over now.

I turn around in Sutton’s strong arms, tilting my head up. “You’re my future.”

He pulls me flush against him, and I feel him harden. His lids lower. Electricity runs from the center of his body to mine, making me ache and flush everywhere. “Christ, I want to take you back to that counter and finish what we started.”

My cheeks turn warm. “There are still people outside. And no doors.”

A low growl vibrates over my skin as he nuzzles my neck. “And strictly speaking I don’t own the library anymore, the company does, and I don’t work for it. We’re trespassing right now.”

Something spears my stomach. We don’t have a right to know what happens to this old library anymore. We gave that up, along with Christopher. Ironic, because he’s the one who wanted to destroy it. There’s nothing here but history and potential.

There’s nothing here for us right now.


Chapter Twenty-Two


PILE OF RUBBLE

In the days that follow I’m alternately called a vandal and a grass roots activist by the local media. The Tanglewood Historical Society invites me to speak at their meeting, which I find ironic enough that I decide to go. Besides, Sutton lives here. We’ve gone out every night the past week—to Thai restaurants and burlesque clubs. There’s no part of the city we don’t want to explore, so I might as well put down some roots.

My speech is short and sweet and encourages change through art. There’s a small reception afterward with tea and bourbon croissants, which makes me think I might come back to another meeting. If nothing else I’d like to show them we aren’t all fist-fights at theatres.

Mrs. Rosemont doesn’t seem to hold it against me. She greets me warmly and thanks me for my work in helping save the library. “We thought it was hopeless, near the end.”

“I’m glad you had the idea for the injunction,” I tell her, sipping the English breakfast tea. It soothes my throat, which feels a little worse for the wear after my speech.

She pauses, looking uncertain. “It wasn’t my idea, dear.”

“Oh.” Sutton must have been modest when he said she filed the paperwork. “Someone suggested that you file the injunction?”

That makes her laugh. “Suggested? No, he wrote it himself. Had the society’s name on the paperwork. All we had to do was bring it to the courthouse.”

“Sutton can be efficient when he wants to be.”

There’s a long pause, where Mrs. Rosemont studies her cup of tea as if it holds the secrets of the universe. “I’m not sure I should tell you this.”

Unease moves through me. “Tell me what?”

Her gray eyes are soft. “It wasn’t Sutton who wrote that injunction and gave it to me.”

“Then who?” Except I already know. There’s only one person who would figure out the exact method of stopping construction. Only one person who didn’t seem at all surprised that it happened. “Christopher.”

She nods. “Mr. Bardot called me that night. We had to wake up a judge, which was something I helped with. There were other things we needed—the testimony of the partner, for one thing. Sutton Mayfair was called in for that.”

My hands feel cold. And then numb. “I don’t understand.”

“I asked him why,” she says, her voice thoughtful. “He didn’t explain himself. I don’t think a man like that explains himself very often.”

Why had Christopher stopped his own construction?

And why had he hidden that fact? Why signal the construction crew to begin when he knew it would end at any minute? Was he hoping to finish quickly? No, that’s not possible. It would have taken too long. And he didn’t have to file that injunction. The library would be a pile of rubble and dirt right now if he hadn’t done that.

*     *     *

It feels like a betrayal to even stand outside his condo.

Some part of me knows I shouldn’t ask this question. This is the railing of the yacht. And beneath me, black water and sharks. Even being here means I might fall.

My arms don’t move when I tell them to knock. My legs don’t move when I tell them to leave. My body is in full rebellion, keeping me rooted to this spot. I’m the one turned to stone.

The door swings open, and dark eyes widen. Christopher.

“What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you,” I say, hiding my nerves behind a flippant smile. Oh yes, I’m used to this. Brushing past him is easy, even with the big box he’s holding. Maybe because of it. He can’t put it down quick enough to stop me. I push myself up on his granite bar top, swinging my legs.

He follows me more slowly, setting down the box he’s carrying beside a stack of others. “If you’re here about the trust fund—”

“I talked to the hospital. They told me you approved the funds for the butterfly garden. I told them to name it after Daddy, because it’s his money.”

Those dark eyes give away nothing. “Your mother’s in the trial?”

“We discussed it, but she doesn’t want to do it. And I’m okay with that.”

He swings away from me, toward the bank of windows. “I have a lot to do today.”

“Are you moving?” The boxes already say the answer is yes. Not that many boxes for a nice big condo, but he isn’t a man with that many things. That’s strange for someone who wants money, who’s earned a fair amount of it. It makes me wonder why he wants money, if not to spend it.

He sighs. “I suppose I can tell you, since you’re here. I’m leaving Tanglewood.”

The news hits me like a wrecking ball to the stomach. “Why?”

A short laugh. “That’s a question I’ve been asking myself frequently.”

“And the answer is…”

“The answer is that you’ll be more at ease knowing you won’t see me around the corner. There’s nothing here for me if I’m not going to build a shiny new mall.”

“I thought you said the injunction would lose on appeal.”

“It will, but by then the construction company will be knee-deep in a real estate development on the other side of the city. That’s how these things are played. Timing is everything.”

“Timing,” I say, tasting the word.

He waves a hand. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be out of your hair soon enough.”

“Are you going to build your mall somewhere else?”

“Maybe,” he says, noncommittal, but I read the answer in the hard set of his jaw. Not right away, because his money is tied up in a building that he can’t touch.

“Mrs. Rosemont told me you were the one who wrote that injunction.” The words spill out of me like a dam has opened. I’m shaking with relief to have them out. “Why would you do that, Christopher? You’re the one who wanted that place torn down.”

“I didn’t want it torn down.”

“Um, excuse me. I think I would remember if you said, ‘Harper, let’s leave the library up and save all the books and priceless architectural details.’”

“I wanted something new built. That’s not the same thing as wanting it torn down.”

“It is when there’s a wrecking ball involved.”

His eyes dance with something like humor. “Fair enough. So it’s not going to be torn down. That’s what you wanted. So why are you here?”

“I’m here because you lied to me.”

One eyebrow rises. “I didn’t lie.”

“You should have told me you filed that injunction. Instead you told the construction people to start tearing it down, knowing, knowing it would be stopped.”

His voice is mild. “Like I said, timing is everything.”

“You wanted me to think Sutton had saved the library.”

He turns away, and I know I’ve guessed right. “Does it matter? He did help.”

I cross the room and stand in front of Christopher. It hurts to look at those dark eyes, knowing what he’s done. Somehow it hurts worse to know he saved the library. “Why?”

“Hell,” he says roughly. “You know why.”

I don’t want to hear this, but I can’t make myself walk away. It’s everything I ever wanted from him. Too late, too late. “Spell it out for me.”

“The only reason I was in this city was for you. Because you loved it here, with Avery. Because I thought you belonged here. Turns out you do belong here—with someone else.”

“Why would that matter to you?”

An uneven laugh. “Because I’ve loved you every day since that goddamned will reading. Every day since I dived into the water after you. Probably from the moment I saw you walking up that dock the first day.”

My stomach pitches. “Then why didn’t you fight for me?”

“Oh, there’s a million answers to that one. Stubbornness. Stupidity.”

“And at the end?”

“At the end, you wanted Sutton to be the one to save the library.”

“So you gave it to me,” I whisper, my heart fracturing.

We’re standing only an inch apart. His eyes might as well be a fathomless night sky, deep in the city without a single star. With nothing to guide me. We stood like this in front of Medusa, and he kissed me. She watched us without judgment or fear, the same way the city watches us now.

His head lowers. There’s not time to breathe or think.

When his lips touch mine, there are a thousand stars lit up. I’m the one burning inside the open space of him. I’m the one made hot and raging. He dips his tongue against my lower lip, testing me, tasting me, soothing the wild heat inside with a smooth, dark movement.

A sound comes from the door.

It takes me a while to come back into my body from the places I’ve been. To feel the mechanics of my bones and joints and muscles. To make myself step back. When I do, I can see the door which hangs open behind Christopher.

Sutton stands in the doorway, his blue eyes stark and cold. A lake that’s frozen over. There’s no way to explain what’s happened here, not when I don’t understand it myself. No excuses for the fact that Christopher’s hand is clenched in my hair. He releases me slowly, finger by finger. Prying himself away. That’s how it feels. He takes one step back. Another.

I watch as he becomes the man form after the will reading. I watch as he becomes a stranger. An enemy. “You were just leaving.”

There are razors in my chest. They turn against me, leaving only ribbons of wanting, the remains of a pointless dream. “Is that why you were kissing me? Because the only way you can touch me is if you know it means goodbye?”

The words hit their mark, an arrow in the heart of a stone. He turns cold. “Does it matter? You have what you wanted.”

Hurt crowds my throat. I cover it up with suspicion. “Sutton?”

“The trust fund. It’s your money. Use it however you want. Buy a thousand goddamned butterflies.”

He leaves me with that terrible victory, having won control of the fortune that should have been mine, having lost the man who never belonged to me. The man I’ve always wanted more than he wants me. Sutton turns sharply to give Christopher his exit, careful not to touch him. No punches thrown. That should be a relief to me. It feels like I took the hit to my stomach instead.

I half expect Sutton to storm out of the apartment, but he stands in front of me. Stands with me in the rubble of trust around us, figurative dust floating in the air, the way we were at the library. He’s the past, he said then. Christopher’s taste is still on my tongue.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” Sutton says, his gaze past my shoulder, to the wall of windows beyond.

Words crowd my throat, words of apology, but loss steals my voice. I should have learned this by now, that life couldn’t be trusted.

That anything good was only temporary—especially men.

I could say that I didn’t initiate this, that I didn’t come here for this. That it was Christopher who kissed me. But I didn’t stop him. And in my secret heart, I know the truth—I didn’t want to stop him. Sometimes a woman has to face a wrecking ball coming toward her with steady eyes. She knows what’s coming. That’s what I told Christopher. The library might recover. Cleopatra won’t.

“I’m sorry.” My voice comes out raw. “That shouldn’t have happened.”

“No? After what we did in your hotel room I don’t think I had any claims of monogamy. You can kiss whoever you want.”

Those same words might come from a man with no desire for commitment. Instead they’re filled with a dark amusement. It makes me remember the glint in his eyes when he watched Christopher take my virginity. The way his Southern charm had slipped for a moment, revealing a cunning underneath. “Whoever I want, as long as you’re in the room, pulling the strings. Is that how you like it?”

There’s heat in those blue eyes. Betrayal and hurt, but enough heat to blaze like summer. “That’s how you liked it, too. I remember how hard you came, honey. Your beautiful thighs trembling. Wet enough to soak the sheets.”

My body responds with suddenness, warmth spreading through my body, a wildfire in a dry forest. This isn’t the time be to be aroused. Sutton must know that. He watches me with that same cunning beneath the surface. It makes me want to toss a pebble into it, to make him ripple. “Why did you come here? Are you following me?”

“It was only a matter of time before you came to see Christopher.”

“That means yes.”

“Do you want me to apologize?” He drawls the word, making it sound like a mockery. Except he should apologize for following me. And like he said, we hadn’t made any promises of monogamy, no matter how shameful I felt to be caught kissing someone else.

Tanglewood is a blade. I’m torn in two pieces, one that loves Christopher. That’s always loved Christopher in all his terrible ambition. And one half that loves Sutton, the man of few words and dangerous trust, the man staring at me like I’m the enemy. “I don’t think you’re that concerned with what I want. This is some sort of game for you, and you’ve been playing since I first met you in the boardroom.”

“You’re a beautiful woman. A man would be crazy not to want you.”

“Except that’s not why you wanted me. It was a competition with Christopher.” The certainty makes my stomach turn inside out. “That’s why you pursued me from the beginning, why you invited me to the gala, why you made me the offer about the historical society.”

Blue eyes glitter. Why have I never seen how much they look like a hard gem? A stone made beautiful and sharp. “You want to question my motives, honey? You’re the one who came storming into the office like a woman on a crusade. Looking for Christopher.”

The words echo in the air around us. Looking for Christopher, he says while we stand in Christopher’s empty apartment. “I didn’t know,” I whisper, my throat burning. “I didn’t know that I loved him.”

And how for me to realize it, when there’s no hope of a happy ending. No solace for me now. No permanence in a gilded world.

Sutton gives me a small smile, this one small and true. “Honest,” he says, a little sad. “Honest to a fault.”

It would have been impossible to choose between these two men, but sometimes love doesn’t give you a choice. The heart has its own balance sheet. It makes its own calculations. I’m the last person to find out what it decides.

I leave the cold, sterile apartment alone, walking down concrete steps to a waiting black car. It’s little comfort that I control the trust fund, that I control my own fortune. I’m one of the richest women in the country. In the world. Money can’t buy love or trust or safety. It can’t stop a thousand pounds of forged steel when it’s already swinging toward me. It can’t make the pain disappear.

*     *     *
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Ambitious. Intense. Irresistible.

I never wanted to fall for a man.

And definitely not two men.

They tear me apart until I don’t know how I’ll ever be whole again. Until I’m not sure I want to be. How can I choose between two halves of myself?

One-click THE EVOLUTION OF MAN now!

And remember Blue from the Den?

You can read his book now! Fair warning: Blue is a sexy bastard and a dirty talker.

“Better When it Hurts is an intense and heartbreakingly beautiful story. I couldn’t read fast enough to see what would happen next with Blue and Lola. A definite 5 star read for sure!”

~ Jenika Snow, USA Today bestselling author

Read BETTER WHEN IT HURTS now!

SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER to find out when new books release!

www.skyewarren.com/newsletter

Join my Facebook group, Skye Warren’s Dark Room, for exclusive giveaways and sneak peeks of future books. And you can read the beginning of Better When It Hurts next …

*     *     *

I try not to scan the floor when I enter. There’s already a buzz in the air, the hunger and desperation of a strip club on Saturday night. I’m ready to earn money, ready to move my body.

Ready to pretend Blue doesn’t bother me.

He’s nowhere in sight, and I breathe a sigh of relief. A group of men are still gathered near the railing. They’d tipped me pretty well while I was up there, so I figure I have a good shot at a lap dance. I saunter over, my breasts barely contained in the red bikini top, my skin coated in sweat and glitter and the thick smoke of this place.

“Nice set,” says a low voice from behind me.

I turn to see Blue standing there, arms crossed so his muscles bulge, lids lowered in that intense way of his. Shit. “Thanks,” I say, but the only thing I’m really thankful for is that my voice doesn’t shake.

He’s the head of security at the Grand, which should make me feel safe. Except we have a history. And he hates my guts. So there’s no affection in his eyes when they scan me up and down. No kindness in his voice when he adds, “You look great.”

The way he says it, it sounds like a threat. He makes me feel like the scared little girl I used to be when I knew him before. And him? He’s like the big bad wolf, sizing me up before he swallows me whole.

I force myself to shrug at him, to toss my hair. “Thanks, sweetie.”

He circles me, surrounding me. “But then, you always look great. That’s what you like, isn’t it? Having men panting after you? Leading us along by our dicks?”

My throat gets tight. I know that’s what people think of me. They take one look at my lipstick and my short skirt and assume the worst. God, they’re right. But it’s worse to hear it from him. Worse because he once believed in me. “Do you expect me to apologize for earning a living?”

His lids lower. “Not for that.”

I can’t meet his eyes. I know exactly what he wants me to apologize for. And he’ll never believe me. Even showing weakness in this game is enough to get me killed. “I don’t apologize to anyone.”

“Of course you don’t,” he says, his voice full of loathing. “But I don’t want your words.”

I can’t help but whisper, “What do you want?”

That makes him smile. It’s not a nice smile. “I think you know the answer to that.”

He wants to hurt me, to use me. He wants to fuck me. I swallow hard. “That isn’t for sale.”

“I wasn’t planning to pay you.”

This should be easy. Tell him no. Make him believe it. I’ve done this for a thousand men before. Somehow he’s different. Maybe because I don’t really believe it myself.

I know he’s watching me. I know he’s hatching his plans. My heart speeds up every time I turn away from him, wondering if this is the time he’ll pounce. One of these times, he’s going to dig into me with his teeth and his claws. He’s going to hurt me, and I’m not sure I’ll survive it.

Not tonight, though. Not now.

I take a step away from him. “If you aren’t going to pay for my time, I think I’ll find someone who will.”

His eyes darken. “Your call, gorgeous.”

I hear the unspoken message beneath his words, steel under velvet. For now.

Want to read more? Read Better When It Hurts now!

*     *     *

Five years ago Blue was the ultimate bad boy. And my first kiss.

Now he’s back. Tougher, harder, meaner. All of it aimed at me, because I was the one who sent him away. It’s payback time. He wants his pound of flesh, and I am helpless to say no. Gabriel appears at every turn. He seems to take pleasure in watching me fall. Other times he’s the only kindness in a brutal underworld.

“5 Angsty Love-versus-Hate Stars! Better When It Hurts sucked me in hook, line, and sinker within the first few pages.”

– Allison, The Reading Escapade Book Blog

“There’s one thing I can say with certainty, Skye Warren never fails to deliver a heartfelt, slightly dark, I can’t stop turning the pages story. This one is no different.”

– Di, Twisted Sisters

“Very Angsty 5 Star Read! This book is so compelling, you won’t be able to put it down, this is one of those books that you’ll want to save to re-read.”

– Melissa, Books Can Take You There

One-click BETTER WHEN IT HURTS now!
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A LITTLE LIKE DESTINY


A Little Like Destiny Book One

LISA SUZANNE


Dedication


To my rock man and my littlest rock star.


Chapter One


The floor to ceiling windows offer a once in a lifetime panorama of the glowing lights of Las Vegas Boulevard forty-seven stories below me. I should still be asleep next to the man who spent the last two hours pushing me to the brink of pleasure again and again, but if I sleep, my eyes are closed instead of drinking in the view.

“Come back to bed.” The smooth, velvet voice I know so well wraps around me, soft and sleepy as he issues a clear demand. Something low in my belly flutters as I turn to look at him. The lights out the window are mesmerizing, but the man in the bed offers an unmatched view.

I pull his cashmere blanket more tightly around my bare shoulders.

I fantasize that this is my life for just a second as his breathing evens—that he wants to be with me, that he’s calling me back to bed in the penthouse suite he calls home because he wants me there, that this wasn’t just a one-night stand, that we could have a future together.

It’s fun to pretend, but a fantasy is all it’ll ever be.

He’s The Mark Ashton, lead singer of Vail, my favorite band…everybody’s favorite band.

He’s the man I stare at on the pages of magazines and follow on every possible social media platform with the hope to see a tiny glimpse inside his private life. He’s the man I’ve obsessed over and lusted after for the better part of ten years—since I was in high school and Vail’s first single hit the radio.

He’s also the man known for sleeping with a different woman every night, and I count myself fortunate that I happen to be his Saturday night special this week.

I don’t know how I’ll feel tomorrow, but tonight the only word that describes me is lucky.

We’re on the top floor of a building in the center of the world-renowned Las Vegas Strip after he spent hours kissing me, touching me, showing me that the rumors about his talents beneath the sheets are true. He knows what he’s doing. He’s everything I thought he’d be, more than I could’ve imagined. He was slow and sensual with me, caring and tender. He treated me with respect even though the rules were clear from the start.

He didn’t have to say it, exactly, but I knew the expectation the second I secured my invitation back to his place. Girls don’t go home with Mark Ashton thinking it’ll lead to anything more than one night. I wish the reality was different, but that’s not who he is and it’s not what he does.

He’s the very definition of a rock star. He makes a woman feel special for one night before he moves onto the next one. You hear the stories all the time, but you never think of the women who get left behind. It’s such a double standard—I think of them as groupies, a little slutty, definitely a little unethical…and now I’m one of them.

I don’t see myself that way, though. I’m not a groupie. I’m far from a slut. I pride myself on my ethics and my morals. I’m just a girl who couldn’t pass up her one shot at being with the rock star of her dreams.

It’s hard to reconcile what I felt for him tonight with what I know about him. Now I know him on a personal level. I’ve been in his home, in his bed. He knows me on a carnal level. He’s been in my mind, my heart, my body.

That all just makes it so much more difficult to walk out his door.

Does he do this with every woman he brings back to his place? Does he open up and let them in the way he did with me tonight? Is that how he’s able to get so many women to sleep with him?

Or was I somehow different?

I want to think I’m different, but insecurity rears its ugly head. As I turn my gaze back out the window to the lights twinkling below, I remind myself I’m just one in a long line of women—just the one he brought home tonight. Just the one who will leave in the morning thinking she’s different, thinking she’s the one who can tame his womanizing ways, thinking she’s the one he’d give up everything for.

I can’t let myself truly believe any of that for even a second, though. My heart can’t handle that sort of fracture. Even though I wish it could be more, it won’t be.

It will always be just one night.


Chapter Two


When the elevator doors open, I step on and push the button for the main level. That’ll get me back out to the Strip, and then I can start the mile-long walk back to Mandalay Bay, where my car sits in the lot and my best friend sleeps in the hotel.

I threw my morals away for one night with a legend. I silently judge my friend Tess for sleeping with men she barely knows, yet I did the same thing.

It felt like I knew him, though. I’ve spent countless hours with him over the past ten years. His songs play on repeat. I fangirled when he came to town for a concert, set my DVR to record every appearance he had on those late-night talk shows, read every article I could get my obsessive hands on. Of course I felt like I knew him—he’s been a part of my life for a long time.

But I never actually met him until last night.

My brain is muddled with conflicting emotions: what I did was disgusting and shameful, yet it was beautiful and totally worth it. It was a night to remember forever, yet a night I don’t ever want to tell anyone about.

It feels wrong to abandon this place without leaving my number or some way for him to get in touch with me, but I’ve never done this before—never had a one-night stand or slept with one of the most famous rock stars in the world.

But all that changed last night, and now everything going forward will be tainted with this one event.

I’m all out of sorts. I’ve always been a rule follower, but how am I supposed to follow the rules when I don’t know what they are?

I draw in a deep breath as the burn of tears smarts behind my eyes. I will not cry. I will not cry. I will not cry.

The chant is useless. Tears burn their way down my cheeks. I’m alone in an elevator after leaving Mark Ashton’s penthouse suite. Alone with my thoughts and images that’ll be burned in my mind for a long time to come—a hand running along my thigh, a tongue flicking my skin, a finger teasing my hip. His mouth caressing mine.

Euphoria clings to me after the night we shared. No man has ever made me feel so cherished. He handled my body with skill and ease, took care of my needs before he thought of himself. That euphoria sends a shot of giddiness through my stomach.

But reality crashed over me when I woke up. I couldn’t bear the thought of facing him—of him asking me to leave after last night.

So, I decided not to give him that chance.

Is this how all women feel during the walk of shame after one glorious night? I want to go back up to him, to crawl back into bed next to him. But wants and needs are two very different things, and I need to get back to my life and start the process of forgetting last night ever happened.

I just have no idea how to do that. I guess it’s time for me to write my own rule book here: How to Exit a One-Night Stand with Some Shred of Dignity.

I dig through my purse for my sunglasses. Chapter one of my rule book will help me get through the main level of the hotel on my way out to the Strip if I can at least cover my puffy, red, tear-leaking eyes.

I keep digging, unable to find my dumbass sunglasses under all the crap in my purse, including an array of make-up that I didn’t bother to use this morning. He was still asleep when I left. Why didn’t I at least say goodbye? If there’s anything I regret about the last nine hours, it’s that. I snuck out before he even woke up, and now I’ll never get the chance.

And that’s exactly where my confusion lies. Despite the shame pulling at my conscience, I don’t regret what I did.

I push angrily at the tears still coursing down my cheeks then pull my purse from my shoulder and balance it on my knee. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirrored elevator doors and look away in humiliation. I focus for a second on the numbers as they change with each floor we pass. I’m moving closer to the first floor as the elevator carries me further from Mark.

I search frantically through my purse, frustrated that I can’t find my stupid sunglasses, that I’m crying, that my face is a blotchy, disgusting mess, that I just left his place knowing I won’t be invited back.

This was a mistake, one night to mar an otherwise spotless record. I’m not good enough for someone like him, not wild and crazy enough, not famous, not even close to his league. If he’s playing in the majors, I’m basically the sister of the ball boy for some middle school team. That’s how far apart our worlds are, but he allowed me to dream for just a few bright minutes last night. He allowed me to step out of playing the role of the good girl to do something naughty and completely out of character for once in my life.

I’d give up everything for him—I’d have done that before I even met him last night. Both my best friend Jill and I have obsessed over him for years. He and the drummer from his band appeared on a reality show together, and we watched every episode and then watched again and again. In my fantasy world, I’d quit my job to tour around the world with him and Vail. I’d be best friends with the wives or girlfriends of the other band members.

I briefly think about leaving my number with the front desk as I bask in that fantasy, but my insecurities get the best of me. Mark is known for doing this, for making every woman he’s with feel like the queen of the world before daylight comes and he moves on to the next one. I’m not special or different. I’m not memorable. The whole idea of that fantasy life is just a stupid dream.

The elevator doors slide open, and I step off as I continue to dig. I’m not paying attention to anything around me, don’t even look up as I keep digging through my purse, and—of course, because why wouldn’t it happen today of all days?—I crash smack into a hard wall.

I stumble backward, drop my purse, and feel arms come around my elbows to help steady me.

It wasn’t a wall, after all. It was a man. A man in a suit who looks crisp and fresh and hot as hell and why the fuck is the universe against me today?

“Are you okay?” His voice is deep and husky and full of concern. His big hands are still on my arms, and I brush them off after my eyes catch on his long fingers and sexy veins.

I dash the tears away again and force myself to look at the man who is gazing at me with bright green eyes. His lustrous, nearly black hair is brushed up and away from his forehead, parted to the side, which tells me he cares about his appearance, but the dark stubble lining his jaw tells me he’s all man.

I glance down and see that the contents of my purse have emptied all over the tiled floor. Eyeshadow is bouncing its way across the small hallway housing six elevators, lip gloss has rolled nearly in front of the furthest elevator, random change and gum wrappers are everywhere. I need to clean out my goddamn purse.

A couple walks into the hallway and pushes the button to call an elevator as they glance at the mess—and, subsequently, me—with disdain.

Fuck you! You could help us here instead of looking at me like you’re better than me! Haven’t you ever had a bad morning? Haven’t you ever dropped anything? Haven’t you ever walked out of a rock god’s penthouse suite without leaving your number behind?

My good manners keep those thoughts in my head. Instead, I ignore them and stare at all the shit I keep in my purse scattered all over the floor, and that’s when I remember last night when Jill and I left the house we share, it wasn’t bright enough to warrant sunglasses. I realize too late they’re sitting in the cup holder in my car.

“Dammit,” I mutter to myself as I close my eyes, willing the tears to stop falling. “I’m sorry,” I say to the man as the unhelpful couple steps onto one of the elevators.

“Are you okay?” he asks again.

I lift a shoulder and try breathing in through my nose. “I’m fine.”

“Doesn’t look like it,” he says, bending down to help retrieve all my shit so I can dump it back into my purse. “Is there anything I can do?”

“I’m fine,” I repeat.

He hands me some change and a bottle of lotion, which I toss into my purse, and I pick up my phone. I grab last night’s concert ticket—signed by Mark Ashton, of course—and he picks up the shirt I was wearing before I changed into the shirt I bought at the show, the one I’m wearing now.

Then, to my utter and complete mortification, the man hands me a tampon and a condom.

Seriously? The two most embarrassing items in my purse were lucky enough to fall out right next to each other? Fuck my life and everything in it.

My cheeks burn as I glance up at him. He’s looking at me with a cocky smile, and I feel the threat of tears again. I won’t cry in front of this handsome stranger. Well, I won’t cry again in front of this handsome stranger.

I hear my phone’s text notification. The morning can’t get any more embarrassing as he continues to gather and hand me more of my crap.

Jill: Hope you’re still banging Mark Ashton. Can’t wait to hear all about it. I’m heading home. Your car is still at Mandalay but I checked out. Have fun and be safe.

I glance around and spot my car keys on the floor in front of me. At least one thing is going right this morning—at least I didn’t leave my keys at the hotel with Jill. I almost yell out in triumph, but I manage to restrain myself.

“Let me buy you a coffee,” the man says once we’ve gathered all my stuff and the floor is pristine once again.

I nearly ask if it’s because of the condom, but I stop the words before they leave my lips. A girl who carries condoms in her purse must put out, right? Ugh. “No, thank you,” I say instead.

He glances at his watch. “Please. It’s the least I can do.” His green eyes penetrate me, pinning me to the spot. He’s so assured standing there, so confident.

So handsome.

I think about giving in. I think about saying yes.

But I’m on my way out from another man’s bed after a one-night stand. Having a morning coffee date with a stranger just seems like a bad idea on top of an already shit morning.


Chapter Three


“Tell me every single detail and leave nothing out.”

I blow out a heavy sigh as I look across the family room at Jill. She tucks a chunk of her red hair behind her ear, her eyes wide on me. She’s looking at me differently than she did yesterday, like I’m her idol. I did something last night we’ve both dreamed of doing for the better part of ten years.

It’s too early for this conversation. I’m still wearing the Vail shirt from last night—the same shirt Mark Ashton stripped from my body before he fucked me. I think of his long, talented fingers as they gripped the bottom of this very shirt before he pulled it over my head.

“It was…perfect,” I finally answer.

“That’s not every detail. I’m talking length, girth, hardness…”

“Oh my God, Jill. You sound like Tess.” Tess, my work wife, has the uncensored mouth and perverted sense of humor of a thirteen-year-old boy.

“So? It’s not every day my best friend sleeps with an actual rock star.”

“I need a cup of coffee before I get into this,” I mutter. “Or a shot of tequila.”

“Coffee’s hot on the pot.” She nods toward the kitchen. “And you know where we keep the tequila. Now spill the details.”

“I haven’t showered and I still smell like him.”

“Oh my God, you should definitely never shower again. Ever. What does he smell like when he’s naked? Can I smell you? Was he big? Was the sex good?” She stands up and starts walking toward me, but I push her off.

“He tasted like peppermint.” I think for a minute. “And he smelled like some kind of sweet, woodsy scent mixed with the peppermint. And he was big. And he knew how to use it. Like he’s an expert. PhD in sex.” I close my eyes in bliss as I remember.

When I open them, she’s about to bend over to sniff my shirt. I push her away.

“Sandalwood. That’s sandalwood. Holy shit, I just smelled Mark Ashton on you.” She squeals. “Best night ever?”

I nod, focusing my eyes out the window on our view of the mountains surrounding Las Vegas.

“Then why do you seem so totally unsatisfied today?”

I swipe at a stray tear I didn’t even realize had formed. I thought I’d gotten it all out in the elevator. “Not unsatisfied. It’s just…that’s it. One night. Wham bam thank you ma’am.”

“One night to remember forever.”

She stares at me with stars in her eyes, like I’m the luckiest girl in the world—which I am.

But I’m still somewhere between regret and jubilation. “Yeah, but now what? No one’s ever going to measure up to that.”

“Still, one night…”

“One night that brought every fantasy I’ve had for ten years to life.” And emotionally connected me to a man I don’t even know. I don’t add that last part. It seems too ridiculous to say it out loud.

“Did you get his number?”

“No. And I didn’t leave mine.”

“Why not?”

“Seriously? Was I just supposed to say, Hey, thanks for the amazing sex, give me your number? Where was I supposed to leave mine?”

“I’d have written that shit in lipstick on his bathroom mirror,” she mutters.

“No, you wouldn’t have.”

“Hell yes, I would’ve!”

I know my friend. She wouldn’t have. She’s a lot like me—a boring, wholesome rule follower.

“Well, I didn’t. I knew his expectations from the start.”

“But you want more?”

“Of course I want more. He’s every woman’s fantasy. Gorgeous? Check. Rich? Check. Funny? Check. Can sing me lullabies every night? Check.”

“Don’t forget that he has a big dick.”

I nod. “Check. And now I’m just supposed to count myself lucky that he picked me for his Saturday night and move on with my life.”

How the hell am I supposed to do that? I have no idea. It’s wanting something so bad for so long and when it happens and it’s everything you thought it would be—more, even…but then it’s over. How do you just pick up and act like everything’s normal when it just isn’t?

“You’re so calm about it. If I slept with Mark Ashton, I’d be shouting it from the rooftops.”

“That’s where we’re different, I guess. Let’s just keep it between us, okay?” I stand and stretch. “I need a shower and a nap.”

“And wash off Mark Ashton’s scent? You’re crazy.” She stands and ambles over to me. “Can I please just sniff you one more time before you wash him off?”

I roll my eyes and push her away before I head to the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee, but I don’t think I’ll ever wash this shirt. I don’t want his scent to ever fade from it.

Once I’m in my bedroom, I’m alone with my thoughts—usually a fairly safe place, but a downright rickety old mine shaft about to collapse today. I could focus on getting some work done, but it’ll be there tomorrow. I could take a shower like I told Jill I’d do, but she’s right. I’m not ready to wash him off me, not yet.

So instead, I pull my Vail shirt over my head just like he did to me last night, curl into a ball on my bed, snuggle the shirt that still smells like him, and replay our night.

I suppose living in Vegas gives a school teacher like me a better chance of meeting celebrities that others might not get. My chances are multiplied considering my best friend works for a local newspaper and has access to press passes for any event.

Last night, we found ourselves front and center after waiting outside the venue for four hours so we could be among the first fans inside. We watched the two opening bands as anticipation built, and finally the lights went dark just before the headliner appeared.

I remember glancing over to Jill as Vail took the stage, excitement lighting her face. We’ve seen Vail at least ten times together, more than once pressed against a fence holding us back from the stage, and it’s new and thrilling every single time.

But something was different about last night. The air crackled with energy, the crowd was louder, and I could feel it in my chest. Something magical was about to happen.

It was the best concert I’ve ever seen. I felt that long before the lead singer invited me to his bed.

It was the entire atmosphere. Mark worked the crowd with ease, just like he always does, but he had an energy about him that seemed different from his other shows. I sang along to every song, and I could’ve sworn he made eye contact with me while he belted out the words I knew so well. At the time, I was sure every girl in the arena felt that way, but later he confirmed that he had, in fact, been watching me.

Is that a line he feeds every woman?

Hearts aren’t supposed to get tangled up in one-night stands. They’re supposed to stay out of it, safely on the sidelines for one night of pure, unadulterated, physical pleasure.

That’s not the way I did my one-night stand, though.

My heart dove in head first, and now my emotions are paying the hefty price.

One day—that’s all. I’ll allow myself one day of wallowing, one day of self-pity, one day to get over this heartbreak, and then I’ll find a way to move forward.


Chapter Four


“Contact the business listed next to your name within the next week. Sorry it’s so late this year,” my department chair, Kathryn, says during our final department meeting of the school year. She passes out a paper to each member of the English department at Desert Lights High School. It’s the Monday after the weekend where I had sex with a rock star, and everything in my life is suddenly shaded by that one event, just as I knew it would be.

My vow that I’d only allow myself to wallow for one day was shot out the window when I woke up this morning still under a haze of grief. It’s hard to lose something you never really had, yet my emotions are tied up like I lost the love of my life.

I listen to Vail on repeat, luxuriating in the sound of his voice as I let it wash over me, as I touch myself while I think of him, as I imagine it’s his fingers touching me again, his hands on my body.

Thank God it’s almost summer, because I can’t focus. Today was our first day of final exams. Tomorrow is our last day. Grades are due Wednesday, and then it’s summer break for two and a half months.

“How was Vail?” Tess asks.

“Awesome,” I say, giving her two cheesy thumbs up as I look at the desk in front of me so she doesn’t notice the sudden water in my eyes.

“And how hot was Mark Ashton?”

I swoon a little. Hotter than you can even imagine.

A small part of me wants to tell her what happened with Mark, but another part of me likes having a secret. As much as I love Tess, I want to keep this to myself. She isn’t the most reserved person in the world, and I have a feeling if I tell her what I did, everyone in a ten-mile radius will know.

“The hottest ever,” I say.

“God, I love him. What I wouldn’t give for one night with him.”

My heart skips a beat. This is my chance to confess, but I don’t say anything.

She sighs dreamily. “I wish I could’ve gone to the show with you guys.”

“How was the family dinner?” I ask.

She rolls her eyes. “About as lame as you’d expect.”

Her aunt and uncle were in town visiting, and she got stuck going to dinner instead of joining Jill and me at the concert. I can’t help but wonder if Mark would’ve chosen her over me if she’d been with us.

It doesn’t matter. Thinking about it doesn’t change what happened, doesn’t change the fact that she’s with him as much as I am right now.

I make a face at Tess as Kathryn passes the papers to my row. Our destinies are listed in black and white. Each teacher in the department gets one local company who we’re assigned to basically beg for money to help fund our big charity event in the fall.

“What did you get?” I ask Tess as soon as we both have a paper in front of us.

She scans the paper. “Yes!” She pumps her fist in the air in victory. “Dairy Queen.”

“Lucky.” They’re a guaranteed donation, plus she gets ice cream.

“What did you get?” she asks.

My brows draw in. “FDB Tech Corp.” I say it with a hint of a question at the end because I’ve never heard of them.

Tess screws her face up. “Never heard of them.”

“Me either.” The sooner I make my appointment, the sooner I get this hideous task off my plate. Seriously, I didn’t know when I went to school to become a high school English teacher that there’d be so many other tasks that came with the territory.

When I arrive home, Jill’s already there, sitting on the couch with her laptop as she researches something for an article.

“How’s the future Mrs. Ashton?” she asks, setting her laptop beside her and stretching out her legs.

“Stop,” I scold, drawing out the ahhh sound in the word. “I already told you, it was a one and done. Talking about it just depresses me.” I change the subject quickly. “I have to call this new company to schedule an appointment so I can beg for donations.”

“What company?”

“FDB Tech Corp.”

She nods and picks her laptop back up. “I’ve heard of them. Apparently, these three super hot guys left their old company in Chicago to start their own. Molly did an article on them a month or so ago, but I think they just cut the ribbon last week.” She taps some keys then scrolls her laptop. “Yep. Last Thursday was their official opening.”

“What do they do?” I sit on the couch next to her.

“Julie’s article says they sell solutions.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

She scans the article a little more. “It says they’re involved in predictive analytics and they’re looking to hire consultants.”

“I understand about half the words you just said.”

She shrugs. “Ask while you’re there.”

I stand to leave the room when I hear her voice. It’s quiet and gentle.

“Are you sure you’re okay with the whole Mark Ashton thing?”

I shrug. “It is what it is. Or, rather, it was what it was. One amazing night, and I’m sure I’ll get over it at some point.”

I can still feel his cashmere blanket wrapped around my arms when I think hard enough, can still feel his tongue brushing against mine. The image of his fingertips running along my thigh flashes through my mind. It’s only been two days. Surely this anguish will fade in time. “Thanks for asking.”

*     *     *

I feel underdressed in jeans and my DLHS shirt as I arrive at the FDB Tech Corp headquarters the next afternoon after a half day of final exams. Their business spans the entire twelfth floor of a building two blocks off the Strip.

The black metal and glass structure in front of me is intimidating. The big Ferris wheel behind one of the hotels is just a couple of blocks over, huge in my view at the moment. I think of all the tourists who come through this town to party, gamble, or tuck singles into strippers’ G-strings, but to me, it’s home.

A petite and pretty blonde sits behind the desk in a professional black business outfit in front of me when the elevator doors open. The office has that new-office smell—recently dried paint on the light gray walls and new plush, black and gray weave carpeting, but there’s something else in the air. Something coconutty, almost like sunscreen but nicer.

The blonde looks up and smiles warmly. “Hi there. Can I help you?”

“Yes, I have a one-thirty appointment with Mr. Fox.”

She glances at her screen. “Reese Brady?”

“That’s me.”

She smiles. “Great. Have a seat and someone will be up shortly to escort you back. Can I get you some water?”

“That would be great,” I say, and she hands me a bottle before I sit. It’s swanky in here with the gray and black theme. A few people walk down a hallway to my right, and even they match the décor in their black business attire. I feel even more underdressed than I did back in the parking lot.

A gorgeous, intimidating woman with wavy brown hair steps around the corner. She’s wearing a tight, black dress, and even though she comes across as incredibly professional, she looks ready for a night out in Vegas, like she can just leave straight from work to head to the next party. Her shrewd, brown eyes land on me, and she doesn’t mask her disdain as she takes in my blue jeans and t-shirt. “Reese Brady?” she asks, raising an eyebrow.

I stand and smile awkwardly as I wonder if this woman has ever felt awkward in her entire life. “That’s me.”

“Follow me.”

She leads me to one of the corner offices, her heels somehow clicking on the plushy carpet as I follow behind in my much more comfortable Converse. An empty desk that I assume is hers sits just in front of the office. The plaque outside the door reads Brian Fox.

I stand behind her as she steps into the doorway of his office. “Mr. Fox, Reese Brady is here to see you.”

“Thanks, Kelsey.” His voice is deep, and before I even see the man himself, I can tell just from that deep timbre that he’s going to be gorgeous. “Send her in.”

She steps aside, and my eyes fall onto the man sitting behind the black desk.

I was right. He’s gorgeous.

But it’s not just that.

I recognize him.

It’s the man who helped me pick up everything that fell out of my purse the morning I escaped Mark Ashton’s place. I stop dead in my tracks and have the sudden urge to run back out the door. How the hell am I supposed to beg this man for money?

His dark hair is almost black and his eyes are such a piercing green that he’s almost looking through me. His gaze pins me to my spot in the doorway. He’s sitting behind his desk, a meticulously organized mass of paperwork, folders, and office supplies. He wears a navy suit, and my eyes travel up the crisp, clean lines of his jacket and catch on the glinting silver tie tack holding his matching navy tie in place.

Navy, I muse. Interesting considering everything else I’ve seen in this office is black, white, or gray. It’s like he purposely chose to stand out, but he’s got this imposing presence about him that would allow him to stand out either way. He owns the room and everything in it just because he’s there.

From the way his eyes land on me, it’s clear he remembers me, too, and my mouth dries. I’m beyond grateful for the water the receptionist gave me. I unscrew the cap and tip it to my mouth to moisten my lips just as the woman who led me back here turns around and bumps into me.

Water splashes out of the bottle and onto my purple DLHS shirt.

The woman glares at me and smirks as she watches a small water stain start to spread over my chest. She’s definitely laughing at me without actually laughing at me—enough so I know, but not enough so her boss knows. She leaves the office before he can see her wide grin at my expense.

I draw in a shaky breath as heat creeps into my cheeks. I haven’t been this affected by a man since…well, since I met a rock star. Except for that one event that almost seems like a dream, I don’t think I’ve ever been affected like this.

I shake my head to clear it as I wipe at the water spot on my chest. It probably looks like I’m feeling myself up, but I’m just trying to get my shirt to dry faster. It’s not working.

“Come on in,” he says, his lips tipping up in that same cocky smile I remember from outside the elevator as his eyes connect with mine. He stands and extends an arm. “Brian Fox,” he says, and I reach out to shake his hand. His eyes dart down to the little water spot right over my boob.

“Reese Brady,” I say, smiling nervously. My voice squeaks as our hands connect, so I clear my throat and drop his hand before I sit in one of the chairs facing his desk.

“You know, Reese, I have to admit, I’ve thought about you several times since you literally ran into me. Sometimes I think of you as the elevator girl, or sometimes as the Mandarin girl. But, sadly for me, it’s always the girl who got away.”

My cheeks flush, but before I can respond, he says lightly, “It’s nice to see you with a smile this time.”

I cover half my face with my hand. “I’m mortified about the other morning,” I say.

He chuckles and waves a dismissive hand through the air. “Don’t be. We’ve all had bad mornings.”

“Thank you,” I say, sure there must be a more socially appropriate response that’s currently absent from my brain.

He levels his gaze on me for a few beats, and I half expect him to ask me why I was crying or what I was doing at the Mandarin Oriental early on a Sunday morning. He doesn’t, though. Instead, he clears his throat and asks, “What can I do for you today?”

His eyes penetrate me, and I avert my gaze to the window, drinking in the familiar view of the Strip. It centers me, calms me. This is my home turf. I’ve got this. I force myself to look at him—a big mistake considering those handsome eyes are still pinned on me.

“I’m here on behalf of Desert Lights High School.” My voice is shaky, but once I start the speech I’ve given in prior years to other companies, I’m sure it’ll calm.

“The appointment on my schedule said something about a fundraiser for the high school?”

“Yes,” I say, getting to the point of why I’m here. I focus on the matter at hand and ignore how hot he is, how much he unnerves me. “Every fall, we host a fundraiser and we ask local businesses for donations. It’s a huge event in our community and it takes place over Homecoming weekend.” I pull this year’s brochure out of my purse and slide it across his desk. Our fingers brush in the process, and the desire that fell asleep in my body as I left Mark’s place seems to awaken. I draw in a breath. It’s just an attraction. This man is gorgeous and he’s distracting me from why I’m here.

“You can look through the brochure from this year’s event. The weekend includes things like a parade and a formal ball for the adults with a silent auction. Any donation is helpful. Some companies choose to donate an auction item, others give a monetary donation.” I point to the brochure. “You can see the different tiers of thanks we offer depending on donations. Most companies like seeing their logo on our event t-shirts or on a banner in the football stadium. We also display our biggest donors on a plaque in the gym. Is this something you might be interested in?”

I think I might be beaming with pride that I managed to get that entire speech out of my mouth without sounding like a complete and total idiot.

“Absolutely.”

“Great. I’m happy to give you a form my principal drafted up and you can get back to me with your exact donation, or I can—”

He interrupts me. “Ten thousand.”

“What?” I ask, positive I misheard him.

“Ten thousand dollars.” He flashes that same cocky smile at me again. “With conditions, of course.”

“What?” I repeat stupidly, my jaw hanging open.

“We’ve been looking for a charitable cause in Vegas, and I know there are lots of opportunities, but you’re the first person who didn’t just send a form email asking for money.”

“Ten…ten thou…My God. Ten thousand?” I’m stuttering like a fool, but I think I may be in shock. I cough and clear my throat. “Are…are you sure?”

He nods. “Yes.”

“What are the conditions?”

“Dinner. Tomorrow night.”

“I’d be happy to send something to your home.” Shit, for a donation that size, I suppose I can spare a few dollars to send a pizza or something.

He chuckles. “That’s cute. I meant dinner with you.”

My mouth forms a surprised O. I inhale in a sharp breath. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mr. Fox.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Why not?” He seems like one of those guys who is used to getting his way.

“Wouldn’t it be a conflict of interest?”

He shrugs. “I’m not giving you the money. I’m giving it to your school.”

“Still, I don’t think so. But I appreciate the offer.”

He busies himself by picking up a folder from his desk. “Sorry we couldn’t reach an agreement,” he says, swinging the folder open and focusing on the papers inside instead of me. “Kelsey should be at her desk just outside my door. She can show you out.”

“So that’s it? I won’t go to dinner with you so you’re just going to pull your offer?”

He looks up at me and maintains his composure. “I told you it had conditions.”

“I’m not here to whore myself out.” The inappropriate words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them. All I can think of is the fact that this man knows I keep condoms in my purse.

His eyebrows shoot up. “I didn’t ask you to. I simply asked you to dinner.”

It’s possible I’m overreacting. “I apologize. You’re right. I’m just, uh, not available.”

“Meaning you have plans tomorrow night?” Brian asks. “Or meaning you’re in a relationship?”

I clear my throat. “Neither. I’m just not looking to get involved right now.”

“It’s just a dinner.” He picks up a pen and twirls it around in his fingers. “I didn’t even call it a date, and you already denied me once when you wouldn’t allow me to buy you a cup of coffee over the weekend.”

I can’t tell if he’s being a jerk or if he’s swaying me toward agreeing to go to dinner with him. My brain wanders to what he might be hiding under that navy suit as I lean toward the latter. “Aside from dinner, what other conditions do you have in mind?” I ask.

He thinks for a minute, and then he levels his gaze at me. “That’s it.”

“So, if I agree to go to dinner with you tomorrow night, you’ll donate ten grand to my school?”

He sticks out his bottom lip and pretends to think deeply for a second. “That about sums it up.”

“You think one dinner with me is worth ten grand?”

“You don’t?”

“I’ve never thought about putting a price on it, to be honest.” I close my eyes and rub my forehead. “Where and when?” I finally ask, not because I think this is a good idea, but because ten thousand dollars would go a long way.

He feigns shock. “You’re agreeing to go?”

I shrug. “My school could use that kind of money. Plus, you wore me down.”

“You’re funny, Reese,” he says with a laugh. “I like you.”

I feel that all too familiar heat climbing into my cheeks, and I don’t know what to say. He’s so handsome sitting there behind his desk—and not just handsome, but powerful—ready to conquer the business world.

I’m saved from having to reply to his flirtations by his cell phone buzzing. He glances down at the screen. “I have to take this. Leave your number with Kelsey and I’ll text you the details for tomorrow.”

I nod and stand.

He answers his phone with his eyes on me. “Brian Fox.”

I leave his office as shudders run through my spine, give his bitchy secretary my number with a fake smile, and go home to stupidly wait for his text.


Chapter Five


Unknown Number: I have a reservation for eight o’clock at Brasserie inside Caesar’s. Text me your address and I’ll come pick you up.

Me: Who is this?

Brian: You know who this is.

Me: Do I?

Brian: It’s the one paying ten grand for a dinner with you. Also the one who can name just about every item you carry in your purse.

Me: I thought the money wasn’t for me.

Brian: Right. Conflict of interest.

Me: I mean, if you want to make the check out to me, I wouldn’t say no.

Brian: How about dinner first? I still need your address.

Me: I’ll meet you there.

Brian: See you at eight.

I don’t reply as I picture his cocky grin in my head. Instead, I yell, “Jill!” from my bed. She appears in my doorway.

“What?”

“Brian just texted me the details. Dinner at Caesar’s. I need your help.”

“With what?”

I roll my eyes. “Duh. What am I supposed to wear?”

She grins and heads toward my walk-in closet while I stay planted on my bed. She emerges with a few hangers and holds up a black dress.

I shake my head. “Little black dress? Too cliche.”

She holds up a red dress next. I shake my head. “Too slutty. I don’t want to give the wrong impression.”

“You’re putting more thought into this than it deserves if it isn’t a date.” Her voice turns to a teasing singsong. “I think someone might be a little excited.”

I narrow my eyes at her and give her a smirk to hide the actual excitement starting to bubble inside me. “You stop it right now and show me more clothes.”

She giggles. “How about this one?”

It’s a glitzy gold dress that’s perfect. It makes my golden brown hair shimmer, my skin glow, my blue eyes pop. It’s perfect for my date—even though I’m still pretending it’s not a date—but there’s one problem.

It’s bad luck.

“That’s the dress I was wearing the night Justin and I ended things.” Justin and I broke up about six months ago. I convinced myself he was my forever, my happily ever after, and then one day he decided he didn’t want a commitment. I’m over what happened between us, but it was a tough breakup.

“Sounds like it’s time to make some new memories in it.”

“Or I could go buy something new.” I think of the lump sum paycheck I’ll get in a couple of weeks that will have all my earnings for the summer months.

“Don’t you need to budget for the summer?”

“Shut up.”

She sets her hand on her hip and looks at me like she’s about to scold a child. “You’re the one who told me not to let you blow through your big summer check.”

“You didn’t have to listen to me,” I mutter. I shoot her the middle finger.

“Nice.” She tosses the gold dress on my bed. “Wear that and stop being a child.”

“Or I could borrow something from you…”

She folds her arms over her chest. “Like the time you borrowed my white sweater and spilled red wine on it? I don’t think so.”

“I hate you. And I’m not planning on drinking red wine with Brian Fox. He’s too scary for me to get tipsy.”

She looks alarmed. “He’s scary? Why are you going out with him, then?”

“Not scary like he’s going to kill me. Scary like he’s hot and I’m terrified I’ll like him.”

“Would that be such a bad thing?”

I nod. “Yes, it would be. I’m not ready yet.”

Jill sits on the edge of my bed. “Because of Mark?”

I blow out a breath. “Flashes of our night together keep attacking me at the most inappropriate times. Like yesterday, I’m sitting there minding my own business while my students took their exams, and I couldn’t stop thinking of how tender he was when he kissed me in his bedroom.”

“You didn’t tell me about that.”

I lift a shoulder. “It’s hard to talk about. I wasn’t supposed to get emotionally invested.”

She grabs my foot affectionately. “I get it, babe. It was everything you hoped it would be, but that’s it.”

“It was more than I hoped it would be. But that’s it,” I repeat.

“What else did he do?”

I lift a shoulder. “Stuff.”

“Did he do it well?”

I pick at my comforter. “He didn’t get his reputation because he sucks in bed.” I close my eyes as I think about his lips connecting with mine. Lip on lip, tongues clashing. Sensual, slow, carnal. The nerves darting through my belly as his arms came around me, when his hands ran up my back and tangled in my hair.

I can’t stop thinking about how he made me feel inside—like I was a goddess and he was there to worship. He had to have felt it, too. Something that strong can’t be just one-sided. I remind myself how much it doesn’t matter. I have to move forward, and dinner with Brian Fox in my gold bad luck dress could be the answer.

I clear my throat and force the image of his mouth over mine out of my head. “And he’s got these abs like you see in the pictures, but they were real and they were right in front of me.”

“Did you touch them?”

I give her a look that clearly says, duh.

“You’re so lucky. I’d bang any of them, to be honest,” she says.

“Any of the members of Vail?”

She nods. “Ethan with the abs on drums? Fuck yeah. James with the blue eyes on bass? You bet. Steve and those long, strong fingers of his on guitar and sometimes the keys? Sure, why not.”

I giggle. “It was like someone put out an ad for hot guys to be in a band together and they all met up.”

“I wonder if that’s how they met.”

“I read an article once that two of them were from Illinois and two were from Virginia and they met at some summer music festival in Wisconsin.”

“I knew about Illinois and Virginia because that’s how they got their name, isn’t it?”

I nod. “V-A and I-L.”

“Tell me about his house.”

“The view of the Strip from there was unbelievable.”

“Big kitchen?”

She’s obsessed with HGTV, so I always take note of kitchens whenever I go to someone’s house so I can report back.

“Yeah. Everything was white and stainless. The counters were white quartz with those little sparkles.”

“Bedroom?”

“Black and white. And, God, the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in. Like one of those memory foam ones.”

“You realize that’s the most you’ve told me about that night, don’t you?”

“I guess it’s getting easier.”

“Or this Brian Fox guy already has you moving forward.”

“See? That’s why he’s so damn scary.”

*     *     *

I sweep my palms down my gold dress. “Do I look okay?”

“You look gorgeous. Go get him. Stay the night at his place so I can twerk naked in the kitchen all night. Have some fun.”

“Please don’t twerk anywhere ever, naked or fully clothed. It’s not a thing anymore.”

She raises both hands up in confusion, and I laugh.

“I love you, Jilly Bean.”

“I love you too, Reese’s Pieces.”

“I’ll find out if he has a friend for you.”

She rolls her eyes. “Yeah. That’s all I need.”

“If you can push me into trying something new, I can do the same for you.”

She had her heart broken when her ex cheated on her a few weeks after Justin and I ended things. It’s been a rough half a year in our house, but tonight feels like the start of something new.

I pick up my clutch from the counter and make sure I have the essentials: lip gloss, wallet, and cell phone. No condom—just in case I empty this one all over the floor again, I don’t want Brian getting the wrong idea.

“Have fun,” she says.

I blow her air kisses and head out the door.

It’s Wednesday night, my first official evening of summer break. This morning all I had to do was turn in my grades and check out with my department chair. She didn’t mention the donation from FDB Tech Corp yet, so I’m curious if Brian is waiting to donate until I show up for this dinner. I’m also wondering if he’s going to attach any other conditions. He said this was the only one, but who knows if he was telling the truth?

My hands start shaking the closer I get to Caesar’s. Traffic’s a bitch getting here, as it always is on an evening in Las Vegas, and it’s been distracting enough to keep my mind off this dinner.

But now that I’m pulling my Ford Escape into the valet lane, the fear is hitting me full force. I’m not ready to go on a date with someone, not when I still feel Mark’s hands on my body, not when I keep thinking he’ll show up around the next corner.

I find the restaurant a few minutes early and stand out front. When I spot Brian strolling through the casino, he’s even more devastatingly handsome than I remembered with his thick, dark hair brushed up and parted to the side. Stubble peppers his chin.

He wears a black suit with a black tie as if he didn’t stop home after work, yet he looks fresh and crisp again, all clean, hard lines. He’s talking on his cell phone, but as soon as he spots me, he cuts the call short. He saunters through the casino, and when he’s standing in front of me, he gives me his signature cocky grin. My heart starts racing, and I stick out my hand to shake his as he leans in for a hug. Instead of a hug, my extended arm jabs him in the ribs. He jumps back, and I giggle nervously.

“Sorry,” I mutter.

“I like the dress.” His voice is low and close to me, an unexpected seductive promise. A shudder runs down my spine. With just the hint of rasp in his voice, I half expect him to say that he’d like it better on the floor, but he doesn’t. “Let’s try this again.” He leans in and presses a surprise kiss on my cheek.

“Uh…blerg.” Words escape me as my cheeks burn a bright red. I clear my throat. “Thanks,” I manage. I draw in a breath. “You look nice, too.”

He holds out his arm to escort me to the hostess stand. The move is antiquated yet provocative as I slip my arm through his. I find comfort in his heat against my side as I start to relax—even though I was a bundle of nerves mere seconds ago.

We’re seated at a table overlooking the casino. We’re far enough away that the noise doesn’t prove a distraction yet close enough to feel part of the action.

“Are you a gambler?” I ask, nodding toward the casino after he orders us a bottle of red wine.

We both pick up our menus.

He shrugs. “Sometimes. You?”

“Not really. I don’t make enough money to spend it frivolously.” I pretend to peruse my menu. Money talk this early in a date can’t be good.

Except this isn’t a date.

“What teachers are paid just isn’t right.”

“No arguments here.”

He chuckles, then we’re both quiet for a few beats as we look at our menus. I try to pretend it isn’t awkward silence. He’s the one who wanted this date, so I wait for him to say something.

“What are you going to order?”

I glance up at him and find his eyes back on me. “I’m not sure. You?”

He sets his menu down. “The filet.”

I check the price next to filet mignon almost subconsciously. Seventy-two.

Seventy-two dollars for a steak. The last pair of shoes I bought wasn’t even that pricey and I’ve worn them nearly every day for two months.

I clear my throat and keep my eyes on the menu. As much as I want the ribeye, I can’t justify sixty-five dollars for one meal. “The mushroom risotto sounds good.” The number next to it is much smaller than nearly everything else on the menu.

“At a steakhouse?”

I lift a shoulder in embarrassment.

“Reese, it’s my treat,” he says gently. “Get whatever you want.”

I set my menu down and our server comes over to take our order.

“The ribeye,” I say. Brian nods proudly across the table at me as I tell the server how I want it prepared.

“And for you, sir?”

“I’ll have the mushroom risotto.”

I sit back in shock as my hand flies up to my chest.

He grins at me before returning his gaze to the server. “Just kidding. I’ll have the filet, medium rare.” He looks across the table at me. “And a side of mushroom risotto.”

“Yes, sir,” the server says before scampering off.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I say as I giggle at his little stunt.

He winks, and while some men do it and it comes off as creepy, when he does it, it comes off as cute. “You wanted the risotto. I didn’t want you to feel pressured into a steak. This way, you get both.”

I smile. “Thank you.”

An awkward beat of silence passes between us, so I fill the blank space with small talk. “So what brings you to Vegas?”

“My two best friends and I worked together for years for someone else. The three of us finally decided to work for ourselves.”

“What do you do?”

“We’re a tech company specializing in predictive analytics.”

“I know that much from Google. What does that mean?”

He chuckles. “Basically, we mine data and use statistics to predict trends. Our main focus is cybersecurity, but we’re in the process of acquiring several consultants with different areas of expertise.”

“You know how to do all that?”

He shrugs and grins. I ignore the little flutters in my belly as my eyes dart to his cocky smile.

“I don’t know how to do all that,” he admits. “But I know how to run a business.”

“So you’re the business guy?”

He nods. “My two friends are the IT developer and the creative visionary.”

“Sounds like a good team.”

“We like to think so.” He runs his fingers over the rim of his water glass, his eyes following the movement.

“Where did you move from?”

His eyes fall back on mine. “Chicago.”

“Why Vegas?” I’m asking too many questions, but I suddenly feel like I want to know everything about him.

He lifts a shoulder. “The excitement. The weather. The relative proximity to California. Plus it’s got the convention center and it’s a hub for all sorts of businesses.”

“The little glimpse I saw of your facility yesterday was nice.”

His fingers run along his water glass again, and my eyes dart down to them. A flash of what he could do to me with those fingers runs through my mind, and my cheeks heat. I force the thought away to focus on what he’s saying.

“Our space turned out to be pretty incredible. I’ve got a corner office with an unparalleled view, plus my two best friends work on either side of me.”

“And your secretary.”

“Kelsey’s great.”

“She’s gorgeous.” I’m playing with fire.

He shrugs. “Hadn’t noticed.”

He doesn’t even crack a smile when he says it, so I’m inclined to believe him, but he is a man and he does have eyes…not that it matters. I’m certainly not jealous of her or anything. I have no reason to be.

Our bottle of wine arrives.

“How long have you been teaching?” he asks once we’ve toasted to getting to know each other.

“Five years. I moved out here from Phoenix to attend UNLV and stayed after graduation.”

“I love Phoenix.”

I fiddle with the stem of my wine glass. “My parents and sister are still there.”

“But you’re here?”

“Sometimes the independence is nice.” I chuckle. “And my best friend moved out here with me.”

“She’s still here, too?”

“Yeah. We live together.”

We both hear his cell phone’s notification sound off in his pocket, but he ignores it. “Is your sister your only sibling?”

I nod. “Do you have any?”

“A sister and a brother.” He glances away for a flash of a second before his eyes return to mine. “Both older.”

We’re quiet for a few beats. I take an awkward sip of wine. It’s going well, this non-date of ours, but it’s still all that getting to know you chatter. He asks, “When are you out for the summer?”

“Today. I turned in my keys this morning.”

“Well,” he says, raising his glass, “let me be the first to say congratulations on another year in the books.”

I clink my glass against his. “Thank you.”

“What do you do over the summer?”

I lift a shoulder. “Sometimes I teach summer school. Not this year, though.”

“Man, I wish I had teachers that looked like you when I was in school.”

I giggle and pick up my wineglass—mostly to hide behind it. “Stop.” I take a sip.

“I’m serious. I went to a private school with all these stuffy old men as my teachers. I’d be staring all day if someone like you was at the front of the room.”

“Well it’s not like I wear this dress to school,” I mumble.

“Thank God for that. I don’t want some underage boy ogling you when it should be me.”

When it should be me? Is he serious?

“Wait a minute.” I narrow my eyes at him. “I thought this wasn’t a date.”

“Who said it’s a date?”

“You’re sitting over there getting awfully flirtatious for someone who’s not on a date.”

He holds up his hands innocently. “Hey, you’re the one who showed up looking like that. How am I supposed to sit over here and pretend I’m not attracted to you?”

I giggle as heat burns my cheeks. I take another sip of wine because surely that’ll help.

“Do you realize every time you get embarrassed, you take a drink?”

I shake my head. “No, I didn’t realize that, but thanks for pointing it out.”

Conversation flows easily between us once our dinners arrive. I tell him about my adventures in teaching and he talks about moving across the country.

“Tell me about your most embarrassing teacher moment,” he says.

“Oh, God. I probably have at least three a day. Just last month I was walking around the room while I was lecturing and I tripped over a wire. I fell right on my ass.”

He laughs.

“Now you tell me something embarrassing.”

“Public erections.” He says it without missing a beat.

I giggle, but my chest heats at the mention of his body. His confession feels oddly intimate. “Any and all?”

He nods in confirmation. “Any and all. Once I was running this important meeting and one snuck up on me for no reason right after I took off my suit jacket. I ended up standing behind a podium until it went away.”

“Oh my God! Can they really happen for no reason?”

“All the time.”

“How awful! Thank God no one can tell when I’m turned on.”

He raises a brow. “You think no one can tell?”

“You think you can?”

“Oh, Reese, I know I can.”

I narrow my eyes. “How?”

“When I first saw you tonight, you were standing at the front of the restaurant. When you spotted me, your eyes widened. Boom—turned on. Then I leaned in close after getting nailed in the ribs.” My face heats at the memory. “I pressed my lips to your cheek. You turned all red, and boom—turned on. And to close the deal, I gave you my arm and you took it. Boom—turned on.”

My jaw hangs open just slightly. I must look like a fool, but he has me pegged. “How do you know I was turned on by all those things?”

“It’s the little things—the way you react to me. As a businessman, I’ve learned to study people. Wide eyes here, red cheeks there. You gripping my arm like you didn’t want me to get away. Even that little dig you made earlier about Kelsey. You think I didn’t notice, but I did. I just wasn’t going to point out all the ways until you asked.”

I hunch back into my chair uncomfortably. “I liked it better before you pointed them out. And how’d you become an expert on women?”

“I’d hardly call myself an expert,” he says with a chuckle. “But I do study people. My grandfather taught me a lot, but I also have a secret weapon. Want to know what it is?”

Those bright green eyes? The thick hair? The killer personality? What I can only assume is a giant member hiding beneath his pants that gets hard in public at random times? I raise both brows expectantly.

“My sister.”

“Your sister is your secret weapon?”

He nods. “She has trained me diligently on the art of how to treat women.”

“Did she mention that the first rule is to never reveal your secrets?”

He laughs. “She did, but I always went with the other cliché that honesty is the best policy.”

“Well if we were planning on anything beyond this one dinner, I’d tell you to thank her for me.”

He looks disappointed. “If?”

“Your condition was one dinner.”

“And you met the condition. I’ll cut the check tomorrow. But I’d like to take you out again—for a proper date, not a night that you agreed to because of conditions.”

As if on cue, I spot a man walking through the casino. From this distance, his backside looks exactly like Mark’s. My heart races and a lump thickens my throat.

The man turns around. It’s not him. I should’ve known. If it was him, surely he’d be surrounded by adoring fans.

My racing heart drops.

As much as I’m enjoying my time with Brian, I laid the ground rules. The non-Mark I just spotted is a stark reminder that I’m not ready. I’m still emotionally connected to someone else, and it wouldn’t be fair to Brian. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“This sounds familiar,” he mutters.

“I’m sorry, Brian. It’s just complicated.”

“All right, then. No date. But what about a few friends hanging out at Cosmopolitan on Friday?”

“Doing what?”

“Dancing, gambling if you want.”

“I don’t know.” It sounds like a date.

“Then let me sway you. I’ll bring two friends and you bring two friends. Food and drinks are on me. Money is no object.”

Money is no object. Do people say shit like that? It just seems so…patronizing. I let it go. “Just a group of friends.”

He nods. “Just friends.”

“Tell me a little about your friends so I know which of mine to bring.” I think of Jill and Tess, of course.

“Does it matter if we’re all just friends?”

I lift a shoulder. “I guess it doesn’t.” I stare down at my plate as I debate whether or not this is a good idea. Probably not, but my words are out before my thoughts finish processing. “Okay, Mr. Fox. You’ve got yourself a deal.”

He flashes his cocky smirk at me, and I have to admit that part of me wants him to kiss me even though I’ve been adamant that I’m here for nothing more than friendship.

He escorts me to the front of the restaurant much like he did when we first entered, and I slide my arm through his even though he pointed out that it turns me on. He’s right. I like being close to him. I like his dangerous scent that’s all man—amber and earthy and uniquely Brian Fox.

He turns toward me and leans forward as if he’s about to press his lips to mine. I stiffen.

Instead of kissing me, though, he speaks quietly, his lips inches from mine. “Can I ask what’s so complicated that you’re terrified I might kiss you?”

“I like you,” I whisper.

His lips tip up. “That’s a good thing. That’s how this is supposed to work.” I feel the heat of his breath against my lips as he moves fractionally closer to me.

“That’s why I can’t.”

“You like me so you can’t kiss me?”

I nod, and he’s standing so close to me that the infinitesimal movement of my head almost causes our lips to brush. I let out a soft gasp, and he closes his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I say softly. To an onlooker, we’re a pair of lovebirds about to kiss outside a restaurant after a lovely evening. To me, though, it’s a night I certainly won’t forget anytime soon with someone I’m not ready to be more than friends with. “I know it doesn’t make sense. I just don’t want to use you to get over someone else.”

He backs away, disappointment evident in his eyes. “I understand. Let me walk you to your car.”

I nod. “Do you really understand?” I ask as we walk toward the valet stand.

“I do. I recently ended a long-term relationship.”

“Because of your move?” I glance up at his gorgeous face, currently twisted into a mask of unease.

He nods, his eyes focused ahead of us, refusing to meet mine. I wish I could catch his, to see if I can read his emotions even a little. “That was part of it.”

“Was there another part?”

“Of course.”

“Care to expand?” I know I’m prying, but I’m curious about this man I just met.

He chuckles. “If you’re going to dodge my questions about your complications, I’ll go ahead and reserve the same right.”

I shouldn’t feel hurt by that, but I do. I want him to open up to me, but I haven’t opened up to him. I’m not being fair.

I hand my ticket to the valet. Brian pulls out his wallet to pay my fee, but I hold up my hand. “You already treated me to an expensive meal. I’ll take care of the parking.”

“Nonsense,” he says, handing a few bills to the clerk before I even have the chance to unsnap my clutch.

I sigh. “You don’t have to do that.”

He slings his arm around my shoulder protectively. “I want to.” He brushes his lips gently against my temple, sending a rush of pressure right through my body and landing between my legs.

My Ford rolls up and disappointment spreads through me. “This is me,” I say.

He walks me to the driver’s seat, tipping the man who pulled my car around.

I move to get in the car, but Brian stops me with a hand on my arm. He pulls me close and laces his arms around me. His head comes down on my shoulder, taking me completely by surprise. I hardly know him, but I already know that whole idea of just friends is never going to work with us. There’s too much crackling sexual tension in the air.

“I want to kiss you.” His words are muffled by my hair, but I still hear them.

My eyes smart, so I close them. I want him to kiss me, too, but tonight was just supposed to be about fulfilling the condition of his donation to DLHS. It wasn’t supposed to be about feelings, about wanting more, about kissing each other.

“Not tonight,” I whisper. I like him. I don’t want to play games. But it’s only been a week since I found myself more emotionally connected to a rock star than I thought I’d be. I need time.

He presses a soft kiss to my shoulder and then pulls back. He doesn’t look at me, doesn’t speak another word as he walks away from me and back into the hotel.


Chapter Six


Pain pierces my skull much too early as the loud clanging of my phone wakes me.

Apparently, I forgot to turn off the alarm I keep set during the school year. After I arrived home last night, I downed a bottle of wine and whined to Jill that I should’ve kissed him, and then I went to bed alone.

Alone with my thoughts. Alone with images of Brian Fox as he sat across the dinner table from me. Alone with my memories of an unforgettable night.

My relationship with Brian presents an interesting dynamic. While I’ve worked hard to convince myself that I’m not ready to move on, this morning I wake full of regret—and not just because I drank too much wine last night.

When Brian went in for the kiss, I should’ve let him. I was stupid not to. Who knows if I’ll get another chance? I don’t know him well enough to know if he’s persistent, if he’s interested, or if he’s got twenty women waiting in the wings.

I try to fall back asleep after silencing my alarm, but it’s futile. I’m awake with my regrets.

I force myself out of bed and find Jill in the kitchen. She’s chugging coffee at our kitchen table much like I chugged wine last night as she scrolls the news on her tablet.

She looks as bad as I feel, but she has to go to work today. I, however, am officially on summer break. That means days by the pool, catching up on all the romance novels that have released over the past year since I’ve been reading student essays instead, and day drinking.

Responsible Teacher Reese is officially off duty for a few glorious weeks, and right now I’m officially declaring this Reese’s Summer of Sin in Sin City. Wholesome Reese is packed away with my lesson plans and it’s time for me to tap into my inner naughty girl. I know there’s one in there. There has to be—good, wholesome girls don’t do one-night stands. So I’ll dig deep and get her to come out and play in an effort to move forward from that one night.

“Morning,” she mutters.

“Hey,” I mutter back as I head straight for the ibuprofen and a tall glass of water.

“Why are you up so early?”

“I forgot to turn off my alarm.”

“Dork.”

I’d laugh if I wasn’t desperate for coffee. I pour cream into my cup first then drown it with coffee. “Anything exciting on tap today?”

She nods. “I’m reviewing a show that has a preview night tonight before this weekend’s opening.”

“That sounds fun. Your job is pretty cool.”

“Hey, you’re the lucky bitch with summers off.”

I shrug. “I’m smart. I picked the right profession.”

“It’s all about perspective.”

“True. You got us backstage passes to Vail. That’s pretty dope.”

She laughs. “And it led you to Mark Ashton’s bed. Tell me again how that happened?”

I sigh dreamily as I rest my chin on my hand. “I have no idea.”

“What was the ride to the Mandarin like?”

I pause at her question. She’s my best friend in the entire world. I tell her everything. Everything. But for some reason, our ride to his place seems sacred. I’m not ready to share it yet—maybe not ever. So I lie. “We basically made out the entire way.”

I’ve never lied to Jill before—not like this. The occasional white lie, sure—your hair looks cute with all those tiny braids sticking out everywhere like a rat’s nest, or that lip gloss is the perfect shade of yellow on you, or that dumpy white t-shirt looks adorable with those leggings. White lies to make her feel good, but I’ve never intentionally told her something big that wasn’t true.

*     *     *

Morning turns swiftly into noon as I read half of my first romance novel of the summer. I lean back against my headboard and text Tess.

Me: You have plans Friday?

Tess: Nothing I can’t cancel. Why?

Me: I went out with this guy last night. He’s new to town and has friends and wants to go out Friday.

My phone rings seconds later. “Before you even ask,” I say without a greeting, “I didn’t sleep with him.”

She laughs. “Amateur.”

“You would’ve?”

“I don’t even have to know the details to know I would’ve. It’s practically payment for a nice meal.”

“God, I hope that’s not true.”

“Are his friends hot?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that he is. But hands off, Tess,” I warn.

“Fine, fine,” she says. “But the friends. I need to know more. And I need to know more about where you met this guy.”

“He’s one of the co-presidents of that company I had to beg for fundraiser money.”

“And I got stuck with fucking Beatrice from Dairy Queen?”

“His friends are the two other presidents.”

“Oh, good call. What was the company name again?”

“FDB Tech Corp. He said drinks are on him and money isn’t an object.”

“What is he, seventy-five? Who says that?”

I giggle. “I wonder how he even got all this money that’s not an object.”

“If you’d have slept with him, you’d have found out a lot more.”

“You’re probably right about that.”

“You should’ve at least gone home with him to check out his pad. Where does he live?”

“I have no idea.”

“Amateur,” she repeats. We say our goodbyes, and as soon as we hang up, I text Brian.

Me: I’ve got two friends lined up for Friday.

His reply comes quickly.

Brian: Are they hot?

Me: Well it’s supposed to be ninety-one today, so I’d guess so.

Brian: Good one.

Brian: What are you wearing?

Me: That’s for me to know and you to dream about.

Brian: You got that right. After you left me hanging last night, all I have are my dreams.

Me: Awfully forward for someone who’s just my friend.

Brian: I may just be your friend, but I think you’re potentially more than that to me.

Me: I guess I can’t rule out potential. Shouldn’t you be working instead of having an entire conversation via text with me?

Brian: I’m multi-tasking.

Me: What are you doing?

Brian: Sitting in a boring meeting that someone else is running.

Me: You should probably pay attention.

Brian: Probably. But you’re far more interesting. Besides, I’m the boss.

Part of me wants to tell him I can’t wait to see him again, but I’m worried I’m already building him up bigger and better in my mind than he is…so I just leave it at that.


Chapter Seven


“Holy shit, Reese,” Jill murmurs beside me.

My heart thumps in my chest as I stare at him. I can’t respond to Jill’s curse because I’m enraptured by the man who has claimed far too many of my waking thoughts for the past two days.

“Which one’s Brian?” Jill asks.

“The one in the middle.”

“Then I’ll take the one on the right.” She grins at the tall, lanky man with brown eyes—just her type.

“I have no qualms taking the leftovers,” Tess says with her eye on the third man, a blond-haired, blue-eyed man with muscles.

We’re waiting for them by the entrance to the casino at the Cosmopolitan, and I can’t help but think that it’s not fair that three men who look like that are just running around Vegas hot and single. All three are dressed for a night out, and the sight of Brian Fox turns the prick of need already forming in my belly into a balloon of desire.

They walk toward us, all three of them powerful and confident, and Brian makes a beeline straight to me as my heart thumps loudly in my chest. I’m sure he can hear it over the din of the casino. He moves in toward me for a hug, but in my nervousness at seeing him again, I totally miss the social cue. I stick my hand out, and instead of the hug he expected, my hand accidentally brushes against his crotch.

My eyes widen and he chuckles. Good Lord, has there been a time yet where I haven’t managed to start off by embarrassing myself in front of this man?

He ignores my faux pas, and honestly, I give him mad props for that. My face feels hot and there’s a loud buzzing sound in my head, yet through the complete mortification, I can’t help the pooling saliva in my mouth.

That one unintentional preview was enough to tell me that he’s hiding some serious goods beneath those fitted dark wash blue jeans.

“Good to see you again,” he murmurs close to my ear.

The urge to kiss him is almost unbearable, but we’re just friends.

Yeah, right.

Brian makes the introductions. “This is Ryan Becker,” he says, nodding toward the one Jill was eyeing, “and Jason Davis.”

“Ryan and Brian?” Tess asks. “Doesn’t that get confusing?”

They both chuckle.

“It does,” Brian says, “Everyone calls us by our last names.”

“So Becker and Fox?” Tess asks, pointing to each of them in turn. They nod. “And Davis?” she asks, pointing to Jason.

“Jason,” he says. She finds her place by his side, already turning on her Tess-charm in only the way she can.

The six of us head toward the bar first. The first round is on Brian, and the second is on Becker. By the time Jason pays for the third, we’re chatting and laughing like we’ve all known each other for years. Brian suggests some blackjack, and we follow the men over to the tables. I don’t have the money to throw it away on blackjack—neither do Jill or Tess, really—but it’ll be free entertainment for us while we watch the money is no object men throw around cash like it’s candy.

Tess sits next to Jason, and the dealer gives her a look that clearly says you can’t sit here if you’re not playing. She ignores him and stays in the chair so she can flirt. I have no doubt that she’s going home with him tonight.

My eyes edge toward the little plaque listing the table spending requirements, and I gasp when I see the hundred-dollar minimum bet. Every hand Brian plays will cost him a week’s worth of groceries for me.

Having that kind of money is unimaginable to me. The most I’ve ever spent on a hand of blackjack was twenty dollars, and it was only because I was on a roll—I was up over a hundred bucks at the time. I can still remember how my hands shook as I thought about what else I could buy with twenty dollars. I won, luckily, and then I cashed in my chips.

A hundred dollars a hand seems insane enough, but once Brian cashes in a pile of bills and the dealer pushes a stack of chips toward him, he stacks two of the chips together. He’s betting two hundred dollars on one hand of blackjack, and I’m over here thinking how far I could stretch two hundred dollars.

Brian loses his first hand. The dealer rakes in the two black chips, but Brian doesn’t even bat an eyelash as he stacks two more chips onto his little circle.

Watching someone spend this sort of money like it’s nothing at all gives me a little bit of a high. This is so over the top, so crazy. I don’t know how old he is, exactly, but he can’t be more than thirty. How does a guy his age have this kind of money to spend?

Becker and Jason sit beside him, tossing chips out the same way Brian is. They must not be too concerned about saving money even though they just opened a brand-new business right in the heart of Las Vegas.

After a few hands, all three of them have already lost at least a thousand dollars.

A thousand dollars is an entire paycheck for me.

It’s not my concern how he spends his money, but it’s so far out of my realm that it’s hard to reconcile that this guy is interested in me. He turns around and his eyes fall on me. He motions for me to come a little closer, so I take a step toward him and rest a hand on his shoulder. His hand falls over mine. I watch the cards as the dealer throws them in front of each player, almost feeling like I’m the one playing since I’m so close to the action now.

His first card is a king, and his second card is an ace.

I let out a little whoop of excitement, but Brian doesn’t react until the dealer turns over his card. It’s a seven. Brian turns to Becker and they fist bump. Then he turns around. “You must be my lucky charm,” he says softly to me.

I’m not sure why those words send a bullet of excitement through me, and I’m also not sure why I have the sudden urge to kiss him.

The cards seem to take a turn the moment my hand lands on his shoulder. He quickly makes back his lost money, and the chips start to pile higher and higher. Through it all, he maintains his cool. Eventually, the man sitting to his right runs out of chips, and when he stands to leave, Brian looks at me then nods to the empty seat.

“Oh, no,” I say, shaking my head. “I can’t afford that.”

He pushes a stack of his chips toward the empty seat. “It’s on me.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?” he challenges. He takes one of the chips and places it in the circle in front of the empty seat so now he has three hundred dollars on the table. “If you don’t sit, I’ll just play two hands myself.”

“I don’t want to lose your money.”

He chuckles. “I’ll tell you what to do.”

I huff out a sigh. “Fine.” I slide into the chair, and just as I do, Jason stands.

“That’s it for me,” he says. Tess loops her arm through his and they disappear toward the bar.

Brian sets another chip on top of the one in front of me. My hands shake as I watch the dealer toss a card toward me. A four. It’s a fucking four. Brian gets an ace.

My second card is a seven.

“Double down,” Brian says, nodding to my chip pile.

“You haven’t even seen what the dealer has yet!”

He leans in close like he’s going to tell me a secret. “That’s why it’s called gambling.”

I push two more chips next to my pile. When the dealer flips my card over, it’s a ten.

A glorious, beautiful ten that just won Brian a cool four hundred dollars.

I squeak in shock as excitement races through my chest. I hear Jill cheer behind us, and Brian leans over and presses his lips to my cheek. “See? Good luck charm,” he says. The excitement in my chest turns to something darker, sexier, as Brian straightens away from me and takes the spicy, amber smell of his aftershave with him.

The dealer pays me with black chips to match the others on the table in front of me. Brian stacks another chip on the pile of two in front of each of us. Between my bet and his, six hundred dollars of Brian Fox’s money sits on the table to be easily swept away as if it’s nothing at all.

We both win again, and Brian stacks again.

I’m freaking out that he’s doing this each time. My hands shake and my chest tightens with nerves as I wait for the cards to be dealt. The thrill of betting four hundred dollars on a single hand of blackjack is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.

We both win again, and I can’t help my scream when we do. Brian stacks another chip, so now we’re betting five hundred each.

This can’t be real life.

Just a few days ago, I was scoring final exams as I debated whether or not my checking account could take the hit of a new dress. Now I’m throwing out five hundred bucks—albeit of somebody else’s money—on cards. I could buy five dresses for that kind of money. Or one super nice one.

We play for a while, and eventually Brian pushes his chips toward the dealer and motions for me to do the same. Becker cashes out, too. The dealer calls over a supervisor before he gives us each several orange chips—a chip color I’ve never held in my own palm before. As soon as we stand, I hand my chips to Brian.

He takes two orange ones and hands them back to me. “Two pumpkins for you.”

“Pumpkins?” I ask.

He nods. “It’s what they call the thousand dollar chips.”

“Are you crazy? I’m not taking your pumpkins. I can’t.”

“Why not? You won the money fair and square.”

I shake my head. “You don’t need to give me money.”

“I’m not giving you money. I’m letting you keep your winnings.”

I roll my eyes. “Just go cash in your winnings.”

He palms his chips in one hand before he pulls me closer against his body. It’s the first time he’s hugged me this closely, and I can’t ignore the steel pipe digging into my hip. I guess winning money does it for him, but the ache between my legs tells me it also does it for me. Or it could just be Brian—being close to him, smelling him, wanting him and wanting to get past the traumatic bliss of what happened less than a week ago. Wanting to feel close to someone I like, someone I can have for more than just one night.

He leans into our hug, the rough hairs of his jaw scratching against my temple. “Tell me the next part of our night is getting a hotel room.” His voice is strained and husky.

I giggle and gently push him away from me—mostly because if I don’t, I’m positive I won’t be able to keep my promise to myself that I’m taking things slow with him.

“You okay?” Jill asks once the boys move toward the cashier’s cage.

I nod. “Yeah.”

“Thinking about last weekend?” she asks softly.

“Constantly,” I murmur.

“If it helps at all, Brian is hot. And he’s not hiding how much he’s into you.”

“I’m into him, too, I think.”

“You think?”

I shrug. “I think he’s ready to be more than just friends.” I throw air quotes around just friends.

“And you’re not? I mean how hot was it watching all that money?”

“I just want to take it slow,” I say.

“I get it. But don’t take it so slow that you push him away and lose your chance.”

She’s right, and I know that. I can’t help the fleeting images in my mind of my night with Mark. The Mandarin Oriental is directly next door to where we are now, and I can’t help but wonder if he’s here in Vegas tonight, staying in his penthouse, overlooking the hotel where I’m standing now. If he’s thinking about me as much as I’ve thought about him.

It hasn’t even been a week, but it’s not like I’ll ever see him again. It’s time to move on.

It’s with that thought in my mind that I allow my lips to form a big smile meant just for Brian. Taking it slow is overrated, and I need to stop denying myself what I need to get past the ghosts of my past, no matter how recently those ghosts stepped into my life.


Chapter Eight


The dance floor is a humid mass of bodies and I’m more than a little drunk.

Once I decided I didn’t want to take things slow, something snapped inside me and pushed me to wake the hell up. I saw my life from a new perspective, and I saw that I was working as my own worst enemy. I refuse to do that to myself any longer.

On that note, I ordered vodka for my first drink at the club even though I was still tipsy from the drinks we had before blackjack. I pounded the first glass and started on my second, and now my inhibitions are shot. All I can think about as Brian’s hips grind with mine is what it would be like to share a bed with him tonight.

When the familiar sounds of Mark Ashton’s smooth voice pump through the speakers as Vail’s current chart-topper plays, I’m tipsy enough that the song doesn’t make me cry.

Just like when I wore the gold dress to my first dinner with Brian as a way to replace old memories in it, I think I need to make some new memories to this song.

“I love this song,” I say, and then I throw my head back and start shouting out the words I know so well. Brian leans forward to nuzzle my neck as I do, the stubble along his jaw burning a trail on my neck and igniting a blistering passion in my chest.

I’m thankful for the alcohol. It’s helping me make decisions that my sober mind wouldn’t agree with, but this is what I need. It’s like I’m finally thinking clearly, finally stepping out of my good girl persona and into the hidden minx that’s always been dormant inside me.

I lower my head and he’s centimeters away. I do what feels natural. I lean forward and press my lips to his.

I’m tentative at first despite the alcohol. His lips are firm and soft, a contradiction that feels absolutely right, but I’m leading here. I’m the one who kissed him.

I may be tentative, but he’s not. He’s hot and assured, pushing his hips harder against me to show me that he wants this…wants me. His arms tighten around me as our tentative kiss escalates.

His mouth opens to mine, and that’s when the music stops—or it keeps going, I don’t know, because all I’m aware of are my primal instincts. I meet his hips as they push to mine, our bodies pressed together as passion takes over. My hands trail up to feel his hair. It’s soft and thick, and I luxuriate in rolling a few strands around my fingertips. His hands grip my back, fingertips digging into the exposed flesh, as if it’s the only way he can prevent himself from getting me naked in the middle of a crowded dance floor.

He breaks our kiss first. He’s a bit breathless and I’m a panting mess.

He leans into me, pulling me into a hug and nuzzling my neck. He turns so his lips are near my ear. “I’ve wanted to do that since that morning you ran into me when you got off the elevator.”

I think to myself that I’ve wanted that, too, but I was scared, too caught up in my own head, too stupid to see what was right in front of me. He’s a catch, and I’ve been pushing him away because I can’t stop thinking about a pipe dream.

But I won’t allow myself to continue to be stupid.

“So much for taking things slow,” I mutter.

He chuckles then grabs my hand. “Come with me,” he says. “I want to show you something.”

He leads me through the mass of sweaty bodies and into another room of the club. A security guard waves us in almost as if he knows Brian. This room is much less crowded than the dance floor, and it’s quiet—exclusive. It feels more private even though we’re definitely not alone.

The room reminds me of a library. I follow Brian toward a wall of bookcases filled with books. We pass a long, walnut bar, wooden pool tables with burgundy felt, and some soft, sexy leather club chairs surrounding smaller coffee tables. It’s warm and cozy in here, like I could curl up in one of the cushy leather chairs for hours with a book. You’d never guess it was part of a nightclub—in fact, I can’t even hear the music next door unless someone opens the door.

Brian leads me over to the wall with the books. “What’s your favorite book?” he asks.

I shrug. “How do you pick just one?”

He chuckles. “I like anything by Steinbeck. My favorite is probably East of Eden.”

“Why?”

“I learned a lot from it. Steinbeck’s work has so many layers.”

“I find that book a little dark.”

“Why?”

“He said love makes people suspicious.”

“Doesn’t it, though?” He lifts a shoulder. “He also said something about evil, ugly things growing inside us all.”

“And here I was about to tell you my favorite book is an erotic romance.”

He chuckles. “You like the ones with the dominants and submissives?”

I shrug nonchalantly and pretend I don’t feel the heat creeping into my cheeks. “Sure. I’ll read anything.”

“You feel the same way about sex?” he asks, his voice low and gritty.

Thank God I’m drunk for this conversation, because I don’t think I could sober talk about sex so easily with someone I hardly know. “Are you asking if I want to be dominated?” I’m not exactly sure how to answer. I’m far from submissive, but I also don’t mind when a man wants to take charge. “Not as a lifestyle.”

“But on occasion is okay?” he asks. His voice is husky and warm.

I laugh nervously. “Why, are you a dominant or something?”

He laughs back, but there’s no trace of nerves there. “No, I’m not, but I do enjoy calling the shots.”

I raise an eyebrow, grateful for the low lights in this room to cover my burning cheeks. “I like it that way on occasion, too.”

“Sounds like we’re a match.”

“I guess we’ll see.”

“We will?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

He laughs. “I like you, Reese.”

“That’s not the first time you’ve mentioned that.”

“If I say it enough times, maybe you’ll start to like me back.”

“Yeah. Or maybe I’ve already started.”

He shoots me a smile that’s hot enough to melt my panties right off, and it’s confirmed. I’m smitten.

He leans in and presses a soft kiss to my lips. We don’t make out like we did on the dance floor just a few minutes ago, but something is definitely different between us. It’s the start of something new—butterflies, excitement, nerves, tingles. It’s the feeling you hope lasts forever even though you know it’ll fade with time.

I follow Brian over to the bar as hope blooms in my chest. He gets us each a fresh drink. We find an open club chair, but just one. It’s by itself off to the side of the room, sort of in a quiet back corner. He sits and pats his lap, and I carefully position myself on his knee. I’m in a short, tight dress, after all, and we barely know each other. He chuckles before he pulls me closer, and I’m careful to keep my legs pressed together so I don’t flash everyone in the library room.

I remind myself that this is Reese’s Big Summer of Sin. I throw caution to the wind as I purposely grind my ass across the erection that’s digging into it, and I take a sip of my drink, trying my hardest to act like this is all good and normal, like we’ve known each other for ages.

I lean into him, and I feel the hard planes of muscle hidden beneath his shirt as they bow and flex beneath my arm. He leans over me and nuzzles my neck, and then his fingertips start a slow ascent up my thigh until he reaches the hem of my dress. He keeps going, and my eyelids flutter closed at his touch. I lean more heavily into him and let out a low moan as my legs automatically fall apart and the ache that’s been clawing at me all night starts to blister with an unbearable fire.

I turn my head to catch his lips against mine, desire raging through me as the ache becomes agonizing. He kisses me back with firm assurance, deepening our connection with his tongue as one of his fingers tugs on the side of my panties, like he’s going to finger me right here in the middle of the club in a chair where anyone can see us.

It’s terrible of me, especially considering I feel like I’m too old to pull off this dress and I’m terrified I might run into a student’s parent…but I want this. I want him to shove his long finger right inside of me, to thrust in and out, to drive me to an orgasm. It won’t take long. He’s been pushing me toward it all night.

It was only a matter of time, and the club around us fades away as all my sensations direct their focus onto his mouth, his hand, his fingers.

“There you two are!”

The interrupting voice is familiar, cutting into a moment meant for privacy behind closed doors, not meant for the middle of a nightclub.

Our kiss breaks, and my eyes flutter open. Brian’s face looms large in front of me, inches from my own, and his eyes are as disappointed and frustrated as I feel. He presses another soft kiss to my lips and casually lowers his hand before turning toward the offending voice.

“I want to dance with you,” Tess says, shaking my shoulder. “Let’s go find Jill.”

“I’m pretty comfortable right here,” I say, but it’s useless. She pulls me up off Brian’s lap and tugs me back toward the main room.

I turn around and mouth sorry to Brian.

“What’s going on with you two?” Tess demands as soon as we’re out of earshot.

“Nothing now since you interrupted us.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “The straight and narrow Reese Brady was going to get nasty in the middle of a club? I don’t buy it.”

She doesn’t need to buy it as far as I’m concerned, but a part of me is glad she interrupted us. As much as I wanted Brian to take me right in that chair, it wouldn’t have been right.

Not when I can’t stop thinking about another man, no matter how much I try to convince myself otherwise.


Chapter Nine


I didn’t sleep with him. As Tess would tell me, it was an amateur move.

In fact, I didn’t do anything more than kiss him and get felt up a little on that club chair in the library room, and I’m okay with that. We danced until our feet hurt, and the idea of going home with someone I hardly know seemed less appealing than it did earlier in the midst of a vodka haze.

I wake up to the sound of my phone notifying me that I have a new text.

Brian: I need to see you again.

Me: Texting me this early isn’t the way to get into my good graces.

My phone rings a second later, and his name flashes across my screen. I clear my throat before I answer. “Hello?”

“You do realize it’s after ten, don’t you?”

“No, I didn’t.”

He laughs. “It’s not early. I wanted to call you four hours ago when I got up, but I decided to be a gentleman.”

“You should’ve waited another hour.”

“You’re grumpy in the morning,” he teases.

“And you’re a little too chipper. What can I do for you?”

“When can I see you again?”

“Any weekday after eleven in the morning.”

He laughs again, and I like the way his laugh warms my chest. “Do you have plans next Saturday?”

“I don’t know.” I’m muttering into my pillow and he’s laughing at me. I’m not normally such a bitch in the mornings, but I may be a little hungover on this particular morning.

“I’m renting a cabana at Mandalay Bay and I want you there.”

I sit up a little straighter and focus on what he’s asking me. A day at the pool at Mandalay sounds like a day in heaven.

“Bring your friends. Beck and Jason haven’t stopped talking about them.”

I laugh. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“I wish I could see you sooner than Saturday, but I need to head out of town this week for work.”

“That’s okay. I’ve got big plans.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?”

“Sleeping in.”

*     *     *

I’m having lunch later that afternoon with Tess when I bring up Brian’s proposition. “Would you be interested in hanging out at a cabana at Mandalay Bay next weekend?”

“Hell. Yes. Have you been to the pool there?”

I shake my head.

“It’s only like the best pool in all of Vegas. It has a beach and no shortage of delicious men.”

I roll my eyes. “You should probably know that Brian is the one who asked me, and Becker and Jason will be there, too.”

“So?” She takes a sip of her diet Coke. “We’re just screwing. We’re not official or anything.”

“Wait.” I hold up both hands as if I’m telling her to stop. “What?”

“What?” She looks at me with innocence.

“You slept with Jason?”

“Of course I did. I told you, it’s practically payment for a night out.”

“When? Where? And…what?”

She laughs. “I invited him back to my place. You were busy sticking your tongue down Foxy Fox’s throat saying goodbye.”

“Well, how was it?”

She lifts a shoulder. “Good.”

“That’s it? Usually you have a lot more adjectives.”

“It was amazing, okay? But we’re keeping it casual.”

I can’t tell if that’s by her choice or his, but she doesn’t seem thrilled about it. She changes the subject.

“Noteworthy is playing the Hard Rock Hotel pool Saturday night. It’s sold out but I can probably score a few tickets. You wanna go?”

“Do you think you can get six and we can just go after the cabana?”

She looks a little uncomfortable. “I don’t know.”

“What’s wrong, Tess?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing. I just don’t want to spend the whole day with them and then the night, too.”

“Why not?”

“Because we don’t know them. It’s a lot of time with people we don’t know.”

“We’ll be together. Besides, don’t you sort of know Jason pretty well after last night?”

Her eyes narrow in my direction, and I think I’ve hit a nerve.

*     *     *

In the political game of seeing someone new, I decide to hold off texting Brian about the Noteworthy show until tomorrow. We decide Saturday night is girls’ night at our house.

With the newest Ryan Reynolds movie pulled up on Netflix and enough nail polish to fill a salon, Jill and I get to work on our nails while we gossip about last night. Jill’s already gushing about next weekend and we haven’t even finalized plans yet.

“I like him, Reese.” She picks up three pink polishes that are all nearly the same color as she tries to choose which one to use.

“You got to know him all of one night.”

“Maybe that was all I needed.” She avoids eye contact as she sets down the polishes, like she’s embarrassed that she has such strong feelings after one night.

Her words hit me hard. All she needed was one night? I brush off the thought. “Do you think you’re ready for something new?”

She lifts a shoulder. “I think so. It’s been six months since Adam.”

“There’s no time limit either way.” I pick up one of the bottles she set down and study it.

“I know. I just want to move forward. I’m sick of being stuck in this weird place where I don’t trust men because one guy cheated on me. I think Becker might be the right guy to move forward with.”

“After one night?”

“We’ll see. He’s cute, he’s smart, and he’s funny. And he’s a good kisser.”

I giggle. “Well he’s got all the bases covered then.”

“What about you?”

It’s my turn to avoid eye contact. “What about me?” I ask, filing a nail that doesn’t need filing just so I have something to focus on.

“How are things with Brian?”

“I’m not sure. One minute I’m ready to burn the sheets with him, and the next I’m pulling myself back.”

“Why?” she presses. She knows the answer, and I hate when the investigative part of her personality forces its way into our talks.

“You know why.”

“Mark?” She says his name quietly, as if it’ll soften the blow of hearing his name.

It doesn’t. “Yeah.” I study my nails, refusing to look in her direction.

I hear the rough scratch of a nail file come from her direction. “It’s only been a week. There’s no need to rush into something else.”

“I keep thinking about this dress I wanted,” I muse.

“A dress? What dress?”

I finally set down my file and blow out a breath. “I lusted after this dress for weeks. Every time I was at the mall, I went to the store to visit it. It was gorgeous, perfect for summer. I thought of every possible event I could wear it to. The price tag was a little heavy, and I was waiting for my next paycheck to splurge on it and treat myself. When I went to get it, my size was sold out. They checked online for me, and they were all gone. None in stock. Discontinued.”

“What does that have to do with Brian?” She sets down her file and picks up one of the pink polishes.

“What if I wait for this great guy until I’m ready and then he’s not there anymore?”

“If he’s the right one, he’ll still be there.”

She’s right, but this conversation has made me realize I don’t have time to waste. I’m not seeing him until next weekend, anyway, but I shoot off the text I’d promised myself I’d save until tomorrow.

Me: Do you, Becker, and Jason have plans Saturday night after the cabana?

Brian: I’ll check. Why?

Me: Noteworthy is playing Hard Rock Hotel. Tess is trying to get tickets.

It takes a few minutes for him to reply, so I assume he’s checking with his friends.

Brian: We’re in. Tell Tess not to worry about getting the tickets. I’ll get them.

Me: It’s sold out.

Brian: I know. I’m on it.

The mysteries continue to build. Money isn’t an object to him and he has access to sold out concerts. Who is this man and why is he so interested in me?


Chapter Ten


As we walk through Mandalay Bay to meet the men on Saturday morning, my traitorous thoughts go immediately to the last time I was at this hotel. Posters advertising upcoming bands adorn the walls. I stared at one of those posters not so long ago and felt the man in the center of the image staring back at me, just like I felt his eyes on me as I stood against the stage gazing up at him.

Vail isn’t in any of the advertisements now that their concert date has passed, but his image is still burned in my mind.

I keep thinking I’ll spot him sitting at one of the Blackjack tables or walking out of one of the bars. That night I spent with him brought him from this inaccessible rock god down to human level, if only for a few hours.

But now he’s back to the inaccessible rock god, the man every woman would love a night with, the man who works a stage unlike anybody else, the man who was on a reality television show and became a household name.

We spot the men near the entrance to the pool, and I force the unhealthy thoughts away.

“Why don’t you all head to the pool while I get us checked in?” Brian suggests.

“I’ll come with you,” I say. I’m back to this weird dynamic of wanting to be with him versus extreme hesitance to get into something I’m not ready for.

A week away from him made me realize something, though: I really like him.

I’m afraid to admit it, but part of me feels like he’s exactly what I need to move on from that night that’s still so fresh in my mind two weeks later. I don’t want it to be fresh. I want the memory to fade, yet I’m holding onto it like a lifeline. I’m a walking contradiction.

Brian snags my hand in his as we make our way toward the check-in desk. The clerk taps a few keys then says, “You’ve reserved a sun villa on our third floor. It has a private pool for villa users and six lounge chairs. The covered portion has a daybed, television, counter, and small refrigerator. Your total comes to nine seventy-five for the day.”

Brian hands over his beautiful, black AmEx while I try not to choke on that total.

The hostess taps a few more keys and then shows us a map of where to go. “The villa has towel service, and anything you need will be there.”

It better freaking have towel service for almost a thousand bucks. I’m in awe that this is my life for today, and as I allow my gaze to settle on Brian’s muscular calves, I’m thrilled that I get to spend the day with this sexy man who’s already starting to help me forget.

We follow the directions to our paradise for the day, an oasis in the desert.

As soon as we set down our bags, a waitress who introduces herself as Joelle appears to take our drink orders.

Brian glances at me. “You drinking?” he asks.

I shrug and smile at Joelle. “Mimosa.”

“Bloody Mary for me,” he says.

She nods and scampers off, and I start tapping a text on my phone to let Jill and Tess know we’re all checked in.

Brian is suddenly inches from me. “What are you doing?” he asks.

“Texting Jill and Tess.”

He places his palms on my biceps and leans in toward me. “Now why would you want to do that?”

Nerves rattle around in my belly at his proximity. “Because I don’t want you to waste your money.”

“Don’t worry about that. Put your phone down.”

I listen to the command in his voice. I don’t send the text, and he pulls his shirt over his head and tosses it on one of the chairs.

He wears swim trunks that are navy and have some striped design on them, but who can pay attention to all that when he’s not wearing a damn shirt? My eyes center squarely on his abdomen, the hard cuts of muscle begging for my touch. I eye each individual muscle and count. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight.

That’s definitely an eight-pack he’s got going there.

My mouth waters and my body roars with an intense ache for him. I know he sees me staring at him, but there’s little I can do to mask it.

“Why don’t we take advantage of the privacy?” He slides his big, strong hands along my sides and around my back before he presses his lips to mine.

I pull back. “Are you suggesting we finish what we started last weekend on the chair in the library room?”

“I’m suggesting we start over.”

“What about Joelle?”

“Surely there’s some sort of do not disturb sign around here somewhere.”

I watch him for a few beats as he looks around. My eyes are automatically drawn to the muscles in his abdomen that stretch and flex as he moves around the three hundred square feet of our villa.

This is the life. A hot guy in a villa overlooking the pool. Privacy and sunshine just for us.

I force my eyes off his body as I pull off my cover-up and set it on a table, and then I kick off my flip flops. I glance up and see Brian watching me, his eyes glazed with lust.

It’s sort of nice that I can see I’m having the same effect on him that he has on me.

Joelle returns with our drinks, sets them on a counter, and leaves. Brian stalks toward me. I’m bent over a lounge chair, spreading out a towel, when I feel his fingertips gripping my hips. He gently bumps his hips to my ass, sending a tremor of lust through my stomach and landing squarely between my legs.

I straighten and he does it again. I can feel his rock-hard length against my backside. My only primal thought is there are too many damn clothes separating our bodies.

He grunts when he does it a third time, and I turn around. His chest is warm against mine. His hands remain on my hips, and he yanks me against him. He bends to kiss my shoulder, the hairs of his stubble rubbing fire against my skin.

“I’d guess we have a few minutes of privacy,” he says, his voice soft and meaningful, his fingertips digging into my flesh. My fingers seem to have a mind of their own as they trail up the muscled planes of his arms and link around his neck. I want to touch those gorgeous abs, but our bodies are pressed together, and my hunger for the feel of him against me is stronger than my need to touch his abs.

I glance over his shoulder nervously. “What if Joelle comes back?”

“Then she’ll get a show.”

I giggle. I’ve never been an exhibitionist, but lust takes over. I want this. I want Brian.

He drags his lips from my shoulder to my neck and finally up to my mouth. He opens his mouth to mine, and he reaches down and cups my ass, squeezing and massaging. He yanks my body hard against his and thrusts toward me, eliciting a moan from me as his body roughly connects with mine. All that separates us is his swim trunks and my flimsy bikini.

I’m painfully turned on, my body aching for him, needing him. He kisses me with need, with intensity, with desire. He backs me up until my ass hits the counter inside, his lips attached to mine as we move. We’re out of sight for anyone who might be looking in our direction.

“Hook your leg around my waist,” he whispers, and I do. He easily lifts me up and sets me on the counter. My leg is still around his waist, and we’re at the perfect height for sex.

His hand trails up to my breast, and he slips his fingertips into the cup of my bikini top. My nipple hardens into a tight bud under his touch, and he backs up and looks at me with eyes so full of lust that I know I’ll let him do whatever he wants to me in this moment.

He pinches my nipple between his fingers and grunts. “God, I want to taste it,” he murmurs.

“Taste it,” I say.

He trails kisses down my neck, down my chest, and stretches the cup of my top around the globe of my breast. He laps once with his tongue then drops his hand and touches me on the outside of my bikini bottoms. My hips jerk, but he uses his other hand to brace my hip and hold me still.

With my nipple still in his mouth and my leg still wrapped around his waist, he tugs my bikini bottoms aside. He runs a finger through me, gliding easily in its slick path, and then he pushes his finger inside. I groan at the entry as he tugs on my nipple with his teeth, and I’m already about to fall apart beneath his touch. I need to feel him, need to touch him, and as he starts pumping his finger in and out of my body, I reach down between us. I massage him on the outside of his swim trunks, and he grunts against my breast. My thoughts are jumbled, focused solely on his body, so big, so hard, and his touch, so good, so perfect.

I move to reach into his shorts, but he bucks his hips away from me. He wants this to be just about me, so I grip onto his shoulders. The pleasure mounts as he sucks my nipple back into his mouth, and then he adds a second finger down below as he works my clit with his thumb.

It’s too much pleasure all at once. I fall apart on the counter, my body quaking as it uncoils, my fingers digging into his flesh, my nails scratching his skin. He lets go of my nipple as I come, his finger still working me until at last my body stops shuddering.

“Gorgeous,” he whispers, and then he presses a soft kiss to my lips. He pulls his fingers out of me and readjusts my bikini bottoms. He fixes my top while I hunch back breathlessly on the counter.

He backs away and I clear my throat.

“Your turn,” I say softly, my eyes on the obvious erection tenting his swim trunks.

He grins and reaches for our drinks, handing me the mimosa. He touches his glass to mine. “I’ll get mine. Later.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “So I get to be the exhibitionist?”

He chuckles. “Something like that. You didn’t seem to mind.”

“And you seemed like you knew what you were doing.”

He shrugs and shoots me a wicked grin. “I have many talents.”

“There you are!” Jill’s familiar voice calls from the entrance to our villa. Tess, Becker, and Jason trail behind her.

I let out a breath of disappointment and take a sip of my mimosa. I was hoping for more one-on-one time with Brian.

“Wow! This is awesome,” she says.

We get to work arranging our chairs and ordering more drinks while we enjoy the heat of the sun and our private pool. And even though Brian just took care of my needs, I can’t help the burning desire flaming in my veins every time I look at him in those gorgeous, unneeded swim trunks.

*     *     *

The day is filled with longing glances and mimosas. We decide to head right over to the Hard Rock Hotel for the Noteworthy show in our swimsuits since it’s a poolside concert.

I’m hot and tired after sitting in the sun, reapplying sunscreen, and day drinking. I’m starting to think it was a bad idea to schedule a concert at night after a day of drinking. I’m only twenty-seven, but I’m feeling my age as people bump and sway all around me. It’s too crowded in here, it’s nearly impossible to make our way to the bar to get a drink without losing our places next to each other, I’m sweating—and the band is only on their fifth song. I glance over at Jill, and she looks as miserable as me. I finally lean over and ask, “You want to go?”

She nods and gives me a look like she’s grateful I even suggested it. I ask Tess, too, but she’s into the show. This is one of her favorite bands. Jason volunteers to stay with her, and Brian and Becker follow Jill and me out toward the front of the hotel. Brian volunteers to drive us home, but I have a feeling that means a lot more than just driving me home. We politely decline and head home. Not only am I exhausted after spending the day outside, but I’m just not ready for whatever comes with Brian driving me home.

*     *     *

Jill wakes me up on Sunday morning when she comes bounding into my room. “Holy shit!” she yells.

“What?” I grumble, pulling the covers up and tucking them under my chin.

She bounces onto my bed then turns her phone in my direction. I catch the headline of the article that’s got her all excited.

Bad Boy Mark Ashton Steals Noteworthy Show.

I grab her phone out of her hands and read the short article.

It was a night filled with surprises. Noteworthy unleashed a powerful set filled with their classics, but they also debuted two songs from their upcoming album, set to drop July 1. The biggest surprise of the night came when Vail’s Mark Ashton took the stage during the final song of the set. He sang along to the tune of Noteworthy’s “Unabashed” with lead singer Sebastian Cresswell, and then he treated fans to a few bars from a song he said he just wrote a few days ago, a powerful ballad that’s sure to appear on Vail’s next album.

“Oh my God,” I whisper. All the feelings I had for Mark come right back to the surface—the feelings I thought I’d managed to push away in favor of something real with Brian.

How would I have felt if I’d seen Mark on that stage while Brian was by my side?

What if our eyes connected, him up on that stage and me down in the crowd as they had just a couple weeks ago?

I wonder if I’d have felt some degree of satisfaction. He didn’t want me for more than one night, but the man I attended the Noteworthy show with seems to.

How would Mark have felt if he’d seen me with another man?

He wouldn’t have cared. He wouldn’t have even remembered me. I’m just another nameless body he spent the night with, one of hundreds.

Jill peeks at the article beside me even though she’s clearly already read it. “Why the hell did we leave early?”

“I’m glad we left. If I’d have seen him up there…”

“What?” she asks.

“I don’t know. I’m glad I didn’t.”

“But we were in the same place as him.”

I hand her phone back to her. “And we didn’t talk to him, didn’t see him. It doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t it?”

“He didn’t say he wanted more than one night. He didn’t bother to track me down.”

“That’s a ridiculous expectation. You didn’t leave your number.”

“He didn’t ask for it,” I counter.

“So that’s it? What if I get a press pass to their next event? I could figure out a way for you to see him again.”

I blow out a breath. “I thought you wanted me to move on.”

“I do. But I also want you to be happy.”

“I’m fine.” I whisper the words, sure I don’t believe them.


Chapter Eleven


It’s not even noon on Monday when a text from Brian comes through.

Brian: When can I see you again?

I text him a selfie.

Brian: Very funny.

Me: When do you want to see me?

Brian: Right now would be nice but I’m at work.

Me: Dinner, then?

Brian: Can’t. I have a dinner meeting.

Me: After dinner?

Brian: I can come by your place when I’m done if it’s not too late.

Me: I don’t even care if it is too late. Come by anyway.

After waking up to the article Jill showed me yesterday morning, I realize now more than ever I need to take a different direction. I need to push myself to move forward. With that in mind, I think tonight’s going to be the night.

The night.

We’ll have all the privacy we could ever ask for in my bedroom, and I’ll be on my home turf. I text him my address before I have the chance to change my mind.

*     *     *

He texted me ten minutes ago saying he was on his way, and I’m trying not to pace nervously. I’ve already guzzled one glass of wine, but it didn’t do much to dull my nerves. Instead, it seemed to intensify them. I’m working through my second glass. Jill is out with Becker; he couldn’t wait to see her again, either, so I’m alone with my nerves—probably a good thing considering what I decided to wear.

Since we both know where this night is headed and we’ve got my place to ourselves, I picked up some lingerie. I can’t decide if that was stupid or smart.

It’s black, meshy, and lacy, with a corseted top that does a nice job of pushing up my breasts that are glowing with a tan from our weekend by the pool. The bottom has leg garters, and I attached them to some black lace stockings before I slipped my feet into my tallest black heels.

I’m second-guessing myself. I look good, I suppose, but is this way too forward? Is this jumping into things too quickly? Or is this exactly why he’s coming over and exactly what I should be doing to celebrate Reese’s Summer of Sin?

If I don’t do it, I won’t do it. I want to bite the bullet and give into the desire I’m feeling for him. The past is the past. I can’t change it, but I can forge ahead. I can move on. I can stop thinking about another man by filling my thoughts with someone new.

I hear a car pull into the driveway, and a minute later there’s a knock at the front door. I second guess my outfit choice for the millionth time, but he’s standing on my front porch and it’s too late to change.

I peek through the peephole in our front door to make sure it’s him. It is, and he’s cradling a bottle of wine in his hands and wearing a suit. I open the door, using it as a shield to hide behind, just peeking my head around it.

“Hi,” I say softly.

“Hey,” he says, stepping into my house like everything’s normal. Except it’s not. I’m wearing sexy clothes I bought with his reaction to them in mind.

I close the door and he glances around my entry before he turns back toward me. A soft grunt escapes his lips.

The corners of my lips tip up tentatively. “You like?” I ask. I take a sip from the wine glass I’m holding.

“Jesus Christ, Reese,” he whispers, making a show of adjusting himself in his pants. My smile widens—and so do his eyes as they travel the length of my body. He grips that bottle of wine tightly in one of his hands, like it’s his lifeline. “Uh…yeah. I like. I more than like.”

He’s staring, and I’m self-conscious. I duck past him and head toward the kitchen that opens into our family room, and he follows close behind me.

He sets the bottle of wine down on the large kitchen island.

“Would you like a glass?” I ask, nodding to the wine.

He shakes his head, his eyes never leaving me. “No,” he says softly. “Come here.”

I set my glass down and take a step toward him. He strides over to me, closing the gap between us and taking me into his arms. He runs his fingertips along the lace covering my back.

He closes his eyes and lets out a soft sigh of satisfaction. “I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind all day and then I come over to this?”

I giggle. “Is that a good thing?”

“Oh, it’s a good thing. I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to stop thinking about you tomorrow, either, except now I’ll have the mental picture of you wearing this.” He backs up a step, leaving me cold in his absence, but he appreciates me with his eyes, warming me and branding me as he memorizes my body in this sexy apparel.

“Think of me during a big meeting tomorrow,” I say softly.

“I will.” He says the words like a vow then steps toward me.

“Think of me when you’re in the middle of an important phone call.”

“I will.”

I want to tell him to think of me when he’s around his secretary, but I don’t. Jealousy has never looked good on me, and I don’t want him thinking about her when he’s about to have sex with me, anyway.

“I’ll think of you wearing this sexy outfit, and I’ll think of you out of it, too.”

His arms loop around me again, and he backs me up until I bump into the island. His hands come under my ass and he lifts me up onto the counter then settles himself between my legs. The counter is a little high for sex, but he can certainly do other things to me. He presses a kiss to my lips, and I slide my arms under his suit jacket and link them around his back. His lips trail down to my neck, and then he murmurs in my ear, “Remember when I fingered you in public?”

I moan, because it’s the only response I can muster. Yes, I remember, and I remember coming all over his fingers with barely a touch from him. I remember how much I wanted him then, but that was nothing compared to how much I want him now. My entire day, it seems, has been dedicated to getting ready for this moment, and now it’s here and all I want to do is allow him unfettered access to my body.

He reaches down into the cups of my corset and pulls each of my breasts out so they’re resting over the top. They’re pushed up even higher, and he leans forward to nuzzle his face in between them. “Perfection,” he says, and then he sucks one of my nipples into his mouth. I brace myself by flattening my palms against the countertop, which pushes my breasts closer to his face. He luxuriates in them for a bit, giving both sides attention. When he uses a pinch of teeth, a dart of desire pressures between my legs, dampening my panties even more. He unclips the garters with strong, sure fingers, and then they trail toward the pressure and the ache. He unlatches from my breast and tugs at my panties, lifting them over my ass and pulling them down my legs and over my heels before tossing them on the floor. And then he steps back and spreads my legs wide open, giving himself a full view.

He licks his lips, closes his eyes, and kisses me hard on the mouth. He trails kisses from my mouth, down my neck, to my chest, down my stomach, and finally reaching his destination. He pushes my knees out further before he buries his head between my legs. He starts slow—the pad of his tongue licking through me several times, but then he picks up speed. He tongues inside of me, fucking me with his mouth, and my hips buck up off the counter toward his face. I’m desperate for release at the same time I’m desperate to hold onto the pleasure, to make it last as long as I can. Forever might not be long enough.

His tongue flattens against my clit again and he pushes a finger inside me, working his finger at the same time he works his tongue. Suck and push, thrust and lick. He reaches up with his free hand to pinch my nipple between his fingers, and the ache and pleasure and pain all collide at once as my knees automatically press together against his ears and my entire body roars with release.

I tremble as I try to gain some semblance of control back. He stands, his eyes hot on mine, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, a move so sexy that I nearly come again just watching him. He unbuckles his belt and unbuttons his pants, and then he reaches into his boxers and pulls himself out. He’s thick and heavy, a beast in his own hand. He strokes himself a few times, up and down, up and down, his eyes on me the entire time. A drop of moisture dampens the tip, and all I can think about is how I want him in my mouth. I want to please him the way he pleased me.

I slide off the counter and kneel at his feet. He still strokes himself, watching me with the eyes of a tiger. I open my mouth and he guides himself into it, still stroking even as I close my mouth around the tip and suck. He grunts out a sexy noise of pleasure, and a dart of excitement passes through my chest that I’m the one making him feel this way.

He moans as I push his hand out of the way and take over, taking him all the way to the back of my throat. He pushes his hips against me, and my throat tightens. I do everything in my power to relax, to let him buck his hips against my mouth, to please him the way he just pleased me.

Before he comes, though, he pulls himself out of my mouth.

“Inside,” he pants. “I want to come inside you.” He’s still wearing his pants, and he reaches into the back pocket and pulls out his wallet. He finds the condom he stores there, tears the packet open, and rolls it on.

“Get back on the counter and spread your legs,” he commands.

I’m about to protest that it’s too high, but he pushes me back so I’m lying on the counter and he climbs over the top of me.

He pushes my legs apart, so far that my hips scream in pain, and then he jabs himself into me. It’s big, and I grunt at the entrance before my body accepts him in. He starts to move fast—doesn’t give me much time to warm up to his intrusion, but I don’t need it. Our bodies find an immediate rhythm. He pumps and I buck, he bucks and I take it. In and out, back and forth, and then his thumb finds my clit. It’s too much, riding this line of pleasure and pain with him, and his body starts to tremble. I watch his face, his gorgeous face as he starts to come, and the visual sends me into my own orgasm. We come together, riding the crest before we both come back down, and it’s all over too quickly.

On and off, I wanted this to happen since our dinner date not so long ago, and this feels right—like I’m entering a relationship with someone, like there’s feelings involved on both sides, like it’s going to last more than just one night.

I try not to think of that one night, not in the glowing moments after Brian gave me my second orgasm of the night, but I still think of the fact that this man here in my home wants me for more than my body, for more than the night, for more than just sex. Brian and I connected on other levels first, even though I felt like I did with Mark, too, despite the shorter amount of time we had.

I point Brian in the direction of my bathroom to clean up, and I put my panties back on and head toward my bedroom to change out of this costume and into something comfier.

I bend over a drawer to grab a t-shirt, and the comparisons continue in my head. It was good with Brian, great—there’s no doubt. He took control. He dominated without being a dominant, just like we talked about. He gave me what I wanted and he seemed to enjoy himself, too. But this is still so new. There’s still a lot holding me back, still other thoughts in my mind even though I’m trying my hardest to push them away.

I’m afraid those other thoughts are going to consume me and take away my chance at happiness with a man who’s pretty damn close to perfect for me.


Chapter Twelve


“Tell me about your first kiss.” His arms are around my waist, my back to his stomach, both of us spent after going at it for another round—this time in my bed. He playfully fingers the lace waistband of my panties as we talk.

“It was eighth grade, the Valentine’s dance. Girls asked boys, and I asked Jimmy Riggs. ‘Apologize’ by Timbaland was playing and we were slow dancing in that way only middle schoolers do. He just went for it. It was quick, no tongue, right when the teachers weren’t looking. We stopped and looked at each other in a daze. Then after the dance when we were waiting for my mom to pick us up, he did it again, but this time he left his lips there for a minute and started to open his mouth and I was freaked out my mom would see so I stopped it. What about yours?”

“Sixth grade. Chrissie something-or-other, an eighth-grader, behind the dumpsters at Skateland.”

“Sixth grade and eighth grade? She sounds like a cradle-robber.”

He chuckles. “She was hot for my brother. He was a freshman in high school and she was using me to get to him. When I found out she wanted him and not me, I punched him. He punched back, and then we got into an all-out brawl that my mom had to break up. Keep in mind he was almost four years older than me, but I still did some damage.”

I giggle. “So much drama. You two still fight over girls?”

“I don’t know if fight is the right term. But yeah.”

I’d love to meet him. The thought randomly crosses my mind, but it’s way too early to talk about meeting families.

“What about your sister?” he asks. “Do you two compete?”

“Never over boys.” I turn onto my back so I can see him. “Rachel’s three years younger. She sometimes had crushes on the guys I’d date, but we have different types.”

“What’s your type?”

“Hot guys with dark hair and green eyes named Brian.”

He tightens his arm around me. “Good answer. What about your sister?”

“She’s been with this guy, Ben, for like three years. They’re gonna get married someday. She’s more outgoing and spunky and he’s sort of an introvert, so I guess her type is quieter guys.”

“Opposites attract,” he muses.

“Sometimes. I dated a guy who was my total opposite once and it didn’t work. You have to have some things in common.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know.” I lift a shoulder. “Core values?”

“What do you value?”

“Family. Friends.”

“Don’t most people value those things?” He runs a finger down my cheek as I nod. “What characteristics do you value?”

“Honesty. Humor. Intelligence. You?”

“Work ethic, leadership, and confidence, among others.”

I mentally note that they’re all work-related, which makes sense for someone who runs his own business. I was hoping to get more of a personal insight into him through this conversation, though. “For yourself or for others?” I ask.

“Both.” He focuses his eyes across the room as he talks. “I surround myself with people who hold those traits as values. It’s what’s made my business so successful so quickly.”

“Yet you’re dating a woman who takes summers off.”

He laughs. “That doesn’t mean you don’t have a strong work ethic. My cousin is a teacher. I see what you go through. You deserve summers off.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, never sure how to respond when people compliment my profession rather than me personally. I close my eyes. It feels so good here in his arms, so warm, and my body is so exhausted from our night together, from three orgasms in the span of a few hours. I drift off to sleep.

Fingertips slowly ascending my thigh, so slow and full of anticipation I think I might die of need. Lips clashing, tongues battering, hearts pounding. We’re so close that I feel the beat of his heart against my breast hammering as hard as mine. But why? Is this different for him the way it is for me? Raw, unfiltered passion. Hands groping, gripping, grappling. The taste of beer on his tongue, cold and bitter, mixed with peppermint, and the chill of the cool liquid splashing into my belly button before he laps it up with his tongue. Fingers twisting in my hair, pulling as I come, come, come. He comes next, thick, hot ropes erupting from him and onto his fist, onto the naked flesh of my pubic bone. Then it all starts over again, the seduction, the foreplay, and finally the main event. Again I come, come, come. This time I come so hard that I come undone.

I wake with a jolt.

“You okay?” a voice whispers in the dark.

“Yeah,” I whisper back. It’s a lie.

I’m not okay.

I’m not even close to okay.

Brian holds me, pulls me more tightly against him as he worries about me—my needs, why I woke with a jolt in the middle of the night, if it was because of a bad dream.

It wasn’t a bad dream. Far from it.

It was a dream that pressed a needy ache in my core and dampened my panties. A dream of a night that did happen, a replay of the events—that one night I still wish wasn’t limited to just one night. One night that satisfied every need I’ve ever had—until it was time to leave. One night that meant more to me than it did to him.

Guilt blooms in my chest as the reality hits me.

It was a dream of another man.

*     *     *

Brian and I see each other nearly every night when he isn’t working. He texts me throughout the days, little messages here and there to let me know he’s thinking about me. On the nights when he doesn’t have dinner meetings, we go to dinner, sometimes along with Jill and Becker and other times alone. On the nights he has to work, he comes by afterward and almost always stays until morning.

Each day that passes pushes my one-night stand further into the past. The memory should be starting to fade by now, as memories do, but it hasn’t. I’m still consumed by what happened.

I avoid Vail. If a song comes on the radio, I shut it off. If I happen to see his name in my Twitter feed, I scroll right by without allowing my eyes to focus in on the words.

After an entire month has passed, I unfollow him and the band on Twitter. I unlike the Vail Facebook page. I delete him from my Instagram. I ask Jill not to show me articles of him, not to share any news related to him with me. It’s easier this way. Deleting Mark from my social media has helped tremendously. It’s made it so there isn’t a constant reminder of him feeding the obsessive beast in my mind, and it’s allowed me to start relegating him to the past while I focus on my blossoming feelings for Brian. I’m halfway between lust and love, and I’m pretty sure love is starting to win.

On one particular Wednesday morning after we’ve been seeing each other for almost a month, Brian groans as the alarm wakes him too early. He stays with me most nights and gets up at the crack of dawn so he has enough time to go home and take a shower before work. It seems silly. He could probably sleep another hour if we went to his place, and I could just get up and go home whenever I was ready since my summer schedule is so flexible.

I finally ask through the morning haze of sleep, “Wouldn’t it be easier to stay at your place?”

It’s a question I’ve been itching to ask. After a month, he still hasn’t invited me to his place. At first, I worried that it was because he was hiding another woman, but with the amount of time we’ve been spending together when he isn’t working, it seems highly unlikely.

He brushes me off with a non-answer as he sits on the edge of my bed and pulls on his shoes. “I’ve got too many roommates at the moment.”

I sit up and pull the sheet up to cover my naked chest. “Why?”

He tugs the sheet from my fingers and allows himself an unobstructed view of my naked chest. “I don’t have my own place. I’m still house hunting. Between nights here and work all day, I haven’t had much time to look at places.”

He reaches for my breast, and my line of thinking is completely shattered under his touch.

It isn’t until much later that I realize I asked the wrong question.

I asked him why he has so many roommates. I didn’t ask him who his roommates are.


Chapter Thirteen


“To the Fearsome Foursome,” Jill says, and I roll my eyes.

Jill, Becker, Brian, and I are standing at the bar after a Cirque du Soleil show the boys took us to when Jill says the cheesy toast. The four of us have started hanging out whenever the boys have free time. Brian and Becker even carpool on their way over to our place on occasion. When Brian and Becker aren’t working late, the four of us often have dinner together. Sometimes on the weekends, we’ll sprawl on the furniture in our family room and watch a movie together with a glass of wine and a bowl of popcorn.

Jason is tending to business in Chicago, and I wonder if he and Tess are still casually screwing. She went to Colorado to visit her family and I haven’t talked to her in weeks. Brian’s business is booming, and he’s headed out of town to Houston for work tomorrow morning. I considered going with him, but he’ll be working the entire time he’s gone. I promised my mom I’d drive home to Phoenix sometime this summer, but I never said when. This could be a good time.

After a few drinks at the bar, we head home. Tonight, the furthest thing from my mind is another man. I’m focused solely on Brian and the way he makes me feel.

When we get back to my house, I lead him to my bedroom. He doesn’t attack me the minute we close the door behind us like he usually does. Instead, he gives me a sensual kiss that makes my toes curl.

He backs away and clears his throat as he unbuckles his belt. “I don’t really want to go to Houston.”

“I don’t really want you to go.” I step out of my heels and set them in my closet.

“I didn’t bring a condom tonight.” His voice is low when he speaks, and I freeze for a beat inside my closet as I wonder if this means no sex tonight or if he’s getting at something else.

I step out of the closet. “We used all of mine. I can ask Jill.”

He slides his pants down his legs and steps out of them. He goes to work on the buttons on his shirt next as he shakes his head. “I didn’t bring one on purpose. I want to feel you, Reese. All of you. I want to go to Houston with the sweet velvet memory of being inside you, no barriers, just us.”

A seed of worry plants in my mind, but he alleviates it. “I’ve only been with you for the past month. I’ve exercised disciplined responsibility before you.” He finishes undressing then steps toward me, and for the first time, he’s tentative.

“Is this okay?” he asks.

I nod, and then he takes his time to show me how he feels about me as his body moves tenderly over mine.

Just before I fall asleep in his arms, I hear him whisper, “I’m going to miss you so much.”

I’m going to miss him, too.

*     *     *

I’m bored and lonely without him. I physically felt his love the night before he left, and he’s gone almost an entire week. He texts me often, calls when he can.

I didn’t go to Phoenix. Instead, I stayed home and caught up on some reading and spent time volunteering at my local library. This week’s task was organizing books in the children’s section, and by the time I left today, I felt great about my progress.

It’s the night before he’s scheduled to come home that something changes. It’s a little before ten, and I’ve had two glasses of wine that made me sleepy. I text Brian.

Me: Going to bed soon. Just wanted to say goodnight.

I expect a text back, but he my phone rings a few minutes later instead.

“Hey,” I answer.

“Hi,” he says.

“How’s work?”

“Productive. I wrote three new contracts this afternoon and I’m out now with some clients.”

“Isn’t it almost midnight there?”

“Yeah. We’ve been out for a few hours. You know, wining and dining.”

“Having fun without me?”

“Never.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.” His voice is low and husky.

“I’ve been thinking about you all week. I can’t wait to see you tomorrow.”

“I can’t wait for the other things we’re going to do tomorrow.”

My heart flutters as I think about what that might mean. I’d be content with just a kiss. My body aches for him, and more than once I’ve thought about reneging on our deal to wait for each other before we tip the scales of pleasure again.

“Fox? You coming?” A woman’s voice calls from the background. She sounds much more sultry than a business associate should sound.

“Shit,” he mutters. “I need to go.”

“Who’s that?” I can’t help myself from asking.

“My secretary.”

The blood in my veins freezes. He doesn’t say her name, but he doesn’t need to for me to know exactly who it is. “You didn’t mention you were traveling with a woman.”

“It’s not like that.”

“It seems kind of like that when you don’t mention her.”

“Fox!” I hear the voice again.

He sighs. “I have to go.”

“Fine,” I snap. I hate the jealousy in my voice. We never labeled what we have as exclusive, but I sort of assumed we were after how much time we’ve been spending together. And just because his secretary is there doesn’t mean he’s sleeping with her.

“Don’t be like that.”

“Like what?”

“You know what I mean. I can’t have this conversation now.”

I press my lips together. “Fine.”

“For the record, it’s kind of hot that you’re jealous of my secretary.”

“I’m not jealous,” I mutter. I’m totally jealous, though I’d never admit that. I hate Kelsey and I don’t even know her.

He laughs. “You have nothing to worry about. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Fine. Bye.”

“That’s the third fine you’ve thrown at me in the last ten seconds.”

“I thought you had to go.”

“I do. I’m sorry, Reese. It’s just you. Okay?”

“Okay,” I say.

“That’s better than fine.”

I chuckle.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He hangs up first, and I stare down at my phone for a minute. I’m not typically a jealous person, but knowing sexy and sultry Kelsey is with him in Houston while I’m back here at home is enough to put me on alert. I think back to the conversation we had about her—the one where he said he hadn’t noticed how pretty she is.

If he hadn’t noticed it, then why didn’t he mention that she was going with him to Houston?


Chapter Fourteen


“Lizzie?” Brian says, his jaw dropping. He pulls a pretty woman with dark hair into a hug. “What the hell are you doing here?”

We’re standing at a bar in the Aria near the entrance to the hall where tonight’s black tie networking event is being held. We’re at some media event celebrating the newest businesses in Vegas, a black tie affair with dinner and dancing, and Brian wanted to come to check things out. They’re on the short list for next year’s honorees. This year’s award recipients were selected before FDB Tech Corp officially opened its doors to the Vegas market. Brian just ordered our drinks when this woman tapped him on the shoulder.

The woman’s eyes slide over to me as Brian laces his arm around me, back to the sweet and protective boyfriend rather than the guy who made me worried he was sleeping with his secretary. I think back to that whole dumb fight. We’ve been dating for well over a month. We’ve spent pretty much every night together. I’m starting to fall for him and I’ve even relegated my one night with Mark Ashton to just one night. I still think of him often, and the emotions clouding that night are still fresh, but I’ve committed to giving myself wholly to Brian.

Something is in this woman’s eyes, something familiar and some emotion I can’t quite place. It’s not jealousy. Curiosity, maybe.

“Your secretary let me know you’d be here tonight and I thought it would be fun to surprise you. I’m here to see you and Beavis.”

Brian rolls his eyes. “Aren’t you a treat?” he asks.

She laughs and sticks out her hand to shake mine. “Since he’s not exactly taking the hint on introductions, hi, I’m Lizzie. Brian’s sister.”

A sense of relief washes over me, and I see the family resemblance that I somehow missed before. She’s tall and gorgeous with hair the same near-black as Brian’s and eyes the exact green shade as his. She even has that same imposing presence he does, like she owns the room but she’s glad you’re in it, too.

“I’m Reese. And I’ve heard so much about you,” I say as I knock her hand out of the way and pull her into a hug instead.

“You have?”

“He once told me his older sister is his secret weapon.”

“Oh?” She narrows her eyes at her brother. “In what way?”

“In training him how to treat a woman.”

Brian is mysteriously quiet during our exchange.

Lizzie raises a brow and looks at me again. “And have I succeeded?”

I nod. “He’s pretty wonderful.”

“He’s okay. Still my baby Butt-head brother.”

“Beavis and Butt-head?” I ask.

“From the nineties MTV cartoon. I’ve called them that since we were little.”

“Nice,” I say, giggling.

“Brian always hated being called little Butt-head.” She elbows him affectionately and he rolls his eyes.

I shrug. “If the shoe fits.”

“Hey,” he says sharply. “I don’t need you two ganging up on me.”

“Touchy, touchy,” Lizzie says. “Where’s Beavis?”

Brian shrugs. “Last time I checked, it wasn’t my day to watch him.”

“You can shove the sarcasm,” she says. “Aren’t you staying with him?”

“Yeah, until I find a place.”

“I didn’t know that,” I say.

Both of their heads turn to me.

“I didn’t know you were staying with your brother,” I say.

He nods. “Plus Jason and Becker.”

“You’re all living together?”

Lizzie smiles. “Beavis has a big place.”

“Will you be staying there, too?” I ask her.

She shakes her head. “I’ve got a room at the Mandarin. I don’t want to stay at the boy’s club. It’s like a damn frat house over there.” She looks over at Brian. “Haven’t you taken her there yet?”

A room at the Mandarin. My heart beats a little harder in my chest as I remember the last time I was at the Mandarin.

He shakes his head, and if I’m not mistaken, I see a bit of pleading pass from his eyes to hers. He masks it well, but there’s the tiniest hint of desperation there—something I’ve never once seen on his face before. He’s always been so disciplined, so in control.

I watch as some sort of understanding dawns on her face, and then she changes the subject.

“So, Reese, what do you do?” she asks.

“I’m a teacher.”

“Out for the summer?” she asks.

I nod.

“Nice.”

“Is Dave here?” he asks her.

She shakes her head. “He’s back home.” She looks at me. “Dave is my fiancé. He had work to do this weekend and I needed a getaway.”

Brian glances at his watch, and I can’t help but feel like he’s trying to get me away from his sister. “We need to get inside, Liz,” he says, nodding with his head to the doorway where the event is set to take place.

“Of course. Let’s meet up after. I’ll be hanging around the casino for a bit.”

“Why don’t you stay with me?” I blurt. “We have a spare room, and that way you don’t have to stay at a hotel.”

She looks at Brian, and he shoots her that same look of pleading desperation. It’s so fast that I nearly miss it. I feel like an outsider around these two, like there’s a giant secret they’re not letting me in on.

“That’s so sweet of you, Reese, but my room is already paid for. Next time.”

“Do you come to town often?” I ask.

“More now that both my brothers are here.” She looks at Brian. “You’ve even got Mom and Dad looking at houses online.”

Both my brothers are here.

Not only did I have no idea that Brian’s staying with his brother, I also had no idea that his brother lives here in Vegas.

This entire conversation has just reminded me how very little I know about the man I’m falling in love with.

“I’ll text you when we’re getting ready to leave,” he says, and then he grabs my hand and pulls me toward the reception hall.

Becker and Jill are already inside, and I can’t wait to dissect what just happened with my best friend. The only problem is that Brian hasn’t left my side—hasn’t given me even a minute to myself to chat in private with Jill. He keeps introducing me to people, tugging my arm, keeping me close. How the hell he already knows all these people when he’s only been in town for a month is beyond me.

I want to ask him about that encounter with his sister, but I don’t even know where to start.

We eat, we drink, we dance, and the only time I get a moment alone is when I’m in the restroom, but Becker has Jill tied up the same way Brian’s had me tied up. They’re in the middle of a conversation with a couple of middle-aged businessmen in the spare moment I find myself alone, so I don’t bother to interrupt. We can talk at home tomorrow.

Brian texts his sister when we’re getting ready to leave. “Shoot,” he says once he gets her reply. “Looks like she already turned in for the night.”

“Too bad,” I say. “I’d love to chat more with her. She seems sweet.”

He just gives me a tight smile, and then we head back to my place…of course.


Chapter Fifteen


“My brother’s having a few people over tonight since my sister’s in town.” I can’t quite get a gauge on Brian’s mood. He’s never been easy to read, exactly, but ever since we met up with his sister, he’s a damn enigma. We’re sitting on my couch in front of the television. Sitting is sort of a loose term. I’m sitting, and Brian’s laying across the couch with his head cradled against my lap. He’s facing the television as I stroke his hair.

“Okay,” I say lightly, hoping he’ll give me some insight into his frame of mine. “Sounds fun.”

He clears his throat. “I was thinking of not going, of having a night here, just you and me and a bottle of wine.”

Heavy disappointment settles into the pit of my stomach, but I mask it. “That’s fine. Whatever you want.” What I want to ask is why don’t you want to introduce me to your brother? Why don’t you want me around your sister? What changed between us?

“I don’t want you to think it’s about you,” he says softly, as if he can read my thoughts.

“Think what’s about me?” I ask.

“It’s them. Him.”

“What’s him?”

Brian sighs. “My brother is one of my best friends. We’ve just always had this extremely competitive relationship.” He untangles himself from my lap and sits up. When his eyes meet mine, my heart twists at the vulnerability in his. I’ve never seen him like this. “He has this way of charming women and wanting what’s mine, and he always gets what he wants.”

I press a palm to his cheek. “Brian, if you’re worried I’m going to run off with your brother, don’t be.” I keep my voice low and genuine. “I would love to meet your family, to learn more about you.”

He nods, fear replacing the vulnerability in his eyes.

“It doesn’t matter what he wants.”

“It doesn’t?” Brian asks.

I shake my head, my lips tipping up in a smile. “It doesn’t,” I confirm. “I don’t care how charming he is. I’m yours.”

“You’re mine,” he says softly. His eyes darken. “That’ll just make you more attractive to him.”

“Well you’re the brother I’m falling for.”

He blinks in surprise. “Falling for?”

I nod and brush it aside even though my cheeks burn in embarrassment. I can’t believe I let that slip out, no matter how true it is. “You don’t even know that he’ll try anything with me.”

He grunts out a laugh. “I know my brother. He’ll try, for sure.”

“How do you know?”

“You’re exactly his type.”

“And what type is that?”

“Sexy, brunette, smart. Legs for days. An ass that won’t quit.” He reaches over to grab one of my breasts. “And these. God, these.” He closes his eyes and I giggle. “He’ll want you, Reese, and I’m terrified he’ll go after you. I’m terrified you’ll want him, too, that you’ll leave me for him.” He’s pleading with me, and it tears a little piece of my heart. I wish he would let me in and tell me what’s happened between them in the past, but I don’t want to press more information out of him when clearly this is difficult for him. All I can do is assure him where my allegiance lies.

“I won’t,” I say, my voice fiercely adamant.

“Promise?” he asks.

I take his hand and loop my pinky finger around his. “Promise.” He takes me to the bedroom then and we seal our promise with much more than just our pinkies.

*     *     *

“Becker said there’s some big surprise tonight,” Jill says as we get ready for the big party. I’m working on my make-up while she curls her hair. We’re both still in our bathrobes and sipping occasionally from glasses of wine.

“I’m a little nervous,” I admit.

“Why?”

I shrug. “Brian was weird about me meeting his brother. I didn’t get a chance to talk to you last night, but we ran into his sister right before the event, and he kept shooting her weird looks.”

“What kind of looks?”

I brush some blush on my cheeks. “Like shut up kind of looks. Like he was silently telling her not to say anything.”

Jill’s brows draw together. “I wonder why.”

“We might find out tonight. Don’t you think it’s strange that neither of us has been to their house even though we’ve been seeing them for over a month?”

Jill shrugs. “Beck told me it’s crowded and loud all the time. He said it’s nice to come here and just relax.”

“Did you know they were all staying with Brian’s brother?”

She shakes her head. “Nope. He told me he was staying with Fox and Jason, but he didn’t mention the brother.”

“So weird. I wonder why it’s all so hush-hush.”

“Boys are just weird sometimes, you know?”

I nod and roll my eyes. “Ain’t that the truth?”

I’ve got a nice buzz going from the wine when Brian and Becker pick us up. Brian seems a little distracted and out of sorts as I sit up front with him while Becker and Jill talk quietly in the backseat.

Brian signals off the highway then maneuvers the car onto the Strip, which strikes me as very odd. I had no idea they lived in the heart of the action.

Traffic is slow, and all the red lights and honking horns do nothing good for the anxiety I feel as the car carries us closer to our final destination—wherever that may be. I get the sudden feeling in the pit of my stomach that this is a bad idea. If Brian wants to keep me away from his brother, he has his reasons, and I should respect those reasons.

He turns into the Mandarin Oriental. Anxiety presses heavily on me as my mouth goes dry.

I’m not ready to be here again. The Cosmopolitan was a little close for comfort a few weeks ago, and the Aria last night reminded me of that night again, but to be back here again with a different man…it’s too much.

I had no idea Brian was living at the Mandarin, but now that we’re pulling into the valet station, it makes a whole lot of sense. That morning I left Mark’s place and ran right into Brian and he helped me pick up all the shit that fell out of my purse…of course this is where he’s living. I was stupid not to make that connection before.

I take a deep breath and hold it in for a five count. I need Jill beside me because she’s the only one who might possibly understand what this means—being back here. It’s been well over a month, but that night still haunts me, and as I look around me at things I’ve seen before, flashes of Mark and our night together ghost through my mind. All the images that’ve been burned into my memories start attacking my brain from different angles. The feel of his lips against mine, his fingertips dragging up my thigh. The taste of his peppermint breath and the smell of his sandalwood skin. The view of the Strip and the view of him stripping. His velvet voice in my ear.

Brian gets out of the car and walks around to my side. He opens it and holds out his hand. I’m trembling as I slip my hand into his, scared to go into the building that holds so many painful memories that all trickle back to one unforgettable night.

Becker and Jill get out of the backseat and join us. Jill’s wide eyes meet mine, and she reaches for my hand and squeezes it in silent reassurance. Tears spring to my eyes, but I won’t let them fall. I can’t. I’m here with Brian, to meet his brother, to make new memories—as desperate to wash away the old ones as I am to cling to them.

We walk through the doors toward the elevator, and it’s all very familiar as the ball of anxiety in my stomach feels like it may burst. Brian pushes the button to call the elevator. We get on the same car I traveled down that morning I left Mark’s place, and the haunting memories are right at the surface, filling the back of my throat with nausea. That same feeling of giddiness mixed with shame the last time I rode this exact elevator rushes over me.

The hotel only goes up through the twenty-third floor. When I got on the same elevator car with Mark, he pressed the button for the forty-seventh floor. The top floor. The penthouse. He told me there were other suites up there, too, and when we exited the elevator, we turned to the right and entered the door in the corner, the one marked 4701.

I assume Brian will press any button from twenty-four through forty-six. Never once does the idea enter my mind that he might hit forty-seven, and when he does, a searing pain squeezes my chest. I don’t want to be so affected by this—I don’t want to hold that connection between Mark and me so close to my heart still, not after all this time has passed, not after I’ve started a relationship with another man, not after I’ve started falling for another man.

But I do.

I take a deep breath, pushing away the images of Mark slamming me up against the mirrored elevator wall, shoving down the feel of his mouth on mine, our breath mingling and our bodies craving.

When we get off the elevator, I assume we’ll turn to the left. It’s the only option. When we turn to the right and Brian leads me to the door marked 4701—the same door I walked through just over a month ago, my heart stops. My ears buzz. My chest hurts. My stomach lurches.

It’s not possible.

“Your brother lives here?” I ask, my voice trembling. I sense that Jill is somewhere behind me, but she can’t have any inkling of what’s going on in my head.

“Yeah,” Brian says as he turns the knob and pushes open the door. He might’ve nodded to answer my question, I’m not sure—I can’t bear to look at him, can’t bear for him to see all the emotions my eyes surely hold, can’t bear the thought of going through the door and facing what—who—is on the other side. Instead, I focus my eyes on the door, trying everything in my power to forget, to let it go, to push one leg in front of the other and act like everything’s normal.

But it’s not.

I fell in love with a rock star the last time I was here. How the hell was I supposed to know I’d fall in love with his brother next?


Chapter Sixteen


When Brian pushes open the door, every nuance from the night I last passed through this same door rushes back to me.

Jill pulled out her press pass plus the pass she borrowed from a friend for me after the show, and voila…we were backstage.

She led me through a series of hallways before we landed in front of a door with a temporary sign that read VAIL. She flashed her pass to the guard like she’d done this a million times, and I followed suit. My hands shook as I held up my pass. The guard eyed me for a second as nerves danced around my stomach. I could swear he was studying me, looking at me differently than he looked at Jill. He could tell I wasn’t with the press. I had some look about me that must’ve said what I was doing was wrong.

He was going to confiscate my pass, we were going to get kicked out, and Jill was going to get in big trouble. Oh, fuck, how much trouble? Could she get fired for this, for sharing a press pass with a friend instead of an actual member of the press? He shook his head and chuckled, but then he opened the door that allowed our entry into Vail’s dressing room.

Instead of the nerves subsiding when the door opened, they only grew into waves that darted through my entire body, from the tips of my tingling toes to the tops of my buzzing ears.

The first thing I noticed were the women—mostly blondes. All had hair longer than mine, legs tanner than mine, and breasts bigger and faker than mine. I don’t know what I expected. I don’t even know if I had an expectation in my mind, but this seemed about right.

I glanced around the room, and my eyes landed on him immediately. Mark Ashton, the whole reason I was back here, stood off to one side of the room wearing nothing but a pair of jeans.

My breath left my body and I choked on a gasp.

The body I’d seen so many times in pictures was standing right in front of me. The tattoos I’d easily be able to pick out of a crowd marked his perfect skin. His feet were bare, his dark hair was damp as if he just stepped out of the shower, and his chest and abdomen were a mass of chiseled muscle. He was lean, though—not big and bulky, but limber and perfect. My mouth watered at the same time my throat dried. My face felt all hot, like I was blushing uncontrollably and involuntarily, and the wave of heat traveled through my body and into my blood.

In the periphery, I knew the three other members of the chart topping band were in the room. A party was in full swing; voices hummed around me over blaring rock music. A group of people started chanting as one of the guys from the band chugged a beer—Ethan, the drummer. He slammed the can to the ground as he finished then grabbed the blonde standing next to him to shove his tongue down her throat. But I couldn’t focus on any of that because my entire being was laser-focused on Mark Ashton, as if there was no one and nothing else in the room.

He held his phone to his ear as he spoke to someone—probably the reason he set himself apart from the group that had formed in the room. It was too loud for me to hear his voice. He held a glass tumbler with amber liquid in his other hand, and a blonde woman hung herself around his neck, clinging to him. He was paying her no attention, though.

He glanced in our direction as I followed Jill into the room as if this was all perfectly normal. He said something into the phone and ended the call, sliding his phone into his pocket with his gaze focused on me. He said something to the woman hanging on him, and she stuck out her puffy lower lip in disappointment before she let go of him and headed over toward her friends who were standing by Ethan.

Jill stepped right up to him as if meeting the biggest rock star on the planet was an everyday occurrence. She’d schooled herself to fangirl on the inside because of her position as a reporter. I had no such training.

“Jill Hart from the Sin City Sun,” she said, sticking her hand out to shake his and ignoring the glares from the women across the room. “I just have a few quick questions.” He stepped toward her and shook her hand, and a dart of jealousy passed through me. She got to touch him.

Little did I know what the night had in store for me.

“Who’s your friend?” he asked, his eyes moving over to me. “A colleague?” He let go of Jill’s hand.

“I’m a huge fan,” I blurted, restraining myself from throwing my arms around his neck. Jill shot me a dirty look. The whole agreement we had that I’d keep my cool flew right out the window.

He chuckled. “Oh, I’m a fan of yours, too.” His voice sent a tingle through my chest and my cheeks burned even more than earlier.

“Wha—what?” I stuttered.

“Blue eyes, dark hair.” His eyes trailed from my face to my torso and down my legs, burning me and branding me as they moved. “Long legs…yeah, I’m definitely a fan.”

Jill shot me another dirty look as my cheeks flamed. I wasn’t sure if she was shooting me dirty looks because he was flirting with me and she wanted it to be her or because she was trying to interview him and he was ignoring her.

“Are you with the media, too?” he asked me.

Was he asking me because he planned to kick me out if I wasn’t? I shook my head, suddenly too dumbstruck and mortified to form actual words. Is love at first sight possible? Because I was pretty sure it was love.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Who was I kidding? I’d been in love with this man for ten years. He was my teenage fantasy come to life right there in the flesh in front of me. And he was talking to me—like his mouth was forming actual words that he wanted me to hear.

Oh, shit. He was talking to me…as in, I was supposed to respond.

“Reese,” I managed to say.

“Like the peanut butter cups?”

I nodded.

“You know what they say about peanut butter cups, don’t you?”

I shook my head.

He grinned, and my heart nearly beat out of my chest. “Sweet on the outside and creamy on the inside.”

My face continued to burn like the fucking moron I am, but words—and my brain—failed me.

“Mm. Isn’t their slogan something about how there’s no wrong way to eat a Reese’s?”

I usually have ten sarcastic comments at the ready for cheesy lines about my name, but somehow coming from Mark Ashton, they didn’t seem so cheesy.

I stood in stunned silence that this rock god was even looking at me, let alone paying attention to me and flirting with me. He kept firing lines at me, but he didn’t need to. He didn’t have to say a word to me—he could’ve just shot me one smoldering glance, and I would’ve dropped my panties for him.

He lifted the amber liquid to his lips, and my wide eyes followed the path of the glass.

Something came over me in that moment—something that told me this was my chance. I couldn’t think of a time I’d wanted something more than I wanted Mark Ashton right then, that night. I wanted an invitation to his place. I wanted to be the woman he brought home with him. I didn’t know how these things worked, though. I saw him with a different woman in every gossip magazine I’d ever picked up, but I wasn’t sure if he approached the women before he brought them home or if they asked.

All I knew was that I couldn’t leave this dressing room backstage at Mandalay Bay with regrets.

So whatever it was that came over me, I went with it.

“I’d love to find somewhere private to let you find out for yourself.”

He raised his eyebrows in surprise, and I had a feeling I’d snared his attention. I was proud of myself. This was so far out of my comfort zone that my good sense was practically in another country, but I’d do it for Mark. This was my one shot.

“You want to come back to my place?”

Fuck yes! I almost said that out loud, but I managed to stop myself.

Are you kidding me? An invitation to Mark fucking Ashton’s house?

I drew in a deep breath, determined not to come off like a total fool. He wanted me to go to his place. That could mean only one thing, and there was no way in hell I was going to deny myself that chance—even if he was basing his invitation on nothing more than me asking. And a physical attraction…but what one-night stand didn’t start because of an instant attraction? “I’d love to.”

“Can I just ask you a few questions, first?” Jill asked him, saving a special glare for me.

He finally pulled his eyes away from me to focus on my friend. “Right. Sure.”

She fired away, and he answered. It all seemed very professional except for the way his eyes kept edging over to me.

“Just one more question,” she finally said, and he nodded for her to continue. “What do you look for in a woman?”

He cleared his throat and ran his eyes slowly from my eyes down to my legs. Heat seared me with every spot his eyes landed on my body. “Blue eyes, long legs, Vail tail.”

Warmth crept up my neck again.

“Vail tail?” Jill asked.

Mark shot her a wicked, flirty grin. “Fangirls. You know, the women who’ll do whatever it takes to get backstage after a show.” He nodded toward my shirt.

“Really?” Jill whined. “That’s what you want me to print in the Sin City Sun?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “Sweet on the outside and creamy on the inside. Will that work instead?”

“Not really,” she said.

He shot her a lazy grin, the very epitome of a bad boy. “I’m not real picky when it comes to women, as you may have heard. I like women who look like your friend here. I like women who like to have fun, obviously. You probably don’t want to quote that, but it’s fairly well recorded at this point.” He took another cool and confident sip from his glass. “I like women who are smart and funny. Off the record, I don’t usually get to know much more about them beyond that.”

I should’ve felt insulted with his speech, or at least surprised that he was so blunt. He didn’t know anything about me aside from my name and what I looked like on the outside, yet he was ready to take me back to his place. That was a total cocky douche move, yet it didn’t stop me.

Besides all that, I counted myself lucky that he chose me. I counted myself fortunate that even though there were several other women in Vail’s dressing room, he chose me. He could have his pick of anyone in the world, and he still chose me.

Yes, I should’ve been insulted. But fucking a rock star was a total bucket list item.

And I was about to check that off my list.

A few minutes later, his driver wove through Saturday night traffic on the Strip to get us safely back to his place at the Mandarin Oriental as we talked in the back of the car. We were sitting next to each other in the back of his customized Yukon. The row of seats in front of us was turned to face us. It looked like meetings could take place back there. Mark put his legs up on the seat across from us and closed the black tinted glass separating the backseat from his driver up front. His big hand rested on my leg, inching up my thigh, and I hugged his arm to my chest. It felt comfortable, like we knew each other, like we’d been together a long time and we were just headed home after a day at the office together…or something like that.

“What’s it like being a rock star?” I asked him. I wanted to know every single detail about him. I still felt like I was living inside some crazy fantasy, like I’d wake up at any minute alone in my bed. I wondered when he’d attack—when the making out and all the sex would get underway.

I chewed the inside of my cheek for a second just to see if I could feel the pain, to make sure this was all real.

“It’s pretty fucking awesome,” he answered in that deep timbre that sounded like every favorite song of mine.

“What makes it awesome?”

“Getting paid to do what I love. Traveling the world with my best friends. The rush I get on stage. Looking out over a sold-out venue, watching as people sing along to songs I wrote…there’s nothing like it.” His voice was quiet, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he always spoke so sincerely with every woman he brought back to his place. He seemed genuine in the moment, but I had no basis for comparison.

“I sang along to every song,” I said shyly. I glanced over at him, still trying to figure out if this was really happening.

Tingles prickled through my belly as his eyes met mine and his lips tipped up. “I know. I watched.”

“You did?”

“I was drawn to you over and over. I’m so focused when I’m up on that stage, but every time I looked at you, you threw me off my game a little. Your eyes lit up with every new song we played, glowed up at me from down below. When you walked into the dressing room backstage, it felt a little like destiny.”

He pulled his phone out of his pocket and didn’t hide the fact that he was writing a note. A Little Like Destiny.

“What’s that for?” I asked.

“It’s my list. Lyrics, titles, snippets of conversation. Words that speak to me.”

My stomach twisted violently. That was the first time I knew I was going to have a tough time getting over this night.

“For songwriting?” I asked.

He nodded and tapped out some more words on his phone. “You’re different, Reese. You’re not like the others.” His voice was a murmur as he focused on what he was typing.

“I’m not?” I asked.

He shook his head, and I prayed this wasn’t some line he used on every girl.

“How?” I pressed.

He lifted his shoulder. “Some connection with you I felt even from the stage that felt even stronger when I saw you walk in. You seem like you have substance. You’re interesting.”

“The others aren’t?”

He shrugged. “They’re here because I’m the lead singer of Vail. They’re not here because they care about me.”

“And you think I do?”

“I know you do.” His voice was soft and tender, the tone reminiscent of the one he used when he sang my favorite Vail ballad. A shudder ran through me.

“How do you know?”

“I’ve learned how to read people. Did you know I studied Psychology at Northern?”

I shook my head. As much as I’ve stalked his online biographies over the last ten years, I had no idea.

“I have a Master’s in Psych and I’m a few credits shy of a PhD.”

Was I really sitting in the back of a car discussing degrees with Mark fucking Ashton? What was this life? “When are you planning to finish?”

“I don’t know if I am. I take a class here or there when we’re not on tour, mostly online ones, but the requirements for getting the PhD aren’t feasible with my job.”

“What are the requirements?” I asked.

“Depends. If I want to be a clinical psychologist, there would be labs and practicums. If I want to teach it, I’d need to TA or create a course. And then there’s the dissertation, which takes years of research for anyone, but I don’t have years to dedicate to research.”

“Why psychology?”

“I’ve always been fascinated with human behavior.” His fingertips inched up my thigh a little.

“So what about my behavior tells you I care about you?”

He chuckled. “For starters, you actually asked me when I’m planning to finish my degree and you listened when I answered.”

“What else?”

“The way you’re sitting.”

I glanced down at us. We were both leaning back comfortably—slouching almost. His hand was on my leg, and my arms were looped around his arm, holding it captive, his upper arm embraced tightly against my chest as my hands clasped around his bicep.

“What about this position tells you anything about me?”

“You’re holding my arm. Most women by now have grabbed for my junk, put my hand on their tits, stuck their tongue in my—”

“I don’t need the details,” I interrupted, holding up a hand.

He laughed. “You get the idea.”

“Unfortunately, I do.” And that’s what makes this so damn hard. “So why music instead of psychology?”

“Aw, you ask like you care.”

I giggle. “I do care.”

“Told you.”

“Answer the question.”

“I picked up my first guitar when I was seven. It was my uncle’s. He was in a band that was locally successful, and he taught me how to play. I met Ethan in high school and we jammed all the time. We met Steve and James one summer and we just knew that we wanted to play music together. My parents still made me go to college, still made me get a degree, but I had to do a lot of it from the road. My entire Master’s was done on the road. Music was always my first love. Everything else took a backseat to that.”

I imagined that was why Mark was never with one woman for more than a night. No woman could ever hold a candle to his first love. Not only did he not have time for a relationship, but he didn’t have the desire for one, either.

“What’s the worst part of your job?” I asked.

He blew out a chuckle as he looked out the window. “People think they know me.”

“They don’t?”

He shook his head. “Shit in the press is all made up. People think because they read an article in a magazine, they know everything about my life.”

A cloud of guilt swirled around me. I’d done the very thing he was condemning.

“I can’t do shit without someone writing about it, and most of the time they don’t even get the facts right.”

“Like what?”

“The press fabricated an entire relationship between Maggie Westin and me.”

“They fabricated it?”

He nodded. “We hung out a few times at a mutual friend’s house, slept together once, and that was it. The tabloids practically had us married.”

“Do they ever spin stuff in your favor?” I asked.

“A couple years ago, I was hospitalized for exhaustion. Did you see that?”

“Of course. It was everywhere.”

“It wasn’t exhaustion. My publicist covered up an overdose.”

“An overdose?” I asked, surprised at his confession. I knew he was a rock star, but he seemed to have his head on straight. “You do drugs?”

“Not anymore, no. I’m not into fucking up my life, but I tried something Ethan gave me and it put me in the hospital.”

“And your publicist covered it up?”

“Yeah. I realize now how fucking stupid I was.”

“Was it scary?”

“The OD?”

I nodded.

He shook his head. “I passed out cold and didn’t even know I overdosed until I woke up in the hospital. It was scarier for Ethan than it was for me.”

“Was it a wakeup call for him?”

Mark chuckled and glanced out the window. “Nothing’s a wakeup call for him. Some men are born without the part of their brain that tells them they’re not invincible. Ethan’s one of them.”

“Was it for you?”

“Yeah.” He was quiet for a minute, and then he told me the thing that would stay with me for a long time to come. “Only a few people know what really happened that night. Ethan, Steve, and James, because they were there. My publicist and the doctors and nurses that night. That’s it. And now, you.”

“Not even your family?” I asked.

He shook his head and flexed his fingers on my thigh.

It was that moment I was certain I wanted more than one night with him—needed more than one night. I wanted it all, but that’s not what Mark Ashton did. That’s not who he was, and no matter how intrigued he was by me or how different I was from the other women he brought home, I wasn’t going to be the one to change him.

I couldn’t help but wonder why he chose to confess one of the darkest hours of his life to me. It made me believe his words were sincere—I really was different from the others. Or it was just another line, something he told every woman he took in the car back to his place.

I’d never know.

He leaned over and tugged my earlobe between his teeth, sending a jolt of desire through my entire being.

His voice came low in my ear, the heat of his breath sending shivers down my spine. “Usually a woman is all over me in the back of this car and I don’t even have to try. Are you gonna make me try, Reese?”

I fidgeted nervously with my fingers still clasped around his arm. “I don’t even know what that means.”

He chuckled, and then he pressed a kiss beneath my ear, the stubble lining his jaw tickling me and making me even hotter for him than I already was. He pulled his arm out from its captivity between my arms and laced it around my back. He hauled me onto his lap, and then he rested his forehead against mine. “Why does this feel different?” he whispered.

“Because it is,” I whispered back, and then he lowered his mouth to mine.

It was our first kiss, seconds before we pulled into the private resident’s drive of the Mandarin Oriental. He didn’t even open his mouth to mine, didn’t deepen the kiss—just rested his lips on top of mine, the gentlest brush of lip on lip, and every synapse in my body fired at the same time.

It was the sweetest kiss I’ve ever had with a man, yet it pressed an aching throb between my legs like no one else had ever managed to do to me. The throb pulsed and spread into my belly, battling with the butterflies there, the pain gaining momentum as his arms wrapped more tightly around me but his lips didn’t move.

He pulled back, his eyes closed. “We’re here,” he muttered, and then he opened his eyes. We were inches away from each other. His eyes told the story that he wanted this, too, which of course I knew since he took me back to his place…but he wanted me, not just sex with me. I didn’t just represent a warm hole to him. I was something more, something I didn’t understand, something I was terrified of because I was sure I couldn’t be what he needed. He was this overwhelming presence, this larger than life being who routinely serial dated singers and actresses and porn stars, and I would never be enough for him no matter how intriguing I might be in the moment.

I sat on his lap, and we were eye to eye, both of our chests heaving with anticipation.

The car had stopped, and I didn’t even know it. The door beside Mark swung open, the driver standing at attention and waiting for us to exit. He broke our intense moment and I slid off his lap as I wondered what sorts of things his driver saw on a regular basis.

Mark grabbed my hand and then got out of the car, pulling me out behind him. Another man followed us—a bodyguard, I assumed, but Mark didn’t confirm that. We ran into the building and then he led me up to the second floor and we called the elevator from there. The bodyguard stayed on the first floor. “Easier from here than from the first floor,” he said as we waited for the elevator to arrive.

It made sense. The elevator on the first floor probably opened somewhere near the hotel lobby, and if we snuck onto the second floor, there was far less of a chance he’d be recognized.

Doors opened to the elevator in the middle. We stepped on alone. He inserted a key into a slot and then pressed the button for the top floor—the forty-seventh floor.

It should have been a long ride from the second floor to the forty-seventh, but it was far, far too short.

He picked up where we left off in that car the second the doors shut and sealed us into privacy. He stalked toward me, shoving me up against the mirrored wall. I caught sight of the back of him in the mirrored doors, the last image of the him burned into my mind. It was his back side as he pressed his body to mine, his hand coming up to palm my cheek, but because of the mirrored walls, the image repeated and repeated and repeated to infinity. There were a hundred Reeses pressed against the wall by a hundred Marks, a hundred Mark hands touching a hundred Reese faces. That image would stay with me, burned in my mind for eternity.

With the image fresh in my mind, Mark whispered, “I don’t understand this, Reese.” His words were riddled with pain.

I didn’t have time to respond, didn’t have time to ask what he didn’t understand or why he was confessing it to me or what it all meant, because then his lips were crashing to mine and his mouth was opening and there were fireworks going off in that tiny elevator. I responded immediately to his kiss, his tongue finding mine as I tasted peppermint masking a hint of whiskey on his tongue and an even fainter suggestion of cigarettes. He smelled of fresh laundry despite the fact that he’d been sweating up on that stage, a faded trace of sandalwood lying underneath.

They were flavors and scents unique to Mark, different from any other man I’d ever kissed, but I didn’t have time to focus on those sensory details because his body boxed me in. One arm rested on the glass of the elevator wall, and the other came around my waist to haul me against him. His erection met my hip as he pressed close to me. My blood heated and my veins boiled as I was met with the realization that it was me that did that to him. He was turned on. He was hot for me. He desired me.

The elevator doors opened too soon, and he broke away from me. I hadn’t even noticed the elevator had come to a stop, let alone the fact that the doors had opened. I was too wrapped up in what was happening between the two of us. He was my sole focus, and I couldn’t think of another time I’d been with a man when everything else faded to complete insignificance in the background. I’d always been able to maintain some semblance of control—it was what had prevented me from wanting to have sex in public with Justin, my ex, when he’d tried to slide a hand up my skirt in a restaurant. I wasn’t a prude, but I was aware of what was going on around me.

Mark was different, though. With him, I had no control or awareness. It was all him—my entire being focused on him—his touch, his taste, his scent, the fiery, strong emotions he produced in me.

Some people were waiting to go down the elevator as we stepped off. I didn’t take notice who they were because I was looking at him. We stepped off and they stepped on. He waved to someone, greeted someone else, but I was stuck in a fog from his kiss. Was this real life? Was this really happening to me?

He led me to a door marked 4701 and opened it to a party in full swing. People milled around, music blared. Some people sat on his couch while others helped themselves to drinks in his kitchen.

“Welcome to my place,” he said wryly.

I smiled and glanced around, memorizing every detail for the report Jill would surely want the next day. “It’s nice,” I said.

He shrugged. “Better be for what I paid for it. You want a beer?”

“Sure.” I followed him to his refrigerator. “Do you live alone?”

“Usually, yes, but I have houseguests for the next few weeks.” A woman with bleach blonde hair stood just beside it.

“Hi you,” she said, her voice throaty.

“Hey, Delilah. Excuse me.” He opened the fridge and she moved over about a half a centimeter. She ran her hand up his arm, and I felt incredibly uncomfortable as I stood a few feet behind him, my eyes focused on the fridge.

“Marky Mark, take me to bed.” Her lids were heavy and she was clearly trying for seduction. I had to wonder if this is the type of girl Mark normally went for, because that wasn’t me.

I knew what I was here for, and I also knew I had no claim to stake on him. Seeing another woman try to take him out from under my nose sent a shock of reality through me. What if he decided he’d rather be with her tonight? What would I do? Where would I go?

How was I even here tonight? How had he chosen me?

“Sorry, babe, I’ve got company.” He nodded back to me.

Company. Is that all I was to him—after that car ride where he wrote down those words and confessed his darkest secret to me? After the way he kissed me after he typed out A Little Like Destiny, kissed me like a starved man with all that raw, unfiltered passion?

He grabbed two bottles of beer from the fridge, opened both, and handed one to me, and then he took my hand in his and led me through the crowded living room, down a hallway, and into his bedroom.

His bedroom was sleek and, just like the rest of his place, black, white, and gray. The floors were a white, shiny tile, and a soft, plush, black and white rug covered the majority of the floor. The walls painted a soft gray with white panel molding. The bed was the centerpiece, a huge king with white sheets and a white comforter. Black, white, and gray pillows decorated the top of the bed, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he had a housekeeper who made his bed every day. I just couldn’t see Mark Ashton, rock star extraordinaire, making his bed.

His bedroom set was white and simple, and black and white framed pictures adorned the walls. The images were simple and musical—a guitar, a sexy image of just a microphone against the backdrop of a stage, Vail’s first album cover. They were all general photos—none of him, none of people. I wondered if this was his main residence, if he picked out those pictures, that dresser, or if he had a person who did those things for him. I wondered if he had another house somewhere else where he kept pictures of his family. His mom and dad. His siblings. If his parents had a house with his childhood bedroom still intact.

He didn’t turn on any lights—instead, the room was lit with the glow of the Strip right outside his window.

The bedroom was empty and quiet despite the music pumping just in the next room. “Soundproof walls,” he said, a smile tipping up his lips.

I looked out over the view as he walked over to a chair and collapsed in it.

“I’ve never met anybody who had a soundproof bedroom,” I said.

“Helps for when my parents are visiting.” He winked at me.

I wanted to giggle because it was funny, but it just reminded me how I was one of many. I wasn’t special. This night wasn’t special—not to him, anyway. This was something he did all the time even if it wasn’t something I did all the time.

He patted his lap, and I walked slowly across the room to sit on it. I faced the window, looking out over the lights of Las Vegas while I sat on Mark Ashton’s lap in his bedroom drinking his beer.

When Jill told me she’d be able to get us backstage at the Vail concert, never in my wildest dreams did I imagine this was how the night would go.

“Do you like being a teacher?” he asked me out of the blue, one of his hands holding his bottle of beer while his other rested somewhere between my hip and my ass as we both looked out the window at his magical view.

I nodded. “Finals are next week and then I’m out for the summer. If you’d have asked me that a month ago, I might’ve had a very different answer.”

He laughed, and something sparked inside me that I was the cause of that laughter. “What do you teach?”

“High school English.”

“That was always my favorite subject.”

“Did you prefer reading or writing?” I asked.

“Both. But writing was always my passion. I had a great teacher my sophomore year who made me see that lyrics are poetry. Without that base, I don’t know if I’d be a lyricist today. What about you? Reading or writing?”

“I love both, but I prefer to read what I want to read over teaching the classics.”

“What do you like to read?”

“Chick lit.”

“Chick lit?”

“You know, literature for chicks…women.”

“Are you a closet romance reader?” he teased.

“No. I’m open about it.”

He laughed again, and I felt that same spark in my chest. I liked making him laugh.

“What’s a teacher like you doing mixed up with me?” he asked softly.

“Because I’m a teacher, I can’t end up at a rock star’s house after the show?”

He lifted a shoulder. “It just seems like teachers wouldn’t do that.”

“Teachers are people just like everybody else. I make mistakes and grow from them. I have a life outside of school. It’s not like I publicize what I do on the weekends to my students.”

“Thank God for that,” he muttered, and I laughed.

I expected to feel in awe around him, which I did when we first met, but he had this way of making me feel comfortable around him—so comfortable that I forgot I was sitting on the lap of a rock star in the lap of luxury while I drank his beer in his penthouse suite on the Strip.

“You intrigue me,” he said.

“Oh?” Butterflies hammered against my stomach. I turned to look at him. “Why?”

He was silent for a moment, as if pondering my question as he looked out over the blinking lights below us. His puzzled eyes met mine. “There’s just something riveting about you. You seem like you have depth. Everyone’s so shallow these days.”

“You intrigue me, too.”

“Oh?” he mimicked. “Why?”

“Because you’re a rock star. And someone once told me that being a rock star is fucking awesome. So I guess that makes you fucking awesome.”

He chuckled at my reference to our conversation in the car on the way over. He set down his beer on the table beside the chair and then took my bottle from my hand and set it next to his.

“Yeah, it is pretty fucking awesome,” he said, and then his hand cupped my neck and he pulled me down until my mouth covered his.

We kissed in his chair with Vegas on one side and his bed on the other. He shifted me so I was straddling him, our kiss heating up as he bucked his hips toward me. His hands settled on my ass for a few beats. He guided me up and down over him, giving me a preview of what was to come. His hands left my ass and trailed up, always moving, always working, and my body responded to his touch, seeking pleasure and moving in rhythm with him. I broke from the kiss because he was overwhelming me with his mouth and his hands. I needed to see him, to look at him—to know that this was real and not just some fantasy I dreamed up.

His eyes flashed from the glow of lights outside the window forty-seven stories down. He was animalistic, his eyes so heavily laden with lust that I wanted to alleviate it—the need I saw there, the passion and the ache. His hand moved to the back of my head, and he pulled me back down with him. We kissed some more as the need between us became this tangible thing we could hold in our hands, this sphere of ache and pain, and then we threw the sphere aside as clothes flew in all directions. My shirt, my bra, at the work of his deft fingers. His shirt as I fumbled clumsily.

My fingertips ran along the cuts of muscle hidden beneath that shirt—cuts of muscle I’d ogled in pictures online for ten years. The tattooed body I’d seen in magazines was real, and it was mine for tonight. My fingertips gave pause over a tattoo I’d never seen before. It stood out from the others. It must’ve been newer. It was a small scripted letter F enclosed in a circle.

I was about to ask him the meaning, but then more clothes started coming off. He kicked his shoes off and pushed mine off, too. He lifted my ass so I was kneeling on either side of him on his chair, and then he unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his pants. My jeans were eye-level for him, and he popped the button and lowered the zipper. My damp black panties peeked out the top, and he ran a finger along the band.

I shivered, and his hands trailed up to my breasts. He massaged and kneaded, pinched and rolled, and then he leaned forward and took one in his mouth while he worked the other with his fingertips.

I sat back on his lap and his hand trailed to the elastic band of my panties. He dipped a finger inside, difficult to do at this angle, and brushed against my clit. I nearly fell apart on top of him. He leaned back to give himself better access, and then he slipped a finger inside, his mouth still working my breast.

I dug my fingernails into his shoulders where my hands rested. He bit down on my nipple, sending a shot of need straight through me. That need only pressed harder upon me as he worked me with his hand. He pushed another finger in, and I threw my head back with a low moan. He grunted before he pulled his fingers away and let go of my breast.

“Stand up,” he commanded, and I did because you always do what Mark Ashton tells you to do.

He pulled my jeans and my panties down my legs. I stood in Mark’s bedroom completely naked, lit only by the gleaming glow of lights from below.

A carnal, guttural growl rose up from his chest, and then he shifted out of his jeans and his boxers. I panted at the sight of a naked Mark Ashton sitting in a chair in his bedroom. Need lit inside of me, a painful need so strong I thought I might die if I didn’t get to quench the thirst. He’d fingered me halfway to an orgasm, and just the naked sight of him was almost enough to push me there.

If I’d imagined his naked body a million times as I rubbed myself to pleasure, I’d have needed a million and one to get it right.

He pulled a condom from the back pocket of his jeans before tossing them on the floor. He tore the packet open and rolled it on before patting his thighs, indicating that I should get back on. I wanted to taste him first, to fist him in my palm, to stroke him and make him fall apart just from my touch, but I wanted him inside of me so much more.

I crawled on top of him, settling my legs into the space between his legs and the arms of the chair, and he guided himself into me.

My body was ready for him, warmed up from his fingers and his kiss and his biting teeth and just him.

He stretched me, so big I could hardly take him all the way in. His hands came under my ass, and he lifted me up.

“Jesus, that’s good,” he muttered on a grunt.

He let me fall back down over him, and this time I took him almost all the way in before he lifted my ass again. We both grunted at the feel of his body claiming mine, and then he let me fall over him again. Up and down, up and down, until he let me fall down and he pushed himself in completely.

We were connected, and while this was just one night, we were connected in far more ways than just body to body. His eyes found mine as we settled into stillness, and a quiet and intimate beat passed between us. This wasn’t just sex to either of us, it was something more, something deeper than I’ve ever felt with another human. We were connecting on some cellular level. We were imprinting on each other’s hearts. I knew he felt it, too, I knew he did, but despite that, I also knew it wouldn’t matter in the morning.

I refused to think of that as my eyes bore into his, though. Morning would come and this would end, but we’d always have this moment. We’d always share this heat, this connection, this fleeting passage of time, and he’d ruin me for any other man. I could only hope I’d ruin him for any other woman, but in my heart, I knew that wasn’t true.

He grunted and closed his eyes, ending the beautiful, fleeting moment, and then his fingers dug into my hips and he ground his pelvis up into mine. Even his grunts were hot—these primal sounds like he couldn’t hammer into me fast enough or hard enough, and I moaned back with some carnal noises I couldn’t control. I didn’t even have to move—he did all the work, spearing me and driving into me over and over until my body broke and swells of pleasure washed over me just as he hit his own wall of bliss.

We tensed and shouted through our orgasms together, coming and coming like it would never end. He grasped onto me as my body shuddered and the waves started to subside, wrapping his arms around me and hugging me close as he stayed inside me. I clung to him, my hands linked around his neck, never wanting to move from him or break this dynamic connection we shared.

Nothing lasts forever, though, and this moment was meant to end, too.

Eventually he cleared his throat and whispered to me in the dark as he lifted me gently and slipped out of me. “I think we should do that again.”

I giggled.

“There’s a bathroom through that door,” he said, nodding to a door across the room. He fluttered a kiss to my cheek before he helped me up.

I walked wordlessly across the room to the bathroom. I gazed at myself in the mirror. I was the same woman I’d been before I’d left the house I shared with my best friend earlier this evening, but everything had changed. I didn’t look any different, but I certainly felt different. I felt high from his kisses, like I was flying from the way he made love to me.

I gave myself a sad smile at that thought. Made love.

He didn’t make love to me. It was amazing, yes. It was the best sex of my life—without a doubt, by far. But it wasn’t love. How could it be when we didn’t know each other…when I was just one in a long line of many who came before me and many who would come after me?

He was in his bed when I exited the bathroom. I snuggled in beside him, and he held me as we whispered in the dark. Eventually, sleep took us. I woke to his mouth working against my most intimate skin, driving me to another orgasm before I finally treated myself to the taste of him in my mouth.

I couldn’t sleep after that, so I sat in the chair and alternated between staring out the window and staring at his sleeping form. If I turned to just the right angle, I could see both. Even after he called me back to bed, I couldn’t go. He was sleeping, and I didn’t want to wake him. I wanted to be here with him. I wanted to enjoy my time, and sleeping it away would make it end sooner.

He woke once more and we had sex in his bed. He moved over the top of me, his body moving in perfect sync with mine, and tears leaked out of my eyes as I came. I was grateful for the darkness and his sleepiness, because he didn’t notice—or if he did, he didn’t say anything. Devastation took over as the first rays of daylight peeked over the horizon. Night was over. The magical glow of the lights from the Strip were buried with the night, just like the memories I’d always have of this night.

He was still sleeping when I left. If morning came and we talked, if I got to know anything more about him than I already knew, if he started in with the lines about how I was different and intriguing, it would all just be that much harder to move on from what would only ever be one night of passion.

I dressed quietly then opened his bedroom door and shut it silently behind me. The party from the night before was long over, but evidence remained. Cups, cans, and bottles littered the kitchen’s many surfaces. Ashtrays were full, food had been spilled and attempted to be cleaned, crumbs remained. It looked like a good time.

It was more than a good time.

The kitchen and family room were empty, devoid of the many people who’d been here the night before. I stood in the kitchen and contemplated my next move. Should I leave my number? No, leaving my number would seem too desperate. Wouldn’t it? Had we shared something more? Was he sincere when he said I was different? I had to believe it was just a line. Rock stars didn’t give up their rock star lifestyles for random English teachers who showed up backstage at their concerts.

As I stood and contemplated, I heard a noise down a different hallway. Mark had mentioned houseguests—it could even be one of the other members of Vail. I wasn’t in the mood to get caught sneaking out, so I beelined it for the door, opened it quickly and quietly, and called for the elevator before I had a chance to rethink what I was doing.


Chapter Seventeen


How did Brian manage not to tell me he’s related to one of the biggest rock stars in the world?

I’m not sure whether to feel betrayed by the lie or impressed with his ability to keep a secret.

Probably the former, but my emotions are such a mess right now that nothing I feel can possibly be real. If he could so easily keep this from me, what else is he keeping from me? The thought terrifies me.

The party’s already in full swing, just like the last time I walked through that door. I glance around, terrified of seeing Mark. I have no idea what to think, what to do, how to act.

I’m here as Brian’s motherfucking girlfriend.

How the fuck is Mark Ashton Brian’s brother? How am I so stupid that I didn’t see this coming?

Now that I know, it’s so clear. Running into Brian that morning when I left Mark’s place makes more sense now that I know he lives here—and just now I realize he still hasn’t asked me what I was doing here that morning.

They have the same eyes. Same shape. Same color. It occurs to me as we step into Mark’s penthouse. They’re the same as Lizzie’s eyes, too—green like a meadow after a long rain, penetrating and deep. And the same hair—Mark’s is a few shades lighter brown than Brian’s, but the same distinct hairline, same thickness. Almost the same build, too. Brian’s an inch or two shorter than Mark, but they both have incredible bodies, the kind that you can only achieve with good genes and hard work.

And they’re both unbelievable in bed.

Should I tell Brian that I slept with his brother? It would be the right thing to do. Wouldn’t it?

Snippets from my conversation with Brian earlier today float through my mind. We’ve always had this extremely competitive relationship.

He has this way of charming women and wanting what’s mine.

He always gets what he wants.

Definitely no. I can’t tell Brian.

What if Mark tells Brian?

Mark probably won’t even remember me. Our one night happened over a month ago. How many women has he taken to bed since that night? One for every night of the week? That thought has my heart sinking into the pit of my aching stomach.

He’s here somewhere. It’s his place, his party—he’s got to be. And I’m terrified of seeing him, terrified of the type of response my body will have, terrified Brian will see something crackling in the air, that he’ll somehow know something happened just from one fleeting glance. Was there more between us that night? I thought I’d never know, but I might get my chance now.

I can’t think like that. I’ll never know because I’ll never ask. I’m with Brian, and that one night marring my otherwise spotless record doesn’t matter anymore.

Does it?

Lizzie’s head bobs up through the crowd as she dashes over to us. “Hey you guys!” she says with a smile as she grabs me into a hug. “It’s so good to see you again!”

“You too,” I manage, trying to hug her back and act like I don’t have a typhoon of emotions tumbling around my chest. Becker introduces Jill to Lizzie as I look around. I try to give my friend a meaningful look, but she misses it completely.

“Beavis is around here somewhere,” Lizzie says to me and Jill. “I assume you haven’t met yet?”

I shake my head, and Jill says, “Beavis?”

“Our brother,” Lizzie clarifies. “Sorry, I’ve always called him Beavis. And Brian is Butt-head,” she says, laughing as she affectionately messes up her younger brother’s hair. Brian rolls his eyes and bats her hand away.

She glances around. “There he is!” They make eye contact and she waves him over.

My eyes follow hers, and when they land on Mark Ashton, everything fades away. The music silences, the people around me disappear, the party is over. Even Brian is gone—the guy I’m here with, the guy I’m dating, the guy I told just this afternoon that I’m falling for him.

All I have left is the buzzing in my head, the pain slicing through my heart, and the ache throbbing between my legs. My blood screams with need. Electricity lights on my skin. My chest hurts, my head pounds, and I feel like I might be sick.

He makes his way through the crowd toward us, and when Jill spots him, her fingers grip my arm in a painfully tight squeeze. The volume comes back on, the people are beside me again, and the party resumes, but it all clashes with the buzz, the pain, the ache.

“Mark, this is Brian’s girlfriend!” Lizzie says, like she’s the keeper of all the information. His eyes meet mine for the first time since I walked through his door tonight, and it knocks the wind out of me. I definitely spot recognition. He remembers me, and he’s surprised to see me in his house on the arm of his brother.

I think I spot something else, something deep and hot mixed with a flash of pain, but it’s so fleeting I might’ve misinterpreted it. He masks whatever else is there quickly, but I swear I caught more.

It has to be wishful thinking. I’m seeing what I want to see.

“Reese,” Brian announces by way of introduction.

Mark holds out his hand for me to shake it. I’m trying to decide whether we’re pretending we’ve never met or whether he doesn’t remember his night with me.

“Mark,” he murmurs, his eyes hot on mine as he grips my hand in his. I have to believe he remembers me from the way his eyes bore into mine. His hand is warm, but it lights an electric shot through my palm, up my wrist, and into my veins, exploding into every cell of my being. Just when I thought I was putting him behind me, I realize how very, very wrong I’ve been. This connection between us is so strong that it’s physically painful, gutting me as my chest aches for him. I gasp for breath, air seemingly thinner up at this high elevation on the top floor of this building.

“Nice to meet you,” I say, entranced by his eyes on mine. They bring me back to that moment he entered my body and stilled as our eyes claimed the other. He must remember it, too, because a searing moment of lust passes between us.

I want to believe he remembers every second of that night just like I do. I want to believe there could be more there for us—that he felt it, too, that it wasn’t just me, that there was a connection.

Immediate, rigid guilt stabs my abdomen. Brian, I remind myself.

Mark’s eyes still blaze into mine, and I’m rooted to my spot.

Fear rushes over me as we face off for the briefest of moments. I don’t want it to end, but I need it to. Brian will know there’s something between us…was something between us…if we spend one more second shaking hands and having some private conversation between our eyes that I don’t know the words to and I don’t understand.

“I’m Jill,” my best friend blurts, reading the situation and thankfully pretending like none of us have ever met. “I’m a huge fan!”

“Nice to meet you, Jill,” Mark says as he tears his eyes from mine and pulls his hand from mine to greet her.

“You too! We saw Vail perform last month at Mandalay. Awesome show!”

“Thanks,” he says, his eyes darting back to me. He seems as though he’s in a bit of a daze. His brows draw together ever so slightly.

“I work for the Sin City Sun, and I’d love to ask you a few questions somewhere quiet if you have some time later,” she says.

“Of course,” he murmurs. A tiny shake of his head seems to bring him back. “Can I get you anything?” he asks the four of us.

“We can help ourselves,” Brian says, giving his brother a strange look.

Mark nods and gives me another agonizing gaze that slices open my heart. I need to get him alone. I need to talk to him. I need to know if he felt more that night, too.

Brian, a tiny voice in my head reminds me again.

“Nice meeting you,” he says, and then he disappears into the crowd.

Lizzie gazes after him for a beat and then turns back to us. “Excuse him,” she says. “He’s moody tonight.”

“It’s the creative in him,” Brian explains, as if creativity gives him license to mood swings.

Lizzie shakes her head. “You always say that, but you’re just as bad.”

Brian rolls his eyes. “I am not.”

“Yes you are. Beavis is just all twisted up over something.” She turns to me. “Reese, are you coming to the wedding?”

“What wedding?” I ask. I glance over at Brian, and he’s glaring at his sister.

“I’m getting married at the end of October in Chicago. I hope I’ll see you there.” She winks at me.

The end of October is nearly four months away. Brian and I haven’t even been together four months yet. What we have is still new, and I’m certain that’s where the glare came from, but I can’t seem to focus on anything aside from the fact that Mark Ashton is here in this place and he’s Brian’s fucking brother.

“We’re gonna get some booze,” Brian says smoothly. He leads me over to the kitchen. The counter is filled with bottles of all shapes and sizes. Every type of spirit I could ever imagine is there, along with several bottles of wine. He nods to the counter. “What would you like? There’s beer in the fridge, too.”

Alcohol seems like a bad idea right now. I’ve got one brother roaming around in some mood, and I’ve got another brother who knows nothing about the night I shared with Mark. My lips get loose after a few drinks, and I don’t know that tipsy Reese is a smart move tonight. I don’t know what sorts of decisions she’ll make.

But logic and good sense evade me. My eyes meet Mark’s across the room. This time I know I spot something deeper there.

He remembers me, and that knowledge sharpens the pain in my heart, deepens the ache in my core.

“Vodka,” I finally say.

“With what? Orange juice? Soda?”

“With ice.”

I tear my eyes from Mark to look at Brian. Brian, who I’m here with tonight. Brian, who I’m dating. Brian, who I’m falling for.

This is a real issue if I have to keep repeating this to myself.

He shrugs and tips the vodka over my glass. When he hands it to me and our fingers brush, I want to feel the same electricity I felt with Mark. I want to feel the connection like we belong together, like we’re linked on a cellular level, like he’s in the very blood that pumps into my heart. I want it to be there, but it isn’t.

It’s different with Brian. We connected as friends before we connected as lovers. He’s become so important to me in such a short span of time. He’s becoming my best friend and the man I look forward to seeing at the end of every day. He’s secure and solid, a good man with a heart that’s pure.

No wonder he feels like his brother is competitive. His brother is Mark fucking Ashton. Of course Brian feels like he has to prove himself. It makes total sense that he’d be scared his brother might charm me away from him.

If Brian and I are going to be together long term, he should probably know what happened between Mark and me. Just one night filled with passion, with feelings and emotions I’ve never felt before and I fear I’ll never feel again. One night that I’m still not over. One night that’s burned in my memories and etched on my heart. One night that I’ve tried to let go, but I can’t seem to.

I think of Thanksgiving dinners at the Fox house, Brian beside me and Mark across from me. Passionate glances between Mark and me while Brian’s hand rests on my thigh possessively and Mrs. Fox scoops a dollop of mashed potatoes onto my plate.

I shake the image out of my head and decide to take this head on. “So you didn’t think telling me your brother is among the most famous rock stars in the world was important?” I ask Brian. I go for a light tone, but it comes out more accusatory than I mean it to.

Brian laughs. “I tend not to lead with that information.”

“Why?”

“Because ten times out of ten, I’m passed over for my brother.”

My heart squeezes for Brian and the bitter hurt in his voice. This is all so confusing.

“I like to get to know a woman before I drag my brother into it,” he continues.

“But his last name’s Ashton.”

“That’s his middle name, my mom’s maiden name.”

“What’s your middle name?” I ask dumbly. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change things. It’s filler conversation because I’m fucking lost. I have no idea what I’m doing.

It dawns on me just then that the tattoo of the F enclosed in a circle stands for Fox. His last name.

“Joseph.”

“What’s it like being the brother of a rock star?”

“It has its perks, but it also has its downsides.”

“What are the perks?”

He glances around. “All this,” he says, gesturing widely with his arms. It’s only then I realize that surely the whole money is not an object line stems back to this. “Access to all this without the paparazzi following me around everywhere I go because I’m nobody.”

“And the downsides?”

His eyes burn into mine. “Like I told you before. He always seems to want what’s mine, and he always gets what he wants.”

I want to reassure him, want to tell him he doesn’t have to worry about that with me. But right this very second, I’m not sure that’s a promise I can keep.


Chapter Eighteen


I’m having a hard time acting like everything’s normal at this party—mostly because it’s not.

Mark is avoiding me, or at least it feels like it. We caught each other’s gaze across the room that one time, but that’s it. Every time I’ve looked over at him since, he’s been talking to someone else. To my heart’s relief, mostly he’s been talking to men I recognize as members of Vail. He hangs out with Ethan, the drummer, the most. I think back to the reality show they were on together. They did seem like best friends, and I loved watching that show and getting a peek into their real relationship. Though after my conversation with Mark in the car on the way back to his place, I wonder how much of it was a look at their real personalities. I guess it’s possible the producers tweaked their scenes to make them appear a certain way.

I think back to his confession about his overdose. It was Ethan who had given him something that night, and I feel my claws come out a little as my hackles rise. I don’t know if I trust Ethan after finding that out. I don’t believe for a second that he had sinister intentions, but he might not be the best influence on Mark.

I have the urge to go over and talk to him, if nothing else to get him away from Ethan for a few minutes. I don’t know why that urge completely overtakes me in the moment. Mark’s a big boy who can handle himself around his best friend.

The vodka is helping, I think. I’m riding the line between tipsy and drunk, but luckily so far the alcohol hasn’t acted as truth serum. Yet.

We’ve only been here for a half hour, though. The night is young, and who knows what sort of drama lies ahead of me?

I’ve basically been following Brian around like a lost puppy dog because what the fuck else am I supposed to do? “You want me to show you around?” Brian asks after he’s introduced me to people whose names I’ll never remember.

“Sure,” I say, as if I’ve never been here before—though, to be fair, I didn’t exactly get the grand tour the last time.

Am I lying? I’m split on whether omission of facts is still a lie. I’m not physically lying. I haven’t done anything wrong.

So why do I feel guilty?

Brian leads me through the kitchen toward the hallway in the opposite direction of Mark’s bedroom. There are several doors down this hallway, and he leads me into the one in the far corner. He points to doors as we go. “This is where Becker’s staying,” he says, pointing. He points next to the door that has a line forming outside of it. “This is a bathroom. Here’s Jason’s room. This is Mark’s office. And this is my room.”

He opens the door and lets me into a meticulously neat bedroom. I glance around, trying to gain insight into the man I’ve been sleeping with for the last month before I realize that he probably had nothing to do with this room’s décor.

It matches the rest of the penthouse, black and white and gray all over. The only personal effect in the room is a book on the nightstand, Richard III by William Shakespeare. From what I know, that play features a pretty intense sibling rivalry.

Come to think of it, so does East of Eden—the other book Brian mentioned as a favorite.

Aside from the book, the surfaces are void of knickknacks, clothes are put away, the bed is made. I see two doors, one a closet and the other a bathroom. I walk over to the window. The view out the window is of the mountains and some other hotels, not the lights of the Strip. The hustle and bustle of movement on the highway catches my eye, but there’s no romantic glow of lights like on the opposite side of this condo.

Brian moves in behind me, his hands on my hips as he traps me between his front side and the glass. “Nice view, isn’t it?” he whispers.

It’s nicer on the other side, I want to answer, but I hold myself back. I haven’t had a lot of time to process this new twist in our relationship, but two emotions that I can clearly define right now are hurt and anger. Barring the fact that I slept with Mark, it feels like a huge betrayal that Brian didn’t tell me who his brother is. I feel like a hypocrite even thinking that since I’m holding onto a secret of my own, but in the moment, I think it’s okay to be a little bit of a hypocrite.

“Yeah,” I finally say. “It’s nice.”

“Are you angry?” he asks.

I nod. “A little.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I told you, it’s because of him. Not because of you.”

“I get that. It just feels like there’s all these secrets between us.”

“That’s it, I swear.” A quiet beat passes between us, and then he says, “Actually, no, that’s a lie. There’s one more secret I’ve sort of been holding onto.”

My heart thumps in my chest and my palms feel suddenly clammy.

This is it, isn’t it? He already knows.

“I love you, Reese. It’s too soon to say it, but I know what I feel.”

My surprised eyes meet his in the reflection of the glass. I’m shocked by his confession, frankly. I’ve been having a lot of fun with Brian, but I’ve also had another man in my heart this whole time. And seeing him in the flesh tonight only confirmed what I already knew deep down. I’m not over Mark Ashton. I’m not over our one night together, and I’m pretty sure I might be in love with him after just one night.

But I also think I’m developing feelings of love for Brian, a love that’s grown over the time we’ve been together, and I have no idea what to say to him, how to reply to his confession. I told him I’m falling for him, but that’s very different from saying those three little words.

So I don’t say anything. Instead, I twist around in his arms, hard to do with the window right there, and I press my lips to his. He opens his mouth to mine, urgent and hot, and then he suddenly grabs me up in his arms, carries me over to the bed, and tosses me down roughly. He reaches under my dress, yanks my panties to the side, and jabs two fingers into me. I arch back on the bed, my thoughts jumbled as he fingers me roughly. He pulls his hand away from me when he’s satisfied I’m wet enough for him then unbuttons his pants and lowers them just enough to pull himself out. He pulls my panties to the side before shoving into me.

This is different. This is primal, needy, carnal. This is passionate. This is him needing me to respond to his words, and this is him using my body since I didn’t use my mouth to answer him. It’s hot and full of lust and desire, fucking fully clothed on Brian’s bed as a party rages just on the other side of the door—as the man who stole my heart in this very penthouse not so long ago stands somewhere nearby, knowing I’m here, knowing I’m in Brian’s bedroom with him, maybe even wondering what we’re in here doing.

It’s that thought that drives me to a shattering orgasm. Brian yells out as I start to come, some unintelligible sounds strung together with curses and phrases like so fucking tight, so fucking wet. He pulls out of me once my body relaxes and jerks off onto me, making a mess of my panties and literally claiming me by leaving his mark on me.

Brian presses a kiss to my mouth, a tender and soft contradiction after what he just did to me. Then he walks to his bathroom to clean up, and I lay quivering for a minute, trying to regain some semblance of control over my body, over my mind. He comes back with a washcloth and helps me clean up.

I didn’t want that to happen. Not here, not with another man on my mind, not with that other man right on the other side of the door.

Brian needed reassurance, though. He needed to know that I’m committed to making this work with him. He needed to feel safe with me, like I’m not going to leave him for his brother. I wonder if Mark took women away from Brian without a second thought and then just discarded them.

I may be attracted to him, and my body might crave him, and my heart might need him, but once Mark Ashton gets what he wants from a woman, he moves onto the next one. I refuse to give up the solid start I have with Brian in favor of someone who will only do that to me in the end.

Brian never has to know what happened between Mark and me. It’s in the past, anyway. I can do this. I can deal with this.

I can have sex with my boyfriend without thinking of another man.

Eventually.

Tonight’s just not that night.

*     *     *

I feel naked as we exit Brian’s bedroom. I’m not naked, exactly, but I did have to leave my panties in his room because of what he did to them.

My dress is form-fitting, so it’s not like a gentle breeze will make my skirt blow up, but I still feel the cool air against my still damp, naked skin.

We walk back into the family room. There are people everywhere—some are sitting on couches, some on laps on top of couches. Some are perched on countertops. Others are dancing behind the couch or between the couch and the television. I spot Mark right away. He’s standing by the windows, backlit by the glow of the Strip—the same view from his room. The glass runs floor to ceiling, providing an expansive and beautiful view of Las Vegas. He’s talking to Ethan again, but at least he’s not talking to another woman. I wonder why he isn’t at the same time I’m absolutely grateful because my bleeding heart couldn’t stand that sort of pain.

I glance around for Jill and spot her and Becker standing near Jason and Tess. Frankly, I’m surprised to see Tess here. I thought she’d written Jason off, but I haven’t talked to her in a while. She tends to go through men like wine—a different bottle every night, so to see her here next to Jason seems out of the ordinary.

I make my way across the spacious condo toward my friends with Brian right on my tail.

“You okay?” Jill mouths to me.

I shake my head because I’m not.

“I need to talk to Reese,” she says to Becker. She turns to walk toward me, and Becker follows behind her. She turns and glares at him. “Alone.”

He stops in his tracks, and Brian stays back with him. Tess sees the two of us take off, and she ditches Jason to come with us. We head toward the hallway I just came from and get in a short line outside the bathroom.

“What the fuck?” Jill says to me.

I just shrug.

“I’m kind of pissed Becker didn’t tell me.” She crosses her arms over her chest.

“I would’ve thought your journalistic Spidey skills would’ve given them away,” I say.

“We’ve been together a month and he didn’t bother to tell me? I’ve told him a hundred times that Vail is my favorite band.”

“Did you tell…” I trail off as I glance over at Tess. Besides the fact that I don’t want anyone at this party to know I slept with Mark, I never told Tess. “Never mind. Let’s just talk once we’re in there.” I nod toward the bathroom door.

“I didn’t tell him about you and Mark,” Jill says. “I didn’t even mention we met him.”

Tess’s eyes widen. “You met him?” she asks.

My heart drops, but I don’t say anything. The girl in front of Jill turns around to listen to our conversation. She looks familiar, and I distinctly remember her being here that night Mark brought me here. Delilah, I think.

She looks pretty drunk, not to mention like she’s had a bit of a rough night, and her glassy, mascara-smudged eyes don’t appear to recognize me. “I gotta pee so damn bad and these lines are always so long!” she says. “Hurry up!” She starts pounding on the wall.

I grab Jill’s hand and get out of line. “Come with me.”

I lead her to Brian’s room, Tess following closely behind us. I need to talk to Jill without Tess here, but I’m out of options.

“You can’t go in there!” a voice yells behind us, but I turn the knob and go in anyway.

When the door closes behind us, we’re blanketed in quiet. Jill glances around and notices a crease in the bedspread, the only thing out of place in an otherwise meticulous room. She wrinkles her nose. “Were you and Brian…in here just now?”

“He told me he loves me.” I focus my gaze out the window.

“Oh my God,” Jill says. “What did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything. I just kissed him, and he mistook my kiss to mean I wanted sex, and he threw me on the bed.”

“Jesus.” Jill holds her face in her hands for a second. “This is all so messed up.”

“I know.”

“I’m lying to Becker about you and Mark, you’re lying to Brian, they both lied to us.” Jill throws her hands up in the air. “Where does the truth even begin?”

“Wait, wait, wait. You and Mark?” Tess says, holding up her hands.

I ignore Tess. “I haven’t had time to sort through the layers just yet.” I blow out another breath.

“Will someone please tell me what the fuck is going on?” Tess booms.

I finally look over at her. “I’m sorry. After the Vail concert a few weeks ago, Jill got us backstage. Somehow I ended the night by hooking up with him.”

Tess’s jaw drops. “You what?”

“I slept with him. No one knows. I can’t tell Brian.” I walk over to the nightstand and pick up the book there. I hold it up. “They have this, like, huge sibling rivalry between them. It’ll kill him.”

I set the book back down as Tess folds her arms over her chest and glares at me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. I didn’t tell anybody. Jill knew because she was there when I left with Mark.”

Jill shoots me a look. I don’t have the energy to make her feel like I would’ve told her if she hadn’t been there. I don’t know if I would have. There are still things about that night she doesn’t know, things I haven’t shared and don’t plan to.

“Did you see the way he looked at you when their sister introduced you?” Jill asks. “He remembers you, Reese.”

“Shut up. No he doesn’t.”

“You wanna bet?” Jill asks.

“He hasn’t even looked my way since we got here.”

“Because Brian claimed you as his.”

I roll my eyes. “No he didn’t.”

“He threw his arm around you and tucked you right into his side. He hasn’t let you out of his sight all night. You don’t think he’s being a little possessive?”

“A little, I guess,” I say, thinking back to the way he just claimed me in here, the way he ruined my panties as he pulled out of me. I sigh. “I don’t know what to do.”

Tess rolls her eyes. “You go for Mark Ashton. Duh. No brainer.”

My brows furrow down. “That’s not what I mean. Mark isn’t even an option.”

“Then what are you talking about?” Jill asks.

“I’m talking about Brian. He told me earlier today how Mark always gets what he wants and he always wants what Brian has. I don’t know whether to tell him I slept with Mark first or not.”

“Not,” Tess says.

I twist a lock of hair through my fingers. “Why not?”

They’re both quiet for a minute, and then Jill says, “Because if you want to be with Brian, it’ll only ruin what you two have started.”

“Won’t it ruin it if the truth comes out later?”

“Why does the truth have to come out later? Why can’t it just be one night in the past that we all keep a secret?” Jill looks at Tess meaningfully, and she nods as if she promises she’ll keep the secret, too.

I wander over to Brian’s dresser. The top is clear, devoid of any sort of meaningful picture or mementos. It could be because of this party—he might’ve put everything away in case a guest should wander in here much the same way Jill, Tess, and I did. Or there could be layers I haven’t even begun to discover about him yet. What if he’s devoid of emotion—devoid of human connection?

I can’t believe that to be true after the way he kissed me and made love to me right after he told me he loves me.

“Yeah,” I murmur, running my finger along the dresser’s smooth, wooden surface. “I guess.”

“I’m not even sure I trust Becker anymore. How could he keep this huge secret from me?”

I turn around and face her. “After what happened with Adam, I don’t blame you.”

“It starts with one,” she says, holding up one finger. “One lie. One omission.”

“But you’re telling me it’s okay for me to omit information?”

She smiles wryly. “I guess it’s a double standard, huh?”

“I sort of get it. The omission on their part. I get leaving out the fact that they’re living with Mark Ashton. I get Brian not mentioning it.”

“Why?” Jill asks.

“Because he’s Mark fucking Ashton. How many people in their pasts do you think have used them to get to him? How many times do you think they’ve been burned because they were close to him? And now they’re living with him.”

The door opens, and all our heads swing over to see who’s about to step through it. I expect it to be Brian or Becker—or even Jason, or some combination of the three of them, but to my utter shock, it’s none of them.

It’s Mark.

He looks delicious tonight, decadent in a black t-shirt and black jeans. Day-old stubble outlines a strong jawline. His green eyes fall on me, blistering and burning as he pins me to my spot, and I can’t believe I didn’t see the resemblance between brothers before.

The shame I felt from that night is completely gone. In its wake is a new layer—a layer of need and desire, of longing for this man who somehow drew me in and connected with me on a level I didn’t even know existed.

I wish I could read what he’s thinking, what he’s feeling. His face is a mask, though. I suppose it makes sense that he’s had to train himself to hide whatever’s going on inside him when he’s on stage, and of course that would extend to his personal life.

Tess starts to shriek that Mark Ashton is in the same room as us, but then he throws the door closed behind him, and it shuts with a loud slam.

Her mouth shuts when she sees the ferocity in his eyes. He strides across the room toward me, and I stumble back a bit at the intensity. I bump into the dresser. He’s too far away from me, not close enough to reach, but I have the sudden, inexplicable urge to rush into his arms.

I let out a gasp. My hands tremble and my heart pounds.

I’m sure Jill and Tess are staring at us in the periphery, but my gaze is focused on the rock star.

“I never expected to see you here,” he says, his voice low as he ignores the fact that there are other people in the room apart from the two of us. “Least of all with my brother.”

The door flies open. Brian’s eyes flash with anger. “There you are,” he says to me, his eyes cooling just the tiniest bit as they land on me. All the anger is back, though, as he glances at his brother. “Here to steal my girl?” he asks. He’s clearly going for a teasing tone, but he has no idea what happened between us. “There’s a couple of groupies waiting outside the door. Might be able to finally get that foursome you’ve always talked about.” He laughs after he says it, but he’s the only one laughing.

Mark blows out a breath and gives me one last long glance that goes unnoticed by Brian, who has made his way over to me and thrown a possessive arm around my shoulders. Jill and Tess stand silently across the room from me, two sets of eyes staring widely at me. Mark disappears out the door.

“We should, um, leave you two alone,” she says. “Come on, Tess.” I throw a pleading look in Jill’s direction, but she’s already out the door.

I don’t want to be alone with Brian right now. I want to be alone with Mark. I want to know what he meant by his words. A million questions cross my mind in the span of a few seconds.

Is he mad that I’m here with Brian? Does he even care? Does he think I’m some sort of slut for sleeping with him and moving right onto his brother? Was I just another Vail tail to him? Does he think I’m using his brother to get to him? Does he even know that I didn’t know they were related until I walked through the door marked 4701 tonight?

Is he hurt that I showed up tonight as Brian’s girlfriend?

Is it bad that I want him to feel hurt by that? If he did, then I’d know he had feelings for me—that he didn’t remember me as one fun night, that he feels more between us in the same way I do.

His words were confirmation that he remembered me, and the way he left the room after Brian came in tells me he doesn’t want Brian to know we shared that night.

So I’ll keep quiet for now, and I’ll hope and pray that I get Mark alone again—just to talk. And soon.

“What did he say to you?” Brian asks.

“Who? Mark?” My voice squeaks on his name, and I clear my throat as I try to regain control despite my still thumping heart and shaking hands.

Brian nods, and I feel again like he knows something happened between his brother and me.

I shrug. “Nothing.”

“Did he hit on you?”

I laugh. “No. Nothing like that.”

He gives me a long gaze, and then he nods as if he’s satisfied with my answer.

I’m not sure why I feel like I dodged a bullet.


Chapter Nineteen


For the first night since I met Brian, I stayed over at his place. Well, his brother’s place.

It’s strange waking up next to him somewhere other than my own bed, especially with the knowledge that Mark is sleeping in another room just on the other side of this condo. I didn’t sleep at all. Instead, I stared up at the ceiling, awake with my thoughts and the guilt that burns everywhere in me. I’m not sure if I feel guilty because I slept with his brother or if I feel guilty because I want to do it again.

I contemplate what to do. I could stay here and wait for Brian to wake up, wait for him to escort me out, and miss my chance at a conversation with Mark. Or I could quietly creep out of bed while Brian sleeps and hope that I run into Mark.

My heart twists as the thought of Mark with another woman crashes into me. Did he have another woman in his bed last night—is she there now? Did he rasp to her in the middle of the night? Did he tell her to come back to bed as she sat in the chair by the window and looked over the glowing lights of the Strip? Did he make love to her in that very chair with those very lights reflecting in her eyes? Did she wrap his cashmere blanket over her naked shoulders?

It’s not just my heart twisting. My stomach lurches violently, and I force those images out of my head.

I get up like I would any other morning. I don’t try to be extra quiet so I don’t have to deal with the guilt if Brian catches me sneaking around his brother’s condo. I head to the bathroom. I gaze at myself in the mirror. I look like a hot mess. Dark circles from the bleeding eyeliner that I didn’t bother to wash off last night shadow my eyes, and my hair is a stringy mess. I dig through my purse and find a hair tie so at least I can get one mess under control, and then I splash some cool water on my face and wipe at the smeared make-up with a towel.

I never expected to see you here. Least of all with my brother.

I can’t get his words out of my head.

They play on repeat, and I dissect every single one as I attempt to make myself look presentable.

I never expected to see you here.

Is that because he wanted us to be one and done? Was that all it was to him?

Least of all with my brother.

Was he upset I was with his brother because it was his brother? Or was it the other way around—he was upset that I was there with his brother because that meant I was with someone who wasn’t Mark?

I want it to be the second one more than I want air to breathe, but all that would do is complicate things.

I think of the way he looked at me when he walked into Brian’s bedroom. His eyes were on me, full of the things I wanted to see there—I think. It could’ve been the vodka or my overactive imagination. It may have been wishful thinking. Either way, he came to find me, and he left as soon as his brother walked in the room. That has to mean something.

I need to see him. Fuck the guilt. I sneak out of Brian’s bathroom as quietly as possible. I creep through the quiet hallway, praying Mark will somehow be sitting at the kitchen table, as if fate stepped in to give us the time together we deserve.

But fate can be a real cruel bitch sometimes.

Mark’s not in the kitchen. The room is empty, just like it was the last time I crept quietly through this same condo the morning after spending it in a man’s arms.

I glance around me, really take in the view. The place is a mess, bottles and empty cups strewn across the counter, crumbs and plates and napkins scattered across table tops and the floor. It looks like there was a great party here last night, and I wish I knew how the night ended for Mark.

My eyes automatically go to the hallway where I know his bedroom is located. It’s the only room down that hallway, the master suite. The thought attacks me again: is some other woman in there with him? I want to know. I’m desperate to know.

A singular sound pierces the quiet when a key slides into the lock of the front door. My head swings that way, and then an older woman walks through it. Her gray eyes fall on me, but she shows no emotion. “Hello, miss. Are you a guest of Mr. Ashton?”

Not last night, I wasn’t. “I’m Brian’s girlfriend.”

She smiles and touches a hand to her gray hair. “Oh, Brian is such a nice boy. I’m happy he found someone.”

Who are you? My mind is begging me to ask, but my lips won’t form the question. She heads straight to the counter and starts gathering the garbage. She gathers the empty bottles in one area and the bottles with liquor still in them in another.

“Do you need some help with that?” I finally ask.

“Oh, no, sweetheart. Thank you. I get paid well to come in and do this.” She smiles at me. “I’m Hazel, by the way. Mr. Ashton’s housekeeper. And, I suppose your boyfriend’s, too, until he finds a place of his own.”

“Nice to meet you, Hazel.”

I wonder what sorts of things Hazel has seen. She seems completely unaffected by the fact that there are cigarettes and joints mingling together in ashtrays as she dumps them into a garbage can.

I stand awkwardly, not sure what to do. No one else is out here. It’s just me and Hazel, and she doesn’t want my help.

“Can I get you anything?” she asks me.

I could use a strong cup of coffee, but I don’t say that. “No, thank you.”

“Don’t mind me. I’ll have this place back in tip top shape in a few hours.”

“How long have you been working for Mark?” I ask.

She glances upward in thought. “I guess he’s been here about three years now.”

“Is this his main residence?”

She shakes her head, mindlessly emptying some beer cans into the sink before tossing them in the recycle bin under the sink. “No. He lives in Los Angeles, but he stays here pretty regularly. More so over the past couple months.”

“Where else does he have houses?”

She glances over at me. “Why don’t you ask him, sweetie?” She says it so nicely and so genuinely that I almost miss the fact that she’s sort of scolding me.

I don’t want her to think I’m with Brian because of his brother. “Brian didn’t tell me he was related to Mark,” I blurt. “I just found out last night. We’ve been together about a month.”

“Ah,” she says knowingly. “So you’re a little fascinated and a little shell shocked?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

“He’s a good man. Mr. Ashton, I mean. Brian is, too. You’re a lucky girl. The two of them have such a tumultuous relationship sometimes, so I see why Brian doesn’t tell girls who his brother is.”

“I get it, too.”

“Especially after what happened with that Kendra girl.”

“What happened?” I ask.

She covers her mouth. “I’m sorry. I’ve already said too much.”

“No, not at all.” I think fast. How can I get her to tell me more?

Time runs out on me as I hear footsteps approaching. Brian’s sleepy head appears from the hallway. “There you are,” he says. He walks over to me and kisses the top of my head. “Morning, Hazel.”

“Good morning, Brian,” Hazel says. “How are you this morning?”

“Better now,” he says, wrapping his arms around my waist and leaning down to press his lips to mine.

I wrap my arms around him, too—an automatic response after being with him for a month. He holds me in a hug and I look over his shoulder out the window. The view here is the same as the one from Mark’s bedroom. I think back to last night when he told me he loves me as we looked over a different view. At least this view still belongs to Mark and me.

More footsteps approach, but this time they’re from a different hallway.

My heart squeezes as I try to untangle myself from Brian’s arms, but he doesn’t let me go.

“Morning.” I hear his familiar voice, that sweet sound that’s kept me company for so many hours of my life. I want to turn, want to look at him, want to see what emotions are on his face, but Brian still has me locked in his embrace.

“Good morning, Mark,” Hazel says brightly.

“Morning,” Brian says. He kisses my temple and finally lets me go.

I finally turn and smile over in his direction. He looks tired, dark circles shadowing those green eyes, and he won’t look at me.

“Did you end up with Delilah or Miranda last night?” Brian asks his brother.

“Neither,” Mark mutters, walking past us and toward the refrigerator. He pulls out a bottle of beer, pops the top off, and proceeds to drink down half the bottle with one long pull.

Hazel looks over at him with disappointment in her eyes, but he doesn’t look at her, either.

“Couldn’t close the deal?” Brian asks.

“Fuck off.”

Hazel remains quiet during their exchange, but I can tell she wants to jump in. It’s easy to see she cares about both of them like they’re her boys. I wonder if she has a family, kids and grandkids, a husband. I wonder what her life is like.

Mark takes his bottle and heads back to his bedroom, and I can’t help but wonder if he didn’t end up with Delilah or Miranda last night, who did he end up with?

*     *     *

I don’t see Mark again that day. Brian takes me home, and I spend the afternoon dissecting his words over and over again. I never expected to see you here. Least of all with my brother.

I go over them with Jill a hundred times, too. Jill claims Mark gave me a smoldering look when he walked in, but what the hell does that even mean? And does it even matter?

Brian has plans all day Saturday, but he comes to my place afterward, which is probably the better route. It’s easier to push Mark out of my mind, to pretend like I didn’t feel an intense heat between us in the three seconds we shared last night. It was awfully convenient that Brian walked in when he did, though.

I don’t get to see Lizzie again before she heads back home to Chicago, which is unfortunate. She’s a breath of fresh air, someone I could see myself being friends with. Brian doesn’t mention her, but surely he got together with her again before she headed home. I feel a little insulted that I wasn’t invited along, but it’s purely me jumping to conclusions. If Brian wants to be dodgy and secretive about his family, that’s his prerogative.

Another week passes, and I’m torn between the feelings for Mark that won’t seem to go away and my blossoming feelings for Brian. I keep wondering if it’s love between us. He hasn’t said it again since that night against the window in his bedroom, but the words have been on the tip of my tongue as he kisses me, as he makes love to me, as he caresses me with a gentle touch.

I haven’t brought up Mark to Brian, and he hasn’t mentioned him, either. I wonder if he thinks it’s strange I haven’t asked about his brother, but then I think he might prefer it this way.

One evening in early July, Brian and I are snuggled on my couch, being lazy with wine in my glass and whiskey in his as we watch mindless television.

“I have a question,” I say.

“What?”

“Do you gamble a lot?”

“I wouldn’t say a lot. I go once in a while.”

“Do you spend a lot when you go?”

He shrugs. “I play like I did that night with you. I don’t spend as much as my brother, but I also don’t do Vegas quite like Mark does.”

So to answer my question, yes. I want to ask if the money is his or his brother’s, but I don’t.

A shudder races up my spine at the mention of his brother. “What does that mean?”

“It means Mark likes to party.” My heart races at his name. “He likes to drink. He likes to drop a lot of money at the tables before he heads out to a strip club, where he spends even more money. He likes finding women to take home for the night. And when he’s done with that one, he moves onto the next.”

“If he’s like that, why do you feel like there’s so much competition between you?”

“I told you before, Reese. He’s charming. He makes women think he cares about them. He’ll feed them lines, make them think he’s in it for more than a night. He’ll say he’s going to write songs about them. He’ll tell them how intriguing they are.”

My heart stutters as he repeats the very things Mark told me that one night we were together. He wrote down those words to write a song. He told me I intrigued him. Were those just lines? Sadness tugs at my heart as it starts to pull me under. I know I shouldn’t let it—I’m with Brian now. My one night history with Mark doesn’t matter, even if I thought I was different. But I wasn’t. He says those same things to every woman, and that small bit of knowledge hurts more than it should.

“They’re all just lines, though,” Brian continues. “Can we not talk about him?”

I want to keep talking about him. I want evidence that it was just a line, that he’s said those same things to other women. How could the connection I thought we shared be nothing more than a few lines he says to every woman? It doesn’t feel possible.

“Sure.” I do my best to hide my disappointment. I’ve become somewhat of an actress on that front in my professional life. If I’m having a bad day, I can’t take it out on my students, so I’ve learned to mask what’s going on inside. It doesn’t always work, and it’s not always perfect, but I do my best to put on a show. I push my thoughts about Mark to the side and focus on the man in front of me. He deserves my attention. He does want more with me.

“I have to go to Houston again,” he says.

“When?”

“I don’t know. I’m on call for now and pretty much need to hop on the next flight when I get the call.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“Undetermined right now.”

“Well that sucks. Will your pretty secretary be going with you?” The words taste bitter on my tongue and sound even more bitter than I mean for them to.

“I thought we were past that.”

I think about the irony. I’m pissed at him for traveling with his secretary, and I have no reason to think he’s lying about the nature of their relationship—yet I slept with his brother, a huge secret that feels like it gets bigger by the hour.

“We are,” I mutter, even though I’m a little annoyed that he didn’t answer my question.

He pulls my wineglass from my grip and sets it on the coffee table next to his glass of whiskey. He turns to me, and his eyes burn. This is smoldering. I still don’t know if I believe Jill when she said Mark’s eyes were smoldering at me, but Brian’s definitely are in this moment.

“Are we?” he asks with such intensity that I’m momentarily thrown back in my seat.

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Prove it,” he says.

“How?”

“Be creative.” His voice is a sharp demand, and I can’t tell if he wants me to prove it with my body or with words.

“I trust you,” I say.

He chuckles, but there’s no humor behind it. “Actions speak louder.”

Body it is.

I press a soft kiss to his lips as I run my fingertips under his shirt. His warm muscles are firm even at rest. I lift his shirt higher and allow my lips to trail down to the solid expanse of skin on his abdomen. His body is like an ice cream cone that I can’t lick fast enough, but he tastes even better. My hand trails down to his pants, where I cup his growing erection. He moans and lifts his hips toward my hand. I kneel down on the floor between his legs and pull the button of his jeans. I reach in and pull out his thick length, fisting it and stroking it a few times before I lick the tip tentatively. He thrusts up again, and I tease him. I run my tongue along his length, swirl the tip, and repeat as I continue to stroke him.

When I finally cover the swollen, thick head with my mouth, a sexy grunt rumbles up from his chest. His hands bat my hands out of the way and then go to my hair, and even though I’m the one with something to prove here, he’s the one taking control. He thrusts his hips toward me, fucking my mouth, shoving his way in and pulling back out, using me as he pleases. And I’m content to rock back on my knees and give him everything he wants.

I reach down and rub at myself furiously, needing some friction, but he bats my hand away again. He wants this to be just about him, and I can only hope he’ll reward me next.

If this is what he needs to prove I believe him, that I’m past the whole Kelsey thing, then I’ll do it.

Even if it’s not completely true.


Chapter Twenty


I’ve been trying to think of a way to get Brian to take me back to his place without being obvious about it when, to my surprise, he invites me over a few days later.

“I’m having a few people over tonight,” he says to me over the phone around lunchtime. “It’s a business dinner that’ll probably be pretty boring, but do you want to come?”

“Sure, that’s fine.” I try to pretend I don’t care one way or the other, but my heart races. Having a few people over tonight. Will Mark be among those people? I nearly slip and ask him.

“Come hungry. I ordered catering from that Italian place you like. I’ll send a car around seven. I won’t be able to pick you up ahead of time because I have to entertain clients.”

“I can just drive over.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. I’ll see you tonight at seven.”

“You’ll need a key to get up.”

“I’ll text you when I drop my car at valet.”

“Okay. I’ll send someone down to get you.”

Please let it be Mark. Please let it be Mark.

It’s stupid to even think that Brian would voluntarily put Mark and me alone together in the small confines of a sexy elevator, but the thought still preys on my mind.

When I arrive, it’s not Mark. It’s Kelsey, Brian’s secretary.

Is he trying to send me a message? Is this his way of proving that he has nothing to hide where she’s concerned? Or is he overcompensating by sending her down because something is going on between them?

I want to throw up when her eyes meet mine. She’s been in Mark’s condo. Has he slept with her? She gets to see Brian every day at work before he leaves to come to my place. Has she slept with him, too?

I hate the jealousy that grabs hold of me just seeing her. She’s wearing a simple and professional black dress with black heels, and she looks like she just stepped off the runway. I can practically see her hair blowing in the breeze, her model-perfect makeup making her skin glow.

I feel like a child in my emerald green dress with frills around the arms. I felt sexy when I left the house, but I look immature next to the sleek bitch beside me.

She looks at me with that same disdain she gave me the only other time we met when I went to Brian’s office for the school fundraiser. She doesn’t say anything to me, merely waits for me to step onto the elevator.

I can’t think of anything I want less than being in an enclosed space with her.

I don’t even know why I hate her. Brian hasn’t given me a reason not to trust her, but it’s something in the way she looks at me. The manipulation, the disdain. She looks at me like she knows something I don’t, and I hate that I’m allowing her to have the upper hand.

She doesn’t. I’m the one Brian is dating. I’m the one he said I love you to, not her. I’m the one he’s spent almost every night of the past month with.

But there’s no way on God’s green Earth he never noticed how gorgeous she is. That was a flat out lie, and between that and the omission about who his brother is, I wonder if he’s lied to me about anything else.

You’re not innocent, a tiny voice inside my head reminds me.

I shake it off.

We’re silent as the elevator brings us up to the top floor. Kelsey hasn’t even said hello to me, but I guess I haven’t said anything to her, either.

I clear my throat. “Thanks for coming down to get me.”

“Mm,” she replies, pressing her lips together in a fake smile. It’s not even a word. I’m not even worthy of a word.

The elevator doors finally open to the forty-seventh floor and we walk to Mark’s door. My heart beats erratically and wildly in my chest just at the sight of that door again. My hands tremble and my breaths come faster. I force a cleansing breath in through my nose.

Kelsey opens the door, and the place has been virtually transformed. Where Mark’s couches once sat I find several round tables. People are milling around, dinner music is playing from some speakers, and servers are walking around with trays of hors d’oeuvres. The only people I recognize are Brian, Becker, and Jason. Jill had to work tonight, had some story downtown to cover, but she might show up later.

I look wildly around to see if I can spot Mark to no avail. He must’ve either locked himself in his room or gone out for the night. He could be out of town—back in Los Angeles or some other city where the band has a concert tonight. Since I deleted him and the band from social media, I have no idea what their schedule is.

Brian is deep in conversation with a man I’ve never seen before, and I don’t want to interrupt. Instead, I find myself in the kitchen, asking one of the bartenders who’ve set up temporary camp in there for a glass of wine.

It feels odd ordering from a bartender in someone’s house, even if it’s the penthouse suite.

Just as I take my first sip of wine, a pair of arms thread around my waist. “Hey, you,” Brian says, nuzzling my neck.

I spin around in his arms. He’s wearing a suit and tie and he’s freshly shaven and he looks gorgeous. If I can just focus on all that, I can make it through this night. “Hey.” I smile up at him.

“Thanks for coming.”

“Thanks for inviting me. What’s this all about?”

“Beck wanted to host a small dinner party for our newest clients, and it was Jason’s idea to do it here. It’s got a better view than anywhere we could’ve rented on short notice. Plus, the price was right.”

Not that money’s an object, I think to myself.

“Your brother doesn’t mind?”

He shrugs. “He doesn’t care if we have parties here, but he’s out of town tonight.”

“Oh,” I say, disappointment piercing my gut. I push it away. I didn’t come here for Mark, anyway. I wonder if that’s why Brian felt comfortable inviting me over—specifically because Mark isn’t here.

“I like your dress,” Brian says, fingering the frills around the sleeves.

“Thanks. Is it okay?”

His eyes move from the sleeves to my eyes. “The color makes your eyes glow.”

“Thanks,” I say, impressed that he still can manage to make me blush even after we’ve been together for a while now.

“I have to go mingle. You’re okay over here?”

I nod. “I’m fine. The bartender’s super nice.”

Brian rolls his eyes. “Or you can try talking to Kelsey.”

“Uh, no thanks.”

“Why do you hate her?”

I narrow my eyes at him.

“You proved to me the other night that you were past that.”

I flash him a grin. “And now you can prove to me that you have no interest in anyone but me.”

He rolls his eyes petulantly, but he leans in and presses a kiss to my cheek. “Be a good girl.”

“Always,” I say sweetly, and then I get back to my glass of wine.

As Brian works the room, I’m a little perturbed that he didn’t ask me to join him. It seems strange that he invited me here to this party but doesn’t plan to introduce me to his colleagues.

Jason makes his way over to me when he sees me standing by myself.

“Hey, Reese,” he says. He looks at the bartender. “A bottle of Bud.” The bartender hands him his beer, and he looks at me and raises his bottle. I clink it with my glass and we both take a sip. I’ve gotten to know Becker fairly well over the past month, but I haven’t spent much time with Jason.

“Having fun?” he asks.

I shrug. “Sort of lonely over here to be honest, but Keith and I have become fast friends.” I nod to the bartender, and he grins. “Have you seen Tess lately?”

He shakes his head. “I was just going to ask you the same.”

“Most of my free time lately has gone to Brian.”

“Most of mine has gone to work. I’m sure Brian told you about our travel schedules.”

“He mentioned a bit of traveling, but he didn’t go into details.”

“Then I imagine he didn’t tell you how much he’s pushed off onto me so he could stay in town with you.”

“He has?”

Jason nods. “He’s into you, Reese. You make him happy.”

“That’s nice of you to say.”

“I mean it. His last relationship had sort of a rough ending. You’re good for him.”

“He hasn’t talked about how his last relationship ended. He’s only mentioned his ex a few times.”

“Oh, I’m sorry I brought it up. It’s not my business to share.” He takes a swig of his beer, which he’s managed to almost drain in our short conversation.

I shrug, but he’s got my mind working overtime. “No worries. He’ll tell me when he’s ready to, I guess.”

“It’s just been hard for him to get past everything that happened, but I’m glad he’s moving on with someone like you.”

“What was her name again?” I ask.

“His ex?”

I nod.

“Kendra.”

Kendra. The same name Hazel brought up.

“That’s right,” I say, wondering how many drinks Jason has had and how much information I can pull out of him this way.

Another man I don’t recognize walks up and starts talking to Jason, so I turn back to Keith the bartender.

When it’s time for dinner, I finally get to sit by my boyfriend, though the conversation flies right over my head. I hear words like predictive analytics, data mining, and statistics, and my eyes glaze over. Give me a conversation about twentieth century American literature and I can talk circles around most people, but when it comes to statistical analysis, the best I can do is talk grade book percentages and class averages. So rather than try to take part in a conversation I know nothing about, I stare out the window at the view. I’m facing the Strip, and I can’t help as my mind drifts back to that night.

The image that stands out most from that night is from the second time we had sex, not the first. He cupped my cheek first, and then he kissed me as he hovered over me. He ran his fingertips along the outside of my thigh before he grazed his knuckles against my wet, sensitive flesh. That image of his hand and my naked thigh lit only from the glowing lights below is what keeps flashing through my mind. It’s not even close to the best part of our night together. It doesn’t hold a candle to other sexy moments and sensual exchanges. But for some reason, the image of his long, strong fingers against the skin of my thigh has stayed with me. It has flashed through my mind at the strangest times, alone or in a crowd, by myself or with Brian or Jill or anyone else beside me.

It keeps coming back, that image, and I can’t seem to erase it no matter how hard I try.

Eventually, I stopped trying.

“What do you think, Reese?”

I snap to attention at the sound of my name and look over at Brian.

“Huh?” I ask.

Kelsey, who is sitting on Brian’s other side, laughs. Bitch.

“I just asked what the average person thinks about cybersecurity,” he says.

“Oh, right. Sorry. Yes, I think it’s necessary.” I fumble my way through some non-response, a little insulted that he referred to me as the average person.

“What about in schools?” he presses.

I shake Mark out of my head and try to focus. “Well, we have a strong IT department where I teach, so many sites are blocked that kids can hardly even research at school anymore.”

“Isn’t that for the good of the kids?” an older man at our table asks.

“Of course it is, but when a kid can’t access a website that shows videos when he’s trying to incorporate video clips into a presentation, that’s a problem.”

“Youtube?” a different man asks. “I think there’s state laws against that.”

I shake my head. “Teachertube. Only approved videos. There are a ton of sites out there like that, where I could upload a video or put up a protected link, but in our district, the kids can only access those from home.”

“Won’t people try to rig the system? Hackers?” the first man presses.

“Hackers will hack regardless of what type of security systems are in place.”

Brian narrows his eyes at me.

“What?” I ask. “Isn’t that what hackers do?”

“We’re working with Mr. Everly’s company to develop a system hackers won’t be able to breach,” Brian says.

“Won’t that just give them motivation to figure it out?”

Kelsey rolls her eyes beside Brian.

“Not with the advancements we’ve created,” Brian says, his teeth gritted. The way he’s speaking to me makes me feel like a scolded child in my green, ruffled dress.

I sit quietly for the remainder of the meal, but I try to focus on what they’re discussing. Clearly, I missed the point of the dinner when I was thinking about Mark and his hands on my body, when I was daydreaming as I stared out the window. I must’ve said something wrong, because Brian’s barely acknowledging that I’m even here.

But tonight, he was doing that long before I sat next to him for dinner.


Chapter Twenty-One


Brian climbs into bed beside me. I’m turned on my side, away from him, as I stare out his window at the mountains.

“Did the dinner go as well as you wanted?” I ask.

“It was fine,” he says, turning off the light on his nightstand. I can tell he’s lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling.

“Are you mad at me?”

He pauses. I wonder if he’s looking at me or if he’s still staring up at the ceiling. I haven’t moved. “No. Why would you think that?”

“You seemed irritated with me at dinner. The whole hacker conversation.”

“Mr. Everly is tight with his security and his whole idea is to create something hackers can’t hack. You wouldn’t have known that.”

“If you would’ve talked to me, maybe I would’ve known.”

“Excuse me?”

“You invited me to come to your dinner and then I was brushed aside as an outsider for the entire night.”

“I’m sorry,” he says, but he doesn’t sound very sorry. In fact, I detect more than a hint of sarcasm. “It was a business dinner, not a date.”

“That didn’t stop you from talking to Kelsey all night.”

“Oh my God,” he says, his voice laced with frustration. “You have got to be kidding me right now.”

“Fine, I crossed the line. I’m sorry.” I mimic his sarcastic apology from a few seconds ago. My blood comes alive and adrenaline kicks in as my body prepares for a fight. “How about Kendra? You ever going to tell me what happened there?”

“Jesus, it’s just shot after shot with you tonight.”

“That’ll happen when I’m forced to drink wine all night by myself.”

“You weren’t by yourself. You had Keith the bartender keeping you company.”

I finally turn over to face him. “What’s your problem?” I spit.

“Nothing.” He doesn’t bother to look at me.

“Talk to me,” I whisper.

“It’s complicated.”

“What is?”

“My ex.”

“What’s complicated about it?”

“We were together for a year. We broke up shortly before I moved out here.”

“When did you move out here?”

“About a week before I met you.”

“Are you over her?”

“Yes.”

“Are you?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

I sigh and reach over to cup his cheek. “You can talk to me, Brian.”

“I know I can. I’m over her, okay? I love you. I want to be with you.” He glances over at me.

Even though I’m pretty sure I feel it in my heart, I still don’t say it back. I don’t want the first time I tell Brian I love him to be part of some argument. “Then why can’t you tell me what happened?”

“You first.”

“What do you mean?”

“You tell me what happened with your last relationship, and then I’ll tell you what happened with mine.”

I don’t know whether to consider Mark my last relationship. Does a one-night stand qualify? Probably not. I go with Justin instead.

“I dated Justin for over two years. We got engaged. I planned to marry him. And then we broke up.”

“Why?”

“He decided he didn’t want to get married.”

“I’m sorry, Reese,” Brian says, the sincerity back in his voice. “When was that?”

“Seven or eight months ago.” I realize only now that I can’t even remember the exact date anymore. It used to be a daily count in my head. One day gone, one day further from what we had.

“Are you over him?”

“Yes.”

“And there hasn’t been anyone else since then?”

My heart races. Should I tell him? He’s giving me an opening. “Well,” I start as I think of how to word it. I don’t have to tell him who it was. I can keep it vague, can’t I? “There was a one night thing.”

“There was?” he asks, finally turning to face me and sitting up on his elbow.

“You said if I told you about my ex, you’d tell me about yours.”

“Tell me about the one night first.” His eyes light up with excitement, like he had no idea I had it in me. To be honest, I didn’t know I had it in me, either.

I shake my head. “Nope. Your turn.”

His phone starts buzzing on the nightstand. “Shit,” he mutters when he picks it up and looks at the screen. “Fox,” he answers.

I glance at the clock. It’s a little after one in the morning. I was just about to gain some insight into Brian’s last relationship. Instead, it sounds like Brian has some business to tend to.

I hear a voice through the other end, but I can’t make out the words. “Book me on the next flight out. I think it’s just after six.” There’s a pause as he listens. “Yes, book for both. Just one way for now, plus hotel.” Another pause. “I’ll do it. Thanks.”

He hangs up and looks over at me, annoyance in his eyes. “That was the call for Houston. I have to go.”

“Why are they calling you at one in the morning?” I ask.

He gets up from the bed and heads to the closet. He pulls out a suitcase and starts filling it with clothes, and then he pulls out a garment bag and sets several suits inside. “We just got word from our partners in Germany. They’re sending some associates over tomorrow, and I need to get there before they do.”

I give him a sad face, and he gives me a sad smile back. “I’m sorry. I’ll take you home.”

“My car’s here,” I remind him.

“Fine. Stay here tonight. I don’t want you driving home after all that wine.”

“Okay,” I say, thinking of his brother.

Why couldn’t Mark be in town tonight? It would be our first chance to talk without Brian around, but instead who knows where he is and who’s keeping his bed warm?

Not that it matters. It’s not my business.

But it still sort of feels like my business. Or maybe I want it to be my business.

When he finishes packing, he sits on the edge of the bed. “I have to go to the office to get some things before I head to the airport. Will you be okay here?”

“Of course.”

He leans in for a soft kiss. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too. Good luck with whatever it is you’re doing.”

He chuckles. “Thanks. Have a good few days. Hopefully I’ll be back mid-week.”

“Think about me lots.”

“Always.”

He kisses me once more, not a searing hot, panty-melting kiss, but one of those kisses exchanged between two people who have been together a while, an automatic, sweet kiss that tells me he loves me without the words.

I wonder if I should say it. I wonder if I should tell him how I feel about him as he leaves, tell him I love him right before he’ll be spending day in and day out with his pretty secretary.

He slips out the door before I get the chance, and I’m glad. I want to say it when I feel it, when I’m positive it’s true—not as part of some manipulation to make sure I’m on his mind while he’s spending time with another woman.

*     *     *

I sleep in, luxuriating in Brian’s bed. It’s the same sort of mattress as Mark’s bedroom, I realize. I scroll my phone lazily, checking the texts from Brian letting me know he landed hours ago and writing back about how much I miss him even though it’s not how I feel. He’s only been gone a few hours—hardly long enough to miss him yet.

I finally pull myself out of bed a little before eleven. I make the bed and head to the bathroom to clean myself up. I’d figured I’d be spending the night, so I slipped a change of clothes, a hairbrush, a toothbrush, and some makeup in my huge purse so I’d at least be presentable enough to get my car from valet.

I wouldn’t say I look good—that’ll take a shower for sure—but at least I don’t look like I just rolled out of bed. I scrap my hair back into a messy ponytail and change into the sweatpants and t-shirt I stuck in my bag. As I pull on the shirt, I realize it’s the Vail shirt I wore the night I met Mark—the one I bought at the concert that night. I even washed it in an effort to get over him, so the sandalwood Mark scent is long gone from it. I thought I’d grabbed a different one, but I guess this will have to do since it’s the only shirt I have with me.

It’s almost noon by the time I emerge from Brian’s bedroom, and the place has been transformed. There’s no trace left of the business dinner that took place here last night. The round tables are gone, the couches are back, the food has been cleared, the temporary bar has been disassembled and removed. It’s spotless in here, and I can only imagine Hazel has been through with her magic wand.

It’s quiet, and I realize for the first time that I’m alone in Mark Ashton’s penthouse suite. I wonder what I should do. Part of me wants to snoop. I thought about it when I was in Brian’s room, but I refrained.

I set my purse down on the kitchen counter and wander over toward the windows. It’s different in the daylight. Vegas loses a bit of its magic when the bright light of the sun shines down on the Strip. Crowds of people mill the sidewalk below, tiny little ants from this distance. Cars rush to get somewhere, and while traffic isn’t anything like it is at night, it’s still a constant and steady stream of movement. Life goes on as usual as I stand at the window and look down upon it, feeling strangely like a goddess up here in the clouds gazing down at the subjects below.

My fingers rest on the glass. I shouldn’t touch it, shouldn’t mar the clear, clean surface, but I can’t seem to stop myself. It’s cold against my fingertips, a strange sensation since I know it’s near a hundred degrees on the other side of the window.

I’m lost in thought, still torn. Brian loves me. We have a good thing going. Telling him about my night with Mark would only tear us apart, but guilt eats away at me every time I look him in the eyes and don’t tell him. How do I keep up the charade? How do I live with the guilt?

And Mark. God, Mark. How can I possibly form a long-term commitment to his brother, knowing I’ll inevitably see him again? How can I get serious about a future with Brian if Mark will always be part of the background? How will I ever bury the intense feelings I can’t seem to let go of when they keep rising to the surface unbidden?

I have no idea how long I’ve been standing there, staring down at the movement of the ants, the little toy cars darting in and out of traffic when I hear the click of a key in the door.

I turn around just as the door swings open, and my eyes meet the eyes of a man who seems very surprised to see me standing alone in his penthouse.


Chapter Twenty-Two


“Reese,” Mark says, his husky voice a decibel above a whisper. He says the single word with so much pent-up emotion that it physically hurts to hear it.

He stands frozen just inside his doorway as the door slams shut behind him. He wears a plain, gray t-shirt with jeans and black Nikes. His stubble is more grown in than usual, like he didn’t shave yesterday or the few days before. His dark hair is an unruly mess, and his usually vibrant eyes are shadowed with dark circles. His eyes dart down to my shirt before they move back to my face, but his expression is unreadable.

“Hi,” I say, the picture of awkwardness as I lift my hand in a little wave.

“What are you doing here?”

“Uh, Brian…” I trail off, and he looks pained at the mention of his brother’s name. “He invited me to a dinner party last night but then he was called away on business in the middle of the night. He said you were out of town.”

“I was.” He drops the overnight bag I didn’t notice he was carrying until just now onto the floor. “And now I’m back.”

Where were you? Were you with another woman?

They aren’t my questions to ask, but I want them to be.

“I’m sorry,” I say, moving away from the windows and toward the kitchen counter where I set my purse. “I’ll be on my way.”

He steps toward me. I’m almost to the counter, but I stop short. He closes the gap between us and sets his hand on my arm. My skin burns where he touches me, and my eyes go to his hands—those talented hands, hands that play guitar and grip microphones and slide up my thigh in my memory.

“Don’t be sorry. And don’t go.” His voice pleads, and a rush of emotion flitters through my stomach. It’s not just that he’s gorgeous. It’s not just that he’s my favorite singer in my favorite band. It’s not just that he’s deeper than I realized, that he knows how to fuck like a pro, that he can please me the way no one else ever has.

It’s more.

I fell for him that night, and standing here with his skin touching mine, I’m more sure of that than ever. It took one night. I was half in love with him before I even met him, but that wasn’t real. The night we spent together was, though.

I don’t know what to do. I’m torn between doing right by Brian and doing right by myself.

I gaze at his hand for a second as it still rests on my arm. His fingers press gently into my flesh, triggering my mind to replay every second of our one night together. The memories flood me, a torrent of lust and passion and pleasure and powerful feelings that I’ll never let go.

He drops his hand from my arm, but only to take another step closer to me. We’re inches away from each other, eye to eye. His green ones remind me so much of his brother’s, but his are somehow even more penetrating. There’s pain in the depths, things I don’t understand about him, things he hasn’t told me, things I might never know…but somehow I also see hope and desire and heat there, and all of it is aimed directly at me.

My breathing increases as my heart pounds harder. I take a step back out of his grasp. It’s too intense here.

“Stay for breakfast,” he says softly. “There’s no reason a guy can’t have breakfast with his brother’s girl.” His eyes shadow on his last few words.

I clear my throat. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t…well, apart from the fact that I want him to kiss me. “Okay,” I find myself saying against my better judgment.

“What are you making me?” he asks.

I furrow my brows in surprise. “Excuse me?”

He laughs and walks over to his refrigerator. “I’m just kidding.” He takes a peek through the contents inside the fridge. “Scrambled eggs okay?”

“Sounds good. Can I do anything?”

“You get the orange juice. I’ll get the eggs.”

“Deal.” I step behind him and grab the juice out of the fridge. “Glasses?”

He points to a cabinet. “You want toast, too?”

“Sure.”

“It’s in the pantry.” He nods over toward a door, I walk that way and look blankly at the contents.

The shelves are mostly empty, but the top two shelves are completely filled with every sort of liquor imaginable. It’s like a store up there with the selections of spirits, beer, wine, and liqueur.

A box of cereal sits on another shelf with a handful of other boxed items. A loaf of bread hangs out on its own shelf all alone.

“You find it?” His voice is low and close to my ear, and I jump.

“Yeah,” I say, snapping out of it and grabbing the loaf. When I turn around, he’s blocking me from moving.

“You need any help?” he asks.

“I’m okay,” I say, but my voice comes out much more like a squeak.

He chuckles but doesn’t say anything more. I get out of the way and he grabs the toaster from another shelf—I hadn’t even noticed it there. He plugs it in on the counter, and once he’s out of the way, I set two pieces of bread in it.

“So, Reese, you have any plans for the rest of the summer?” He hums a tune as he stirs the eggs as they sizzle in the pan. I try to recognize what he’s humming, but just the sound of his voice mixed with the sizzling eggs sets a soundtrack to our morning that I find soothing.

I feel like I have all these things I want to say to him, all these questions about our night, whether he felt it too, whether it’s just my imagination working overtime…yet here we stand, making small talk as we prepare breakfast.

“I’ll probably go visit my family at some point.”

“Where are they?”

“Phoenix.”

“Is that where you’re from?”

“Yeah.” I watch the toaster heat the bread with its red coils. “I moved out here for college and stayed after graduation.”

Mark grabs some plates from the cabinet next to me, and I tear my eyes away from the bread long enough to pour the orange juice.

“Weather’s about the same, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Phoenix usually runs a few degrees warmer.” Am I really discussing the weather with Mark fucking Ashton?

“I prefer the weather in LA. It gets hot, but it usually sticks around the eighties in the summer. I try not to hang out here too much in the summer.”

“You don’t like feeling like you stuck your head in an oven?” I tease, and he laughs.

“Not my preference.”

“Have you ever played the summer tours out here or Phoenix?”

“Yeah, but we require indoor venues.”

“Smart. What’s your favorite venue?”

“To play?”

I nod.

“There’s a little place in Wrigleyville called Sevens that we always played before we signed with our label.”

“Where’s Wrigleyville?”

He chuckles. “Chicago.”

“Where you’re from?”

The toast pops up, startling me.

“Yeah. We could walk to it from the house where our parents raised us.” Us. He means his sister and his brother. “Just a little dive bar.”

“When was the last time you played there?”

He thinks for a minute as he divides the eggs in half and plates them. “Probably eight years ago.”

“Have you ever thought of just showing up and playing a set?”

He laughs. “No, I haven’t. But now I am.” He hands me a plate, and I stick a piece of toast on it. We head over to the table.

“What would they do?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. We owe them a lot, though. They put up with our shit when we were stupid kids without representation.”

“What does that mean?” I take a bite of my eggs and let out an mmm.

He shifts in his chair. “It means Ethan and I used to be stupid. We’d play drunk or sometimes high, break bottles, start fights.”

“High?”

“Weed, mostly, though Ethan will try anything. No one cared back then, but as soon as we signed with the label, we had to straighten out.”

“This is you straightened out?”

He laughs. “I found different vices.”

“Women?”

He shrugs, and the mood is suddenly uncomfortable as I hit the nail on the head. “It’s all an image created by my publicist. Sex sells and all that.”

“So you’re saying you don’t sleep with a different woman every night? Because from my recollection, I was one of them.”

He looks across the table at me with a touch of sadness in his eyes. “Not a different woman every night.” His voice is soft but a little defeated.

“Most nights?”

He lifts a shoulder. “Some. I’m not making a very strong case for myself.”

“What are you trying to argue?”

“I don’t always bam and scram.”

I raise a brow. “Bam and scram?”

“Fuck and truck.”

I drop my fork to the table with a clatter. “Um…what?”

“Screw and shoo.”

I cover my mouth to hide my laugh.

“I don’t want you to think that way about me.”

I want to ask why not, but I have a feeling it’ll only lead me to an answer I shouldn’t hear—not when I find myself pining for him—for that one lost night between us.

“So tell me more about the private Mark Ashton, then,” I say instead. “Something different from what your publicist projects.” I pick up my fork and take another bite and let out another mmm of satisfaction.

Mark readjusts in his chair. “Can you stop making that noise please?” He takes a bite of toast. “Nice job on the toast,” he says.

I hold in another giggle. “Thanks. The eggs are good, too.”

“There you go. I’m good at making eggs. That’s something they don’t print in the tabloids.”

I laugh. “They should. What else?”

“I love football.”

“Who doesn’t?”

He nods with approval at my comment, and there’s something so intrinsically sexy in the fact that he approves of something I like that a pang of intense desire darts through me.

I ignore it because I have to.

He clears his throat. “Where’s my brother?” He speaks quietly and without looking at me.

“Houston.”

He looks down at his plate. “You deserve better than him.”

“Excuse me?”

“He’s my brother and I love him because he’s family, but someone like you can do better than someone like him.” His voice is a warning, and it splits my already fragile heart right in two.

I stare at him for a minute. I’m at a total loss. I have no idea what to say or how to respond to that. “What are you talking about?”

He shakes his head. “Never mind.”

“He treats me well.”

He nods once. “I’m sure he does. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Why did you?”

He doesn’t answer. Instead, he stands up. We’re both done eating, so he gathers our plates and sets them in the sink.

“Mark, why did you?” I repeat.

He looks at me, and the longing I feel for him, the memories of our one night together, the need and the craving inside me—they’re all there, all a mirror staring back at me.

It can’t be because he wants to be with me. He can’t be issuing me warnings about his brother because he thinks he’s better suited for me. That’s not realistic.

Is it?

I have the sudden urge to leave before something happens that shouldn’t. I force myself to remember why I’m here in the first place…because I spent the night in another man’s bed. His brother’s bed.

I pick up my purse once we’re done with the dishes. All the things I wanted to say to him have flown right out of my head. Instead, I’m leaving with the knowledge that he loves football and used to smoke weed before he got on stage. We didn’t exchange the words we needed to say—didn’t talk about how we connected on some other level that night, never mentioned whether he felt it or if it was all in my own head.

“You don’t have to go,” he says, suddenly standing between me and my path toward the door.

“I should.”

“I have a few things I’d like to say.”

My heart races. He takes a step toward me, and I freeze. He closes the gap between us, and my body betrays me as I automatically lean toward him. He takes it as a cue, and the next thing I know, his arms are wrapped around my waist and his mouth is crashing down to mine with an unexpected passion. His tongue brushes against mine with a tender desire that fills me with hope. He kisses me like a man starved, a man who needs my mouth to survive, a man who has gone without the things he needs for far too long.

He kisses me in a way that tells me everything he wants to say. He tells me it wasn’t just in my head. That night was different—for both of us. The connection we shared was special.

It’s brutal. His mouth batters mine, like he can’t kiss me hard enough, his tongue can’t get enough of mine. He’s reliving that night like I am, but even though it’s brutal, it manages to hold onto its sensuality. He has to do this now because once it ends, it’s over. His mouth does all the work—his hands have made their way under my shirt, but they’re motionless on the warm flesh of my back as his fingers dig into my skin. I feel his growing erection against my hip, and the memory of that very part of him piercing through my walls and pushing me to pleasure embeds itself in my chest, my mind, my veins. My very being.

It’s wrong. Some dark recess of my brain is telling me to stop, that this isn’t right, that I’m with another man—his brother—but I’m not strong enough to push him away. It feels too good, too right in his arms, his mouth on mine.

If this is wrong, then I’m content with being wrong.

If I thought the memories stuck with me before, his kiss is a physical reminder of the passion we shared that one night. I moan into him as I wrap my arms more tightly around him because I want this. I want him to hear what he does to me. I want him to know how much I want more—more than still fingers on my skin, more than our bodies buried beneath too many clothes, more than a stolen kiss in his kitchen.

More than just one night.

Out of the clear blue, it all stops.

He drops his hands from my body and pulls back from me. He moves out of my orbit, and I’m left with cold disappointment.

“Fuck,” he mutters, turning away from me. “I can’t do this.” He says two simple words that break my heart, his eyes downcast.

He can’t? He can’t because I’m with his brother? He can’t because of some other reason? Why is he stopping?

Why the fuck is he stopping?

Of the two of us, the idea that he might put a halt to things never entered my mind.

I clear my throat. “I shouldn’t.” My voice comes out as a husky whisper, and the questions in my mind are left unsaid.

He shakes his head, still avoiding eye contact. “No, you shouldn’t.”

“Neither should you,” I say, my tone more accusatory than I mean it to be.

“You’re right.”

I like being right, but in this case, I wish I wasn’t. An awkward beat of silence tenses between us. “I should go.”

“Wait,” he says, stopping me with a hand on my arm again. “I need to say something.”

We both stare down at his hand on my arm. “That’s what got us in trouble a few seconds ago.” I move my arm down so his hand falls, and then I edge past him and pick up my purse, slinging it over my shoulder and moving toward the door. I have to force each foot, one in front of the other, and not look at him again, because if I do, I don’t know what will happen.

“It’s not fair,” he says quietly as I reach for the doorknob. The pain in his voice is heartbreaking, even in its softness. “You were mine first, and I can’t stop thinking about you. Not even for a second since that night.”

I close my eyes, squeeze them shut like I’m trying to squeeze the words out of my head as if they never happened.

It doesn’t work.

The words float in the air between us. They land in my ears, twine through my auditory system, and envenom the nerve endings surrounding my brain until they become a part of me I’m sure I’ll never let go.

*     *     *

I cry the entire ride down the elevator.

How fucking dumb am I?

I walked out of Mark Ashton’s place for the second time. I didn’t even give him a chance to explain what he meant.

I can’t. It doesn’t matter how many times I repeat the same stupid shit in my head—I’m with Brian. I’m falling for Brian. Brian loves me. It doesn’t make anything better, doesn’t help me feel like I did the right thing. Doesn’t cure my broken heart.

At least I have my sunglasses this time, so I slip them on and cry as I wait at the valet station. I keep crying as I pay to get my car back and drive home.

His words replay over and over, like a song he might sing to me. It’s not fair, fair fair. You were mine, mine, mine first. I can’t stop, stop, stop thinking about you.

His brother was right.

The realization hits me with the force of a hurricane.

Mark’s saying the right things, doing what he can to charm me, to try to steal me away from Brian. This is just a game to him, but he’s using my emotions as his pawn, and that’s not fair to me.

“Hey, how was your ni—” Jill starts when she sees me walk in, but she stops short when she looks up at my tear-streaked, red, puffy face. “Oh my God. What happened?”

Seeing my best friend and all her concern only brings on another bout of sobs.

She tosses an arm around my shoulders and leads me over to the couch. “What did Brian do?”

I shake my head.

“Who did this?”

I inhale a shaky breath, and let out his name on another sob as I collapse on the couch. “Mark.”

She sits next to me. “That fucking asshole. What did he do?”

I love her. I love how she stands up for me without knowing the story. I love how she’s on my side no matter what. I shake my head. “Not like that. I think I love him.”

“Of course you do, babe. So do I. He’s Mark Ashton. Everyone loves him.”

“But Brian.” I swipe at the tears.

“You love Brian, too?”

I nod. “I think so.”

“Start from the beginning.”

I draw in another shaky breath. “I went to that dinner thing last night at Mark’s place but Mark was out of town. Then Brian got a call late last night, and he had to go to Houston right away. I stayed over because I drank wine all night. When I got up this morning, I was all alone in the penthouse. Then Mark walked in.”

“Oh, shit.” She’s sitting on the edge of the couch—like she’s on the edge of her seat as she waits for me to tell my story. “What happened?”

“He kissed me.”

“Oh my God, Reese!” She grips my wrist. “What does this mean?”

“It doesn’t mean anything except that I cheated on Brian.” I shake her off.

“You had sex with Mark?”

My brows draw together in confusion. “Yeah, almost two months ago.”

“Not this morning?”

I shake my head. I know she’s getting at the fact that a kiss might not be considered cheating, but I’m not looking for a loophole. I’m guilty of my crime. I didn’t initiate it, but I certainly didn’t stop it.

She folds her arms across her chest. “Okay, so you kissed, then what?”

“He stopped it and I left.”

“That was it?”

I shake my head. “He said some things when I walked out.”

“What did he say?”

“He can’t stop thinking about me,” I paraphrase.

“Oh my God,” she says for the third time since I walked in the door.

“It doesn’t matter. I like Mark. I might even love him. But I could love Brian, too. Mark doesn’t want me, he just doesn’t want Brian to have me.”

“I don’t know,” Jill says. “I saw the way he looked at you at the party. I don’t think it’s just a game to him.”

“It doesn’t matter. Brian’s the right choice.” I say it adamantly, mostly to try to convince myself that it’s true. “The safe choice.”

She huffs out a mirthless laugh. “Safe and love don’t mix, babe.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


I’ve just stepped out of the shower when I hear incessant pounding at my front door. I ignore it as I towel dry and then comb out my wet hair, as I apply my face cream, and as I pull on my panties and bra. When it keeps persisting, I have to stop ignoring it. Whoever it is won’t go away.

I grab the closest pair of shorts and shirt and run to the front door.

Imagine my surprise when I find, out of all the people in the universe who could be there—those door-to-door insect repellent salesmen, landscapers, some delivery service—Mark Ashton standing there.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, and then heat creeps into my cheeks as I realize Mark fucking Ashton is standing on my front porch and I have wet hair and not a trace of makeup on.

“Do you actually own any other shirts?” he asks.

I glance down at what shirt I grabbed off my floor. It’s the same Vail shirt I’ve been wearing almost every time I’ve seen him. The heat in my cheeks deepens.

“Did you come here just to ask me that?”

He shakes his head.

“Then why are you here?”

He lifts a shoulder. “I’m not sure.”

“Your pounding on my door seemed pretty sure.”

“I was sure I needed to see you. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now.”

“How did you even find me?”

“Becker.”

“You just said, ‘Hey, Beck, where does my brother’s girlfriend live?’”

“Something like that,” he says dryly. “Can I…uh…can I come in?”

I notice his hesitance. Mark doesn’t strike me as a person who is ever hesitant. To see him unsure of himself is unnerving.

I shrug. “I don’t know.”

“I came all this way.”

“All fifteen minutes from your penthouse suite?”

He chuckles. “Yeah.”

I glance behind him and see a black Yukon in my driveway. Someone sits in the driver’s seat and another person sits in the passenger seat as the car runs.

“Come on in,” I say, opening my door wider.

He steps in and we’re alone in my house. Jill’s at work. His driver and another man are outside. It’s just the two of us in here, and as I turn around and gesture for him to follow me, I can’t help when my eyes land on the couch where I just gave my boyfriend oral sex a few days earlier. I think of Brian—so many memories of Brian here, memories crashing into each other as I lead Mark through my home. We stop in my kitchen. I lean up against the counter, and he stands a few feet away, his hands in his pockets.

He looks nervous when he speaks. “I just wanted to clarify what I said earlier.”

“When I left?”

“Yeah.”

“Not much to clarify.”

“You heard what I said?”

I nod. “It’s not fair, you’re right.” I lower my voice even though it’s just the two of us. “I still think about that night all the time. I still think about what we shared. I couldn’t stop thinking about it until I met someone who helped me move on.”

His eyes close as if he’s in pain. “That’s the difference.”

“What is?”

“You moved on.”

“Not completely,” I admit.

His eyes glisten with hope.

“But you’re Mark Ashton. Mark Ashton. Bad boy rock star extraordinaire. I know your reputation.”

Frustration creases his brow as he throws up his hands. “I’ve told you. It’s lies. It’s some stupid fucking image the media built and I let them because I didn’t care. Now I care.”

“Brian told me about how you two are competitive.” I have nothing to lose with honesty here, so I let it fly. “He told me how you always go after what’s his.”

“A, that’s not true, and B, you were mine first.”

“I never belonged to anybody.” The words come out harsher than I mean for them to, and his face falls. I forge ahead. “You can’t stand there and act like you want more with me. He told me about you. He was honest when he said he’s terrified I’ll leave him for you, and he doesn’t even know what happened between us.” I motion between the two of us, and then I let out a breath. “I know about Kendra,” I say quietly.

His brows shoot up in surprise. “He told you about Kendra?”

“Sort of,” I say. “Why don’t you tell me your side of it?”

“No matter what I say, I’m going to look like the bad guy even though I’m not. It’s so fucked up.”

“Even more reason why we can’t do it to him, Mark. It doesn’t matter how I feel about you. I have to go on pretending like there’s nothing between us. Don’t you see how it’ll break him if he knew?”

Mark blows out a defeated breath and turns away from me, pacing in front of me without meeting my eyes. “I had this plan in my head that we’d have breakfast when you woke up after the night we spent together. I figured I’d ask for your number, ask you out again. I planned to tell you how our night meant something to me, that in one night you awoke these intense feelings in me that no one has ever touched. No one. It wasn’t just about sex, not to me, not from the moment I saw you walk into the dressing room that night with your friend. If you hadn’t been so bold as to practically beg to come home with me, I’d have asked you anyway.” He stops pacing and finally looks up at me. His gaze is full of intense heat, passion, pain. “But you were gone when I woke up, so I never got the chance to say any of that.”

My heart twists in my chest. I’m having a hard time believing the fact that Mark Ashton is standing here in my house. I think it’s even harder to believe that I’m rejecting him.

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask, unable to form the right thoughts to respond to his confession.

He nods for me to go ahead.

“You said you haven’t stopped thinking about me. Why didn’t you try to find me?”

He shrugs. “I had a first name and the fact that you’re a teacher. Not much to go on. I didn’t even know for sure if you lived here. People travel to our shows all the time. Vegas is a popular destination.”

“What about Jill?”

“I remembered you had a friend who worked for a paper. I didn’t know her name or what paper. I didn’t know your last name. I tried, Reese. Believe me. I had my guys working on it, and it blows my fucking mind that you were right in front of me the entire time. Fucking my brother.”

He says the last part under his breath, and it feels like a physical blow to my chest. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

He takes a step toward me. I want to back up, to stay out of his orbit, but I can’t—my ass is already butted up against my kitchen counter, a counter where I have other memories with this man’s brother.

“So that’s it?” he asks, his voice husky as he takes another step toward me.

I lift a shoulder, more unsure than I’ve ever been about anything in my entire life. Everything about this—about us—is both right and wrong. No matter what I do here, someone is going to get hurt, and somehow, I think either way it’s going to be me. How the hell did I manage to get myself in this mess—to get myself in the middle of two brothers?

“I guess,” I finally say.

He takes another step toward me, his smoldering gaze both menacing and innately sexual. He’s only a foot away from me. The memory of his lips on mine from this morning is still fresh. I can still taste him, still feel his fingers as they dug into my flesh. My entire body throbs for him, with the epicenter of the ache square in my core, seismic waves rolling out in painful tremors.

“What do you want from me?” I whisper. He’s close enough that I smell peppermint. I catch the faintest hint of sandalwood.

“Everything,” he whispers back. He gazes at me for a long beat while my heart beats erratically in my chest and butterflies batter against my stomach. The tension between us is palpable, as is the sexual energy, the desire, the passion. It’s a tangible thing I can take and hold in my arms. He’s going to kiss me. I want him to kiss me. And just when I think he’s going to do it, that he’s going to rush toward me and take me in his arms, back where I know I belong despite everything, he backs away, breaking the fragile thread that binds us.

This morning, I turned and left. It was on my terms.

Now, though, it’s on his.

He turns and walks out of my kitchen, out the front door, and out of my life with his singular word echoing in my head.

*     *     *

“Tell me about what happened with Kendra.” I blurt out the words after I’ve barely said hello. I haven’t spoken to him all day—not even a text message, so I know he’s been busy, and now he’s calling to say goodnight.

“It’s late, Reese.” Brian’s voice is tired, but I don’t miss the frustration there.

I glance at the clock. It’s almost midnight, but I guess that’s two o’clock in the morning in his time zone. “Says the man who flew halfway across the country after getting a call at one in the morning.”

“Says the man who worked his ass off for twelve hours today and then entertained clients at a business dinner before entertaining them at a bar. Says the man who has to be up in—fuck, in four hours after getting no sleep last night.”

“Then tell me quick.”

I hear his sigh before he says the words. “I was with her for a year and then she fucked my asshole brother.” His tone is so blunt, so full of pain that I feel it in my own chest.

“Oh,” I say. More guilt spreads over me as I realize how hard it must be for him to make this confession—a confession I forced out of him. I think back to Mark’s words: No matter what I say, I’m going to look like the bad guy even though I’m not. How could he not be the bad guy when he slept with Brian’s girlfriend? “Thanks for telling me.”

“You didn’t give me much of a choice. I have to go.”

“Can we just talk for a few more minutes?”

“About what? About how women always use me to get to him?”

“No,” I murmur. Pain stabs my stomach for making him talk about something that still clearly hurts him. “Sorry I brought it up. Sleep well.”

“Bye.”

He ends the call and I sit in my bed for a few beats with the phone still held to my ear feeling like a royal asshole.

So I finally know the big secret—something I’d all but guessed on my own anyway, but now it’s confirmed. He and his ex broke up when she slept with his brother. No wonder he’s insecure when it comes to his brother. I don’t blame him for not wanting me around Mark.

Brian can’t ever find out. If he did, it wouldn’t just destroy us.

It would destroy him.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Three days.

It’s been three days since I saw Mark.

Three days since I saw Brian, too, now that I think about it.

I’m not sure who I miss more. I’m not sure where my heart lies.

With Brian out of town and Mark on my mind constantly, the days are slow and tedious. Jill took a couple of days off work to accompany Becker on a work trip to San Francisco. Tess is in Mexico with some friends for a few days, and I’m alone with my thoughts. It’s the constant barrage of wondering whether I’m doing the right thing that finally drives me to decide I need to get out of town. So, after texting my mom to make sure they’ll be around, I pack an overnight bag and head home.

Five hours in the car on the way to Phoenix gives me plenty of thinking time. Sometimes I turn the volume up on the radio until my ears hurt and my head starts to pound, but in some ways the headache is more comforting than my thoughts. And then a Vail song comes on, and the cycle starts over.

I should’ve deleted their music off my playlist before I got in the damn car.

I skip past their songs, the songs that’ve comforted me in hard times, been with me in good times. It’s hard skipping past them. They’re still my favorite band despite everything, and I miss their music. I miss his voice. I miss the sound of his deft fingers plucking guitar strings. But it’s too hard, too fresh, too close to my heart.

Brian’s calls have been short and curt since his confession about his ex. I don’t blame him for being a little mad at me for forcing the truth out of him when he wasn’t ready, but if we have any chance at surviving a future together, it starts with honesty.

God, I’m such a fucking hypocrite.

It’s probably better if I just let Brian go. Start over, find someone else, someone whose brother I don’t have such an emotional attachment to.

But my feelings for Brian are strong, too, and the selfish side of me can’t let him go.

A tiny piece of me can’t help but wonder if I don’t want to let Brian go because he’s my connection to Mark. He’s my guarantee I’ll see Mark again. Whatever happened between them must be in the past now if Brian is staying with him. Brian’s heart might be bigger than I’m giving him credit for and he might’ve already forgiven his brother.

I don’t know because I don’t have any real details about what happened—what led up to it, what caused it, what the aftermath was, how it changed a relationship between brothers.

When I finally pull into the driveway of my parents’ house, a sense of relief washes over me. I’m twenty-seven, but Mom and Dad’s house is still comforting.

My mom throws the door open and grabs me up into a hug. She hasn’t changed. She has the same short hair, the same brown eyes she gave my sister. “Reese!” she exclaims as she holds me tightly. Heat prickles behind my eyes. Am I really about to cry just because my mother is hugging me?

I look up at the ceiling to ward off the tears, and then I pull back. She kisses my cheek. “You’re beautiful. Glowing. Is it this new boy you texted your sister about?”

I roll my eyes, the threat of tears subsiding. “She has the biggest mouth ever,” I whine.

My mom laughs. “Come on in and tell me all about him.”

I came here to get away from thoughts of him. I don’t tell her that, and I’m certainly not about to rehash my love life with my mother, but I hope to have a big gab session with my sister later.

“Is Rachel coming by for dinner?”

“She said she’s going to try to stop by after dinner. She has some work thing with Ben tonight.”

I miss my younger sister and her adorable boyfriend, Ben. They’ve been together since she was in college. I’m certain they’ll get married someday. Sometimes I wish I had it all figured out the way she does.

My mom’s arm is around my shoulders as she ushers me into the family room.

“I’m just gonna run upstairs and drop off my bag,” I say.

“Take your time and I’ll get a snack together.”

I head up to my childhood room. I haven’t visited home since spring break. I feel like a jerk. I know my mom loves when I come home, and I need to do it more. It’s a long drive, though, and when I’m in the middle of the school year, it’s hard to find the time. Plus, who sees Phoenix as a vacation destination in July? Not that Vegas is much better, but the heat can be crippling. I should know since I grew up here.

I glance around my bedroom. Nothing has changed since I left this place almost a decade ago. A few framed photos still litter my dresser, and all of them are from high school. I pick one up and look at four friends with arms linked around one another. I remember this picture—it was at Jill’s house before we left for a concert. It was our senior year, and Vail was opening for some other band I can’t even remember now. Jill and I were obsessed with Mark Ashton, as were our friends.

Out of the three faces in the photo aside from mine, I only still talk to Jill. One of the other girls and I aren’t even Facebook friends.

I toss the photo—frame and all—into the trashcan. Life goes on. I have plenty of newer pictures and memories with Jill. She’ll always be my best friend, but Becky and Holly are from another lifetime. I wonder what they’d think of my predicament, of the fact that I slept with Mark and now I’m sleeping with his brother.

It doesn’t matter what they think. I don’t even know what I think.

I clear some more high school memories off the top of my dresser as I think about Brian’s empty dresser in his bedroom. Is he that detached from mementos, or is everything just packed away, waiting for their permanent spots in his new home?

Even as I think to myself that these memories are from another lifetime, I don’t throw away the picture of Jill and me in the Best Friends Forever frame. I don’t throw away my class ring or the trinket box filled with notes—different ones from friends or boys I had crushes on. Someday I’ll let those things go, but right now these mementos offer a calming oasis in the arid desert where I’ve been residing for the past two months.

I sit on my bed, the same twin my parents bought me when I outgrew my toddler bed. The springs squeak when I sit, and I giggle to myself as I think about the time Eric, the boy I was dating in high school, came over and we made out. My parents were just downstairs. We were in my room “studying,” and we were supposed to keep the door open—which we did, desperately listening for footsteps so we could jump apart. We were trying to be as quiet as possible, and then the bed let out a huge squeal, totally giving us away. Eric froze, and I giggled hysterically because I was so nervous to be making out with a boy in my bed, but we were never caught. He jumped up and then we got some real studying done. We didn’t make out in my bed again—well, we didn’t make out in my bed again when my parents were home to hear us.

I lost my virginity in this bed, to a different high school boyfriend a year later, this one named Zach. The bed moaned under our weight. It wasn’t traumatic as some first times go, but I’ve definitely learned a lot since then.

The last boy I had in this bed was Justin, my ex. I brought him home with me to meet my parents, and when they went out to dinner, we had a fuck fest. I smile as I remember each of us tearing our clothes off the second the garage closed behind my parents, as soon as we were sure they were gone. We’d been teasing each other mercilessly behind my parents’ backs, and it was like some sort of hot foreplay. We attacked each other, and it was the best sex during our entire relationship—probably because it was naughty and illicit.

I’m just about to leave the memories behind me and head back down to my eager mother when my phone buzzes with a text notification—and a new memory that’ll burn into my reflections of this room.

Jill: Don’t be mad at me, but I gave Mark your number.

My heart races with those words.

Me: Why would you do that?

Jill: Because when he looks at me with those green eyes of his, I’d pretty much do anything he asked me to do.

I giggle.

Me: I get it. Can you give me more details?

Jill: He got my number from Becker and texted me.

Me: So he didn’t actually look at you with those eyes of his?

Jill: You’d be good at investigative journalism.

Me: So is he going to call me?

Jill: He didn’t say.

Me: When did you give him my number?

Jill: I texted it to him and then texted you to let you know.

My phone starts ringing with a number I don’t recognize with a 310 area code and the words Los Angeles, California.

Holy fucking shit. Mark Ashton is calling me.

I have Mark fucking Ashton’s phone number.

What is this life?

My heart pounds and my stomach drops out all the way to my toes.

Another text flashes from Jill, but I answer the call instead of checking it. “Hello?” I say tentatively, my heartbeat rushing up to my ears.

“Reese,” he says softly, and even if I hadn’t gotten Jill’s warning, I would recognize that voice anywhere.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hi.”

We’re both quiet as I wait for him to say why he’s calling me. Nerves knot my stomach.

“I came by your place again today but no one was home.”

“I drove home to Phoenix.”

“Phoenix? Isn’t it hot there now?”

“Incredibly, but I’m in the air conditioning. And it’s not that much hotter than Vegas right now. Did you get my phone number from my best friend to ask me about the weather?”

He chuckles. “No.”

I let silence settle clumsily between us for a few beats as I wait for him to talk.

“I just…I don’t know, Reese. I’m a fucking disaster right now and it’s your fault.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That one night with you. Goddammit, I can’t get you out of my head. And now you’re with Brian and it’s all so fucking wrong.” His voice is laden with passion and my heart breaks in my chest. I want this—I want this so, so badly, and I want it to be real and true. I want him to want to be with me. I want to believe what he’s saying because I felt it, too.

But Brian’s words are stuck in my mind, haunting me as they twist around the grey matter.

This is what Mark does. He manipulates women, sleeps with them, steals them from his brother.

“I made him tell me about Kendra.” I avoid saying his name.

Mark bites out a laugh. “What did he tell you?”

“That she cheated on him. With you.” I pause. “Is this some sort of pattern?”

“No, it’s not. Is it serious with you two?”

“Why don’t you ask your brother that?”

“I don’t want to hear it from him. I want to hear it from you.”

I pick at a loose thread on a fifteen-year-old pink comforter. “I don’t know.”

“If he wasn’t in the picture, would you give me a chance?”

“You’re Mark Ashton. That’s not a fair question.”

“Something’s there, Reese. Something is between us. This shit doesn’t happen to me. I lost my shit during the middle of our opening song last night. I stared out at that crowd, scanning every face there for yours. You weren’t there, and I lost the words. Fucking Steve had to step in and finish the second verse while I acted like I was focused on a guitar solo.”

His anger and confusion are palpable even over the phone. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if he’s throwing more lines at me or if this is real.

“Come back, Reese. Let me see you again. Come to my place and we’ll talk like we did that night we met. I just…I need to talk to you, to figure out what the hell it is that’s got me so fucked in the head. Please give me a chance.”

Tears heat behind my eyes. If I didn’t know his voice so well, I’d have a hard time believing the womanizing Mark Ashton I read about in the magazines is the same man as the sweet, almost desperate Mark Ashton on the phone.

He nearly has me convinced. Like Jill, I’d do pretty much anything just because he asked me to.

I have to decide which brother to trust. Mark’s public image precedes him, and Brian doesn’t have a reason to lie to me.

“I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“I understand,” he says, his voice broken. “When will you be back?”

“It’s sort of open-ended for now. Probably before the weekend.”

“Can I see you when you get back?”

“I don’t know, Mark. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

He sighs.

“Why me?” I whisper.

“I wish I knew,” he whispers back.

He ends the call with that, and I’m left a fucking disaster as he so eloquently put it.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Rachel doesn’t make it over after her dinner, and I slip into bed a little after eleven, spent from the emotional conversation with Mark. I managed to fend off my mom’s incessant grilling about the new boy in my life, instead getting her to talk about my aunt and my cousins. She can go on a bender when I get her started, so I faked listening while I continued to sort through my very confusing feelings for two men who happen to be brothers.

I text Brian to say goodnight, and my phone tells me he’s calling a minute later.

“Hey,” I answer.

“Hi.”

“How has your day been?”

“Busy. I’m coming home tomorrow.”

“You are?”

“Yeah. I miss you.”

My heart ripples with some mixture of excitement and fear.

I shouldn’t fear seeing the guy I’m dating, but things have been weird between us since I asked him about his ex. Oh, and I kissed his brother while he was out of town.

The guilt I’d easily pushed away with the old cliché out of sight, out of mind pours back over me.

“I miss you, too,” I say automatically. I do. I’m just not sure how much.

“I can’t wait to hold you in my arms, to kiss you…to fuck you.” His voice slurs a little on the s sound in the word kiss, and I realize he’s a little drunk. In the fairly short span of time we’ve been together, I’ve never seen him drunk.

“What are you going to do to me?” I ask.

“Mm,” he moans, and a jolt of lust spears my stomach. “I’m going to make up for lost time.”

I giggle. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re gonna be walking funny for a few days.”

I don’t doubt it. I try to brush away the sinking feeling that I can’t quite identify in the pit of my stomach.

“I’m…uh…in Phoenix right now.”

“You are? Why?”

“I came home to visit my family.”

“I get in at five tomorrow. Go back to Vegas.”

“I want to, but I just got here today. I haven’t even seen my sister yet.”

“Invite her to Vegas, then. I need to see you.”

The rasp in his voice is pretty damn convincing. I have all this pent-up sexual energy, and my boyfriend seems like the right person to be the recipient of it.

“Fine. I’ll head home after lunch.”

“Come straight to my place.”

Mark’s place, you mean? “Are you sure?”

He’s never willingly invited me to his place knowing his brother might be around.

“Yeah. I miss being home, you know? Sleeping in my own bed. I need to unpack and get some work done, anyway.”

“Okay. I’ll text you when I’m on my way. Fly safe and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I can’t wait.”

We hang up without another sign of affection—no I miss you or I love you.

I fall into a sleep filled with strange, confused dreams. In one scenario, I’m with Brian, and in the next, I’m with Mark. It feels like my subconscious is trying to tell me something—trying to warn me of some impending doom, but I can’t quite decipher the real meaning.

I wake feeling guilty, horny, and hungry when the smell of bacon wafts to my nose. I don’t do anything to alleviate the horny situation, though, because Brian will be there to take care of my needs tonight.

I do, however, head down for some of that bacon after a quick shower, and I find my dad in the kitchen flipping pancakes as bacon sizzles and pops in another pan. “You smell the bacon?” he asks.

I grin. “You know it.”

“That’s my girl.”

I pour a couple of glasses of orange juice and then I hear a knock at the front door. My forehead wrinkles in confusion as I look at my dad, but he just smiles.

I go to get the door, and when I see who’s standing on the other side, my face breaks out into a wide smile. I throw my arms around my sister. “Rachel!” I squeal.

She giggles. “Reese!”

“What are you doing here?”

“Dad invited me to breakfast since I missed out on dinner. I can’t stay long because I have to get to work, but I thought a family breakfast sounded fun.”

“It’s so good to see you!”

“You, too,” she says, squeezing my arm.

We walk toward the kitchen. “You should come visit me soon.”

“You know what, I have a flex holiday I need to use in the next two months or I lose it.”

“Yes! Come stay with me.”

“And meet the boyfriend?”

“You couldn’t keep your mouth shut, by the way?” I glare at her, and her brows draw in.

“What?”

“You told Mom?”

She giggles. “Of course I did. She was badgering me for Reese news.”

“Who was badgering you for Reese news?” my mom asks.

“You,” we say together. Rachel and I glance at each other and burst into giggles.

My mom rolls her eyes. “So I care about my girls. Big deal.”

“You could just ask me, Mom.” I give her a hug.

“Like I tried to yesterday when you got me all riled up about Aunt Janice and her children that run around like little monsters?”

I lift my shoulders in mock innocence. “I have no idea what you mean!”

“Food’s ready, girls!” my dad interrupts, and we all sit at the table.

It’s like a scene from a picture-perfect movie, the whole family sitting together at the table, glasses clinking and silverware scraping against plates amidst the sound of conversation, recollections, and laughter. Part of me feels like I’m on the outside looking in as I try to categorize my feelings—as I try to interpret the dreams I had last night versus the reality of my situation, whether I’m in love with Brian or if my feelings for Mark will never allow me to fully give myself to Brian. As I wonder if my feelings for Mark are real or if they’re based on some fantasy I’ve held for ten years.

I try to participate and let go of the internal struggle I’m facing, because I miss this. I miss being with my family. I love Vegas, love my job, love the life I’ve built there, and I certainly don’t want to move back home, but nothing beats family.

I don’t get a chance to talk to my sister privately about the boy they keep referring to. I don’t get a chance to talk about my confusing feelings or the fact that I slept with the lead singer of her favorite band, too. I don’t get a chance to mention Brian’s warnings and pit them against Mark’s sincerity. I don’t get the chance to admit that I’ve slept with a pair of brothers.

I will get the chance to share all of that with my sister at some point, but breakfast with my parents isn’t the right time. So for now, I pretend like everything’s fine. I laugh at the right parts and interject my own familiar brand of sarcasm where it fits as if I’m not facing absolute turmoil at the hands of brothers.

*     *     *

I toss my overnight bag in my car and head inside to give my mom one last hug before I take off. My dad is off to work, but I said goodbye to him this morning along with my sister.

“You sure you have to go?” my mom asks.

I nod. “Yeah. I’m sorry it was such a quick visit.”

She gives me a hug. “You know you’re welcome any time for however long you want to stay.”

“I know. Thanks, Mom.”

“You sure you don’t want to talk about the boy?”

I giggle. “Not yet. Maybe soon.”

She smiles. “I’m just on the other side of the phone whenever you’re ready.”

We walk to the front door. “Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too.” She kisses my cheek. “Drive safe and text me when you’re home.”

“I will.” I open the door and say one last goodbye, and then she waves a final time and closes the door before she bursts into tears because I’m leaving again. Just as I take my first step toward my car, a huge black Yukon screeches to a stop right in front of the driveway.

My mouth goes dry and my heart thuds as a nervous energy zips down my spine.

I know who it is before the door even opens, before the feet wearing black Nikes and the legs clad in black jeans step out of the vehicle.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

This is extreme, even for him.

Mark strides up the driveway toward me, looking every bit like the rock star he is—black shirt to match his black pants, tattoos snaking down his arms, sunglasses perched on his nose, dark stubble peppering his jaw—and looking completely out of place in the quiet suburban driveway of my parents’ house. He stops a few feet in front of me in the shade provided by the garage. He flips his sunglasses up on top of his head, and his green eyes search mine. “I had to see you.”

“Why?”

He pauses and looks around. “It’s really fucking hot here.”

I can’t help my laugh despite the gravity of the situation. “Yeah, it is. Why are you here?”

“I’m not sure. I just spent five fucking hours in a car trying to figure out what the hell I’m doing, but I came up short.”

“I’m headed back to Vegas now.”

“You are?”

His eyes look hopeful for a second, and I hate what comes out of my mouth next.

“Yeah. Brian’s…um…coming back tonight.”

The hope disappears and is replaced with a hardness that physically hurts my heart. “Oh.” He looks away from me.

“Don’t you, like, have a concert or something? Why are you wasting your time with me?”

He heaves out a melancholy laugh. “Tour’s over, babe. I’ve got commitments here and there and we’ve got studio time booked in a few weeks, but I’m pretty much off for a bit.”

I’d have probably known that had I not deleted all social media related to Mark Ashton. “Oh,” I say, echoing his earlier word. “So you decided to take a road trip?”

He shrugs.

“How did you even find me?”

“You told me where you were.”

“I said my parents’ house. I didn’t say where that was.”

“I might’ve hit up your friend for information again.”

I roll my eyes. “Some friend she is.”

“Maybe she is, Reese.”

“By throwing temptation at me?”

He takes a step closer to me. He’s close enough that I can smell him, and desire warms my belly. “I tempt you?”

“Every second of every day,” I breathe.

“Jesus,” he mutters. He pulls me into him, and I don’t have the strength to fight him off. He doesn’t kiss me, just holds me for a few beats, and it feels so damn good here, so right here, that I don’t even care if he is using me because of some competition with his brother. “To answer your question, this is why I came here.”

He buries his face in my neck, the scruff on his jaw scratchy and rough against my skin. My heart feels so full here in his arms. My blood heats, my nerves awaken, and all the feelings rush south to the throb pulsing between my legs.

I don’t just want him—I don’t just want this to be real, to be sincere. I need him. I ache for him. Our one night floods my memories, that hand running along my thigh, his kiss, his touch, his body as it entered mine. It’s so strong, so familiar…yet it’s starting to fade. And then it fades completely as I realize what I’m doing.

I pull out of his embrace, not sure if I’m being noble or stupid.

“Ride with me,” he says. “Vinny can drive your car back and we can sit in the back of the Yukon, just you and me, and talk.”

Trapped in a car for five hours with Mark Ashton?

It’s like a dream come true…except it’s dangerous. Suicidal, even.

“I—I don’t know. And who the hell is Vinny?”

“My head of security. Please, Reese. I came all this way to see you.” This isn’t the fifteen-minute drive from the Strip to my place. He took a five-hour car trip to come see me in another state. For someone who seems as busy as he is, that deserves some recognition. I can hardly think of a reason to say no to him when he did all this because of whatever hope he’s clinging to that we can work this out. “Please just give me a few hours.”

I sigh. I didn’t need to be convinced. The I don’t know was out of obligation to my boyfriend, not because I truly didn’t know what to do. I know what the right thing to do is, but I find myself doing the opposite despite myself. “Okay.”


Chapter Twenty-Six


I press my body as close to the door of the car as I can to distance myself from Mark and all that temptation, but he won’t have it. He sits in the middle, clicks a button that throws up a black divider between us and the driver, and arranges our bodies so we’re sitting the exact way we sat when this same car took us from the concert at Mandalay Bay back to Mark’s place at the Mandarin Oriental.

His hand is on my thigh, and my arms are wrapped around his arm, hugging it to me. He sits with his legs apart, his knee brushing against mine, and I sit with my legs together, like a good girl. I don’t feel very good right now, though.

“I can’t do this,” I say by way of protest. “Let me out. I need to drive myself home. Alone.”

The Yukon lurches forward, and we’re in motion. I sigh and untangle my arms from around his. I cross my arms over my chest, but he doesn’t move his hand from my thigh nor his knee from beside mine. I pick up his hand and place it on his lap, careful not to touch any other part of his body.

“Go sit over there,” I say, nodding across the small space at the row of seats facing us.

He chuckles and scoots over a few inches. “You can have your space.”

“Gee, thanks.”

We’re quiet for a few beats, each staring out our respective windows, and I wonder what in the actual fuck he’s doing.

I finally turn and look at him. “You’re not like I thought you’d be.”

His eyes find mine. “What did you think I’d be?”

“Honestly, I never thought I’d get the chance to meet you. Everything I’ve read and heard about you tells me you use women for sex, but you don’t seem that way with me.”

“What have you heard?”

“Magazines tell me you’re with a different woman every night. Twitter tells me you’re proud of it.”

“An English teacher who believes everything she reads,” he muses.

“Don’t give me that shit. Deny it, then.”

“I can’t deny some of it, but you’re only seeing what my publicist wants you to see, like the whole exhaustion thing I told you about.” He makes air quotes around the word exhaustion, and I remember how he confessed that secret to me—just me. “I don’t even have a Twitter account.”

“Yes, you do.”

He unlocks his phone and tosses it on the seat between us. “Show me.”

I’m highly tempted to look at his phone. What apps does a rock star have? It’s a stupid, random thought that makes me sort of realize he’s kind of like everyone else—just hotter and richer.

I don’t touch it, though. It feels too personal. Instead, I pull up his Twitter account on my phone and hand it over to him.

He glances through, narrowing his eyes at some, chuckling at others. “I’ve never written a single one of these. Why are they all so short?”

“You can’t use more than a hundred forty characters.”

“Why not?”

I lift a shoulder. “That’s the limit.”

He scrolls some more, reading through the posts he supposedly made that someone else made on his behalf. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

“What?”

He flashes my screen at me. Maggie Westin is trouble AF and I like it.

There’s a picture underneath with Mark looking out of it and a very drunk Maggie Westin hanging on him.

“What’s wrong with that?” I ask.

He rolls his eyes. “Didn’t you see the media shit storm a few months ago linking us?” I nod, and he looks pissed as he holds up the phone as if its evidence. “Looks like my fucking publicist started the whole damn thing.”

“Because of the tweet?”

“Because she posted a picture of us together and it looks like I posted it. What the fuck does AF mean?”

“Are you, like, seventy-four and just look really good for your age?”

His brows draw in. “What are you talking about?”

“How do you not know what common slang means? How do you not know how to tweet?”

“AF is not common slang.”

“It’s common AF.”

“Don’t do that.”

“What?” I ask innocently.

He narrows his eyes at me. “I still can’t believe Penny pulled this shit. Fuck. I should call her now and fire her.”

“AF means as fuck.”

“So I called Maggie trouble as fuck? What does that mean?”

“Like she’s a lot of trouble and you like the sort of trouble you can get into with her. And the picture sort of hits that point right out of the park.”

He nods slowly. “Teach me more slang.”

I laugh. “I feel like a rock star should have that part down.”

“You’d think, but I’m really just a seventy-four-year-old man parading around as a rock star.” He hands my phone back to me. “I don’t think I want to read any more.”

“What about Facebook? Do you have one of those?”

“I did, and then the band got popular and I deleted it.”

“Why?”

“My agent at the time advised against posting anything online that could negatively affect my public image, and rather than take the chance of posting something stupid or drunk or both, I got rid of it.”

“Do you ever miss having a normal life?”

He lifts a shoulder and averts his gaze to the landscape passing us by out the window. “I’ve been in a band since I was in high school. We were signed when I was in my early twenties. I’m not totally sure I know what normal even means.”

I didn’t think I could feel bad for the man who seems to have it all, but I suddenly realize that having it all might not be as glamorous as it seems.

“My publicist handles all my social media. If I need to get in touch with someone, I text or call. Besides, there’s so much negative shit out there. I don’t need to read the reviews that say we played like shit or my voice sounded like I was gargling sandpaper.”

“Someone said that?” I frown.

He nods. “All the fucking time.”

“That’s just not true.” I think about how beautiful his voice is and can’t imagine anyone ever saying anything bad about his singing.

“Except the one time I actually did gargle with sandpaper.”

“I bet you still sounded on point.”

“On point AF?”

I laugh. “Close enough. What about Instagram? Snapchat?”

“Insta-who? Snap-a-what?”

“Okay, I’ll get you set up on Snapchat.” I hold my hand out for his phone and walk him through setting up an account.

“What does it mean if I click My Story?”

“Don’t press that,” I say sharply.

He looks so scared that I actually giggle.

“It’ll post the picture publicly. You don’t want to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because then anyone who follows you will be able to see it.”

“Yeah, bad idea.” He stares down at his phone as he weighs the implications of that. He isn’t just some guy learning how to use some new social media platform. He’s Mark Ashton.

He picks up the concept quickly and sends a test Snap to me. It’s just a picture of his face next to me in the back of his Yukon, and I screenshot it—mostly to show him what happens if you screenshot a snap. Not at all because I want that picture saved to my own camera roll.

Right. Even I don’t believe the lies in my own head.

We play with Snapchat filters for a bit, laughing together as the urban development out the window turns into an endless desert and Mark sends me a snap of the two of us wearing flowers in our hair. I can’t help it. I screenshot that one, too.

I don’t even realize we’re already halfway home and we’ve gotten nowhere so far—well, with the exception of Mark having a Snapchat account and me feeling like myself around him instead of an obsessed fangirl.

“So why did you kidnap me for a five-hour ride back to Vegas?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I wanted a lesson in Snapchat.”

“Be serious.”

He looks uncomfortable for a beat. “I don’t know.”

“Why did you really come to Phoenix, Mark?”

“The heat.”

I roll my eyes.

“I can’t explain it. I needed to see you.”

“Why?”

He lifts a shoulder and shakes his head as if the whole idea perplexes him, too. “I’ve already told you, Reese. You’re different.”

“But how?”

“It’s this connection I have with you. I can talk to you. I can be honest with you.” He lowers his voice so the next part comes out all husky and sexy. “And the sex. Your kiss. Your skin. Your mouth on me.” He shakes his head.

“Is this just some game to you?” My voice starts rising as my blood boils with anger. How can he sit there and say these things to me when I know what I know? “See how many of Brian’s girlfriends you can fuck?”

He grimaces, and even with his features twisted, he’s still the most handsome man I’ve ever laid eyes on. “No,” he says through gritted teeth. “What happened with Kendra…it wasn’t intentional. I’ve paid my penance to make it up to him and I still feel like shit about it.” He fixes his eyes out the window. “I don’t go after Brian’s women. If anything, it’s the other way around. It’s not what you think.”

“Then what is it?” I’m yelling now, and I don’t even care. I’m pissed. How dare he come all the way to my parents’ damn house in Phoenix to antagonize me?

“I can’t stop thinking about that night. About you.” His voice is so full of sincerity that it’s hard not to buy what he’s selling. There’s a hitch in his breath, a change in his tone over his last two words: About you. His pain is palpable, but I’m too angry, too fired up to focus on it.

“And you think locking me in a car with you for five hours is going to change that?”

He barks out a laugh. “No, but it might help me sort through the shit storm in my head.”

“Brian told me you make women think you’re in for more than a night but it’s not really true.”

He winces at the mention of his brother’s name coming out of my mouth. “Brian doesn’t know jack shit about me.”

I raise an eyebrow and lower my voice. “He told me how you tell women you’re going to write songs about them.”

He blows out a breath. “I’ve never said that to a woman. Not once.”

“You said it to me.”

He shakes his head. “No I didn’t. Have I written songs about relationships? Of course. But I’ve never deliberately told a woman I’d write a song about her. I’ve never wanted to give a woman that sort of claim over something so close to my career. That night I was with you, I wrote down some words that spoke to me. I didn’t tell you I’d write a song about you.”

Heat creeps into my cheeks. “Oh. I…uh…”

He stares out the window. “I did, though.” He turns back to me. “Write a song about you, I mean. And I played a riff publicly and it was incredibly well received.”

“You played a riff publicly? Where?”

“I crashed a concert and tossed out a few bars of it as an experiment. The crowd went crazy. Steve showed me an article the next day that someone wrote about how it—”

He interrupts himself and pulls out his phone. He taps the keys for a few beats and then hands it over to me. I read the headline. Love Looks Good on Vail’s Mark Ashton.

“Love?” I say, reading the headline.

He shrugs. “According to the article.”

“What about according to you?”

“I hardly even know you.” He looks out the window again.

I nod. He’s right. It’s ridiculous of me to even ask.

“And that’s why I don’t understand these goddamn feelings.” He says it so softly that I almost miss it. I pretend like I don’t hear him, like I’m reading the article.

Because if I allow myself to listen to those words—his admission that he has confusing feelings for me that might feel a little like love—I’m not sure I’ll keep believing Brian’s harsh words about the way Mark treats women.

As I stare down at Mark’s phone pretending to read the article, some of the words on the screen start to register. They’re familiar words that have stayed with me, stamped on my heart in the way a lot of Vail songs are, but personal and unique in their own way.

It’s the words I remember Mark tapping into his phone when we were in the back of his Yukon headed toward his place. When my eyes focus on those four little words, I read the entire article.

“A Little Like Destiny.” Those were the words Mark Ashton repeated at his surprise performance at the Noteworthy show two nights ago at HRH’s pool venue.

I stop reading to say, “I was at that show.”

“You were?”

I nod. “We left early.”

“I wish you hadn’t.”

Noteworthy front man Sebastian Cresswell and Ashton are longtime friends with a history of surprising each other on stage, not to mention their history of shared women and drunken nights. The words Ashton sang on Saturday have women everywhere distraught that his single days might be over. His ballad was forlorn and sincere. Emotions don’t run that deep without true feelings behind them, and love looks good on Ashton, or at least on Ashton’s lyrics. Who is this mystery woman inspiring his music? Only time will tell. To view the performance, click here. To read the rest of the soulful lyrics, click here.

I click on the rest of the lyrics.

The light hits your eyes

A part of me dies

A little like destiny

It’s just for one night

But it feels too right

A little like destiny

I can’t let it go

It’s starting to show

A little like destiny

The threat of tears bites behind my eyes. I want to watch the performance. I want to see him setting those words to music, belting them out the way only he can with all the talent he possesses, but I need to do it alone. I need to do it when he’s not sitting right beside me, because if I hear his pent-up emotions about me coming out of him in the form of a song while he’s in a confined space beside me, I’m not sure what’ll happen. I’m not sure I’ll be able to maintain self-control.

“I wish I could’ve seen it live,” I say.

He hums a tune, and then he murmurs the words. He isn’t belting them out like I imagined, like he probably is in the video, but he’s giving me my own acapella version right here in the back of the car.

And it’s beautiful. He sings the words quietly, soulfully, and I can’t help but admire the pure musical gift he was born with. He doesn’t look at me while he croons softly beside me, instead focusing his gaze out the window.

When he’s done, I don’t know whether to applaud or climb onto his lap and kiss him or sit quietly.

I let the quiet stir between us, and then I say, “That was lovely.” My voice shakes with the unshed tears behind my eyes.

“Thanks,” he murmurs, turning to look at me.

“What do you mean by it’s starting to show?”

He clears his throat. “I told you how I’m a disaster. I almost missed a performance the other night. That never happens. Never. Music is first in my life, always. I told you how I fucked up our opening song. It’s an amateur move. I haven’t done that shit since before we signed a record deal. A fuckload of people count on me not to fuck up, and I’m letting them down. All because my head is so fucked over you.” He focuses his gaze out the window again and lowers his voice. “Over the fact that you’re with Brian. That you chose Brian.”

My heart races. “Would it be different if my relationship was with someone else? If that man wasn’t your brother?”

He lifts a shoulder, and then he looks over at me and shakes his head sadly. “No. The end result is the same. It’s not me.”

Our eyes meet for a searing moment. His eyes blaze into mine. He wants me, wants this—right here in the back of his car, and I want it, too. I want to be sitting like we were as we traveled down the Strip, like we were today before I pushed him away. I want him close. I want to smell him, to radiate in his warmth, to feel him in my orbit.

But there’s a line between us—a clear, forbidden divider that would be immoral to cross, no matter how right it feels.

Now I’m the one looking out the window. It’s hard to concentrate with his green eyes pinning me to my seat. I think back to Jill’s words—when he looks at you with those green eyes, you do anything he asks.

I’m just not sure what he’s asking, and I’m not sure whether to go with my gut and believe that he’s being sincere or go with what my boyfriend told me about him.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


We stay on our separate sides of the car for the rest of the ride back to Vegas, but things have definitely changed. If nothing else, I feel a little closer to him. The ride was full of ups and downs—we went from laughing together over Snapchat to me yelling at him for showing up at my parents’ house. It’s like a reflection of what a life together might be like, a rollercoaster halfway between terrifying and thrilling.

Except I’ll never know what a life together would be like. That thought hurts my heart more than I care to admit.

The closer we get to Vegas, the wider the wedge between us grows. We both grow quiet, lost in our thoughts. It’s the elephant in the room, the name we keep pretending doesn’t exist. But it does exist, and he’ll be waiting for me back at Mark’s place.

The Strip lies ahead of us, a beacon in the distance. I catch a glimpse of Mandalay Bay on the left and follow the line all the way to the Stratosphere on the right. It looks tiny from this distance, but I know we’ll be there in less than twenty minutes.

Mark presses a button. “Call up Vinny and tell him to pull into the gas station at the next exit.”

“Yes sir,” comes the voice from the driver’s seat.

I glance over at Mark.

“If you want to switch cars, this is the place to do it.” He stares straight ahead as he speaks, as if it’s painful for him to say the words.

“If I want to? Mark, it doesn’t matter if I want to. I have to.”

He finally turns toward me. “You think it doesn’t matter? Of course it matters.”

I break our eye contact and return my gaze out the window without another word. We get to the gas station, and I get out of the car, each step I take pushing me further from Mark and closer to Brian.

Even if Brian’s claims about his brother aren’t true, this is still the right decision. No matter how I look at it, Mark would be a risk. Brian’s a sure thing. I may live in Vegas, but my heart is too valuable a currency to gamble with.

I trudge toward my car. Vinny parked it in front of a pump, and he’s standing just outside the driver’s door. “Want me to fill it?” he asks as I approach.

“I’ve got it,” I say.

He nods once, and I walk over and slide in my credit card. I fill the tank, and just after I pull the receipt from the printer, my skin erupts in goosebumps and then I’m forced up against my car. I grunt, half in fear and half in pleasure. I know it’s Mark before I even make eye contact.

His body presses me to my car, his erection pushing into my hip. He leans down and nuzzles my neck, and my body vibrates. A soft purr escapes me when his lips press to my skin, and then he’s nipping his way up to my lips and I’m lost.

He opens his mouth to mine, and when his tongue finds mine, the throb that’s been pulsing between my legs since I first spotted the Yukon outside my childhood home turns into a fierce ache.

My senses come alive in his arms. His fresh laundry and sandalwood scent envelops me as peppermint caresses my taste buds. My hand moves up to palm his cheek. The stubble outlining his jaw prickles under my hand and his soft moan fills my ears. My arms tighten around his middle. His body boxing me against my own car is both comforting and petrifying.

I kiss him back, pouring everything I have into this kiss, ten years’ worth of a crush and two months’ worth of dizzying lust.

He breaks our kiss and rests his forehead to mine for one beat that’s cut way too short. “Tell me this is what you want.”

“I do, Mark,” I say, my eyes on his chest rather than gazing into his penetrating ones. If I look up at him, I’ll change my mind. I’ll do anything he wants me to do. I gather the material of his shirt covering his chest into my two fists. “Of course I do.” My voice breaks. “But I can’t.”

His hands come up to cover mine over his shirt, and he holds on for a moment. I don’t know if he’s looking at the connection of our hands or if he’s looking down at my face.

If he’s looking at my face, surely he sees the pain and indecision there. I’m trying hard to be strong here, to do what’s right—because even if I wanted this, even if I thought this could last past just one more night, I still have another man to consider.

Another man who’s waiting for me at Mark’s penthouse on the forty-seventh floor of the Mandarin Oriental.

I let go of his shirt and slide out from beneath his grasp, and then I get into my car and drive toward the Strip…toward my boyfriend, even as my tongue tastes of another man.

*     *     *

I text Brian after I drop my car off at valet.

Me: I’m here.

I feel like I should say something more personal—missed you, can’t wait to see you…something along those lines, but I don’t because my thoughts are so thoroughly scattered.

Brian: Be right down.

As I wait for him, my thoughts drift to Mark as they always do. Will he show up here? Will he wait a bit? Will he tell Brian we were together today?

I don’t know the answer to any of those questions, and I feel like I’m playing a dangerous game of cat and mouse. I’m stuck in the middle between two brothers who are very different people. On the one hand, I have Brian, the responsible businessman who makes me feel adored, who will provide me with a safe, if predictable, and secure future. On the other hand, I have Mark, the womanizing rock star who ignites my passion but is a total and complete risk.

I believe Mark is being sincere with me. That first night, he told me things he’s never told anyone else. Every time he’s kissed me, my feelings deepen. Every time I see him, my heart binds closer to his.

But the same can be said for his brother, too, and I don’t have any idea what the right answer here is.

The elevator doors open. Brian is looking down at the ground when the doors start to open, but his eyes lift to mine. Can he tell I kissed another man—his brother? Can he somehow read that I’ve betrayed him even though Mark was the one who kissed me…multiple times since he’s been gone?

I should’ve told him from the start. I should’ve been honest about the fact that I had a one-night stand with his brother before I even met him, but now it’s too late. I can’t just admit it now; too much time has passed.

“Hey,” Brian says softly as he steps off the elevator. I rush to him, because despite everything, I did miss him. I do have strong feelings for him…I do love him.

He wraps his arms around me and his lips find mine. Can he taste his brother there? Can he smell the soft sandalwood on my skin?

“God, I missed you so much,” he breathes against my mouth. He lowers his head to the crook of my neck as his arms tighten around me.

“I missed you, too,” I murmur.

“Are you hungry? Do you need anything?”

I shrug. “I could eat.”

“You’ll need the fuel for what I have planned.” He shoots me a wicked, panty-melting grin.

“What, exactly, do you have planned?”

“You’ll see.” He smiles again then grabs my hand and pulls me through the lobby and up some stairs toward a bistro.

We’re taken care of despite the line out front. The hostess refers to Brian as Mr. Fox when she sees him, and she leads us directly to an open booth overlooking the Strip. Brian orders us a bottle of wine and I look over the menu while we wait for it to arrive.

“How was your flight home?” I ask once I’ve decided what I want to eat.

“Fine. I worked through most of it.” His eyes remain on his menu. “How was your car ride?”

Incredible. Confusing. Heartbreaking. “Fine.”

“Long ride?” he asks.

“It seemed like it went faster than normal today.”

“Good music selection?”

I think back to Mark’s serenade as guilt stabs at my abdomen. “The best.”

He closes his menu and sets it on the table. “What else did I miss while I was gone?”

I shrug. “Nothing exciting.” Except your brother kissed me and I think I might be in love with both of you.

None of the lines I’ve crossed with Mark have been my fault. While I admittedly didn’t stop them, he’s the one who kissed me first. He’s the one who obtained my phone number, and he’s the one who showed up in Phoenix uninvited and kidnapped me for five hours.

I suppose I could’ve put up a bigger fight, and that’s on me—that’s my fault, and that’s where my guilt stems from. That and the little omission that I’ve slept with Mark.

We order our meals and chat about nothing important as I do my best to focus on the man in front of me while I simultaneously push Mark further from my mind.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


As soon as we’re done eating, we leave. Brian didn’t pay the bill, but if they know him, they know where he lives and will figure out how to get their payment. The bottle of wine was left half full on the table. Money is no object.

We’re not alone on the elevator. A couple gets off on a floor a few down from ours, but when the doors close behind them, we’re sealed in alone.

Brian doesn’t waste a second.

He’s on me in a flash, his mouth hot on mine, his tongue moving against my own as his fingers move down to grab me between my legs. I do the same to him, cupping him through his pants, finding his erection and fisting it as best I can through his slacks.

My insides burn as the ache his brother started blisters in my core. The pressure of his fingers is just enough to give me a preview without giving anything away, but I want it—need it. I crave it.

I ignore the corner of my brain that’s questioning whether it’s him I’m craving.

The elevator doors open to our floor, and we almost miss it. The doors start to close, but we’re so intent on lip to lip, body to body, exploring fingers that we nearly get stuck for another ride. Just before the doors close, Brian sticks his leg through and the doors pop back open. He pulls me the short distance from the elevator to door 4701, barely allowing his lips to leave mine.

I think for a second what this would look like if Mark was here in the hallway. This isn’t something I’d want him to see—but it’s completely natural at the same time, a girlfriend greeting her boyfriend who has been out of town for a few days. I shouldn’t feel guilty kissing Brian.

So why do I?

I take a step out of Brian’s orbit as he unlocks the door. The condo is empty when we walk in, and I can’t help the relief that spasms right in the middle of my chest.

Brian leads me through the space toward his bedroom, slamming the door shut behind us. I’m suddenly thankful for the soundproof walls in here—not because I care if someone’s on the other side of the door making noise, but because I don’t want anyone to hear what’s going on in here. Specifically Mark.

Just like in the elevator, no time is wasted. Brian grabs for me, roughly yanking my shirt over my head and tossing it on the floor while he simultaneously kicks off his shoes. My shoes come off next, followed by his shirt. I allow my fingertips to run over the cuts of muscle I missed while he was gone, and then I lean forward and run my tongue across his abdomen while my hand trails lower to grip him again. He leans his head back and growls, and then he pulls me up and makes quick work of getting me out of my jeans and panties before taking care of his own pants.

He kneels on the floor once we’re both naked with his mouth between my legs. He grabs onto my hips and positions my body over his face, and then his tongue swipes through my heat. I grip onto his hair because the pleasure is too much, too quick, and I feel like I might fall over from it if I don’t hold onto something.

I let out an erotic moan, a sound low and needy to my own ears. His tongue enters me first, then his fingers join in. I want to touch him, to hold him in my hand while he does this, but the pleasure is so fierce that I can’t even think straight. I grind down onto his face as he fucks me with his tongue, and then I glance down at him and watch as he strokes himself with his free hand.

He groans into me, and the vibration of the sound sends me into my first orgasm of the night. I keep my eyes on him as my body contracts around his tongue and his fingers, watching as his strokes become faster, more furious. As soon as my body calms enough for me to take control, I do.

I kneel and set my hand over his that’s still working up and down. “Let me.”

His eyes meet mine, then he lets go of himself before he stands. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. He stands above me, fierce and foreboding, and my body still aches for him, aches for more.

I grab hold of him and suck him into my mouth, and his hands find the back of my head. He pushes my face onto him, forcing me to take him deeper than is comfortable, but I do it because I want to please him in the same way he just pleased me. Part of me wishes this was sweeter, gentler after being apart, but the other part of me loves the carnality of it.

“Oh my God,” he groans, and then he pulls out of my mouth and grabs himself again to finish the job all over my naked chest.

He stares down at me as he pants. His eyes flash with lust, and I get the feeling he’s not done yet. He steps away and comes back with a wet towel. He wipes my chest clean, and then he helps me up from my position on the floor.

“Shower with me,” he says, and I nod.

He sets the water hotter than I usually like it, and steam rises all around us. He soaps me up and runs his hands along my soapy breasts. His hands slip across my body, stopping to tweak a nipple. He bends to kiss me while he holds my nipple in his grip, and I groan into him. I need more of him—I need all of him.

He turns me around and pushes my back lightly so I bend at the hips, and then he slides a long finger into me. I moan at the feel of it, and then his finger is quickly replaced with something much bigger. I grunt at the intrusion, but then he starts driving his hips against me and I’m lost again in the pleasure. I want to kiss him, want to feel the intimacy, but he’s fucking me hard from behind in the shower. He’ll snuggle with me in the bed when we’re done. He’ll kiss me later. For now, it’s all need and aches and pleasure.

He hammers away at me, pushing my body closer and closer to release. I feel his body swell inside of me before he lets out a series of moans, and then he slips out of me.

He inserts his finger again and thrusts it in and out, hooking it up to hit that spot inside so few have ever hit, and then he pulls his fingers out and rubs me until I fall into another shattering orgasm.

*     *     *

A whispered curse somewhere next to me pulls me out of a deep sleep.

“Fuck.”

I turn over and squint. Brian’s cell phone lights his face.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Something’s fucked up with the deal I just made with Germany. I need to go to the office.”

I sit up in bed. I’m naked, I realize, so I grab the sheet and pull it up over my chest. “Right now?” I squint over at the clock. It’s a little after midnight. We’ve only been asleep an hour or two at most.

“Yeah.” He leans over to kiss me. “Right now.”

I sort of expected an apology. I realize it’s not his fault, but it seems like human nature to apologize when you’ve woken someone in the middle of the night with a curse word—or when someone ditches you after giving you two orgasms in one night.

I lie back down and feign sleep. I’m sure he doesn’t want me here if his brother is just down the hall, but I’m not driving home after someone woke me in the middle of the night, not to mention the glasses of wine I had—even if I drank the wine several hours ago.

“Reese?” he asks softly a few minutes later. I think I might’ve fallen back asleep in the couple minutes he took to get dressed.

“Hmm?” I murmur.

There’s a pause, then Brian’s voice comes back in a whisper. “Get some sleep.”

I fall back asleep only to be woken what seems like five minutes later.

A mouth presses tenderly to mine as a body covers me. The weight presses on me, but it’s a good feeling—a warm feeling. A loving, gentle feeling.

He’s back, and he’s treating me so differently than he did just a few hours ago. Fingertips sweep some hair away from my forehead, and then the mouth on mine opens. I’m still in the groggy state of half-sleepiness, but when his minty tongue starts to slide against mine with leisure, with such a different and hot passion, my body starts to awaken.

I wrap my arms around him with a soft moan. He’s leaner than he was a few hours ago.

And that’s when I catch the distinct scent of fresh laundry mixed with sandalwood.

I pull back instantly. I should’ve known immediately. Brian isn’t this gentle with me.

I’m still in Brian’s bed after having sex with him a few hours ago. This is wrong, no matter how right it feels.

“Wh—what are you doing here?” I stutter into the darkness.

“I can’t stay away,” he whispers. He buries his face into the soft place between my neck and my naked shoulder, peppering my skin with kisses. His mouth trails over to my chest, and he kisses both of my breasts without pulling my nipple into his mouth. I want it—I want him to suck, hard—but he needs my permission first. He needs me to kiss back, to wrap my arms around him, to show him this is okay.

It’s not okay.

It’s wrong.

But then his deft fingers travel a path along my body like they’ve done before, and tingles explode in my chest and permeate my bloodstream. My nerves come alive, my blood heats, my stomach drops.

I want this.

His lips move back to my neck and then to my lips, and I fear I’m not strong enough to push him away. I’ve done it one too many times, and I can’t do it again.

I need to ask him why he’s here. I need to know if he had something to do with the call Brian took in the middle of the night. I need to know if he’s for real, if his feelings for me are genuine, or if this is just some big competition between brothers and I’m the ultimate prize.

But I don’t ask any of those questions because Mark Ashton is on top of me and only one singular thought is in my mind. Need. His lips are on my skin and his hand trails slowly along my thigh just like that night that flashes incessantly through my mind.

Every cell in my body aches for him. It has since our one night.

I arch my back, pushing my pelvis toward him as I wrap my arms around his middle, and he grunts over me.

“Is this okay?” he whispers. “I need this to be okay.”

I don’t answer with words.

Instead, I cover his mouth with mine and reach for the hem of his shirt.

*     *     *
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About This Book


I’m one of four Willow daughters.

He’s the first-born son of the Scafoni family. And we have history.

For generations, the Scafoni family have demanded a sacrifice of us. A virgin daughter to atone for sins so old, we don’t even remember what they are anymore.

But when you have as much money as they do, you don’t play by the rules. You make them.

And Sebastian Scafoni makes all the rules.

The moment I saw him, I knew he would choose me. Even though the mark on my sheath declared me unclean. Even though my beautiful sisters stood beside me, offered to him, he still chose me.

He made me his.

And then he set out to break me.


Prologue


HELENA

I’m the oldest of the Willow quadruplets. Four girls. Always girls. Every single quadruplet birth, generation after generation, it’s always girls.

This generation’s crop yielded the usual, but instead of four perfect, beautiful dolls, there were three.

And me.

And today, our twenty-first birthday, is the day of harvesting.

That’s the Scafoni family’s choice of words, not ours. At least not mine. My parents seem much more comfortable with it than my sisters and I do, though.

Harvesting is always on the twenty-first birthday of the quads. I don’t know if it’s written in stone somewhere or what, but it’s what I know and what has been on the back of my mind since I learned our history five years ago.

There’s an expression: those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. Well, that’s bullshit, because we Willows know well our past and look at us now.

The same blocks that have been used for centuries standing in the old library, their surfaces softened by the feet of every other Willow Girl who stood on the same stumps of wood, and all I can think when I see them, the four lined up like they are, is how archaic this is, how fucking unreal. How they can’t do this to us.

Yet, here we are.

And they are doing this to us.

But it’s not us, really.

My shift is marked.

I’m unclean.

So it’s really my sisters.

Sometimes I’m not sure who I hate more, my own family for allowing this insanity generation after generation, or the Scafoni monsters for demanding the sacrifice.

“It’s time,” my father says. His voice is grave.

He’s aged these last few months. I wonder if that’s remorse because it certainly isn’t backbone.

I heard he and my mother argue once, exactly once, and then it was over.

He simply accepted it.

Accepted that tonight, his daughters will be made to stand on those horrible blocks while a Scafoni bastard looks us over, prods and pokes us, maybe checks our teeth like you would a horse, before making his choice. Before taking one of my sisters as his for the next three years of her life.

I’m not naive enough to be unsure what that will mean exactly. Maybe my sisters are, but not me.

“Up on the block. Now, Helena.”

I look at my sisters who already stand so meekly on their appointed stumps. They’re all paler than usual tonight and I swear I can hear their hearts pounding in fear of what’s to come.

When I don’t move right away, my father painfully takes my arm and lifts me up onto my block and all I can think, the one thing that gives me the slightest hope, is that if Sebastian Scafoni chooses me, I will find some way to end this. I won’t condemn my daughters to this fate. My nieces. My granddaughters.

But he won’t choose me, and I think that’s why my parents are angrier than usual with me.

See, I’m the ugly duckling. At least I’d be considered ugly standing next to my sisters.

And the fact that I’m unclean—not a virgin—means I won’t be taken.

The Scafoni bastard will choose one of their precious golden daughters instead.

Golden, to my dark. Golden—quite literally. Sparkling almost, my sisters.

I glance at them as my father attaches the iron shackle to my ankle. He doesn’t do this to any of them. They’ll do as they’re told, even as their gazes bounce from the closed twelve-foot doors to me and back again and again and again.

But I have no protection to offer. Not tonight. Not on this one.

The backs of my eyes burn with tears I refuse to shed.

“How can you do this? How can you allow it?” I ask for the hundredth time. I’m talking to my mother while my father clasps the restraints on my wrists, making sure I won’t attack the monsters.

“Better gag her, too.”

It’s my mother’s response to my question and, a moment later, my father does as he’s told and ensures my silence.

I hate my mother more, I think. She’s a Willow quadruplet. She witnessed a harvesting herself. Witnessed the result of this cruel tradition.

Tradition.

A tradition of kidnapping.

Of breaking.

Of destroying.

I look to my sisters again. Three almost carbon copies of each other, with long blonde hair curling around their shoulders, flowing down their backs, their blue eyes wide with fear.

Well, except in Julia’s case.

She’s different than the others. She’s more…eager. But I don’t think she has a clue what they’ll do to her.

Me, no one would guess I came from the same batch.

Opposite their gold, my hair is so dark a black, it appears almost blue, with one single, wide streak of silver to relieve the stark shade, a flaw I was born with. And contrasting their cornflower-blue eyes, mine are a midnight sky; there too, the only relief the silver specks that dot them.

They look like my mother. Like perfect dolls.

I look like my great-aunt, also named Helena, down to the silver streak I refuse to dye. She’s in her nineties now. I wonder if they had to lock her in her room and steal her wheelchair, so she wouldn’t interfere in the ceremony.

Aunt Helena was the chosen girl of her generation. She knows what’s in store for us better than anyone.

“They’re coming,” my mother says.

She has super hearing, I swear, but then, a moment later, I hear them too.

A door slams beyond the library, and the draft blows out a dozen of the thousand candles that light the huge room.

A maid rushes to relight them. No electricity. Tradition, I guess.

If I were Sebastian Scafoni, I’d want to get a good look at the prize I’d be fucking for the next year. And I have no doubt there will be fucking, because what else can break a girl so completely but taking that of all things?

And it’s not just the one year. No. We’re given for three years. One year for each brother. Oldest to youngest. It used to be four, but now, it’s three.

I would pinch my arm to be sure I’m really standing here, that I’m not dreaming, but my hands are bound behind my back, and I can’t.

This can’t be fucking real. It can’t be legal.

And yet here we are, the four of us, naked beneath our translucent, rotting sheaths—I swear I smell the decay on them—standing on our designated blocks, teetering on them. I guess the Willows of the past had smaller feet. And I admit, as I hear their heavy, confident footfalls approaching the ancient wooden doors of the library, I am afraid.

I’m fucking terrified.


Chapter One


SEBASTIAN

Ethan and Gregory flank me as we make our way through this godforsaken house in the middle of a fucking cornfield in the middle of fucking nowhere, USA. Why in hell anyone chooses to live here is beyond me. I just hope the girl isn’t a fucking dimwit. A year is a long time.

Ethan is whispering something in Gregory’s ear. Gregory is even quieter than usual.

I glance back at them, and I know Greg’s quiet misleads people into thinking he’s the safe one, but he’s not. He’s the most sadistic, if you ask me. I mean, if there are degrees. Can sadism be measured in degrees?

“We decide together,” Ethan says to me. He’s repeated this mantra for the last forty-eight hours.

“I decide, little brother.” He’s twenty-five, three years my junior. Gregory is twenty-four.

“She’s all of ours,” he says, sounding like a fucking toddler who doesn’t get his way.

“No,” I clarify, and I’m trying to be patient because really, I can’t blame Ethan for being the way he is. “She’s mine.”

“She’s only yours first.”

“Give it a rest, Ethan,” I say.

“Sebastian.” My stepmother’s heels click over the hardwood. “Don’t fight with your brother. You know I don’t like to see that.” She goes to Ethan, touches his cheek. “You’ll all have your turn with the Willow whore. They’re resilient.”

Her loathing of the Willow women is so obvious, a part of me wishes the chosen girl luck because she’ll need it to walk out of the Scafoni home when her three years are up. It’ll take someone with a spine of steel to survive my stepmother, never mind my brothers and me.

“Why do you hate them, Lucinda?” I ask, enjoying my power over her.

Truth be told, she probably hates me as much as the Willows, but it doesn’t matter. I may not be her biological son, but I am master of the Scafoni family. My father is dead, I am the eldest, and I have no intention of letting anyone rule me or usurp my place, especially not Lucinda.

“They’re whores, Sebastian. There to serve a purpose. Remember that instead of turning on your brothers. Family first. Never forget it.”

“You don’t have to remind me of that, Lucinda. I just wish I understood your hatred of them. I mean, what are they to you? You’re not a Scafoni by blood, after all.”

This irritates the fuck out of her, and that fact makes me grin.

The library doors open, saving her from having to answer.

A thousand candles burn inside, casting a warm glow over the large room. I’m not sure which scent is stronger, that of old books, of melting wax or fear.

I spy the first white sheath, and as much as I like to tell myself this is nothing more than a family obligation, a thrill runs through me.

I’m excited to claim my Willow Girl.

Lucinda falls back, as is her place.

I step forward and turn to my right, where Mr. and Mrs. Willow, the proud parents of this generation’s crop, stand with ghostly faces. I nod my greeting. I am civil, at least.

I take in the room, still avoiding the girls on their blocks, saving them for last, appreciating the ancient library—the only thing old about this house, the rest having been rebuilt ten years ago, and it was done cheaply too. I hate cheap. But I guess by then, the money from the previous reaping was running out.

Based old sketches, this house was once a grand estate, before the fire that ravaged it years ago. But the library is the most important room, the one kept up to par, as per the contract. And it’s the only one I care about.

Beautiful old wooden beams overhead keep the roof from collapsing on our heads, and arched windows reflect the scene within. I wonder how bright it is during the day. If you can see particles of dust a thousand years old disturbed when ghosts rummage through the old tomes, searching for a way out of this nightmare for their girls.

I harden at the thought, and for a moment, I understand Lucinda’s hatred. The Willows aren’t the only ones cursed to repeat this ancient, insane tradition.

A candle flickers.

I wonder if the dead Willow Girls of generations past stand witness to tonight’s harvesting.

It’s with this thought in mind that I let my gaze come to rest on the spectacle before me.

Four girls.

Four beauties, because the Willow’s only breed beauties.

Three dolls, perfect with their golden hair and enormous blue eyes. One…well…I cock my head to the side at the sight of her. This one is bound, her arms stretched behind her. A gag covers her mouth.

And on the belly of her shift, there’s a streak of red.

Pig’s blood.

I decide to save her for last.

I move to the first, let my gaze slide over her. She drops hers to the floor, where it should have been all along. I sweep her from head to toe and back. The sheath doesn’t offer much cover, but that’s the point. They are to be laid out for my perusal. For me to take my pick.

Because I am fortunate enough to be born a Scafoni and they unfortunate enough to be born a Willow.

This one is pretty enough. Perfect, actually. But I move on to her sister.

Another doll-like girl.

She doesn’t drop her gaze to her feet but keeps it just beyond me. It’s high time the Willows were reminded of their place.

This one has something different in her eyes. She’s coquettish, almost. And she’s making eyes at my brother. From the look of her, I’m surprised she’s not the one with the blood marking on her sheath.

With her, I’ll be bored. And she won’t survive a single month, much less three years.

Sadly, there are no trade-ins. Once the choice is made, it is made, and if the girl dies before her time is completed, well, our loss, I guess.

It’s unfair, really.

I step to my left, to the next block, the next girl.

Just like her sisters.

I’m too anxious to reach the last one to spend any time on this one because perfection like this, it doesn’t interest me. I need more than physical beauty.

Where is the fun in breaking a girl when she doesn’t have a spine to break? Where is the game in walking a meek little lamb to the slaughter?

I’d prefer a cat, wild and feral, with sharp teeth and a sharper tongue.

With this thought in mind, I step to the last Willow Girl.

She isn’t a doll. Not like her sisters, at least. Beautiful, still, but this one, there’s something about her, a darkness to her. Rebellion burning inside her.

Or maybe it’s just arrogance.

It makes one corner of my mouth curve upward.

This one is no lamb. I see it in the icy midnight eyes that greet me, and I realize why she’s bound and gagged. She’d lunge at me if she could, and the thought makes my dick hard.

I walk a circle around her and confirm that her wrists are bound in leather restraints at her lower back. Not only that, but she’s shackled to the block. I guess they weren’t taking any chances.

When I face her again, she doesn’t shy away, this girl, but holds my gaze. And right now, I want nothing more than to punish her for it.

She’s different than the others. I decide to call them the dolls. This one, her dark hair is so black it’s almost blue. It falls straight and heavy down her back, long enough to wind around my hand, thick enough to withstand my fist.

I step to her, and even standing on the block, she has to turn her head up to keep my gaze, but she does.

“Switch on the lights,” I command.

I want to see the bounty. Fuck tradition.

The room is drenched in bright light on my order, and Ethan is quick to step toward me.

“Not her. Take any other one but her.” It’s irritating, the sound of his voice. Like a fucking fly that keeps buzzing at my ear.

I don’t acknowledge him or his comment. He needs to learn his place sometime.

My eyes are locked on the girl. She stands watching, defiant.

Petite, almost. Maybe 5’4” off the block, I’d guess. A good foot shorter than me. She’s naked beneath the sheath, as instructed. I look down at the dark pink points of her nipples, cold beneath my inspection, pressing against the centuries-old cloth.

I study her, keep her gaze as I gather the sheath in my hand and stretch it, holding the marked spot out.

“I’m sorry,” her mother says.

I turn to the woman. She lowers her gaze, and her husband steps forward, then bows his head in apology.

Because what that streak of blood means is that she failed the examination. This one isn’t a virgin.

I fist the cloth and bare her feet, her knees, thighs, pussy. That’s when I look down, when I feel that thick mound of dark curls at my fingers.

She stiffens, exhales audibly, and if I listen hard, I think I can hear her scream on the inside.

“Lower your gaze,” I tell her, squeezing the hair, making her wince.

She lifts her chin higher, and I see the workings of her throat as she swallows.

“Do as he says!”

It’s her father. And I want to kill him for his intrusion. She’s mine. I will be the one to teach her. I will be the one to punish her.

“Lower. Your. Gaze.”

I curl my fingers down to cup her pussy.

She falters, and for the first time, I see the terror in her eyes. It overtakes the hate. She blinks, her spine bends, and finally, she drops her gaze to her naked feet.

I release her, step back, and watch the sheath drop to cover her. I feel her on my fingers, and I don’t wipe the damp away.

“Her name?”

“Helena, sir.”

It must burn to call a man half your age sir.

“Helena.” I try it out. I think I’ll keep it. “What’s this?” I pick up the silver streak of hair.

“It grows that way. She’s had it since she was a small child. It’s in my wife’s family.”

Yes, it is. I remember now.

And I know she’s the one I have to take. Perfectly imperfect. Opposite her sisters.

Flawed.

Her hair feels like silk in my hand. Heavy, smooth silk.

I nod, turn my back.

“Her,” I say and walk out of the room.


Chapter Two


HELENA

I’m given one hour to say good-bye.

I pack no clothes. I take nothing personal. I’m not allowed, not even a single photograph, not my books, nothing.

This is harder than I thought. Maybe I’m not as strong as I thought.

Sebastian Scafoni chose me.

I am to be the next Willow Girl.

There was no way I should have been picked—not with my sisters among the pickings, not with the blood marking my sheath—and I am unprepared.

I’m wearing a black dress. It’s my funeral dress. Yes, at twenty-one, I own a designated funeral dress. It’s an A-line that covers me from just below my knees right up to my neck. Lace creates a complicated pattern along my collarbones and down my arms that’s only relieved in a ruffle at my throat and wrists.

It’s pretty, but I didn’t choose it to look pretty. I chose it because this occasion, it’s like a funeral and I want them all—Willow and Scafoni alike—to know I am in mourning.

Along with the dress, I put on my favorite Dr. Martens. I’ve had them forever and they look like it, but like I said, I’m not going for pretty.

Inside the Dr. Martens I’ve slipped my pocketknife, and to finish off my look, my hair’s in a tight ponytail and I’m wearing no makeup.

And for as defiant as I may appear, I’m sitting on the edge of my bed and hugging my pillow to myself and trying not to cry.

Crap.

What a fool I am, thinking myself stronger than my sisters. Better able to survive this.

What he did in the library, how he…handled me, for lack of a better word—it makes me burn with humiliation. But also something else. Something that makes no sense. And if he can make me feel so confused in a matter of moments, what will he do in years?

What will be left of me when this is finished?

I shove the thought from my mind.

I can’t dwell there. I won’t.

As much as I try not to, my mind wanders to the last Willow Girl. She was my mother’s older sister. I was five when she came home, and I remember how she looked when she did. I remember how afraid of her I’d been because I’d thought her a ghost.

And she became one, soon enough. I still remember how she smelled when I went up to the attic that late summer night.

My bedroom door opens, and I quickly wipe the tears off my face and stand, dropping the pillow back on the bed and turning to see my mother wheeling my Great-aunt Helena into my room.

It takes all I have not to break down when I see her. Because if I’m to be gone for three years, I know I won’t ever see her again.

“Close the door,” Aunt Helena instructs my mother sharply.

“Aunty—” my mother starts.

My aunt doesn’t take her eyes off me. Even at her age, they’re fierce. And I’ve never been able to figure out why she’s never liked my mother.

“Leave us alone,” she says.

Without another word, my mother closes the door.

I go to her, wheel her forward. She has an old-fashioned chair and it’s unwieldy, but she refuses a new one, one more comfortable.

Once I have her closer to the edge of the bed, I sit and face her. She reaches out her hands, and I set mine in hers. The contrast in youth and age is striking, hers like parchment, the bone delicate. Mine youthful. Full of life.

“I knew he would choose you,” she says.

And this time, I do cry. I wipe the back of one hand across my face.

She watches me, and she’s so strong. She doesn’t shed a single tear. I’ve never seen her cry, in fact. Not once.

“There’s a reason it was you, child.”

She squeezes my hands and makes me look at her. Her hair, although it’s thinned out, is still as black as mine, that silver streak as bright. She’s grown smaller, though. I guess I have to remember I’m lucky to have had her this long. She’s almost a century old.

“I’m scared,” I say, lowering my gaze when I do, ashamed of my fear when she is so strong.

She squeezes my hands, and I look up again.

“I was scared when it was me.”

“You’re the strongest woman I know.”

“Not then. Not at first. I was afraid just like you are. But our ancestors watched over me, and they are watching over you now. They chose you, Helena. The Willow ancestors chose you.”

She lets go of my hands, and I watch how hers tremble as she reaches into the high neck of her dress to pull out a chain I’ve not seen before. She always wears turtleneck sweaters or dresses, always has her neck covered, even in summer. She holds the thing in the palm of her hand and studies it. I wish I could see her eyes, know what she’s thinking.

But when she snaps the chain with a quick strength I didn’t know she still had, I gasp in surprise. She lets it slide through her fingers and onto the floor and looks at me, opening her palm.

I look down at the ring there, the strangest ring I’ve ever seen.

The band itself is a yellow white, and there are three stones on it. Three jagged amethysts so dark, they’re a purple-black. She turns the ring, and I lean in closer because there’s a small skull carved into one side of it.

“It’s made of bone,” she says, her eyes wide when I look at her.

“Bone?” I’m a little creeped out, honestly.

“Know that not every Willow Girl is broken by them. I wasn’t. I took from them as they took from me and I survived.”

She takes the ring and slides it onto my middle finger. It’s a perfect fit. She then closes her hand over it, squeezes and brings her face closer to mine.

“It’s up to you, Helena. Destroy their line and end this. It’s why you were chosen. It’s time to finish with this insanity.”

My mouth falls open.

Before I can even fully process what she has said, the door opens. It’s my father and behind him, my sisters, all in their jeans and T-shirts, hair in braids, looking like it’s a normal day. Like what just took place in the library didn’t happen at all. Like I’m not wearing my funeral dress waiting to be taken.

“The car is here.”

I draw back and look at my aunt again. I wonder at the faith she’s putting in me, because she’s wrong. I’m not that strong.

She nods once, and I hug her, and she holds me so tight that she presses tears from my eyes.

“You have to hate them to survive them, child. To destroy them,” she whispers before pulling back. “Remember to hate them.”

I stand and take one last look at her, straighten my spine, and walk out the door, out of my house, and into the keeping of my enemy.

*     *     *

I’m driven in a luxury SUV by a driver with a face as stony as those carved into Mt. Rushmore two hours to a small, private airfield I didn’t know existed.

It’s dark when we arrive, although not as dark as the Willow property. No light pollution there. Here, the lights of the airport, even though it’s small, spoil the night sky.

It’s easier now that I’m out of the house. Easier not to have to look at my sisters’ faces, my parents’ faces.

But as the car slows to turn through the gradually opening gates and I see the other SUVs there, the gathering of people in the headlights, the waiting jet, my trepidation grows.

I am alone.

With my thumb I touch my aunt’s ring and think about what she said. I try to imagine her younger, my age, and in the same position, and I can. Except that she’s a much stronger version of me. A fiercer one.

The driver slows to a stop, and the heads of two men and one woman turn to watch.

It’s the brothers, Ethan and Gregory. I know their names.

They’re in the same suits they wore to the ceremony. Sebastian is talking with the pilot. He hasn’t bothered to look in my direction. I guess he has all the time in the world.

Ethan is already grinning like a hyena. Do hyena’s grin? I guess I picture him as that sort of animal. A scavenger.

“There’s a reason it was you, child.”

Maybe my aunt is right. Maybe it’s best I’m the Willow Girl.

But I can’t help the feeling that I’m somehow expendable. Like if I don’t survive, my family will. They’ll go on without me, and when the next generation comes of age, the library will again be lit with a thousand candles as one of my sisters puts her daughters on their designated blocks, thanking her lucky stars she wasn’t the Willow Girl.

Will I even be there to witness it?

I know I’m different than my sisters, pretty much in every way. The outside is just a reflection of everything inside. I’m the one they look up to, the one they used to come to when they had a bad dream, the one who has always protected them.

But right now, I don’t feel very strong.

Lucinda Scafoni is wearing a pair of wide-legged, high-waisted black pants with a cream-colored blouse. Her dark hair is pinned into a bun, and it’s so tight that it distorts her face a little. Her eyes are narrow, calculated slits as she watches me, unblinking.

I wonder if she can see through the tinted windows because she’s looking right at me.

Gregory, the youngest Scafoni, is as handsome as Sebastian. I’d know they were brothers just from the resemblance in features.

Not Ethan, though. Ethan looks very different.

Gregory simply stands looking on, almost bored, giving away nothing of what he’s thinking, and something tells me to be careful with him. He’s not as uninterested as he appears.

The driver opens my door and doesn’t quite meet my eyes. He’s Italian too, I can tell. They all have that olive skin and dark hair that belongs to the Mediterranean-born. I wonder if he even speaks English because he doesn’t look like an American-Italian.

But what do I know about American-Italians? I was born and grew up in the Midwest. I’ve traveled some with my family, but those occasions were rare. My parents usually went places alone and left us safely tucked away on the property.

I guess I understand why now.

It’s when I step out of the SUV and the driver shuts the door that Sebastian finishes with the pilot and finally deigns to look my way. His gaze sweeps my dress, hovers at my choice of footwear, then meets my eyes.

One side of his mouth curves upward.

I’ve already seen that look, and I hate it. It’s his victory smirk. His I scare you and I know it triumph.

I steel my spine and straighten. In that instant, I decide I can do it. That I must do it. It’s him or me. Survival of the fittest.

And I have to be the fittest.

From my periphery, I see that his mother—bored, I guess—turns and heads up the jet stairs, giving the order to “Bring her,” as she disappears into the plane.

The driver takes hold of my arm when I don’t move.

The three brothers stand watching me, and it takes all I have to keep my eyes locked on Sebastian’s as I’m made to close the distance between us.

I’m an idiot because I feel that pang of attraction, like I did when I first saw him, even through the hate.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask when I stand before him.

I didn’t think about this part, didn’t think I’d be a plane ride away from my family.

“You don’t speak unless spoken to, Willow Girl,” Ethan says, cocking his head to the side as if daring me to challenge him.

I raise my head and narrow my eyes. My hands fist at my sides. He takes a step toward me.

“I wasn’t speaking to you,” I say.

Gregory chuckles, but my heart races as Ethan’s face reddens.

I’m grateful that before I have to back away, Sebastian’s hand closes over his shoulder. All I can do is look at it and think how big it is.

“Get on the plane, Ethan.”

“She needs to learn—”

“I’ll take care of it. Go on.”

Ethan’s black eyes haven’t left mine during this exchange. I force my lips into a smirk.

He shoves Sebastian’s hand off and leans his face into mine.

“Smile now, whore. You won’t be when it’s my turn to have you.”

Being called a whore by him doesn’t bother me, for some reason, but his threat—I know he’ll make good on it. If he even waits his turn.

He spins on his heel and doesn’t give me another glance as he, too, disappears into the belly of the plane.

When he’s gone, I swallow and look at Gregory, who is watching me with silent interest, and all I can think is I’ll be his too.

What state will I be in by the time it’s his turn to have me?

Gregory turns and boards the plane, so it’s just me and Sebastian.

“My brother is right. You speak when spoken to. Get on the plane.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“You should be more respectful.”

“Where are you taking me?”

He exhales loudly, like he was expecting that, expecting me to be disobedient.

When he reaches out for me, I take a step back, but that big hand closes around my arm, and I’m trapped.

He smiles. “I knew you’d be like this,” he says, turning me, marching me to the stairs and up them and it’s like I’m ascending the scaffold to my execution.

A few minutes later, we’re seated inside the luxury jet and taking off into the night sky to a destination I do not yet know, to the beginning of a life I’m less and less sure I will survive.


Chapter Three


SEBASTIAN

I’m watching her from my place at the table where Lucinda has insisted we play a card game to pass the time. The flight to Venice will take all night and part of the morning.

The girl has finally fallen asleep. For the first two hours, she kept her eyes locked on the window like she could chart the night sky, guess her destination.

Not that where we’re going is a secret. I just like fucking with her more than I thought I would.

I didn’t want this at first. I didn’t like the whole idea of it, the tradition of essentially kidnapping a girl. But it is our tradition, and as the eldest, the duty falls on me.

And now, well, I look forward to having this pretty, willful Willow Girl to do with as I please. Because when all is said and done, I am a man.

And any man who says he doesn’t want a girl on her knees at his feet is a liar.

“Your turn, Sebastian,” Lucinda says.

She too gives the girl a sideways glance, but she’s more interested in my reactions to Helena. She’ll take her opportunities with the girl. I wonder which of us Helena will hate more.

“Hard to focus with a hard-on, huh, brother?” Ethan asks. “Why not wake her up? Initiate her in the bedroom? I would. I mean, she’s used goods anyway. You should have taken one of the others.”

I don’t react to his taunt. I’ve lived with his jealousy for more than twenty years of my life. From the moment he was born. Instead, I lay down my cards, winning this hand of Pinochle, a favorite game of Lucinda’s.

“There. How’s that?”

I stand and swallow the last of my whiskey before handing it to one of the two attendants for a refill.

When I take the seat beside Helena, she stirs, blinks her eyes open, and looks around her, startled.

I know the moment she remembers where she is. I see her throat work when she swallows and sits up in her seat.

The attendant hands me my drink, and I take a sip.

“I need to use the bathroom,” she says, not quite looking at me.

I rise to my feet.

It takes her a minute to unbuckle the seat belt, but she does the same.

I gesture for her to walk ahead of me to the door at the back, the greedy eyes of my family following us.

When we reach the door, I lean around her to open it, and she stops for a minute. I guess she’s not expecting a bedroom. Her face goes white as a ghost’s, and there’s only panic in her eyes when she turns to me.

“Bathroom’s in there.”

She doesn’t trust me, and she shouldn’t, but she walks into the room. I close the door behind us.

“There,” I say, pointing to the bathroom door.

She disappears behind it, and I sit down in the armchair to wait. I cross one leg over the other and check the time. We still have four hours to go, and I’m bored.

I set my drink down and roll up my shirt sleeves, listen to the toilet flush, hear the water at the sink go on, then off.

She doesn’t emerge right away, though, and I imagine her in there, giving herself a pep talk.

Ten minutes pass before the door opens, and she steps into the bedroom. She looks around. She takes in literally every detail of the room so as to avoid having to look at me.

I’m a patient man. I wait until she has no choice but to meet my gaze.

“Why did you bring me in here?”

“I thought you’d be more comfortable on the bed. You were asleep—”

“I wasn’t asleep.” She glances at the bed. She doesn’t believe me that it’s concern for her comfort, and she’s right not to.

Any normal person would feel pity for her, but not me. I like her fear. It gets my heart pumping, blood flowing. Gets my dick hard.

“Is it starting already?” she asks, her voice breaking a little.

“Is what starting already?” I ask, as if I don’t understand.

She shakes her head, opens her mouth, then closes it again, points to the bed. “I mean, what you want from me, we both know what that is.”

“What do I want from you?”

She looks at me, narrows her eyes. “I’m not going to play your stupid games.”

I uncross my legs, smiling as I rise, go to her.

She stands her ground, even when I get into her space, but flinches when I raise my hand to her face, almost touching her cheek, but not.

Instead, I set her hair behind her shoulders and take a moment to feel the texture of it, feel the difference of the black strands as opposed to the silver streak.

I lean in close to her, inhale her scent. She’s trembling a little.

“That’s too bad, because I like games,” I say.

I step back, look her over, then return to my seat, pick up my drink, and take a sip. I cross my leg over my knee again. “Your shoes are hideous.”

She looks down at them, gives me a little smirk when she looks back at me. “I like them.”

“Drink?” I ask her while I sip mine.

She shakes her head no.

“Sit down.”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you going to stand for four more hours?”

She looks beyond me out the window, but it’s still night. “Where are we going?”

“Venice.”

“Venice? As in Italy?”

“Yes.”

“But…you can’t…” She sits on the edge of the bed, almost falls into it, and tugs the sleeves of the pretty black dress down into her palms.

I notice the strange ring on her finger.

She turns back to me with something like hope in her eyes. “I don’t have a passport.”

I almost chuckle. “I’ll stop the captain immediately, then. Tell him to turn the plane around. Call the whole thing off.” I extinguish that hope like a candle and I know it’s cruel to do it but it’s too easy and I can’t resist. And really, like a passport would matter if it was even true. “I have your passport. Your mother knew the rules. Everything was arranged, as it should be.”

“You’re a jerk.”

I shrug a shoulder.

She puts her fists to her forehead and squeezes her eyes shut. “I don’t understand.”

“We’re going to the Scafoni estate in Venice. There’s not much to understand. You will be comfortable—”

“Comfortable?” She snaps her gaze to me. “I will be anything but comfortable. Your brothers look at me like I’m a piece of meat. Your mother looks like she wants to stab me. And you…you…”

I’m on my feet and so is she. “No one’s going to stab you, Helena. Don’t be dramatic.”

She stops, looks up at me. “Don’t be dramatic?”

I don’t comment. I know it’ll take her time to accept her situation.

“Is this funny to you? Putting me and my sisters up on blocks like we’re slaves to be auctioned off, dressing us in decaying old…parchment—”

“It was hardly parchment—”

“Looking us over, one by one, judging us while your brothers look on, one of whom could barely keep his dick in his pants while you…you—”

“Settle down,” I warn, and when I step toward her, she backs up.

“While you touched me like you did. You’re sick, all of you, but especially you! You think this is funny? Kidnapping is funny? Making someone a slave to you, to your family, is funny?”

“Not just someone,” I say, closing the space between us so her back is to the wall. “You.”

She raises her arm to slap me, but I catch her wrist. “Don’t ever do that.”

She tries with her other arm, and I capture that one too. I raise both of them over her head and lean into her, pressing her back to the wall.

“Do you have a hearing problem, Willow Girl?”

“My name is Helena.”

“Your name is Willow Girl when I want it to be Willow Girl.”

She tries to free her arms, but she’s trapped. When she tries to knee me, I capture her leg between my thighs. And then she does something totally unexpected.

She spits.

Right in my face.

Instinctively, I transfer both of her wrists into one of my hands and raise my arm, palm flat, ready to strike, but she lets out a half-scream, and I stop because what the fuck am I doing?

Her eyes are huge, and I wonder if she isn’t as shocked with what she just did as I am.

I lower my hand, the one that was ready to slap her, and wipe off the spit, rage building inside me like lava coming up a volcano on the edge of erupting.

I grip her jaw and force her face up, look at her features, pretty and delicate. She’s so much smaller than me. My hand next to her face, it’s huge.

“Be careful, Willow Girl. I can crush you.”

When she blinks, tears streak down her cheeks.

I watch her; wild horses couldn’t drag my attention from her right now. I am lost in her sad, frightened, midnight-colored eyes. The blue is lighter when she cries and she’s so fucking pretty right now, so soft and vulnerable and afraid with her wet face, her swollen lips and wide eyes.

Some women are prettiest when they cry. She’s one of them. And I want her tears. It’s sick, I know. A disease. I’m sick. But I want them.

“Won’t you crush me anyway?” she asks, her voice barely a whisper. “But is that all you’ll do? All your brothers will do?”

I release her and step back. I understand her meaning. We don’t take the Willow Girl for her conversation skills. She’ll be our toy in every way. And this part, I can’t kick the fact that it bothers me.

“You stay in here and try to wrap your brain around your situation.”

“Stay in here? Where would I go? We’re on a fucking airplane.”

“Take this time to come to fucking terms with the fact that I own you.”

“Fuck you.”

I snort. “Want some advice, Helena?” I ask, taking her by the arms. Squeezing. “Try to figure out how not to piss me off. It might help you to remember that you belong to me. That I am your master, and that I will be obeyed. Are we clear?”

When she doesn’t answer right away, I give her a shake.

“Are we?” I ask.

“Yes!”

“Good” I go to the door.

“I saw Libby,” she whispers. “She was my aunt.”

I stop, my hand on the doorknob.

“The last Willow Girl,” she says, as if I need that clarified.

I straighten. I know.

I remember Libby.

I turn to her. “Have a fucking drink. Have ten. Get yourself together.”

Her chest heaves with a sob, and she wipes the back of her hand across her face.

I open the door and walk out into the main room where my family, my fucking family, has been enjoying the entertainment.

“She givin’ you some trouble, brother?” Ethan asks, picking the olive out of his drink and tossing it into his mouth. “Told you that you should have taken one of the others. They were prettier anyway. Mama, don’t you think so? They were prettier.”

Lucinda ignores him. “You should whip her, Sebastian. The instant we arrive. It’s the only thing that works on the Willow whores.”

She drains her martini.

I go to the liquor cart, yank the glass out of the attendant’s hand, and pour myself a double. I take a long sip before turning to them.

“I’m glad you enjoyed the show, but where it concerns my Willow Girl, mind your own fucking business.”


Chapter Four


HELENA

I do as he says, but only after sitting on the bed for a while and feeling sorry for myself.

I’m wasting tears on them, on my enemy. I’m weak. God, not twenty-four hours ago, I was staring him down, ready for him, wanting him to choose me only because I thought he wouldn’t.

But I’m pathetic and weak.

I get up off the bed and pick up the glass he left unfinished and drain it. I don’t especially like whiskey, but I force it down and pour more. Pour another, generous glass of the stuff. It’s inelegant, I know, but I don’t care.

I sit on the edge of the bed and drink it like it’s water, and when I’m finished with it, I crawl onto the bed with my hideous shoes still on my feet and lay down on my side and I cry some more.

He’s right. I need to get myself together. But first, I need to get this out of my system. Get my fear gone.

I look at my aunt’s ring. She thinks I’m strong, but she’s wrong. I’m weak. So weak. So opposite her.

When my mother sat us down on our sixteenth birthday and told us this part of Willow history, I swore I wouldn’t be the Willow Girl because it scared the fuck out of me. And as soon as I could, I made sure I wouldn’t pass the virginity requirement, thinking it would save me.

So yeah, I’m weak.

A coward.

“There’s a reason it was you, child.”

I sit up, reach into my boot, and take out pocketknife. I’ve had it forever, but never even dissected a worm with it. I open it now, touch the sharp point, press it into the tip of my finger until I draw a drop of blood.

“They chose you, Helena. The Willow ancestors chose you.”

I wish I knew more about our history. I wish I’d studied the books in the library rather than pretending it wasn’t real. That it was an archaic tradition. That I was safe.

I don’t know what binds the Willows and the Scafonis. What has bound us for generations. When I was little, and my Aunt Libby returned home, we were told she’d been on a trip. I was too young to ask questions. That same summer, she slit her wrists on the old bed in the attic of the Willow family home.

I think the only reason my parents didn’t make up some story was because I’m the one who found her.

I remember I used to be afraid of the attic. Always thought there were ghosts there. My room was just below it, and the only reason I went up there at all was because the blood had finally dripped through a crack in my ceiling and onto my foot.

Drip, drip, drip.

The window was open. It was the hottest summer I remember. The air-conditioning didn’t work as well on the third floor, and it was hard to sleep in the heat.

When I woke up, I saw the drops of red on my foot. I remember thinking how strange it looked and wondering what it was when another drop fell, and I looked up to see the stain on the ceiling.

Every time I remember that night, I can’t for the life of me figure out why I went up there. Why I didn’t go wake my parents. But I didn’t. I took my flashlight and my teddy bear, and I climbed the creaky old stairs to the attic.

I remember when I first saw my aunt lying in that bed. I went over to her to ask her why she wasn’t sleeping in her room where it wasn’t so hot. That’s when I saw the pool of drying blood she was lying in. Saw how unnatural her color was, how gray.

She used to be so pretty whenever I looked at photographs of my mother and her sisters. Aunt Libby was the prettiest of them all in fact.

But not after she came back home from her years with the Scafoni family. They stole her beauty. Her youth. And ultimately, her life.

I turn the ring on my finger, look at the skull, the hollowed-out eyes, smear the droplet of blood over the bone.

It’s made of bone. How does someone do that? I turn it again and feel the three sharp tips of the amethysts.

“They chose you, Helena.”

I lay back down and close my eyes. I’m tired. I don’t think he’ll come back in here. I don’t think he’ll allow his brothers or mother in either. I do know without a doubt that Sebastian Scafoni is in charge of his family. Even his mother.

I just don’t know what that means for me.

*     *     *

When I wake up, I am again disoriented.

We’re no longer flying. I can tell before I even blink my eyes open because I no longer hear the constant, dull noise of the plane in the air. My mouth feels like cotton. I’m thirsty. Did we land?

I open my eyes and am startled to find myself in a large bed in a huge bedroom. The walls are a creamy white, and there are two windows against one of them. Heavy drapes the color of old paper are pulled closed, but the sun is trying to creep in from the split between the panels.

There is a large dresser that looks like an antique against the far wall and a sitting area with a lilac chaise. A small, round side table with three delicate legs stands beside it and another, larger one stands on the other side.

I sit up a little. The satin blanket falls away, and I realize I’m naked.

A peek tells me I’m completely naked.

Someone must have undressed me. Was the whiskey so strong that I don’t remember landing and don’t remember being stripped of my clothes after being carried into this room?

A momentary sensory inventory tells me I haven’t been violated—apart from this stripping of my clothes.

I pull the cover back up to my chin and swing my legs over the side of the bed. I switch on the lamp on the nightstand because apart from that strip of sunlight at the windows, it’s dark inside. The lamp is pretty, one of those Tiffany Venetian ones with a variety of colors of glass. The only other item on the nightstand is my pocketknife.

Whoever undressed me let me keep it?

I get up and tug the blanket off the bed, wrap it around myself.

There’s another door that I can see leads to a bathroom, so I go to it, creeping slowly, although I can’t imagine anyone’s hiding in there. And I was definitely sleeping alone.

Once I’m in the bathroom, I close the door and switch on the light. It’s big, big enough for a tub for two at one end, a separate stand-up shower, also for two, a walled-off toilet, and two pedestal sinks.

There’s a large window above the bathtub. It’s stained glass, and the sun casts a pretty purplish-blue light into the room. I discover it’s sealed, so it can’t be opened, and I can’t look outside to try to figure out where I am. Try to figure out how hard it will be to run away and disappear.

Although I can’t do that.

The tile along the floors and ceilings is a creamy white, and the fixtures are brushed nickel. A rack along one wall holds a dozen plush towels as well as a variety of shampoos, conditioners, body washes, oils, and anything else a woman may need.

And it is for a woman. Prepared in advance for the Willow Girl. I can tell from the smell of a few of the luxury products.

Wishing there was a lock on the door, I quickly use the toilet, then go to one of the sinks to wash my hands and face.

There’s a brand-new toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste beside it. I unwrap the former, smear it with toothpaste, and brush my teeth as I take in my reflection, my bed-head hair, the shadows under my eyes. The fingerprints he left behind in the form of bruises along my jaw.

When I’m done brushing my teeth, I locate the wooden hairbrush I’d seen and work it through my hair, smoothing out the bed-head look. I set it down and open the bedroom door and stop dead in my tracks because the curtains have been pulled back to let in the bright sunlight and Sebastian is on the bed, in the space I just vacated, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt, looking much more casual than he had last night in his suit.

Both of his arms are tattooed, which surprises me for some reason, and he’s leaning against the headboard and reading something on his phone, but when he sees me, he tucks the phone into his pocket.

“Where’s my dress?” I ask.

He looks me over with the blanket wrapped awkwardly around me and smiles. He seems refreshed, like he got some sleep and had a shower.

“I took it off when I brought you in. I thought you’d be more comfortable naked.”

“You thought wrong. I’m not.”

“Did you take me literally when I said to have ten drinks?”

“No. I just had one. Maybe two. Was it drugged? Is that why I didn’t wake up when we landed? Are you going to keep me drugged too?”

He chuckles, swings his legs off the bed, and stands. “Relax, sweetheart.”

“I’m not your sweetheart. Where are my clothes?”

He picks up the pocketknife. “This? Really? Hidden in your boot?”

I walk to him and go to grab it out of his hand, but he pulls it away and grips my wrist with his other hand.

“It’s mine,” I say, twisting to pull free.

He’s too strong, though. I won’t be free until he decides to let me go.

“And now it’s mine.”

He pockets it and releases me.

I stumble backward.

He comes toward me, and I take a step away, but my back is to the wall. He closes his hands around my arms, rubs them once.

“I’m not fucking stupid, Helena. You’ll only hurt yourself trying to injure me.”

“I want my clothes,” I say, knowing he’s right.

“I like you like this,” he says, letting his eyes fall to my chest where the satin is wrapped so uselessly around me.

“Did you touch me too?”

“Not yet,” he says. “I don’t get off on bedding women who are passed out drunk.”

“You’re good with kidnapping though?”

“I guess.”

He’s so fucking cocky, I want to smash his beautiful face in.

“Do you prefer us to fight? Is that it? I mean, what you do, you and your family? What’s the difference if the woman, the Willow Girl, is passed out or not? Maybe it’s easier on her if she is. I mean, let’s be honest here. I don’t imagine it’s your moral sense of—”

But I never get a chance to finish whatever the hell it was I was starting because he shoots one of his arms out and wraps his hand around my throat and he squeezes.

“Be careful,” he warns, leaning in close to my face, inhaling my scent as if he can smell my fear. He brings his lips to my cheek, and a moment later, I feel the scruff of his jaw along the shell of my ear. “Be very careful, Willow Girl.”

I shudder. His words are like physical things, three-dimensional and powerful.

He’s squeezing so hard that he’s lifting me on tiptoe, and I realize I’ve let go of the blanket and it’s slid to pool around my feet. I have both hands wrapped around his thick forearm, clawing at him, digging tracks into his skin, trying to drag him off me.

“Had enough?”

A garbled sound comes from my throat and one of my arms falls to my side. It’s only then that he releases me. I slide to the floor, gasping for breath, my neck tender.

He steps back. “Maybe Lucinda’s right,” he says, and I wonder why he calls his mother by her first name, but I don’t have time to think about it. “I should take you out to the post. Whip you now, get it over with. Is that how you want it?”

I look up at him. Is he serious?

Yes. He is. And he would. I mean, this whole situation, it’s archaic. Like we’ve gone back in time a hundred years. A thousand.

“Is it, Willow Girl?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“You don’t like sweetheart. You don’t like Willow Girl. Tell me, do you need me to whip you?” he asks, nudging my hip with the toe of his shoe.

I shake my head, hug my knees to myself, and look straight ahead. Anywhere but at his mocking eyes.

“Get up.”

I shake my head again. I can see the goose bumps that have risen on my arms, making the faint dusting of hair stand on end.

“Get up, Helena. Don’t make me make you.”

I grab hold of the fallen blanket, but he steps on it. When I look up at him, his dark eyes are narrowed and intense.

“No blanket. I want to see you.”

Hasn’t he seen enough? I want to ask him, but I don’t. I can’t push him too far.

“I’m tired of repeating myself with you,” he says.

I rise slowly to my feet, covering myself as best I can with my arms, keeping my legs close together, letting my hair fall to shield me like I’m Lady Godiva on her horse.

He steps back a little, and the silence between us is heavy, like it can be put on a scale and weighed.

It feels like it’s sitting on my lungs, that weight, suffocating me.

“Look at me.”

It takes me a long minute to do so, to meet his slate eyes, and when I do, it’s like I’m in another dimension, another world.

It’s just him and me and this silence.

It’s too much. Too loud.

Deafening.

And as I study him, there’s something that won’t let me look away.

If I’d met him under different circumstances, I’d find him attractive, not scary, but it’s not that which has me caught like an animal in a trap.

He’s the hunter and I’m the prey.

He and I, we’re connected somehow, and maybe it’s our shared history or our bound destiny, this insane game we have to play out.

I don’t know what it is, but it is. It’s there.

The ring on my finger weighs heavy.

Bone.

I suddenly know what my aunt meant.

The ring, it’s made of human bone. I know it.

I imagine my aunt in this room. I wonder if it looked the same then. If I’m sleeping on the bed she once slept on. I imagine her standing here, much as I am now, facing off with her Scafoni master, because that is what they are. What Sebastian is. My master.

The word boils inside my gut, and I fist my hands.

He steps closer to me, and I realize he’s been studying me all this time. He lifts my hair and pushes it behind my shoulders. He then takes my wrists, and when he wraps his hands over my fists, I see again how much bigger than me he is because my fists, they look like a child’s in his giant hands.

He doesn’t try to open them but sets my arms by my sides. When he touches my jaw, even though it’s a featherlight touch, I flinch.

He lifts my face slowly, turns it from side to side, brushes the bruises with his knuckles, presses against them like he’s fitting his fingers to the marks they left, making sure they’re his. Who else?

He then slides his fingers down over my throat, cups it again, and I panic. I clasp my hand over his forearm prepared to drag him off. To fight even if it means a whipping.

But he surprises me. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he says, his voice low but not harsh. Not threatening.

He could threaten. He could do so much more than threaten.

He could throw me on the bed, force my legs apart, and take what he wants.

I have no power here.

Physically, I’m no match. I am alone in this house of my enemy.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he repeats.

And I surprise myself because I feel my lip begin to tremble, feel the flush of something—God knows what—at his words because they’re gentle and maybe I’m being fucking stupid but maybe I just need to believe he means them. Even if they’re a lie, I need something to hold on to right now.

I let my arms drop to my sides, and when he swipes his thumb along my face and smears a tear across it, I let my lashes fall closed. He cups my face with both hands and pulls me closer.

“Look at me.”

I open my eyes and look up at him. He’s so close, I can see every speck of gold in his eyes and this, right now, it’s like I’m more naked than if he were to look over my body, if he were to lay me out and open me up and study every detail of me.

This is worse.

This… I can’t hold his gaze because this, now, him like this, it’s like he’s looking inside my soul.

And I’m letting him.

I blink, turn my face, meaning to look away, but turning it into his palm and for a single insane moment, I think I am safe here. Safe in his hands, in my enemy’s hands. I shake my head and with my arms, slap his off.

“You can’t have that,” I snap, more power in my voice than I thought I could muster.

He wipes his thumb on the corner of his mouth, like he’s wiping something away. Then his eyes narrow, and I’m back against the wall. I think he knows what I mean by ‘that’ even though I can hardly make sense of my own words.

You can’t have that.

He may be able to take my body, but he has no right to my soul.

I get the feeling he’s processing the same thing because he shrugs a shoulder and makes a point of looking me over slowly, as if letting his gaze memorize every inch of skin, the rise and fall of my breasts, the concave of my belly, the mound of my sex, the curve of my thighs, the fragility of my naked feet even.

“Turn around.”

I search his eyes, and they’re darker, the pupils dilated.

“Why do I have to ask everything twice?” he says.

I turn, and I realize the walls are not painted. They’re actually papered in a rich and very subtle paper with the most delicate pattern of roses repeating, repeating, repeating.

It’s what I concentrate on when I feel his fingers on me, when I gasp at the slight touch as he gathers up my hair and sets the mass of it over my shoulder to expose my back.

I find myself resting my forehead against the wall. I wonder if the ridges of the paper will imprint their pattern on my skin. I am suddenly tired.

He’s wearing me out, and he hasn’t even touched me yet. Hasn’t yet begun to use me.

His fingers play like a piano along my spine, tracing every vertebra as if with a feather, as if he’ll know every inch of me, every centimeter.

I set my fingertips on the wall, and I trace the pattern of the roses, none of which is bigger than the fingernail of my smallest finger, and they’re intertwining and suddenly overwhelming as they twist and turn their thorny, strangling stems again and again and again.

And I was wrong.

There is color.

I heard once that white contains all of the colors of the rainbow and thought what nonsense, but I see it now, in the roses that encircle this prison, my borrowed room.

I look up at it, rest the side of my cheek against the cool surface, and know there will be no reprieve, no break in the pattern. The roses are condemned to twist and turn and wind around and around and choke the life out of the next.

There will be no survivors. Not after this. Not after me.

My aunt’s ring seems to burn on my finger.

“I took from them.”

I look at it, meet the empty eye sockets on the tiny skull, and I know that it’s not just any bone, but Scafoni bone that makes up the ring.

I shudder at the icy chill that runs up my spine.

His ancestor’s bone is my jewelry, and I want to laugh.

But then he touches me, and inside my belly, a thousand butterflies take flight as his fingers brush my skin so lightly, it’s almost like he doesn’t. Like it’s my mind playing tricks on me.

I want to turn and look to be sure, but then he cups my bottom with both hands, as if weighing or testing, perhaps for his whip, and then with one hand he gathers up my hair and for the first time in my life, I curse the length, think maybe I should cut it short, shave it like a monk, because he’s twisting it around his fist.

Sebastian turns me to face him, and the fingers of his other hand are combing through the mound of hair between my legs and sliding lower.

He’s hard. I feel him against my hip.

His fingers are in my folds now, and his eyes have gone black. He tilts my head back, and I hear my own shallow breathing because it feels good, what he’s doing, and I don’t want it to feel good, and I’m not expecting him to kiss me.

Why am I not expecting him to kiss me?

My mouth opens only because he’s tugging my head backward, hurting me. I lick my lips, and I feel the warmth of his touch. He doesn’t make the mistake of sliding his tongue inside my mouth. I would bite it off. Swallow it. He knows it.

Bone.

The ring is made of Scafoni bone.

He takes my lower lip between his and he’s kissing me and it’s so soft and erotic. His fingers between my legs have found my clit because it’s swollen and sensitive and craves his touch. Like he’s not my enemy at all.

When I find myself involuntarily arching my back, tilting myself into his hand, I blink my eyes open and find he’s already watching me.

He’s been watching me all along, the bastard.

But that’s what it takes to snap me out of this insanity.

When I slap my hands on his chest to shove him away, he doesn’t budge but instead closes one hand around my throat and keeps me pressed against the wall while his other hand works my clit and fuck, I can’t come. I can’t.

I won’t.

He grins a little, like he knows my dilemma. Like he knows he’ll win, and I feel my hips moving without my permission, feel myself press into his palm.

But then he makes a mistake when he kisses me again.

I close my hands over his shoulders, and I’m so close, so fucking close, and I will not give him the satisfaction of coming.

I snap my teeth and bite down hard on his lip.

The taste of blood, like iron in my mouth, it’s my victory, and I swallow it and I want more, even though I know he will make me pay.

I’m grinning when he pulls back, but not for long.

He uses the fistful of my hair and tugs my head back so hard I feel like he will scalp me.

“That was a mistake.”

He’s pissed, and I am glad. At least he’s not grinning anymore. Not smirking.

He must have known I would fight. He must want me to, because what’s the fun in taking a girl who won’t fight? In breaking a girl who has no fight in her?

He marches me like this, with his face inches from mine, his eyes fierce, right to the bed and tosses me roughly onto it.

His breathing is tight, like he’s trying to control himself, because I’m watching his hands fist and open, fist and open, again and again.

My grin is gone now too, and I don’t have a chance to scoot away before he’s on his knees on the bed and gripping my thigh with one hand—I’ll have bruises like fingerprints there too, to match the ones on my jaw.

He traps my legs with his, knees pressing against my thighs, and he climbs on top of me, capturing my hands when I fight him, taking my wrists into one of his giant hands so easily.

I’m raging, screaming at him, cursing him to hell, cursing his family to hell, using every ounce of power in my body to wriggle away, to at least make him work for it, but he’s just too strong and I’m no match.

I finally stop because I’m exhausted. I look up at him looming over me. He wipes his thumb across his lip and looks at it, at the smear of blood there.

“That was a fucking mistake.”

“You have no right to touch me. To kiss me. Let me go!”

“After I’ve been so patient with you.”

“Patient?”

“You don’t get it.”

He takes the hand with the smear of blood on it and tugs at the mound of hair between my legs, and it fucking hurts.

“You belong to me,” he says.

He must be making a fist with his hand because he’s pulling so hard.

“You’re hurting me!” I’m powerless to move, to make him stop.

“I haven’t begun hurting you,” he says as he moves his fingers, giving me a moment of relief before he slides them lower and grips my pussy hard, digging his fingers inside me.

I make a sound, a whine, a moan. I don’t fucking know.

“You belong to me, Helena. I am your master. I decide when you eat, if you eat. I decide when or if you sleep and in whose bed. I decide if you’re allowed clothes. I decide if you’ll scrub my floors. I decide everything. Me. I am your fucking master.”

“Stop. Please.” It comes out a plea, and I hate myself for it, for the tears sliding out of my eyes. For being afraid of him. Of him like this.

“I decide when you’re rewarded, and I decide when you’re punished. And I should warn you, I have a taste for the latter and you’re already owed. More than once.”

I swallow, and I’m squirming like a tiny animal, helpless. Like a fucking rabbit caught in a trap.

“I own you, body and soul.”

“No. Not soul. Not that.”

He pulls his hand from my pussy, and I can breathe again.

He brings it to his nose, and his smile grows so fucking wide, I want to kill him. To smash his perfect teeth in, his perfect face, and I feel myself burn with humiliation when he smears his wet fingers rudely across my face, my mouth.

I smell my scent, that of arousal above all else. He smells it too, and he wants me to know it.

“You have sharp teeth and a sharper tongue, but I’ll break you of those. I’ll make better use of your mouth, like I will your pussy and your ass because I own every hole. And you will know that you are nothing. Nothing but my fuck toy. And you know what else, Helena? I’ll take the greatest pleasure watching you come. Watching you as you realize your body will betray you. Your pussy will betray you. It already has.”

“I hate you. I’ll fight you.”

He brings his face to mine, and that grin is still there.

“And therein lies the reason it was you and not your meek Barbie doll sisters.”

He sits up, squeezes his thighs around mine one last time, then gets up off the bed.

I remain as I am, lying there, spent, every muscle on fire like I’ve just run a fucking marathon.

But then he draws my pocketknife out of his pocket and opens the blade.

“So I’ll give you a notch for that little stunt.”

He catches me by the hair, drags me to my knees on the floor, and turns my face into the bed, pushing it into the mattress and holding me there by my hair.

I feel the sharp tip of the blade at the back of my neck, I let out a cry and grip the blanket, pulling hard.

“Be still. You don’t want me to slip up.”

It stings, every centimeter of the cut. He’s carving a line into the back of my neck.

Warm blood runs down my spine. I hold still, like he says.

“There,” he says, releasing me.

“What did you do?” I touch my neck, and my fingers come away bloodied.

He looks at the blade, wipes it clean with his finger, closes it, and tucks it into his pocket.

“I like it when you fight, Helena. I want you to fight. To run. To try to hurt me.”

He glances at his forearm, where tracks of skin are missing from where I scratched it off, and I suddenly am very aware of it under my fingernails.

He looks back at me. “Because it’s so much more fun when I have to make you.”

“You mean when you rape me?”

His jaw tightens. He wasn’t expecting that. I know he’s gritting his teeth. I’ve touched a nerve.

“And then pass me on to your brothers to rape me?” I continue.

“Be careful.”

“Isn’t that what you do? Isn’t that the point? You take a Willow Girl, and you beat her and you rape her, and you break her so that when you return her, she’s already dead even if you don’t kill her.”

I sag against the bed, and I’m not fighting anymore. There isn’t any more fight in my voice, because that last part, I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Not for his sake, but my own. Because with those words, I’ve just read my own death sentence.

He’s quiet for a long minute, just stands there and watches me wipe the stupid fucking tears from my eyes. When he steps toward the bed, I lean away, but he stops, doesn’t reach for me, doesn’t touch me.

“You want to keep your soul? I’m not interested in your soul. But don’t fucking push me. I am your only ally in this house. Remember that.”

I snort. “My ally?”

“Now get up and clean yourself up. Have a shower. Lunch will be sent up in twenty minutes, and the doctor will be here at two o’clock.”

“What?”

He walks to the door and only stops once he has opened it.

“What doctor?” I ask.

How many humiliations can he put me through? We were all checked already, my sisters and I, to make sure we were intact, as the doctor called it. Virgins. He knows I’m not. He knew it when he chose me.

“Birth control. I won’t father a Willow Girl.”


Chapter Five


HELENA

“I won’t father a Willow Girl.”

My mind is spinning. What is this? What is happening?

Sebastian’s gone. He closed the door behind him, but I didn’t hear a lock turn. Not too reassuring, though, because if he doesn’t feel the need to lock the door, he isn’t worried I’ll run. And I won’t. The punishment wouldn’t be mine if I did.

It would be my family’s.

I get up off the bed, pick up my discarded blanket, and go into the bathroom. Turning my back to the mirror, I lift my hair and look at the wound. It’s about two inches long but shallow.

I run the water and wash my hands, wash his skin out from underneath my fingernails before using a washcloth to clean up the blood, then look through the medicine cabinet where, remarkably, I find a first-aid kit. After I’ve cleaned and dressed the wound, I go back into the bedroom and walk over to the window.

Venice. He’d said we were going to Venice.

But I stand here in awe as I look out of my window on the second floor of the house, and I don’t see Venice like I imagined it. I see land and water.

I push the windows out and am surprised that I can open them. They must not be afraid I’ll jump, at least not yet. I lean my head out, and in every direction that I can see from here, there is only land and water.

No city. No gondolas. No sound of a thousand tourists.

The grass is green, and it’s well-groomed. There are two gardeners in the distance. To the right of the house is what looks to be a vegetable garden. To the left, I see the dock where three boats bob in the water. They’re wooden and look like the elegant water taxis I’ve seen in photos of Venice.

Strange thing is, I’ve always wanted to see Venice. I’ve always been enamored of it. There’s a mystery, something unique and belonging only to this city.

But this—this is not what I imagined and not what I know Venice proper to look like.

There’s a knock on my door.

I turn as it opens. I don’t know who I expect it’ll be, as I don’t see Sebastian or any of them knocking. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see it’s a girl with a tray. She’s probably around my age, and she gives me a little nod before setting the tray down on the larger table by the chaise. She then turns to leave without a word.

“Wait,” I call out just when she reaches the door. I feel ridiculous hugging this blanket to myself and chasing her down.

She turns but is visibly uncomfortable.

“Where are we? This isn’t Venice.”

She looks behind her into the hallway, squeezes her lips together, wrings her hands.

Maybe she doesn’t speak English, and I don’t speak Italian.

“Venezia?” I think that’s how it’s said in Italian.

She looks down at her feet, like she’s thinking about something, then looks up, nods, and rushes from the room. And I get the feeling she wasn’t nervous because of the language.

She wasn’t allowed to talk to me. Is anyone? Or will I be completely isolated? Wholly alone?

I shove the thought aside and go over to the tray, stumbling a little when the blanket gets caught between my feet. I gather it up and look at what’s for lunch. My stomach growls. I am hungry and missed breakfast.

I do wonder if I was drugged because I don’t know how I slept through landing and being carried in here and stripped naked. But why drug me? What’s the point? There’s no need.

There are two pots, and I lift the lid off each one. One is coffee and the other tea. Is that because they weren’t sure what I prefer?

No, it’s not a kindness. I should remember that.

I pour myself a cup of coffee and add a generous helping of cream. It’s good, although much stronger than I’m used to.

I take off the top piece of ciabatta from the sandwich and find inside roasted vegetables and goat cheese with pine nuts and what I guess is a pesto sauce. It looks good and I’m hungry, so I set the coffee down and pick up the sandwich with one hand while holding up my blanket with the other and take a bite.

My mouth full, I go to one of the other two doors I haven’t yet investigated.

One is locked, so I turn to the next one. It’s a huge walk-in closet, but it’s empty.

How long does he plan on keeping me naked?

There’s no clock in the room, and I wonder how much time has passed. I quickly eat the rest of the sandwich and drink my coffee before going into the bathroom to have a shower.

I have the quickest shower I’ve ever had. I know any of them can walk in at any time, and I’m vulnerable enough without being caught naked in the shower.

When I’m finished, I grab two towels, make a turban for my hair with one and wrap the other around myself—it’s a little wieldier than the long blanket. I towel dry my hair and leave that towel hanging on a rack.

Just as I return to the bedroom, that door opens and Lucinda Scafoni walks inside followed by a man too old to still be walking, along with the same girl who brought my tray. She pushes an empty metal table on wheels inside, doesn’t dare look at me, but curtsies to Lucinda and leaves. When she reaches to close the door behind her, Lucinda stops her.

“Leave it open,” she says in English, all the while watching me with distaste.

She’s wearing a black dress with a collar that reaches to the top of her neck. It’s severe and ugly. Her hair is, again, in a tight bun, and I see now how her makeup is too heavy. The powder is caked over a thick layer of foundation, her eyebrows, if they existed once, are long gone. She’s drawn them in, and they’re too dark. Too stark. Even with her olive coloring.

I don’t think she was ever beautiful.

“Take off the towel,” she orders me, and I notice she’s carrying a long, thin stick in her hand.

“Why?”

I hug the towel tighter as I try to keep her gaze, but from my periphery, I watch the doctor lay out his things, hear the soft clank of metal on metal. Recognize the instruments.

“I’ve already had an exam,” I say.

“You’ll have another. Take off the towel.”

“Where’s Sebastian?” Why do I ask?

“He asked me to take care of this chore.”

I stop at that.

He asked her to take care of this?

But what did I think? That he’d save me? God, I’m a bigger fool than I realize if that’s truly what I think.

“If you don’t take off the towel, I will ask Ethan to come and remove it from you.”

I swallow. I know she means it. I unwrap the towel and drop it to the floor.

The doctor is still working on unpacking his things or at least he has the courtesy not to look up, but she looks me up and down, up and down.

“Turn.”

I do.

“Not a mark on you.”

“All the Willow Girls have perfect, beautiful skin,” I taunt, turning back to face her, because I think I understand at least some of her hate for me. For all the Willow Girls.

But she grins. “Makes it that much more gratifying to mark an unscarred, arrogant whore.” She points to the bed. “Lie down and open your legs.”

“I’ve already had my exam, and Sebastian said this was for birth control.” But then again, he already betrayed me, didn’t he?

But is it betrayal when he is my enemy? No, not at all. His behavior is in keeping with his role.

“I need to be sure you’re not diseased. He should have taken one of your sisters. I don’t like the idea of my sons fucking a used Willow whore.”

“It’s not necessary. I’m clean.”

I’ve had sex exactly once for the sole purpose of ripping through that membrane. And look where it got me.

“Ethan.”

She doesn’t even look away and, as if he were standing right outside, Ethan appears in the doorway. I can’t scoop up the towel fast enough.

“Help her,” she tells him.

Sebastian is punishing me. This is what I get for standing up to him. This is all a part of that breaking.

“No.” I keep the towel around me but sit on the bed. “He can go. I’ll do it.” Lying back to prove my point.

“Open the towel,” she instructs.

I’d kept it wrapped around me.

Looking up at the ceiling, I open it.

“Now open your legs.”

“Ethan can leave. I’ll do it.”

“You’ll do it regardless.”

Ethan steps to the foot of the bed. I guess he wants a front-row seat.

I glance once at his mother and know it’s pointless to ask again, and I won’t beg. I open my legs. The doctor says something to Mrs. Scafoni in Italian, and she kindly translates.

“Pull your knees up.”

I do. And I’m wholly exposed to them, and all I can do is lie there and stare up at the ceiling and fist the bedsheets as the doctor conducts his examination, the instruments he pushes inside me cold, his old fingers poking me and just when I think we’re done, he’s given another instruction I don’t understand, not until I watch him smear lubricant onto his thickest finger and poke at my other hole and when I tighten up, it’s Ethan who speaks.

“It’s easier to take something up your ass when you’re relaxed,” he says. “And what I’m going to put in there will be much thicker than the doctor’s finger.”

Is this part of Sebastian’s punishment? This utter humiliation, this being taken down about a hundred notches?

My face burns as the doctor pushes his finger inside me. I don’t understand the point, but there isn’t one. It’s to humiliate me, that’s all. And he does. And when he’s done, I’m given a shot. The birth control, I guess.

When it’s over, he stands and takes off his gloves. Mrs. Scafoni approaches and, her eyes on me, has a discussion in Italian with the doctor. A moment later, the same girl who rolled in the cart returns and rolls it out. I reach for the towel.

“Roll over onto your stomach.”

I glance from her to Ethan, who is grinning, his hand on the erection evident through his jeans. I swear he’s not right.

“Why?”

“Ethan.”

She doesn’t even entertain my question, and I roll onto my stomach before he can lay his hands on me.

A second later, before I can process the whooshing sound, a line of fire burns across my ass, has me gasping, jumping from the bed.

But Ethan pounces, and I’m desperately covering myself as he roughly grabs hold of me, dragging me back down.

“You’re owed three more for your refusal to do as you’re told,” Lucinda informs me. “He can hold you down, and I’ll double it, or you can submit on your own and take the three. Decide.”

“What refusal? I did what you said!”

“That’s another strike. Ethan.”

I shake my head, but I know Lucinda won’t give me another chance. She likes this too much, and Ethan too, and I watch, helpless, as two cuffs, attached to the headboard, are exposed.

“No!”

But he, like his brother, is too strong, and my arms are bound and I’m on my belly and he takes hold of my ankles and has me stretched tight.

“Eight more since I’m doubling. Next time, you’ll know to submit immediately.”

And with that, I receive the first caning of my life, because that’s what the stick she’s holding is. A fucking cane.

Only once growing up did my parents lay a hand on me, but this pain, it’s different. Eight strokes in addition to the one and I’m sobbing by the second, sobbing and begging her to stop, hating her, hating myself, wondering how something can hurt so badly, wondering if she’s ripping through skin. Wondering if Sebastian ordered this too.

When she’s finished, she’s out of breath. Ethan releases my legs. I don’t turn to look at them. I bury my face in my arm instead.

“She should take care of this,” I hear Ethan say to her.

I don’t know what he’s talking about, but then his mother answers, and I think I do, I’m sickened.

“Soon enough. Get one of the girls from the kitchen for now,” Lucinda says.

I hear him leave. The bed depresses, and sharp fingernails scratch along my buttock, touching every line she just whipped into me, before combing into my hair, pushing it from my face.

I don’t want to look at her. I can see her victorious grin in the periphery of my blurry vision.

But she takes my hair in one hand and pulls my head back, turns it painfully, so I have to look at her.

“You’re pretty, but so was your predecessor when she came here.”

I know she means my Aunt Libby, but I didn’t realize Lucinda was here during her turn as the Willow Girl.

The Willow Whipping Girl.

“She was pretty too, in the beginning. Tell me, did you see her back when she returned to you?”

“Her back?”

She grins. “My husband gave me the chore of punishing that whore.”

Her husband? Sebastian’s father? He was married to Lucinda when he took my aunt?

“I look forward to the same with you.”

With that, she gets up. I watch her walk out the door, leaving me bound, lying on my bed.

Did I think she’d be different than the sons? Because she is a woman? I saw her cruelty from the first I saw her, and her hatred of me, of my family, is almost palpable.

Again, I wish I knew more of our history. Wish my mother had told us more. Wish I’d read more.

I roll to my back but quickly turn back onto my stomach. At least the pain gets me out of my head. My heart’s frantic beating is finally slowing, but the pain of my punishment only seems to intensify, making my skin throb, and all I can think about is what Sebastian said to me. That he is my master, and he decides my rewards and my punishments.

And then the other thing he said.

“I am your only ally in this house. Remember that.”

My ally.

My ally ordered this? Then I’m finished.


Chapter Six


SEBASTIAN

I return to the house under an almost pink glow. The sunsets this time of year are spectacular. I needed to be in Venice proper for a meeting, and the timing was good. I had to walk away from her before I did something rash.

But being away didn’t keep that one word, her accusation, from repeating in my head again and again and again.

Rape.

Although is it so extraordinary for her to use that word? I know what the Scafoni family is capable of. Is culpable of.

What is it you intend to do? asks the voice inside my head yet again.

I don’t answer that. Instead, I divert to what my brother would already have done if he stood in my place. I know it’s a cop-out, a diversion. I’m only fooling myself.

He’ll still have his chance. They both will.

I shove that thought roughly away. There’s time before that. Before handing her over to them.

I feel older than my twenty-eight years. I’ve been head of this family for ten years. I came of age years after my father’s death, and I know my obligations. I know the cost if I fail to continue the tradition. As archaic as it is, there is truth to the curse. The shadow of the family mausoleum in the far distance of the property stands as a constant reminder.

Remy, the caretaker of the house and a man I trust, meets me at the dock as I step out of the boat. He’s older, in his late sixties, and has been working for my family longer than I’ve been alive. He takes the ropes and a moment later, the boat is secured.

“How are things here?”

I can see from his face that something is wrong.

“The doctor came and went.”

Remy knows about the business of the Willow Girl. Helena will be his second.

“What is it?” I push.

“The girl is still in her room. No food has been sent up. No water. Not since lunchtime.”

“And she hasn’t come downstairs?”

“Mrs. Scafoni forbade anyone entering, and, I assume, leaving.”

I narrow my eyes, take in a slow breath. “Thank you, Remy.”

He nods, ever elegant, and I head to the house.

The lights are lit in most of the downstairs rooms, but I don’t see any of my family as I make my way directly up the stairs and to Helena’s room.

I don’t knock but push it open to find her lying on the bed on her stomach, naked. I know her arms are bound because she can’t be comfortable having them over her head like that.

She doesn’t stir, and I assume she’s sleeping. Her hair is wild, covering her arms and most of her back, but when I step nearer, I see the marks on her ass and I fist my hands.

I go to her, study each of the nine lines of the cane. Nine strokes. Nine fucking strokes.

I didn’t order this. Not like this.

But I knew Lucinda would show no mercy, didn’t I? Her hatred of the Willow Girls surpasses all of ours. I know why, at least in part. I stood witness to it all when the last one was here.

Still, this?

I don’t excuse it. Lucinda will need to be dealt with.

I sit on the edge of the bed. Helena stirs as I reach over to unbind her. She lets out a groan and draws her arms down, turns onto her side, and flinches. She lies back on her stomach.

She pushes the hair from her face. It’s puffy from crying, and when I meet her dark gaze, what I see inside makes my jaw tighten, makes my hands fist again.

“You’re my only ally in this house?” she asks, wiping her face, forcing herself to roll onto her side, biting down on the pain. “Then what will I do when my enemies strike?”

I get up, go into the bathroom. I run cold water and drench a towel in it, then return to the bedroom.

“Turn on your stomach.”

“Why? For more? Or so you can gawk?”

“This will cool it.”

She snorts.

“Turn on your stomach, Helena.”

“What, not Willow Girl? Not sweetheart?”

I meet her eyes, realize I hadn’t called her either. “I didn’t order this.”

“No? That’s not what your mother said.”

“I didn’t order the caning. Not like this.”

“Not like this?” she asks. She turns her face away, like she’s embarrassed.

I see the skin of her forehead crease as she wipes the back of her hand across her face. She turns on her stomach, and I lay the cool towel over the red-striped flesh of her bottom.

“Like what, then? What did you order, exactly?”

“One stroke. Two at most. Not nine.”

“One stroke. Two at most. So casual about beating a woman.”

I feel my lips tighten into a line, but she’s right, isn’t she? This, nine strokes, what would I call it?

I see the tray of food from earlier and go to it, pour a glass of water, and carry it back to the bed.

“Here.”

She looks at it, then at me, and pushes herself up to take the cup. She won’t let me help her to drink it. She takes a sip then hands it back.

“Are you hungry?”

“I just want to be alone.” She lays her head down, closes her eyes.

“Helena—”

“Just leave me alone!” she snaps, lifting her head, glaring at me. “Can’t you give me that? One night. One night after this. Please.” Her voice breaks, and I see her face crumple before she turns it away from me. I swallow over the lump in my throat when I listen to her quietly sob.

I stand.

“I’ll have some food sent up. Something for the pain too.”

She doesn’t reply, and I guess I’m not sure what she’d say.

I leave her alone, as she requested, and make sure someone takes dinner up to her before finding my family gathered at the table outside, my stepmother sitting in my chair at the head of the table.

When I get there, she’s grinning, casually sipping champagne. Ethan too. Gregory is unreadable, as usual.

“Lucinda.”

They all turn to me, and whatever she sees on my face wipes that smile right off hers. She gets up, takes her chair at the foot of the table.

“Son,” she says once she’s seated, knowing how I hate her calling me her son because I am not. “Pour me more champagne.” She holds out her glass.

I go to the table, take the bottle, and pour. “What are you celebrating?”

“Our new Willow Girl.” She raises her glass and drinks a long swallow.

I grip her by the throat, and Ethan is on his feet an instant later when she spills her refilled glass of champagne onto his lap the moment I take hold of her.

Because seeing Helena like that, well, I know what Lucinda is capable of. What she can do with that cane. I grew up on the receiving end of it and have the scars to prove it.

“If you ever touch her like that again, I will kill you, do you understand me?” I squeeze her tiny, scrawny neck, and she’s gripping my forearm, trying to drag me off.

“Am. I. Clear?” I ask once more, loosening my hold enough so she can choke out an answer.

“Yes!”

“Good.” I release her, and she stumbles backward.

“I didn’t break precious Willow skin. I only did what you asked.”

“She deserved it, Sebastian. The girl is arrogant, like mama says. She taunted mama,” Ethan says.

Rage turns my vision black for a second.

Gregory chuckles, and I think I hear him calling Ethan an idiot under his breath.

I shoot Gregory a look. He knows I don’t like that.

“You were there?” I turn my attention to Ethan.

He clears his throat, wavers, glances at Lucinda for direction.

“Did you lay a hand on her, Ethan?” I’m trying to rein in my rage, at least with him.

“No,” Ethan answers, panicked. I know I need to go easy on him. He can’t control his emotions, and that’s not his fault.

“Ethan did nothing wrong. Even though he has as much right to that little whore as you.”

“No, he doesn’t. Not yet.”

“I just looked. I didn’t touch her, Sebastian. I didn’t.”

Fuck.

I sit down, raise my eyebrows as one of the girls from the kitchen puts a whiskey down for me.

“What did I ask you to do, exactly, stepmother?” She hates being called that. She may hate it more than when I call her by her first name. But she will answer because she alone is the one responsible.

Her lips purse. “She should learn on her first punishment that disobedience will cost her.”

“What did I ask you to do exactly?” I repeat, draining my glass. The girl refills it.

“The examination.”

And this is true. I did want her re-examined for the simple reason of bringing her down a notch. “And?”

“She disobeyed, like we all knew she would.”

“How many did I order if she disobeyed?”

“One or two strokes.”

“And you delivered?”

“I didn’t break skin!”

“How many strokes did you deliver?”

“You saw for yourself. And if you want her to respect you, you’ll deliver nine more now. That will teach her.”

“That will break her.”

“Isn’t that the point?” she hisses.

“On my timeline, Lucinda, not yours. She belongs to me. You do as I dictate to the fucking letter, or you’ll be the one on the post. Are we clear?”

Her left eye twitches. It always does when she wants to tell someone to go fuck themselves.

“Are we clear?” I repeat, my face stone.

“Yes.”

“Good. Now get out of my sight.”

It takes her a minute, and I know she’s cursing me to hell and back, but I don’t care.

She walks into the house as the servers bring out dinner: a roast chicken with potatoes, vegetables and a salad.

I look at Ethan as I chew my first bite of chicken.

“You should have stopped her.”

He looks at me. “I didn’t want to, and when it’s my turn, I won’t.”

“It’s not your turn yet, brother. You stay away from the girl, or I’ll be angry with you, understand?”

“Mama says I get to have her too. She says you want to keep her all to yourself. But I get my turn too.” He eats a forkful of chicken, washes it down with a swallow of wine.

“How did the meeting go?” Gregory asks, sitting back in his seat.

I don’t know if he’s uninterested in Helena or what. Maybe he’s just smart enough to keep his head down because he has two years to wait.

Hell, maybe he’s smart enough to know that between Lucinda, Ethan and me, there may not be much left when his turn comes at all.

The meeting was with our bankers. I confirmed the first installment of the payment that should be sent to the Willow family and looked over everyone’s accounts. I need to keep a tight rein over Lucinda and Ethan, because even if Helena is bound to be handed over to him after my year is up, I still control the family funds. It’s how I plan to keep control of him when he has her.

I wonder how much Helena knows about the money that exchanges hands after the reaping and through the years the Willow Girl is property of the Scafoni family. I wonder how she’d feel about her own precious family if she did know.

“Good,” I say, glancing at Ethan. “Things are on track.”

After dinner, we all go our separate ways, Gregory leaving the island for some party or other, Ethan retiring to his room. I go for a walk, making my way to the east side of the island where the Scafoni Family Mausoleum is.

This path is not lighted, and I swear the grass here is browner. Nothing grows here anymore, like the ashes of the dead infect the earth here with death. It’s always cooler on this side of the island too, and that makes no scientific sense.

This is why some part of me goes along with this insane business of the Willow Girls.

I don’t believe in any god, but I do believe in ghosts. I believe those of the Willows are vengeful, but more so, I believe in the curse Maggie Scafoni, Anabelle’s mother, placed on us centuries ago.

Sometimes, the women of our family can be as fierce as the men because twice, a Willow Girl wasn’t claimed. Two generations that let the past lie, that allowed conscience to rule over family tradition and obligation.

That’s when the Scafoni family began to lose their firstborn sons, the loss leading to infighting among us because it changed the rules of inheritance.

Breaking with the tradition and displeasing our ancestors cost us.

After that, whether a Willow Girl was claimed or not, each generation lost one boy—some during pregnancy, some within days of birth. Always the first, so rather than having four sons, each family had only three.

The soft light of a lamp burns inside the mausoleum day and night, three hundred and sixty-five days a year, like the sanctuary lamp on every altar in every Christian church.

I push the creaky gate back and step inside. I don’t use my phone to shine more light on the space. I don’t need it, and I’m not afraid of these ghosts. They are here, yes, but they don’t mean harm. Not to me.

It’s big, the family’s final resting place, and will need to be expanded soon. The walls are already filled up.

I go to the freshest one, that of my father. I trace the dates. He died young, in his early fifties. He was not an unkind man, not to us at least, but he was weak.

The canings didn’t start until Lucinda was in the picture. She declared herself the disciplinarian—at least my disciplinarian. I swear, as sick as it is, she got a kick out of it.

I endured her wrath through my seventeenth year. I was a man, yet I endured her punishments until I couldn’t stand another minute of her hate.

I remember the last time she ordered me to strip. I remember my rage. I broke her damned cane in two that night and dragged her to the whipping post.

Never again did she raise a finger to me, raise her voice to me, or dare disobey me.

Not until now.

I think about my mother. I was two years old when she died, but I remember her being kind and gentle. I remember loving her.

How Lucinda could be so different from my mother, I don’t understand. They share blood and yet, they’re like night and day.

The memory of the marks on Helena make me remember the times we were made to watch Lucinda punish the last Willow Girl, Libby. What she endured at Lucinda’s hands makes me sick. But what makes me sicker is that my father was too weak to stop her, even though I know in his own way, he loved Libby Willow.

Maybe that’s why Lucinda hated her so much and punished her so harshly.

I have to take care with Helena. I can’t allow Lucinda to do to her what she did to Libby. I don’t have any interest in being her savior, but I will be the one to break her, not Lucinda.

I step to the right, to the next name carved in the black marble. To the dates there.

Timothy Scafoni. Older than me by thirteen minutes. He lived three days. My mother had thought the curse had been broken, and in a way, it had. She had twins—there were no other twins in the Scafoni line—and I survived.

Beside my brother’s marker is that of my mother, Samantha. I brush dust off the stone and rub the engraving of her name. It’s been a long time since she died.

I take three of the candles lying nearby, light them, and set them in front of each of the markers. Then, without a word of prayer, I walk back out of the mausoleum and to the house.


Chapter Seven


HELENA

When I wake in the morning, I’m surprised to find the curtains drawn closed. I hadn’t gotten up after Sebastian left. Every time I woke up, I just closed my eyes again, still hoping, like a coward, that this was a dream. Still hoping the next time I opened my eyes, I’d be in my own house, in my own bed.

I slowly sit up, pushing through the pain because I have to use the bathroom. I make myself sit on the edge of the bed, in fact. Make myself feel the sting of my first beating at the hands of a Scafoni because I don’t ever want to forget the cruelty, the brutality of this family.

Lucinda Scafoni dished out my punishment with pleasure. It was no chore to cane me.

I think about Aunt Libby, wonder at what she went through. I think about what Lucinda asked me, if I’d seen my aunt’s back.

I was five when she came back home from her ‘trip,’ and my memories are clouded, but the image of her back I’ve never forgotten. The day I saw them, she was coming out of the shower when I’d burst into her room, surprising her. I remember asking her about the patterns on her back, asking if they were a tattoo because I’d never seen anything like it.

She didn’t have a chance to answer me because my mother swept into the room and carried me out, chastising me that I shouldn’t walk into someone’s room without knocking. Now I know why.

On the nightstand is a pot of cream. I pick it up, open it, sniff it, and read the label. It’s a cooling cream. For my ass, I guess.

I put it down, more annoyed than grateful because when you order a punishment, you don’t get to be forgiven with a pathetic attempt to lessen the pain. I won’t ever forgive Sebastian for what he did.

I get up and go into the bathroom. The first thing I do is turn my back to the mirror and look at myself, look at the damage, and I gasp.

Nine angry red lines mark my bottom, all in a tight, neat row. She has a practiced hand. The skin is bruised in places, turning blue, but those lines, they’re a bright red. I reach back to feel the skin. It’s raised and tender to the touch. I’ll feel this for the next few days or even weeks.

I haven’t washed myself since the exam. I climb into the shower and turn the water on. I keep it as cold as I can stand because hot stings. Like yesterday, I don’t take my time. I used to. I always found it a pleasure to take long showers, use up all the hot water. My sisters always complained.

The memory makes me smile. I miss them. I wonder if he’ll let me have any contact with them or with Aunt Helena. Maybe he’ll feel badly enough that he’ll say yes if I ask today.

When I go back into the bedroom, there’s a knock on the door. It opens. The same girl from yesterday walks in, and we both blush. She knows what they did to me. She witnessed my humiliation. For a moment, I wonder if she was the girl Ethan used to relieve himself.

God, I think I’d be sick if I had anything in my stomach.

She sets the tray of food down and clears the old one. I guess Sebastian had had dinner sent, but I hadn’t even noticed.

“Thank you.”

She nods, offers a warm smile, and leaves. I pour myself a cup of coffee and notice they didn’t bring tea this time. I eat all three croissants, one plain, two chocolate. I’m starving. I then take the bunch of grapes and go to the window, push it open, and watch outside while I pop one after another into my mouth.

When the door opens without a knock, I startle and turn to find Sebastian walking inside. I stiffen and hold my towel against myself, finding it hard to swallow the last grape.

He looks at me and gives me a brief smile. He’s carrying boxes, one large with a pink bow on it, the other smaller. A shoe box, I think.

“Good morning.”

“Is it?”

“How do you feel?”

I give a fake smile. “Peachy.”

He sets the boxes on the bed. “I brought you a dress to wear today. And there’s more on the way.”

“Is that because you feel guilty?”

“Are you always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Difficult. Confrontational.”

“I guess that’s what your mother thought to cane out of me.”

He stiffens. “Lucinda’s been dealt with. She crossed a line, but it won’t happen again.”

Again, he refers to her as Lucinda. It’s strange. “Am I supposed to be grateful? I mean, after all, you did sic her on me to begin with.”

He crosses the room and just stops short of taking hold of my arm. I can see the effort it takes him to control himself.

His gaze falls to my chest, and I hug the towel to me.

“Let me clarify,” he says, meeting my eyes again. “It won’t happen again without my order, Willow Girl.”

Willow Girl.

That puts me in my place.

I study him, hear the warning in his tone.

He doesn’t feel guilty. He’s not upset. He dealt with it, whatever the hell that means. I’m the one who’ll deal with the bruised ass, not to mention the bruised ego.

“Go to hell.”

“I’m going to let that one go, considering. Get dressed and come downstairs. You have five minutes,” he says, turning toward the door.

“Why?” I push, although my voice is lower, and I half-expect him to not hear me. But he stops with one foot in the hallway. “Why are you giving me clothes?”

“Because I don’t want everyone gawking at what’s mine.”

Ah. What’s his.

Property.

What did I expect?

“Five minutes. I’m waiting at the bottom of the stairs.”

He leaves with that and, after taking a deep, steadying breath—because this man pulls the rug out from under me like no one else—I take the lid off the smaller of the two boxes to find a pair of slingback sandals inside. They’re white with a tiny heel. I recognize the brand from my sister’s magazines. Designer.

I check the size and am surprised to find he got it right.

I pull on the large bow and open the bigger box, pushing the scented pink tissue paper aside to find a turquoise sundress inside. It has a halter top and is cut low on the back. The skirt ends midthigh in a ruffle. It’s pretty, very pretty, and I’m glad it’s not formfitting.

When I slip it on, though, I realize it shows off enough without needing to be. It doesn’t allow for a bra—and even if it did, I don’t have one. My breasts are a very modest B cup at their most full time of the month, and this sort of dress is new for me. I’d never wear it at home.

The fabric is softest cotton. A glance in the mirror shows me it’s not see-through. I slip on the sandals, and the look is soft. Very feminine. The turquoise complements my skin and hair.

I peek under the tissue paper for underwear, but there doesn’t seem to be any. Which is probably for the best, since I don’t think I could wear any today anyway.

Back in the bathroom, I brush out my hair and set it over my shoulders. I need to ask him for some clips or hair ties or something. I’m used to my hair pulled off my face and neck, especially in the summer.

Guessing I took just over the five minutes I was allotted, I open the door and, for the first time, step into the hallway. I look right and left and up. There’s another level to the house, and this floor houses, from what I can see, seven rooms. I’m not sure if one is a linen closet or bathroom, maybe laundry. All of the doors are closed.

Our house back home is big too. It’s been in the family for generations. But, opposite this house, it’s old and needs repair with whole sections closed off, and it’s always too cold in winter and too hot in summer.

I take a few steps, and I’m at the top of the wide, opulent staircase. Sebastian is downstairs. I can see him in what I guess is the living room, and he’s on his phone. I make my way down. He looks up at me when he hears my heels clicking on the stairs.

When I reach the first floor, I look around as he wraps up his call. Large living room on one side, larger dining room to the other with a long, rectangular table that looks like it can seat more than a dozen people.

French doors lead outside from each room, making the space bright.

The front doors are opulent, the wood light in color, the carving intricate, each door making up one half of the giant symbol drawn in it with two smaller ones on either bottom corner.

Sebastian comes to me, and I watch him look me over, nod in approval. He’s dressed casually, wearing jeans and T-shirt, same as yesterday. Again, I see the tattoos. It takes me a minute to drag my eyes away.

I clear my throat at the awkward moment.

“What is that?” I ask, pointing to the door.

“Scafoni family crest.”

“Wow. Is that in case you accidentally walk up to the wrong house?”

He smiles, puts his hand at my low back, and the contact of skin on skin sends a small current of electricity sparking through me. It’s instantaneous and quick, and I wonder if he feels it at all.

“No chance of that. We’re the only house on the island.”

Island. Wow. They own a freaking island.

“I thought we were in Venice.”

“We are. This is Isola Anabelle, one of Venice’s islands.”

“Oh.” I sound stupid, I know, but honestly, I’d never thought about anything but Venice proper when I thought about Venice.

“This is the living room. You’re welcome in here anytime. Dining room, same thing. Although I advise you to stay in your room when I’m not on the property.”

“Because you’re my only ally?”

He narrows his eyes, gives me a smile that warns me to watch myself, and continues. “Any doors that are closed on any level are off-limits. Don’t let me catch you inside any of them.”

I face him, meet his charcoal gaze. He must have shaved this morning because it’s the first time I’ve seen him without scruff along his jaw.

“Or you’ll send your mommy to cane me?” I can’t help asking, even though I know I shouldn’t.

“Nah,” he says, leaning in close, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. He’s studying me as closely as I am him. I wonder what he sees. “I’ll cane you myself.”

His hand is at my elbow, fingers closing around it.

A shudder runs through me, and I don’t know if it’s his breath at my neck or the words themselves that do it. I look up at him, swallow, my smile fading as his grows.

“You won’t win with me, Helena.”

“I won’t give up without a fight, Sebastian.”

“Choose your battles wisely, then, or you’ll wear yourself out before we’ve even arrived on the battlefield.”

“We arrived on the battlefield the moment I was made to step onto the block to be poked and prodded as if I were cattle.”

“If you’re not careful, it won’t be a block I put you on.”

I stop, no comeback, his words from yesterday too fresh in my mind.

He’s referring to the whipping post.

Someone clears their throat, and Sebastian’s hand squeezes my elbow. “Helena, this is Remy. He’s a sort of butler. If you need something and can’t find me, you find him, understand?”

I turn to Sebastian, and I feel like he means more than he’s saying.

“Is he my ally too?” I ask.

“You’re wearing on me,” he says, introducing me to Remy, who smiles and bows.

He then walks me toward a swinging door that opens up into a very large kitchen. Blue-and-white tiles cover every wall, and there is a wood-burning stove where flatbread is puffing as it bakes.

The counters look to be concrete and very modern, like the appliances, and there’s a huge island where a cook is standing over the cooktop, stirring a pot. The scent coming from it makes my mouth water.

She’s older and has her gray hair tied back into a bun. She wipes her hands on the apron around her ample hips and nods her greeting.

“This is Miriam. She’s our cook.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say, stepping closer to peek into the pot. “What is it?” I ask, even though I don’t want to appear interested in anything he has to show me.

She answers in Italian and, while he translates, dips a spoon into the broth and holds it out for me to taste. She makes a motion for me to blow on it, and I like her already.

“Stock for tonight’s soup,” Sebastian says. “It’s vegetarian. You’re a vegetarian, right?”

I glance at him, taken aback. “Yes. And it’s delicious,” I say, directing that last part to Miriam, who smiles proudly.

I don’t thank him for accommodating my diet.

“I’ll let you know where you’ll take your meals each day. If you miss a meal, you wait until the next one. Remember that.”

“Don’t skip meals, or I’ll be sent to bed without my supper. Got it.”

He smiles, and his hand grips my arm a little too tightly.

I follow him through the open door and into the bright sunshine. I stand in it for a minute, enjoying its rays, its warmth. From here, I can see in the distance that one of the three boats is gone. He follows my gaze.

“My family is off the island for the day.”

I turn to him. “When you said you dealt with your mother, what does that mean?”

“It means she’ll think twice about hurting you again. And to clarify, she’s my stepmother.”

Stepmother?

But before I can ask more, he’s guiding me away again.

“This way.”

We walk along the property, and I’m in awe. I’ve never seen something so serenely beautiful as Isola Anabelle. The grass is lush, the water surrounding it—the Adriatic, I believe—quiet and blue.

There’s a swimming pool that is calling to me. With three sisters, swimming was my time to be alone. It’s my haven, being beneath the surface. The pool is Olympic-size, and comfortable lounge chairs are situated along the circumference.

“Where is Venice proper?”

“About a fifteen-minute boat ride away.”

“And there’s no one else on this island but your family and the staff?”

“Correct.”

“Do they live here too, the staff?”

“Yes. That building there houses them.” He points to a smaller replica of the house, the stonework as beautiful as the main house, nestled in what appears to be a small outcrop of trees.

We turn back to the house, where I see what I think may be my favorite part, the patio. It’s a covered space with a large fireplace, a dining table that looks to seat about half what the one inside seats with big, comfortable chairs around it, and a sitting area with colorful pillows. Each area is separated by carpet, and overhead hangs a huge Moroccan lamp.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, my eyes on everything, caught by it all, wanting to take it all in.

“The island isn’t very big, so you won’t get lost if you go for a walk, but you need to let someone know where you are at all times. The only part you’re not allowed to go to is the east side.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“Which way is East? I have no sense of direction here.”

He takes my hand, surprising me, and walks me to the opposite edge of the house and points. It’s strange, but it’s almost as though it’s darker on that side of the island. Although I’m sure that’s not true. And from above the trees, I see the gray stone roof of a building.

“What’s there?” I ask.

“The family mausoleum.”

“Oh.” That’s all he needed to say.

It’s awkward for a moment, and I clear my throat.

“You said Lucinda Scafoni is your stepmother?”

“My mother died when I was two. Lucinda lived with us. She’s my aunt, actually. My mother’s sister. She married my father soon after my mother’s death.”

“Oh.” That seems to be the only word I can speak today. “That’s…weird.”

“I guess.” He actually smiles. Like a genuine smile.

“So your brothers are half-brothers?”

“Yes.”

He’s tight-lipped about his family, and I want more of the story, but there are more important things than his family history right now.

“Can I have contact with my family?”

He studies me.

“Just my Aunt Helena, maybe. She’s very old. I’d like to call her.”

“Tell her about our brutal ways?”

“She knows your ways. She was the Willow Girl seventy years ago.”

He grows serious.

“I don’t know how much longer she has.” I don’t say more because I already feel the backs of my eyes warming, as if the tear ducts are preparing to do their work.

“I’ll think about it.”

I almost want to argue, to push, but something tells me it’ll be wiser to just give him some time. After all, he didn’t say no.

I walk toward the pool, slip off a sandal, and dip my toe in the water. He follows me and takes a seat on one of the lounge chairs, legs wide like men tend to sit.

After slipping off both sandals, I walk to the edge of the tiled area and onto the grass. It’s soft and cool beneath my feet as I make my way to what I think I saw from my room, a vegetable garden. It’s much bigger than I realized. I pass two fig trees bursting with the fat, ripe fruit. I pick one, break off the stem, and watch creamy milk run down my palm. I eat it and pick another as I continue walking to where I hear the animals.

I see they have chickens and some lambs. One comes right up to the fence when he sees me, and I pet his curious head. I had a pet lamb when I was little. Well, it’s not like she was given to me as a pet, I just made her that. Named her Honey. She was slaughtered soon after.

I still remember being made to sit at the table until I ate hours after my sisters had gone to bed. After that, I refused any meat.

When I head back toward the pool, I notice something up on a slight hill at the opposite end of the vegetable patch. It’s the only ugly thing in sight, and it takes all I have to drag my eyes away. I only do when I hear him come up the path to meet me, and I know he’s seen that I’ve seen it.

What had I thought, that he was joking? That it was a figure of speech?

I clear my throat. “Thanks for the tour. I’m going to go inside.”

“But we’re not finished.”

I glance over his shoulder at the whipping post again and take a step away, but he steps in my path and takes my arms.

His eyes grow dark, intense. I concentrate my attention on his neck. I can’t hold his gaze.

“You didn’t ask what that was,” he says.

“Let me go.”

“Ask.”

“I don’t need to.”

“Ask anyway, Willow Girl.”

I look up at him; I’d been avoiding his eyes. “Is this like Simon Says? You call me Willow Girl, and I have to do what you say?”

One side of his mouth curves upward. “You always have to do what I say.”

“I’d almost forgotten.”

“Ask me what it is, Willow Girl.”

“I don’t need to ask. I know.”

He remains studying me so intimately, I can’t look away.

“Say it.”

“No.”

“Say it, Helena.”

“It’s the post where you whip us Willow Girls.”

His eyes have gone almost black, and I see his throat work when he swallows.

I shake my head, drop my gaze.

“This is archaic. This…reaping, the blocks, the whipping post,” I say, and again, heat burns the backs of my eyes.

“It’s tradition. It’s the tradition of our families. You’ll do it too, with your daughters, if you’re the one to birth the quadruplets.”

I shake my head. “The Willow Girl is never the one.” The ring on my finger burns, and it’s like it gives me strength. Like it’s Aunt Helena giving me courage. “And if I were, I wouldn’t give my daughters up, not without a fight.”

“Your parents didn’t fight.”

“You think I don’t know that.”

“Would you have run? Is that why they bound you, shackled you? Would you have bit me? Is that why they gagged you?”

“I would have killed you if I could have.”

He smiles, his eyes glow. “I like you, Willow Girl.”

“I don’t like you.”

“You don’t have to like me. You just have to obey me.”

“I’m not afraid of you.”

He laughs. “Yes, you are.”

“No, you know what? You’re right. Half right. I am afraid of what you can do to me. I mean, I’ve been here less than twenty-four hours, and I already wear the marks to show me exactly how the next three years will go.”

“Do as I say, and you’ll survive.”

“By survive, you mean walk away after my time is up? What about after? Do you know the suicide rate of Willow Girls these days?” I feel my voice rising, wavering with emotion. “Do you?”

“Helena—”

“Why do you do it? Why take the girl? Now, I mean, in this day and age.”

“I told you, tradition.”

I shake my head, because that’s not it. He’s too modern for this. “There’s something else. There has to be.”

He cocks his head to the side. “Does it matter? I did take you. You’re mine now. That’s all you need to worry about.”

We stand quietly, me watching him, him watching me.

He’s right. It doesn’t matter, not for me. Not anymore.

“Come with me.”

He almost has to drag me up the path to the post, my legs growing heavier and heavier as we get nearer. When we finally stop in the clearing, I stare at my feet in the grass.

“Look up.”

“I don’t want to.”

He moves behind me, holds me to him, and forces my head up by my chin. “Look up.”

I do. And it looms over me, this stone post buried in the ground with shackles hanging from the top. I don’t want to look too close because I see marks on it, areas that are worn smooth, and dark, human stains.

He walks me closer to it, and I’m powerless when he trails his fingers softly, like feathers, down my arms and captures my wrists. My heart races as he drags them upward, and the metal of the cuffs is cold when he closes them around my wrists.

“I didn’t do anything,” I say weakly.

“I have a question for you,” he says, ignoring my comment, sliding the tips of his fingers back down my arms, to my sides, into the opening at the sides of the dress to cup my breasts. He kneads my nipples into points, and I swear I can feel his touch at my core.

I try to protest but my head drops back into the crook of his neck as he slips his right hand out and slides it lower, down to the front of the skirt of my dress, underneath it to my thigh, and up to my sex.

“Does it turn you on as much as it does me?” he asks, grinding his erection against my back while his fingers work my pussy.

I turn my face a little, so I can see him.

“It turns you on to have a woman bound to a whipping post?”

I suck in a breath when he pinches my clit.

“Not any woman. You.”

“Me. A Willow Girl. A Willow Whipping girl.”

He grips my hair and brings his mouth to my ear. “My Willow Whipping Girl.”

I shudder.

“Now don’t bite.” He kisses me, and I don’t bite, not this time. He slips his tongue inside my mouth. I’m so wet when he turns me, and the chains easily accommodate him.

Sebastian draws back and reaches behind my neck to untie the halter top.

I wonder if he planned this. If this is what he intended all along, giving me this particular dress. And I think the answer is yes when it falls to my feet and I’m naked and bound.

He pulls back to look at me, His fingers are working my pussy, and I’m so wet, I can hear myself.

“Come, Helena.”

“No.”

“Come.”

“I don’t want to.”

I close my eyes, and he cups my ass with his other hand and squeezes. The pain makes me flinch, but then he kneads my clit, rubs it, smearing my own moisture all over it, and I suck in a loud breath and I know it’s useless to fight him. I’m close, I’m so close. I open my eyes and see his smile and draw back or try to.

“I hate you,” I say, the words forced as my knees buckle and I come. I come so hard it’s running down my legs and I can hardly breathe because it feels so fucking good.

He leans in close to my ear, still working my clit, still squeezing my ass. “Come on the post where your ancestors have been whipped raw. Where I’ll whip you when your time comes.”

I’m listening to him, my body shuddering with this forced pleasure. He doesn’t let go of my pussy when it’s finished, when the orgasm passes. Not yet. Instead, fingers smeared with his juices, he slides them backward, to my ass, and rubs and watches my face as he does.

“It’s not all bad, is it, the whipping post. I’ll teach you to come even when it hurts.”

And as if to prove his point, he crouches down and cups my ass and squeezes hard, hurting the bruised flesh as he closes his mouth over my too sensitive clit and sucks. I come again, come on his tongue until I’m almost limp, my legs no longer able to hold me up.

He rises to his feet and grips my hair and kisses me hard. All I can taste is myself. Me on his tongue, his face. My scent clinging to him.

And then, a moment later, he stops, draws back. “What happened to you fighting me?” he asks, cocking his head to the side. “Where’s the fight you promised?” His voice is low, deep, mocking.

“Let me down from here.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out my pocket knife, opens it. He holds out his arm, and I watch him slice his skin, just below the crease of his elbow.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“My notch.”

He doesn’t even flinch. Just closes the knife and looks at me. Any humor is gone from his eyes. He doesn’t say a word as he pockets it and turns to walk away.

“Where are you going?” I yell after him, tugging at the restraints which seem to tighten as I struggle. “Sebastian!”

He stops, turns.

“I have a meeting,” he says, making a point of checking his watch. “And as for what I’m doing, I’m being gentle with you, considering the caning you endured. Think of this as what you’re owed for all the back talk, the bad behavior. I forget nothing, and I forgive nothing, not without punishment, Helena. Think about that as you spend a few hours here and thank your lucky stars this is all I’m doing.”

“Come back! You can’t leave me here like this. Come back, damn it!”

But he doesn’t even look back. He just walks on, crosses the pool and disappears into the house.


Chapter Eight


HELENA

It’s nightfall before I finally hear footsteps behind me, but when I turn, a new panic grips me when I see it’s not Sebastian but Gregory. He’s walking purposefully toward me, and I wonder when he got back to the island. If they’re all back.

He’s wearing a suit, the jacket still on, and when he reaches me, he stops, takes stock of my situation, and slips his jacket off his shoulders.

I don’t know what to expect with him, but I’m not exactly in a position where I have much choice, so when he sets the jacket over my shoulders and wraps a strong arm around my middle before reaching up to undo the cuffs, all I can do is try to stand on my own legs, which aren’t cooperating. My arms are worse, though. They’re limp. I can’t even manage to slap him away.

“Where’s Sebastian?”

“He asked me to take you to your room. Stop struggling.”

“I can walk.”

“No, you can’t. You can’t even stand. How long did he have you out here?”

“All afternoon.”

He makes a disapproving sound and carries me into the house and up to my room.

“Do you need to use the bathroom?”

I’m embarrassed, but I nod.

He walks me inside, and I try to squirm away. “I can do this part.”

He ignores me and walks me to the toilet, sets me on it, then turns and walks out, closing the door behind him. I pee and with some effort, manage to clean myself. I stagger to the sink and am washing my hands when he opens the door and holds out an oversized T-shirt.

“What’s that for?”

“I assumed you wouldn’t want to sit around naked but if you’d rather—”

“No.” Then, “I don’t have clothes,” I say stupidly.

He helps me to the chaise. My knees keep giving out, and I need his help.

“Can you lift your arms?” he asks.

I try but shake my head. He takes one arm at a time and dresses me like he would a child. It feels strange to have him do this. Almost intimate. And as soon as he slips the shirt over my head, I realize it’s his. I can smell him on it.

“Why are you being nice to me?”

“I’m not. I’m just taking care of what’s ours.”

He sits down beside me and pulls the table closer. He picks up the glass of water and brings it to my lips.

I drink greedily, parched. When the glass is empty, he sets it down, picks up the spoon, and scoops up some soup. He brings it to my mouth, and I hesitate.

“What do you think? I’m going to poison you?”

I don’t, but he doesn’t wait for me to answer.

“You’re a pain in the ass, you know that? I understand my brother. Just eat.”

I open my mouth and drink the broth soup. It’s good. So good.

“Can I have some wine?” I ask after finishing half the soup.

He puts the spoon down and pours me a glass of wine from the bottle. It’s a rich, warming red, and it’s exactly what I need.

“Thank you.”

He nods. We don’t talk while he spoon-feeds me the rest of the soup and the glass of wine.

“You know, you all act like I should just get over it already and be a good little whipping girl but put yourself in my place. How would you be if you were taken against your will and made a prisoner? If you were treated like I am here? I’m alone. Completely alone.”

“Do you think you’re the only person doing something against their will?” he asks, surprising me.

“I’m the only Willow I see here.”

“Well, step back and look a little harder. You Willow’s only see things from one perspective: yours. That’s always been the problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean not all of us want to be here.”

We both sit quietly for a minute until he stands.

“Do you need anything else?” he asks.

I shake my head. “No. I’ll be fine.”

“Good night, then.” He walks to the door.

“Gregory.”

He stops. “Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“See, it’s not so hard.” With that, he walks out the door and I’m left alone in my room, the windows open to the clear night sky, alone with my bottle of wine.

Again trying to ignore the faint scent of him on the T-shirt, I use both hands to pour myself another glass, splashing some because even though the feeling is coming back, my arms are still weak.

I bring the glass to my mouth and drink a long swallow. I feel better for it and take it with me into the bathroom where I run a bath, pouring almost a full bottle of bubbles in.

After finally stripping off the T-shirt, I slide beneath the sudsy surface. I close my eyes as feeling slowly returns to my arms. I keep thinking about what Gregory said.

Who here is doing something against their will? Sebastian?

No. No fucking way.

I lay back, look up at the ceiling, follow the pattern of the molding. The scent of lavender makes me drowsy. I drink another sip of wine before setting the glass down on the edge of the tub and sliding both arms beneath the surface.

Sebastian is enjoying this. Enjoying my torment.

Gregory is wrong. He’s not doing this against his will.

He may have felt sorry for me after Lucinda caned me, or, more likely, he felt usurped by her, that she was laying claim to a thing that’s his. Taking his toy. That’s more plausible to me.

I close my eyes for a while, listening to the only sound in the room, the occasional drip from the tap. I don’t usually take baths. I don’t take the time. But I have plenty of it now.

As I lie there, I think about how Gregory said what he said.

“You Willows only see things from one perspective: yours.”

What’s he trying to say? That Sebastian doesn’t want to do what he’s doing? That he’s somehow forced to? Why?

But my thoughts are interrupted by Lucinda’s voice in the distance, followed by a male voice and then her grating giggle.

I stand up, wrap a towel around myself, and tiptoe into the bedroom. The sound of an engine starting has me rushing to the window.

From here, I see them. Lucinda and Ethan are walking arm in arm. She’s dressed in a long gown. Moonlight bounces off the gemstones around her neck. Ethan is in a suit or something like it. He helps her up the steps and onto the boat.

I recognize Gregory by his walk. He must be reading something on his phone, because I can see the screen’s light from here. Sebastian follows last.

Earlier, I’d assumed Gregory was coming back from somewhere, not on his way to it when he came to get me. I am a little put off at being left behind. At the fact that Sebastian left me out there for so long, then sent his brother to collect me when he was here in the house all along. More than a little put off the more I think about it.

I duck back inside when Sebastian turns to glance up at my window and wait there, listening for the boat to leave. I dry off quickly, the feeling in my arms back now, and put Gregory’s T-shirt back on then step out into the hallway and listen.

There’s no sound, none at all, and I wonder if the staff has already gone home. I don’t know what time it is.

The house is in semidarkness, lamps on here and there so it’s not pitch-black. I go right and try the first door. It’s an empty bedroom, the bed stripped, the windows closed. I leave it and go to the next, and I know it’s Lucinda’s because of the massive amounts of perfume that assault my senses when I stand in the doorway.

I step inside, leaving the door ajar. The first thing I do is look at the clock. It’s a little after ten o’clock. I wonder where they were going dressed in their finest at this hour.

I walk around her room, noting the pile of dirty clothes on the floor. Probably left it for a maid to clean up after her. Her bed is made and on top of it are strewn three evening dresses, one still on its hanger with the tags attached. They’re not my taste, but I can see they’re expensive.

There’s a desk along one wall. I go to it and pick up the envelopes stacked on top of it. Mail from the States and one from an Italian bank. They’re sealed, so I put them back down.

I step back and survey the room and decide I’m wasting my time in here. If I’m alone in the house, I need to use my time wisely. I go back out into the hallway and try the last door on this side, which is locked. I pass my own room again and pause at the stairs to listen, then try the room adjacent to mine. I turn the handle and find it unlocked.

The instant I push it open, I know it’s Sebastian’s.

I go inside, and this time, I close the door behind me and lean against it. I just take a minute to breathe. To calm my frantic heartbeat. I’m too chicken to put on the lights, but the sky is clear, the moon is out and the bathroom light was left on, so I take in his room.

The king-size bed is central against the far wall with its headboard of carved wood that reaches practically to the ceiling. Pompous. Like he’s a king.

The bed is made, the duvet a deep charcoal that matches his eyes. There’s a worn leather armchair with a reading lamp over it and a shelf of books behind it, a large antique dresser, and two nightstands, each with a lamp on top.

There are three doors. The first leads to the bathroom with its light still on, the second is a walk-in closet.

Entering, I switch on the light in here and stop to inhale, recognizing the scent of his aftershave, not realizing I’d noted it, memorized it.

I run my hands along the suit jackets, of which he has a dozen or more. Next, slacks are hung that go with each one. Then the dress shirts. He’s a neat freak. Everything is hung up or folded and color coordinated, the shoes polished and neatly in their cubbyholes. It makes me laugh, like I’ve found out a secret. Which is ridiculous. It’s a closet.

On the island in the middle, I pull out the top drawer. He must have a hundred sets of cuff links, and at least eight watches.

I shake my head at the opulence. The abundance. How can some have so much while others starve?

Not that we Willows are starving, but there are people out there who don’t have enough to eat, and this family has more than they will ever use up in their lifetimes.

I close the drawer and am about to step out of the closet when I notice something out of place on the floor. I bend to pick it up. It’s my pocketknife. The one he stole from me. I grin, depress the button, and watch the blade open. At least he cleaned his blood off it.

Closing it, I slide it into the pocket on my borrowed T-shirt. He’ll notice it’s gone, I’m sure. He was having fun using it to carve out our various notches. Jerk.

I leave the light on and head back into the bedroom, going to the last door with a key in its lock. I turn and open it. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to see it leads to my room. Not that it matters which door he uses. He will enter at will and take what he wants at will and leave me hanging on a post for hours and then send his brother to get me at his fucking will.

From his windows, I see he has a better view than me. He can see more of the island. If I lean out, I can see the top of the mausoleum again. It makes me shudder. That part of the island, it just seems different.

I turn back in, go to his dresser, open the drawers, and rummage through them. I’m not looking for anything in particular. I just feel like I have some power right now. For the first time since I’ve been brought here. Like I’m in control.

How quickly it can be stripped from you.

The drawers in his nightstand are next. The one on the side of the bed closest to the door is empty, but when I go to close it, it sticks a little, so I try again, knocking the whole thing into the wall, making the lamp teeter.

I catch it before it falls and breathe a sigh of relief.

I walk around the bed to the other side, which must be the side he sleeps on, and am surprised to find the corner of a piece of paper sticking out of the drawer. I guess given the neatness of the room and his closet, I expected he’d be more careful putting things away.

I open the drawer and take out the sheet and notice the other items in the drawer—condoms and a tube of lubricant. I don’t know why that surprises me. I’m sure he has women here. They’re probably impressed when he brings them back to the island. His island. Probably can’t wait to jump into his bed, in fact.

Which begs the question why would he want me? Or any unwilling Willow Girl? He’s good-looking, he has money. Granted, he has a shitty family, but still. Why bother with me?

I shake my head and open the folded sheet of paper. It’s a bank statement. My eyebrows go up at the figures I see.

I don’t come from money. The Willows used to have money, but it’s long gone. Even though we live on a huge piece of land, in what was once an opulent mansion but has lately been cheaply refurbished, even some parts of the house closed off. What we could do with money like this.

He must have been going through it with a fine-tooth comb, because there are markings along some of the lines, but it’s the note scrawled on the side that catches my attention. I don’t have time to investigate, though, when, out of the utter stillness of the night, the bedroom door crashes open and the lights go on and Sebastian is standing in the doorway, looking all huge and pissed off.

It takes me a full minute to process that I’ve been caught, and I stand there, dumbfounded as he looks at me, looks at the sheet in my hand, the open drawer.

“I saw you leave.” It’s all I can manage.

“I guess you saw wrong.” He steps inside and closes the door, making a point of locking it and pocketing the key.

I swallow.

“What do you think you’re doing in here?”

I look down at my hand, at the paper I’m still holding, and set it on the nightstand.

“Nothing. I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d see if anyone was here.” I’m so bad at lying.

“You thought you’d look in the drawers to make sure no one was hiding inside?” He gestures to the open one beside me.

“You said I was welcome—”

“In certain rooms of the house. My bedroom wasn’t one of them, not to mention you rummaging through drawers.” His eyes on me, he walks to the end of the bed across from me.

“In my defense, I didn’t know this was your bedroom.” I move to the other, and we’re both watching each other.

“You have no defense,” he says, shifting a little, me mirroring his move. “Whose shirt are you wearing?”

“Your brother’s.” I notice the slight narrowing of his eyes, the tensing of his jaw.

“Did he touch you?”

“To take me down from the whipping post you stuck me on, remember? And he was a perfect gentleman.”

At that, he raises both eyebrows and seems on the verge of laughter. “I wouldn’t bet on that, Helena.”

I take advantage of his distraction. “I’ll go back to my own room now if you’re going to be that weird about things.”

I take a step, trying to appear casual, like I don’t know how much trouble I’m in, but he lunges toward me and I jump to the other side and scramble onto the bed to cross it to the door.

But it’s a trick, because he anticipates my move and catches me easily, tosses me onto my back on the bed.

I let out a scream and roll onto my belly, get up on hands and knees to make my escape and about a second later, I’m yanked flat on my belly and he’s got his full weight on me, his mouth at my ear. I feel his cock hardening.

“I don’t want my brother’s smell on you,” he says, his voice low and deep, his breath at my cheek making me shudder.

I’m having a hard time breathing, but he gets up, kneels over me, and practically tears the T-shirt off me.

“What, are you worried he’s marking your property?”

“Exactly.” He turns me onto my back, keeps me safely tucked between his powerful thighs, and gives me a grin. He takes my wrists and spreads my arms out to the sides and leans in close. “Time to pay, Willow Girl.”

He transfers my arms into one hand and reaches under the bed with the other, pulling out a pair of leather restraints. Squeezing my thighs between his, he binds my wrists and draws them over my head, clicking the cuffs into a ring attached to the headboard.

“What the hell is that?” I ask, trying to pull free.

He pulls his shirt over his head in one brisk move and fuck, he’s so beautiful, all tanned olive skin and cut, hard muscle and all that ink. From the look on his face, he fucking knows it.

Sebastian leans down, inhales at my neck. “You stink of my brother.” He licks my cheek. “I’ll take care of that, though,” he says as he starts licking me again like we’re animals, like he’s an animal licking his dinner.

I yank at the restraints even as my body remembers what he did earlier. Remembers how he made me feel. Even as it traitorously wants more.

“Get off me! Let me go, you fucking inbred prick!”

He stops at that, looks at me, and laughs outright.

“Not inbred, sweetheart, but I will give you prick.”

I can see every one of his perfect white teeth as his eyes take a quick sweep of me, pausing at my pussy, which is open to him given he’s sitting between my legs. He runs two fingers over it before dragging his gaze back to mine.

“I like looking at you, Willow Girl,” He wipes his fingers on my inner thigh. “And you like me looking.”

“I don’t, you sick inbred.”

He leans down, pulls my pussy lips apart, and licks the length of me. I try to squeeze my legs closed, to shove him off, and pull on the cuffs, all to no avail.

“Told you already, not inbred,” he says, straightening.

Giving me a wicked grin, he flips me onto my belly, the cuffs linked to allow it. He wraps his arms around my thighs and forces my ass up, my legs wide.

I crane my neck to look over my shoulder at him at eye level with my ass.

“Inbreeding would require blood relatives fucking and reproducing,” he says, shifting his gaze to my ass.

“What are you doing?” What a stupid question. I know what he’s doing. I just don’t know what to do, how to react.

“I’m explaining how inbreeding works. Try to keep up.”

Before I can reply, he buries his face in my pussy and ass, and I suck in a loud breath at the sensation, at him, his tongue soft, a day’s growth of beard rough as he licks my pussy, teases my clit, then drags his tongue up to my asshole and shifts his arms to tilt my hips so he has better access to me. A better view of me.

“Stop,” I squeak. “You can’t do that.”

“I can do anything I want. Don’t you know that yet?” He draws back, looks down at me, then dips his head down to taste me again, tastes all of me. “Your body is so responsive, Helena.”

I bury my face in his pillow, and I can smell him on it. And fuck, what he’s doing. His hands are on my ass, keeping me spread, fingers on me, tongue inside, and my body is like one giant nerve ending.

“Please,” I arch my back. I’m pressing into him, and I’m so close when he pulls away and flips me onto my back.

“Not yet,” he says. “Tonight, you’re going to take my cock, come all over it while you keep telling me you don’t want it, don’t want me, Willow Girl.”

He gets off the bed. His eyes are black, and he doesn’t take them off me when he strips off his jeans and briefs and I see him for the first time.

He’s huge and thick and ready.

“I don’t want you!” I scream, trying to scramble away from him.

He climbs back on the bed and drags me back toward him by the ankle.

“Keep telling yourself that.”

“I mean it.” I squirm, but between him and the bonds at my wrists, I can only move inches.

“You’re not going anywhere, Willow Girl,” he says, again kneeling over me, his thighs on either side of my belly now. He leans back, eyes still on me as he scoops my pussy, lubricating his hand before taking his cock in it.

It takes all I have to drag my gaze up to his.

“You’re not a virgin. Don’t pretend to be scared, sweetheart.”

I look down again, at his cock, at how it’s growing even bigger in his hand. He reaches over my head and unhooks the cuffs from the headboard then unlocks each of them and throws them on the floor. He takes my wrists and spreads my arms wide again and lays on top of me so I can feel the wet tip of his cock on my belly and his face is so close, our eyes locked.

He kisses me, and it’s deep and hard. I know it’s how he’ll fuck me, too—deep and hard and unforgiving. He shifts his grip from my wrists to my hands and interlaces our fingers together. I feel him start to slide inside me, and it hurts. He’s too big, and I may as well be a virgin for all the sex I’ve had.

He turns my head to the side, kisses my cheek. “Relax.” He draws out a little, pulling back to look at me. His eyes are shiny and completely black now. He’s watching me and moving inside me, and I know he’s not even halfway in yet.

“You’re too big. It hurts.” When he releases my hands, I pull mine in and set them on his shoulders, try to push him off at least a little.

He touches my face, the side of my cheek, and I realize he’s wiping away a tear. “You are so pretty when you cry, you know that?”

My belly quivers. He lifts up a little, and when he pushes one of my legs up, I look down and I see us, and we’re connected. He’s inside me, at least the tip of his cock is.

He touches my clit with his fingers and rubs, and I close my eyes and feel, feel his fingers on me, his cock stretching me, hard and soft and pain and pleasure.

But then he pulls out and turns me onto my belly. He’s lifting my hips high, and when I try to rise, he pushes my head back down.

“Like this.” He wraps one hand in my hair and squeezes my scalp. “Stay. Ass up, head down.”

His other hand is between my legs, and it feels so good.

I lay my cheek down, and I watch him. He has one hand on my hip, the other underneath me, his gaze locked on my ass as he brings his cock to my pussy and pumps a little, penetrating me, taking a few inches more.

“You’re wet and tight.”

With that, he pulls his fingers from my clit and grips my hips. With his thumbs, he’s pulling me wide open.

“So fucking tight.” He meets my gaze and thrusts into me. The breath I’m taking catches in my throat, and I think I’m going to choke on it.

I grip the sheets, groan into them, and when I try to bring my head up, he again fists a handful of hair and shoves it back down.

Sebastian thrusts again, then draws out. He’s hovering at the entrance of my sex.

He brings his thumb to my asshole, and the fingers of his other hand are at my clit again. He fucks me, really fucks me, and he’s not gentle and it hurts and it feels so fucking good.

I can’t tell what’s what. All I feel is him, him all around me, his scent on the pillow my face is buried in, him behind me, his fingers on me, inside me, his cock tearing me in two, tearing me apart.

And then, when I think I’ll rip apart, when I think I can’t take any more, I come. I fucking come, and the sound I make is strange, foreign and the pain and the pleasure are mixed up, confused. I can’t think anymore, not when I feel him throb, not when I hear him grunt, call out, not when he slams into me one last time, and not when I feel him empty inside me, using me up, filling me up, taking all of me, owning me.

I fall onto the bed when he releases me. The room smells of sex. I feel cum slide out when he gets up and goes into the bathroom. I hear the water go on. I lie there, trying to make sense of this, of what just happened.

He comes back a few minutes later and climbs back onto the bed, rolls me onto my back, and cleans me. He’s so gentle that I want to cry. It makes no sense, but I can’t help it. I just lie there, and I cry. I fucking sob, and I don’t understand why.

I hate him.

This is easy.

Simple.

Fucking simple.

I’m a Willow, and he’s a Scafoni, and I hate him. And that’s all.

But I didn’t fight him. I didn’t even try. He untied me, and I didn’t even try.

I came instead.

My eyes are closed, but I feel him watching me.

Maybe he likes it. He thinks I’m pretty when I cry.

I don’t think he meant sobbing, though. Sobbing is all choked breath and snot, and this is that and I don’t fucking understand what’s happening to me.

He switches out the lights from somewhere beside the bed and pulls my back into him.

I shake my head no, and push off, press the heels of my hands into my eyes.

“Let me go. I want to go to my room.”

“Shh. Lie down now, Helena.”

“Willow Girl. I’m the Willow Girl.”

He shouldn’t call me by name.

“Shut the fuck up and go to sleep.” He forces me down, holds me to him, his arm like a vice around me.

“My aunt…My Aunt Helena, she said there’s a reason I was chosen. Because I shouldn’t have been. I had the blood on my sheath to mark me.”

He’s quiet, listening. I can hear him breathing behind me, feel his heart beating against my shoulder. Feel his warmth, his strength, envelop me.

“She thinks I’ll be the one to end this.”

The crying starts again, but this time, it’s this choked sound, and I have to force down the lump in my throat to keep going.

“She thinks I’m strong, like her.” I touch my ring with my thumb. “But she doesn’t know that when I found out, when my mother told us what would happen to us, what we’d have to do, she doesn’t know what I did.”

“What did you do?”

“We were sixteen. I don’t think any of us even ate the birthday cake after that. It’s kind of a spoiler, huh?” I almost laugh but this isn’t funny.

“What did you do, Helena?”

“I went out to the barn, and I fucked the boy who worked for us. I fucked him because I didn’t want to be the Willow Girl.”

It’s quiet for a long minute.

“Just go to sleep, Helena. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“My mom caught us. The boy and his father both lost their jobs. I just got a belting. The only time my father laid a hand on me, and it was my mother who demanded it. I guess she knew why I did it. Knew she’d lose one of her golden daughters because of me.”

I roll onto my back, then turn to him. His eyes are open, but I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

“I guess we have that in common,” I say.

“What?”

“My mom and your stepmom. They’re more violent than our dads. At least mine, I guess.”

“Go to sleep, Helena. You can join the shitty childhood club tomorrow. Just go to sleep now.”

“I couldn’t walk for three days after that, and it was all for nothing, wasn’t it?”

It’s quiet for a long time. I think I doze a little too, but every time I open my eyes, he’s there, still awake, still keeping watch over me.

“I don’t think you’re weak, Helena,” he says finally. “Scared isn’t the same as weak. Forget the past. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“No, it doesn’t. I’m still here, and I’m still scared.”


Chapter Nine


SEBASTIAN

Forget the past.

That’s the thing about being a Willow or a Scafoni. You can’t ever forget the past. It doesn’t let you. And neither does the present.

I know about her aunt, the woman she’s named after. The other Willow with black hair and a silver streak through it. The Willow Girl who almost beat her Scafoni master. Who almost broke him. Who almost broke the family apart.

But that wasn’t the end of the story.

Helena should know better her history.

And the thing about ending this, there’s no such thing. Not for her. Not for me. And not for future generations of Willow daughters or Scafoni sons.

I look over at her standing beside me as I dock the boat. It’s been three days since the night I caught her in my room, and I can’t seem to stop looking at her.

We’ve just reached Venice proper, and her eyes are as wide as saucers as she takes it all in. It’s summertime, which means one part of the floating city will be overrun with tourists.

It’s amazing to me that people will travel hundreds of miles over hours and days and never leave one tiny part of Venice with all its vendors selling worthless trinkets, the noise and smell of a thousand people taking pictures of the filthy pigeons in the square, of the gondola with the singing gondolier. Fucking tourist traps. What they’re seeing isn’t Venice—at least, not my Venice.

“I thought there would be more people,” Helena says when we disembark.

“There are. On the other side. This is the Cannaregio district. It’s the better side, without the throngs of tourists. I’m not much of a people person.”

She stops, turns to me. “That’s a shocker.”

“Don’t be a smart-ass. Come here.” She’s already walking off, distracted.

It’s been one week since she’s been on the island with us, and I should have brought her here sooner. Should have done it on the day she arrived.

“I want to see the church,” she calls over her shoulder.

“We can see it after.”

“It’s just a few minutes. I want to light a candle.” And she goes off ahead of me, following the two nuns toward the small wooden door at the side of the old church.

“Do you ever listen?” I ask, taking her by the arm when I catch up with her. I walk her around the corner and to the steps of the entrance. “Here.”

“Oh.”

She looks up at it. It is a beautiful church. Most of Italy’s churches are, and Venice’s especially, although I’m partial, since this is home. Religion is an important part of Italian culture—at least for most people.

“Thanks,” she says.

I nod, and we walk in, my hand at her lower back, her heels clicking on the stone steps. The clothes I ordered for her had come, and today she’s wearing a gray skirt and a white, short-sleeved blouse with dark pumps. When I told her what we were doing, she’d chosen the most somber outfit she could find.

The soft scent of incense hovers outside the church. We approach the doors and I pull one open only to have that incense rush my senses. We walk inside, and she stops. Me too.

There’s a stillness here, something rare and unique to churches. Even if there’s a mass in session and a hundred faithful in the pews and an organ blaring out a Gothic hymn, underneath it is stillness. It’s here now, something I not only hear but feel deep in my bones, right to my marrow.

I know the exact day I stopped believing in God. It wasn’t when my mother died but the day I learned that the church turned its back on her. She who spent more time on her knees in prayer than anyone should.

I was a toddler when she died. Too young to experience that much loss, that much sadness. At least that’s what people thought. But I saw everything and heard everything and remembered it all.

It wasn’t until years later that I realized why everyone was so angry at her. I didn’t understand why my father suddenly turned his back on the church. I was seven when I finally did, and that was when I turned my back too. Finally understanding my father’s curse against our priest for not burying her. For refusing to even hold mass for her soul.

But Catholics are strange when it comes to suicide.

“I’ll wait outside,” I say, my voice hoarse.

Helena is surprised, but I turn and go, and I don’t explain myself.

I don’t want to be in there. I want to scrub the stink of incense from my clothes, my hair.

My mother used to say it’s the smell Jesus loves, that’s why it’s always burning. This made perfect sense to me when I was little. Now, it turns my stomach, excavating memories better left buried.

Fifteen minutes later, I watch her push open the heavy door and step outside. She smiles when she spots me, which I don’t expect. But maybe she doesn’t either because she schools her features into a frown a few moments later.

I take her arm. “You’re prettier when you smile.”

“I’m not really going for pretty.”

I shrug a shoulder.

“I’ve always wanted to visit Venice, but not like this. Not for this,” she says.

“It won’t take long. My attorney’s offices are just a few blocks away, and then, if you’re good, I’ll take you to lunch afterward.”

“Wow, really?” she asks, hopping in front of me, mimicking an excited child. “Will you buy me a Popsicle too if I’m a good little girl? Huh? Will you?” She gives a shake of her head and falls back in line beside me. “Prick,” she mutters under her breath.

I take her arm, tug her close. “No, no Popsicle for you. I was planning on giving you something else to suck on, but if you’re not careful, you’ll get it up your ass instead.”

She glances up at me from the corner of her eye, and I can almost see the names she’s calling me on the inside. Which is fine, as long as I don’t have to hear them.

“That time on the post didn’t do much for your attitude, did it?” I ask as we turn a corner and are, thankfully, out of the sun. It’s warmer here than on the island. Must be all the bricks. Just sucks up the heat.

“My attitude is just fine. I haven’t called you an inbred since you so kindly educated me on the specifics, have I?”

“You’re a quick study when you’re getting your pussy eaten out.”

“Jesus. Why are you so crude?”

I glance at her. “Some women find dirty talk hot.”

“I don’t know. I think it depends how good the dirty talker is.”

“Touché.” I stop. “Hand me the switchblade you took from my room. That’s a notch for you.”

From the look on her face, she didn’t think I’d notice.

That, or she thinks I’m stupid.

“You stole it from me first. I just took back what was mine to begin with.”

“Just take care with it. I don’t want you hurting yourself, Willow Girl.”

“You prefer to do all the hurting, is that it?”

“Careful there.” I wrap my hand around the back of her slender neck and give a little squeeze. “Part of the deal is I return you in one piece.”

It’s her who stops now just as we get to the entrance of the building. “Physically, at least, right? Doesn’t matter about the scars inside. Just all fingers and toes accounted for.”

I feel one eye narrow. “Something like that.”

She always takes it just a hair too far, but I get the feeling part of that is her fighting herself because as far as sex goes, she comes at least twice a day since the night I caught her in my room. And she’s always game, no matter how much she tries to tell herself and me she’s not.

“Let’s go up. Get this done.”

We walk into the ancient building that houses our attorneys. The building itself is part of Scafoni family holdings. It’s been beautifully restored. Upon entering, I think about how much I pay our attorneys to keep our secrets.

Helena is awed. I can see it on her face. She’s taking everything in, from the pattern of the marble on the floor to the paintings and tapestries hanging on the walls. I understand. It looks more like a palace than an office.

The receptionist stands to greet us, coming around the desk, almost bowing to me. I guess she knows who pays for her designer suit and shoes.

When I introduce her to Helena in English, she apologizes for speaking Italian and continues in English, telling us that Mr. Gallo will be with us shortly and asking if we’d like something to drink.

“Cappuccino please,” Helena says.

“An espresso for me.” She nods and walks through the door that leads to the small kitchen to work on our coffees.

“This building is amazing.” Helena turns a circle, eyes up, down, every which direction.

“Thank you. We had it reconstructed to look like it did in its early days, and it was a much bigger job than I realized. There was quite some water damage—it renders the first floor almost completely unusable—but the rest of the building is in perfect condition.”

“You own the building?”

I put my finger to her chin to close her mouth.

She clears her throat. “I just don’t even understand how much money that is.”

“It’s important to preserve the architecture of the city. This isn’t only my family’s inheritance. And by that, I mean culturally. The Scafoni family has an obligation to the people of Venice. I take that very seriously.”

“Do you own more buildings here? Is that where Scafoni money comes from?”

“A few and some.” I lead her around.

“Some?”

“Some of our wealth is through real estate. Some…outside of real estate.”

She looks at me suspiciously. “Legal?”

I give her a wide grin.

“Are you like a local mafia family or something?” I think she means it as a joke.

“This way,” I say, not answering.

She seems to understand I won’t be explaining further.

“This building dates back to the fourteenth century, and it was home to the Michiel family for a time.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“Venetian nobility.”

“Oh. Are you Venetian nobility too? That’s a stupid question.”

“It’s not stupid.”

“I don’t know anything about this. We don’t have this in America.”

He smiles. “No, we’re not nobility. We’re just smart businessmen.”

She studies me, and I wonder what she’s thinking, what she wants to say. She’s clever enough to know that you have to be better than smart to have collected our sort of wealth and power, and that doesn’t always come without darker dealings.

“Why don’t you have an accent when you speak English?” she asks.

“Because I was educated in boarding school in Massachusetts. I only spent summers in Italy.”

“Your brothers too?”

“Yes.”

Before she can ask another question, we’re interrupted. “Sebastian, I’m so sorry to keep you waiting.”

I turn to find Joseph Gallo coming down the stairs. He’s dressed impeccably, as usual. I’ve been working with him since I took over the family after my father died and have known him for most of my life.

I shake his hand, patting his shoulder. “Twice in one week.”

Joseph Gallo handles the Willow transactions. He’s the one I came to see to discuss payments a few days ago.

“A fortunate week,” he says elegantly.

He turns to Helena and takes her in, then holds out his hand. “Miss Willow, I presume.” He doesn’t quite shake her hand but holds one of hers inside both of his and turns to me. “Each generation is more beautiful than the last.”

I catch Helena’s glance. Joseph Gallo handled the details with Libby Willow too.

“Let’s go upstairs. Everything is ready. Should only take a few minutes.”

Her mood soured, Helena walks up the stairs only because of the pressure of my hand at her back. She isn’t even looking around anymore but is instead lost in her own thoughts as we enter Joseph’s office.

“Sit down, please,” he says, gesturing to two large, comfortable chairs before his antique desk.

The receptionist approaches with a tray of coffee for each of us and places a small plate of cookies on the table between our chairs.

Helena leaves hers untouched. I notice how her hands curl around the arms of the chair as she watches Joseph, who casually sips his espresso as he opens the large leather-bound tome before him.

Joseph sets his cup down and looks up at us, smiling as if any of this is normal.

“I don’t know how much Sebastian has explained to you, but I’ll just go through the legalities before you sign.”

“What legalities? There aren’t any. Don’t pretend like this is just a normal, everyday transaction.”

He isn’t ruffled. “We like to keep a recording for the sake of history.”

She raises her head to peek at the book on the desk, and Joseph turns to me.

I nod my head, and he turns the heavy book and sets it at the edge of the desk. She leans forward and looks at the still empty pages where her name is typewritten beneath one of the two lines there. Mine is beneath the other. The paper is specially made for us with our family crest embossed on it. Each page contains a rectangular frame sized for an 8x10 photo.

She touches it, traces one part of it, then turns the heavy sheet backward and stops.

Her Aunt Libby is staring back at her. Two photographs. One when she arrived on property, and one on the day before her release.

Beneath each image is a date and a signature, one belonging to her, the other to my father. The oldest son is the one responsible for the girl over the three years.

Helena stands to get a better look. She touches the photograph, then turns the page backward again, to the ones containing the two photographs her great-aunt.

“There aren’t many of you born with dark hair,” Joseph says. “Or at least not the chosen girls.”

She looks up at him with hate in her eyes.

“I guess the Scafoni men have a preference for blondes, but I don’t think chosen is the right word. This isn’t a privilege. It’s a condemnation.”

“Helena,” I warn.

She ignores me and returns her attention to her aunt’s image.

I don’t need to look to see what she sees. I’ve memorized this tome. And I know that as she scrolls through the pages of the Willow Girls who came before her, her namesake will be the only photograph where in the second image, the girl still has life in her eyes. Is still wearing a smile.

In the case of her aunt, the smile appears almost demented. Maybe she’d gone insane by the end.

Joseph begins explaining what will happen today. She’s still looking through the book though, back to when photographs were black-and-white, back when instead of photographs, hand-drawn sketches fill the pages. She then turns through the rest of it, flipping through all the empty pages, the destinies of the future Willow Girls, until she has enough and slams the book closed.

“Let’s get this done, then. Where do you want me?” Her hands are fisted.

I rise to my feet.

She’s looking around the room like she’s searching for a spot.

“This is your second warning,” I say, squeezing her elbow.

She turns to me, fire burning in her eyes. “I don’t care.”

Joseph rises, clears his throat. “This way,” he says, not an ounce of formal elegance lost as he opens a door to a smaller room off his office.

Helena doesn’t move at first, doesn’t move until I nudge her. When we pass Joseph into the room, he gives me a knowing smile.

“There’s always a bit of this at the first photograph,” he says, emphasis on the word first.

She turns to him, and I wrap my hand around her arm because she’s going to leap at him.

Joseph holds up a hand. “She’s new, Sebastian. Hasn’t yet learned. I promise it will be very different very soon. As soon as you get a handle on her.”

“A handle on me?” Helena snorts. “Like a leash? How do you know, anyway, that it’ll be different?” she asks. “Do you visit the island? See what they do? Join in?” She tries to pull free, but I squeeze. “You’re all sadists, you know that?”

He only smiles.

“Give us a few minutes, please, Joseph.”

“Of course.” He leaves the room, closes the door behind him.

I release her as soon as he’s gone and unbuckle my belt. “Against the wall. Lift your skirt.” I pull my belt loose of the loops and watch her jump at the whooshing sound of it.

“Go to hell!”

I stalk over to her, covering the space in just three steps. Frantically looking around, she picks up the only thing in the room besides the camera set on its tripod, which is a wooden stool.

“I’m warning you, Sebastian!”

I almost chuckle, grab a leg of the stool and tug, pulling her off balance, relieving her of it. She stumbles as the stool goes clattering to the ground, laying on its side. She takes a step backward, presses her back against the wall. I double the belt in my hand, squeeze the buckle of it in my palm, feel the metal dig into my skin, breaking it.

“Turn around and lift your skirt.”

“Like I said, go to hell.”

“Oh, Helena. You are fun. Turn.”

“You’ll have to make me.”

“With pleasure.”

I spin her around and wrap one hand around the back of her neck and, without a second thought, I raise my right arm and bring the belt down on the backs of her calves.

She cries out, tries to cover herself.

I raise the belt again and this time, bring it down on the crease of her knees, the sound of leather on flesh making my dick hard.

Her cry is louder this time, and I quickly follow it up with a third stroke.

“Ready to lift your skirt?”

“I hate you. I hate you so much!”

I lean in close, my mouth to her ear. “I don’t care.” I strap behind her knees once more, and they buckle.

“Your ass, Helena. Now. Or you won’t be walking for the next few days.”

She’s crying, and she moves slowly, but finally her trembling hands raise her skirt up to her waist.

“Bare.”

With one hand, she pushes her panties off her hips, and they drop to her ankles. Keeping one arm at her back to keep her skirt lifted, she sets the other into the wall and presses her face into it. Both hands are fisted.

“Now stand still,” I tell her, an edge to my voice. “This is going to hurt.”

I release her neck and step back to rain ten strokes on her sweet little ass, watching each thick stripe rise and redden, covering the whole of her ass and the tops of her thighs before I stop.

The room is quiet but for her ragged breath.

“Do you need more?”

She shakes her head no.

“You sure?”

She nods.

“Good.” I drop the belt to the floor, then right the stool and go to her, turn her to face me.

Her breathing is ragged, her eyes puffy and wet with tears.

“You fight me, Willow Girl, and you’ll lose. Every single time.”

“I will never stop fighting you, Sebastian. Not ever. Whatever you do to me, I will never stop. I swear it.”

I slide one hand between her legs and rub her pussy, her swollen clit, and bring my mouth to hers.

“I’ll hold you to that,” I say.

Our eyes locked, she opens her mouth against mine and rises on tiptoe. I can feel her breath on me, shallow and hot. I undo my pants, shove them and my briefs just far enough to free my dick, and lift her up only to impale her on my cock, watching the expression on her pretty, tearstained face change, pulling out to thrust in again, then again.

I kiss her mouth, feel her little teeth biting down on my lip as I cup her ass and knead it.

“I hate you,” she whispers, clinging to me as her pussy tightens around my cock.

“But your body doesn’t.” I bite her back, liking the taste of the iron of her blood. “Your cunt loves my cock, Willow Girl. It’s dripping for me.”

She digs her nails into my shoulders and buries her face in my neck to muffle her cry when she comes, when her cunt pulses around me, wet and hot and tight, milking my cock, taking my seed inside her as she cleaves onto me, sagging into me, breathless, empty.

I pull out and set her on her feet.

Her knees wobble, and she has to hold on to me so as not to fall down.

I pick up her panties, help her step into them, and pull them up.

“I need to use a bathroom,” she says. “Clean up.”

I shake my head. “After. I want you to feel my cum inside you. Feel me dripping out of you.”

I wipe the last of the tears off her face, comb her hair with my fingers. I cup the back of her head and make her look at me when she pushes against me, taking in her sad eyes, the defeat inside them.

“Why do you do this?” she asks.

“It doesn’t have to be hard.” I barely whisper it. I know we’re not unobserved. “You make it hard.”

A perfect teardrop falls from her eye. I capture it under my thumb, smear it across her cheek.

When she’s like this, soft and a little beaten, I feel like I can get lost inside the endless night sky of her eyes, and I don’t want to look away.

She’s a Willow Girl. I’m a Scafoni son. Firstborn, almost. We’re both condemned. But if I’m not careful, it can be worse, so much worse for the both of us.

I pull back and kiss her once more on the mouth. Our eyes are open. It’s not an erotic kiss. I don’t pry her lips open to slide my tongue inside. It’s just a kiss, and at the same it’s the most intimate kiss.

When I release her, she staggers to the stool a few feet away and sits on it like she can’t stand anymore. I wonder what she thinks when she looks at me. What she feels.

She must hate me. She must curse me.

I pick up my belt to weave it through the belt loops and open the door. Joseph is at his desk. He watches me buckle the belt.

He heard everything, I know, and he’s not my friend, I know that too. There are no friendships when this much money is in play.

He smiles and gets up from his desk to make his way into the room again. I know the camera in the ceiling recorded everything. I know he’ll watch right after we’re gone. I know he’ll get hard at Helena’s cries. Jerk off to her whipping. Our fucking.

The room smells of sex. Of us.

Joseph glances at Helena, and her cheeks burn. She, too, knows he heard every damn thing.

“Are we ready, then, Miss Willow?”

I put my hand around the back of her neck. “I think she’s ready now, aren’t you, Helena?”

She won’t look at us, but I can see from her profile that she’s biting her lip to stop from speaking or maybe crying.

“All right. If you’ll kneel on the stool, please,” Joseph says.

She turns to me. “Kneel?”

I hold out a hand to help her. “Kneel,” I say.

She swallows but rises and doesn’t take my hand as she kneels on the wooden stool and turns to the camera. Just as he snaps the photograph, she gives him the finger.

I can’t help the smile that creeps along my lips.

Joseph, however, is not amused. His ears go red, and it may be the first time I’ve seen him ruffled.

“We’ll need to take another.”

But it’s an old-fashioned camera. Not a digital one.

“No need, Joseph,” I say, looking at my pretty, defiant Willow Girl. “That’ll do just fine.”


Chapter Ten


HELENA

We both signed the book in the space where my photo will be forever preserved as this generation’s Willow Girl. We’re now sitting at a table for two waiting for our lunch to arrive.

Our eyes are locked, but the difference in our expressions is night and day. I’m glaring, and he looks like he’s smiling, calm as can be, like this is normal.

“What’s your problem?” I ask finally, shifting in my seat, his cum sticky in my underwear.

“No problem. Just enjoying my day with my Willow Girl.”

“You know he heard everything.”

He nods. “He’s probably jerking off to the video as we speak.”

“Video?”

Sebastian shrugs a shoulder.

A waiter comes with a bottle of wine, pours for both of us, and sets the bottle in a bucket of ice before leaving.

“Don’t worry. You shouldn’t have to see him again for three more years.” He picks up his glass. “Cheers.”

I fold my arms across my chest. I don’t pick up my glass.

“How did it start? Taking a Willow Girl?”

“You don’t know your history?”

“No, I don’t. Why don’t you educate me, like you so graciously did on the meaning of inbred.” Prick, I add internally.

“Happy to oblige.” He takes another sip of his wine. “The Willows were a prominent family—at least in the Midwest—way back when. The Scafoni were immigrants to America, but wealthy ones. We needed status, and you needed money, and so a marriage was arranged.

“There was a difference then, and that was that the Willows only had sons and the Scafonis only daughters, and so a Willow boy, Marius Willow, married a Scafoni girl, Anabelle Scafoni, for her fortune. There was no love between them. It was a business transaction, one arranged by Anabelle’s father and Marius Willow. He was more than twice her age and a brute, according to history.”

“According to your history,” I interrupt.

He ignores me.

“She didn’t survive long in his hands. Not a full year, even. In fact, only a handful of Scafoni survived that marriage. Marius Willow made sure of that, having no pity, killing off as many as he could, starting with Anabelle’s father. Although I guess he did have some pity. He didn’t kill Anabelle or her mother but cast them out, left them for dead, after securing Anabelle’s fortune. If he’d killed her, none of this would be happening.”

“Why?” I’m engrossed.

“There was one thing he didn’t know when he sent her out of his house. Anabelle was pregnant.”

“Pregnant?”

He nods. “Anabelle’s mother, who was a midwife, cared for her, and delivered the baby in secret. This was a rare male birth for the Scafoni family. Just two months after the baby’s birth, Anabelle died. She was too broken by her grief. It’s a wonder the baby didn’t die with her.”

“What happened to the baby?”

“After burying her daughter, Anabelle’s mother, took the child and fled back to Italy, but not before laying a curse on the Willow family, one that would weaken their line. From that point, the Willow family only had girls and the Scafoni family only boys.”

“A curse? You can’t believe in that.”

His expression and his non-comment give me pause. I don’t expect Sebastian Scafoni of all people to be superstitious.

“Anabelle’s son, Giuseppe, was raised to hate the Willow family, and when he came of age, he vowed vengeance for his mother and set upon rebuilding our fortune, passing down his hate from generation to generation until we were ready to return to America. To avenge Anabelle.”

“But how? Even back then, what you’re doing couldn’t have been legal. I mean, it’s kidnapping.”

“You’re naive, Helena.”

“No, I’m—”

“If you have enough money, you can do anything you want. Have anything you want. Money is power. Money makes us kings. Gods even.”

I shake my head. “What do you hold over the Willows that they don’t put a stop to it?”

“I just told you.”

“You told me money makes you a god.”

“Money got me you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s actually much simpler than you think. You sure you want to hear it?”

“Yes.”

“It may change your view of your family.”

“It won’t.”

“The Willow property, have you ever seen the deed?”

I shake my head.

“I’m not surprised. Our name is on it. The Scafoni family owns the estate.”

I snort at that. “You want me to believe you own our house?”

“And the land it’s built on.”

“I don’t believe you. The house has been in our family forever.”

“Not really. Not in almost two hundred years.”

“What are you saying? You…buy the Willow Girls?”

He shrugs a shoulder. “I think of it as more of a lease.”

“What are you talking about? My parents wouldn’t allow—”

He leans in close. “Your parents were eager, Helena.”

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. I don’t know if that’s what he intended, because he picks up his wine, gives a shake of his head, and swallows a large mouthful.

The waiter appears with our lunch, but I’ve lost the little appetite I had.

Without a word, Sebastian picks up his knife and fork and cleans his fish, then takes a bite. “It’s good. You should eat.”

He puts another forkful into his mouth. I don’t move, I don’t touch my utensils.

I look up from my plate of pasta with red sauce, notice the anchovies lying on top. Why do people think vegetarians eat fish?

“I don’t believe you,” I say.

“I made the first payment the day you got to the island. It was on the statement you were holding when you were snooping in my room.”

“You’re lying.”

“Why would I lie? Why would I need to?”

“You want to turn me against my family.”

“What purpose would that serve?”

He’s right.

“I mean, think about it, a sacrifice of one for the survival of the family. It’s a deal I wouldn’t make, but the Willows never did have much integrity. Even family doesn’t mean anything to them. They sell off their daughters like they do a prize pig.”

I meet his eyes, and he’s dead serious. He’s not making fun of me or trying to injure me.

“I can prove it to you if you want. I’ll show you all the bank statements. All the payments made to the Willows for the sacrifice of one daughter with every generation.”

I pick up my glass then, take a long swallow. My hand is trembling when I set it down.

“And you’re okay with it? With taking me? Knowing I don’t want to be here. Will you be okay to hand me to your brothers?”

At that, he pauses, exhales, takes a moment to look across the room then back at me. “What I want and what I have to do are not always one and the same, Helena.”

“So you don’t want this?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Could you have said no?”

“What do you think would have happened if I did? Do you think Lucinda or Ethan or even Gregory would have let it go?”

“What do you mean?

His face darkens. He sets his utensils down and leans in.

“I mean if I chose not to participate, Ethan would have happily taken my place. But I guess that would have been good news for you. He’d have chosen one of your sisters.”

He sits back, picks up his fork and knife again.

“You talk about a way out, but there isn’t one, Helena.”

He reaches across the table and forks through my pasta, shakes his head. I just watch, slow to process his words, as he calls the waiter over. I know he’s sending my plate back, explaining about the fish.

The waiter apologizes, and I nod my head, but I’m not really listening. He’s back a few minutes later with a fresh plate minus the fish.

But it’s a waste of food.

I can’t eat a bite.

*     *     *

I’m on my fourth glass of vodka as I stare, bleary-eyed, at the papers before me. I guess I can’t understand why he told me. What’s the point? To hurt me? To make sure I know I am fully alone? Because I already knew that. I’ve known that for a long time.

As promised, Sebastian delivered the statement I’d found while snooping to my bedroom the next night along with records of past payments, almost two hundred years-worth of them. He also showed me a copy of the deed.

It’s true. We live on Scafoni land.

I wonder if my Aunt Helena knows. If my sisters know, now that I’m gone, and it’s settled, at least for the time being. Until they have their daughters, and the Scafoni have their sons.

There’s one discrepancy I don’t understand, though. The payments are made three times, once every year. I assume it’s done when the Willow Girl is passed from brother to brother.

There used to be four payments, but for the last several reapings, only three have been made and there are only the three brothers.

But that thought is pushed aside by the others. Mainly, my parents’ betrayal of me. But also the other thing. About having no choice.

I have a hard time believing Sebastian doesn’t want this, not now that he has it, even if he didn’t think he wanted it at first. And I can’t think about what will happen in a year’s time.

Sebastian is cruel, merciless when he punishes me, but there’s something else too. A protectiveness, a possessiveness almost. I’m his. And in a way, as long as I’m his, I’m safe.

No.

I shove the papers off me and get to my feet so quickly, that between the blood rushing and the vodka, I have to hold on to the wall so as not to fall over.

I’m not safe.

And I can’t be fool enough to let myself think I am, not for a second.

I stand taller. I steel my spine and say it out loud. “I am not safe. Not with him. Not with any of them.”

Does he think that by telling me, by isolating me mentally and emotionally as well as physically, that I’ll be a better Willow Girl. A more obedient one?

I go to the window, wrap my sweater around myself because tonight is cooler than it has been, and I think about them, about my family and how they betrayed me. How they’ve been betraying their daughters for generations. And for what? Money. For fucking money.

“Willows never did have much integrity. Even family doesn’t mean anything to them. They sell off their daughters like they do a prize pig.”

His words slam into me but before they can break me, I stalk to the nightstand and open the drawer and take out my pocketknife. I don’t know why he didn’t take it from me. It’s not an oversight. Sebastian doesn’t overlook anything.

Three million dollars. If I survive the three years. That’s the sum of it. Of my worth.

I know our house is important. I know the land is important. But isn’t a daughter more important?

I gather up the papers, not caring that I’m crushing them. I want to rip them to shreds, even if they are copies.

I walk out of my room. I don’t even close the door behind me.

He’s downstairs, in his study. I know because he told me he’d come up for me when he was finished with his work. Needs his nightly fuck, I guess.

Two Willow Girls have died while serving their time, and when my Aunt Helena was the Willow Girl, only two payments were made. Did she run away? Did she manage to stay away for a time? Because there was a clause that should the girl not be available to the Scafoni sons, the Willow family would be penalized, and that penalty would be paid in the form of a forfeiting of funds, or worse.

The words an eye for an eye stand out.

They make me shudder.

I look down at my ring.

Bone for bone?

My mother, when she told us what would happen to us, she didn’t quite tell it like this. Never mentioned money, just a debt, and warned us that whoever was chosen would have to serve the full three years. She told us we’d not be welcome home because the vengeance the Scafoni would take would be catastrophic to the rest of the family.

The house is dark but for the light under the study door. It’s past one in the morning, but Sebastian isn’t alone in there. I hear two male voices.

I don’t bother to knock but push the door open. I guess I push too hard because it slams against the doorstop and vibrates. Sebastian looks up from behind his desk, momentarily surprised. Only momentarily.

I turn from him to the chair across the desk to find Gregory there.

“Helena,” Sebastian says, pushing back from his desk and folding his arms across his chest. “How can I help you?”

Ignoring Gregory, I slam the papers down in front of him.

“Why did you tell me? What’s the point?”

He cocks his head to the side, studies me. “Are you drunk?”

My hands fist so hard that I feel my fingernails digging into my palms. “Why?”

I hear a chuckle.

I turn to Gregory, who stands and looks at me. He doesn’t bother to school his features into something more serious.

He shifts his gaze to Sebastian.

“I’ll say good night, brother. We’ll pick up tomorrow.”

“Good night,” Sebastian says. I don’t think his eyes ever leave mine.

Gregory closes the door behind him. Sebastian gets up and comes to me.

“It’s rude to barge into someone’s office like that, Helena.”

“I don’t much care about rude.”

“No, you don’t. How much did you drink?”

“Not enough. Why? Why did you tell me?”

“You asked, remember? And I warned you that you may not like what you hear.”

“Is it to isolate me even more? Make sure I know I can’t go home?”

“Watch your tone, Helena.”

“Don’t you mean Willow Girl? Watch your tone, Willow Girl?”

He steps closer so the tips of his shoes are touching my bare toes. He tucks a finger beneath my chin, tilts it up and leans in close.

“If that’s how you want it, then watch your tone, Willow Girl.”

The low timbre of his voice is more warning than his words, and it takes all I have not to back off.

“Just tell me why. You owe me that much at least.”

He steps back, giving me space to breathe.

“I thought you should know the stock you come from. And just to clarify, I don’t owe you anything.”

I ignore that last part.

“Well, don’t you come from it too, considering you’re descended from Anabelle Scafoni’s son? Does that make us family? Cousins or something?” I don’t know why I say it, it’s so far in the past and so diluted, that it doesn’t matter.

He grins, touches his middle finger to my collarbone, traces it to the hollow at my throat, up over it to my lips, presses until I open. When I close my teeth around the digit, he uses his finger like a hook and drags my face to his so we’re nose to nose.

“You have got such a big mouth, you know that, Willow Girl?”

I reach into my pocket, feel the weight of the switchblade in it, pull it out.

He must hear it open. It’s the only way he can react so quickly. The only way he can catch my hand before I can sink the little dagger into his gut.

I pull back to look down. He does the same. We watch the little drop of red stain the white of his dress shirt. He doesn’t pull the blade back, though. He holds it there instead, even forces it a little, ripping his shirt, slicing his own flesh.

“Stop.” There’s a quiver in my voice. I try to pull my hand away, but he won’t let me.

“Is that my notch?” he asks when he looks back up at me, holding my gaze as he relieves me of my weapon. I hear the clank of it when it hits the far wall. Before I can step back, his hand closes around my throat and he leans me backward over his desk, the angle painful.

One of my hands wraps around his forearm while the other one grips the edge of the desk to keep him from breaking my back.

“Do you know what would happen to you if you’d succeeded just now? What did I explain earlier?”

I know what he’s talking about. That if he didn’t do this, didn’t take me, then his brother would or his brother after that.

“Let me go,” I say.

His eyes are dark, black in the light, and I watch as he touches his wound with his fingers before bringing them to my thigh and smearing blood upward, pushing my underwear aside to rub it on my pussy, rub it inside me.

“You’re always wet for me,” he says before switching his grip to the back of my neck and kissing me hard, as hard as he’s rubbing me. He breaks the kiss and watches me, and I hear him undo his jeans. He steps backward and pushed me to my knees.

I know what he wants.

He collects a fistful of my hair and grins. “Open up. I’m going to teach that big mouth a lesson.”

I look up at him, try to pull back, but I can’t.

He draws me up a little, painfully by my hair, and brings his face to mine. “If you bite, I’ll whip you until I open your back, understand?” He squeezes that fistful of hair when I don’t answer. “Do. You. Understand?”

“Yes!”

“That’s a good Willow Girl. Now keep your eyes on mine, and open wide.”

He doesn’t even give me a minute to do it but pinches my nose closed, forcing my mouth open.

His cock is thick, hard, and ready. Precum tastes salty on my tongue as he moves me the way he wants, shallow at first, taking his time, watching me take him.

“First time?”

I don’t say anything. I can’t speak.

“Suck,” he says as he pushes in deeper, and I do. I suck on his cock as he feeds it to me, deeper and deeper, tears forming at the corners of my eyes either from his hand fisting my hair too hard or from being choked on his cock. My voice, any words, are gargled as he hits the back of my throat and holds there for a moment, letting out a deep moan.

I push on his thighs and he pulls out a little, shallow again, pumping in and out slowly, going deeper; then, when I choke, shallow again.

“I like you like this, you know that? On your knees and quiet.” He almost smiles. “Ready?”

Ready? Ready for what?

He forces my head forward, thrusting in to my throat.

I dig my fingers into his thighs and cry out, but the sound is muffled as he fucks my face, watching me as he takes me harder and harder until, finally, he stills inside me.

I feel the first spurt of cum hit the back of my throat and feel it slide down as the next one comes. I watch his face, and I hate that I can’t look away, hate that he’s so beautiful, hate that I want him even when I should hate him.

When he’s emptied, he drops to his knees, breathing hard, smiling a little. He’s still got hold of me, but he’s not hurting anymore.

With his other hand, he pushes the hair that’s stuck to the sheen of sweat on my forehead back.

He just looks at me for a minute before kissing me, kissing my mouth that tastes like him, that’s just had him inside, that’s just swallowed everything he gave me.

And when he slides one hand into my panties and rubs my clit, I kiss him back, and I come. I come on his fingers, in the palm of his hand, and I’m pulling him to me when I should be pushing him away.

Wanting him when I should be hating him.


Chapter Eleven


SEBASTIAN

I’m up earlier than usual the next morning. Helena is fast asleep beside me, her arms hugged into her chest between us, forehead pressed against my shoulder.

It’s funny, no matter how far from me she starts on the bed, every morning it’s the same. She’s curled so tight against me that I’m afraid to wake her when I get up.

She doesn’t budge when I push the hair from her face to look at her. She looks younger than she is when she sleeps. It’s because her face is so relaxed. She’s always on her guard otherwise, and I understand that.

I get up, check my phone for a message I’m expecting. It’s there, but I’m not sure if I’m happy about it or not. It could save Helena, if it comes to that, but it would destroy Ethan in the process.

I type a reply. I’ll meet my contact in his Verona office the following day.

Helena doesn’t move when I slip off the bed to have a shower, but when I come back into the bedroom, she’s sitting up in bed, arms folded, her face like she’s deep in thought. She turns to look at me, and I notice that she doesn’t keep her eyes on mine.

“Good morning,” I say.

“Why were the payments different when my Aunt Helena was the Willow Girl?”

I toss the towel I just used to dry my hair aside and step toward her, take her chin in my hand, and tilt her face up.

“I said good morning.”

She looks at me, her forehead creasing. “Good morning.”

“That’s better. Why don’t you go have a shower and get dressed? You should come downstairs for breakfast. You can’t avoid my family forever.”

“No, thanks. I’ll lose my appetite with Ethan gawking at me.”

“He can’t help how he is, you know that, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“You must have noticed.” Although she’s had such little interaction with him, is it possible she hasn’t?

She shrugs a shoulder. “He seems strange. I just thought he was a jerk.”

“Oh, he is a jerk, but there’s something else. He had an accident when he was fourteen. There was some damage to his brain.”

“Oh.”

I glance away, remembering, but only for a moment. “And Lucinda manipulates him. Teaches him everything he knows.”

“Teaches him to hate me.”

“Not just you. I’m just saying there’s a reason he’s the way he is. And that doesn’t mean you should be alone with him, but just so you understand.”

“It doesn’t matter to me. He’s still my enemy, no matter what. What was the accident?”

I turn away before answering. “A boating trip gone wrong.” I walk into the closet to get dressed, pull on a pair of jeans. I have a T-shirt in my hands when I walk back into the bedroom to find her still on the bed.

She bites her lip. “So what happens when the year is up? I mean, do I just…do you… Do you stay here and I’m with him and…”

The thought of it, of handing her to him, of him touching her, makes my hands fist. Is it just her, or would I feel this way with anyone? I wouldn’t wish my brother on any of the Willow Girls because it’d be handing her to Lucinda and handing her to Lucinda would be like handing her to Satan himself.

“Don’t think about that now, Helena. There’s a full year. A lot can happen.”

“What does that mean?”

I pull my T-shirt on and go into the bathroom to comb my hair, but I’m really just buying time.

“You asked me about the payment when your Aunt Helena was the Willow Girl,” I say, coming back into the bedroom.

She nods, sits up a little taller.

I sit on the edge of the bed. “How much do you know about her time here?”

“Not much. Only that she survived.”

“She was here for two-and-a-half years. Not three.”

“Why?”

“Because she killed the firstborn Scafoni son.”

Helena’s mouth falls open, and her eyes go wide. “What?”

“Smothered him in his sleep.”

“How? I mean, she didn’t say anything about that to me. Are you sure it’s true?”

I nod. “Six months into her ordeal, she killed him, so she was passed on to the second. Then, after a year, to the third. That’s why the discrepancy in payment.”

“I don’t believe you. This makes no sense. She’s not a killer.”

“She probably wouldn’t be under normal circumstances.”

“No. It’s a mistake. It has to be.”

“Funny thing was, his middle finger was missing, and they never found it.”

At that, her eyes grow to twice their size.

“Helena, I’ll admit, the bastard probably deserved what he got, but your aunt wasn’t all there, and definitely not by the end.”

“Did you think about what I asked? If I can call her?”

I get off the bed, walk to the dresser to put on my watch. “You want to ask her about this? Verify I’m not lying? She wouldn’t tell you,” I say, my back to her.

“Maybe because it’s not true. Maybe it was one of his brothers. You’re all ruthless. I don’t see any brotherly love between any of you.”

“Believe what you want. It’s all written down. Recorded.”

“Just because it’s written down doesn’t make it a fact.”

I check my watch. “Go have a shower and come down to breakfast. I’ll be there. You won’t be alone.”

She looks up at me, cocks her head to the side, and gives me a smirk. “Even if you’re there, I’m still alone, Sebastian. More alone than I knew thanks to what I learned yesterday. And with today’s story”—she shakes her head—“if you’re trying to turn me against my family, it won’t work.”

“I’m just telling you the truth. Maybe think about the questions you ask me next time.”

“You’re unbelievable sometimes, you know that?” she says, sliding off the bed. She wraps the blanket around herself and turns to go into the bathroom.

I grab her arm, stop her. “And you wish you hated me for being a Scafoni, but you don’t.”

She tugs to free her arm, but I hold tight.

“Oh, I do hate you, Sebastian. I’ll always hate you.”

I stare at her, and she at me. The next time she tugs, I let her go.

She disappears into the bathroom and locks the door. That’s why she showers here. The lock. It’s probably why she sleeps in my bed.

Better the devil you know.


Chapter Twelve


HELENA

I don’t go downstairs to breakfast. I don’t go for lunch either. I only make my way down when I’m too hungry to stay in my room.

I know Sebastian won’t send food up. I also know he’s right, that I have to face them sometime, but I’ll put it off as long as possible.

The evening is cool and I wrap a sweater around myself. I’m the last to arrive. By the time I get out to the patio, the family is gathered around the table, Lucinda and Ethan drinking martinis, and Gregory and Sebastian, whiskey.

Two places are set for dinner, one in front of Sebastian and the other, Gregory, and Lucinda and Ethan are dressed in fancy evening wear. Maybe it’s my lucky night and they’re going out.

Sebastian is either bored or irritated. I can see it on his face, in his posture. He sits opposite Lucinda, who has her back to me. He’s leaning in his chair, head resting against the back, looking daggers at her until he sees me.

He shifts his gaze to me. I still can’t read him, but I can’t look away either. He does something to me. It’s like when he’s in a room, it’s just him and me and every hair on my body stands on end. I don’t know. It’s like he steals the air out of my lungs.

I know the others feel this strange charge between us. They have to. And I can see from my periphery Ethan turning his head from me to Sebastian and back.

I told Sebastian that I hated him, and on some level, I do because he is my enemy. But I also know he is the one thing standing between me and the rest of them. I know they won’t touch me as long as I have his protection.

It’s not just that, though. I’m drawn to him. I want him. I want his hands on me. I want him inside me.

But the scariest part is that I want his arms around me when I sleep.

Lucinda slowly cranes her neck, and I clear my throat. The silence has become awkward.

“A drink?” I say.

Sebastian points to the long buffet table at the side where various drinks are laid out. I see a pitcher of martinis. I go to pour myself one, but a girl steps forward to do it for me. I watch her put three olives in a martini glass and pour the clear liquid. She hands it to me, and I sip. I feel it instantly, like the vodka is physically creeping down my shoulders.

I remember how Amy, the youngest of us, and I would sneak vodka when we could. Drink a little of it.

We started doing it the night my mother caught me with the boy when my father whipped me with his belt until I couldn’t move anymore.

I still feel the shame of that night. The humiliation.

She had my sisters watch. A family punishment, after a proper family dinner. She had me strip naked from the waist down and bend over the recently cleared dinner table while they all watched.

At least she sent the maids out of the room.

When my father had thought I’d had enough, she ordered him to go on until welts covered me from the backs of my knees to the whole of my buttocks. A lesson for my sister’s to learn what would happen should they try the same.

I think the Scafoni family is sick, but we’re sick too, us Willows.

Amy’s the only one of my sisters that I miss.

“You should teach your little pet to address us respectfully,” Lucinda says, drawing me back into the present.

“I’ll teach my pet to do as I like, not as you like.”

I pick up a breadstick and turn, leaning my back against the buffet, crunching the breadstick and watching them silently, washing it down with my martini. I should take it easy. I haven’t eaten all day.

It’s breezy tonight, and Sebastian favors me in dresses apparently because that’s about ninety percent of my wardrobe. I’m grateful the sleeves of my sweater are long, long enough I can hold them in my palms.

I lay one arm across my belly and just watch them while helping myself to a second breadstick.

Sebastian has turned his gaze back to Lucinda, and I guess they’re having a staring contest that she’s losing. I turn the bone ring in my hand, knowing now whose bone it is, feeling a surge of power run through me at the thought.

It’s my secret. Just mine. I have a piece of them. My aunt took the finger of her Scafoni bastard, took the bone from it, and made it into an ornament for herself. A skull she hung around her neck like a token of her victory.

Her notch.

How fitting, the skull.

God, I want to laugh. I want to laugh out loud.

“Your aunt wasn’t all there, and definitely not by the end.”

Hell, maybe I’m not all there either because since I’ve come to this place, I feel insane.

Sebastian turns to me. He unceremoniously shoves out the chair beside his with his foot.

“Sit.”

I guess those daggers are turned on me now. I walk obediently to the table and sit.

The girl I recognize from the few times she’s been up to my room quickly sets a place before me.

“I’m hungry,” Sebastian says. He’s resumed his stare down of Lucinda.

She swallows the last of her drink and rises. Ethan follows her lead, and for the first time, I see the hesitation on his face and what Sebastian said makes sense. He’s not all there. I’m curious what happened, what this accident was.

I glance at Sebastian. He’s watching Ethan too, and I swear I see something like remorse there. But it’s gone the instant Lucinda speaks.

“We’ll be on our way, then. Don’t want to keep you from your dinner.”

She gives me a pointed look before she turns, and Ethan follows on her heels.

A few minutes later, I hear the engine of the boat just as a bottle of wine is opened and dinner is served, a steak for each of the brothers with a side of potatoes and roasted vegetables, and for me, the same, but instead of a beef steak, mine is a vegetarian version.

“Thank you,” I say to the girl.

Sebastian and Gregory pick up their forks and cut into the meat. I start with a bite of potato. When I put the second bite into my mouth, Sebastian sits back and chews his, watching me.

He’s in a mood.

“I want you down for every meal from now on.”

“I don’t eat breakfast,” I say, knowing it’s a weak excuse.

“Well, you’ll start. Especially since we’ve taken into consideration your diet, and the cook is preparing special meals for you.”

“Why are you taking it into consideration?”

“Christ. Can you ever just be grateful and move on?”

He’s right on this one. I know it. “I am grateful. Thank you. It was just a question.”

“Nothing is just a question with you. Eat. I don’t want you too skinny.”

“Not enough flesh to whip?”

“Something like that.”

We glare at each other for a full minute until I can’t anymore and do as he says. I eat. I’m starving, and the food is good.

I study Gregory while I work my way through my plate. He and Sebastian share similarities in features and, more so, mannerisms, and I can’t help but watch them. They’re not big on talking, so we eat mostly in silence.

“Were you both here when my Aunt Libby was the Willow Girl?”

They both look at me, and it’s Sebastian who answers a moment later. “Yes, over the summers.”

“What was she like?” They seem surprised by my question, and I clarify. “I was only five when she came home. I never really got to know her.”

“She wasn’t like you,” Sebastian says.

“What does that mean?”

He continues like I haven’t spoken at all. “Although by the time I met her, she’d spent six months on the island, so maybe she was like you in the beginning.”

“Was it Lucinda who beat the marks into her back or was it your father?”

Gregory puts the last of his steak into his mouth, as if what I just asked was completely normal. All the while he’s studying me, his eyes unreadable.

Sebastian wipes his mouth and puts his napkin on the table, finished with his meal.

“I saw them once,” I say. “I still remember them. I thought they were tattoos. I had no idea.”

“My father suffered after my mother’s death. I don’t know that he ever got over it. In a way, your aunt became a friend to him, and more,” Sebastian says. “Lucinda hated her for that.”

“That doesn’t really answer my question.” I look at Gregory.

“It was my mother who put those marks on your aunt’s back,” Gregory says.

I guess I didn’t expect such a direct answer, especially from him because it’s still his mother we’re talking about. Maybe I don’t expect him to speak to me at all. Every time he does, it’s like he has to.

“Our father didn’t stop her, which in my eyes, makes it as much his fault as hers,” Gregory continues.

“Did you witness the punishments?”

“Some,” Gregory answers.

“You didn’t stop them either?”

“My brother was eight and I was twelve, Helena. We couldn’t have stopped them if we wanted to,” Sebastian replies.

“Did you want to?”

“Christ. Leave it alone,” Sebastian says.

“She has a right to know if she wants to know, brother,” Gregory says.

Sebastian turns to him. “But the problem, brother, is that Helena has a habit of asking questions she doesn’t really want to know the answers to.”

“I want to know,” I say.

“Why?” Sebastian asks. “What purpose would it serve?”

“I can bear witness.”

“Again, what purpose would it serve?”

“She has a right,” Gregory repeats.

I turn to Gregory. “Do you want this? Do you want a turn with me?”

Sebastian snorts.

Gregory studies me for a long time before answering. “I know my duty as a Scafoni.”

“But do you want it?”

“That’s enough, Helena,” Sebastian says. “Go to your room.”

“I haven’t had dessert.” I retort as a girl appears with a tray of cakes.

Sebastian narrows his eyes at me but doesn’t say anything when the girl comes to serve us. We eat the rest of the meal in silence.

When we’re finished, Gregory pushes his chair back and walks out toward the pool, straddles one of the lounge chairs there, and takes out a pack of cigarettes. I guess I’m surprised he smokes when he lights one up and sits back to watch the night sky.

I feel Sebastian’s gaze on me as I wipe my mouth and set my napkin on the table and stand.

“Sit.”

“You were dismissing me a few minutes ago.”

“And now I want you to sit. Or did you want to go chasing after my brother?”

I look at him, confused for a minute, but then I sit. A smile spreads across my face. It’s not a nice smile.

“Are you jealous?” I cock my head to the side, make a point of studying him.

He leans in close, and it takes all I have not to lean away. “Be careful with my brother, Helena. He’s not what you think. In fact, he’s just as wicked as the rest of us.”

He sits back in his seat, picks up the whiskey one of the girls brings him. They must know his habits by heart. He doesn’t even have to lift a finger.

“I have no doubt. But you didn’t answer my question,” I say.

I know I’m playing with fire. This man calculates his every move, and he’s much more adept at this game than I am.

“All right.” He turns to the girls who are clearing. “Leave us.”

Almost before he’s finished saying it, they scatter away like mice, disappearing into the house. My heart falls to my stomach as he rises to his feet and I anticipate his punishment, because he will punish me for this.

“Up.”

“Why? What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to give you what you want.”

I glance over at the pool, to where Gregory is leaning back on the lounge chair, smoking his cigarette, blowing a circle of smoke up into the sky.

I shake my head no.

He gives me a smile. His isn’t a nice one either. “Are you scared when I call your bluff, Willow Girl?”

I push my chair back, and the feet screech against the tiles.

Sebastian holds out his hand. His eyes give nothing away. I reach out to place my hand in his, and he walks me to the pool. I’m barefoot because I’d slipped my sandals off under the table. The grass between the tiled areas feels cool and soft beneath my feet.

Gregory turns to watch us, still smoking, casual, but something else too. Something darker that I hadn’t noticed before.

I pull back, but Sebastian tugs me into his chest.

“Don’t chicken out now, Willow Girl,” he says, kissing my mouth.

I put my hands flat on his chest to push him off, but he cups the back of my head with one hand and won’t release me from his kiss, although he doesn’t slip his tongue into mine, not now.

But then I feel his other hand at my back, feel him unzipping my dress. He’s still kissing me when he pushes the straps off my shoulders and down my arms so that I’m naked from the waist up.

I pull back, look over at Gregory, whose eyes are locked on me.

“What are you doing?” I ask Sebastian, my voice quieter, my throat suddenly dry.

In answer, he kisses me again, kisses my cheek, then my mouth and pushes the dress off so I’m just in my underwear.

“Sebastian.” I shove against him, but to no avail.

“You want my brother?”

I shake my head and glance back, but Gregory hasn’t moved, and his dark eyes are locked on me. On us.

Is he going to share me?

Is he going to give me to his brother?

Sebastian’s eyes narrow, and this notch is his. He knows it as well as I.

“You’ve made your point. Stop,” I say.

But he doesn’t.

Instead, he turns me so that my back is to him and I’m facing Gregory. He slides his big hand into the front of my panties and cups my pussy while the fingers of his other hand find my nipple and knead.

Gregory’s eyes lock on mine, and I can’t look away. Can’t look away as he watches me in this most vulnerable position.

“You’re wet, Helena,” Sebastian whispers at my ear.

I feel his hardness behind me and from here, I can see that Gregory is aroused too. There’s a moment when I wonder if they’ll both have me at once. It excites me as much as it terrifies me. And this, Sebastian letting his brother watch me, I know it’s a trap but also my punishment.

All the while, Sebastian’s working me slow. He must feel me when I’m close, and he backs off again and again. His mouth is on my neck, kissing me, and like a child who closes her eyes when she wants to hide, I shift my face from Gregory’s, unable to look at him.

But then he moves, and I turn to see him straddling the chair, legs wide, thighs powerful, and he’s stubbing out his cigarette.

He gets up and comes over and stands inches from me. His cock is hard, like a rod straining against his jeans. I swallow when Sebastian pulls his hand for my panties, leaving me unsatisfied, leaving a wet trail across my belly.

Gregory’s gaze slides down over my belly, and I press back against Sebastian. Sebastian takes my wrists and holds them at my sides when Gregory reaches out and touches me, runs the fingernails of one hand over my breast, his gaze never leaving mine as he slides his hand inside my panties where Sebastian’s just was.

“Stop,” I try.

His fingers feel foreign. Rough.

I twist this way and that, but Sebastian’s got me tight. Gregory’s rubbing my pussy, working my clit, and I don’t want this. I don’t.

God, I don’t.

And even as I deny it, I feel the tension building, feel my body preparing. I’m going to come. One more second, and I’m going to come. That sound, it’s me, it’s my breath hitching too loud in this quiet night.

“Enough,” Sebastian commands from behind me.

I meet Gregory’s eyes again when he stops, drags his hand from inside my panties, and smears my own juices across my belly, just like his brother did.

He then turns and walks away, walks back to the patio, pours himself a whiskey, and sits down.

He watches us as Sebastian pushes me down on my knees and kneels behind me. He switches his grip, dragging my arms in front of me, taking both wrists into one of his hands and with the other, turning my face so I can see him from the corner of my eye.

“Not what you wanted?”

I jerk my face away. He pushes my panties down, and I hear him unzip his jeans. A moment later, he’s inside me, thrusting once, twice, before he pulls out.

“You’re dripping,” he whispers at my ear, and I feel him grip my ass, slip his fingers between my cheeks, and finger my pussy. He then slides his fingers into my asshole and rubs.

“Sebastian,” I say, understanding his intention. Unable to drag my eyes from the outline of where Gregory sits, watching us. “I didn’t mean—”

He pushes a finger inside my ass, and I gasp. He keeps it there and tugs me closer, so my back is flat to his chest.

“You’re mine, Helena. Mine.”

He pulls his finger out and pushes me forward, releasing my wrists so I’m on hands and knees. He pushes his cock into my pussy again, once, twice, then pulls out. I feel him at my back hole.

He grips my hip with one hand while sliding the other to my clit. I cry out when he pushes against me, against my ass with his too thick, too big cock.

“I can’t. You can’t—” I try to crawl away, but his fingers dig into my hip.

“I am. If you relax, it’ll go easier.”

“Please don’t.”

He pulls back, rubs my clit, and I don’t know if I hate myself or him more because I’m going to come. After this humiliation, I’m going to fucking come. He knows it and I know it, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it and Gregory is still sitting there watching us, sipping his drink and just watching us.

When it happens, when I come, he pushes into my ass. It hurts, and I’m coming all at once.

It’s like tumbling from one orgasm to the next, and the sensations overlap, pain and ecstasy and pain, repeating, repeating like the pattern of the strangling, choking roses on my walls, as he penetrates deeper, taking more of me, claiming more of me as orgasm rocks my body.

He hauls me upright, my back to his front, and he’s all the way inside me. I can feel every inch of him. He wraps one hand around my throat, and the other is cupping my pussy.

“Mine, Helena. Every part of you is mine,” he says, fucking my ass in quick, deep, punishing thrusts, rubbing me again until I’m coming again and he’s coming too, and his brother is still watching and Sebastian is filling me up and holding me tight and repeating that one word over and over and over again until I know that I am his.

Only his.


Chapter Thirteen


HELENA

He doesn’t carry me to his bed that night. Instead, he brings me to my own room and sets me on the bed on my belly. He goes into the bathroom and returns a moment later with a washcloth. When I realize what he means to do, I capture his wrist, try to get up.

“I can do it.”

“Lay back down.”

“Please.”

He raises an eyebrow. I lay down again and turn my face away, bury it in the sheets when he pulls me apart to clean me, clean his cum coming out of me.

He’s so gentle, and it’s so humiliating. More so than the act itself. More than his brother watching. He doesn’t speak a word when he does it. When he’s finished, he disappears into the bathroom. The water goes on. He’s back a few minutes later.

I sit up on the bed, pull my knees into me.

“Why did you do that?” I can’t look at him.

“Which part? The part where I let my brother touch you? Or the part where I fucked your ass? Or was it that I let him watch?”

I give a shake of my head and turn my face to the windows because I’m going to cry again, and I can’t anymore. I can’t let him see me cry again. See how easily he hurts me.

Hurt me.

Why does this hurt me? Injure me?

“Which part, Helena?”

I let out a breath. “No part.” I turn to look up at him. “I’m tired.”

“Then I’ll leave you to sleep. You’ll be down to breakfast at nine tomorrow morning, and you’ll have an overnight bag packed to leave directly after.”

“Overnight?”

“I have to be in Verona. I’m taking you with me. Good night, Helena.”

He uses the connecting door between our rooms, which he closes but doesn’t lock.

I draw the blankets back, not having the energy to get up, put on a nightie, or anything. I slip beneath them and turn my back to the door and watch the night sky through the open windows. I pull the blankets up to my chin and try to think of anything else but what just happened because I can’t think about it right now. I can’t analyze it. I’m too afraid of what I’ll find.

*     *     *

The next morning, I wake to the sound and smell of rain.

I open my eyes and push the covers back. When I sit up, I remember what we did last night. How he had me. How Gregory touched me. How he watched.

I’m embarrassed and turned on and, god, I don’t even know. It’s confusing and almost overwhelming, all of this.

But I can’t let him overwhelm me. I can’t let him because I can’t weaken. Is that what he wants? To weaken me? To break me? He told me as much, right? This is a game to him. And for every game, for there to be a winner, there has to be a loser.

I have no doubt Sebastian will win this.

I check the clock someone put in here a few days ago, and it’s half past eight. I get up, walk to the window. The sky is dark with clouds as far as I can see. I hate rain. I hate the darkness that comes with it. I always have. But today, it fits my mood. Fits this place.

I go into the bathroom to have a shower and choose yet another dress, this one a light-pink cotton almost knee-length dress with short sleeves, buttons all the way down the front and cinched at the waist. I grab a sweater to go with it and choose a pair of white, flat sandals. The color is pretty with my hair, which I gather into a messy bun at the top of my head so it doesn’t soak the back of the dress while it dries.

I set some things on the bed to take with me, but I don’t have a bag to pack, so I just leave it and head down to breakfast at a few minutes before nine.

Sebastian makes a point of checking his watch when I arrive. The family is already gathered, everyone but Ethan, eating their breakfast.

“Good morning,” Sebastian says.

I clear my throat and am relieved when my voice doesn’t break when I reply. “Morning.” It’s not necessarily a good one.

“Sleep well?” he continues. I can feel everyone’s focus on me, and I want to make a point of looking at each of them, of showing them I’m not a coward, but I can’t.

“Fine,” I say tightly.

His eyes are studying me. He’s keeping me rooted to the spot, not dismissing me to get my breakfast, because he can. Because he wants me to know he can.

I already know this, though.

I know he holds power over every aspect of my life, and I feel a wave of sadness at the thought.

What did I think? That it would be different? How many days have I been here? Already, look at me.

What a fool I am to think I could beat him. Beat them.

“Get your breakfast,” he says, finally dismissing me.

It’s just in time, because when I turn away, I can pretend I’m scratching my cheek and wipe away a misguided tear.

I’m not hungry. I don’t think I could get anything past the lump in my throat if I tried, but I fill a plate and pour myself a cup of coffee. I even forego the cream because I just can’t think this morning.

Their eyes are on me, and I wonder if they talk when I’m not there or if they truly do hate each other.

I take my seat, the same one as last night. My shoes are still there. And I don’t need to glance at the pool to know that the soaked pile of a dress and panties are mine.

Did he do that on purpose? More humiliation? Last night wasn’t enough?

I pretend to busy myself with breakfast and manage a forkful of scrambled eggs, but it’s like I’m swallowing rocks.

“I came downstairs for my morning swim before this wretched rain. I didn’t appreciate seeing your dirty underwear by the pool, Willow Girl,” Lucinda taunts, biting loudly into a piece of overtoasted toast.

I fist my fork, wondering if I’d make it to stab her in the eye before anyone stops me. It’d be worth a round at the whipping post.

I eat another bite.

“I hope you weren’t swimming naked. That’s disgusting.”

I suck a slow breath in and swivel my head in her direction. “Actually, I wasn’t swimming at all. I was getting fucked. Something you might consider doing. If you can find someone willing to touch you, of course. It might make you less of a bitch.”

Her face goes red, and a genuine smile stretches my lips. I turn back to my plate and cut into the stack of two pancakes. I see Sebastian straighten and cover his mouth with a napkin and hear his chuckle.

Lucinda slams her fist on the table. “Are you going to allow this?”

I look up at the wrong moment because Gregory’s eyes are the ones I meet, and I feel my face heat up, going red.

“You asked, Lucinda. She was just clarifying. And in Helena’s defense, it’s my fault the clothes are still there. She couldn’t walk after the fucking, could you?” He touches my hand with the tips of two fingers.

I look at his fingers on me, drag my gaze to his face to take in the satisfied grin.

“No. You’re that good,” I say.

It’s Gregory who snorts a short laugh this time.

Lucinda shoves her chair back and comes toward me. For a moment, I wonder if she’s going to slap me.

“Lucinda,” Sebastian’s voice is a quick command, and she, remarkably, obeys, stopping just a few steps from me.

I meet her gaze, unable to help the small gleam of victory I feel.

“You’ll pay for that, Willow Girl. I’m patient, but I will have my turn.”

It takes all I have to keep my expression neutral because I do believe she means it. She will have her turn at me.

She walks away a moment later. Sebastian leans back in his chair, his eyes burning a hole through me.

“You’re owed a notch,” he says, finishing the last of his coffee. “Are you packed?”

“I didn’t have a bag, so I put the things I want to take on my bed.”

He nods and calls a girl over, tells her to pack my things into his bag. It’s quiet while I force the rest of my breakfast down.

“A word of advice,” says Gregory, and I am forced to look up at him. All I can think of is how he looked at me last night. How he touched me. How he watched us. Watched me come. “Don’t taunt my mother. She has nothing better to do than hate you.”

“Am I just expected to sit here and be humiliated? Morning and night?”

“You are the Willow Girl,” he says.

“I don’t care what you do to me. What she does to me. I can’t—I won’t—just take it. I’m not that kind of Willow Girl.”

“You’re all that kind of Willow Girl by the end,” he says.

I touch the bone ring on my finger and will myself to be strong. To have just a little bit of my Aunt Helena’s strength.

But they are wearing me down. Slowly and surely, whittling me down to bare bone. I wonder if they’ll make a notch out of me.

A prize.

“Finished?” Sebastian asks.

I guess I’m staring at Gregory, processing his words. Remember Sebastian’s: “Be careful with my brother, Helena. He’s not what you think. In fact, he’s just as wicked as the rest of us.”

A chill makes me shudder.

I set my fork and knife at a diagonal across my plate and turn to Sebastian. He’s watching me with his slate eyes, and I swear he knows every thought in my mind. Knows my every weakness.

“Yes.”

He rises and pulls my chair out. I’m surprised by the politeness.

“We’ll leave in fifteen minutes,” he says and disappears into the house.

I reach under the table to pick up my abandoned sandals from last night and dart to the pool in the rain to scoop up my clothes before heading back into the house, drenched. But before I get past him, Gregory grabs my wrist and stops me. He looks up at me from his seat, lets his gaze run over me before looking me in the eye.

“I mean it. Be careful with my mother.”

I swallow. “I’m not scared of her.”

I try to pull free, but he rises to his feet, keeping me close, bruising my wrist. We’re so close, I have to crane my neck to look up at him.

“What about me? Are you scared of me?”

I guess I’m not expecting that, and I guess I’ve given him the reaction he wants. That deer in the headlights look.

He gives me a grin, then releases me and goes inside. When I’m alone, I sink down into the closest chair because my knees give out.

Did I think for a second last night that Gregory would come to my rescue? I did. I did for a split second. But I have to remember that no one’s coming to my rescue.

No one but me.


Chapter Fourteen


SEBASTIAN

I don’t mind the rain. I like it. It’s a nice change of pace.

The drive to Verona takes twenty minutes longer than the hour and fifteen minutes it should because idiots don’t know how to drive in rain, but our hotel is dry and our suite has a great view of the city.

I’m unpacking some things from our overnight case when Helena comes out of the bathroom drying her face. She looks around, and I wonder if she notices the lack of telephones. I made sure they were removed before we got here.

She’s been quieter than usual this morning. I expect it’s because of last night, and I guess that was my point. Bring her down a notch.

She sits down on the edge of the bed like she’s exhausted. “What are we doing here?”

“I have a meeting this afternoon, and I thought you might like to get off the island at least for a night.”

She looks around, scoots back a little on the bed. She’s taken off her sweater. When she reaches to brush the hair out of her eyes, I notice the bruises forming on her wrist. She follows my gaze. She must have noticed them herself because she closes her hand over them and rubs.

“Can’t tell who leaves the marks anymore, can you?”

I can see she’s on edge.

“I can’t,” she continues. “You. Your brother. Your stepmother. All I know is it’s like playing a game. I’m the punching bag, and you all just keep taking turns, one after the other after the other, just beating on me while you have a grand old time.”

I take her arm to look at her wrist. “Gregory?”

She doesn’t respond, but I know.

“When did he touch you?”

“You mean after you allowed him to last night? After you offered me to him last night? After you let him watch?”

I look at her, and I know I have to keep myself reined in. I see it all over her face. She’s barely holding it together.

“When, Helena?”

“This morning. After you left.”

“Did you provoke him?”

“Provoke him?” She pulls her arm back. “I didn’t. But even if I did, in your family, if a girl provokes one of you, she earns the bruises? They’re her fault?”

“What happened?”

“So, let me be sure I understand,” she continues. “By your logic, if a girl is walking on a street at night, is it her fault if she’s attacked? Or do these rules only apply to the unlucky Willow Girls?”

I draw in a long, slow breath and count to ten. “He has no right to touch you.”

“Of course, he does. You let him, remember? You invited him to touch me.”

“Last night was different.”

“Because you were putting me in my place. Not him. Is that it with you? Only you can punish me? Hurt me?”

“Be careful.”

“You like hurting me. You said so.”

She looks down, begins to pick at a cuticle. I see her forehead crease, and it takes her a minute to smooth it out again.

“I know you’re not my friend. I know you’re not my ally, even if you say you are, but even when you hurt me, I know you’re not really going to hurt me.” She gets up, puts her hand to her forehead, and crosses the room. “God, that’s dumb.” She turns to me, and the delicate skin around her eyes is red. “I guess I’m not as much a challenge as you thought, huh?” Her voice breaks, and she wipes tears from her eyes.

I go to her, take her wrists, pull her hands from her face. “Helena—”

She slaps my arms away, steps back. Her eyes are fierce through the tears. “Don’t you mean Willow Girl?”

I take hold of her arms, back her against the wall. She doesn’t fight me.

“I think the hardest part is that I don’t understand why some stupid part of me keeps thinking or hoping you’ll save me even when I know you won’t,” she says.

She’s coming apart, and all I can do is watch her. Stand there, mute, watching her. Because what can I tell her?

“You like this, right? When I cry?” she continues.

“Not like this.” I touch her face, take it into my hands. I feel like I’m always wiping tears from her eyes. I lean in and kiss her, holding her, just kissing her, trying to pull her to me.

She makes a sound, tries to push away, but I kiss her harder.

“Stop,” she says when I draw back, when I undo the top buttons of her dress, and pull it over her head. “Stop.” She pushes me away.

“Shh, let me take care of you, Helena.”

She shakes her head, but it’s a weak effort. When I reach behind her to unhook her bra, her fight is halfhearted.

“It’s like you said,” she says when I pull the straps off her arms and stand back to look at her. “My body wants it. You were right. You keep winning. You keep collecting the notches.”

“No notches.” I take her face in my hands again, tilt it up, and make her look at me. “Not tonight. Not here, okay?”

I kiss her again, then lift her in my arms, lay her on the bed, and drag her panties from her before stripping off my own clothes. Keeping most of my weight on my forearms, I slide into her, watching her feel me, so close to her that it’s not possible to get closer.

She opens her mouth a little wider, and her breath hitches as I stretch her.

“Fuck, Helena. You feel so good. So fucking good.”

I’ve only fucked her up until now, but this, being inside her now, warm and tight and safe, it’s different. It’s slow and deep and as close to making love as I have ever or will ever get.

I’ve never made love before. I’ve never wanted to. I’ve never wanted to be that close to anyone. But right now, with her like this, vulnerable and breaking a little, fracturing before my eyes, I want to make love to her.

“Sebastian—”

“Shh. Just you and me. Here. Now. No Willow daughter. No Scafoni son. Just you and me.”

She stares up at me. I kiss her mouth again. She’s so soft and so sweet when she’s not fighting me. I know she wants this too. I know she wants it like this, who we are erased. The past absent. Just us.

I kiss her cheek, her jaw, her throat, that delicate hollow between her collarbones. Her hands are on me, on my shoulders, then in my hair. Her legs wrap around my hips when I bring my face to hers, watching her as I fuck her deep and slow. She’s wet and tight and fuck, I love being inside her.

Taking one of her legs, I open it wide, bending it at the knee so I can see her, see her taking me, and go deeper still because I can’t get deep enough with her. I can’t get close enough.

“I’m going to come,” she whispers against my mouth, closing her eyes.

“Look at me. I want to see you. I want to see you come like this.”

She opens her eyes. Her hands are on either side of my face, and I’m fucking her deep, each thrust closer to her center, each thrust cleaving us together, and she doesn’t come like she does when I fuck her hard. This is different, a gradual building of tension, a wave, not a tsunami. I watch her, watch how soft her eyes go, her face, watch her as I feel her squeezing around me. Hear the sigh of her breath. It takes all I have not to come too, not to empty inside her.

Lifting her, I shift our position so I’m sitting against the headboard and she’s straddling my lap. Our eyes lock. I grip her hair, pull her to me, kiss her before shifting on hand to her hip, moving her over me.

She claws my shoulders, and I watch her when I kiss her. I need her like this right now. I need all of her. My cock in her pussy, my tongue in her mouth, my hands on her, holding her tight to me.

Fuck.

I tighten my grip on her hair and drive deeper into her.

I’m rough with her, and when I tug her head back, she cries out, coming again, coming harder than before, milking my dick as I keep her speared, feel her throb, her cunt pulsating around my cock, her breath warm in my mouth.

I watch her as I empty inside her. As I hold her close and just watch her because I can’t stop fucking wanting her.

Rain comes down in sheets outside. Spent, I cradle Helena in the crook of my arm. We’re quiet for a long time as she rests against me. I like it, I like her like this. Like us like this.

“I know why you sleep in my room. Why you shower there. I know it’s that you’re safest from the others there. I know it’s not me.”

She shifts a little to look up at me.

“But you know what you do at night?” I ask.

I look down at her. I don’t know why I’m telling her, but looking at her like this, seeing what I see in her eyes, I have to. I have no choice.

“You curl into me,” I continue. “Always. It’s not that you hold on to me. You don’t. You curl up into my chest, but you don’t quiet until I put my arms around you and cocoon you.”

She smiles, looks away for an instant then turns back to me. “Do you know how creepy that sounds? That you watch me sleep?”

I look at her midnight eyes. “You have the prettiest, saddest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

At that, she pulls away, but I don’t let her go. I hold tighter, and she buries her face in my shoulder.

“You shouldn’t talk to me like this,” she says.

“Why not?”

She turns her head to meet my eyes. “Because I…” She stops, blinks, scrunches up her forehead, then seems to change her mind. She scoots off my lap and draws the covers up to her chest.

“Because no matter what, Sebastian, you are a Scafoni and I am a Willow. We aren’t friends. We’re enemies. You will destroy me inch by inch, and it’s easier…I have a chance…if I hate you. And this, what just happened, you touching me like that, talking to me like that, like I’m not just the Willow Girl…”

Her lip trembles, and tears fall from her face and one lands on my forearm. I almost look away from her to watch that drop slide over my skin. Almost.

“Like you care,” she says.

It’s quiet again, but something is building inside her. I see it. Feel it.

She shakes her head, slips off the bed and I let her go. She takes the blanket with her, holds it against her chest, hiding herself from me.

“It can’t ever happen again, Sebastian, because I can’t care about you.”


Chapter Fifteen


HELENA

After swearing our conversation wasn’t over, Sebastian left for his meeting.

I’m sitting in the hotel room watching the sun curl around an angry cloud, promising more rain to come.

He’ll be gone for several hours. I’m surprised he left me unsupervised. Even allowed me to go anywhere I like—as long as it’s inside the hotel. Eat something, buy something from the boutique, and just charge it to the room.

Christ, I feel like a child. I don’t even have a dollar to buy myself a cup of coffee.

I look around the large living room and realize there isn’t a telephone in here, not even on the desk. I get up and search the bedroom. There are phone jacks, but no phone. I snort, remembering how on our way up here, we’d passed a housekeeper’s cart. I’d noticed the two telephones with their cords wrapped around them on top of a stack of towels. I’d thought it was strange, but it hadn’t really registered then that he probably had the hotel remove the phones before we arrived.

I shake my head. All that sweet talk. All that lovemaking. More Scafoni bullshit. But he made a mistake, leaving me here.

He unpacked the overnight bag before he left. I go to the closet and open the door. Like the obsessive neat freak he is, I see he’s hung up our things. A suit for him, a pair of jeans, a dress for me. Our shoes are neatly lined up on the floor, mine next to his like we’re just a normal couple. Like we’re here on some lovers’ getaway.

Is that what he thinks this is? Is he pretending that’s what we are?

I reach into the pockets of his suit jacket as well as the dress slacks but come up empty. His jeans, though, turn up a wad of bills. Not a huge amount, about €90. Not enough to do anything significant, but something.

It’s not like him to stuff bills into his pocket. Maybe he did it when we stopped for gas and he bought himself a cup of coffee and me a bottle of water. I take the money, put on the raincoat Sebastian had the presence of mind to bring for me because I hadn’t packed one, and head downstairs.

In the lobby, I see a telephone. I start for it but then stop, remembering it’s the middle of the night at home. I can’t call yet, but I will. I have no idea what I’ll say, but I will call.

I bypass the restaurant and the gift shop and step outside, hesitating on the stairs of the beautiful hotel, knowing I’m breaking his rule.

What am I even doing? Running away?

I shake my head and turn back, even take a step back inside the hotel entrance, but I can’t. I can’t just give in. Give up.

And so, without thinking about where I’m going or what I’m doing, if I’m coming back before he gets back or if I’m disappearing, I walk out of the hotel and into the beautiful city not seeing a thing, too deep in thought.

One thing I can’t stop thinking about is how I know that no matter what happens to me, my sisters will continue this tradition when it comes their turn. They will dress their daughters, my nieces, in those rotting, yellowing sheaths and put them on those horrible blocks to be looked over, judged, touched by the next Scafoni bastard. Put there for him to take his pick. Like we’re not human. Like we’re animals.

I guess we are to them.

My thoughts jump back to what just happened between us. To him talking to me like he did, holding me like he did. Making love to me. It’s the only time I’ve been made love to.

The first time I had sex, the only time before Sebastian, the boy and I were both sixteen. Kids. Neither of us knew what we were doing, and the only reason I did it at all was because I needed him to rip through that thin sliver of flesh that marked me a virgin.

It didn’t feel good. In fact, I remember it hurt, but I gritted my teeth and tried to block out his wet, panting breath at my ear. He’d used a condom, and he’d come quickly with a little grunt. I remember I wanted him off me as soon as it was over.

It’s very different with Sebastian. I want sex with Sebastian. And it’s not just my body betraying me. It’s me wanting to be close to him.

And this is what scares me the most.

I give a violent shake of my head. It’s so out of place that the people passing me stop and stare. I only half meet their eyes but hug the coat to myself and walk on.

I can’t think about that. I can’t think about him making love to me. Touching me gently or roughly. I can’t think about what he said, that he watches me sleep. that I curl into him, that he cocoons me. Shelters me. I know that already, and I can’t go there.

But then again, maybe it’s my dependence on him that makes this so strange. That confuses my feelings so completely.

I think about my Aunt Libby and wonder, for the first time, if she wasn’t heartbroken when she came home. If she didn’t kill herself because of missing her Scafoni master. Because maybe this is what they do. Maybe we become so helplessly dependent on them that we think we love them.

I wander around for a while, not sure where I’m going, and only notice I’m out of the center when I realize the streets aren’t as busy here and the shops are local shops, markets and a dentist, a beauty salon. A run-down antique shop stuffed so full that the faces of the dolls smashed against the window watch me creepily as I walk by.

When the rain starts back up, I duck into one of the shops and use Sebastian’s money to buy an umbrella. Back outside, I watch people rush by, some with giant umbrellas, some on bikes, and tourists dragging their oversize suitcases along uneven, rain-soaked streets. I listen to their complaints about the weather and I think they should be grateful. They’re free. How we take simple freedoms for granted. How I did.

A car drives too fast to make the traffic light, splashing water on my legs. I look up, mentally curse the driver, and realize why there are so many people with suitcases here.

I’m at the Verona train station.

When the light changes, I cross the street, avoiding the bigger puddles, and run under the cover of the overhanging roof of the station, shaking out my umbrella and closing it before walking inside. It’s busy here and loud with people waiting out of the rain.

I reach into my pocket, feeling the stack of bills, and read the schedule boards. There’s a train leaving for Rome in thirty minutes, and a ticket will cost me €65.

I walk toward the counter. I even get in line. But there’s a part of me that wonders what I’m doing. What I will do. Where will I go? Home? How? With what money? What passport? Besides, my parents won’t want me back. Given what I’ve learned, I wouldn’t put it past them to return me to the Scafoni family.

The line moves, and it’s my turn. I take out my wad of borrowed bills. “Rome, please. One-way.”

What am I doing?

The woman says something I don’t understand between the noise around me, my own thoughts, and her accent, but she points to the screen displaying the amount I owe.

I push my money into the little tray under the glass. A few minutes later, she spins it around. I take my change and my ticket and step out of the line. Someone bumps into me, or truly, I bump into them because I’m not paying attention.

“I’m sorry.”

The man barely gives me a sideways glance and carries on talking into his cell phone, rushing to his train.

I head to the turnstiles. I’m just following those ahead of me. I have no identification. No passport. No nothing. Just a little more than €20 in my pocket and my train ticket.

A crowd of people rushes past me. They’re panicked, like they’re about to miss their train, and I step aside to let them pass.

I have half an hour, so I walk across the station to the coffee shop and order an espresso at the bar. I stand with the locals and take the tiny cup of thick black liquid and sip it. It’s too strong. I try again but put the cup down and look at the check under the cup for what I owe. I reach into my pocket and pull out the handful of coins from the umbrella purchase. I’m rifling through them, turning each one over to see what’s what when an arm slides around my waist.

I shift my gaze to the fingers that curl around me, and I’m not sure if I’m surprised.

I look up at him.

He’s not looking at me.

Before I’ve made sense of my coins, Sebastian drops three on the counter and picks up the train ticket next to my coffee cup. I watch him read it and realize that drumbeat is my heart pumping blood loudly in my ears. He reads the ticket, crumples it in his fist, and shoves it into his jacket pocket.

When he finally looks at me, his eyes are dark. He doesn’t speak, not a word, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned about him, it’s that when he’s truly angry, he’s quiet. He’s thinking. Planning the best mode of attack.

“Finish your coffee.”

“I-I’m finished.”

He picks up my tiny espresso cup, hands it to me. My hands shake when I take it from him. I don’t think he blinks while I force down the too dark coffee.

When I’m finished, he nods, takes the cup, and puts it back onto its saucer.

I expect we’ll leave right away, but we don’t. We stand at the bar, my back to it while he faces it, his arm now around my front, fingers still gripping my waist. He’s watching me, and I’m watching the people move around us, most rushing, some strolling, stopping for coffee, sitting at a table to eat something.

The noise of the station fades into the background, the announcements, the rain, the chatter. Sebastian takes a deep breath in, and I turn to him.

“I don’t understand you,” he says.

I stare back at him. I want to ask what he doesn’t understand. I want to ask how he found me. I want to ask how angry he is.

No, not that last one. I can see that. It’s in the tightening of his chiseled jaw. In the hardening of his full lips.

Lips that kissed me gently and spoke sweetly just a few hours ago.

Gentleness and sweetness that I rejected.

“You prefer me to be rough with you? Is that it?” His fingers dig into my skin. “You choose to draw a line between us?”

“It’s not a choice. None of this has ever been a choice for me.”

His eyes scan my face, narrow a little.

“I can be rough with you, if that’s what you want,” he says quietly. Calmly. “What you need.”

I swallow. I know he means it.

Without another word, he shifts his grip to my hand, fist on fist, squeezing so hard my fingernails cut into my skin. He picks up my umbrella—I’d forgotten it—and like this, not quite hand in hand, we walk out of the station and into the rain, to the line of waiting taxis. He opens the back door of the first one and gestures for me to get in. I do. He follows and gives the driver an address in Italian.

About ten minutes later, ten minutes where he doesn’t speak a single word, ten minutes where I feel his anger throbbing like a separate entity in the car, we pull up to a shop. It looks like men’s shoes.

He gives the driver some instruction before opening the door of the taxi, not bothering with the umbrella as he drags me out with him. In the distance, I can see blue skies, but here, rain is pouring down.

A bell rings over the door as we enter, opera music playing softly, the faint scent of a cigar having been smoked recently filtered by that of leather and expensive cologne. The older man who is reading the paper behind his desk looks up at Sebastian, smiles in recognition, stands.

Sebastian speaks a few words to him. His tone is clipped.

The man’s smile turns into a nod and a quick glance at me. He disappears behind a curtain.

Sebastian is still squeezing my fist, and his hand feels hot.

A few minutes later, the man reappears with a thin cord of leather about three feet long. Sebastian releases my hand, takes it, wraps it around his fist and tests its strength.

When I look up at the old man, he quickly looks away. Sebastian says something to him, tucks the cord into his pocket, hands him some bills, and, a few minutes later, we’re in the taxi again and heading back into the center of Verona and to our hotel. By the time we arrive the rain has turned into a drizzle, but the city is drenched, even the sunlight is a dampened yellow.

Sebastian pays the driver. We leave the umbrella when we walk back into the hotel and at the front desk, he asks for the key. They still use the old-fashioned ones you turn in when you leave. We head up to our suite and, once inside, he finally releases me.

I step away, look at the crescent indents my fingernails carved into my palm, look back at him. “Are you going to talk to me?”

He takes off his jacket, hangs it up, takes that corded-up leather out of the pocket and sets it on the table beside the door along with the room key with its red tassel hanging from it.

“Take off your jacket and hang it up.”

I do as he says and hang it beside his. He looks me over.

“Your shoes too.”

I look down, slide off the shoes which have tracked dirt into the room, and instantly lose two inches.

“Let’s go into the bedroom.”

“Why?” I’m cautious. He’s not going to just let this go.

“Because I said so.”

When I don’t move, he comes to me. I expect him to grip my arm and make me go. But instead his fingertips are gentle at my low back. I walk into the bedroom with him.

He goes to the full-length mirror against the far wall, moves a chair to clear a large space, then turns to me.

“Come here.”

I do. I stand with my back to the mirror facing him. He looks at me again, at the buttons of my dress. I’m still when he begins to undo them, one by one, taking care not to touch my skin when he does.

“What are you going to do?” I ask quietly because he will punish me. I know it.

He meets my eyes, then shifts his gaze back to the buttons, unbuttoning each one carefully, taking his time until the dress is undone to just below my waist. He pushes it open a little, just enough to glimpse the swell of my breasts in my lace bra. Leaving me there, he walks into the living room and returns with the leather cord.

“Do I need to tie you?”

I look at it, unsure what he’s planning. Is he going to tie me up with it?

“What are you going to do?” I ask again.

“Do I need to tie you?” he repeats.

I slowly, uncertainly, shake my head no.

“Good.”

He reaches out, pushes the hair that rain stuck to my forehead away, looks at me and for a minute, I regret what I did. I regret rejecting him. I regret running off.

“I wasn’t going to get on the train.” I wasn’t. It’s true.

“I know.” He touches my cheek like he’s wiping something off, then meets my eyes again. “Turn around.”

“You don’t have to punish me.”

But he does. And he will. His silence tells me so.

“Why?” I ask. I feel myself begin to tremble. Feel the heat of tears building behind my eyes.

“Turn around, Helena. Do as I say. It’s important you do as I say.”

I turn slowly so I’m facing the mirror. I don’t look at us, not right away. Instead, I look at the reflection of the window, see how the shadows are growing long outside as evening slowly descends. I must have been gone for hours.

It’s when I feel his hands on me that I watch him. They’re on my shoulders, and he squeezes them, rubs them. Wraps his big hands around them. I want to lean into him, I want to take back what I said and lean into his powerful chest and let him hold me. Not punish me.

But his fingers take hold of my open dress and slowly, gently, so carefully, drag it over my shoulders, not off, only halfway down my arms. He does the same with the straps of my bra. His hands burn my skin as he collects my hair and lifts the mass of it to set it over my shoulder before kissing it.

His lips are soft against my skin.

“You’re perfect,” he says to my reflection.

I turn my head, my cheek almost touches his. The scruff of his jaw is rough. He’s warm. I almost turn around, but he must sense it and he shakes his head a little. His hands are on my arms, rubbing them.

“I’m going to punish you, Helena.”

My tears begin to fall like the rain of the afternoon.

I nod my head. I know he’s going to punish me. And I know it’s going to be bad. Not like before. Not like when he used his belt. This will be worse because it means more now.

“And I don’t want you to fight me. I don’t want to tie you. It’s important.”

I nod again, stupidly, and his hands come to the tops of my shoulders. He puts a little pressure on them.

“Kneel.”

There’s a moment of panic, but he’s behind me, pressing against me, arms around me holding me to him. One hand covers one breast and squeezes it, weighs it, while the other slips under my dress, fingertips sliding into my panties, just touching my clit. I watch us like this, my lips slightly parted.

This is what I look like when I want.

“Kneel, Helena.”

I nod. I don’t want to disappoint him.

He draws his hand out of my panties. It’s back on my shoulder, and I kneel. He arranges my hair again, over my shoulder to expose my back, pushing my head forward a little so I’m kneeling, head bowed, like a penitent seeking forgiveness before a god.

He kisses my shoulder again, pushes the dress a little farther down my arms, arranging me. Preparing me. And when he straightens and turns on the television to a random channel, the volume up, I know what he’s going to do. I know exactly why he bought that cord. Why the old man looked at me like he did.

I know.


Chapter Sixteen


SEBASTIAN

She’s beautiful.

Perfect.

Her skin is pristine, unmarked. Hair black, the darkest waterfall but for that rebellious, silver streak. Wild and defiant, like her.

All that perfection, all that unblemished skin, it makes me want to mark it up, brand my name on it, burn it into the back of her neck. Hear her scream. Know she’s mine.

Even the bottoms of her small feet, their vulnerability as she kneels before me, toes curled under her, waiting for her punishment—my little penitent—even those feet make me want to mark. Brand. Own.

I swallow, pick up the coiled leather, wrap it around my fist once, twice. My dick is hard, and I’ll fuck her when I’m finished. Fuck her from behind while I watch her face in the mirror. While I fill her up.

Sick bastard.

I smile at that voice.

Yes, I am.

“Don’t turn around.” I may want her tears, but I don’t want to mark her pretty face.

She makes a small, nervous sound, gives a nod of understanding. She’s looking down, not at me, not at us. Not when we’re like this.

I move a little to the side and eye the broadest part of her shoulders. She trembles slightly while she waits. I wish I could slide a hand into her panties, feel if anticipation makes her as wet as it makes me hard. I should make her touch herself while I punish her. Maybe I will. But not yet. Pain first.

The sound of the first lash is the sweetest, the finest strand of perfect leather burning a line into her skin. Blemishing it. Interrupting all that perfect beauty.

But her gasp, it’s sweeter still.

Her body rocks forward, and she catches herself, hands on the floor in front of her. The dress slides lower down her arms, to her waist, the cups of her bra at the tops of her hard nipples.

Her eyes meet mine in the mirror. I wonder what I look like to her. Huge as I stand over her, makeshift whip in my hand, cock hard as steel pressing against my pants, my body coiled tight.

The skin around her dark eyes is red from crying. Her mouth is a small O, but she can’t be surprised.

I gesture for her to get back into position. She does, bowing her head slightly, hands small balls on her thighs, her body more tense than mine.

The second lash lines up perfectly beneath the first and this time, when her body jerks forward, she cries out, like the stroke pushed the air from her lungs.

I watch that line of red, thin and angry, striping even the backs of her arms, at the crease of her armpit.

I should make her raise her arms up, whip the underside.

Another time.

Another lash, and she’s on her hands and knees.

“How many?” she pants. Sweat beads on her forehead.

“Back in position.” I may do the bottoms of her feet yet.

“I wasn’t going to go on the train,” she tries again.

“This isn’t about the train.” It’s not and it is. It’s about everything. It’s to punish her for disobeying, for taking the money I’d left behind, for failing my test, for proving me right.

But it’s also about submission. It’s about her being the Willow Girl. My Willow Girl.

My fist tightens around the cord. “Back in position. Now.”

She wipes the back of her hand across her eyes and this time, when she’s back in position, her hands are closed around her thighs, her knuckles white, shoulders tense. She squeezes her eyes shut when I ready my arm.

This stroke is harder. She lets out a scream, and I curse the fact that we’re here in this hotel, that I have to have the television on. That I can’t hear her scream break perfect silence.

I lash her again and again and again, until I count ten lines, not a single one crossing the other, each laid perfectly, neatly, obediently, beneath the last. Helena’s leaning on one arm, half on her hands and knees, breathing hard, trying to keep her position, failing, yet too proud to beg for mercy.

I swallow, adjust the crotch of my pants. Her eyes follow the movement and rage fills them.

Fuck, but I like her like this.

“You’re getting off on this,” she accuses.

“Not yet, but I will.”

“You’re a dirty, sick bastard.”

I snort. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. She’s as dirty as I am. “Put your hand inside your panties.”

She searches my eyes, gives a panicked shake of her head.

“Do it. Put your hand inside your panties and rub your clit.”

“No.”

With one quick flick of my wrist, I lash the bottoms of her feet. She gasps and squeals at once and instinctively reaches back to cover them.

I crouch down, grip a handful of hair, tug. “I said put your hand inside your panties and rub your clit.”

She does it slowly, neck craned at an awkward angle, eyes locked on mine. I watch her face, see her fingers work in my periphery.

“Are you wet?” I ask, fisting my hand in her hair.

“I hate you.”

“But are you wet?” I lean closer, inhaling deeply. “Because I can smell you.” I reach the whip hand into her panties, and from between her fingers, rub inside her folds. I smile. “You’re as dirty as me, Helena,” I say, dragging my hand out, an inch of the leather wet.

I stand back up.

Her eyes follow my movement in the mirror. She’s still rubbing her pussy. I raise my arm and lay the lash across her back. She grunts, but rubs harder, her eyes on mine as I do it again and again and again.

Until the whole of her back is marked.

Perfect in a different way now.

Until I can’t stand it anymore and I grip her arm, the one that’s rubbing her pussy, and raise her to her feet.

She keeps rubbing, and I know she’s close. I should whip her to orgasm, but I can’t wait. I press her to the mirror, her breath fogging it instantly, and shove her panties down. She’s still rubbing, and the wet sounds of her pussy make me harder.

I push my pants and briefs down and lift her dress and bend my knees to get under her, the leather still coiled around my fist when I lift her off her feet and impale her on my cock.

She slaps both hands, one wet, onto the mirror as I fuck her, both of us panting, breath damp and hot, her cunt dripping, greedy around me, sucking me up, squeezing me hard.

Within moments, she’s coming and then I’m coming. My mouth is pressed against the side of her face. I can hear her breathe, hear her come, and fuck I want to fill her up and keep her full of me, put my seed inside her, make her hold it there, keep a piece of me inside her because with her, I can’t ever get enough.

I can’t ever get close enough.

Deep enough.

I hold her to me as I slide out, take two steps back, and we sit on the floor. We’re out of breath. She’s cradled between my knees, and I push hers open. We watch our combined cum leak out of her pussy, the sound of the TV—an infomercial selling a miracle face cream—finally coming into focus as our breathing settles.

She looks at me over her shoulder, and hate is inside her eyes. Hate and rage.

I like her like this. I like her angry. Feral. And when she spins and lunges at me, her hands claws, like a cat, I grab her wrists and laugh and topple onto my back. She’s on top of me, and we’re a half-dressed, sloppy mess.

She’s battling me. I think if I let her go, she’ll claw my eyes out.

“Not like this,” I say, flipping us over so her back is on the rug. I know it burns. I know the fresh stripes on her back burn like hell, and I push her down into the rough carpet. “A notch,” I say.

She stops. I let her up a little, let her go, and she leans against the bed, legs still wide, knees up so I can see her cunt, the dress a rag held to her waist by two buttons.

“You said no notches. Not here.”

“But you said you didn’t want that. And then you proved it. You want it rough. You don’t want me nice.”

“You’re not nice,” she says.

“No, you’re right, I’m not. And now, I get a notch.”

She swallows. I stand, go into the other room where my cell phone is in my jacket pocket, and dial the front desk. I order a bottle of champagne and a paring knife. I know they think I’m crazy, but when I’m spending this kind of money, I could give a fuck.

I hang up. She’s standing in the doorway, nearly naked from the waist up, her hair a mess, cum sliding down her thigh and over the inside of her knee. I give her a grin. Fuck. She’s beautiful like this. Fucking crazy. Feral.

That’s the word. Like a cat. A wild, feral cat.

I take her into the bathroom. She doesn’t fight me when I strip off her clothes and mine and run the shower—cool because I’m considerate of her fresh wounds—and we step inside. I wash her and kiss her and want to fuck her again.

When we’re out and dried off, I walk into the living room where the champagne and the paring knife have been delivered. She follows me. We’re both naked. I pop the cork on the champagne and pour two flutes but leave them on the tray and pick up the knife.

She backs up a step.

I take hold of her, pull her to me, look down over her naked body, and hold out the handle of the knife to her.

She looks at it, cautiously looks at me.

“My notch,” I say, holding out my arm, the one scarred by the last notch.

She takes the knife, eyes still narrowed like she’s expecting me to pounce, to turn the tables.

Holding her wrist, I guide her hand to me. “Carve it out.”

“You’re sick.”

“Do it.”

She shakes her head no.

“Do it, Willow Girl,” I say through gritted teeth. “And make it hurt.”


Chapter Seventeen


HELENA

A hint of red comes through the gauze on the inside of his arm. I look at it as he puts on a dress shirt.

He had to make me do it. I couldn’t. Like the last time when I held my pocketknife to his belly and couldn’t do it. He looks at me as he slides the cuff links through the slits at his cuffs. Raw, unpolished diamonds, the color of charcoal. Like his eyes.

I’m still naked, holding a flute of champagne, not having taken a sip. He pours his second glass. “Don’t you like champagne?”

“It’s for celebrations. We’re not celebrating anything.”

“Sure we are. You and me, Helena. We’re celebrating the fact that we understand each other.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Our sexual compatibility—”

I snort.

He grins.

“Sweetheart, when I fuck you sweet, your orgasm is a fucking murmur. But when I fuck you hard, when I whip you, fuck. Your cunt swallows up my cock like it can’t get enough.”

I feel my face burn and can’t hold his gaze. “I don’t.”

He chuckles, takes my jaw in his hand, and makes me look at him.

“You like it rough. Big fucking deal.”

He lets me go and walks over to the dresser to pick up the other cuff link. He’s wearing a tux. Right now, with his shirt hanging open, I can see the cut of every muscle on his abs and chest. I can’t stop looking.

My dress is hanging in a garment bag he had delivered sometime this afternoon while I was out, but he won’t let me see it yet. He also won’t tell me where we’re going.

“You never told me how you found me this afternoon,” I say, taking a sip. I don’t know if I like champagne or not. It’s my first time drinking it, and it does go down smooth.

“I had a man on you.”

“What?”

“It’s not a big deal. I couldn’t bring you with me to my meeting, and the alternative was leaving you on the island with my family. Would you have preferred that?”

“No. But you had someone watching me? Did you plant the money too?”

He doesn’t reply to that but puts the cuff link on the other sleeve then buttons his shirt bottom to top before tucking it into his pants.

“Sebastian?”

“Drop it, Helena. It’s done.”

“But—”

“Drop it.”

I do because he’s right, it’s done. And I can’t be surprised he did it.

Sebastian briefly disappears into the bathroom, returns with a bottle of lotion, and sits on the edge of one of the chairs. “Come here.” His knees are wide, and he’s pointing between them.

I drink the rest of my champagne and go to him, sit on the floor between his legs with my back to him.

Like earlier, he lifts my hair off my back. I should hate this. I should be repulsed by him, by his touch, but I crave it. Crave his hands on me. And it’s not just sexual. I like him taking care of me. He can be so gentle, more tender than anything I’ve ever felt before.

I remember what he said about cocooning me when I sleep, but at that moment, he touches a line on my back, I wince, remember what he did just an hour ago. It should harden me.

“Do you always have to hurt to get off? I mean, with other girls too.” Wow. Do I want to know?

He doesn’t answer right away. He’s rubbing lotion onto my back, massaging it in, and it feels good.

“I like rough sex. Like you do.”

“This is different than rough sex.”

He considers, and I wait, his hands moving back and forth so tenderly, I want to moan.

“I want you like this,” he says, his voice level.

I glance back. He’s watching me, no mocking look, no smile. Something else. Something deeper. Darker.

“Why?”

He shakes his head. “I just do.”

“Is it because I’m the Willow Girl?”

That was the wrong thing to say. His face shuts down, and he gets up. “Fuck the Willow Girl.”

He goes to the garment bag and unzips it. I get to my feet. Inside is a floor-length evening gown in a deep purple satin draped beautifully on the velvet hanger. I can almost feel how that material will glide over me, move with me, like I’m wearing nothing.

“This is the color of your eyes when you’re about to come. Almost black, but not quite. Like the edge of midnight.” He touches the gemstone belt. “The stars inside.”

I look at him. “You say the strangest things sometimes, Sebastian.”

Like he sees everything. Like he thinks in poetry. Like he feels…something he can’t feel. I clear my throat and turn to the shoe box. I couldn’t care less about what’s inside or how beautiful the dress is. I just can’t have him keep looking at me like he is.

He picks up the box, opens it. Inside is a pair of high-heeled gemstone sandals to match the belt of the dress. I reach out to gingerly touch them.

“They don’t bite.”

I give him a sideways glance, wonder at the cost of everything, wonder why he did it. I pick up the shoes and try them on. They’re so uncomfortable but so beautiful, I don’t even care. I’ve never worn anything like this.

When I look up, I see how he’s looking at me.

“I should get dressed.”

He nods, takes the dress off the hanger, unzips the tiny zipper low on the back.

“People will see my back.”

“Let them. Let them want what we have.”

What we have. What do we have?

He slips the dress over my head, and I turn my back to him to zip it. I look at myself in the mirror, wonder how it’s such a perfect fit.

The two upside-down triangles of cloth leave as much of my breasts exposed as they cover. The high empire waist makes me look taller than I am, and I realize the dress is split from the ankle all the way up to the waist. The back has slightly more material, so the split isn’t as obvious. I pull the two sides apart and can see right up to my navel. I turn to him.

“I can’t wear this out.”

He draws my hands away and the dress drops and covers me to almost midthigh.

“Only I’ll see,” he says.

His eyes are darker, and when he looks at me like that, I want him again.

He checks his watch. “Ready?”

“Where are we going?”

“Dinner and the opera.”

“Opera?” I can’t help but smile.

“Faust. I hope you’ll like it.”

“A man sells his soul to the devil for love.”

“You know it?”

“I’ve just read the book. I’ve never been to an opera.” I feel suddenly very Midwestern.

“We’ll have to drop in at a friend’s party between dinner and the opera.”

“A party?”

“Drinks, really.” He opens the door.

“Oh.” I try to seem more confident than I feel. “Okay.”

He slides his hand under my hair and caresses my back lightly, like he likes to feel the welts he left or something. We ride down on the elevator. This time, we don’t take a taxi. The driver of a waiting sedan opens the back door when he sees us, and I climb in with Sebastian close behind.

Nighttime Verona is very different to how it looked earlier today. For one thing, I feel a little more at ease. How that makes any sense is crazy, but I glance over at Sebastian, who is listening to a message on his phone. That’s just how I feel. Like I’m not alone out there and uncertain and lost.

That’s how I felt this afternoon, I guess. And I’m very aware that tomorrow, we’ll go back to that island, to his horrible family, but I can’t think about that, not that or what it means for me. Not tomorrow or the day after or the years after.

Dinner is more relaxed than I expected it to be. As fancy as we look, Sebastian takes me to a small pizza place just outside of town.

“This is my favorite place to eat when I come here. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Why would I mind?”

“That it’s not a nicer restaurant.”

I look around at the brightly lit place, at the man standing in the kitchen which is visible over the counter, at the people in jeans and T-shirts eating pizza.

“This is actually exactly my kind of place,” I say, smiling.

Sebastian walks me into the kitchen where the man rolling out dough stops to hug him, surprised at seeing him. He gives me a wink and says something to Sebastian that I don’t understand. This is probably the most relaxed I have ever seen Sebastian as he pats the old man’s back and laughs loudly.

We go out back, and I am surprised to find a small plastic table with two plastic chairs set along the river. Lanterns hang overhead, and it’s all very romantic.

Or it would be if it weren’t us.

We sit on the rickety chairs and within a few minutes, we’re eating thin slices of pizza more delicious than any I’ve ever tasted.

“You like it?” Sebastian asks me.

“I’m on my third slice, so yeah, I like it.”

He nods, drinks from the can of grape soda.

I chuckle.

“What?” he asks.

“I don’t picture you as a grape soda kind of guy.”

“You don’t know me yet.”

Yet. “I guess not.”

When we’re done, we say good-bye and thank the owners.

Twenty minutes later, we pull through the tall gates of an old mansion where soft yellow lights illuminate the large double doors of the entrance. Two men in uniforms open them for us. I can hear the soft sound of a piano from outside as well as the tinkling of glasses, the murmur of conversation.

I don’t need to see the elegantly dressed men and women who turn in our direction when we enter to know I don’t belong here.

The women are dressed like I am, but differently. They wear their dresses where suddenly, I feel like mine wears me, if that makes any sense. Their hair is elegantly done, and I’m sure I’m the only woman here who isn’t wearing any makeup. I think how much more I liked the rickety-old chairs at the pizza place.

But one look at Sebastian tells me how comfortable he is in this company. How at home.

An older couple come toward us, smiling at Sebastian. With them is a girl who’s maybe a couple of years older than me or my age but a hundred times more elegant. The women cast a glance at me, do a quick once-over, and turn their attention to Sebastian. The younger one’s gaze hovers maybe a moment longer, and I’m immediately on my guard. She’s prettier than me, without a doubt, with her dark hair in an elegant twist, false lashes accentuating her soft green eyes, and breasts jutting out, seeming as if they want to tear through the fine material of her white Grecian goddess dress.

And to top it off, they speak in Italian. At once, all three turn to me, and I hear my name.

“Helena, this is Mr. Vitelli, his wife Alexa, and their daughter, Alexa.”

They share the same name? Maybe that’s an Italian tradition? Whatever it is, I decide I don’t like them. Especially the younger Alexa, whose dark nipples are almost poking a hole through her dress.

“Pleasure to meet you,” Mr. Vitelli says. “I hope you’re enjoying our lovely city.”

“I am, thank you. It’s beautiful.” I notice the two women only give me half a smile.

A waiter comes with a tray of champagne. Everyone takes a glass, and we’re led deeper into the room. I awkwardly stand at Sebastian’s side while they continue their conversation.

The younger Alexa laughs at something Sebastian says and touches his shoulder flirtatiously. I raise an eyebrow and finish my drink. In the next room, I spy a long dining table loaded with food.

“Excuse me.”

Before Sebastian can refuse, I slip away and walk toward it, swapping out my empty glass with a full one from a passing waiter. I find a place where I can watch them. I notice Sebastian’s eyes on me even as he speaks to the Vitelli family.

Although I’m not hungry, I pick up a piece of bruschetta and bite into it, not caring that the people near me turn to look at the loud crunch, and work my way around the table before I find Sebastian standing beside me.

I face him and stuff a fat olive into my mouth.

“Where do you put all the food?” he asks. I did eat six slices of pizza, but in my defense, they had a thin crust, and I hadn’t eaten all day.

I shrug a shoulder.

“Okay?” he asks.

“It’s not my kind of crowd.”

“Ah.” He looks around, slides a hand around the back of my neck, holding me there, his thumb rubbing one of the welts. “Well, we don’t have to stay long. It’ll be over before you know it.”

“It’s okay. I’m fine. Go talk to your friends.” With their see-through dresses and pointy nipples.

Sebastian turns to me, studies me, situates us so he’s blocking me from view. He cups the back of my head in one hand and slides his other hand between the layers of my dress and cups my sex.

I gasp.

He leans in close. “You and me, we have a secret. Lots of secrets between us. These people, they’re an obligation. You’re what I want.”

I look into his eyes, and it feels like the island is so far away, so long ago. It feels like we’ve been here forever, and it feels like he means what he says.

I nod, but I’m not really sure why.

He drags his hand away. The dress drapes back into place, the satin soft against my naked skin.

“I need to go talk to Vitelli for a few minutes. Some family business. We’ll leave after. You going to be okay if I leave you here? No treks to the train station?”

“No treks anywhere in these shoes. I’m a big girl. I’ll be fine.”

He nods and walks off in the direction I see Mr. Vitelli waiting, looking more serious than he had a little bit ago as he leads him into a room off one of the three hallways.

I spend a few minutes holding up a wall before deciding to hunt for a telephone, but I find only locked doors. Nowhere to slip inside and make a phone call unnoticed. I’d love to talk to Amy, even for a few minutes.

When I find a bathroom, I go inside and lock the door. It’s a luxurious space large enough for a velvet couch, the counter littered with expensive perfumes and soaps. I take my time and when I’m finished, I find three women have gathered to use it.

I slip past and hope to find Sebastian ready to go, but when I don’t see him in the main room, I walk toward the stairs where couches have been set up and people who want a little more privacy have converged.

I climb up and from there, I can see the whole of the first floor. I’m looking at the hallway where Sebastian went. When I see a door open and the Grecian goddess emerge adjusting her dress, I’m curious. But what I don’t expect is Sebastian to follow a moment later, eyes hard, looking around the room.

He wipes something from the corner of his mouth, and when he looks up toward the balcony, I shrink back, slip into the shadows. I don’t go downstairs for a full ten minutes, and I don’t know why I can’t shake that feeling that I’ve been betrayed.

I haven’t.

All I am is his Willow Girl.

His Willow Whipping Girl.

How much more obvious do I need it to be?


Chapter Eighteen


SEBASTIAN

Helena is sitting stiffly beside me in the second row of the opera. I have my hand at her thigh, but she’s keeping her legs tightly closed and gripping the edges of her chair. She hasn’t looked at me once since it began. She barely did on the drive over.

Although, I was distracted when we left. Vitelli knows who Helena is. Knows about the Willow Girl. He shouldn’t, but my dear stepmother had been to visit him. I assume this is where she and Ethan had come to on one of their nights off the island.

I’m not the only one who’s broken the rules of the Willow game. Secrecy is an important one. But there are others and I knew the moment I chose Helena, that slash of pig’s blood on her sheath would haunt me.

I guess I’m not surprised Lucinda was here. She’s is preparing for war. So am I. And I’m better armed than she. This trip was fruitful, my guess correct.

But I know using what I learned against her will hurt Ethan, even if it does save Helena. At least from one brother. I’ll worry about the other later, though. I have to think about how to handle Ethan. If I’m not careful, this will damage him, and I’ve done enough damage.

I glance at Helena, who sits stiff as a board beside me. Quite frankly, it’s pissing me off. What I’m doing, I’m doing for her.

I lean in to her ear. “What the fuck is the problem?”

She gives me a lethal look.

The soprano hits a high note, and the music abruptly stops. After a moment of utter silence, the people around us stand and cheer. I take Helena by the arm, raise her to stand, and walk her toward the aisle before it’s overrun during the intermission.

“What are you doing? It’s not finished.”

“We’re going somewhere more private to watch the rest.”

She glances up at me. “I’m fine where we are.”

“I’m not.”

Remarkably, I don’t have to shove anyone out of my way as I maneuver us east of the stage and to a service door. I push it open, see the actors on their way to their dressing rooms, hear the staff hurrying to prepare for the Second Act.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to be here,” she says, pulling back.

“Shh.” I glance both ways, and we cross the hall and walk a little farther to get to another door. It’s darker in here. I use the flashlight on my phone to guide us through the stored props.

She’s slow because she’s looking at everything.

We reach the curtained-off stairs. I push them aside and point. “This way.”

She peeks up the narrow, stone staircase. “What’s up there?”

“You’ll see.”

Her sense of adventure outweighs whatever it is she’s upset about. She climbs the stairs, hands on either stone wall. At the top, there’s another door. I reach over her to push it open. It sticks a little but eventually gives and a moment later, we’re outside, in a small area that’s a sort of balcony from where we can see the whole of the colosseum.

“Wow. Are we supposed to be here?” She looks down, up, at everything around her.

“No, probably not.”

She turns to me. “How do you know about it?”

“My dad used to bring us here when we were little. We’d come to three operas a week some summers. It got a little dull, so Ethan, Gregory, and I would explore.”

“They just let you explore? Here?”

“They didn’t know exactly where we were.”

The orchestra signals the Second Act is about to begin, and it seems to remind Helena of her annoyance. I see it on her face.

“What happened between dinner and this?”

She turns to me. “Nothing.”

“Something.”

She studies me, and I wait.

“What were you doing in that room with Alexa 2.0?”

I’m confused. Although the Alexa 2.0 is funny. “Were you spying?”

“No. I was upstairs on the balcony. I saw her come out of a room, and you followed soon after. She was adjusting her dress like her boob fell out, which I wouldn’t be surprised if it did, considering.” She rolls her eyes and purposefully turns her gaze to the stage.

“You sound jealous, Helena.”

She snorts. “You didn’t have to take me to the party. You could have left me at the hotel.”

“So you could run off to the train station again?”

She gives me a glare.

I get behind her, push her hair over her shoulder, and put my hands beside hers on the stone wall. I kiss her neck, the curve of her shoulder, the first welt on her back.

“Stop.”

I slide one hand inside the triangle covering her breast and the other between her legs.

“Alexa 2.0 is like a piece of birthday cake.”

I’m rubbing her pussy, kissing another line of red. She turns her head.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s nice to look at. Maybe makes your mouth water.”

She shoves at my forearm. “Then you should go have a slice.”

“That’s the point. Everyone can have a slice. Everyone has.”

“Have you?”

“A long time ago.” I pull my hand from her breast and make her look at me when she turns away. “And I don’t want seconds.” I kiss her. Her mouth opens, and her pussy is wet in my hand. “You’re what I want. This mouth, this pussy. You.”

The orchestra begins to play as Margarita comes on the stage, singing her woeful song.

Helena turns and puts her hands on the wall.

I draw her hips back, nudge her legs wide with my own, and the dress splits in two, exposing her to me.

I take a minute, stand back and admire her, pull her hips farther so she’s bent over, and I look at her like this, waiting for me, open for me. I want her. I want her like I’ve never wanted anything else in my life.

One hand on her hip, I hold her open as I undo my belt, unzip my pants, shove them and my briefs down. I slide into her pussy as I push her long hair off her back.

The raised lines beneath my fingers makes me harder. I close my hand around the back of her neck and hold her with one hand while with the other, I keep her ass spread open so I can see her, watch her pussy stretch to take me, see the tiny ring of her asshole.

I want all of her, her pussy, her ass, her mouth. I want to fill every hole at once.

She arches her back as I thrust into her, and the sounds of our fucking, of wet pussy swallowing up hard cock, of moans and groans and skin slapping against skin rival that of the soprano. When she fists her hands and I feel her squeeze me, throb around me, I come too, filling her up, squeezing the back of her neck, digging my fingers into her hip.

More bruises, my marks on her, only mine.

When I pull out, I watch cum drip out of her, drip onto the floor. I turn her to me and kiss her mouth as she wraps her arms around my neck, fingers in my hair, nails digging into the skin of my scalp.

“You’re mine, Helena,” I say between kisses. “You’re what I want.”


Chapter Nineteen


HELENA

The drive back late the following afternoon is quiet. The sun is shining bright, so opposite the sheets of rain the day before.

I feel him glance at me, and I wonder what he sees. I wonder if things will change now.

I touch the ring on my finger, turn it a little, so the skull face is staring at me.

“What is that ring?”

He pays attention to everything. “My aunt gave it to me after the reaping.” I can’t help the accusatory tone in that last word.

“My Aunt Helena.”

He nods, looks straight ahead.

“Did you decide if I can call her?”

He won’t look at me when he replies. “Let’s talk about it later.”

“This is later, Sebastian.”

Nothing.

“She gave it to me to remind me that not every Willow Girl dies,” I say, unable to help myself. Unable to help that familiar darkness from creeping into my words.

We’re nearing the docks. We’ll be back on the island soon.

“I miss her.”

“She lived with you, right?”

“Yes. I’d sometimes catch her and my mom in these top-secret meetings. I called them that because they were so strange about it. I realize now my aunt must have known about the money that would change hands when the next one of us was claimed.”

By the time that day came, I felt like she hated my mother. I didn’t know why, not then.

“I overheard them once. It was on our sixteenth birthday. I’d gone to my aunt’s room to call her down for the celebration. She was out of her chair. She could walk, but she was so old, it was easier for her in the chair. But she was up on her feet, and my mom was sitting on the edge of her bed. They were arguing more loudly than usual, and my aunt did something I’d never expect from her. She slapped my mother’s face, and I can still remember the sound of it and her exact words: “You saw what they did to your sister and you’ll put your babies on those blocks? And for what? You make me sick.”

There’s more that I don’t tell him. How my aunt had told my mom it should have been her. That Libby wouldn’t have done this. She would have chosen differently.

They had argued then, and my mom forbade her from coming to the birthday celebration. She locked her in her room like she was a child.

When I took Aunt Helena a piece of birthday cake later, she lied to me, told me she hadn’t felt well enough to come. I think it was the only time she lied to me.

I take a long breath in. “Please let me call her today.” I’m not above begging, not anymore. “You can be in the room. What are you afraid I’ll say? I just want to talk to her, tell her I’m okay. Hear her voice.”

What would my aunt think if I told her the truth? That I was starting to have feelings for my Scafoni master. Would she slap my face too?

He pulls into the parking lot, drives up to the docks. I recognize the man who greets us. He’s the same one as yesterday.

Sebastian gets out, hands over the keys. He opens the trunk and takes out our overnight bag. When he opens my door, I just look up at him.

I can’t get out. I don’t want to. I feel my eyes filling up again because I’m scared and I don’t want to go back, and it’s worse now than before.

He sighs, tells the man to load the bag onto the boat, and crouches down. He takes one of my hands into both of his.

“I don’t want to go back there,” I say.

“We have to, Helena.”

I shake my head. “Why? You can decide. It’s up to you what happens to me.”

Not for long, though. Not for long.

My stomach turns at the thought.

“Listen to me, Helena.”

I shake my head.

“Listen. My meeting in Verona, it was good news. I’m trying—” he stops abruptly, breathes in, changes track. “You have to trust me now. What I said to you yesterday, they weren’t empty words.”

I stop.

“I have no intention of passing you on to my brothers,” he says.

“What? How? How can you stop it?”

He straightens so I have to look up at him and squint against the sun behind him.

“I can’t tell you that. Just let me handle this my way and trust me. No one will touch you. You’ll be safe.”

“How can I be safe on that island? With them?”

His forehead is creased. He reaches down, unbuckles my seat belt, and lifts me out of the car.

“Give me a few days, and we’ll talk again. Can you do that?”

“I don’t have a choice, Sebastian.”

*     *     *

No one is around when we get back. Apart from the bustle of food being prepared in the kitchen and the gardeners working outside, it’s quiet. Sebastian has to make calls and disappears into his study. After spending an hour in my room, I decide to go outside, go for a walk.

The waning light lends a comforting backdrop to my walk. There won’t be a single cloud in the sky tonight.

I walk past the swimming pool, the filter buzzing quietly, and step onto the grass, turn toward the small farm. It’s just far enough from the house that the smell doesn’t reach it.

A dozen chickens roam free and half that number of lambs. I wonder if they slaughter them. I guess they do. Why else keep lambs? Chickens for eggs maybe, but not all of them.

I pet the two lambs grazing by the fence as I pass and walk toward the vegetable garden, weaving through the neat rows of greens. When I see the strawberry patch in the farthest corner, I bend to pick a handful of ripe ones and plop them into my mouth one after another. They’re smaller than the ones we get at home from the supermarket. Softer too, and a hundred times sweeter.

When I’ve had my fill, I wipe off my hands and turn to go back to the house. But I pause.

There’s an unkept path between the trees here, and it leads to the east side of the island. I can take the long way back to the house.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I begin to walk steadily away from the house in the direction I’m not to go. One of the places forbidden to me. I’m curious why it’s forbidden.

It’s a longer walk than I realize, but that’s partly the route I take. It’s overgrown, if it was ever maintained to begin with, and becomes more of a hike. Flip-flops aren’t the right footwear, I find out.

The foliage seems to change here too. It becomes wilder, rougher. The long branches of low bushes scratch at my legs as I walk, and I wish I’d brought a sweater. It’s cooled down a lot since the sun set.

Just when I think I should turn back the trees give way to a clearing.

I stop at the edge of the large circle of hay-like grass and look at it, the Scafoni family mausoleum.

A chilly wind blows my skirt up and steals my breath as I stand taking it in, the gray stone building older than any other on the island, large and imposing and final.

I take a step into the clearing, and it’s like I’ve stepped out of one world and into another. It’s the strangest, creepiest feeling. I hug my arms to myself, rub them, tell myself to grow up. Of course, it’s creepy. It’s full of dead bodies or ashes or dust. But the key word is dead.

These Scafoni can’t hurt me.

I force myself to walk toward the two wide stairs that lead to the large iron doors. They’re more like garden gates than doors.

When I’m closer, I realize carved in the stone over the door is the body of an angel, androgynous, one of the wings clipped by time, the other grand. He or she kneels, hands on the ground, fingers curled but soft, head bowed, giving the impression of one who is broken or grieving. One who has accepted what has come to pass.

But then, when I get closer, I can see that beneath the thick strand of stone hair, the angel’s face is just visible enough, and one eye looks straight out at me. It’s a Watcher, standing guard over the Scafoni remains, not passive at all, but fierce.

And she knows I don’t belong here.

It almost makes me stop. Almost.

But I steel my spine and reach out to brush the tips of my fingers against the gritty iron of the gate. It’s slightly a jar, not quite closed, and I push.

It’s so quiet here that the creak sounds a hundred times louder than it is. If I’d thought it was chilly outside, it’s doubly so inside. A hanging lantern shines a red light over the space, illuminating the room just enough to let me see. A breeze blows, and something tickles my toes, making me gasp and jump until I realize it’s just a dead leaf blown out of its resting place by the wind.

All around me, Scafoni names are carved in stone, dates beneath them. Birth and death. Iron candle holders, like long fingers, protrude from beside each name. Some have stubs of candles, some are filled with dirt. I read some of the names, the oldest ones. Hundreds of years old.

When I come upon Anabelle’s, I stop. I reach out and touch the engraving.

Hers is one of the forgotten graves. And beside her is her son, Giuseppe.

His last name is listed as Scafoni-Willow.

I’m surprised at it. Surprised they’d not banish the name from this final resting place of the Scafoni family because they can’t want to remember us in death.

Although the Willow part of the name seems to be vandalized, like someone took a jagged stone and scratched it through a hundred times, but it’s still there. Still among the Scafoni dead, hanging like a shadow over them even in death.

I reach out to touch it, trace the letters of my name.

Do I believe the story Sebastian told me about Anabelle? He could have lied. What’s to prevent him from lying? Painting us in the worst possible light?

I drop my hand, cross to the newer stones. I find Joshua Scafoni’s marker. Sebastian’s father. The man who chose my Aunt Libby to be his Willow Girl. Beside it, I expect to find his mother, and I do see her, but there’s one name between them. Timothy Scafoni.

Confused, I read the date. The child lived three days. I do the math. Do it again. It can’t be.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

The voice makes me jump and I spin around, clutching my heart.

They sound so much alike, Gregory and Sebastian. You’d almost mistake the one for the other.

Not me, though. Gregory’s voice carries a hint of malice in it. It’s just a hint, but I hear it.

“You don’t belong here, Willow Girl.”

I swallow. I’d step back, but I’m already backed up against the stone grave wall, and the iron candle holders are digging into my back.

He takes a step toward me, looks just beyond me, comes close enough to touch me. But he doesn’t.

“I got lost.”

I can’t move when he turns to me, when he’s so close I can feel the heat of his body and all I see are his eyes and the way they watched me that night.

“I don’t believe that,” he says, his voice quiet. Almost gentle. Not quite, though. It’s missing something to be gentle.

I wonder why he’s wearing a suit and remember how, before he took me down from the whipping post, he took off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. A small kindness.

I meet his eyes, but I can’t read him.

“I’ll go,” I say.

“Did you do the math?” he asks, reaching for a candle and taking a lighter out of his pocket to light it.

My legs seem finally able to function again. I take a step away and watch him drip wax onto the stub of a candle in the holder at his father’s marker, then push his candle into it, uniting the two.

He turns to me. “Did you?”

“Yes.”

“Sebastian’s not firstborn.”

“Twins.”

Gregory nods. “Timothy was first. Only survived days, though.” He glances at Sebastian’s mother’s marker. “Killed her too, two years later.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sebastian didn’t tell you?”

I shake my head.

“His mother committed suicide. In here.”

I glance at the marker, read the date of her death, the month, the day. It’s the day her sons were born, just two years later. She killed herself on Sebastian’s birthday.

Gregory steps toward me and again, I’m locked in place. Trapped.

“Still not scared of me?”

I shake my head quickly. Too quickly.

“What do you think he’ll do when you learns you were in here?”

“Are you going to tell him?”

“I don’t know.” He slides his gaze over me. I’m wearing a T-shirt to cover the marks on my back, and a skirt. His eyes settle at my thighs for a minute, then a little higher. When he returns his gaze to mine, he cocks his head to the side. “He’ll be mad. Pissed enough to use the whipping post for what it’s meant for.”

I swallow.

Gregory suddenly smiles, and his whole expression changes. It’s disarming.

And calculated.

“The fact that he’s not technically firstborn means he’s not really head of the family. That role goes to the son who takes it.”

“What do you mean?”

“I could want my own Willow Girl. Seems like fun.”

“You’re sick, you know that? Perverted”

“Maybe. Probably,” he adds, as if agreeing after a moment’s thought. “Still.” He reaches out to touch my face, and I bat his hand away. “I liked watching you come.”

I swallow, feel sweat pool under my arms.

“Maybe you like sick and perverted. I mean, you seem to like my brother.”

“Tell him if that’s what you want. He won’t do what you say.”

“No? How well do you think you know my brother?” He pauses for effect. “You willing to risk it?”

I study his eyes, try to read what he’s thinking.

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll keep your secret. This way, you and I, we can have our own.” He places his fingers on my jaw, and for a minute, I wonder if he’s measuring the fingertips against the fading bruises. “Just between us.”

He’s fucking with me.

I pull away, force my legs to move. I get to the door before I turn around.

“I’d rather you tell him,” I say. “I’d rather take a whipping than keep a secret with you.”

It’s full dark when I run back to the house. I don’t stop once, not even when I lose one of my flip-flops. I go straight upstairs, up to my room, slam the door behind me.

I’m in such a panic, I don’t even notice Lucinda, not until I’ve trapped myself inside with her. She’s reclining on my bed, her feet crossed at the ankles, her dirty shoes on my comforter.

She’s holding a torn envelope, reading the sheet of paper. I think I recognize the handwriting, but she moves it too quickly for me to be sure and sits up.

“What the hell are you doing in here?” I ask.

She slides her legs off the bed, stands, and looks me over. I look down too, at my one bare foot, at the scratches along my legs and the dirt on my feet.

“I hope you didn’t track dirt into the house.”

She walks across to the window and pushes it open to glance outside.

“What do you want?” I ask.

She turns back to me, sets whatever she was reading on the dresser, and gives me a grin. “Have a good trip? A romantic little getaway?”

“Yes, actually. It was refreshing being away from you.”

“Well, aren’t we lucky to have you back.”

“What are you doing in here?”

Lucinda shrugs a shoulder, pulls open one of the drawers, and rummages through it. She picks out a pair of panties, a tiny pair, and holds it on her long red fingernail.

“Does he like you in this? Likes you to whore it up?”

I go to her, take the panties, and drop them into the drawer before shoving it shut.

“You have no right to be in here. Get out.”

“It’s my house. I can be anywhere I want.” She goes to the closet, turns on the light, but stays in the doorway to peek in, then looks back at me. “Libby whored it up too. Joshua loved that.”

I don’t want to hear this. As hungry as I am about my Aunt Libby’s time here, I don’t want to hear it from her.

“You know, Sebastian should share you,” she says, coming back into the bedroom and sitting down on the chaise like this was her room. “Joshua shared Libby. She took all three at once. One in her mouth, one in her ass and the other in her dirty cunt.” Her lip curls, and the word sounds more vulgar on her lips than it even is.

“She didn’t have a choice,” I say.

She smiles a cold, cruel smile. “She came like a whore. She was loud, louder than you are. Or don’t you come? Doesn’t my son make you come?”

“He’s not your son.”

She seems surprised I know that. “Did he tell you that? Fascinating.”

“What’s fascinating about that?”

“Since he’s feeding you piecemeal, I’m just surprised he chose that little tidbit. Although Sebastian’s always been clever. Too clever. I suppose it would endear you to him to know my weak sister, his mother, hanged herself.”

I hear hatred in her words, the tone of her voice, and it’s directed toward her dead sister.

“What’s wrong with you? She lost a son.”

“Oh? How do you know that?”

I don’t answer, not right away. “Sebastian told me.”

“Really? He doesn’t tell anyone that. Not even his Willow Girl. Even if he is smitten. You’re a sneaky whore.”

I don’t reply.

“My husband was smitten too. Truth be told, he loved his Willow whore. She was meeker than you. More obedient. Although maybe that has to do with my strict regimen of discipline. Kept her in line.”

“You beat her.”

“Disciplined her. There’s a difference.”

“Call it what you want.”

“I saw that girl with her mouth stuffed full of my husband’s cock more than without it.”

She’s looking away like she’s reminiscing, like it’s a fond memory.

“He’d make me prepare her for him. Make me shave her pussy the way he liked. Wash her. Make me watch him fuck her. But in exchange, I disciplined her as I saw fit.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

She shrugs a shoulder. “Boredom.”

“Were you jealous of my aunt? Is that why you hate us?”

She studies me, calculating her cruelty, measuring the destruction of her words.

“Maybe. Maybe I was jealous of his affection for her. The tenderness he showed her after her sessions with me. But not jealous that he’d rather fuck her than me. I don’t need a man. I never have.”

“Yet you live with three of them, and from what I see, Sebastian rules.”

Any suggestion of a smile vanishes. She gets up, comes toward me, stands inches from me.

“Did you know he didn’t have to do this? Didn’t have to take a Willow Girl?”

I set my jaw, hold her gaze.

She’s a liar. I know that.

“He chose this. He can stop it at any time even. It’s his right. Yet he chooses not to. He chooses to keep you here under his thumb. Chooses to continue the tradition of passing you down from one brother to the next to the next. He chooses this for you.”

“I don’t believe you.” It’s not true. It’s not. He has no choice. If he didn’t do it, Ethan would get his turn.

“I don’t care what you believe. Truth is still truth. And it all just comes down to one thing. Money. He releases you from your obligation, and he forfeits his place as head of the Scafoni family. He loses everything. Sad little world we live in, isn’t it, when money is worth more than a human life?”

She sets her long fingernail under my chin and raises it a little. We’re eye to eye.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Believe what you want, Willow Girl. I’m actually here to give you a letter that came earlier.” She gestures to the dresser where she’d dropped what she was reading when I came inside. “Got here two days after your arrival. Must have slipped Sebastian’s mind to deliver it.”

I see victory in her eyes, and I think about our notches, Sebastian and me. I think Lucinda would win this one. I know it before I even see what’s inside the letter.

I walk away from her, pick up the letter and envelope. It’s addressed to me, and I recognize the handwriting. It’s from my sister, Amy.

I check the postmark, and she’s right. It arrived when she said it did.

My heart races. I know it’s bad news. I know it before I turn it over to read it.

“Luckily, I found it in his trash can and fished it out. I thought you should have it.”

I open the sheet, see the few lines of Amy’s note. Watch the newspaper clipping fall to the floor.

“There’s a boat waiting for you. Remy will take you to the airport. Flight leaves in two hours. You get one chance to get out of here, Willow Girl. Don’t fuck it up, and don’t let anyone see you.” She digs into her pocket. A moment later, she sets a passport, I assume mine, on the table by the door.

“Why would you help me?”

“I’m not helping you. I’m helping myself.”

She then walks out, and her words trickle in slowly as I read Amy’s note. And as I bend to pick up the clipping, a tear blots the ink.


Chapter Twenty


SEBASTIAN

“You need to watch your girl,” Gregory says as he takes a seat across from me in my office. “She’s going to get herself into trouble.”

“Saw the marks you left on her wrist.”

“She bruises easily. What’s the vitamin that’s missing if you bruise easily? Maybe it’s because she doesn’t eat meat.”

“Don’t be a dick, Greg.”

He scratches the back of his neck. “I want a piece, Sebastian.”

“No.”

“Why not? It won’t be the first time we shared a girl. Hell, you practically offered her the other night.”

“I said no.” I move my hands onto my lap, feel them fist. I can’t read what he’s thinking. My younger brother is too good at masking his thoughts. I know growing up he had to be, but it’s not how we are, he and I.

“What’s changed?” he asks.

“I’m keeping her, Gregory. That’s what’s changed.”

He studies me for a long time, then nods. Gets up. Without a word on what I just said, he walks out of my office. I watch him go, and I know it’s not going to be this easy. No fucking way, not with him.

I get up and head upstairs to Lucinda’s room. I knock. A moment later, I hear her call to enter. I do.

She’s sitting at her desk, her back to it. I close the door behind me and go inside, sit on the sofa across from her. I look around her room. She’s got the second biggest one, second only to mine. I moved her out of the master once I took control of the family. Lucinda and I, we have a long and ugly history.

“Sebastian,” she says, getting up and pouring two whiskeys from the bottle on the corner of her desk. She hands me one. “You never visit me here.”

“I want to talk in private.”

“Can’t imagine what about.” She settles back into her seat and takes a long swallow of her drink.

“I know, Lucinda.”

She cocks her head to the side, and that grin, that victorious smirk, I want to wipe it from her face.

“What do you know, Sebastian?” she asks, raising her drawn-in eyebrows high.

“I know about Ethan.”

For a millisecond, there’s a flicker of panic on her face, just for the tiniest fraction of time. If I didn’t know her so well, I would have missed it.

“I don’t want to hurt him—”

“Late for that, isn’t it?” she interrupts.

“That’s why I’m here to talk to you.” I ignore her jab, push through.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You going to make me say it?” I ask.

She stares back at me, her face stone. She sips from her drink, clears her throat, remains silent.

“Fine. I’ll say it. I don’t know who his father is, and I don’t care, but he doesn’t have a drop of Scafoni blood in him.”

Stone turns to ice.

“He has no right to any Scafoni inheritance. None of it. Not a penny,” I continue. I want her to be crystal clear.

Her face is red when she finally speaks. “And after what you did, it will kill him to find out he’s not your brother.”

I break eye contact, because she’s right. I swallow what’s in my glass, stand, walk across to where she’s sitting to refill it. I don’t look at her when I say this next part.

“That’s why I’m here. You’re his mother. You can’t want that for your son.”

I take my time returning to my place on the sofa, and when I sit back down, I see she’s thinking. Calculating. And I’m not sure at all she’d put Ethan’s well-being above her own.

“This is about the girl. The Willow whore with the pig’s blood on her sheath. You broke the rules, Sebastian. You were supposed to take a virgin.”

She’s right. I have one on her, she has one on me, and we can destroy everything for each other. In fact, the only person left standing if we did would be Gregory. And I feel a weight settle in my gut when I remember his eyes from just minutes ago. The way he acquiesced so easily. The way he walked out of my office, so accepting.

He’s biding his time. He’s going to let things play out because he knows how this will end. One way or another, he’ll get his Willow Girl because even if I am able to diffuse the Ethan/Lucinda situation, Gregory has a right to her.

“I consider Ethan my brother, you know that,” I say.

“Since when? Since the accident?” She puts that last word in air quotes.

“You never encouraged a relationship between us, not from day one.”

“Oh boo-hoo.” She stands, turns to refill her glass. “You need inner-child therapy, Sebastian? Go tell someone how horrible your mother was to you.”

“You’re not my mother. You never have been.”

“Grow up.”

“I did. I grew up fast under your cane.”

“You were always a filthy boy. You needed the cane.” She pauses, grits her teeth, lifts her chin and inhales a deep breath.

“Don’t push me on this, Lucinda.”

“What are you offering?”

“Ethan won’t have Helena. He won’t touch her. You take him off the island for a few months, take him somewhere he likes to go, tell him whatever you need to tell him to change his mind about the Willow Girl. When he’s understood it, you’ll both be welcomed back, and he will never know the truth about his parentage, and you’ll keep your place here, your status. Your allowance.” I wonder if this last one isn’t all that matters to her.

She grins. “What about Gregory? Have you thought about what he wants? What he’ll do once Ethan is out of the picture? You think he won’t contest the fact that she’s not a virgin? That you’re not technically firstborn. That you broke the rules? He’ll have you disinherited before you can profess your love to that whore.”

“What the fuck do you know about love?” The huskiness in my voice surprises me.

“Hit a nerve, did I? You’re so easy. As easy as your whore.”

“What are you talking about, Lucinda?”

She ignores my question, goes to the window, and pushes the curtain aside with one long, bony finger, one corner of her mouth curving upward. She then turns to me.

“One time,” she says, “I’ll make the deal with you. Take Ethan off the island. Away from this place. But he gets to have her once. One time. You can even dictate which hole he fucks.”

I’m on my feet, hands fisted at my sides. I stalk over to her. She backs up, but that look in her eyes, the one that screams victory, it mocks me, and I can’t fucking stand it. Can’t stand her. I close my hand around her throat and shove her against the wall.

“He doesn’t lay a single finger on her. Not one.”

She smiles, even as her eyes redden, bulge, my hand squeezing her scrawny neck.

“Your hate makes you ugly, Lucinda. Makes you old. An old, jealous bitch.”

She’s got her hands on my forearm now, is trying to drag me off. She’s struggling for breath. I give one more squeeze before releasing her, watching her sputter and cough.

“You have twenty-four hours to decide before I tell Ethan he’s a bastard.”

“You’re just like your father. You fell for that whore like he did his. You let your Willow Girl come between your family, just like he did. I’ll smile when they carve out the name on your stone, right next to his. Next to your dead brother.”

“You’re a pathetic old woman,” I say, walking out.

“Don’t you dare walk out on me!”

I slam the door shut behind me, her words clawing at me, stalking me. Lucinda is a force to be reckoned with. This isn’t over. I know that. It’s not over by a long shot.

I go to Helena’s room, knock once. It’s more of a banging with my fist. “Helena. You in there?”

Nothing. I open the door, but the room’s empty. I try the bathroom, knocking again, but finding it, too, empty. Using the connecting door, I go to my room. Maybe she went there. But she isn’t here either.

“Helena?”

I hear the engine of the boat and rush to the window and I see Helena run toward it, watch her board. See the two figures on the boat.

“Helena!”

I turn, run for the door, but see the discarded letter on the floor. I bend to pick up the familiar note from her sister with her aunt’s obituary inside.

Lucinda did this. Lucinda gave it to her.

I crush it in my hand and am about to get up when Lucinda reappears in the doorway.

“I told you not to fucking walk away from me.” She stalks to me as I stand, and I hear the clicking before I see the gun she raises in her hand. Aims.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

I see the rage on her face, and I charge toward her, almost reaching her before she pulls the trigger.

Almost.

A flash of light and a burning pain stuns me. I stumble once, twice, but somehow, I’ve got hold of her wrist and when I fall, she’s falling too, and the gun goes off again and my shoulder burns.

I topple on top of her but a minute later, she shoves me off. I watch her rise to her feet, look down at me, and when I reach to touch my shoulder, warm liquid covers my hand.

“Lucinda,” I start, trying to raise myself up through the pain, but something hits me on the back of my head. It feels like someone’s slammed a brick against it.

I blink, try to force my eyes to stay open, but fall backward and all I feel is pain and all I see is black and all I hear is the sound of Lucinda’s footsteps running out of the room and I’m left with my thoughts and they’re churning, circling, exploding until they, too are fading.

Fading.

Gone.


Chapter Twenty-One


HELENA

My Aunt Helena died the night I left.

She died while I was still on that plane.

She was dead when I asked him to let me call her over and over again, and he knew it and he didn’t say a goddamned word.

Not one.

I didn’t bother to pack anything. Nothing here is mine. I changed into a pair of jeans and grabbed a sweater, put on a pair of shoes, and picked up my passport. I walked out the door, and when I heard arguing coming from Lucinda’s room, I ran. I scrambled down the stairs, out the front door, and outside, the night calm around me, the quiet sounds of crickets and soft waves same as the other nights. Like nothing outside has changed. Like everything is just the same.

Tonight, the lights guiding the path to the docks are off. I guess Lucinda took care of that. Of course, she did. She wants me off this island.

I stop for a moment, hesitate. Why? Why would she help me?

No, she’s not helping me. She’s helping herself. I have to give her one thing. She’s been up front with me from day one. She’s been awful, but honest. She hates me, but she doesn’t play games with me. Not like Sebastian.

Does she see how close Sebastian is with me? Is that what it is? Am I threat to her? How? Why?

In my rush, I stumble over a stone raised a little higher than the others and fall down, scraping my knees. I look down at my hand, at the ring Aunt Helena gave me.

Aunt Helena is dead.

She died weeks ago, and Sebastian has known all this time.

Christ. I’m a fool. All that time in the car, me spilling my guts out about her. Telling him about that night, that secret I’d kept even from my sisters, I told him.

And when he told me to trust him, I did.

She said she found the letter in his trash can. Was he ever going to tell me? Or just avoid having to answer every time I asked him to let me make a call? Maybe work something out with my parents that they keep this a secret too.

If he’s lied about this, what else is he lying about?

I didn’t know about his twin brother. Never knew Sebastian isn’t technically firstborn. That his place isn’t cast in stone.

He told me about Lucinda being his stepmother, and I felt sorry for him. I felt sorry for him that his mother had died. If he’d told me she’d died on his birthday, he would have gotten even more sympathy out of me.

What else isn’t he telling me? What else is there he’s lying about?

Is it true what she said? That he didn’t have to do this? That he could stop it at any time?

“And it all just comes down to one thing. Money. He releases you from your obligation, and he forfeits his place as head of the Scafoni family. He loses everything. Sad little world we live in, isn’t it, when money is worth more than a human life?”

I get up, wince at the pain the tiny stones cut into my knees. The boat engine starts when I take my next step, and I wipe my face. I’m not crying over him. I’m not. My aunt is dead. These tears are for her.

I climb the steps up to the dock and go to the idling boat. Remy is at the steering wheel. He doesn’t come to help me on. I climb on myself, but it’s easy enough.

As soon as I’m on board, before I’m even seated, we pull away from the island.

I look back once, look back at the big, beautiful house with all its lights. With all its lies. All the liars inside it.

I hug my sweater to myself and move to step into the enclosed space of the boat, and I don’t expect there to be anyone on the boat but me and Remy, but someone’s inside the cabin. He stands as I enter. He’s tall and big, but he’s wearing a hoodie and I can’t see his face.

Something tells me to turn, to get off the boat, but we’re too far. When I try to run, a powerful hand closes around my arm, hurting me, bruising me.

I open my mouth to scream, but he smashes a cold, wet cloth over my face and just then, Remy turns around. But it’s not Remy. It’s Ethan. Ethan with a leering grin, watching me struggle, kick, and claw. And I realize my mistake too late.

Ethan’s face is the last thing I see as the chloroform does its work, and I feel myself weaken, feel my body slump against the powerful chest of the man behind me, feel him let up a little as my arms drop to my sides and my knees give out.

I hit the hard deck of the boat, feel the engine vibrate as a boot shoves me rudely aside. The man makes his way out of the enclosed space, and I hear the muffled sound of speech, smell the smoke of a cigarette as I lose consciousness and we speed toward whatever destination Lucinda has planned for me.

I knew she wasn’t doing this to help me.

But her intention wasn’t ever to let me go.

It was only ever to take me from Sebastian.

*     *     *
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The average person spends at least two weeks of their life kissing. When you consider you may live to be ninety, it doesn’t seem like that long a time. But if you take into account the average kiss lasts approximately seven seconds, two weeks equals over 170,000 kisses.

I’m almost sixteen and haven’t even been kissed once. At this rate, I doubt I’ll ever come close to hitting my kiss quota. It’s not that I haven’t had any offers. I have. But I want my first kiss to be special.

I once read the term “French kiss” came into popularity as a slur against the French culture, who seems to have an obsession with sex and promiscuity, at least according to the indecency experts of the early twentieth century. But the French refer to that deep, all-consuming type of kiss as a “tongue kiss” or, even better, “soul kiss” because, if done right, it should merge two souls together.

That’s what I want from my first kiss. To merge my soul with another, not waste it on someone who won’t appreciate it.

Even at my young age, I’ve spent an unhealthy amount of time imagining the day my soul will connect with another in such a beautiful way. I’ve forced my best friend, Molly, to watch a ridiculous number of romance movies. Whenever I’d witness that first kiss between the leading lady and man, I’d exhale dreamily.

Will my first kiss be like the one between Ingrid Bergman and Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca, deep and full of despair? Or will it be closer to the one between Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh in Gone with the Wind? All-consuming and needy, as if neither one could go another minute without that connection. I’m beginning to think I’ll never know.

“What about this style?” Molly asks, snapping me out of my daydream. I shift my eyes to where she reclines on her lounge chair in practically the same position as me. Back propped up at a slight angle. One leg bent at the knee, the other straight. Chin tilted to the sun in an attempt to prevent the occurrence of strange tan lines. The aroma of coconut-scented sunscreen and briny sea air filters into my senses. It’s the smell of summer.

I scan the page of the magazine Molly’s pointing to, seeing some famous actress whose layered haircut has become popular over the past few months. “It’s cute.”

She raises her eyebrows and huffs in annoyance. “Cute? Just cute? That’s all? I’m sixteen. I’m far too old for anything cute.”

“Okay then.” I lower my book. My father insists I work my way through the recommended reading list my honors English teacher provided. I’ll soon be starting my junior year of high school. These are important years, especially where college admission offices are concerned. My dad doesn’t have a lot of money, so he’s depending on me getting some scholarships to help ease the financial burden of sending me to college. “What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know,” she exhales. “Beautiful. Stunning. Sexy.” She waggles her eyebrows. “I want to be sexy. Don’t you?”

I shrug, looking away. Brightly colored beach towels cover the sand like a Tetris game gone wrong. Off to the right, several guys I recognize from school play volleyball, many of them shirtless, their tanned skin glistening with sweat from the humid temperatures. I try not to stare, but I can’t help it, especially at one guy in particular.

“I never really thought about it,” I lie.

“Oh, come on, Brook. You can’t tell me you haven’t swayed those hips of yours a little more whenever you passed a cute boy at school or the mall.”

I retrieve my book and flip it back open. My eyes remain glued to the words on the page, but I don’t comprehend any of them. It could be written in a foreign language for all I know. There is a boy at school I sway my hips for, who I smile shyly at whenever I see him, who makes my entire body warm whenever he steals a glance at me. I can’t tell Molly, though. She’d never understand. After all, that boy is her older brother.

“I guess I never really thought of anyone in our class that way.” I continue to avoid her eyes.

Up until a year or so ago, I was taller than most boys in our class. There was nothing attractive about having to bend my five-foot, nine-inch frame over just to dance with them during one of the school functions my father begrudgingly allowed me to attend. Over the past year, something happened. Boobs. My formerly straight and statuesque frame is no longer shaped like a stick, but now resembles an hour-glass. Along with the boobs came a lot more attention I still don’t know how to handle.

“Well, I have.” Her voice is very matter-of-fact.

“Who?”

“Brody Carmichael.”

I lift my sunglasses off my eyes, narrowing my gaze at her. “He’s about to be a senior and is replacing your brother as captain of the hockey team.”

“So?” she says dismissively.

I shake my head, praying I’m not around when Drew learns of this little development. “Your funeral,” I quip. “Or maybe Brody’s.”

She grins. “Most definitely Brody’s.”

We both laugh. For the past ten years, Molly and I have been practically inseparable. After we met during our first day of kindergarten, we immediately formed a bond. I still remember that day with alarming clarity. I had watched as all my classmates gave their mother a hug and kiss goodbye in front of the school. I’d kissed mine goodbye forever the previous year after a drunk driver killed her.

Growing up without a mother affects you in ways you never think it will, especially as a girl. There’s no one to teach you how to apply makeup. No one to talk to you after you get your period. No one to tell you about their first boyfriend. Molly and I found a camaraderie in each other, considering her mother left them and never looked back. We figured out things together. And I knew we’d confront the rest of the problems life threw at us the same way.

“Are you hungry?” she asks suddenly, her voice chipper. “I’m hungry. Aren’t you hungry?” She grins deviously and jumps up from her lounge chair, her blonde curls springing with the motion. After adjusting her bikini, she assesses her appearance. I can’t help but envy her. She’s petite and skinny with not many curves. On the other hand, I’m tall with an ample chest and even more ample hips. I’m still not used to this new body I find myself in, but Molly’s encouragement helps. Whenever she notices me trying to hide underneath my clothes, she tells me how amazing I look, how she’d kill to have curves like mine. She makes me feel good about myself, a difficult feat for a teenager.

I follow her line of sight across the street toward Kelly’s, one of our favorite spots, shaking my head when I see Brody, along with several other guys from our school, approach the food stand. That’s what summers are like in the greater Boston area. When you’re not working, you’re hanging out at the beach. Most days, it’s like I’m not even out of school, considering how often I see my classmates congregate here.

“I’ll let you work your charms on your own.” I return my attention forward. “These books won’t read themselves.”

It doesn’t matter that I can’t see her. I feel her roll her eyes at me. “You’re always so serious. When are you going to learn to have a little fun?”

“This is fun for me.”

“Suit yourself. Want anything?”

“I’m good. I’m still full from the muffins you stole from the café.” Her father owns and runs a café in the North End of Boston. It’s been in her family for generations. They have the best coffee in the city and the best pastries in the world, although I’ve never left the New England area.

Molly moans, rubbing her flat stomach. “God, what I wouldn’t give for another muffin right now.”

“You’re a fiend.”

“But you still love me.”

“You bet I do. Now go before your…food walks away.”

She shifts her eyes across the street and chews on her lower lip, her cheeks blushing. “Be back in a few, Brook!” she calls out as she runs up the sand. I watch her climb over the short ledge, then hurry across the street, still barefoot.

Once I see that she’s made it to Kelly’s in one piece, I return my attention to my book, immersing myself in the author’s world. To be honest, it’s a world I hope I never have to live in. Now that I’m older and am in more advanced English classes, it seems the reading material has become more mature, as well. I can’t help but feel bad for Hester Prynne and the secret she keeps at the expense of her happiness. I hope I never put myself in a situation where I have to keep my love a secret.

Sweat beads on my forehead as I continue to bask in the sun, losing track of time, which is often the case when I read. So many people I know hate reading. This is probably why Molly and I get along so well. We can hold entire conversations using book quotes and no one would be the wiser.

It’s not until my hair starts to stick to my neck that I put the book down for a moment to tie my long, dark locks into a ponytail. The instant I do, I spy a familiar silhouette heading my way, eyes trained on me, a cockiness about him.

I quickly retrieve my book, burying my nose in it once more in the hopes he doesn’t recognize me. I didn’t have this problem last year. Next to Molly, with her charismatic personality and infectious enthusiasm, I was practically invisible. Now, thanks to the cleavage that no swimsuit can properly hide, everyone’s suddenly noticing me. All the more reason I should keep my cover-up on, just like I tell my dad I do to stop him from worrying. I don’t want to consider what would happen if he drove by and saw me in this bikini he doesn’t even know I own.

“Brooklyn Tanner,” a coy voice croons.

I take a breath, swallowing down my irritation at the interruption, and float my eyes to the source, who’s now commandeered Molly’s chair. “Damian.”

“Looking good.” He winks, but it does nothing for me. Damian Murphy is one of the most popular guys in class. He always has an entourage with him, mostly made up of the popular girls, who fawn over him every time he scores a basket during games or makes a tasteless joke, most with some sort of sexual connotation. He can have anyone he wants, but over the past few months, he seems to have made it his mission to get me to go out with him. “Where’s your hip attachment?”

“You mean my friend?”

“Yeah. It’s rare to see one without the other.”

I flip the page of my book, brushing off his comment. “Not that rare. She has her own life. I have mine. We just enjoy spending time with each other.”

“So much so that you can’t seem to find the time to go out with me?” He cocks a brow, then leans closer. “I normally don’t ask a girl out more than once.” He pauses, considering his words for a moment, furrowing his brow in obvious confusion. “I usually don’t have to. I’ve never had anyone turn down a date with me.”

I grit a smile. “Well, there’s a first time for everything, Damian.”

“Ouch,” he teases. “Beautiful and witty. That’s one killer combination.”

“I’ll be sure to add that to my college applications then.” I return my eyes to the pages, hoping he’ll get the hint and leave. Unfortunately, just like every other time he’s asked me out, he doesn’t.

He’s an attractive guy—sandy blond hair, crystal blue eyes, dazzling smile—but even killer looks can’t diminish his pompous attitude. A year ago, he thought my name was Brenda. Now that I have boobs, he seems to have mustered the brainpower to learn my real name.

Too little, too late. No thank you, Damian.

“Like I’ve told you repeatedly, my father doesn’t want me to date until I’m sixteen.”

“And when will that be?”

“September first, but even then, I’m not sure I want to date.” I attempt to give him the cold shoulder, but I can’t ignore the heat of his body inching even closer to mine.

“Oh, Brooklyn, Brooklyn, Brooklyn…” His voice is irritatingly sly. “What can I do to convince you to say yes?”

When his hand lands on my thigh, my body immediately grows rigid. I inhale a sharp breath. His fingers sweep up and down my leg as I blink repeatedly, my heart pounding in my chest. Didn’t Damian pay attention during our health class when Mr. Ottermeyer went over the importance of verbal consent? Probably not. He was too busy flirting with anything with a pulse.

“Damian,” I warn through tight lips, gripping my book, my knuckles becoming white with the force. “Please take your hand off my leg.”

“Why?” He smirks. “Is there somewhere else you’d like my hand?” He comes closer still, his fingers traveling up my leg, over my hip, and farther north.

I open my mouth, dread forming in the pit of my stomach, every inch of my body tensing. The hair on my nape stands on end, my palms becoming clammy. I press my elbows into my sides, my teeth grinding. Hearing laughing and blaring music reminds me I’m in public, that I can get up and leave, but I’m frozen to the spot, unable to move or speak as his hand looms perilously close to my chest.

As I brace myself for what’s to come next, he suddenly flies off the lounge chair and onto the sand. I’m disoriented at first, unsure what just happened. Then I see a familiar, yet intimidating figure standing over Damian, his foot pressed against his neck, his dark hair wild.

“Don’t you ever put your hands on her again!” Drew bellows. His back is toward me, muscles tense, body taut.

Over the past two years, he’s gone from a tall, scrawny kid, who perpetually had a pair of ice skates or rollerblades attached to him, into this beast of a man. With his six-foot, two-inch frame and muscles he’s built up during hours of training, he’s a force to be reckoned with. Couple that with a hot temper, and the entire school has learned not to mess with Andrew Brinks, unless you want to walk away with a broken bone or two.

“Chill out!” Damian says once Drew lets up on the pressure. “We were just talking.”

“Really? It didn’t look like you were just talking.”

Drew glances over his shoulder and our eyes meet. I swallow hard at what I see in his stare. I can’t quite explain it. It’s unlike the way he typically looks at me. He’s no longer looking at me like I’m an annoyance, someone he has to put up with because I’m his sister’s best friend. It makes me feel ashamed. I jump to my feet and grab my cover-up lying in the sand, hastily tossing it on my body.

Damian takes advantage of Drew’s momentary distraction and wiggles away, climbing back to his feet. “You got a thing for her, fine,” he barks out, brushing sand off his swim trunks. “No skin off my back. You’ve seen one pair of tits, you’ve seen ’em all. And I’ve seen plenty. Nothing special about hers.”

In an instant, Drew’s hand forms into a tight fist. Damian doesn’t even have time to react before Drew reels back, landing a powerful blow to his perfect nose. When blood spews onto the sand, I shriek. Needing to do something to put an end to this before it gets out of control, I dart toward Drew and attempt to pull him off Damian, but he’s obsessed, a man on a mission.

“Drew! Stop!” I do everything I can, but I’m no match for his strength. “Please!

Just as he’s about to land another punch to Damian’s face, I jump in between the two. Drew quickly halts mid-blow. It’s the first time I’m actually thankful for my height. If I were as short as Molly, he’d never even notice me standing here.

He stares at me, nostrils flaring. It’s just enough time for Damian to get his footing and take off down the beach. The crowd that had assembled to watch the fight disperses and I expect to hear sirens at any minute. It’s not the first time Drew’s gotten in trouble for fighting, and it certainly won’t be the last. His only saving grace has been his father’s close connection with many of the boys in blue in this town.

“What the hell, Drew?” I shriek in an uncharacteristic move. I’m normally even-tempered, but I can’t be right now, not about this. He may think he’s just playing the overprotective friend card, but that’s not how I see it. This is an instance of another person in my life thinking they know what’s best for me.

“What? I thought—”

“That I need you to come in and save the day? I don’t! I can take care of myself!”

“Oh really?” He crosses his arms over his chest. I’m so upset, I don’t even have time to take in how beautiful he is in just a pair of swim trunks, his chest glistening with perspiration, his chiseled abs disappearing into a V. Just like Damian’s arrogance turned me off, I find myself turned off from Drew because of the same thing. “If you call letting some guy put his hands all over you taking care of yourself—”

“Did you ever stop to think that maybe I wanted him to put his hands all over me?” I spit out, not caring how far from the truth those words are. “But no! Now, because of you, no guy will ever want to touch me again. They’ll all be worried about Drew Brinks finding out and breaking their nose.”

“I’m sorry, Brook.” His tone softens as he steps toward me, but I back away, collecting my things. “I thought—”

“Well, stop,” I bite back harshly. “Just…” I shake my head. “I already have one ridiculously overprotective father. I don’t need another.” I sling my bag over my shoulder and hurry toward the bus stop, trying to erase the memory of how he looked at me.

But I can’t.


Chapter Two


DREW

The heat of the day begins to wane as I shuffle down the street I grew up on. Not much has changed in the past eighteen years. A few houses have gotten a fresh coat of paint or new owners, but the feel of the neighborhood is still the same. Everyone watches out for each other here. Everyone knows each other’s business, which is why word about Damian Murphy’s broken nose seems to have spread faster than a drop of oil in a puddle of water. I spent the afternoon on damage control, thanks to my aunt’s insistence I apologize in the hopes he doesn’t file charges. I’d like to say I regret my actions, but I don’t.

I’m not quite sure what came over me. I’d been hanging out with a few of the guys, playing volleyball, when one of them commented about how hot Brooklyn looked in her bikini. The instant I stole a glance at her, it felt like all the air had been sucked from my lungs. I tried to stop staring, but couldn’t. You’d have to be blind to not have noticed the change in her body over the past year, but she always wore relatively conservative clothes, barely showing any skin. That wasn’t the case earlier. When I saw Damian Murphy, notorious flirt and player, approach her and proceed to touch her, I lost it. A new sort of protectiveness came over me, one I couldn’t quite explain.

One I still can’t.

The usual sounds of the neighborhood surround me as I continue down the same route I’ve walked more times than I can count—children laughing and playing, the five o’clock news blaring out open windows, the sizzle of burgers and hot dogs on a grill. Summer’s here and I’m both happy and sad at the same time. I’m done with high school, but unsure how to feel about embarking on the next journey of my life—college.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been the star hockey player. First in the town league, then in high school. In a few months, I’ll board a plane for the University of Minnesota, where I received a full athletic scholarship and a starting position on their Division I hockey team. I may no longer be the best player, although my father tells me otherwise, considering I’ve been given a place on the World Junior Championship team and my name’s in contention to be selected for the Games next year. Still, I’ll be battling for attention among dozens of other players just like me. What if I’m not as good as I’ve been led to believe? What will I do then? For as long as I can remember, hockey’s been my life. It’s the only thing that helped when my mother disappeared from my life right after my sixth birthday. I don’t know what I would do if I no longer had it.

I slow my steps as I approach my destination. Brooklyn’s house looms in front of me. It’s a small shotgun-style home, just like many of the houses in this area. A large oak tree sits at the crest of the steep hill in the front yard, and a smile lights up my face when I see Brooklyn sitting on the swing tied to one of the large branches.

Shoving my hands into the pockets of my pants, I head up the hill. She remains oblivious to my presence, her fingers wrapped around the rope, her eyes closed as she basks in the last few hours of sun before it disappears beyond the horizon. A breeze picks up, blowing her long, dark hair around. She looks more at peace than I can recall seeing in recent memory. I almost hate to disturb her.

“Hey,” I say.

She startles, her eyes flinging open, a hand flying to her chest. When her gaze lands on me, she blows out a long breath.

“Dammit, Drew. You scared me.”

“I didn’t mean to, but I had to come talk to you.” When I nod toward the setting sun, her mouth curves up in understanding.

“Never go to sleep without making up,” she says, reciting what my aunt would say to us whenever we’d argue as kids. It seems like it was just yesterday that Molly brought her new friend from school home to play and she became an honorary Brinks.

Even back then, Brooklyn was withdrawn, quiet, shy. A complete one-eighty from my sister’s rambunctious tendencies. Throughout the years, their personalities seemed to complement each other. Molly and I have always been close, and because of that, I grew close with Brooklyn, too. I’ve always considered her to be like another sister, which is why I feel protective of her. I keep an eye out for Molly, too, but Brooklyn’s different. I’ve lost count of the number of my fellow classmates I threatened when I caught them staring at her ass, chest, or legs. It doesn’t matter that she covers herself up by dressing more modestly than most other girls at our school, which is probably due to her father’s overprotective tendencies. Every guy notices Brooklyn Tanner. It’s impossible not to.

Now that the temperatures are rising, they’re all noticing even more. I’m more than aware I overreacted on the beach. I can’t stomach the idea of some guy touching Brooklyn. I know I’ll have to get used to the likelihood it’ll happen. It still brings out my protective nature, though. And that’s all this is. My protective nature coming out. Nothing more. At least, that’s what I try to tell myself, especially when I feel a burning deep in my stomach as I take in her eyes, her lips, her curves. I’ve never had this reaction to her before. Why now?

“Exactly.” I pull my lips between my teeth, unsure what to say. I hadn’t really thought that far ahead when I left my house. All I knew was I had to talk to her. Aunt Gigi has a way of making you think horrible things will happen if you disobey any of her rules. I don’t want to think what will occur if we violate her admonition that we not go to bed without reconciling our earlier disagreement. “Listen, Brook—”

She immediately holds up her hand. “Just answer one question.” Her gaze hardens.

In this moment, I no longer see the girl who’s been my sister’s shadow for the past decade. I no longer see a girl, period. She looks mature beyond her almost sixteen years. I suppose she always has been. Losing a parent forces you to grow up faster than you want to. I know from experience.

“Are you only here because Aunt Gigi put the fear of God into you?”

“No,” I say quickly, then pause. “Well, yes. Gigi always seems to put the fear of God into me, especially when I do something wrong and apologize, only for her to point to the sky and say, ‘Only He can forgive,’ or something like that.”

Brooklyn tilts her head to the side, studying me. Then she bursts into a hearty laugh, the tension breaking. She knows all too well how Aunt Gigi can be. It doesn’t matter that she’s technically my aunt. She took Brooklyn under her wing and helped raise her, just like she did with us. She considers all of us her kids, regardless that she didn’t give birth to us.

“But I wanted to come talk to you,” I continue, my voice becoming serious. “To apologize. I just… I care about you, Brooklyn. I know how boys like Damian think. Trust me. It’s nothing good.”

“I know that. I’m not as naïve as you and my dad think I am.” Her voice is firm as she pushes her feet against the ground, swinging slightly. “I have absolutely no intention of going out with him.”

I lift a brow. “But you were okay with him touching you?” I lean closer, lowering my voice. “I saw what he was about to do.”

She stops swinging, her mouth tightening as she averts her eyes, staring at the ground.

“Boys like Damian need to learn that no means no.”

“And you think you’re the person to teach him that lesson?” She slowly brings her green eyes to mine.

“I do.” I take a step closer, crossing my arms in front of my chest, my biceps stretching the fabric of my t-shirt. She inhales sharply, then looks away.

“Like I told you earlier, you won’t always be around to bail me out of sticky situations.” Then she laughs. “But I doubt any other guy will ever come near me again, considering the last one who did ended up with a broken nose.”

“Which he deserved.”

“Yes. Yes, he did.” She draws in a deep breath, then exhales. Brooklyn’s almost as stubborn as I am, but in that moment, I see the fear she didn’t want to admit she felt earlier. “Thank you, Drew.”

“No one touches you unless you want them to. Ever. Got it?”

She nods. “Got it.”

“Good.”

With the air seemingly cleared between us, I walk around the swing, positioning myself behind her. “Well, go on then.”

She glances over her shoulder. “Go on…what?” Her forehead wrinkles.

“Swing. I’ll push you.”

“We’re not kids anymore,” she reminds me.

“You’re never too old to fly, Brookie,” I reply, using the nickname I used to call her.

She considers my response for a minute, then relents. “I suppose you’re right, Dewy.”

She faces forward and pushes her feet against the ground before straightening her legs as she takes flight. When she swings back, my hands land against her skin and I push, propelling her higher. After a few swings, her laughter fills the air, making me smile.

“Higher,” she calls out. Unable to deny her, I use more force to drive her higher. Her hair is wild as it blows in the wind, the sight of her so happy, so carefree, so at ease making my heart full.

Then a pang hits me as I contemplate how this is one of the last times I’ll push Brooklyn on this swing. One of the last times I’ll inhale her aroma as it wraps around me. One of the last times we’ll have this.

“Higher! Higher!” Brooklyn’s exuberant cries snap me out of my thoughts and I use more force to push her farther into the sky. She swings her legs back and propels herself off the swing, taking flight. I watch as she soars through the air, like she used to when we were kids. Her feet hit the ground, but she loses her balance, tumbling down the hill in her front yard.

I react quickly, hurrying to help. The steep pitch of the hill is too much and I fall, rolling down after her. I reach her, but velocity forces me to keep going, stopping directly on top of her with a grunt.

“Are you okay?” I ask feverishly, scanning her appearance for any cuts or bruises. “I’m so sorry. Did I push too hard? Did I—”

“Relax, Drew,” she says with a smile. The anger that had covered her expression earlier in the day has disappeared, leaving the version of Brooklyn I’m accustomed to—tranquil and relaxed. “I wanted to fly.”

I lick my lips, glued to my position. I should roll off her, help her back to her feet, then say my goodbyes, but I’m completely mesmerized, unable to look away, to stop wanting to feel her body against mine. She’s unlike any other girl at our school. They all seem to be obsessed with the latest fashion trend or hairstyle. Not Brooklyn. She wears whatever she finds comfortable, regardless of whether it shows the most cleavage or leg. She wears barely any makeup, but she doesn’t have to. Her skin has a natural glow to it. Her hair is free of any highlights or gels. Her beauty is authentic, not the result of a ridiculous amount of products.

I reach for a strand of hair that had fallen in front of her eyes. The instant my finger brushes against her skin, a charge of electricity pulses through me. I try to blame it on hormones, convince myself I’m just like every other teenage boy who’s discovered girls and wants to see them naked, but that’s not it. I’ve been with other girls. I’ve never felt this surge of need from just a brush of my hand against skin.

“Brooklyn…” I rest on my forearms.

“Yes?” She tilts her head back, licking her lips. I peer deep into her eyes. They’re eyes I’ve seen nearly every day for the past ten years, but right now, I don’t know if I’ve ever seen anything as beautiful. The way they darken when they lock with mine, our stare deep, intense, profound.

“Have you ever kissed a boy?” I have no idea what’s come over me, why I’m asking her this, but I only have a few months left with her. It’s now or never.

“My dad kisses my cheek every time he leaves.” Her voice is low, throaty, completely unlike her usual tone.

I smile at her innocence, doing my best to appear calm and collected when inside, my heart is pounding against my chest at such a feverish pace, I wouldn’t be surprised if the next beat forces it outside my ribcage.

“That’s not what I’m talking about. Have you ever kissed a boy? Not a peck on the cheek or mouth. I’m talking about a real kiss. A kiss you feel in your soul. A kiss that makes you forget about where you are, who you are. Has anyone ever kissed you like that?”

She shakes her head. I expect her to lower her eyes, as she so often does when forced to discuss something she’s not comfortable with, but her gaze remains glued to mine, her eyes shining.

“Why not?”

“You only get one first kiss,” she replies in an unsteady voice. “I don’t want to waste it on someone undeserving.”

I should walk away right now. This is Brooklyn, after all. Brilliant. Smart. Compassionate. With her stellar grades and extra-curricular activities, she’ll get a full scholarship to the Ivy League school of her choosing. She has a bright future ahead of her. I struggled to make Bs and Cs. She reads War and Peace for fun. I sometimes have difficulty getting through the articles in my Sports Illustrated. She cares about what’s happening in the Middle East. I don’t really understand what’s happening in the Middle East. She walks twenty miles during the Walk for Hunger in Boston every year. I don’t like walking twenty feet from the TV to the kitchen to get a snack.

Despite growing up together, we come from two different worlds. Mine is hockey. Hers is doing anything to save the world. Not to mention the overbearing father who looks at every boy with suspicion, even me, regardless of the fact that he’s known me most of my life. That doesn’t matter anymore.

Regardless of all these obstacles, I can’t stomach the thought of Brooklyn giving her first kiss to someone who won’t cherish it for the gift it is.

“And is there someone you believe is deserving?”

Holding my breath, the seconds seem to stretch as I await her response. I know I’m pushing the boundaries and may just ruin our friendship, but I can’t stop myself. I have a feeling I know what she’s going to say. I’ve noticed her flushed complexion when I walk around the house without a shirt on. The sly glances when she doesn’t think I’m looking. The rapid breathing when I lean over her to grab something as she bakes muffins with Gigi.

Finally, she nods, the motion almost imperceptible.

“Who?”

“You.”

One word and my smile widens. One word and my heart soars. One word and I feel like I’m flying.

“Why me?”

“I don’t know.” She lowers her eyes, but I grab her chin, forcing her gaze back to mine. I don’t want her to hide from me. Not now, not after giving me so much hope with that one word. “It just…”

“Yes?” I lower my mouth toward hers, her sweet breath touching my lips. It sends a tingle throughout me.

For a moment, I forget about where we are. That we’re lying on her front lawn on a fairly busy street in Somerville, cars driving by, nosy neighbors probably watching us with rapt attention. That her father’s truck is in the driveway, meaning he’s home. That she’s my sister’s best friend.

“It feels…”

“Yes?” I say again, inching even closer still.

“It feels—”

“Brooklyn!” a booming voice yells.

I quickly shoot off her as she scrambles to her feet. Both of us look at the other in horror before she darts up the hill toward her front door where her father stands. I wonder if he saw us. By the stern look he gives me as I climb up the grass toward him, I have a feeling he did.

“Evening, Drew,” he says, his voice clipped.

It’s not that he doesn’t like me. He does. He’s been like a second father to me, but that’s no excuse for why he just caught me in a compromising position with his only daughter, the apple of his eye, his pride and joy. It doesn’t matter how much he likes me as a person. He’s still the father of a beautiful teenage girl he’ll willingly go to jail for.

“Good evening, Mr. Tanner. I apologize for the intrusion,” I say, using all the manners Aunt Gigi and my father have ingrained in me over the years.

Despite the close relationship I have with this man, he’s always scared me. Being a career firefighter, he gives off the impression of being a no-nonsense kind of guy, not to mention a hard-ass. He’s definitely not someone I’d ever want to upset.

I continue. “I just needed to talk to Brooklyn about something.”

“It’s quite all right.” He looks from me to Brooklyn, then back at me again. I shift my eyes to hers, catching them. She chews on her lower lip, her face flushed. When neither one of us makes a move, he says, “Isn’t your father expecting you for dinner?” I shoot my eyes back to his and he cocks a brow, crossing his arms over his broad chest, making him appear even more intimidating.

“Yes. Of course.” I begin to retreat, this entire situation becoming more awkward. “’Night.” I wink, passing Brooklyn a sly grin.

“Bye, Drew,” she murmurs in a smooth voice.

As I walk away, I can’t stop thinking about her, about how amazing she felt in my arms, her breath intermingling with mine.

I’m in trouble.


Chapter Three


BROOKLYN

“Smells good, Dad,” I say, doing my best to steer the conversation away from the topic of Drew and the fact that he interrupted us just seconds before we kissed. I’m still not sure how to feel about it. Did Drew actually want to kiss me? Or was he only doing it to make sure I had the first kiss I always dreamed of? Was I just a charity case to him?

He’s the guy at school. At least he was before he graduated last week. Handsome. Funny. Star hockey player. And hopelessly out of my league. He’s never really paid much attention to me…until earlier today. I have trouble rationalizing the Drew who was seconds away from kissing me with the Drew who can have any girl he wants. Girls who are much more experienced than me. All further proof that I’m probably just a charity project. I absently wonder if that was on the list of approved community service projects for graduation… Kiss the school geek.

I grab two plates from the cabinet and go about setting the kitchen table. It’s riddled with scratches and marker stains from when I was a little girl, but my father refuses to get rid of this piece of furniture. Most of the items in our house are dated, but he just can’t bear to part with any of them. My mother picked out everything, right down to the German figurines they bought in Munich during their honeymoon. I often catch my father standing in front of the display case, staring at the dozens of ceramic pieces. These days, many are worth a small fortune, but he still won’t part with them. They’re my mother’s, and they’ll always be my mother’s, regardless that she’s no longer with us.

The woman who gave birth to me often feels like an enigma, especially with the passing of years. There have been so many occasions I wish I could have a mother-figure to talk to. Lately, I wonder if she had never died, would my dad still be so strict and controlling? I understand why he’s the way he is. The heartache of losing the love of your life never goes away. He says he’s moved on, that he’s no longer affected by her death, but I still occasionally see a pamphlet from a grief counseling session stuffed in his jacket pocket. Because of this loss, he’s petrified of the same thing happening to anyone else, namely me. We’re all each other have. Whenever I get irritated that I’m not allowed to date or wear clothing that shows even a hint of cleavage, like the rest of the girls in my school are, I remind myself that this is his way of keeping me safe.

Once the table is set, I lift my eyes to my father’s, the silence unnerving me. He stares down at me with worry. “Brooklyn, sweetie.” He inhales a breath. I can tell this situation is just as uncomfortable for him as it is for me.

“Dad, it’s okay. Let’s just drop it.”

He walks toward the counter to grab the foil-covered plate, the aroma of grilled steaks emanating from it. I blow out a slow breath, thankful to have dodged this conversation. Then he stops himself, leaning back against the counter and folding his arms in front of his chest.

“Do you like him?”

“Who? Drew?” I respond, as if it’s completely absurd. “Of course not. He’s Molly’s older brother.”

“I know who he is.” Dad’s voice is alarmingly calm. “Which is why I’m concerned.”

“You have nothing to be concerned about. Promise.”

“Are you sure? He’s eighteen, pumpkin,” he reminds me, using his childhood nickname for me. It makes me feel like a five-year-old. I surmise that’s exactly what he intended.

“I know how old he is, Dad.” I grab a few napkins out of the holder and go about folding them just to give myself something to do.

“He’ll be going off to college in two months.”

“Dad…,” I groan.

“There’s a big difference between a boy in college and one in high school. Trust me. I was in his shoes once. This is why I don’t want you dating yet. You’re still too young and can easily be taken advantage of.”

I groan louder, wishing I could summon a fairy godmother to come and whisk me away from this conversation. These aren’t the types of discussions my father typically has with me. Anything of a sensitive nature is usually relegated to Aunt Gigi, but he must realize this isn’t something she should handle.

“Boys like Drew are more…experienced.”

“Dad,” I say once again, rolling my eyes. Regardless of whether he senses my discomfort, it doesn’t sway him. He continues.

“They’ll expect more, perhaps things you’re not ready for just yet, and they may not take no for an answer. You may think you know how to handle yourself, that he’s a friend so there’s nothing to worry about, but I know boys. They’re all the same, friend or not. Their hormones are out of control and they’re thinking about one thing and one thing only.”

“Dad! Enough!” I whirl around, meeting his eyes. “I get it! You don’t like Drew, just like you don’t like any boy. It doesn’t matter. He’s out of my league anyway.” Lowering my voice, I add, “He’d never be interested in someone like me.”

His expression softens as he approaches, wrapping his arms around me. “What makes you think that? If anything, you are out of his league.” He pulls back, his hands gripping my biceps as he looks upon me with all the love and devotion a father can. Perhaps even more, considering he’s made it his mission to make up for the mother’s love I’m missing. “I just don’t want to see you hurt. That’s why I have these rules in place. To protect you.”

I swallow hard, giving him a half-hearted smile. “I know. Drew and me… There’s nothing there.”

I want to believe that’s the case, but I still can’t stop thinking about the surge of electricity that coursed through me as his breath danced with mine, the anticipation of what was to come unhinging me, making me forget about everything for a brief moment. It was…magic.


Chapter Four


DREW

I have trouble fighting back my smile as I walk into my house later that evening. It’s dark, everything silent. After leaving Brooklyn, I was on a high and in no rush to head home. It’s irrelevant that we didn’t actually kiss. I felt more fulfilled afterward than any other act of intimacy I’ve ever experienced, even sex. It’s crazy to think of Brooklyn this way, but I suppose I’ve always found her to be beautiful. Now I want more than to simply admire her from afar. I want to be hers, and I want the world to know she’s mine. I’d like to see Damian Murphy try to talk to her now.

“Getting in a bit late, aren’t you?” a deep voice says, startling me as I make my way down the hall and toward my bedroom. I pause, peering into the den, a small lamp casting a subtle glow. My father’s sitting in his recliner, a folded newspaper in his hand as he works on his crossword puzzle. At almost sixty, he’s older than most of my friends’ dads, but he doesn’t look it. His hair is still full and dark, despite a few gray ones beginning to sprout up.

“I guess.” I shove my hands into my pockets, rocking on my heels.

“Where have you been?” He arches a brow.

“Out,” I say nonchalantly.

“Anywhere in particular?”

I narrow my gaze. My father isn’t remotely close to being as strict as Brooklyn’s. I don’t think I’ve ever had a curfew, which is why this line of questioning gives me pause. It’s completely out of character for him.

“Not really. Just hanging out with some friends.”

He assesses me for a moment. I’m waiting for him to call me out on my lies. Then he blows out a sigh and places the newspaper on the side table. “Reece Tanner called earlier this evening.”

I try to keep my expression even, not giving anything away. “Is everything okay?”

He opens his mouth, then pauses, formulating his response. “He mentioned you stopped by. That when he went to call Brooklyn in for dinner, it appeared you two were in an…intimate position.”

“I was pushing her on the swing and she leapt off,” I explain, straightening my spine. “She lost her footing and fell down the steep hill in her front yard. I went after her to make sure she was okay, then fell myself. It was nothing.”

“And the fight with Damian?”

I furrow my brows. “What do you mean?”

“How you broke his nose because he was talking to Brooklyn.”

“He was doing a lot more than just talking to her, Dad.” My jaw tightens.

“That’s not what Damian claims.”

I open my mouth to argue, then stop. It doesn’t matter. “Brooklyn’s just a friend.”

“The fact you even have to say that makes me think she’s not. Men don’t break someone’s nose over a girl who’s ‘just a friend’.”

“Dad…,” I begin, but don’t know what else to add. I’ve never liked lying to him. Molly does it all the time, but this man has sacrificed so much to help me get where I am. The least I can do is give him the respect he deserves.

He looks up at the ceiling and I see his lips moving, as if mumbling a prayer. While my father isn’t nearly as devout as Aunt Gigi, refusing to attend services except for funerals and weddings, I often catch him praying. In his mind, you can still be close to God without having to go to a building to feel His power. There’s something about that theory that speaks to me, too.

When he returns his gaze to mine, he appears more assured. “When you were born, I was grateful you were a boy. Mostly because I didn’t have to worry about all the stuff that goes along with having a teenage daughter…even though I found out nonetheless. Still, there are some things about raising a son, especially once they hit eighteen, that are difficult.”

I swallow hard, not sure I want to hear what he has to say.

“I’ve been in your shoes. I guess you can say I’ve always had a thing for younger women.”

“Dad.” I look away, feeling a blush building on my face. The last thing anyone wants to talk about with their parents is their sex life.

“Your mother was fifteen years younger than me, after all. When I was your age, I thought I was in love with one of my neighbors, a girl I practically grew up with. I was eighteen. She was only fifteen.”

“It’s not like that with us.”

He gives me a skeptical look, then kicks the footrest of his recliner back down and stands. “Even I can see that’s not true. I may be old, but my eyesight is still as keen as it was when I was in my twenties. I see the way you look at her. It doesn’t matter that she’s a girl you grew up with. Nothing can happen between you. The age of consent in this state is sixteen. You can argue that it’s consensual until you’re blue in the face. That won’t change a thing. In the state’s eyes, she isn’t capable of consenting. As Brooklyn’s father was gracious enough to point out, this state doesn’t have an exception for those close in age.”

“Dad, nothing happened between us. Whatever Mr. Tanner saw was just a misunderstanding. It wasn’t like it looked.”

“I hope that’s the case. I promised him I’d talk to you, make sure you’re aware of the potential ramifications here. You know how he can be. If I were you, I’d consider this a friendly warning. I doubt the next time he calls will be as cordial.”

“Yes, sir.” I do my best to not appear downtrodden.

“You don’t need any distractions right now, Drew,” he reminds me. I meet his eyes. “Focus on your training. And that means getting enough sleep.” He looks to the clock on the wall and I follow his line of sight to see it’s nearly midnight. “We’re leaving for the rink at six tomorrow morning.”

I hang my head. “Yes, sir.” All the excitement has disappeared at the reminder of what’s at stake if I pursue something with Brooklyn. It doesn’t matter that I’ve never felt so happy as when she lay secure beneath me, our lips close. For that brief moment, I felt like I was flying. The talk with my dad forces me to come crashing back down to earth.


Chapter Five


BROOKLYN

The next few weeks are much more uneventful than the start of summer vacation. Just as I suspected, no other boys from school even try to hit on me when Molly and I hang out at the beach. I’m unsure whether to find it endearing or annoying. This is my summer vacation. I’m supposed to be having fun. Instead, part of me thinks I’d have more fun if I were to join a convent, particularly with my father’s strict curfew.

As a firefighter, he works twenty-four-hour shifts, then has three days off, so I could easily stay out past my curfew during the times he’s on duty. We have a security system, complete with cameras that record all the comings and goings outside my house, but that’s not what keeps me from breaking his rules. Every morning before he leaves, he kisses my cheek and reminds me not to do anything that would betray his trust. So I don’t.

Instead, I’ve been relegated to being the token single girl during every group outing. I try not to let it get to me. Still, I do get a little jealous whenever I see Molly and Brody kiss, wishing I knew what that felt like. At the start of the summer, I thought this would finally be the year I’d experience my first kiss. Now, I’m beginning to think it’s never going to happen.

I haven’t spoken to Drew since our little incident. I’m not sure if he’s avoiding me because he’s embarrassed we got caught or because he almost kissed me. Even on the rare occasions Molly’s lips aren’t attached to Brody’s and I hang out over at her house, Drew’s either not there or locks himself in his room. It’s almost like, in his eyes, I don’t exist. I wish I could feel the same way about him.

Feeling as if I’ve been labeled a social outcast, I’ve begun picking up extra hours at the movie theater where I got a job once I obtained my work permit. Dad’s rules. If I want to drive when I turn sixteen, I have to pay for my own gas and car insurance. We aren’t so hard off that he can’t help with those things, but he wants to teach me responsibility. Plus, having a job looks good on college applications.

“Pearl Harbor,” Spencer says on a Monday evening in early August as a couple I estimate to be in their early twenties enters and makes their way through the queue toward the ticket counter.

“Nah,” I respond, studying them. It’s a game we play during our shifts where we try to guess what movie each person or couple is going to see. It makes the slow nights go by much quicker. “That’s already been out a few months.” I pinch my lips together. “I’m going with America’s Sweethearts.”

“Care to put a wager on it?”

“What did you have in mind?” I waggle my brows, grinning deviously. Spencer’s not bad looking. Actually, I think he’s kind of cute in a nerdy way. He’s thin and brainy, but has this aloofness to him that makes him attractive.

“Loser has to clean winner’s children’s movies for a month.”

I whistle. These are some very high stakes. Everyone who’s ever worked in a movie theater knows the theater after a kid’s movie lets out is akin to the remnants of a massive tornado. The floor will be covered in popcorn, candy stuck to the back of chairs. If you’re lucky, you won’t reach under the seat to find some parent decided to leave a dirty diaper under there instead of tossing it into the trash bin. It’s the least glamorous part of this job, and Spencer knows it.

“Time’s ticking, Brook,” he jests, shifting his eyes to the couple who are now fast approaching us. “Lots at stake here, especially your reputation. Unless it’s all just been a bunch of crap and you’re not as brilliant as we’ve all been led to believe.”

“Fine.” I thrust out my hand and he shakes it with a grin. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

I turn from him, smiling at the couple, then mutter under my breath, “Hope you like scraping gum because you’re going to be spending the next month doing just that.”

“We’ll see.” He beams as he faces the couple, my heart pounding in my chest. Spencer could be right. It doesn’t matter that his guess is a movie that’s been out for a while. It’s still in theaters for a reason. “Good evening. How can I help you?”

My body tightens as I witness the exchange. Time seems to stand still as the couple looks at the board containing the showtimes, the man resting his hand on his chin and tapping his forefinger on his bottom lip, deep in thought.

“Two tickets…”

I say a little prayer when I see the man’s eyes zero in on Pearl Harbor.

“To…”

Then he shifts his gaze to Shrek. I know for certain they have no intention of seeing that. This is a college-aged couple here to probably make out away from the overbearing eyes of their parents.

“America’s Sweethearts.”

I breathe a huge sigh of relief, grinning. I wait until the couple leaves with the tickets Spencer begrudgingly handed over, then I break out into a dance, taunting him.

“That’s right! Who’s the winner now?” I keep dancing, laughing, oblivious to everything else. It doesn’t matter. The theater’s pretty dead tonight. Monday’s aren’t exactly a popular night to go to the movies. “You went up against the dragon and got burned!” I reach for the feather duster by the cash registers and hand it to him, although he’ll need a lot more cleaning supplies for the task ahead. It’s simply a token gesture. “I think Shrek just let out. Better get going, Spence!”

“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbles as he snatches the feather duster from me, trudging away and toward the theaters.

I’m so lost in my celebratory gloating, I don’t even notice when someone approaches the ticket counter until I hear a loud throat clearing. I whirl around, my breath escaping when I see Drew standing there. But that’s not what causes a snake to slither up and squeeze my heart. It’s the fact he’s here with another girl. And not just any girl. Mindy Jacobson. Popular. Beautiful. Head cheerleader. Homecoming queen. It makes sense. Drew was Homecoming king.

“Hey,” he says, his voice soft. It’s the first thing he’s said to me since the day he had me pinned beneath him. I wonder how many times he’s had Mindy Jacobson pinned beneath him since then.

“Hi.” I swallow hard, my face flushing. I do my best to pretend the thought of him here with another girl doesn’t hit me square in the gut. I wonder if I’ll always feel this pull to him that he doesn’t even know exists.

“How are you?”

“Fine.” I don’t bother to ask him how he’s doing. The silent treatment I’ve received the past few weeks is all the answer I need to know exactly how he feels. He probably just saw me as another notch in his belt, like my dad warned me about.

I hear the things the boys at school say behind my back, especially now that I have a pair of boobs and hips that they, and I quote, “would love to get a hold of and go to town on.” After the episode with Damian, I honestly thought Drew cared. He doesn’t. He just wanted to have bragging rights himself.

“How can I help you this evening?” I plaster on the fake smile I use with complete strangers, which is precisely what Drew feels like to me…a stranger.

As I await his response, I hold my breath, saying a silent prayer like I did with Spencer. This time, it’s not because cleaning a dirty theater is at stake. It’s because I hate the thought of Drew coming here with a girl for the same reason every other teenage boy does. Certain movies are more advantageous to that kind of thing than others.

“Two tickets to Original Sin,” he says.

I do my best to not react, not let him see how disappointed I am. I have no claim over him. Gritting a smile, I take his money, gauging his response. I normally don’t charge him. But that was before. Before the almost kiss. Before he brought Mindy Jacobson here and asked for two tickets to the steamiest movie we’re allowed to show.

Once the tickets spit out, I hand them to him, along with his change. “Enjoy the show.”

“Thanks, Brandy,” Mindy says with an overabundance of enthusiasm, like every sentence she speaks should be a cheer.

“It’s Brooklyn,” I mutter as she begins to retreat, pulling Drew along with her.

He glances over his shoulder, his gaze confusing me. It almost looks regretful. I brush it off. It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t matter.

The next half-hour passes slowly. All I can think of is Drew in a darkened theater, making out with Mindy. I don’t want to even consider what other things they’re doing. I actually wish I had lost to Spencer. Then I would have been cleaning and never would have seen Drew, never would be faced with the reality that I’ll never be enough for him.

“Well, that wasn’t as bad as I thought,” Spencer says as he walks up, removing a pair of rubber gloves and tossing them into the trash. I flash my eyes to his, forcing a smile, but it’s lacking. His grin falls and he furrows his brow. “Are you okay? I thought you’d still be doing your little dance.”

He starts shaking his hips, moving around the ticket counter, not caring that his dance skills are nonexistent. It doesn’t bother him. Nothing ever does. When he does a horrible impersonation of “The Carlton” from Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, I laugh at how absolutely ridiculous he looks. There are few things that are certain to bring a smile to my face, but horrible dancing is one of them.

“There’s my girl,” Spencer says. I quickly shoot my eyes to his, surprised by his words. He sucks in a breath, obviously just as shocked as I am. “I mean… I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant you weren’t yourself. Not that you’re my girl or anything. I wouldn’t want Drew to get the wrong idea, especially after what I heard happened to Damian Murphy.”

My momentary happiness immediately evaporates when I hear Spencer mention Drew. Feeling tears prickle the corners of my eyes, I step past him.

“Can you hold down the fort for a few minutes?” I manage to say through the lump in my throat.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

I keep my head down, doing everything I can to steady my voice. The last thing I want is for Spencer to witness my breakdown. And over a boy. Now I understand why my dad doesn’t want me to date. It’s too distracting, keeps me from doing what I should be—working and getting ahead with my schoolwork for the upcoming year. I’m already behind on the summer reading list. I can’t fall behind during the regular academic year, too.

“I just need to use the little girl’s room. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“As long as you’re not heading into a theater to mess it up just so I have to clean it.”

I glance over my shoulder at him, my lips curving into a sly smile, but it’s not as vivacious as it usually is. “I wasn’t going to, but now that you’ve given me the idea…”

His eyes widen. “You better not, Brook!”

I shrug, chewing on my lower lip, then continue walking, grateful for the brief moment of levity Spencer’s geeky antics provide. But that levity is short-lived as I pass the theater showing Original Sin. I slow my steps, telling myself to stop thinking about him, but my curiosity gets the better of me. I veer toward the theater, slowly opening the door and walking in.

Apart from a few aisle lights, everything’s dark. Even the screen doesn’t give off much light, considering how dark this movie is. I shouldn’t be in here. When they hired me, the management was adamant I not step foot in any of the theaters showing R-rated movies until they were over. I could lose my job if anyone catches me, but that’s not a good enough reason for me to leave.

I scan the seats. There aren’t many people here, making my perusal easier. As my eyes float over the back few rows, I notice a familiar silhouette, his mouth attached to Mindy’s, her hands running through his hair. Jealousy bubbles deep. A voice inside tells me to turn around. After all, I’ve seen Drew kiss plenty of girls over the years. But this is the first time I’ve seen him kiss someone after he almost kissed me. A part of me feels like that’s my kiss Mindy’s enjoying.

I step closer, unable to look away. I wonder if Mindy realizes how lucky she is to feel his lips on hers, his body next to hers, his woodsy aroma invading her senses. I notice movement beneath Mindy’s shirt and realize Drew’s hand is making that motion.

My face heats even more, embarrassed but curious at the same time. Mindy’s sitting in the chair against the wall, Drew the next one over, his back toward me. I can make out the expression on Mindy’s face as he touches her. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything that would make me look like that, like I’m ready to lose control. I’ve seen some intimate moments in movies, but they were actors, putting on a show for maximum benefit. Bearing witness to Drew with another girl is yet one more reminder that I could never be what he needs. I would never be so bold as to let him touch me like that, especially in public.

As I begin to slowly retreat, blue eyes meet mine and I freeze in place. I expect Mindy to pull away since I caught them, but she doesn’t. She smirks, digging her hands into Drew’s scalp. Her stare still trained on me, she leans closer to him, nibbling on his earlobe. Then she palms his crotch, slowly lowering herself toward his waist.

When I faintly make out the sound of a zipper, I abruptly spin around, hurrying out of the theater. I’m smart enough to know what she’s about to do. I want nothing more than to erase that, erase Drew, from my memory.


Chapter Six


DREW

“Thanks for the movie,” Mindy says flirtatiously as I pull up in front of her house. The instant I put the car in park, she reaches across the center console, her hand landing on my crotch. “It was quite enjoyable, although I can’t tell you what it was about.” She squeezes and I feel a slight twitching in my pants from the gesture.

Mindy’s probably every guy’s dream. Tall. Long legs. Wavy blonde hair. Mesmerizing blue eyes. She’s beautiful and she knows it, but not in an attractive way. She uses the fact that everyone in school thinks she’s hot to her advantage. I fell for it, too, although I didn’t realize it at the time. Now I can’t remember why I asked her out in the first place. She’s sexy and always up for a good time, but something’s lacking. Something’s been lacking ever since I felt Brooklyn’s body beneath mine. Seeing her again tonight brought up all these feelings I’ve been trying to suppress for the past month. I’d hoped spending more time with Mindy, even though we’re both heading our separate ways at the end of the summer, would help with that. I need it to help with that.

Inching toward her, I brush my lips across hers. I want to feel some sort of connection to her, a spark of electricity burning low in my stomach. That doesn’t happen. Just as she always does, she grabs the back of my neck, turning the kiss from soft and sweet to erotic and intense. I don’t mind deep kisses, but this seems like it’s just a means to take things to the next level. Sometimes I just want to kiss for the sake of kissing, not as a way to get laid.

“Oh, Drew,” she moans, her mouth moving down my jaw, to my neck. “Let’s go to the overlook.” Her breathing comes hot and heavy as she nips at my skin. “I leave for Notre Dame at the end of the month. I need you as often as possible between now and then.”

I lean my head back against the headrest. Something inside me sparks to life when she rubs her hand between my legs. I was able to forget about Brooklyn briefly when Mindy went down on me tonight. Maybe I need more of that so I stop thinking about her altogether.

“And this time we won’t have an audience, so I can really let loose.”

“You’re the one who wanted to go to the movies,” I remind her.

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

I bring my eyes to hers. “What do you mean?”

She smirks, leaning toward me. “That little friend of your sister’s.”

“What about her?”

Mindy grins slyly, her lips landing on my neck, her tongue tracing circles. “She was watching us,” she whispers in a throaty voice.

My chest rises and falls in a faster pattern. Not over what Mindy’s doing to me right now, but over the idea of Brooklyn seeing me with someone else. Guilt settles in my stomach, weighing it down. It’s never been like this before. Being with Mindy, with anyone else, suddenly feels wrong.

I grip Mindy’s biceps, forcing her off me, my eyes fierce. “What do you mean?”

She wipes a finger along her mouth and I release my hold on her. “Exactly what I said. She was standing in the aisle of the theater, watching us. I figured if she wanted a show, I’d give her one. But once I reached for your cock, she disappeared.”

My jaw grows slack as I study Mindy. I can only imagine what Brooklyn must think of me right now.

“What? It’s not that big a deal. Hell, she’s seen us make out before.”

I close my eyes, running my hand over my face. I need to smooth this over with Brooklyn. I’ve tried to avoid her the past month, my obsession with how perfect her tall, lithe body felt below mine unnerving me. Every time I’ve thought about it, I remind myself how sweet and innocent she is, how I’m not the right person for her, how I’ll only hold her back, how she’s not yet sixteen. But I need to explain myself to her.

“I have to go,” I say curtly.

“Go?” Mindy arches a brow. “What about the overlook?”

“I promised Gigi I’d help cover the morning shift at the café,” I lie. “Maybe another time.”

She pouts, studying me for a moment, then leans toward me. “Okay. I’ll definitely be taking you up on that offer.” She places her hand on my crotch once more. “I need more of this.”

When she presses her mouth to mine, it does absolutely nothing for me. Finally, she pulls back and steps out of the car. I watch to ensure she makes it into her house safely, as my aunt taught me. Gigi also taught me to never go to bed without reconciling your differences. While Brooklyn and I haven’t had a fight, she must be upset. I know I’d be if I were in her shoes, if I walked in on her locking lips with someone else, if I witnessed anyone else putting their hands on her. The last time I saw something like that, I sent the kid to the hospital with a broken nose.

Once Mindy blows me a kiss and closes the front door behind her, I put my car in drive, heading back toward the movie theater in the hopes of catching Brooklyn while she’s still there. I don’t want to show up at her house, especially if her father’s home. After his call to my dad, warning me about getting involved with her, he wouldn’t take kindly to me showing up at night.

As I approach the movie theater, I notice a familiar silhouette walking down the street. Reducing my speed, I make a quick U-turn, lowering the passenger side window.

“Brooklyn,” I call out.

The instant she hears my voice, she slows her steps, shooting her eyes toward mine. A slight smile builds on her lips before she hardens her expression, facing forward once more.

“Date get cut short?” Her tone is harsh as she continues down the sidewalk.

“Get in the car,” I order, driving along beside her. “I’ll take you home.”

“I’m fine. The bus stop is just a few blocks away.”

“Why didn’t your dad pick you up?”

“He’s working. I take the bus when he can’t get me.”

“You shouldn’t be walking by yourself. It’s not safe. You should tell me when you need a ride.”

“I do it all the time.” She glares at me. “I can take care of myself. I don’t need your help.” I hear the double meaning in her words.

“I know you don’t, and…” I pull my lip between my teeth, pausing.

“And?” When she abruptly stops walking, I step on the brakes. A hand goes to her hip as she taps her foot in irritation. It’s absolutely adorable, but I reel in my smile, wanting to give the situation the seriousness it deserves.

“And I’m sorry,” I say on a sigh.

She studies me for a minute, then her eyes soften, a smile returning to her mouth. “Jackpot.” I haven’t seen her smile at me in over a month. I didn’t realize how much I missed it until this moment. She looks radiant, vivacious…beautiful.

She steps toward the car and opens the passenger door, sliding in. Once she’s brought her seatbelt across her chest and buckled it, I pull back onto the road. Silence settles between us. I’m uncertain what to say. Do I discuss what she saw? It’s not like Brooklyn and I are together and I cheated on her with Mindy, even though it kind of feels that way. I wish it didn’t. I wish we could go back to the way things were between us before… Before I almost kissed her. Before her dad saw me almost kiss her. Before I was punched in the gut with a warning to stay away.

Suddenly, an idea pops into my head. Instead of taking the turn toward the residential section of town, I head in the opposite direction.

“Where are we going?” Brooklyn shifts her eyes to mine.

“It’s a surprise.” I give her a mischievous grin.

She crosses her arms over her chest, huffing. “We’ve known each other practically our entire lives. I’m not so sure you’re capable of surprising me anymore, Drew. This is the way to the beach.”

“Okay, so maybe it’s not a great surprise. I just thought…” I trail off, drawing in a deep breath as I steal a glance at her. She’s changed out of her work uniform and is in a white t-shirt and a pair of shorts that are unusually short for her. Or maybe they just seem that way because of how long her legs are. It takes every ounce of resolve I have to not gawk at them, the way the passing streetlamps hit them and make them glisten. “I just thought maybe we could go back to the start.”

“The start?”

“Yeah. The start.”

“Okay.” No question about what I mean by that. No push to talk more. Just a simple acquiescence. There’s a comfort in her understanding my thought process without having to say a single word. Will I ever find someone else who can read my mind like Brooklyn can?

After a short, silent drive, I pull my car into a spot in one of the beach lots. I run around to the passenger side, helping Brooklyn out, as my father taught me to do. She blushes and I smile at her. The ocean breeze blows around us, her aroma mixing with the salty sea air. I lean down, my mouth a whisper from her neck. I haven’t been this close to her in over a month and it’s driving me crazy. I’ve been warned to keep my distance, but I just need one night, one hour, one minute. I don’t care how long. I just need something real again.

“Never date a guy who doesn’t open doors for you. You deserve to be treated like the treasure you are. Okay?”

“Yes.” She slowly lifts her eyes to mine, our lips close. Just a slight tilt of my head and I’d get a taste of what I’ve been fantasizing about since I had her body pinned beneath mine. But I brought her here to clear the tension between us. Kissing her would only make it worse.

“Come on.” I step back, gesturing across the road to the familiar awning of Kelly’s. “Hungry?”

“Not really.”

“Then ice cream. You’re never too full for sweets.”

She laughs, the sound warming my heart as we walk. “Another one of Aunt Gigi’s rules for living.”

“They’re quite poignant,” I retort. “Can you really argue with her on this one?”

“No.” She shakes her head, shoving her hands into the back pockets of her shorts. “I certainly can’t.”

After I place my order and am given two chocolate ice cream cones, we cross the street and head back to the beach, strolling along the shore. It’s silent between us, the only sound that of the ocean waves and the occasional dog barking as their owners take them for a walk.

“So, you and Mindy?” Brooklyn says after a while.

I shrug, not embellishing.

“How’s that going to work with you heading to Minnesota? And isn’t she heading somewhere in the Midwest, too?”

“It’s not serious between us,” I answer, uneasy about talking to Brooklyn about Mindy. “We have an…understanding.”

Her mouth forms a tight line as she studies me. “An understanding?”

“Yeah. I guess. We just figured we may as well make the most out of the time we have left before college.”

“Getting a blowjob in a movie theater is certainly one way of doing that,” she mumbles, then inhales a sharp breath, shooting her wide eyes to mine. “I mean…” She averts her gaze.

“It’s okay.” I touch her arm, preventing her from going any further. She lifts her eyes. “Mindy told me what you saw.”

“I didn’t see anything,” she responds hurriedly, freeing herself from my hold and continuing down the beach. I follow. “It was dark. I was just trying to get a head start on cleaning up the theaters.”

She looks adorable when she’s flustered. The full moon gives the beach a subtle glow, shining on her dark hair, and I can see the blush blooming on her cheeks.

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter. What you do with your girlfriend, or whatever she is, is none of my business. Let’s just stop talking about this because it’s really weird for me. Worse than my dad trying to talk to me about sex all those years ago, until he decided it was a lost cause and called Aunt Gigi.”

“Dad did the same thing with Molly,” I say, chuckling slightly from the memory.

Our house isn’t big, so everyone seems to know everyone else’s business. When I heard him trying to have “the talk” with Molly, I couldn’t help but cringe at how uncomfortable both of them sounded. It was different when my dad spoke to me about the proverbial birds and bees. I’m a guy. Girls are different. I’ve relearned that fact over the past several years as I’ve watched Brooklyn become more than just a girl, at least in my eyes. But as my father so nicely reminded me, in the eyes of the law, she’s still just a girl.

“I suppose that’s the sucky part about not having a mom.” She brings her ice cream up to her mouth and I can’t stop staring at her lips as they part. Her tongue darts out as she takes a lick of the rich, chocolaty goodness. She probably doesn’t even realize what she’s doing, but my mind is going to places I wish it wouldn’t.

I quickly tear my eyes away and focus on eating my own ice cream, but I’m not concentrating hard enough and some of it falls onto my white t-shirt, staining it. “Shit,” I mutter, grabbing the flimsy napkin wrapped around the cone and dabbing at my shirt.

“Can’t take you anywhere,” Brooklyn jokes. “You seriously need a man bib.”

“Man bib?”

“Yeah. Almost every meal you ever sit down to, you spill something.”

“It’s not that bad. I’ve done a lot worse.”

Brooklyn stops walking and a devilish grin crosses her face. Before I can stop her, she shoves her ice cream cone into my chest, adding to the stain, covering my shirt with chocolate. “Worse than that?”

My eyes fling to hers, fiery but playful at the same time. “You’d better run, Brookie!” I drop my own ice cream cone to the ground.

With a shriek, she darts up the beach, her laughter filling the air. I let her have a little head start, but I eventually catch up to her, wrapping an arm around her waist. Hoisting her up, I toss her over my shoulder as if she were just a sack of flour. Compared to my tall, muscular stature, she weighs next to nothing.

“Drew!” Her screams get even louder, interspersed with infectious laughter. We’re making a scene, but I don’t care. This moment reminds me of all the times we roughhoused as kids, when she was just like another one of my friends. “Put me down.”

She swats at my back, still wiggling against me, but my hold on her is too strong.

“Drew!” she shouts again as I head closer to the water. “Don’t you dare! Don’t you even think about it, Andrew Vincenzo Brinks! If you do—”

Her words are cut short when I barrel into the ocean, tossing her into it. She yells and sinks below the surface before getting her feet under her and standing.

“You are in big trouble, mister. Big, big trouble.” Her eyes are on fire as she glares at me.

Then a breathtaking smile lights up her face as she advances, splashing me. She uses every ounce of strength she possesses to try to tackle me. She’s no match for me, but I let her believe she can take me and fall into the water, rolling around with her. We continue to splash and dunk each other, heading farther away from the shore, every inch of me alive, alert…happy. This bewitching person makes me so fucking happy.

When we’re out of breath, Brooklyn stops, her body bobbing up and down with the small waves. I glance back to the beach, surprised at how far out we are.

“I’m going to miss this,” she says thoughtfully.

I return my eyes to hers, her expression serious. “Me, too.” Treading water, I swim closer to her, placing my hand on her back to help support her since it appears she’s struggling a bit. The reflection of the moon on the water behind her makes her appear almost ethereal.

“Let’s not fight anymore.” Her brows scrunch together. “I don’t like having to walk on eggshells around you. We only have a few weeks left before you go off to college. We should enjoy them…as the friends we are.”

Although it’s lackluster, I smile. She’s right. We shouldn’t squander these last few weeks. Before I made the mistake of almost kissing her, I genuinely enjoyed spending time with her, seeing her at the house. She’s always been a part of my life. And I hope she always will be.

“I’d like that.”


Chapter Seven


BROOKLYN

Now that Drew and I have cleared the air between us, the next few weeks pass quickly. After seeing him and Mindy at the theater, I had thought it best if I steered clear of him the remainder of the summer. It wouldn’t have been too hard, considering that Molly seems to be permanently attached to Brody Carmichael these days, despite her assurances it’s not serious, that they’re just having a little fun. Now I’m grateful for her current preoccupation. It allows me plenty of time to hang out with Drew.

Things are like they were when we were younger. We hang around the café and people-watch. I go to his street hockey games, cheering enthusiastically for every goal he makes. I expect to see Mindy at some of his games, but she never shows. He stops by the movie theater on a regular basis to visit me during my shifts. I’ve even clued him in on the guessing game Spencer and I play. Turns out, Drew’s a lot more perceptive than I originally thought. He can’t beat my record, but he gets pretty damn close.

Everything’s been great. Better than great. Until today. It’s August twenty-fifth. Tomorrow afternoon, Drew will board a plane for Minnesota to start the next phase of his life. This has loomed over us the past several weeks, but we haven’t addressed it. It’s not like it really matters. Drew’s just a friend, like a brother. Maybe that’s why I’m feeling like I’m about to say goodbye to a piece of myself.

As I sit on the brick wall separating the parking lot from the shoreline, I steal a glimpse at him. He’s staring at the ocean, lost in thought, just like he has been since we got here earlier this afternoon. “Brody’s parents are out of town until Monday. He’s throwing a big party. The entire school’s going. I was even able to convince my dad to let me go since he doesn’t have to work until tomorrow morning. Will you be there?”

He looks down, avoiding my eyes. “I can’t. I have plans with Mindy.”

“Oh.” I try not to sound disappointed, failing miserably. He’s been seeing her throughout the summer, but he never talks about her much. She’s always just been someone in the background who never entered the little world we’ve created for ourselves. I guess I’ve simply allowed myself to be blissfully ignorant of the fact that on the nights I don’t see Drew, he’s with her.

“It’s just…” He licks his lips. “It’s my last night here and I promised—”

My hand shoots up, interrupting him. “Say no more.” I jump off the wall, tossing the remnants of my half-eaten ice cream into the trash. “I should get going. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow morning before you take off for the airport.”

Drew clambers after me before I can get too far, his hand wrapping around my forearm. “Brooklyn…”

His tone is heartfelt. It takes every ounce of effort I possess not to break down in tears over the idea that this may be the last time I see Drew.

My Drew.

I’m not ignorant enough to think he won’t change. Big things are about to happen for him. He’s been selected for the World Junior Championship hockey team. Many of the players chosen eventually go on to make the Olympic team. This puts his name on a lot of important people’s radars. He won’t have time for anything or anyone else.

“It’s okay.” My voice catches and I take a minute to reel in my nerves. “You should spend your last night here with someone you care about, not at some stupid party. Lord knows, you’ll probably have your fill of those at college.”

He blows out a small breath and I lift my eyes to his. “I’ll miss you, Brooklyn.”

I bite my lower lip to stop my chin from quivering. A lump forms in my throat, my heart physically aching at the sincerity I hear. He could just be saying this to appease me, but I honestly believe in the veracity of his words. I try to blink back my tears as my emotions overwhelm me, but one escapes.

Drew reaches for my face, the seconds stretching. The moment becomes more than just two friends hanging out on the beach during a hot summer day. When his finger swipes away my tear, heat rushes through me. He loops his arm around me and presses a hand against the small of my back, bringing my body against his. The sudden move momentarily disorients me. Despite spending a great deal of time together recently, he’s avoided touching me. Now that I’m in his arms again, I don’t want to leave them.

“Let me ask you something,” he says in a soft voice that heats my belly.

I tilt my head back, my eyes glued to his. “Yes.” My response comes out breathy, needy, unlike myself.

“That day back in June when I stopped by your house…”

I swallow hard, my heart pounding in my chest. His lips so close to mine make every inch of me come alive with a new sensation I’m not quite sure how to label. I forget who I am, where I am, who he is. None of that matters. All that does is the magnetism to him I’ve felt for years.

“When we almost kissed…”

“Yes,” I say again, my mouth salivating, my chest rising and falling with more intensity. I’ve completely shut out everything going on around us. I no longer hear the sound of engines roaring by, seagulls squawking, children playing. In this moment, all I hear is my heart pounding a ferocious tempo. All I feel is the electricity filling me at the promise of what’s to come. All I see is Drew.

“I wish we weren’t interrupted.”

I shiver at his words. “Me, too.”

“Brooklyn…” His tone is smooth, sensual. He licks his lips, his eyes growing more intense, more heated, more desperate. “My sweet, sweet Brooklyn. You have no idea how much I’m going to miss you.” He leans in, his mouth a whisper from mine.

I brace myself to finally feel what I’ve been imagining all summer. Then, as if a cruel joke, a familiar voice yells.

“Drew!”

We jump away from each other, our eyes flinging toward the source, seeing Molly running toward us. She slows her steps when she notices us together, my cheeks flushed.

“Brook?” With a furrowed brow, she shifts her gaze from me to Drew, then back to me again. “What are—”

“I had something in my eye,” I say quickly, praying Molly believes my lie. When she continues to study me, eyes narrowed, I head past her and Drew, avoiding both their stares. “I should get home so I can get ready for tonight. I’ll see you later.”

I hurry toward the sidewalk, breaking into a run when a bus pulls up to the stop. Not caring if it’s the right one, I get on it just so I don’t have to face Molly or Drew. I don’t remember to breathe until the bus is a few blocks west of the beach.

Twice, Drew has tried to kiss me. And we’ve been interrupted each time. I’m starting to think it’s a sign we shouldn’t cross that line.


Chapter Eight


BROOKLYN

By the time Molly and I arrive at Brody’s house that evening, the party is in full swing. I try not to think about the fact that Drew’s with Mindy right now. I shouldn’t care. Shouldn’t think about the excitement of his body against mine, his breath dancing with mine, his lips so close to mine.

“Drew’s missing a big party,” I say as we walk through the front door, music blaring, bodies dancing. The living room and kitchen swarm with people, the air hazy with smoke. From the looks of it, most of the school has shown up. One last hurrah before the school year begins.

“He wouldn’t think so,” she responds as she waves enthusiastically to a group of popular seniors. I guess hanging out with Brody has given her a new circle of friends.

“He’s never been one for parties, has he?” I comment. Drew’s focus has always been on hockey, often forgoing parties in order to get up early to train. He may not be the top of his class when it comes to academics, but his dedication to hockey is admirable.

“Well, it’s not that.” Molly leads me into the kitchen, grabbing a red cup and filling it with beer from a keg.

It looks like she’s done this before. I wouldn’t even know how to do what she’s doing—tilting the cup and pressing the nozzle against the side to prevent foam. She holds the beer out for me, but I shake my head. I’m lucky my father even allowed me to come tonight. The last thing I need is to walk into the house and have him smell alcohol on my breath.

She shrugs, taking a sip of the beer before finishing her statement. “From what I hear…” She gestures toward the group of seniors she waved to when we first walked in. “Drew’s taking Mindy up to the overlook again tonight.”

“Again?”

“Yeah,” she responds dismissively as I swallow down the bile rising in my throat.

Everyone knows there’s only one reason you go to the overlook. The idea that Drew’s already been there with Mindy makes me sick with jealousy. It serves as a reminder that I’ve been fooling myself to think he would ever be interested in me. He’d never be able to take me there. I’ve never even kissed a boy, so having sex with one? My Catholic upbringing has made me fear the idea of taking things that far.

“I mean, he is leaving tomorrow. What else do you think they’d do on their last night together?”

I nod, pretending this news isn’t the stab in my heart it is. I feel Molly studying me. Not wanting her to see the truth, I smile. The last thing I need is for her to read too much into this, to tease me for liking her brother.

“You know what? Maybe I will have a beer.”

She grins. “It’s about time you loosened up!”

And that’s exactly what the first beer does. Loosens me up. The second makes me stop caring about the likelihood that Drew’s probably having sex with Mindy at this precise moment. By the third, I think I’m the world’s greatest dancer. By the fourth, I never want the party to end.

For the first time, I finally relax and stop trying to live up to everyone’s expectations of me. I dance with guys from our school who never noticed me before. Now they do, and I like the attention. For someone who’s constantly lived in the shadows, who’s been known as the awkward, tall girl, the attention from some of the most popular boys in school is all the validation I need. And the alcohol makes me not care about the fact that this validation may come at a heavy price.

Molly stays close by for a while, dancing, but keeping a watchful eye on me, considering I’m usually not the type to act like this. Maybe that’s the old Brooklyn. Maybe it’s time I finally experience life, as Molly always does. I look at her as she smiles up at Brody. She looks happy. I want that, too.

“You don’t have to babysit me,” I say after a while, able to sense they both want to take advantage of the fact that Brody’s parents are out of town, their dancing having become more sensual. “I’m fine on my own.”

Molly narrows her eyes. “Are you sure?

“Of course,” I respond, pressing my hand against her bicep. “I’m having a blast.” I pull my hair up, perspiration dotting my hairline from the heat of dozens of dancing bodies in such a small area. “You guys should go have some fun, too, if you know what I mean.” I waggle my eyebrows.

Molly appears uneasy about the prospect, so I grab both of their hands and pull them toward the staircase. “Go. Get your freak on.” Before she can say anything else, I whirl around, disappearing back into the crowd. I’m jostled around a bit, but I move with them, throwing my hands up and singing along to the music.

I’m so lost in the atmosphere, shouting the lyrics to some song about sunshine, I’m taken by surprise when I feel a warmth on my neck, followed by a voice saying, “Care to dance?”

A hand lands on my lower back, yanking me against a firm body. Gasping, I fling my eyes open, staring at Damian. I haven’t spoken to him since the incident at the beach. The few times he’s gone to the movies, he made sure to approach a different usher to buy his tickets, as if purposefully avoiding me.

“Not worried about another broken nose?” I quip.

He slowly shakes his head. “Drew’s leaving for college tomorrow. I’m a free man.”

I push away from him, crossing my arms over my chest. “Not quite. It’s not tomorrow yet, is it?”

He purses his lips. “Good observation.” He looks around the living room. “But I don’t see him here, do you?”

“He’s not coming.” I swallow down my disappointment.

“Then perhaps we can pick up where we left off back in June before we were so rudely interrupted.”

If I hadn’t been drinking, I’d probably knee him in the groin and tell him I’m not interested, just as I’d been telling him when Drew took matters into his own hands and punched him. That was before this summer happened. If Drew can get a blowjob in a movie theater and take his “girlfriend” up to the overlook to get laid, I can flirt with Damian.

“What did you have in mind?” I ask, chewing on my lower lip. I’ve seen Molly do this and guys seem to like it.

“I have an idea.”

He grabs my hand, dragging me through the crowd and down a set of stairs leading to a partially finished basement. The lighting is much more subdued than upstairs. I begin to regret being so bold, a chill trickling down my spine. But isn’t this what guys like, what they expect? If I don’t up my game, I’ll never be kissed. And I really want to be kissed. I no longer care about giving my first kiss to someone special. I just want to be kissed so I don’t feel like a leper anymore.

My eyes fall on a small circular table, a half-dozen people sitting around it. Damian places his hand on my lower back, leading me toward one of the empty chairs.

I look at the cards strewn on the surface. “Uno? Really? What are we? Ten?”

“It’s not regular Uno,” Damian says, holding my chair out for me and helping me sit down. He can’t be all that bad if he does that, right? Drew holds my chair out for me all the time. I view it as a chivalrous gesture.

“Then what kind of Uno is it?”

“We add some different rules,” one of the girls at the table says. Her name’s Elizabeth, a senior and this year’s cheer captain. These are not my people, but maybe they can be. “Like, we still do what the cards say and all that, but if certain cards are played and it’s your turn, you have to drink.”

“I don’t know,” I respond. “I think I’ve already had enough to drink. I’m trying to sober up so my dad doesn’t ground me for life.”

Damian and one of the other basketball players…I think his name is Allen…give each other a look. He’s tall, blond, and popular. “Then maybe we can take things to the next level.”

“The next level?” I swallow hard.

“Yeah,” Elizabeth says, smiling coyly at a redhead named Catherine and a brunette named Gretchen. I take stock of the people sitting around me. It appears they’re all coupled up, leaving just Damian and me.

I look at him, my heart thumping in my chest.

“Strip Uno.”

“Strip Uno?” The second those words leave my mouth, it grows dry.

“Yeah.” His tongue darts out as he leans closer to me, his gaze seeming to undress me without a single card being played. “Similar to regular Uno, with a few changes.”

“Like what?”

“Well, if you have to draw from the pile, either because of a card played or because you don’t have anything in your hand that’s playable, you lose an article of clothing,” Allen offers. When everyone nods in agreement, I gather this isn’t the first time they’ve done this.

“What else?”

“Same if you get skipped, which includes someone throwing down a skip card or a reverse card. So if a reverse card is played and it’s supposed to be your turn but reverses direction, you lose an article of clothing. Pretty much anytime you’re skipped or have to draw cards, you strip.”

“But there are times you get to put clothes back on,” Catherine states in a nasally voice. “Like if you play a wild card or a draw four. If you play a draw four, you get to put on an article of clothing, but the person you play it on loses one. Here’s the real kicker. If a draw four is played on you, that person gets to choose what article of clothing you lose. If you win a round, you get to put all your clothes back on, while everyone else has to stay as they are. It’s a really fun game.”

“What happens if you run out of clothes to take off?” I ask.

“We come up with…other ways of making you satisfy your debt,” Lucas says, his eyes narrowing in on my chest.

“Come on,” Damian encourages, his breath hot on my neck. “You’re a smart girl. This game is all strategy. I’ve been playing all summer and have yet to end up completely naked. What’s keeping you from having a little fun?”

I meet his eyes, about to tell him who is preventing me from doing this. Then I remember he’s getting laid right now after almost kissing me. Fuck him. If I want to play Strip Uno, I’m going to play Strip Uno. Starting tomorrow, he won’t be a part of my life. It’s time I do what I want.

I turn my attention back to this group of people I never would have considered friends before, but maybe this will show them I’m not some innocent little girl who needs her best friend’s brother to watch out for her. I can take care of myself. And I’m about to prove it.

“Deal the cards.”

Whistles and hollers sound around the table as Damian reaches for the deck and shuffles it before distributing seven cards to each of us. When he places the draw pile in the center of the table, he pauses before flipping over the top card. His eyes shift to mine, a devious grin on his face. Time seems to stand still as I keep my gaze glued to that card, knowing it’ll be for me. When he finally flips it over, I breathe a sigh of relief. Blue four. Grinning, I place a blue seven on top of it, deciding to play it safe for the time being.

As the game goes on, my confidence builds. Thankfully, I’m dressed appropriately for this game. Two flip-flops. One skirt. One cardigan. One tank top. One bra. One pair of panties. I have to draw or be skipped three times before things get a little risqué. Five times before I have to show some serious skin. I’ve got this.

Ten minutes into the game, I’ve only lost one flip-flop, while some of the guys are down to their boxers. Catherine’s tied with me, having only lost one article of clothing, but she chose to take off her shirt instead of a shoe.

Damian plays a yellow nine and I look at him, giving him a smile. I get the feeling he’s taking it easy on me, and I’m grateful to him for that. Turning my attention to my cards, my shoulders fall when I see I don’t have one to play.

With a sigh, I reach for the draw pile.

“Oooooh,” everyone at the table taunts as I pull cards until I get one I can play, adding three to my hand.

“Not a big deal,” I say with a shrug. “I’ve still got one flip-flop.” I slip it off and hold it up for everyone to see, then toss it onto the pile of clothes.

“What’s it going to take to convince you to lose the tank?” Damian asks.

I give him a sly smile. “A draw four card.”

The table erupts in laughter, the guys clapping. “I like this one,” Lucas states. “She’s got some fight to her.”

I’m not sure what to make of his statement. If I hadn’t been drinking, I may have analyzed it a little more, but the effects of the alcohol have tossed my inhibitions out the window, which also helps me not care when Damian plays his next card, a skip, forcing me to remove my cardigan. Thankfully, this round soon comes to an end with Catherine winning and being able to put her clothes back on. However, she seems a little downtrodden at the idea.

I deal the next round, hoping to get some draw fours or wild cards so I can put some clothes back on, but I don’t. I’m at Damian’s mercy to take it easy on me. My first few turns are uneventful, then he plays a reverse.

Standing, I look down at my body. Since we’re sitting, it makes sense to lose the skirt first. I meet Damian’s eyes, which seem to be glued to my every move. No one’s ever looked at me the way he is right now. It’s primal, animalistic, predatory. That voice inside my head is back, cautioning me.

Instead of listening, I reach for Damian’s half-full beer and practically guzzle it down. Then I slowly untie the drawstring of my linen skirt, reveling in the attention from the four guys at the table. Their gazes are intense, glued to my every move. When I leisurely allow the skirt to fall to my feet, I’m met with whistles of appreciation.

“Damn, baby…” Damian grips my hip. It catches me by surprise and I jump. “You have killer legs.” He leans closer, his mouth lingering near my belly button as he remains sitting. “Why don’t we call this game a wash and find somewhere private where you can wrap those legs around me?”

Anxiety washes over me at his words. I want to grab my clothes, dart up the stairs, and never look back. Isn’t this what guys want? Isn’t this why Drew has never kissed me? Why he took Mindy to the overlook instead of me? He’s barely laid a hand on me all summer…until earlier today. It’s obvious he doesn’t think I’m the type of girl to do these sorts of things with him. Maybe it’s time I prove I am.

“Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.” I place my hand on Damian’s naked chest. He’s not nearly as built as Drew, but his slender frame does have some muscle on it, mirroring that of a typical basketball player. “Then I wouldn’t be able to brag about how you lost to me, how I got you naked.” I step out of his hold, not letting him see my relief when his hand no longer scalds my flesh. “Now, where were we? Oh, of course.” I lean toward him, my lips hovering close to his neck. “Your turn.”

He’s speechless for a moment, then snaps out of his stupor, playing a card. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice him adjust himself in his shorts. The knowledge that he’s excited just by seeing something as innocent as my legs gives me a boost of confidence, making me continue down this path instead of retreat.

The next few turns are pretty uneventful for me. That’s not the case for Elizabeth. She’s now down to nothing but a pair of panties, and my discomfort has grown. I try not to let it show. These are some of the most popular people at school. Molly’s always been a great friend, but she’s been so preoccupied with Brody lately. Maybe this can be my new circle of friends.

Damian plays a card, and I’m grateful it’s not a skip or draw. Regardless, I’m still not out of the woods. As I look at my hand, I see my luck has run out. With a smirk, I stand, reaching for the bottom of my tank.

“Holy shit!” Samuel shouts as I pull it over my head. I’m met with louder whistles than when I removed my skirt. I’ve spent the summer on the beach wearing a bikini. This shouldn’t feel any different than that. But it does. I feel ashamed, like I’m selling my body just so people will like me.

As I pretend to bask in the catcalls and cheers, I can’t help but wonder what my mother would think if she were still alive. She’d probably tell me I don’t need to do something I’m uncomfortable with just to fit in. That real friends would never put me in this kind of compromising position. She’s right, but instead of listening to her, I grab the beer that’s miraculously appeared in front of me and drink it, hoping it helps with the anxiety. It does, a little.

I’m on edge throughout everyone’s next turn, unable to ignore the heated stare coming from Damian as his eyes seem to be glued to my chest. It makes me feel like a piece of meat. At first, I liked the attention. Now, I’m on the brink of throwing up.

When it’s Damian’s turn, I reluctantly shift my eyes to his, my heart hammering in my chest with the way he’s leering at me. By that alone, I know I’m not going to like this.

“I’ve been waiting to play this card all night,” he says, then throws down a draw four, the room erupting in cheers and clapping. I look around the table, then behind me, realizing it’s not just us anymore. Many of the people from upstairs have congregated in the basement to watch.

I reach for the beer in front of me and guzzle the rest of it, wincing at the bitter taste. Wiping my mouth, I stand. A warmth fills me when I hear all the cheers, giving me the boost of confidence I need.

“So tell me, Damian,” I say coyly. I place my hands on my hips, not trying to hide from him or anyone else. I can feel the heat of dozens of eyes on me. I know I have a nice body. And I’m pretty sure I have the biggest boobs in my class, which is probably why every single guy in this room is salivating right now. “What would you like me to take off?”

He stands from his chair, wearing just a pair of boxer briefs. I steal a glance, noticing a bulge that’s grown in size over the past few seconds. He doesn’t even try to hide it.

With a devious stare, he lifts a finger to my neck, running it down my collarbone. When he proceeds through the valley of my cleavage, my breathing grows more uneven. I’m hoping he stops there, but he keeps going, his finger circling my belly button before settling at the waistband of my panties.

My pulse spikes, his mouth a whisper away. He sneaks a finger underneath the material for a moment before pulling back. “Your bra.”

There’s more clapping as everyone begins to chant my name. I draw in a deep breath, summoning the strength to get through this. What does it matter? They’re just boobs. Every female has a pair. They’re not sexual but maternal, a way for a mother to feed her young. At least that’s what I try to convince myself as I close my eyes and reach behind me to unclasp the thin piece of fabric.

One second, my hands tremble, regret filling me for putting myself in this situation, knowing my reputation at school will never be the same. The next, some sort of fabric is thrown over me and I’m hoisted up, disoriented as I watch the basement disappear behind me. I flail and kick, screaming for whomever has me to put me down, worried it’s Damian carrying me upstairs for a bit of privacy. I don’t know what I expected tonight’s end result to be, but it was certainly not that.

Fresh air hits my face, my feet finding the ground. I take a minute to reorient myself when I’m met with a pair of fiery, dark eyes.

“What the fuck were you doing?” Drew roars, his neck tense, his jaw clenching. I’ve seen him angry before, but never like this.

“Just having a little fun.” I pull the blanket tighter around my body, feeling sick to my stomach. My skin crawls with what I’d almost done. Still, I don’t want Drew to know that. I don’t want him to think I need him in my life when he’s made it more than apparent he doesn’t need me.

“A little fun?” He stares at me, then tugs at his hair, pacing. “A little fun? I’m leaving tomorrow, Brooklyn! I won’t be around to look out for you anymore!”

“Who said I needed you to do that in the first place?! I’m fine! I know what I’m doing!”

“Oh really?” He stops in his tracks, leaning into me. “And what would your father say if he learned you were about to take off your bra in front of half the male population of our school?”

I swallow down the bile rising in my throat. My dad would never look at me the same way again. He probably would send me to a convent. He’s constantly warning me about the consequences of bad decisions, particularly on nights he responds to a labor call and the woman is a teenager. Tonight is most certainly the worst decision I’ve ever made in my life.

“I just wanted one night of fun. One night! You can’t stand there and talk to me about this when you were at the overlook with Mindy tonight. You have no claim over me.”

He screams in frustration. “I never took her to the overlook. That date was over before it ever began!”

My breath hitches at his words. “It was?”

“Yes.” His voice softens. “It was.”

I’m momentarily speechless, but that still doesn’t give him the right to make decisions for me. “Whatever. Doesn’t matter. As this summer has taught me, I don’t matter. I’m just your sister’s best friend. Nothing more.”

I storm away, never feeling so embarrassed in my life. All I want is to go home, crawl into bed, and wake up in college, where I can leave behind all the social burdens of fitting in.

Before I can get too far, a hand grips my arm through the blanket. I gasp as I’m tugged into Drew’s embrace. His chest heaves, his hold on me endearing and powerful at the same time.

“Do you really think you’re just my sister’s best friend?” His voice rumbles like thunder. I swear I feel the ground shake beneath me from the force.

I part my lips, the intensity in the lines of his face catching me off-guard. My muscles weaken, the hairs on my nape rising. A delicious shiver rolls through me, completely unlike the one that trickled down my spine when Damian touched me earlier.

“You could never be just my sister’s best friend.”

Before I can utter a single word in response, he cups my cheeks in his hands and presses his lips to mine. They’re soft, full, in control. I’m completely frozen, my body stiff, not even breathing.

Drew’s kissing me.

Andrew Brinks is kissing me.

He’s giving me my first kiss, just like I always imagined he would.

Holy crap.

Sensing my surprise at the sudden assault, he pulls away, avoiding my eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—”

Snapping out of my stupor, I drop the blanket to the ground and lunge toward him, flinging my arms around his neck as I press my lips back to his. He returns my kiss with a passion I’ve never experienced. It’s hot, lustful, wanton. The way he crushes my body against his makes me feel wanted, desired…beautiful. I’m not sure what I’m doing, but this feels natural, feels right, feels perfect.

His hands clutch my hips and he lifts me, forcing my legs around his waist. Lightning strikes deep in my core when he presses my back against the aluminum siding of the house, pulsing between my thighs. The party continues to rage on inside, the sound of Dave Matthews’ voice singing “Crash Into Me” filtering outside, but everyone remains oblivious to us as we make out in a dark corner. I’ve often thought about my first kiss, thinking it would be the culmination of some big romantic gesture. I suppose it is, the past few months just the buildup before the explosion.

His tongue caresses my bottom lip and I open for him, doing everything to bring his body closer to mine, clawing at him, the heat bubbling low in my stomach scorching me. Even a breath of air between us is too much space. Ever since middle school, I’ve noticed Drew, even when he didn’t pay attention to me. For years, I’ve dreamt of this moment. Not just of my first kiss, but of kissing Andrew Brinks. The real thing is so much more spectacular than I imagined. I’ll forever remember what it feels like to have his lips on mine, to feel his unshaven jaw scratch my face, to crave the heat of his hands on my skin. I can only hope this is just the first of a lifetime of kisses I’ll receive from him.

He moves from my mouth to my jawline, and I throw my head back, thrusting against him. I may be inexperienced, but I can tell how turned on he is. It makes me burn even hotter for him. He’s my first kiss, but in this cloud of lust, I want more than just a kiss.

“Drew,” I moan when he hits that spot where my ear meets my neck. I never thought much of it before, but something about the way he uses his tongue and teeth at the same time drives me insane with need. “Please.”

My words are desperate, my insides tighter than they’ve ever been. If he keeps pulsing against me like he is, I’m going to fall apart. I’ve touched myself before and know what an orgasm feels like, but I’ve never experienced anything remotely as pleasurable and satisfying as Drew moving against me, his mouth on my skin, his hands gripping me with a craving I didn’t think possible.

I reach for his pants, my mind a fog. I’m not thinking, just reacting. Right now, all I care about is feeling more of Drew, feeling all of him. Whenever I’ve heard girls my age talk about sex and losing their virginity, it never appealed to me, the thought of enduring that initial pain scaring me. But with Drew, I no longer feel that way. I know he’ll be compassionate, gentle, giving, just as he’s always been in every other facet of his life.

When my fingers find his belt, he immediately pulls back, grabbing my forearm, panting. “Whoa. Wait a minute.”

Our eyes meet and he helps lower my feet to the ground. It feels like a bucket of ice water has been poured over me.

“Did I do something wrong?” I ask. “Did I not do it right?”

With a sigh, he cups my face. The way he touches me, admires me, holds me makes me feel secure. “You did everything right, which is why I needed to stop you.”

I open my lips to protest, but he captures it with a kiss. It’s not as deep as his previous ones, but it’s just as fulfilling.

“You are amazing, Brooklyn. Everything about you…” The muscles in his face seem to tighten again as he stares at me. “I am hopelessly unable to control myself around you.”

With a sly smile, I hoist myself onto my tiptoes and drag my tongue down his jawline. I’ve seen women do this in the movies and it always looks like the recipient enjoys it. By the way Drew’s hold on me tightens, I assume it has the same effect on him. “Then don’t.”

He groans, then pulls away. “You’re making this incredibly hard.”

“That’s the point,” I smirk, surprised at my knack for flirting. I suppose I’ve watched Molly do it enough that it should be like second nature to me.

“Brooklyn, please.” His voice turns serious. “You don’t deserve this. As much as I want to, your first time can’t be against the wall at some party after you’ve been drinking. I don’t want you to regret it.” He lowers his mouth to mine, the heat of his lips gently brushing against me sending a tingle through my body.

“I won’t regret it, Drew. I can’t regret anything that involves you. I’ve wanted you as long as I can remember. Please.”

He stares deep into my eyes and I see the battle raging within.

“Please,” I say once more. “I want my first time to be special. Let me have that with you, someone I know who will respect me.”

He exhales a breath, almost resigned, then narrows his gaze on me. “You mentioned your dad’s working tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah. A twenty-four. He goes in at seven.”

A smile tugs on his lips as he brings his mouth back to mine. “Then I’ll be at your house at 7:01. I don’t need to leave for the airport until 11:30. That gives me plenty of time to make sure you’re taken care of the way you should be.”

My eyes roll into the back of my head as his lips land on my neck. I’ve never had a boy talk to me this way. I suppose there’s a good reason. Drew isn’t a boy. He’s a man. Excitement buzzes deep in my core at the idea that this person I’ve known since I was a little girl will forever be my first. My first kiss. My first sexual experience. My first everything.

Drew is my everything.


Chapter Nine


DREW

“Come on,” I say to Brooklyn, retrieving the blanket and draping it over her shoulders, ensuring her body’s covered. I don’t care that wearing a bra and panties is akin to a bikini, at least according to some. In my eyes, it isn’t, and I don’t want anyone seeing her like this. I want to be the only one lucky enough to admire the beauty that lies beneath her clothes.

“Where are we going?”

“I’m taking you home,” I answer, my voice stern.

She slows her steps. “But my clothes…”

I look from her to the house, releasing a sigh. There’s no way in hell I’m going to let her step foot in there. I have half a mind to drag Molly out of there, too, but I trust Brody. Despite giving him shit for his subpar hockey skills, he’s a good guy, not someone I need to worry about. If Molly says no, Brody will respect that…unlike Damian Murphy.

“Fine.” I usher her toward my car and her mouth opens, about to protest. “I’ll go in. You’re going to wait for me where I know you’ll be safe.”

“But—”

“No. This is not up for debate.” I stop when I reach the passenger door and open it. “I care about you too much to let you walk back into that wolves’ den.” I help her into the seat, then step back, resting my hands on the roof of the car as I lean toward her. “I’ll go get your things.” I place a soft kiss on her cheek. “Lock the doors. Don’t let anyone in.”

“Drew, I’m fine,” she insists. “I can take care of myself.”

I cock my head to the side, arching a brow. I don’t have to say a word for her to know exactly what I’m thinking.

Hanging her head, she seems to shrink into herself, pulling the blanket tighter around her frame. “I’ll keep the doors locked.”

“Thank you.” I pause as I’m about to close the door. “You don’t need to take your clothes off to get people to like you, Brooklyn. And if you do, those aren’t the people you need as friends.”

She meets my eyes, her chin quivering. In that one look, I can sense the events of the night are finally catching up with her. “I thought it would help me fit in,” she confesses, her voice catching as she fights back tears.

I crouch so I’m eye-level with her. “What makes you think that?”

“I don’t know.” She sniffles. “Molly’s always hanging out with Brody. You had Mindy. Everyone around me was part of a couple. I felt like a child, until I ran into Damian. Going to the basement with him was stupid, but… I don’t know. I guess I liked that someone finally paid attention to me.”

I brush a strand of hair behind her ear, then run a finger down her face, tilting her chin so her eyes are locked with mine. “That’s not the kind of attention you need, Brooklyn. Those guys… They’re pigs.”

I lean toward her, skimming my lips against hers. I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of her kisses. All summer, I’ve imagined how her lips would taste, although I did everything not to. Nothing could have prepared me for how perfect, how sweet, how addicting they are. I don’t know what came over me, what caused me to finally break down and kiss her. My father’s admonition hangs over me like a dark cloud, but I can’t ignore my heart anymore. She’ll be sixteen in a few days. His concerns are nearly moot.

“You deserve better than that.” I’m not sure I’m what she deserves, either, but at least I know I’ll respect her, take care of her… Love her? I press one more chaste kiss to her mouth, then stand up. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Lock the doors.”

“Yes, sir,” she retorts, her voice light.

I close the door and dash back up the street, barreling into the house. The crowd seems to part like the red sea as I stride through the packed living room and make my way down the stairs to the basement.

I’d come earlier because I knew Brooklyn would be here. My date with Mindy certainly didn’t go as planned, at least according to her. After my almost kiss with Brooklyn this afternoon, the last thing I wanted was to have a hot and heavy make out session with Mindy. I told her as much, and she wasn’t happy. The date cut short, I headed here. The instant I stepped into the living room, I’d heard one of the basketball players announce that Brooklyn was about to take her top off, then he excitedly clambered to the basement. I’d never been so angry in my life. That was the moment I saw red.

As I step off the last stair into the basement, back to the scene of the proverbial crime, I see red again. It takes all my restraint not to leave every single guy with a broken bone or two. I was warned. I got off easy last time. I doubt my dad has many more strings he can pull to keep me out of the court system, but that doesn’t mean I can just let Damian get away with this.

My eyes narrow on him, my nostrils flare as I stalk toward him. He notices me and jumps up from the couch, letting go of the girl wrapped in his menacing arms. The cocky smirk that had been plastered on his face earlier is replaced with fear. My lip curling, I wrap my hand around his neck, slamming him against the wall. He visibly trembles, clawing at my grip, and I smile at his struggle.

“If you so much as touch her again,” I begin, then glower at the crowd of onlookers. My attention is mainly focused on Damian’s friends, but I address everyone. “If any of you even thinks about it…” I return my eyes to Damian, “I’ll get on the next plane home and make you wish all I gave you was a broken nose.”

With my free hand, I reel back. Damian flinches, his body stiffening. Laughing, I release my hold on him without hitting him. “Pussy.” I turn away, spying Brooklyn’s clothes on the floor. The room is silent as I grab them. Then I leave, hoping I never have to see any of these people again in my lifetime.

I retreat out of the house, a smile building on my lips as I think of Brooklyn’s kisses, her body, her everything. As I approach my car, her eyes fling to mine, scared and worried. When she realizes it’s me, her whole body relaxes. I click on the key fob and duck into the driver’s seat. I lean across the console, kissing her, then hand her things over.

“Next time you go to a party, I suggest keeping your clothes on.” After turning the key, I pull the car into the street.

“Smart advice.”

I give her a small smile before hardening my expression. “I’m serious. I didn’t like the idea of leaving you to begin with. But now, after tonight, I really don’t like it. I won’t be around to make sure you’re okay.”

“Well, you have nothing to worry about. I’m never going to another party. It’s not my scene. I’d much rather sit at home and read a book.”

“If you ask me, reading is a lot sexier than getting drunk.” Our eyes meet briefly as I come to a stoplight.

“I’m glad you think so.”

“I do. I always have.” I reach across the center console and grasp her hand. I’ve often done this same thing with Mindy, but her fingers intertwining with mine didn’t feel like this, like someone’s setting off a Fourth of July fireworks display in my stomach.

“I’m sorry things didn’t work out with Mindy,” she says after a while.

“Don’t be. I never should have dated her in the first place.” I run my thumb along her knuckles. Her skin’s soft, delicate, angelic.

She contemplates my words for a moment. “Why is that?”

I briefly float my eyes to hers. “Because of you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, Brooklyn. You. You’re all I want. No one else.”

Her body seems to fuse into the seat at my words, her eyes bright, her skin glowing. “I like the sound of that.”

“Me, too.”

The remainder of the drive is silent. As I pull up in front of her house, I turn my headlights off, not wanting to wake her father. Once I kill the engine, I dash over to the passenger side to help her out, placing a hand on the small of her back. The blanket is still wrapped around her, so I carry her clothes as we walk up the steep incline of her driveway.

“You should probably get dressed before you go in, don’t you think?” I whisper as we approach the garage. “What if your dad’s awake?”

“It’s after midnight. He won’t be. He has to be up at 5:30 to go to work.”

“You don’t know that. He’ll lose his shit if you walk into that house wearing nothing but your underwear, a blanket wrapped around you, especially considering this is the first party he’s ever allowed you to go to. If you were my daughter and that happened, I know what I’d be thinking, and it wouldn’t be good.”

“Do you really want me to put my clothes back on?” Her voice becomes low and seductive. There’s a subtle slur, but she’s not nearly as tipsy as she was when I first found her. She spreads her arms, allowing the blanket to fall to the ground. I’ve always thought Brooklyn was shy, but I’ve seen a side of her tonight I never knew existed. She’s confident, bold, assertive. I like this side of her.

I bite my bottom lip, my erection springing back to life as I stare at her in just her bra and panties. I pull her to the side of the garage, hiding us from any cars driving by. I press her back against the side of the building, holding her arms above her head.

“That’s the last thing I want,” I groan, burying my face in her neck, kissing her skin. She’s like an aphrodisiac. Now that I’ve gotten a taste, I’ll never be satisfied with anything else. “Tonight is going to be torture, knowing what awaits me tomorrow.”

I move to her lips, diving in for another taste. It’s heavenly, decadent, sublime. I never want to stop. I’m kicking myself for depriving me…us of this the past few months. We have such little time left and regret fills me, regardless of the reason I stayed away.

Releasing my grip on her arms, I stare at her, running my hand down her face, wanting to imprint everything about her to memory, hoping it’ll get me through the lonely nights once I’m thousands of miles away…like tomorrow night.

“Drew?” Her voice is unsteady.

“Yeah?” I furrow my brows.

“What if…” She chews on her lower lip. “What if I’m not any good?”

“What do you mean?”

“At sex,” she whispers. “What if—”

I erase her worries with a kiss, simple but full. Then I look at her once more. “I don’t want you to think you have to be someone else just to make me happy. I’m happy with you as you. If you aren’t ready, I’ll wait. I’d never pressure you into something you’re not prepared for.”

“I want to. Really bad. I’m just worried I won’t be enough for you.” She lowers her head. “I’m not nearly as experienced as a lot of girls at school. Hell, Catherine had no problem whipping off her top when she had to strip, even though she still had two good shoes she could get rid of.”

“Hey.” I grip her chin, forcing her eyes to mine. My mouth inches toward hers, the pull she has on me too strong to ignore. “If I were interested in a girl like Catherine, I’d be with her right now. I’m not. I’m interested in you, and no matter what, it’ll be enough.” I wrap my arms around her, enveloping her as I kiss her forehead. “You’ll always be more than enough for me, Brookie.”

“I hope so, Dewy.”

We remain enclosed in each other’s embrace for a while before I reluctantly pull away. “You need to get some sleep,” I say, although the thought of leaving her is torture.

She releases a sigh, nodding. “You’re probably right.” Walking back toward where I left her clothes on the ground, she slips her skirt back on before pulling her tank over her head. Seeing her in just her bra and panties certainly excited me, but she’s just as alluring with her clothes on. Anyone who doesn’t see that is an idiot.

She saunters up to me and I kiss the top of her head. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I murmur.

Her lips curve into a smile. “It’s after midnight.”

“So?”

“That means you’ll see me today.”

I beam back at her. “I like the sound of that.”

Except that also means I’ll be leaving her today.

I fold my arms around her, our lips meeting once more. I just can’t stop kissing her. “Sweet dreams, Brooklyn.” I leave her with one more kiss, then release her, picking up the blanket. “See you at 7:01.”

“Looking forward to it.”


Chapter Ten


DREW

Sleep evades me, my thoughts consumed with a beautiful brunette slumbering just a few streets away. Every time I close my eyes, I see her breathtaking smile, feel the warmth of her arms wrapped around me, savor in the taste of her lips. There’s no way I can possibly be expected to sleep, not after last night, not with the anticipation of what today brings.

I normally dread the breaking of dawn, knowing I have to get up for hockey. This morning, I welcome it, jumping out of bed to finish my last-minute packing before sneaking away to see Brooklyn.

As I’m getting ready, I hear a light knocking on my door. It opens slowly before I have a chance to say anything, my father standing in the hallway. There’s something in his expression that’s off. I expect him to be a bit downtrodden at the idea of his oldest child leaving for college, but this is something else.

“Drew.” His voice trembles. “Can you come into the kitchen for a minute?”

“What is it?” I ask cautiously. “Is something wrong?”

His shoulders drop and he shakes his head. “I just…” He blows out a breath. “Just come with me.”

My pulse quickens as I consider what could possibly be going on. My first thought is that the college found out I landed a guy in the hospital and has rescinded my scholarship. Then my father looks at me again, his expression similar to the one he wore the night he warned me to stay away from Brooklyn. Instantly, my heart rockets into my throat, a heat washing over me. The unease filling me only heightens when I walk into the kitchen and see Brooklyn’s father, wearing his uniform, his arms crossed and stance wide.

“Mr. Tanner,” I say, looking from him to my father and back at him. “Is something wrong?”

He tilts his head. “I suppose you could say that.” The tone of his voice gives me pause. It’s not calm or irate. It’s somewhere in the middle.

“I don’t understand.” I try to play it off. We didn’t do anything wrong. We just kissed, nothing more.

“When I went out to get the newspaper early this morning, Mrs. Carhill was walking her dog. You know her. She lives across the street from me.”

I swallow hard, remaining silent.

“She told me some interesting things. How she saw a car pull up after midnight and Brooklyn stepped out, only a blanket wrapped around her. Obviously, that didn’t sound like my Brooklyn, so I decided to check for myself. You see, since I work strange hours, we have a security system that records video from exterior cameras.”

Dread boils in my stomach, my mouth becoming dry, my heart echoing in my ears. That could mean so many things, but I’m doubtful he’s here to thank me for driving his daughter home.

“I’m sorry.” I furrow my brow, confused. “I’m not sure I—”

“She’s fifteen!” His voice bellows through the room as he slams his fist on the counter, a stark contrast to the peacefulness that usually accompanies the early morning hours in this house.

“I know that. I didn’t—”

“I saw you!” His face reddens as he paces the kitchen.

This man has been a part of my life for years. I’ve always known him to be rather strict when it comes to Brooklyn. I suppose that’s what happens when you lose a wife and are solely responsible for raising your child. Once Brooklyn became a teenager and filled out, he became even more overbearing. But I’m the last person Mr. Tanner should be worried about. I care more about his daughter than I’ve ever cared about anyone else in my life.

“I don’t know what you think you saw, but—”

“You want to know what I saw?” He steps toward me and I shrink into my frame. “I saw you pull up in front of my house and walk Brooklyn up the driveway. You were carrying her clothes!” His lips curl up at the corner, his voice like a snarl as he leans into me. “She had a blanket wrapped around her and was wearing nothing but her underwear!”

My eyes widen as I struggle to find the words to explain this. The way he’s describing it certainly makes it look bad. But there’s more to the story he doesn’t know.

“Then you pushed her against the wall of the garage. You had her arms so she couldn’t…” His voice catches as he struggles to regain his composure. “You may not understand what I’m going through. I pray you never have to endure this with a daughter of your own, but that little girl means the world to me. And that’s exactly what she is. A girl.”

“She’ll be sixteen in a few days,” I reply, hating that Brooklyn’s own father doesn’t give her the credit she deserves. He’s treating her like a child incapable of making her own decisions when she’s proven to be more mature than many eighteen-year-olds I know. That’s why her decision to play Strip Uno last night took me by surprise.

“That doesn’t matter! She’s not sixteen yet. I may not be able to protect her forever, but I can protect her now. I can do everything in my power to keep bad things, bad people as far away from her as possible, and that means you.”

A lump forms in my throat. “What are you saying?”

“I’m telling you to stay away from my daughter. I like you, Drew. I really do.” He shoves his hands through his dark hair and I can tell how difficult this is for him. “But I won’t let you hurt her.”

I shake my head, my world spinning. This feels like a bad dream. A few minutes ago, I was on top of the world. Now, it’s all been tilted on its axis.

“What if I don’t want to stay away?” I ask in a moment of defiance. I care about Brooklyn. Hell, I might even love her. I can’t stomach the idea of not seeing her. “I told her I’d come over this morning before I left for the airport.”

“Not anymore.”

My hands form into fists at my side, anger bubbling in my stomach. I want to scream, yell, cry. But mostly, I just want to see Brooklyn, to bask in the warmth her body gives off when enclosed in my embrace.

“This is ridiculous. You can’t shut her away in that house and hope nothing bad ever happens to her. She needs to live, not be so sheltered because you’re still not over losing your wife.”

“Drew.” A hand lands on my arm. I glance at my father, who gives me a knowing look. “Brooklyn’s fifteen,” he reminds me in a low voice, his tone calm. “Regardless of whether anything did happen, what Mr. Tanner saw, what he has video evidence of, certainly gives off the impression something did.” He leans closer and whispers. “He’s agreed not to go to the police as long as you keep your distance. No contact at all…at least while we figure this out.”

“No contact? The police?” I whip my eyes toward Mr. Tanner, bile rising in my throat. His hardened expression cracks momentarily. I’d like to think he wouldn’t do that, but I know better. Brooklyn’s his entire world. He’ll do whatever necessary to protect her. Just like I would.

“I know it sounds unfair and can see how much she means to you, how you’d never do anything to hurt her.” Dad shoots Mr. Tanner an annoyed look, but he holds his head high, remaining firm. My dad and Mr. Tanner used to be close. I have a feeling that all may end today. “Regardless, this can still make a lot of trouble for you, even if you didn’t do anything wrong. Just the suspicion could cost you your scholarship, your place in the World Junior Championship team. Don’t you see the huge opportunity you have? Your name’s being tossed around for the Games next year. Professional teams will be knocking down your door. You’ll be throwing all that away.”

I shake my head, having difficulty processing all this. I tug at my hair, feeling like a hammer has shattered my heart into thousands of pieces. Tears welling in my eyes, I look at Mr. Tanner, pleading with him to reconsider. It was just a few innocent, soul-fulfilling kisses. We could have done a lot more, but I stopped it, not wanting to take advantage of Brooklyn. And this is the thanks I get for doing what I thought was right?

My father taught me to respect the adults in my life, and I always have. But I can’t just walk away without getting in the final word. Regardless of whether Brooklyn finds out about this or not, I’ll know I did everything in my power.

“You say you’re trying to protect her from getting hurt, and I can appreciate that. But this decision is going to hurt her far more than you ever imagined. It’s not me you should be worried about. If I didn’t show up to that party when I did and hauled her out of there, there’s no telling what would have happened to her. I’m not the bad guy here.”

My anger boiling over, I punch a hole into the wall of the kitchen as I storm into my room. I flop onto the bed, spying the time.

7:01.

I’m sorry, Brooklyn.


Chapter Eleven


BROOKLYN

The instant I hear my father leave the house and his truck rumble down the street, I jump out of bed and rush into the shower. Butterflies flit in my stomach as I think about what this morning will bring. I take care to shave with more precision than I normally do, even shaving places I usually don’t. The magazines Molly brings over say that men like women who are well-groomed…down there. I do my best to do just that.

With a towel wrapped around my body and my hair, I walk out of the bathroom and back into my room, surveying my closet. Not one article of clothing I possess screams sexy. And today, I want sexy. I want Drew to look at me and not see his little sister’s best friend. I want him to see a woman he can’t go another minute without kissing, touching, loving.

Finally, I decide on a breezy sundress. It has a sweetheart neckline that accentuates my chest. It’s fitted through the waist, then flares out. On most girls, it would hit a few inches above the knee, but due to my height, it ends at mid-thigh. I’m not sure it qualifies as “sexy”, but it’ll have to do.

After drying my hair, I sit in front of my vanity and apply makeup, something I never do. But this isn’t a typical morning. This is a special morning, one I’ll forever remember as the one when I finally became a woman.

As I finish sliding some gloss over my lips, a chime sounds. I fling my eyes to my alarm clock. 7:00. I hurry to finish, then run down the hall, nervous energy filling me as I sit in front of the window, peering outside.

After five minutes, I figure Drew’s just running a little late, as he’s prone to do.

After ten minutes, I figure he just wants to make sure the coast is clear before coming.

After twenty minutes, I figure he’s packing up a few last-minute things.

After thirty minutes, I figure he’s having difficultly sneaking out of his house, although that’s never been a problem before.

After an hour, I figure he’s gotten waylaid by Aunt Gigi, who probably insisted on dragging him to church one last time before he left for college.

By noon, I realize what I fool I’ve been. Drew’s not coming. Everything he said last night was a lie, but I was so desperate to be noticed by someone, I believed it. Drew knew this and took advantage of the situation…took advantage of me.

An ache in my chest, I trudge outside and sit on the swing. I do everything to fight back my tears. Drew doesn’t deserve them. He doesn’t deserve to know I fell for his charms. I want to believe there’s a good reason he’s not here, that everything he said last night had meaning, but this all serves as a painful reminder that we live in two different worlds.

After all, he’s Andrew Brinks. Funny. Handsome. Soon-to-be star collegiate hockey player.

I’m just his sister’s best friend.

I’ve been fooling myself to think he’d ever see me as anything else.


Part Two


Commitment


Chapter One


BROOKLYN

March 2018

“It all starts with a decision.”

Aunt Gigi has said those words to me countless times over the course of my thirty-two years.

“After all,” she would continue to say, “you’re always just one decision away from a completely different life.”

As I sit in my car, I’m unsure why I’m thinking about this right now. Where would I be if I didn’t have a father who pushed me to be the best I could be? Where would I be if I hadn’t looked up when a handsome man approached me one day, re-igniting something I thought I’d never feel again? Where would I be if my mother had waited five more minutes to run to the store the night she was killed by a drunk driver?

Would my life be any different? Would my father still be as overprotective as he is? Would I have been pushed to excel like I was? Would I ever have formed the friendships I did?

Would I ever have gone to that party before the start of my junior year of high school?

They say there are certain moments in our life that define who we are. For some, it’s when they discover their true passion, like music, writing, or hockey. For others, it’s when they see an injustice in the world and decide to make it their life’s mission to stop it, to put an end to hunger, poverty, hate.

For me, as silly as it sounds, the moment that defines my life is Brody Carmichael’s party the summer of 2001. It’s the summer I learned what love is.

It’s also the summer I learned what a broken heart feels like. As Aunt Gigi had told me whenever she noticed a tear trickle down my cheek as I followed my best friend, Molly, down the hallway of her house and past the door to her brother’s room, “It’s okay to be a glowstick once in a while. Sometimes we have to be broken in half before we shine.”

After that summer, I decided I would shine, even if I was as dark as night inside.

A loud horn blares, bringing me back to the present. I glance up to see the stoplight is now green, cars passing on both sides. “Shit,” I mutter to myself, stepping on the gas and rejoining the flow of traffic.

After battling the streets of downtown Boston for fifteen minutes, I pull my economical Honda in front of La Grenouille in the Financial District. A valet attendant strides toward me. I can’t help but feel him turn up his nose at my choice of automobile. Most of the patrons here drive Mercedes, Jaguars, BMWs. My job at the Massachusetts Department of Children and Families doesn’t pay me enough to afford that type of car. I can barely afford the payments on my used one.

With a tight smile, I take the ticket from the attendant, then head toward the front doors of the restaurant. Tourists and professionals alike fill the sidewalks in this popular section of the city. Suit-clad commuters hurry from tall buildings and toward the closest subway station, skirting shoppers weighed down by bags, students hauling backpacks, and couples bickering over where to grab dinner. Boston has an energy I love, which is why I’ve never lived anywhere else. I doubt I ever will.

Approaching the ornate front doors, which appear to be more of a statement than a necessity, I start to pull them open when I stop, staring at myself in the reflective glass. Inadequacy washes over me. I’m about to walk into a restaurant where the price tag on most dishes is more than my mortgage. I don’t even want to consider how much the bottle of wine we’ll have is going to cost. Everyone will be wearing the latest fashion trends from designers whose names have more vowels than I can pronounce. My simple black dress came from a sales rack at a discount clothing store. Will I ever feel like I measure up?

I fill my lungs with air, doing my best to ward off my nerves. I’ve been on dozens of dates like this one. Tonight is no different. But I still can’t shake the feeling deep in my bones that everything’s about to change.

Resolved and calm, I open the door. The instant I cross the threshold, the hustle of downtown Boston disappears, the sound of cars and horns replaced with forks scraping against fine china, low conversation, and ostentation. Such is the life I’ve been immersed in since agreeing to that first date. I thought things would be different, that we’d be a normal couple who went to the movies or bowling. Then again, we aren’t most couples. He isn’t like most men. I’m still not sure whether that’s a good thing.

“Bonsoir,” the pretentious maȋtre d’ greets in a heavy French accent. “Welcome to La Grenouille.”

“I’m meeting someone here. He may have already arrived.”

“Mademoiselle Tanner?” He lifts a brow, surveying my attire.

“That’s me.”

“Magnifique. Your date is waiting. Follow me.”

He turns from me, neither smiling nor frowning, and leads me into the intimate dining area. Heavenly aromas assault my nose, making my stomach growl. Steak. Scallops. Garlic. The tables are filled with people enjoying the most delectable food presented so beautifully, you almost hate to eat it.

As I walk farther into the dining room, blue eyes catch mine and my initial worry about tonight disappears. He seems so informal, as if he isn’t sitting at a table in a restaurant where a membership fee is required to even dine. Standing, he re-secures the button on his suit jacket, a smile building on his lips. He shaved his face and trimmed his dark hair, but there are still a few curls hanging over his collar.

“My beautiful Brooklyn,” his smooth, deep voice murmurs in the refined Georgia accent that soothes and pacifies me. He leans forward and kisses my cheek, then lingers for a moment, inhaling a deep breath. “You look incredible. And you smell even better.”

I close my eyes, allowing his words to bathe me with a momentary feeling of contentment. It’s not a butterfly-inducing, can’t eat, can’t sleep sensation I feel deep in my bones. There’s only been one person who’s ever made me react that way.

“Thank you, Wes.” I pull back. “You clean up nice, too.” I wink.

The perfect gentleman, he holds my chair out for me, helping me into it. Once I’m settled, the maȋtre d’ places my napkin in my lap. Apparently, those who run five-star restaurants don’t believe we can take care of that small movement ourselves. It’s just another thing I’ve grown accustomed to since I began dating Weston James Bradford.

“How did court go?” he asks after a few moments of awkward silence. I know not to even bother asking for a menu. Wes has likely already ordered for both of us. When we first started dating, I considered it archaic and overbearing. Now it’s just part of what it means to date him. He enjoys taking care of me, making sure all my needs are met. And if he wants to order for me, I won’t complain. He’s yet to choose something I don’t like.

I reach for my glass of sparkling water and take a sip, then return it to the table. “As good as can be expected, I suppose, especially when you’re telling the judge the biological parent shouldn’t get physical custody of their children yet, and that parent is sitting in the courtroom shooting daggers at you.”

His hand clasps around mine, compassion in his gaze. “I understand how hard that must be.”

I smile, biting back my remark that he has no idea how difficult it truly is. Sure, he devotes much of his free time to designing and building homes for those in need, but his charitable work isn’t the same. He’s never had to sit in a courtroom and tell a judge he doesn’t think the person who gave birth to a child should have custody of them. As the case manager and therapist to these kids who’ve been pulled from their homes, the judge listens to my recommendation. I have to remind myself it’s my job to look out for the best interests of these children. It’s what I swore to do when I began this job. And I’ve held up that promise for the past ten years.

Just as I’m about to give him one of my standard responses, a waiter shows up, presenting a bottle of wine to Wes. My muscles relax, grateful for the interruption. After my day, I don’t want to talk about work, although that seems to be the only thing either one of us talks about lately. After being together for the better part of a year, shouldn’t we be comfortable enough in our relationship to share our dreams for a future? What are his dreams for a future? I’m not sure.

All I know about Wes is that from an early age, he wanted to design buildings. It’s in his blood. His father’s an architect and shared his love and fascination for how things are made with his son. Wes has followed in his footsteps, using his Ivy League education to build his father’s firm into one of the most sought-after companies in the country, if not the world. Wes grew up in Georgia, but attended Harvard for his undergraduate studies. After moving back home upon graduation, he missed the energy and pace of life up north. So he convinced his father to open a branch of the firm in Boston, one Wes would oversee.

He often travels around the globe, checking in on one of their many projects, pitching to prospective clients, or overseeing the charity program he started where volunteers from his company help construct homes for those in need. Wes is a good man, one any woman would fall hard for. It doesn’t matter how many zeros are in his bank account. He still does good deeds routinely, even donating a huge portion of his annual income to charity. The world needs more people like him.

When a burgundy hue fills my vision, I snap out of my daze, offering the waiter a smile as he finishes pouring the wine. After he retreats, Wes raises his glass. I follow suit.

“To you, Brooklyn. Thanks for agreeing to date me after months and months of my begging and groveling.” With a wink, he sips his wine. I bring mine to my mouth, savoring the robust flavor.

“It wasn’t months,” I retort coyly as the alcohol coats my stomach.

“Yes, it was. Why else do you think I went to Modern Grounds in the North End when my office is in the Financial District?”

I swirl the wine in my glass, the liquid coating the sides. Before I met Wes, I was never much of a wine drinker. Over the past several months, he’s spoiled me in that area, the bottles he orders during dinner sometimes costing several hundred dollars.

“Because their coffee is better than any spot in the city,” I quip.

“True, but it was to see you…since you’re a regular. It took me a while to work up the nerve to talk to you once I learned you’re close friends with Andrew Brinks.”

My spine stiffens and I inhale a sharp breath. Wes doesn’t seem to notice. I’ve always found his observational skills to be lacking. Or maybe because I’ve spent my entire life watching and analyzing the world around me, I notice the tiniest things about people. Like the way Wes now seems to take repeated small sips of his wine as opposed to drinking casually. Like the way he doesn’t look directly at me. Like the way he chews on his bottom lip.

“I’ve watched him play.” He blows out an anxious laugh. “Worse, I’ve seen the fights he got into on the ice. I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of one of his fists.”

“You and dozens of other guys.” A small smile cracks on my lips, my gaze unfocused as memories of my childhood rush back. Of sitting in the stands with Molly as we watched her brother play. Watching him grow into a local celebrity, at least in hockey circles. Seeing scout after scout court him when it was time for him to choose a college to attend. The day he signed with the Bruins.

It’s amazing to think of the paths our lives have taken. After he left for college, we barely spoke again for years. Every time he came home to visit, he avoided me, as if I carried some infectious disease. If it were anyone else who acted that way toward me, I wouldn’t care, but this was Drew. He gave me my first kiss. He was supposed to be my first everything…until I realized they were just lies. It wasn’t until he had a daughter that we began speaking to each other again, but neither one of us ever brought up that night or why he never came to my house the following day, as he promised he would.

I wish I could say I learned my lesson after that, but I didn’t. I wish I could say I never thought of Drew as anything other than my best friend’s brother, but that’s a lie. I wish I could say I’m smart enough not to fall for his charms again, but I’m not.

Because I did…only for the same thing to happen.

“He’s always been protective of you, hasn’t he?”

I know Wes means nothing by it, but discussing my friendship with Drew with the man I’m dating makes me uncomfortable. Then again, I’m not sure friendship is the correct term. Not after everything we’ve been through. Things with Drew are…complicated. Yes, according to the outside world, he’s a friend. Now, I’m constantly skirting the giant elephant in the room Drew doesn’t even know exists. I’ve made it my elephant, my burden to bear.

“He has.”

“I picked up on that right away. The first day I walked into the café and saw you, I was breathless, Brooklyn. Your eyes were so mesmerizing, the green unlike anything I’ve ever seen. And don’t even get me started on your adorable little freckles. But that’s not what caught my attention.”

My skin warms as I listen to Wes’ words, allowing myself to bask in his obvious affection for me. “No?”

“No.” He shakes his head. “It was your laugh. I ducked in to grab a quick coffee before a meeting I had close by.” He reaches across the table and grabs my hand in his again. “As I waited to place my order, the sound of your laughter filled the place. I was transfixed. In that moment, I needed to know you. I wracked my brain, formulating what to say to you. It had to be smart, bold, especially since you were sitting with your friend.”

“Molly.” I nod, briefly closing my eyes as I’m transported back to the day a debonair stranger walked into the café Molly’s family has owned for decades. “You’d think she’d be the one you would have noticed first.”

“Never,” he assures me with a breathtaking smile. “Yes, I’ve learned Molly can be loud, but something about the way you carry yourself spoke to me from the beginning. But when I saw Andrew Brinks—”

“Drew,” I interrupt.

“Right. Drew…,” he corrects, still hesitant.

It doesn’t matter that we’ve been dating for eight months. He’s still not used to calling him Drew, since only those of us who knew him before he made it big call him that. To everyone else, he’s Andrew Brinks, star hockey player forced into early retirement after one too many injuries to his head.

“So when I saw him approach your table and sit down, then kiss your and Molly’s cheek, I lost what little nerve I had. But someone was looking down on me because I soon found myself in the same area of the city for another meeting. I didn’t want to get my hopes up, thinking there was no way you’d be there, but you were. So I made it a habit of stopping by the café at eight every morning for three weeks on the off-chance you’d be there. That’s when I realized you went every Friday morning, and so did I. Finally, after two months, I worked up enough courage to ask to buy you a cup of coffee. To which you replied—”

“‘I never pay for my coffee here,’” I answer with a smile, recalling our first interaction. “You must have thought me so self-centered.”

“Perhaps.” He winks, a twinkle in his beautiful blue eyes. “But when you heard your words, you got so embarrassed. With just that one look, the way your cheeks flushed, you stole my heart.” He brings my hand to his lips, placing a gentle kiss on my knuckles. “And I’m so grateful you agreed to go to dinner with me.”

“And I’m grateful you didn’t walk away after my response.”

“Never.” He releases his hold on my hand. “You forget, I’d been observing you for the past several weeks.”

“Stalking, you mean,” I joke, taking another sip of my wine.

“Nuance, my dear Brooklyn. Regardless, I could tell what type of woman you were. I needed you in my life, overbearing hockey player as a best friend be damned,” he finishes with a wink, and I lift my wine to my lips, polishing it off.

As if our waiter has an internal alert when one of his patrons needs something, he appears instantly. With a smile, he refills my glass. It’s rare for me to drink like this. Normally, I only have a single glass of wine throughout an entire five-course dinner. But everything about tonight has me on edge. The ambience. The way Wes looks at me. The way Drew’s name keeps creeping into the conversation when we rarely ever talk about him. I need the wine.

“Will he ever coach in the professionals?” Wes asks, digging the knife a little deeper, unbeknownst to him.

“I doubt it.” I take another long sip of my wine. “He’s had offers, but has turned them all down. He doesn’t want to be away from the girls that much. He already doesn’t like being away from them as much as he has to be with coaching college, but he loves the game.” A slight smile builds on my lips. “I can’t remember a time Drew didn’t have a pair of skates on. But he loves those girls more.”

“You love him, don’t you?”

I choke on my wine, eyes wide. “What?”

“No. Not like that,” he corrects in haste. “It’s just amazing how close you two still are, even all these years later. Most friends grow apart over time. I can’t say I’ve remained close with any of the people I went to high school with. But you and Drew… At first, I thought he was your brother.”

“I suppose that’s what Drew’s always been,” I mutter. “Like a brother.”

At that moment, two waiters approach and simultaneously place a dish in front of us in a carefully orchestrated show. The first time Wes took me to an upscale restaurant like this, I marveled at how perfectly timed everything was. Now I’ve grown accustomed to it and it no longer holds excitement. I stare at the pristine white plates as our waiter rattles off what Wes ordered—a diver scallop with a cauliflower puree. The presentation looks too good to eat, like a piece of art, not food.

Over the course of the next two hours, we eat the exquisite food, keeping our conversation easy. There’s no talk of our hopes, our dreams, apart from him asking if I’m excited about starting my PhD program in the fall, to which I answer in the affirmative, with no further embellishment.

After we finish our main course and our plates are removed, Wes clears his throat, rubbing his palms along his pants before tugging at his tie, a slight tremble in his hands. He bites his lip, drawing in a deep breath through his nose. He lifts his eyes to mine, his expression awash with sincerity and yearning.

“Brooklyn…,” he begins as he reaches across the table to grab my left hand in his, toying with a very important finger. A sinking feeling forms in the pit of my stomach. I should have known something was amiss with the way he’s been acting tonight, the nerves seeming to consume him when he’s normally carefree and relaxed. “These past eight months have been some of the happiest I can remember.”

“I’ve enjoyed my time with you, too, Wes.”

He’s spoiled me in a way most woman yearn to be spoiled. He brings me to the most exclusive restaurants. He buys me jewelry that probably costs more than what I make in a year. He’s taken me to places I’ve only imagined visiting—Paris, Rome, London, Berlin. But they all seem to lack meaning. I’m not like most girls Wes is used to. I don’t need to be bathed in jewels and whisked off on a private jet to some exotic location. I just want to feel loved.

“When I first saw you, I remember being so jealous of Drew, of how he could so casually drape his arm across your shoulders or kiss your cheek.”

“Wes…,” I say, a hint of pleading in my tone. If my instincts are correct, if he’s about to propose, the last thing I want to be included in that proposal is a mention of Drew. It would taint the whole thing.

“You were so different from the type of woman I usually dated, but in a good way. They all wore the same type of clothes, styled their hair the same way, every single one of them almost like a cookie-cutter mold. But not you. You were unique.”

There’s that word, the one I’ve been called most of my life. Not beautiful. Not stunning. Not breathtaking. Unique. With my pin-straight dark hair, green eyes, fair skin, and freckles dotting my cheeks and nose, I’ve been called unique more times than I care to count. Other than my father, only one man has ever called me beautiful. Only one man has ever made me feel beautiful. And I believed it…until I learned his words were as fleeting as a passing storm, spoken out of desperation and fear of being alone.

“When I first walked into that café, I remember smelling a hint of lavender, not the coffee I expected. As I passed you, the scent only grew stronger. For weeks, I dreamed of that aroma. When work led me back to that part of the city, back to the same café, and you were there again, I had to believe it was a sign we were meant to be together.”

I remain mute, willing my heart to skip a beat, my skin to flush, my eyes to sparkle with unabashed adoration for this man and his heartfelt words. Instead, I feel as empty as I have since the first time he kissed me. There’s no spark. No jolt. No flutter. I’m just going through the motions, hoping to feel something. I thought it back then, and I still do now. Maybe Drew’s already ruined love for me.

Before I know what’s happening and can stop this out-of-control train from continuing its journey off the tracks, Wes shifts from his chair, kneeling in front of me. He reaches into his jacket and produces a small box. The room is suddenly silent, dozens of eyes staring at me, at him, at us. When he cracks open the box, a chill washes over me.

My lips part, but no words come. My brain tries to tell my mouth to talk, my voice box to vibrate and make a sound, to tell him to get up. Just like Wes thinks there’s a reason our paths crossed, perhaps there’s a reason I find myself incapable of forming words at this crucial moment. This feels surreal, like I’m having an out-of-body experience, a casual observer of my life instead of having a starring role.

“Brooklyn Rose Tanner,” he begins, his breathing increasing as his pale blue eyes lock with mine, “I’ve dreamed of this moment since I first heard your voice and you consumed my soul. I’d be honored if you’d be my wife.”

My lungs struggle to capture a breath, my face burning, my limbs trembling. Over Wes’ shoulder, I spy all the other diners stealing a glimpse at us, everyone seemingly on pins and needles awaiting my response. So many little girls dream of this moment, of the day their own Prince Charming would get down on one knee in front of them and declare their undying love, begging them to consider spending the rest of their lives together.

I’ve also imagined this moment an unhealthy number of times, mostly when Molly and I would flip through one teen magazine or another, planning our own wedding to whomever was the heartthrob of the month. I didn’t think it would be like this, surrounded by complete strangers in a pretentious restaurant. I envisioned it as a private moment, just us, on a beach or somewhere with meaning. This place holds no meaning for us. Then again, I can’t think of any place that does. Maybe that’s been my problem since the beginning. I never gave him all of me. I’ve kept my heart guarded, worried he’d destroy it like the last man I let in. But Wes is willing to devote his life to me. Shouldn’t that mean something?

Wes is intelligent, has a career he loves, and despite all his money, uses his fortune for good. Best of all, he supports my ambitions. The more I think about it, the more the truth hits me. I’ve never given Wes a chance. I’ve never considered us to be serious, even when we went away together, even when he peers at me as if I’m the only woman for him, even when he spoils me and whispers the sweetest things in my ears. I’ve always viewed him as a stepping stone, someone to bridge the gap between my past and my future. Maybe Wes is my future.

“Brook?” His uncertain voice cuts through my thoughts.

I meet his nervous eyes, wishing I could see the answer in them. These are eyes that, over the past eight months, have looked at me with nothing but the sweetest devotion, nothing but the most tender compassion, nothing but the most beautiful love. We may not be an overtly amorous couple who always discuss our feelings, but I know Wes loves me. That’s the only thing that should matter.

My lips crack into a smile. “Yes.”

“Yes?” Joy fills his expression.

“Yes, Wes.” I inwardly cringe at the sound of that. “I’ll marry you.”

Tension trickles off his body in waves as he jumps to his feet, pulling me up with him. He wraps his arms around me, pressing his lips against mine, the kiss simple, yet full.

With a grin, he removes the stunning marquis-shaped diamond from the box and brings it to my left hand.

“It’s beautiful,” I breathe as he slides it down my finger, wincing when it doesn’t fit.

“Shit, Brook. I’m sorry,” he apologizes frantically. “I told the girl at the jewelers it looked small. I…”

“It’s okay,” I assure him, kissing his cheek, then place the diamond back into the box, closing it and handing it to him. “It’s not about the ring.”

“But the ring’s nice, isn’t it? You like it, right?”

Cupping his face in my hands, I hover my lips over his. “It’s exactly what I’ve always dreamed of. We’ll get it resized, then I’ll wear it for the rest of my life.”

He leans closer, resting his forehead on mine. “I like the sound of that.”

“So do I.”


Chapter Two


DREW

“Daddy,” a small voice whispers, infiltrating the place between sleep and wakefulness. It’s a sweet sound, the perfect one to rouse me from my dreams. It sounds like unwavering devotion and pure, untainted love.

The old me would groan, tell whomever’s bothering me to go away, but those days ended eight years ago. Instead, I pretend I’m still asleep. It’s become a game, part of our daily routine, one I hope doesn’t fade with age and maturity. I treasure these moments with my two daughters. There will soon come a day when I’ll wish they’d still wake me up early on a Sunday morning to make them pancakes. When I’ll wish they’d still beg me to watch yet another Disney movie with them. When I’ll wish they’d still force me to play dress-up. Alyssa and Charlotte have already grown up faster than I like. It seems like just yesterday I held Alyssa for the first time as a bewildered twenty-six-year-old man who thought he had life figured out. Little did I know I had nothing figured out. I still don’t.

“Daddy,” that same small voice repeats, followed by the sound of snickers.

“Do you think he’s still sleeping?” a second voice whispers, this one younger. The slight lisp is evidence of a few recently lost teeth.

“No. He’s just playing. Like always.” I can hear the irritation and a hint of annoyance in her tone. My oldest, Alyssa, is eight going on eighteen, and she has all the attitude to prove it.

“I don’t know. He’s not moving.”

I do my best to stay still, apart from my chest rising and falling with my breaths.

“Daddy?” I sense my two girls hovering over me, inching closer and closer.

Before they can react, I fling my eyes open, bellowing, “Gotcha!” I wrap my arms around them, hoisting them into the bed with me.

Their giggles and laughter fill the room as I tickle them, smiling at how carefree they both seem to be. There was a time I wasn’t sure if I’d be a good dad. When my ex, Carla, split, leaving me to raise a two-year-old and six-month-old alone, I had no idea what to do. I worried I’d do something wrong and destroy any chance they had at a bright future. Looking at them now—happy, adjusted, loving—I know I’ve done a good job, despite the challenges facing me as a single father.

“Okay, you two.” I glance at the clock, then back at them. For the longest time, I always saw Carla when I looked at them. But as the years passed and Carla’s appearance faded from memory, I no longer do. I see me. In their eyes. In their smile. In their laughter. They’re my world, and I know I’m theirs. “Time to get ready for school.”

I fling the covers off, then lift each of my girls under an arm, carrying them out of my room and down the hall into theirs, their squeals filling our home. As I drop each off in their pastel-colored rooms laden with stuffed animals, dolls, and books, I marvel at how different my life is than it was ten years ago. Having kids was the last thing on my mind. The only thing I cared about was making a name for myself in hockey. It’s amazing how something that weighs less than eight pounds can change everything.

Over the next hour, we busy ourselves with what’s become our typical morning routine. Alyssa helps Charlotte get ready while I shower, then both girls appear in the kitchen where we eat our normal breakfast of oatmeal and fruit. I make sure I’ve signed off on any of their homework, then place the lunches Aunt Gigi has prepared for them into their bags, leaving a note reminding them how much I love them.

Like clockwork, at exactly 7:30, we walk out the door and begin the five-minute journey from our house in Needham, a suburb about a half-hour west of Boston, to the girls’ elementary school. During the colder months, I drive them on my way to my job as head hockey coach at Boston College. But now that it’s March and the weather is warming up, at least today, we walk, Charlotte enthusiastically clutching my hand. Alyssa refuses, claiming she’s too old to hold hands, just like she does every day.

On our way down the sidewalk, the girls entertain themselves. Charlotte sings about a marching duke as she stomps along with the beat, her dark curls springing with each step. Even Alyssa joins in. Trees line the quiet neighborhood, the branches still mostly barren. The bulbs will soon be in full bloom, the browns and emptiness of the winter replaced with greens, everything coming back to life.

As we approach the school, the sound of children grows louder and louder. A line of SUVs and minivans snakes around the block. Several teachers man the drop-off area to keep the flow of traffic moving as smoothly as possible. The instant we turn onto the walkway toward the front entrance, Alyssa attempts to hurry off and join the swarm of kids getting off one of the school buses parked in front of the building.

“Bye, Dad. See you later!”

“Uh-uh. Not so fast,” I call out.

She slows her steps and turns around, crossing her arms over her chest. I arch a brow, not saying a word. This isn’t the first time we’ve done this dance. And it won’t be the last.

Molly warned me of the things she did to our father when she was a teenager. From making him drop her off several blocks from wherever she was meeting her friends, to the incessant eye rolling, to the constant attitude. I’m unprepared for Alyssa to reach that stage. If I could have my way, I’d keep her eight forever. I’d keep her away from the cruelties of the real world, from people trying to convince her she’s anything but the princess she’ll always be in my eyes.

With a dramatic sigh and an even more dramatic eye roll, she shuffles back toward me. I crouch down, giving her a hug, which she weakly returns, then kiss her temple.

“Auntie Molly will be here to pick you two up after school. You’re having a sleepover there tonight.” Releasing my hold on her, I stand. “Okay?”

“Okay.” She takes off once more.

“Love ya, Lyss!”

“Love you, too, Dad.”

Three words can completely melt your heart and turn you into mush. Three words can make even the most secure and macho of men crumble into a thousand tiny pieces. Yes, when the first girl I was serious about said those three words to me, I thought it was the greatest day of my life. But nothing prepares you for the love you have for your own child. Hearing that tiny human you brought into the world say those three words back to you… It makes all the tantrums, fights, and sleepless nights worth it. In a heartbeat, you forget all the stuff that makes you reconsider whether having kids was a good idea, because when your child says those three words, it’s the only thing that matters.

I turn to Charlotte, lifting her as if she weighs nothing. Compared to my size, she’s a peanut. She wraps her tiny arms around my neck, squeezing.

“Tighter, tighter!” I say, a lightness in my tone. “You give the best hugs, Char.”

“No. You do!” She giggles.

I hold her for a moment, relishing in the love she has for me. She’s only six, still too young to think her daddy’s anything short of perfect.

Kissing her cheek, I lower her back to her feet, tousling her hair. “Love you, kiddo. Have a good day at school. And behave for Auntie Molly and Uncle Noah tonight.”

“I will. Love you, Daddy.” She spins from me, barreling toward one of the teachers ensuring the students make it into the building safely. “Have a good day at your school, too,” she shouts back, almost like an afterthought.

“Thanks, kiddo.”

I stand there, observing my girls. Being a parent is like riding a rollercoaster. There are moments you believe you have it figured out, then something happens to make you think you’re failing miserably. But as I watch my two girls, seeing them smile and interact with other kids their age, it makes me think I must have done something right.

Once I see them disappear beyond the front doors, I turn around, about to head home. I come face to face with a group of moms, their eyes raking over me like I’m a pig ready for slaughter.

“Andrew,” one of them says. After her months of shameless flirting, I’ve learned her name is Misty. “You are so good with those two girls.” She crosses an arm over her stomach, raising her coffee cup to her bright red lips with her free hand. “I wish I could get my husband to pick up some of the slack.”

I grit out a smile, keeping my thoughts to myself. I’ve been the token single dad of the school long enough to have heard it all before, and from the same people. The group of five women surrounding me makes up what my sister, Molly, likes to call “the cougar den”. They spend the hours their kids are at school getting manicures, going out to lunch, and gossiping about everything and anything while their husbands work, some of them two jobs. They wear skin-tight workout clothes, their hair perfectly coifed, makeup expertly applied. They make it clear that the school drop-off is akin to a meat market…and I’m the prize filet.

When I moved here two years ago and enrolled Alyssa and Charlotte, I became the hot topic. And I suppose I still am. These women constantly flirt with me, even at school events with their husbands at their sides. The men don’t seem to notice. They’re too excited about having their photo taken with me, Andrew Brinks, retired star center for the Bruins who led the team to win the Stanley Cup twice during my short career.

“Big game tonight, huh?” one of the women asks, biting on her lower lip as she inches toward me, placing a hand on her hip.

I nod, unpersuaded by whatever charms she thinks she possesses. “First game of the Frozen Four.”

“Well, I’m sure your team will win. After all, they have you for a coach.” Misty winks.

“We’ll see. We’re playing Cornell. No matter what, it’ll be a good game.” I give them a congenial smile, then open my mouth to excuse myself when she cuts me off.

“Will your good luck charm be by your side? That little dancer for the Celtics?” She steps toward me. “I saw the photos of you together at some charity function last weekend. She’s a very lucky girl.” When she places her hand on my bicep, I back away.

“She’s just a friend.”

“Mmm-hmm.” The way she looks me up and down makes it more than clear she doesn’t believe me.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to get going.” I skirt around them before having to explain myself any further. News travels quickly in a small town, especially news about any pseudo-celebrities, as it appears I still am, even though it’s been six years since I’ve played professionally. My relationship with Skylar is none of their business. It’s not even a relationship. Just a mutual understanding between two consenting adults.

“Okay, Andrew,” Misty huffs. “But if you ever need a new ‘friend’, call me.”

I glance back at her, trying to hide my disgust when she gives me an exaggerated wink. The other women chortle and giggle. The sad thing is, every single one of them would gladly invite me into their bed. They may think their brazen flirting and advances are cute, even attractive. But not to me. Not when I know how it feels to have the shoe on the other foot, when you learn the person you’d built a family with is cheating.

I push away the memories and continue down the street toward my house. I don’t even turn around when one of them shouts, “Go Eagles!”


Chapter Three


BROOKLYN

I always thought I’d feel like a different woman once I agreed to marry someone, to spend my life with him, to cherish and honor him until the end of our days. But I don’t. I still feel like Brooklyn. My Friday morning routine is the same it’s always been, even before Wes entered the picture. I get up early, shower, then am on my way to the North End to meet Molly for a cup of coffee at the café.

The entire drive, I don’t even think twice about today being any different from every other Friday that’s come before it. But as I near the café and am moments away from telling my best friend I’m getting married, my stomach tenses, uncertainty washing over me. What will she say? Will she think it’s too soon, like I did at first?

As I lay awake last night, staring at my left hand where a ring would soon sit, I reflected on the handful of men I’d dated in the past. They were all like Wes—serious, professional, and anything but spontaneous. They were all charming, respectful, and devoted, the type of man I would have been proud to marry and have a family with. But something always happened. Drew always happened, cutting the relationship short before it had a chance to take off, unbeknownst to him. I can’t let him ruin this one, too.

I pull into the alley behind the café and park, then step onto the damp pavement, the smell of coffee and sugar invading my senses. Cars roar by, the familiar sounds of the city surrounding me as I make my way to the sidewalk. Despite it not yet being nine in the morning, the North End is already bustling with locals and tourists alike. Mom-and-pop restaurants line the streets of the renowned Italian section of town, the delectable aromas infiltrating the air enough to make anyone’s stomach growl. The people who live and work here are like one giant family…including Molly’s family, who have owned this café for over a century.

But as I stare at the familiar glass doors of the place that’s always been like a second home to me, I feel like I’m sneaking in after doing something I shouldn’t have. I’m probably over-analyzing the situation, as I’m prone to do, but I’m unusually anxious and on edge this morning.

“This is just like every other Friday,” I remind myself, filling my lungs with air, which has the pacifying effect I’m hoping for.

With my nerves temporarily at ease, I open the door and enter the trendy café that’s abuzz with activity. The walls are all dark brick, industrial-looking lights hanging from the high ceiling. Wooden tables of various sizes fill the space—some small bistro tables, others long, communal style. The focal point is the large glass display cases showcasing every delectable treat known to man, all family recipes handed down through the generations.

“Good morning, Brooklyn dear,” a petite woman with dark graying hair calls out from behind the coffee bar. She barely even looks up, cashing out a man dressed in a suit. It reminds me of Wes and how we met in his very café. Last night, he told me how I’d caught his attention almost immediately. Well, he certainly caught mine.

I’ve always prided myself on being such a permanent fixture here. I tend to know most of the people who come through that door. The ones I don’t are usually tourists. But Wes… He was neither a regular nor a tourist. Dressed in a breathtaking navy blue pinstriped suit that clung to his muscular, tall physique, he certainly got my pulse going. Then again, I had been reading a rough draft of one of Molly’s books, and being the romance author she is, it was exceptionally steamy. When I kept seeing him here, I thought perhaps he’d recently moved. I never would have imagined he stopped by just to work up the courage to ask me out. It’s sweet, the type of story you tell your kids years down the road when they ask how their parents met. And what makes it better is that it’s pure, free of pain, of heartache, of regret.

“Morning, Aunt Gigi.” Heading past the long line of customers, I duck behind the display cases and pour myself a cup of coffee.

While she’s technically Molly and Drew’s aunt, not mine, I’m closer to her than some of my own aunts and uncles, whom I barely see. Gigi, short for Giorgina, has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember. When Molly and I became fast friends our first week of school and her aunt learned I’d recently lost my mother, she took me under her wing, offering me all the love and affection a mother would…just like she did for Molly and Drew.

“Busy today, huh?” I ask, making small talk, smiling at a few of the other employees as they diligently fill the influx of orders. The coffee and espresso machines whir and steam while patrons wait off to the side for their lattes, cappuccinos, or whatever else they ordered.

“It’s Friday. It usually is.” She glances over her shoulder, giving me a smile as she seems to analyze me. It’s ridiculous, but I wonder if she knows Wes proposed. She’s always had an uncanny ability to see things most people can’t, see things I try to hide from everyone. Sometimes I feel like she’s the only one who knows the real Brooklyn. “How was your date with Weston last night?” She turns back to the customer, writing his order on a paper cup before handing it off to one of the baristas.

“Good.” Coffee in hand, I dip back under the counter and snag an empty table before anyone else can. I lower myself into the chair, dropping my heavy bag laden with files to the floor. The aroma of coffee gets even stronger as I raise my mug to my lips, my entire body relaxing as that first taste of the best coffee in the city hits my tongue.

“Just good?” Gigi asks. I look at her. When our eyes lock, she squints the way she always does when trying to peer into my soul, to read my mind.

“It was like every other date.” I shrug, playing it off. I don’t want to tell her yet. I want Molly to be the first person to know. I’m the first one she shared her news with when Noah, her fiancé, proposed to her. Molly’s always been the first person I’ve told everything to. Well, almost everything. Some things I can’t share, the words too painful to say.

“You don’t sound very excited about the prospect,” Gigi comments.

“I am. I just…” I take another sip of my coffee, trying to collect my thoughts so I don’t say anything she’ll read too much into. But it had been just like every other date. Pretentious restaurant. Expensive bottle of wine. Sex that can be described as blissfully adequate. A nip here. A suck there. A bit of effort to bring me to orgasm, but falling just short of reaching that finish line, at least for me. “I don’t need fancy caviar and champagne to be happy. Sometimes it’s the things that don’t cost a penny that have the most meaning.” The words leave my mouth before I can stop them. I brace myself for her next intrusive question. Thankfully, the whirlwind known as Molly Brinks bursts through the door, saving me from further interrogation.

“I need chocolate. Stat.” A woman on a mission, she hurries toward the display cases, her blonde waves streaking through my vision.

“Good morning, Molly Mae,” Gigi greets in playful irritation. “It’s wonderful to see you, too.”

With one of the café’s famous chocolate chip muffins in her hand, Molly takes a large bite, her entire body seeming to relax as the chocolate and sugar hit her taste buds. “God, that’s almost as good as sex,” she breathes, then smiles. “Morning, Aunt Gigi.” She heads toward her, placing a kiss on her cheek.

“How’s my favorite niece and great-nephew doing this morning?” Gigi places a hand on Molly’s protruding stomach. She’s only four months pregnant, but her short and slender stature make her appear much further along. It doesn’t help that, according to Noah, he was over nine pounds when he was born. Of course, when Molly found out, she joked she would have preferred to know that little piece of information before she allowed him to knock her up.

“We’re doing great. Hungry.” There’s a glow about her as she points to her stomach. “This little guy likes his chocolate.”

“You’re sure it’s him?” Gigi pinches her lips together before returning her attention to the line of customers. “I seem to remember a certain niece of mine having an obsession with those chocolate chip muffins before she was ever pregnant.”

Molly takes another bite and heads toward me. “They’re good, Gigi! You need to stop putting crack in them. Then maybe I wouldn’t be so addicted.” She turns her attention to me. “Morning, Brooklyn.” She places her muffin on the table as I stand, squeezing her, all the tension slowly rolling off my body.

“Morning, Mols.” I release my hold on her and meet her eyes. She narrows her gaze on me.

“What is it? You seem…different.”

I blink, wondering if there’s a giant flashing sign attached to me I don’t know about. “Actually, there’s something I need to tell you.” I steel myself, swallowing hard.

“What is it?” She slides into her chair and I return to mine.

Tapping the side of my mug, I take a sip of coffee as I glance around the café. Laughter and excited voices, along with the occasional sound of fresh coffee beans being ground, echo against the walls. It’s the look and sound of home. I hope it always will be.

When I return the mug to the bistro table, I meet her gaze. Concern overtakes her features, as if she’s preparing to hear I have cancer or am moving far away.

“Last night, Wes asked me to marry him.”

She inhales a sharp breath as her eyes widen, immediately shooting to my left ring finger. When she sees it’s vacant, her shoulders fall. I withdraw my hand, hiding it under the table.

“Oh, Brook. I’m sorry.” From the gravity in my tone and lack of a ring, I know she assumes I said no and we’re no longer together.

“I said yes,” I add quickly.

She frowns. “You what?”

“Yes.” Growing more and more uncomfortable by the minute, I fidget with the napkin in front of me. I’m not sure how I expected Molly to react to the news. If I’m being truthful with myself, she responded how I assumed she would—in complete and utter shock. It almost mirrors my reaction when Wes got down on one knee last night…until I analyzed the situation and realized this is the next step for us. It’s what I need to move on, to bury the past and stop holding out hope for the impossible to happen.

“Wow.”

I lift a brow. “That’s it? Just a wow? When you told me Noah popped the question, I was thrilled.”

“I know, and I’m happy for you.” She covers my hand with hers. “As long as it’s really what you want.”

“What makes you think it’s not?” I pull my hand away from hers, toying with my mug.

“I guess I didn’t realize it was that serious between you two. The way you’ve always talked about it made it sound like you were just having some fun. No expectations.”

“Well, it is serious.” I straighten my spine, staring at the dark shade of my coffee, the queasiness in my stomach becoming stronger. “So I’d appreciate your support and hope you’ll stand next to me as my maid of honor during the most important moment of my life.”

Her stunned expression falls away, a brilliant smile forming on her mouth. Her blue eyes brighten, everything about her oozing happiness. Still, it doesn’t seem genuine. She stands, taking the few steps toward me. “You know I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” She holds her arms out and I rise, walking into them. “I’m so happy for you. You deserve this.” She pulls back. “Truthfully.”

“What are you happy for?” a deep, booming voice cuts through. We whip our heads toward the source, both of us seeming to jump back like two errant children who just got caught doing something they shouldn’t.

My face heats, a feeling of breathlessness overtaking me, as it does every time I stare into Drew’s chestnut eyes. His dark hair is a bit shaggy, curling over the collar of his suit, but it’s not as unkempt and out of control as it was during his hockey days. A bit of scruff dots his jawline, and as much as I prefer how he looks clean-shaven, there’s something about the facial hair that still makes my pulse race, even though I wish it didn’t, wish I could forget the way his arms felt around me, the way his lips warmed mine, the way his body molded to mine. And that’s precisely why I need to marry Wes. To forget. To cleanse myself of his toxins.

Pretending Drew’s mere presence doesn’t send those butterflies fluttering in my stomach like they did during my teenage years, I look at him with a serious expression. “She’s happy for me,” I state with determination, summoning every ounce of confidence I can muster. “Wes proposed last night.”

Drew remains completely still, his eyes seeming to penetrate every fiber of my being, infiltrating my soul, invading my heart. “And you said no, right?”

“I said yes.” I stand taller, but my height is no match for Drew’s imposing six-foot, two-inch muscular stature.

“You agreed to marry him?” His pitch rises, disbelief filling every syllable. “After less than a year?”

“You’re one to talk, Drew. If memory serves, you got drunk with your ex and decided to fly to Vegas to tie the knot after only knowing each other a total of what?” I place my hands on my hips. “A month? How’d that work out for you?”

“And that’s exactly why I’m trying to stop you from making the same mistake!” He tugs at his hair, leaning closer to me. I catch a whiff of his woodsy, earthy scent, the aroma causing so many memories to flash before me. We’ve known each other most of our lives. We have some really good memories, but also some really bad ones. I can’t let him be the cause of any more bad memories.

“Our situations are vastly different. I’m not making the same mistake you did.”

“But you admit it might be a mistake,” he shoots back, not missing an opportunity.

“I didn’t say that.” My jaw clenches as I try to remain as calm and collected as possible. Part of me wants to agree with him, but I’ve done that before, allowed him to poison my rationale. I won’t let him ruin yet another one of my relationships. I don’t have to defend my choice to someone who’s supposed to be a friend.

Then again, both of us have been fooling ourselves for years, claiming we’re only friends, that there’s never been anything between us, no desire for anything more. Maybe he doesn’t feel it, but I do. And I don’t want to anymore.

“You were twenty-four when you got married. Pretty much every decision you make at that age can be considered a mistake.”

“Not all of them. Plus, I was twenty-five.” He crosses his arms in front of his chest, widening his stance. It makes the arms of his suit bulge. It doesn’t matter that he no longer plays professional hockey. He’s still in amazing shape. But I refuse to be distracted by the broad chest, muscular shoulders, or sculpted torso that I know hides underneath his clothes. Not when I’ve finally found a man who loves me, who will do anything for me, who won’t make me promises and then forget them the next day.

“Fine. Twenty-five. I’m thirty-two. Wes isn’t someone I met at a hotel bar and asked to come back to my room with me. We’re both mature adults who are more than capable of making mature decisions. And I’ve decided to marry him.”

He seems to assess my response, then narrows his eyes. “Is it because of his money?”

My face heats from his accusation, my blood boiling.

“Drew,” Molly whispers frantically, her tone evidence of her disbelief at his suggestion.

He darts his gaze to hers and back to mine. “No. Seriously. I want to know.”

My lips curling at the fact he thinks the only reason I’d marry Wes is because of his money and success, I lean into Drew, my face less than an inch from his.

“You know damn well that doesn’t matter to me,” I hiss. “It never has and it never will. I’m still the same girl who’s just as happy stuffing my face with whole belly clams off a paper plate at Kelly’s as I am eating duck served by white-gloved waitstaff at a five-star restaurant.”

Grabbing my bag, I storm past him, pausing as I’m about to leave the café. All eyes seem to be on us…including Aunt Gigi’s. Hers aren’t stunned, like everyone else’s are. Hers are more intrigued, curious.

“In fact, I still prefer the former.” I meet his gaze as those words spill from me, a hidden confession laced with meaning only few people will understand.

Then I hurry out the door, cursing Drew for ruining this moment, like he’s ruined everything else.


Chapter Four


DREW

“What the hell was that?” Molly bites out. I snap my stare away from the door where Brooklyn had just disappeared. When I meet her blue eyes, they’re narrowed, her irritation loud and clear.

“What do you mean?” I rake my hands through my hair, feeling like I’m living in an alternate universe. Sure, Brooklyn’s been dating Wes for almost a year now, but I thought it was casual, like things between Skylar and me. Or maybe I simply hoped it wasn’t serious. She rarely speaks of him, but I don’t make it a habit to ask, either. Still, if she’s in love with him, shouldn’t she be shouting it from the rooftops instead of speaking of her engagement as if it’s a business negotiation?

“I’m talking about how you just called Brooklyn a gold digger.” She places her hands on her hips, bringing attention to the baby bump that seems to get bigger every day. “You know as well as I do that she’s the last person on this planet who would marry someone for money.”

“I know. I just…”

“What?” she presses, leaning into me.

You’d think a man of my size and height wouldn’t be intimidated by a woman as short and petite as Molly. But what my sister lacks in stature she makes up for in attitude and perseverance. Once she sinks her claws into something, whether it be a person or an idea, she never lets go. She’s not going to let me leave this café until she gets what she wants out of me.

“It’s like I told Brooklyn. I don’t want her to make the same mistake I did.” My voice lacks the determination I need to demonstrate that my words are true. “That’s all.”

“That’s a load of crap and you know it. Brooklyn’s your friend. One of your best friends, really. She just made one of the biggest decisions of her life. She needs our support.”

“But what if I don’t support her decision?”

“Then you need to grow a set and tell her why instead of skirting around the bush.”

“What are you talking about?” My brows pinch together, my tone uncertain.

“Oh, come on.” She rolls her eyes. “I wasn’t born yesterday, Andrew Vincenzo Brinks. I see the way you look at her. In fact, I’ve seen the way you’ve looked at her since high school.” She points her finger in my face, her tone sharp. “If you don’t do something, you’ll lose her. And this time, you won’t be able to get her back.” She hardens her stare. “Let that sink in.”

“She loves you, Andrew,” Aunt Gigi says as a hand rests on my arm. I spin around to see her behind me. She gives me a knowing look, wordlessly reminding me of everything I’ve struggled to forget over the years.

“Who? Molly?” I joke, trying to lighten the atmosphere and avoid having to endure this conversation. They’re seeing something that’s not there, something I’ve done everything in my power to bury. Now, as I look back at that summer, I no longer feel the vice squeezing my heart. “I know she does.” I nudge my sister.

Aunt Gigi lifts her hand and lands a light smack against the back of my head.

I duck away. “Ouch! Why did you do that?”

“You’ve suffered too many hockey injuries. I’m talking about Brooklyn, you fool.” She clasps my hands in hers. “Brooklyn loves you.”

“Of course she loves me. She’s told me on more than one occasion that she loves me like a brother.”

She shakes her head. “Sometimes, my sweet, sweet boy, women say things they don’t mean. They say things they want to think, want to believe.”

I look from Gigi to Molly, who simply nods. “We do. All the time. I can’t even tell you how many orgasms I faked before I met Noah.”

I grimace. “Jesus, Molly!”

Gigi lands another slap against one side of my head, then the other.

“Hey! I wasn’t the one who said it!”

She shoves her finger into my face. “You know better than to take the Lord’s name in vain, Andrew, and I can’t hit Molly since she’s pregnant.” She takes a deep breath, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I should have insisted your father take the two of you to church more than a few times a decade.”

“Funerals and weddings,” Molly and I say in unison, recalling our father’s response to Gigi anytime she harped on him for his lackluster attendance record at church. Apart from those two events, our father refused to go, although Gigi attended once a week, sometimes more.

“But seriously, Drew,” my sister continues. “Gigi’s right. We lie all the time, myself included. After I began spending time with Noah, I couldn’t remember ever feeling that way about another person. It scared me, so I did everything I possibly could to fight it. And I fought it hard. No matter what I did, he was still on my mind…and in my heart. I love Brooklyn like I would a sister. I will support her decision to marry Wes, if that’s what she truly wants. But I get the feeling she’s been trying to convince herself her love for you is simply like that of a sister loving a brother. I don’t think that’s the case at all. I never have. And I don’t think that’s the case for you, either.”

“Those pregnancy hormones are affecting your brain.” I head toward the counter to grab my morning coffee, my steps slow as the reality of the situation hits me.

Brooklyn’s been a part of my life for as long as I can remember. She’s always been there when I’ve needed her, even after everything that happened before I left for college. I wonder how much longer she will be there, if I’ll gradually see less and less of her until Wes consumes every part of her life and I’m nothing more than a distant memory.

“They are not. You’re deflecting,” she argues, following me.

“Have you forgotten that I’m seeing someone?”

She bursts out laughing. “I’m not so sure getting together for an occasional booty call qualifies as ‘seeing someone’.” She holds up her hand, counting on her fingers. “One, you don’t talk about her. Two, you claim it’s not serious, that she’s more than welcome to see other people. And three, you’ve never brought her home to meet the girls.”

“They’ve already been through enough with Carla leaving.” I add some milk to my coffee, stir it, then turn to Molly, Gigi peering over her shoulder, a smug look on her face. “They don’t need to go through that again.”

“They’re not the ones who went through it,” Molly argues. “Sure, Alyssa asked for her mama a lot at first, but she was only two. After a while, she stopped. Charlotte can’t remember ever having a mother, so there’s nothing for her to miss.” Her expression turns compassionate, her brilliant eyes piercing through me. “It’s not the girls, is it?”

I open my mouth, but she cuts me off.

“You’re the one who doesn’t want to go through that again. The girls are just a convenient excuse.”

“They are not,” I protest, although my words lack certainty.

After Carla left, I put all my energy into my family, my girls included. My father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s at an early age and it progressed rapidly. I bought the café from him, saving it from being turned into yet another Starbucks. Once I no longer had hockey in my life, I devoted everything I had into making this place as successful as possible. When I wasn’t running the café, I kept myself busy with my girls, doing everything to make sure they had as normal a childhood as possible and didn’t want for anything. I didn’t start coaching hockey again until two years ago, which was when I handed over the reins of the café to Gigi.

“If I were worried about going through all that again, would I be dating?”

“I don’t consider you and that bimbo to be ‘dating’,” Molly retorts without missing a beat. “You won’t be able to use those girls as an excuse forever. At some point, they’ll grow up and start building relationships of their own. Then where will you be? Alone.”

“Not this again,” I groan, walking away from her, but she’s quick on my heels. I expect Gigi to have something to say at this point. Instead, she remains suspiciously silent, observing me through small eyes, analyzing, assessing, judging.

“Yes, this again. I just… I don’t get you these days, Drew. I’ve been trying to understand. I really have. But for years now, you’ve successfully caused Brooklyn to shun nearly every guy who was remotely interested in her.”

“What?” I squint at her, my tone evidencing my disagreement with her statement. “No, I haven’t.”

“Yes, you have. You may not notice it, but I have. We all have. So unless you’re willing to finally admit you have feelings for her, feelings strong enough for you to fly off the handle at the news of her engagement, you’d better grow up and support her.”

“I don’t have time for this right now. I have more important things to worry about today, like getting my team into the championship game.” My voice grows louder with each word I speak. “So, Molly, if you’re done pretending you know what’s best for me when just a few years ago, you probably couldn’t even remember the name of the guy sleeping in your bed, I’ll be on my way.”

My temper getting the better of me, I storm out of the café before Molly or Gigi can say anything else. They don’t know what they’re talking about. Yes, perhaps I overreacted to Brooklyn’s news. I just don’t want her to make the same mistake I did. That’s all. Nothing more. That ship sailed when I got on that plane and left for college.


Chapter Five


BROOKLYN

My mother used to wear a gold locket around her neck. It was small, in the shape of a heart with a diamond in the center, and opened to reveal two photos—my dad on one side, a baby photo of me on the other. I can’t remember much about her. Even if I close my eyes and try to recall the sound of her voice, the feel of her arms, the smell of her perfume, I can’t. But I remember that locket. I imagine her wearing it as she sang me to sleep, as she kissed my head, as she whispered how much she loved me.

In my childhood, I’d often have déjà vu where I’d see that locket. It wasn’t until the day of high school graduation I knew it was real, not a product of my overactive imagination. Just before I was about to leave for the ceremony, my father handed me a long, white box. When I opened it and saw the locket, I was overjoyed, grateful to be able to carry a piece of my mother with me always. The instant he secured it around my neck that day, I felt her—her fire, her strength, her love.

As I toy with that very necklace, about to walk into the house Molly shares with Noah, I try to summon all those things once more. I’ve avoided this all day—her calls, her texts, her voice messages. And there were a lot. I just wasn’t ready to face what she had to say after witnessing my argument with Drew. I’m still not.

Taking a deep breath, I use my key to let myself in. “Hello, hello,” I call in a sing-song manner. The sound of laughter hits me instantly, interspersed with that of an announcer’s voice blaring from the television.

“Auntie Brook!” two voices shout. I turn the corner to see Alyssa and Charlotte jumping up from the floor of the den, rushing toward me.

“Are you here to watch Daddy’s team win?” Charlotte asks.

“Of course.” I force a smile. They’re too young to read too much into my lackluster response.

“Well, come on.” Alyssa tugs me toward the oversized sofa. “It’s about to start!”

She plops on the floor in front of the screen, not wanting to miss a second of the action. She’s sporting the school’s colors, wearing a kid-sized hockey jersey with Brinks above the number 19, Drew’s old number, on the back. Their father’s influence is clear in the way both girls love everything about hockey. Yes, they play with Barbies and their princess castles, like most other girls, but they also know how to hold a hockey stick, throw a baseball, and shoot a basket. Despite all the challenges facing Drew as a single father, he’s given them everything they need.

Molly’s eyes find mine as I continue toward the couch where she sits with Noah, his arm draped comfortably around her shoulders. As our gazes lock, I see a thousand questions etched within. I subtly shake my head, wordlessly telling her I don’t want to talk about it. Thankfully, she knows enough not to push the matter, at least not while we’re in the presence of curious ears.

“Good to see you, Brooklyn.” Noah raises himself to his feet, only having to bend slightly to kiss my cheek. “I hear congratulations are in order.” His tone lifts at the end, almost questioning.

“I suppose they are.” I still don’t understand why our engagement is such a shock to everyone. We’ve been together for eight months. I know women who married their spouses after only dating them for a substantially shorter amount of time and they’re happy. I can find happiness, too. Can’t I?

I hate that I’m unable to enjoy this moment. The day should have been spent laughing and smiling with my best friend as we flipped through bridal magazines, circling the dresses I liked. In fact, we did that when we were teenagers. Molly claimed she was planning her wedding to one of the actors from ER, Noah Wyle. It’s ironic she ended up engaged to a doctor named Noah.

When she asked me who I imagined marrying, I lied, claiming some singer in a boy band or hot actor. In reality, whenever I fantasized about my wedding, I pictured walking down the aisle to Drew. It took me years to realize my adolescent dream of marrying my best friend’s brother was just that—a dream. Now, as I stand on the precipice of planning my actual wedding, I’m uncertain whether I’ve bid farewell to that dream. I’m not sure I want to, although all rationale says I should.

“Why are you congratulating Auntie Brook?” Alyssa asks.

I snap my eyes to hers, unsure what to say. Telling Drew I’m marrying Wes was difficult. I never imagined having to tell his kids. Hell, I’ve been engaged for twenty-four hours and still haven’t shared the news with my own father.

“Because I’m getting married.” My voice is even. Shouldn’t I be squealing the news at the top of my lungs, ready to burst from the excitement?

“To Daddy?” Charlotte pipes up, no longer interested in the puzzle beginning to take shape on the wood floor.

“No. To Wes. You met him a few months ago when he came over for Christmas. Remember?”

“Why are you marrying him?” Alyssa presses.

I open my mouth, struggling to come up with a response. What do I say? That I’m still not quite sure myself, but figure it’s the next logical step? That seeing Wes on one knee made me realize I never allowed him in, never allowed any man in, except the one who never wanted me, who still doesn’t want me? That marrying Wes is the only way I can free myself from the hold that man still has on me?

“Because she loves him.” Molly brings herself to her feet, standing next to me. I glance at her, seeing her arch a brow. “Isn’t that right?”

“Yes.” I address Alyssa once more. “Your auntie Molly’s right. Because I love him.” I swallow hard, acid churning in my stomach.

“Does this mean you won’t spend time with us anymore?” Charlotte asks in a small voice, her face long.

“What makes you think that?” I crouch to her level. My tone is serene, reminiscent of the one I use with the kids I see on a daily basis, assuring them they’re safe from the abuse they’ve suffered for too long.

“Because you won’t need us anymore. You’ll want to have a family of your own and will forget about us.”

“Oh, Charlotte.” I envelope her in my arms, doing everything I can to ease her fears. “I could never forget about you two. It doesn’t matter I’m not related by blood.” I pull back, meeting her brown eyes. They have small speckles of gold in them, a bit of light in the darkness. Neither Drew nor Alyssa have those. It’s something unique to little Charlotte. “You will always be my family. Nothing will ever come between that. Just because I’m marrying Wes doesn’t mean I’ll spend any less time with you girls. I love playing with you two. That’s not going to stop.”

“Or you can marry Daddy so you can play with us all the time.”

My breath catches at her words. It’s a strange observation for a six-year-old, but in my experience, we don’t give kids the credit they deserve. Their inquisitive and eager little minds pick up on more than we think. I wonder what else she’s picked up on from me…and from Drew.

“These things don’t work that way. Like Auntie Molly said, you get married when you love someone.”

“You don’t love Daddy?”

I pinch my lips together, this conversation taking a turn I’m not prepared for. “Of course I do,” I answer honestly. “But in a different way than I love Wes.”

I pause, my words ringing truer than I anticipated, leaving me stunned. I blink repeatedly, doing my best to stay focused and not think about how different my love for Drew is than my love for Wes. Can my feelings for Wes be labeled as love? Respect. Devotion. Admiration. But love? Love isn’t a word to be tossed around idly. It’s a word that should be given the weight it deserves. It’s the most beautiful and most tragic feeling in the world. I’m not quite sure the way I feel about Wes measures up to that level, at least not yet.

“There are so many kinds of love. I love your aunt Gigi, your auntie Molly, your uncle Noah. But I don’t love your uncle Noah the same way auntie Molly does.”

“Damn straight,” Molly mutters under her breath so only I can hear, and I’m thankful for the levity.

“So even though I love your daddy, it’s not the same.”

“Oh.” Charlotte’s shoulders fall at the news.

“But I promise you, both of you…” My eyes float to Alyssa, who stands behind her sister. “Nothing will change. There may just be an extra person at my side on occasion. It’ll be fun.” My voice brightens and I smile. “And you two will get to wear a pretty dress during the wedding as my flower girls.”

“Really?” Alyssa asks.

“Of course! There’s no one else I’d rather have.”

I raise myself to my feet, looking down at them. Their concerned expressions lifting at the thought of getting to play dress-up for a day, they return to their puzzle, both of them talking excitedly about what kind of dress they want to wear for the wedding.

Blowing out a breath, I look back at Molly and Noah.

“Wine?” He arches a brow.

“I could use some.”

“Red or white?”

“I’ll get it myself. You guys sit.” I turn away from them and head into the kitchen, pausing at the island.

My hands grip the counter, my arms supporting my weight as I exhale a long breath. I try to compose myself, to swallow the lump in my throat at how concerned Alyssa and Charlotte were that I’d no longer be a part of their lives. I don’t think that will be the case, but what if it is? What if Wes wants kids right away? How will I juggle that and starting a PhD program? What if Wes doesn’t want children at all? We’ve never discussed it. There’s so much I don’t know about him, about what he wants out of life. My world spins, the walls closing in on me as these questions fill me with unease. What have I gotten myself into?

“Want to talk about it?” Molly’s voice cuts through and I whip my head toward her.

“About what?” I ask in an even tone, pretending she hadn’t caught me on the edge of a nervous breakdown.

“I don’t know. Everything.” She leans against the counter, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “You didn’t return any of my phone calls or texts today.”

I avoid her eyes. “My schedule was filled with home visits. Within the span of eight hours, I had over ten kids to check in on. I barely had time to eat, let alone answer a text or phone call. Not to mention submitting a few of my guardian ad litem reports to the court.”

“That’s never stopped you before.” Molly steps toward me, her eyes seeming to analyze everything about me, from the way my gaze darts, to the way I chew on my bottom lip, to the way I try to shrink into my frame so I can disappear. I’m normally an open book with her…except when it comes to her brother. Some wounds are too painful and are better left scabbed over. “We used to talk all the time between home visits. That’s when I used to bounce story ideas off you.”

I spin from her, opening the refrigerator door and grabbing an uncorked bottle of chardonnay. “Well, you haven’t seemed to need me lately, have you?” My words come out harsher than I intended, but the events of the day have finally taken their toll on me—Drew’s reaction to my engagement, trying to convince a few of my kids that their foster parents won’t hurt them like their biological parents had, Alyssa’s and Charlotte’s line of questioning. I’ve reached my boiling point.

“Is that what this is about?”

I find a wine glass in the cabinet and pour a healthy portion. “What do you mean?” I face her.

“Your engagement.” She lowers her voice. “You have to admit it sort of came out of the blue. Are you only marrying Wes because I’m engaged, too?”

“Molly…” I roll my eyes. “No offense, but you two have been engaged for almost a year now and haven’t set a date.”

She rubs her stomach, grinning. “Well, my baby daddy knocked me up before we could get around to that. He must have some super swimmers because the month I stopped birth control…bam. Preggers.” All it takes is a wink to lighten the atmosphere between us. She’s always had an uncanny ability to do that. No matter how serious I try to be, no matter what I’m going through, she’s always able to put a smile on my face.

Squeezing her bicep, I meet her eyes. “I’m happy for you, Mols…even if you did put the carriage before the horse.”

“And it’s a carriage I really enjoy riding, especially with all these pregnancy hormones.” She leans closer. “I’ve always had a healthy sex drive. Hell, I write romance novels for a living and used Noah as a muse for one of my books. But lately…” Her voice grows softer, more secretive. “I’m like a fiend. I swear, I’m wearing poor Noah out.” She pauses, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “It could be the book I just started playing around with.”

I arch a brow. “And what would that be?”

“A reverse harem.”

“Reverse harem?” While I read every single one of Molly’s books and offer my opinion, I’m not up-to-date on all the trends in the publishing industry. Most of my reading lately has been scholarly articles and other professional development books about working with high-risk children. “What does that entail?”

“Exactly what it sounds like. Instead of one guy sleeping with a bunch of girls…”

“It’s one girl sleeping with a bunch of guys?”

Molly shrugs. “More or less. Of course, it’s not just sex. There’s usually a reason for it.”

“Please don’t tell me you’re fantasizing about sleeping with six guys at once.”

“God no!” she shoots back. “I’m not sure my vagina can take that kind of pounding. It’s already overly sensitive because of the pregnancy.”

I shake my head, my face burning in embarrassment. “T.M.I., Molly.”

She laughs, the sound chipping away at the stress that’s been drowning me all day. I raise my eyes to hers, my lips turning up slightly. This is what I need right now, to laugh with my friend and cringe at her lack of brain-to-mouth filter, like we always have.

“Thanks, Mols,” I say once her laughter wanes.

“You bet.” She squeezes my arm, sympathy in her eyes. “Whenever you’re ready to talk about why you’re marrying Wes, I’m here. I’ll listen.”

Instead of insisting my engagement is everything I’ve hoped for, I say the only thing that makes sense. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that.”

From there, the night only gets worse as we all sit on the couch and watch the Eagles get their ass handed to them. Every time the cameras cut away to Drew in the box where his team sits, he seems to be tugging at his hair and shouting at his players, something he’s always claimed isn’t effective in getting them to play the best game they can. I’ve seen him lose important games before, but tonight’s different. He’s not the Drew I know. I can’t help but think the bombshell I dropped on him earlier contributed to his lack of focus.

When the final buzzer sounds and the opposing team swarms the ice in celebration, I slump against the couch, silence ringing in the room once Noah turns off the TV.

“Well, you can’t win them all,” he states, catching my eyes.

He must be thinking the same thing I am. Did I cost Drew’s team their shot at the championship? Sure, he isn’t on the ice, but as the coach, he leads by example. If he has a bad attitude, the rest of the team will, as well. The number of fights that broke out between the players had to have set a record, and not a good one.

“It’s my fault,” I breathe, a lump forming in my throat.

Molly reaches for my hand, squeezing it. “No, it’s not, Brook. It just wasn’t their night.”

“They’ve played this team countless times. They usually win.”

“All the more reason they’d lose tonight. You had nothing to do with this.”

I bury my head in my hands, despair eating away at me. “I never should have said anything. Not today. I should have waited until the playoffs were over.”

“You had no idea he’d respond the way he did,” Noah encourages, indicating Molly told him everything. Not just about my engagement, but also how Drew reacted to the news.

“No, but I should have known.” I lift my eyes to his. “I didn’t even know if I was going to tell him. I was just grateful I wasn’t wearing a ring in case—”

“Speaking of which,” Molly interrupts, her brows furrowed. “Where is the ring? I figured the rock’s so massive you wouldn’t feel comfortable wearing it to your job.”

“They do recommend we not wear jewelry of any kind, but it didn’t fit.”

She stares at me, her lips curving into a smile.

“Don’t even,” I warn in a harsh tone. “I know what you’re thinking. That it’s a sign or something that I shouldn’t be marrying him.”

“That wasn’t what I was thinking.”

I form my mouth into a tight line, giving her a knowing look.

“Okay. Maybe it was, but none of that matters, as long as you’re happy and this is what you want. Is this what you want?” she asks yet again.

“We’ve been together for eight months,” I begin with a sigh. “A proposal is a natural progression.”

“You’re avoiding the question. Look at me, Brook.”

The seriousness in Molly’s tone makes me turn my eyes toward hers.

“Is this what you really want?”

Straightening my spine, I stand. “Of course it is.” I look from her to Noah, then to the two sleeping beauties slumbering peacefully in each other’s arms on the love seat, dead to the world. “Thanks for having me. I really should get going. Wes is expecting me. I’ll see you all Sunday for dinner.”

I begin to retreat, praying they can’t read through my lies. Wes isn’t expecting me. I have no idea if he’s even home or if he’s working late tonight, as he so often does. It’s never bothered me before. His busy work schedule gives me space and time to devote to my career and friends. Now, I’d love to be able to go to his house, have him wrap me in his arms and assure me this is the right thing for us.

“Brook, wait!” Molly calls out, jumping from the couch and hurrying toward me as fast as her pregnant little body can carry her. “I didn’t mean anything by that. And I’m sorry I keep asking if you’re sure about Wes. I trust you know what you’re doing. I trust you’re smart enough not to just marry someone because you don’t think you’re deserving of better.”

Her words are kind and full of compassion, but within them lies all the hidden meaning necessary to make me doubt everything. And that doubt stays with me as I make my way home, as I draw myself a bath, as I struggle to fall asleep. I need to do something to make that doubt disappear, and there’s only one person who can help do that.

Damn Aunt Gigi and her admonition to never go to sleep without reconciling your differences.


Chapter Six


DREW

My shoulders hang low as I walk from the athletic center toward my car. The campus is quiet, no late-night revelry to celebrate the team making it to the championship game. I’ve spent the last hour in my office, staring at my desk, beating myself up. I allowed my anger to consume me, and my team paid the price. We were favored to win not just tonight, but the entire Frozen Four. But by the time they dropped the puck, the events of the day had reached a boiling point. I couldn’t stop thinking about what Aunt Gigi and Molly had told me, how they said I’ve been using my daughters as an excuse not to get close to anyone, how I may have just lost the one woman I could love. And I do love Brooklyn, just not like that. I can’t. Not after the last time.

I hop into my car, but instead of driving home to an empty house, I text Skylar, telling her I’ll be at her place in fifteen minutes. No question to see what she’s doing. No checking to see if it’s okay that I come by. That’s not how we work. There’s no small talk. It’s better that way.

After the short drive, I climb the steps of Skylar’s brownstone in the Back Bay and knock on the door. Within seconds, a slender body appears in the doorway.

“Tough break, Andrew.” Her voice is low and husky as she crosses her arms in front of her ample chest.

I rake my eyes over her. Her long blonde hair is curled, falling to her mid-back. She wears a black kimono robe, loosely secured with a sash. The short cut of the flimsy garment makes her legs look like they go on for miles. Her makeup is fresh, obviously applied right after she received my text. Sultry red lips. Dark shadowing around her eyes, almost swallowing them. Shading on her cheeks to accentuate her high cheekbones.

“Can’t win them all,” she adds.

“I suppose you’re right. I feel like I let the team down tonight,” I say in an uncharacteristic move, at least where Skylar’s concerned. We don’t get personal with each other. There’s no talk of feelings, hopes, dreams. Our conversations are kept light, a means to an end—her bedroom. It’s worked for both of us for the past several months. We have an understanding. No promises for a future. No hope for something more. Just a physical connection when we need it.

Instead of offering a compassionate word like most people would, she reaches for my crotch and grabs. “I’ll help you get back up.”

Snapping out of my momentary lapse of judgment, my eyes narrow on her, becoming heated. “That’s why I’m here.” I lean into her, brushing my lips against hers.

There’s no fluttering in my stomach. No uncontrollable need to spend my time with her. No undeniable craving forming deep in my core when her skin touches mine. I feel nothing, other than a primal desire to lose myself in her and forget everything else. Am I using her? Maybe. From the beginning, I was blunt and straightforward, saying this wasn’t about romance, about sweeping her off her feet and offering her the world. She didn’t care about any of that stuff when we began our arrangement. She still doesn’t.

Gripping her hips, I push her into the living room, our kiss harsh but without depth, jarring but forgettable, needy but lacking. That’s how it’s always been with her, with every other woman. It’s not that I don’t care for her. I do, but not in a way that will have me picking out window treatments or place settings. Not in a way that will have me offering my heart, only to watch her smash it to pieces.

I pull away, peering at Skylar. Her hazel eyes sparkle and gleam, returning my gaze with a coquettish look I imagine she uses on every other guy she brings back here. The idea should bother me, but it doesn’t. Instead, I harden my stare.

“Get on your knees,” I growl, then flinch.

While we’re not the type to whisper sweet endearments to each other, the second I hear those words come out of my mouth in such a derogatory tone, I feel like an asshole. But isn’t that what I am? A player? The type of person I’d threaten if Molly brought him home claiming it was research for one of her books. The type of person whose life I’d make a living hell if he ever laid a hand on Brooklyn with no intention of offering everything she deserves. The type of person I’d never let near my little girls, at the risk of going to prison. How did I get to this place?

Without saying a word, Skylar lowers herself to her knees, reaching for my belt, her fingers quick. Her tongue skims along the flesh of her lips as she unzips my pants, freeing me. I’m not rock hard, but she works her magic, her hand moving up and down my length, bringing me to life.

“There’s my boy,” she coos when I harden.

I peer down at her, her gaze trained on mine as she parts her lips, bringing them to my tip, her tongue teasing me. A hiss escapes and I fist her hair, pushing into her mouth. All the tension that’s built up throughout the day melts away. I need this. Need to live in the moment, to think about nothing but her mouth on me, bringing me close to orgasm, as she does so well.

Her robe falls open, nothing but smooth skin on every inch of her body. When her legs part, she reveals the slickness forming between her thighs. I’m desperate to bury myself deep within them, but right now, I need this feeling of control more.

Closing my eyes, I lean my head against the wall behind me. The instant I do, green eyes, hardened and angry, flash before mine. Brooklyn’s voice filters into my subconscious, telling me she’s getting married.

I fling open my eyes, my motions becoming quick and intense. I don’t want to think about today. I should only be concentrating on Skylar’s mouth on my dick. Nothing else. But I can’t stop thinking about Brooklyn. Why now? I thought I’d moved on, made peace with what happened all those years ago. After all, we were just teenagers. It was just one night. One night that sealed our fate.

Desperate to focus on the present, I thrust harder and deeper, over and over until I’m ready to explode. I yank Skylar’s head back, forcing her mouth away from me.

“That’s enough,” I pant, my chest heaving. “I need to fuck you.”

“How romantic,” she jests, but I’m not in the mood. Not tonight.

I grab her hand, bringing her to her feet, then pull her toward the couch, retrieving a condom from my wallet at the same time. Sitting, I roll it on, not even removing my pants. This is cheap and dirty, but I don’t care. When I tug her down, she straddles me. I tease her with my erection, trying to draw things out before I unravel. And right now, that’s what I need. To feel something other than the numbing ache that’s consumed me for too long.

Skylar loops her arms around my neck, bringing herself toward me. Her chest in my face, I clamp my mouth over a nipple. She throws her head back and moans. I wonder if she enjoys it or is pretending, as I so often do with her. As I trail my mouth along her skin, I grip her thighs, finding her center and pushing her down on me. I go slow, stretching her to take my size. Then I meet her eyes.

“Ride me.”

With those two words, she moves against me, circling. Any other time, that would be fine, but all I can think of tonight is if Wes makes Brooklyn fuck him like this. If she’s sitting on his dick right now, moaning, screaming his name. In all the months they’ve been together, I’ve tried not to think about that. Now I can’t stop. It makes me want to screw Skylar even harder.

Fire in my veins, I tighten my grip on her hips, forcing her up and down on me faster, more punishing, more brutal. Her moans fill the room, interspersed with my occasional grunts. My lips are tight, my jaw clenched, every muscle in my body ready to snap with the building tension. I do everything in my power to think of Skylar, not Brooklyn, but it’s impossible. Even when I come hard and fast as Skylar shatters around me, I have to bite back my desire to scream out Brooklyn’s name, waves of ecstasy washing over me.

Twenty-four hours ago, I was content with the way my life was going. I have two little girls who mean the world to me. I have a great job where I can finally pursue my passion again. I have the perfect arrangement with a beautiful young woman who’s happy with what I’m willing to offer. Now it all seems lacking, superficial.

In less than a day, my entire world’s been tilted on its axis. All I hear is Brooklyn’s voice.

“Wes asked me to marry him. I said yes.”

It brings me back to the day I left for college, Brooklyn’s father warning me to stay away from her. His words crushed my soul that morning, just like Brooklyn’s did today.

The warmth of Skylar’s lips on my neck brings me back to the present. I look at her. “Stay?” she asks in a languid voice.

I shake my head, lifting her off me. “Rule number one,” I remind her as I stand, removing the condom and throwing it into a nearby trash can. “No spending the night.” I zip my pants.

“Of course. Rule number one,” she hisses, stalking across the room. She grabs her kimono from where it fell to the floor and shoves her arms into it, violently tying the sash. “God forbid you stay the night for once.”

“Let’s not fool ourselves, Skylar.” I sound like an asshole, but that doesn’t stop me from continuing. “We entered this arrangement knowing what we both wanted. I don’t do romance.”

“You can at least stay the night once in a while.” She glares at me, her arms crossed in front of her chest. “You come here, make me suck you off, fuck me harder than you ever have, then leave? Makes me feel like a whore.”

I still, cursing under my breath. Even if I’m not interested in a committed relationship, I hate for her to think of herself that way, hate that I make her think of herself that way.

Softening my expression, I approach her and rub my hands down her biceps, soothing her as I kiss her forehead. “I’m sorry. You’re anything but. You’re a strong, independent woman who knows what she likes. I appreciate your offer to stay the night. Maybe another time. It’s been a difficult day.”

“Then let me help you forget.” She wraps her arms around my shoulders, rubbing her body against mine.

“I’d love to, Sky, but—”

“Let me guess,” she interrupts, stepping away. “You can’t. You need to get home to your girls. Or, better yet, you need to get up early to hit the ice.”

I shrug. “Yes.”

She shakes her head, blowing out a breath. “You know, I haven’t slept with anyone else. Since we started…whatever this is…” She gestures between our two bodies, “it’s only been you.”

“It’s only been you, too,” I say, masking my surprise at her admission.

A thoughtful expression crosses her face. “No, it hasn’t. It’s never been only me.”

I remain unmoving, my eyes fixed, not reacting to her words. I should have known we’d be getting to this point in our arrangement. In my experience, women are only happy with no commitment for so long before they want something more. All their other friends start getting engaged, and they want that rock on their left hand, too. That’s why I usually go for younger women. Twenty-five seems to be my target age. Old enough to be done with the college scene. Young enough to just want to have some fun.

Commitment isn’t in the cards for me. Dating is difficult enough, let alone finding a woman I connect with who’ll welcome my kids with open arms. Even if she does initially, at some point, it will become too much, too real. I can’t let my girls get attached to someone who will eventually leave them. Then they’ll wonder if it was their fault. I won’t put that on them, not when they’re still so young.

“Those girls are my life. Nothing will ever change that. Not even a ridiculously hot rack and dripping wet pussy.” My statement comes out harsher than I want, but it’s the truth.

“I’m not asking you to make a choice, Andrew. Just leave yourself open. That’s all.” She lifts herself onto her toes and leaves a soft kiss on my cheek. Then she turns and heads toward the staircase. “You can show yourself out. You usually do anyway.”

I watch her disappear, then walk out the door. A part of me feels like shit for never staying, but it’s not enough to keep me here, the memory of explaining to a two-year-old Alyssa where her mommy went overshadowing everything.


Chapter Seven


DREW

I can name three places that have always felt like home. The first, of course, is the house I grew up in. My father wasn’t well-off, but he did everything to give us a happy childhood free from worry. The next is the café. I remember Molly and I sitting at one of the many tables when we were younger, watching as our father interacted seamlessly with the many patrons, telling one of his stupid jokes or bragging about Molly’s or my accomplishments to anyone who would listen. The amount of pride he had for everything we both achieved throughout our lives was obvious, even when those achievements came in the form of getting an A on a short story Molly wrote or me being picked for the traveling hockey team.

The last is the ice rink where I find myself skating this morning, the one that now bears my last name. The same center where I first laced up a pair of skates. The same center that was nearly bulldozed several years ago before I stepped in and bought the place. The livelihood of every junior hockey league in the greater Boston area depends on this rink. I refuse to let that die. Hockey was the only thing that helped me through my mother’s sudden disappearance from my life when I was barely six years old. I need to keep this place open for all the other kids who need hockey in their lives as much as I did back then, if not more.

My focus remains glued on the stick in my hands, moving the puck around the ice, passing it from side to side as I speed down the rink. After leaving Skylar’s, I struggled to fall asleep, unable to stop thinking about Brooklyn. After hours of restlessness, I drove out here, laced up my skates, and lost myself in the game of hockey, hoping to shrug off the past twenty-four hours. And it’s working. Out here, I find a sense of clarity, of peace, all my worries forgotten as I fixate on maintaining control of the puck. The net comes within scoring distance and I draw back my stick, quickly swinging it toward the ice. The puck rockets straight through the imaginary goalie’s legs, as so often happened during my too-short career, and into the net.

I can almost hear the long-forgotten crowd cheering me on as I score the game-winning goal. I skate a victory lap around the ice, pretending as if I had, then come to an abrupt stop when the sound of clapping hits my ears. I take off my helmet, shaking out my disheveled, damp hair, and search the stands.

Lifting my eyes beyond the penalty box, my heart drops to the pit of my stomach when I see Brooklyn walking down the steps toward the ice. I’m confused at first, thinking she’d never want to speak to me again, especially after the way I treated her yesterday. Then my aunt’s words from when we were kids ring in my ear, making me laugh to myself. No wonder I couldn’t sleep.

I skate toward the edge of the rink, unlatch the door hidden in the wall, and step onto the cement. I remove my gloves, placing them next to my helmet on the bench in the front row before leaning my stick against it.

“Hey,” I say as she descends to the bottom.

“Hey.” She smiles, looking everywhere but at me. Her dark hair is pulled into a knot on the top of her head, her complexion refreshingly free of makeup.

“Gigi?” I lift a single brow.

She nods. “Yeah. Gigi. I couldn’t sleep. All I could think about was…” She trails off, then takes a moment to collect her thoughts. She returns her blazing green eyes to mine, the same green eyes I imagined when I was with Skylar. I bury the idea of that having any hidden meaning. “I guess I just wanted to talk to you, to apologize.”

“Apologize? If anyone should apologize, it’s me.” I run a hand through my hair, blowing out a long breath. “I was a prick yesterday morning. You didn’t deserve to be treated the way I treated you. I should have congratulated you, told you how happy I am for you, not fly off the handle and accuse you of being something I know you could never be.”

“You didn’t mean anything by it.” She pulls her oversized cable-knit cardigan sweater closer to her body, the sheer size of it seeming to dwarf her slender frame. “I should have told you differently. If I had, then maybe your team—”

“No, Brook,” I insist, my voice forceful. Just the thought of her trying to place the blame for my team’s loss on her shoulders makes me sick to my stomach, the guilt for how I treated her yesterday festering even more. “You don’t get to put this back on you.” I hold her gaze, then lighten my expression. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Shoulder the blame…hell, the world. You deserve better than that.” I pause, collecting my thoughts. “I’ve done a lot of thinking, especially after last night’s game. But not about what I could have done differently regarding how I coached my players, although there’s certainly a lot, starting with keeping my temper in check.”

“Ah, that famous Brinks temper,” she comments, her lips lifting in the corners. “It is hard to control, especially once it’s unleashed.”

“True.” I return her smile. She’s seen it first-hand, especially during our high school years. “But all I could think about was us.”

Her brows crease, uncertainty dripping from her. “Us?”

“Yeah. Us. Our friendship. Our history.”

“Oh.” She chews on her lower lip, her shoulders falling.

If I didn’t know Brooklyn this well, I wouldn’t have noticed it. But I do. I notice everything about her. Like the way her hair always smells like lavender. The way her eyes light up whenever she’s excited about something. The way she always lets out a sigh of appreciation after that first sip of coffee in the morning.

“I’ve taken you for granted, Brooklyn,” I say thoughtfully. “Taken our friendship for granted. I assumed things would always stay the same between us.”

“Nothing stays the same forever, Drew. Things change. People change. We’re not in high school anymore. You can’t be like the overprotective brother whenever some guy tries to hit on me. You can’t keep breaking noses when…” She stops short.

One look and I know exactly what she’s thinking.

That summer.

That night.

That kiss.

What I wouldn’t give to tell her the truth, to tell her why I didn’t show up at her house like I promised I would. There’s been so many times I’ve come close, but I could never bring myself to say those words that would destroy the way she views her father. He’s the only family she has. I can’t take that from her. I’d rather her think I’m an asshole before I do that.

“You’ve always been a big part of my life.” I grab her hand in mine, running a finger along her knuckles. There’s a peacefulness in her eyes when our hands connect. It’s familiar, and right now, I need that. “I hope you always will be. You deserve my support, and I acted like an adolescent jerk instead of the almost thirty-five-year-old man I am. You’re not shallow enough to marry someone because he has money.” I drop her hand, looking away. “This is supposed to be the happiest time in your life. I should have been thrilled for you. And I am…”

“You are?” She tilts her head.

“Why wouldn’t I be? The man of your dreams asked you to marry him. You deserve that happiness.”

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I do, don’t I?”

“Yes, you do.” I wrap my arms around her, pulling her into my chest.

“Marrying Wes won’t change anything.” She pulls away and I reluctantly release her from my embrace. “I’ll still be at your place every weekend playing with your girls. I’ll still be at all their school functions. I’ll still be their auntie Brook. It’ll be like things have always been.”

“I hope so. They need you in their lives. They don’t know any other way.”

“It’ll take a lot more than a ring on my finger to keep me away from those girls.” Her expression brightens. “Trust me.”

I want to believe her, but it’s like she said. Things change. People change. She may be around now, but for how long?

Not wanting to think about there soon being an empty seat at our Sunday family dinner, I start toward the rental booth, pulling her along with me. “Well, come on then. Let’s get you laced up.”

She comes to a dead stop, pulling her hand from mine. “Laced up?” She looks at me like I have three heads.

“You’re at a skating rink. Why else would you be here?”

“Because I needed to talk to you. Not skate. Skating never entered the equation. Like, ever.”

“Oh, come on.” I sling my arm around her shoulders, dragging her with me. “We used to skate together all the time.”

“No. You skated. I clung to the walls of the rink for dear life as I tried everything in my power not to fall.”

“What’s the worst that can happen? You hit your head?”

“I’d rather not get concussed,” she jokes, her voice light and breezy, reminding me of the Brooklyn she used to be when we were younger.

“Concussed?” I give her a sly grin.

“Yes. Precisely.” This conversation is the perfect example of our dynamic. Brooklyn is serious, straightforward, even-keeled, never showing much emotion. I’m the one trying to do anything to get her to smile.

“And that means?” I lift a brow.

“You’ve just proven my point.” She stops walking and crosses her arms over her chest. “You’ve taken a few too many hits to the head. Your brain must be impaired.”

I shake my head, my motions slow. “According to my latest checkup, my brain’s fine.” I tap at my head.

“Obviously not if you fail to remember what a complete disaster the last time you forced me to put on a pair of ice skates was,” Brooklyn jabs. “I seem to recall your father having to drive me to the hospital and I ended up on crutches for six weeks.”

I furrow my brow. “That was in high school. I felt so guilty, I persuaded all my teachers to let me out of class early so I could carry your books for you.”

“Exactly.”

“You haven’t skated since high school?”

She remains silent.

“Well, that changes today.” Before she can react, I throw her over my shoulder in a fireman’s hold, carrying her as if she weighs nothing. I remember doing this exact thing so many times when we were younger as I carried her toward the shore, throwing her into the ocean. She’d feign anger and irritation, splashing at me, but I knew she loved it. I miss those days.

“What are you doing, Drew?” she shrieks, hitting my back, just like she used to do all those years ago, as I continue toward the rental counter. I find a pair of figure skates in her size and grab them before heading back toward the ice.

“This place opens for the first practice soon. We don’t have much time.” I deposit her onto a nearby bench.

She stares at me, a hint of indignation crossing her face. “I’m not putting those on.”

“Yes, you are. Live a little, Brook. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you don’t get hurt.” I wink. “Scout’s honor.”

She eyes me for a moment longer, her lips pinched. Then she blows out a long breath, unzipping her boots. She knows all too well I don’t back down until I get what I want. “That line may work with all the other girls you force onto the ice, but not me. I’m well aware that you were never a scout, Andrew Brinks.”

“Your memory is impeccable as always, Brooklyn Tanner.” I kneel in front of her, helping her into the skates, tightening and securing them around her ankles. As I’m about to finish, I look up and meet her eyes that seem to watch my every move. “And you’re the only girl I’ve skated with.” I pause, allowing that to sink in, then stand.

“Not even that little pixie you’ve been carrying on with lately?”

“Pixie? You mean Skylar?” When I hold my hand out to her, she takes it, allowing me to help her to her unsteady feet. My arm loops around her waist and I guide her toward the opening in the rink.

“Yeah. I mean, if you’re happy with her, I’m the last person to judge, but you can do better. You don’t give yourself enough credit, Drew. You’re a smart guy. You need someone who’s as intelligent as you are. I might be wrong, but she doesn’t seem the intellectual type.”

I chuckle, her words alarmingly accurate, although she’s never met Skylar. “Things aren’t serious. We have an…understanding.”

“Like Molly used to have?” She arches a brow.

I shrug. “I suppose you can say that.”

“And you gave her a hard time about it, saying it was time she settled down. When are you going to settle down?”

“I am settled down,” I argue. “And to answer your question, I’ve never skated with Skylar or any other woman, except for Alyssa and Charlotte, of course. You should take a lesson from them. They’re just kids, but they’re not scared of falling.”

“It’s not falling that scares me.” Her voice is soft, contemplative, sincere. The carefree atmosphere becomes more charged, more solemn. “It’s hitting the bottom so hard I’ll never be able to put the pieces back together again.” It’s a response I never expected, laced with hidden meaning. She looks up at me, searching my eyes. “I mean—”

“I know what you mean, Brook.” The tension between us builds as I keep her in my arms, everything about this moment surprising me. “I’ve been there, too.”

When I’m with Brooklyn, things are different. I can be me. I don’t have to keep my guard up, like I’ve been doing since Carla left…since leaving for college. She knows my scars, has even helped wipe up some of the blood herself. Yet she’s still here. At first, I thought it was because of Molly. Now I wonder if there’s a different reason, especially after what my sister said yesterday.

“I won’t let you fall.” My tone is soft, full of promise. “And if you do, I’ll help you put the pieces together again. Like I always have.”

Her expression drops as she pushes away from me, grabbing on to the wall of the rink. “Of course, Drew. Like you always have,” she repeats despondently. It’s like a giant bucket of ice water has been poured on top of me. I open my mouth, about to argue that things aren’t as they seem, when she interrupts, holding her head high. “Well, you’ve gotten me on a pair of skates. Now what?” Her voice is bright once more, like she’s turned the switch and dismissed part of herself.

“Now we skate.” I grin, holding out both hands. Her entire body tenses up, her grip on the side of the rink tightening as she stares at the ice in horror. I glide toward her, my tone calm and eyes soothing. “You have nothing to worry about. I won’t let anything happen to you. You can trust me.”

“It’s hard to let go.” She closes her eyes.

“It always is, but once you do, I promise you’ll never look back.” I hesitantly reach for her hands. Sensing me close the distance, she opens her eyes and lifts them to mine. “It’s normal to be scared when faced with the unknown. But if you live your entire life afraid of falling, of getting hurt, you’ll miss out on what could be the best thing you’ve ever experienced.”

Her gaze locked on mine, she gradually loosens her grip on the edge of the rink, quickly placing her hands in mine.

“Sometimes the best thing that could ever happen to us has been staring at us all along, but we’ve been too stupid or scared to realize it.” My words fall from me uncontrollably. It’s like someone else has taken up residence in my brain, telling me what to say.

“I don’t want to be afraid anymore,” she murmurs in a small voice as I skate backwards, leading her toward the center of the ice, her soft hands so small compared to mine. It brings out this inherent urge to protect her from everything and anything that could hurt her.

“You have nothing to be afraid of, Brooklyn. I won’t let you fall. I promise.” I give her an encouraging smile, then pick up my speed, pulling her along with me. She’s unsteady, as I expected, but I keep a firm hold on her. “You’re doing fine,” I assure her. “Straighten your back a little. That will help your balance.”

She shakes her head, but eventually follows my instructions. “Humans weren’t meant to have blades on their feet. If they were, we would have been born that way.”

“You’re a natural. Stop thinking about what could happen and enjoy the moment. Feel the rush of the ice below you, the wind against your face. Just glide, one leg, then the other.”

“You make it sound so easy.” She laughs, breaking the intensity, still clinging to my hands as if afraid she’ll perish if I let go.

“Skate enough and it becomes as innate as walking.”

“At least when you walk, you’re on safe ground.”

“True, but when you first learn to walk, you fall a lot. Don’t you?”

“I suppose,” she replies. Lost in conversation, she doesn’t realize when I loosen my grip on her hands.

“Yet that didn’t stop you from walking, then running, did it?”

“Of course not.”

“Then that shouldn’t stop you from flying on the ice, either, Brookie,” I say, using the name I called her when we were kids. Before she can tighten her hold again, I let go.

Her eyes widen, every inch of her becoming rigid as panic seems to take over. I’m quick to react, skating behind her and placing my hands on her hips, keeping her upright.

“You’re fine,” I murmur, leaning toward her. Her entire body relaxes as I steer her around the net and back toward the center of the ice, the motion causing her lavender aroma to overwhelm me. “I’ve got you.”

My words are all she needs. With more confidence than I’ve seen from her in a while, she continues placing one foot in front of the other, picking up speed as she circles the rink. When I’m certain she’ll be okay, I let go of her once more, moving beside her as she glides across the ice in a way that would make anyone think she’s been doing it for years.

Sensing me next to her, she shoots me a wide grin. It’s the first real smile I can remember seeing light up her face in months, perhaps even years. It’s like she can forget about everything hanging over her head. Her work. Beginning her PhD program in the fall. Her engagement. We’ve traveled back in time to when we were kids. To when we would stay up all night watching scary movies. To when we would take the T out to Revere Beach for a Kelly’s roast beef sandwich or a plate full of whole belly clams. To when I would push her on the swing hanging from the tree in her front yard and she’d tell me to make her go higher.

“There you are, Brookie,” I murmur.

She meets my smile with one of her own and it melts my heart in a way usually only Alyssa’s and Charlotte’s smiles can. “There you are, Dewy,” she replies, calling me the name she had so many times in our childhood. I used to pretend I hated it, but I never did. I liked to think it was her way of showing her affection toward me. And I like to think the same holds true even all these years later.

Lost in the moment, her eyes still glued to mine, she’s not paying attention to where she’s going until it’s too late. When she notices she’s about to ram into the net, she tries to change direction, but she’s not as quick or nimble on her skates yet. I do my best to bring her to a stop, but she loses her footing, falling fast and hard to the ice, taking me down with her. I land on top of her with a grunt.

“Are you okay?” I’m frantic as I scan her face, looking for any obvious signs of discomfort, but at the same time trying to think of anything other than the somewhat compromising position we currently find ourselves in.

Heat fills me as a memory comes rushing back, knocking the breath out of me. The summer before I left for college. Pushing Brooklyn on the swing in her front yard. Brooklyn leaping off it and losing her footing, rolling down the hill. Chasing after her, slipping, tumbling down on top of her. Staring at her lips. Pink. Full. Luscious. Unable to control myself as I leaned closer and closer, dying for a taste. It’s like we’re back there, like I’m getting a second chance.

She meets my eyes, her breath coming quicker. The way she’s looking at me makes me think she’s remembering that day, too. She makes no move to get up, seemingly content to stay pinned beneath me. I fear if she moves, she’ll know exactly how much the heat of her body against mine turns me on. I wasn’t this stimulated with Skylar, at least not without some extra effort, even when she was on her knees in front of me. But with Brooklyn… I can’t remember the last time I’ve been this aroused. A tiny voice in my head tells me to retreat, to pull back, to keep my distance, but I’m inexplicably drawn to this woman. I can’t let her go.

“Never better,” she breathes.

“Good.”

“Good,” she repeats, licking her lips as she peers at me. A tendril of hair had escaped her knot and fallen in front of her eyes. Instinctively, I brush it behind her ear, her skin soft. A craving to feel even more of her overwhelming me, I graze my fingers along her cheeks, admiring the freckles dotting her complexion. Brooklyn’s always hated them, but I’ve always loved them. They make her stand out, her beauty unmatched by anyone else.

As I savor the smoothness of her delicate skin, a spark shoots through me, low and deep in my core. Her familiar aroma invades my senses, bringing back even more memories of our times together. Sitting on the beach. Exploring the Common. The feel of her legs wrapped around me when we finally did kiss. God, I love the way she smells, the way she feels, the way she always seems to easily break through every wall I’ve erected without even trying.

My heart pounding in my chest, my gaze focuses on those lips. Lips I’ve watched kiss too many other men when they should have been kissing me all along. Lips I was lucky enough to be the first person to ever kiss. Lips I’ve almost kissed a few times since, but something’s always stopped me. I don’t want anything to stop me now.

“Brooklyn.” I dart my tongue out, forgetting where we are, who we are. All I can think about is getting a taste of what I’ve deprived myself of for too long now. I don’t care that she’s a friend. I don’t care that she’s engaged, although I should. All I care about is feeling her lips on mine.

“Yes,” she exhales, her breath dancing on my mouth, making it tingle with the promise of what’s to come. Her tone isn’t questioning. More like confirmation she wants this, too.

I cup her cheeks, rubbing the pads of my thumbs along the pink flesh of her lips. She plumps them out, her body trembling beneath mine. Every inch of me burning with need, I slowly erase the little space left between us. My heart pounds against my chest, wild and savage. My nerve endings ignite, a fluttering low in my stomach.

“Brooklyn,” I say once more as my lips almost skim hers, giving her one last opportunity to say no.

“Yes.” She closes her eyes, jutting her chin toward me, preparing herself, moistening those perfect lips I’m dying to taste. But I know I won’t be able to stop at just a taste. I’ll need more. Brooklyn isn’t the type of girl you kiss, then forget. Even though I was forced to do just that over sixteen years ago, I never did. How could I? Brooklyn’s the type of girl you love, you cherish. The type of girl who captures your mind, heart, and soul.

I close my eyes, time seeming to stand still. Just as I’m about to finally experience Brooklyn’s kiss, a loud bang reverberates through the rink, snapping both of us out of our trance. Our bodies become rigid, the moment breaking as quickly as it began…just like all those years ago.

She blinks repeatedly, then a look of horror crawls across her expression. “I need to go,” she says hurriedly, pushing against me. I roll off her, raising myself to my skates.

Unsure what to say, I wordlessly help her back to a standing position. The instant she has her balance, she takes off, skating toward the edge of the rink. I chase after her, catching up with ease. Guilt seeming to ooze from every pore in her body, she keeps her head lowered. I hate that she won’t look at me. Acid burns deep in my stomach at what we almost did, how I almost kissed my sister’s best friend. My sister’s engaged best friend. I’ve been cheated on and it’s a horrible feeling. How could I put Brooklyn in that position?

I follow her back to where she left her shoes, smiling a greeting at the swarms of kids filling the rink for this morning’s practice session. There’s so much I want to say, but don’t even know where to start.

“Listen, Drew,” she begins when I remain awkwardly silent. Her trembling fingers make it difficult for her to undo her laces, so I kneel to help her. She withdraws her hands, allowing me to unlace her skates. “What we almost did…” She lowers her head. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t,” I respond, my voice firm. Neither one of us speaks as I effortlessly remove both skates. Then I meet her eyes. “You have nothing to be sorry about,” I add softly. “It takes two to tango.”

She grabs her boots and yanks them back over her skinny jeans. “But I should have known better. I do know better. What just almost happened…” Standing, she gestures to the rink. “It can’t happen. It won’t happen. I don’t know what came over me. I guess I was lost in the rush of skating. Wes has been nothing but good to me.” She avoids my eyes. “He deserves better than me almost kissing someone else.” When she returns her gaze to mine, I see the remorse clear as day. It looks like she’s on the brink of tears. “Especially you.”

She spins around and hurries toward the exit, skirting kids gearing up for their lesson, their parents helping with their skates.

“Brooklyn, wait!” I call, darting after her, the thin blades on my feet no impediment. Reaching for her arm, I force her to stop. “Don’t run away from this.”

“From what? There’s nothing here. At one time, I did think there was, but I’ve learned from that lapse of judgment. Yes, you were my first real kiss, but that was years ago, when we were young and made some really bad mistakes. So if you don’t mind, I need to get ready for lunch with Wes’ mother, who’s flown into town so we can start planning our wedding.”

Those words hit me square in the gut. I’m on the brink of finally telling her the truth of what really happened, why I broke the promise I made her, but don’t. It’s not worth it. It won’t change anything.

When I drove to the rink, the last thing I expected was to almost kiss her. Now it’s all I can think about—the feel of her body against mine, the heat of her breath intermingling with mine, the way every inch of me craves her in a way I didn’t think it ever would again.

“Is that what you want?” I press, my voice unsteady.

She opens her mouth, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. There’s a subtle tremble in her lower lip as she responds. “It’s too late for what I want.”

The sincerity in her answer surprises me, although it shouldn’t. She’s always been one of the most honest people I know. I drop my hold on her. “And what’s that?”

She shakes her head, shrugging. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” Then she turns and disappears out the doors, still ignorant of the truth.


Chapter Eight


BROOKLYN

“Sorry I’m late,” I say breathlessly as I hurry toward a small private table in the dining room at the exclusive country club where Wes is a member. Wes and his father, James, immediately stand when they see me approach.

“No worries,” Mr. Bradford states jovially, leaving a kiss on my cheek. “We just placed our orders. Wes took it upon himself to order for you.”

I smile at Wes, allowing him to kiss my cheek, as well, his being much more sensual and endearing. “Thank you.” He pulls my chair out for me and I take my seat.

“Pleasure to see you, Mrs. Bradford.” I reach for the sparkling water in front of me.

“You, too, Brooklyn dear,” she replies with a touch of superiority.

During my relationship with Wes, I’ve come to expect this from her. By the lack of any offer of congratulations, I’m confident his mother isn’t thrilled with the idea of him marrying me, a girl from Somerville, a middle-class town she probably considers to be the slums. While my father has a noble profession as a Boston firefighter, one he still enjoys, it isn’t exactly a high-income job. Yes, he does well for himself, but it isn’t even close to the same level the Bradfords are accustomed to.

As much as Mrs. Bradford has tried to mask her distaste, it hasn’t worked. I’m certain she’d rather Wes date any of the women she’s paraded in front of us when we’ve attended one of the myriad of charity dinners together. Such as the subtle hints that Scarlett rowed during college, like Wes. Or that Deborah enjoys the Museum of Modern Art where Wes is a high-level donor. Or that Caroline is an avid runner, like Wes. He may not have noticed what his mother was trying to do, but I did. It must be eating her up that he proposed to a woman who doesn’t come from among the country’s wealthiest families.

“I understand the ring didn’t fit. Such a pity.”

I grit a smile, smoothing my skirt. Wes grabs my hand and my eyes float to his. Without saying a word, he lets me know that she doesn’t matter, that nothing she says can make him feel anything less than the unequivocal adoration he’s bestowed on me since our first date. And that look, that compassion, that love makes me feel even worse about what almost happened between Drew and me a few hours earlier.

Knowing he’d be there, I went to that rink to clear the air between us…to stop thinking about him. But since leaving him, he’s all I think about. Not Wes. Not the thought I’ll soon be marrying the man of my dreams. It’s all Drew and how a part of me wishes we hadn’t been interrupted by a group of rowdy kids.

“I dropped it off at the jewelers on the way here,” Wes declares with authority. “It will be ready in plenty of time for the engagement photos.”

“Engagement photos?” I furrow my brow, my mouth feeling drier than the Sahara. I reach for my glass and take a large gulp of water, nearly finishing it.

“Of course, dear,” Mrs. Bradford says. “I’ve called in a few favors and was able to book the premier photographer in New England, if not the country, to take your photos one week from today.”

“One week?” My eyes widen and I swallow hard, my lungs struggling to get a full breath of air. It’s one thing to have agreed to Wes’ proposal. I thought we’d have a long engagement, time to get used to the idea of spending the rest of our lives together. “Isn’t that premature? We haven’t even discussed a date, let alone where we want to get married. Shouldn’t we have that taken care of before we announce our engagement?”

Mrs. Bradford reaches into her oversized purse and withdraws a large planner with Post-it notes sticking out from the pages, placing it on the table in front of her. “Wes has provided me with a copy of your schedule when you begin your PhD program this fall.”

“And?” I straighten my back, a heat building on my face, my defenses kicking in.

“The curriculum looks to be extensive. Do you intend to work, as well?” She arches a superior brow.

“Of course I do.”

“Then it’s settled. I’ve spoken to the woman in charge of events here and she can fit us in August twenty-fifth, since Wes has insisted the wedding be up north instead of back home in Georgia. Lord knows why. A southern wedding is much more charming. Everything southern is much more charming, if you ask me.”

“Mother…” Wes’ voice is a warning. His hand finds my thigh and squeezes, trying to comfort me, but all I hear is August twenty-fifth…

Five months.

But that’s not the worst. It’s that date. It’s stupid, considering it’s been nearly seventeen years, but I’ll remember that date for the rest of my life—the date I gave Drew my first kiss. The date he gave me so much hope, only to rip it away the following day.

“That’s around Molly’s due date.” I look at Wes, burying the memory, coming up with any reason why we can’t get married on that date. “She’s agreed to be my maid of honor. I can’t get married without her by my side.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to.” He faces his mother, an air of confidence about him. “There must be another date to choose from, something more convenient for all involved. Even if we have to get married somewhere more private, less sought-after.”

“Brooklyn begins her PhD program in September,” she shoots back. “I don’t see her finding time for all the fittings and pre-wedding requirements when she’s defending a thesis.” She shifts her cold eyes to mine. “Do you?”

I can’t help but feel her presence here is just a way to persuade me not to marry her son. I wish I had considered his family when I said yes. I should have expected Mrs. Bradford to fly in and take control of everything. From the few times I’ve visited with them, I quickly deduced she’s all about appearances. And her baby boy getting married? She’ll want to turn it into the social event of the year, even if it doesn’t occur in the south. Would I have answered Wes any differently if I had stopped to consider his mother? Yesterday, I would have said no, that I’m marrying him, not her. But now, I’m a mess. I can’t answer anything with absolute certainty.

“I’m sure I can find the time.” My voice lacks any conviction. I’ve already started stressing about how to balance my job and the requirements for my classes. Due to budget cuts and being short-staffed, I work over sixty hours a week. I have no idea how I’ll be able to find enough time in the day to give my cases the attention they need, prepare for my classes, and plan a wedding.

“You know you won’t have to work once you marry into this family, don’t you? Perhaps you should reconsider your plans for the fall semester. Or your current employment.” Mrs. Bradford pinches her lips. “Or both. That would solve the problem of rushing to get this wedding taken care of before you return to class.”

“I love what I do.” My response is pointed and sharp, particularly after Drew’s snide comment yesterday that I’m only marrying Wes because of his money. If I quit my job and pull out of next semester, he’ll think that’s the case. “I don’t care that it pays less in a year than what your family probably makes in a day. I didn’t agree to marry your son because he’s well-off. Hell, when he asked me to marry him, I was wearing a dress I got off a clearance rack at a discount clothing store.”

“And you looked stunning,” Wes chimes in, leaning toward me, his breath on my neck warming my skin.

I steal a glance at him, my heart expanding at how much this man has supported me since the beginning of our relationship. “I’d rather have a fulfilling career that allows me to support myself. Wes understands this.”

“Yes, but what about children?”

“Dear,” Mr. Bradford interrupts. He gives me a comforting smile before looking at his wife. “It’s admirable Miss Tanner plans to continue her education to better herself. They’re both young. It’s common for couples to have children later these days.” He returns his gaze to mine, his eyes practically identical to his son’s. For being in his early seventies, he’s a rather handsome man—a full head of gray hair, brilliant smile, and kind eyes. If Wes ages half as well as his father, I should count myself as lucky. But looks aren’t everything. “When the time is right, they’ll have kids.”

Seemingly nervous about the direction the conversation has taken, Wes attempts to steer us back on topic. “I’m sure we can come to an agreement. Perhaps something before the start of the fall semester but not so close to Molly’s due date?”

I fling my eyes to his. “Like, earlier this summer?”

He shrugs, trying to play peacemaker between his mother and me. I have a feeling he’ll spend the rest of his life doing that very thing.

“That’s not an adequate solution,” Mrs. Bradford says, much to my surprise, which is short-lived when she speaks again, revealing her reasons. “What about the pictures, and Molly’s…condition?”

“Condition?” I repeat, unsure I heard correctly. “You mean the fact that she’s pregnant and will be bringing a beautiful life into this world?”

“I don’t have a problem with it,” she interjects. “I’ve been pregnant, too. Twice.”

I have to stop myself from returning a sarcastic remark along the lines that she should get a medal.

“But think of your wedding photos.”

“What about the wedding photos?” My voice rises in pitch, an uncharacteristic move for me. I can feel dozens of pairs of eyes fling toward our table, the low murmur of the dining room evaporating. I typically never allow my anger or frustration to show. After this morning, I’m not myself. Everything feels like it’s ready to implode, like I’m on an out-of-control freight train barreling toward a cliff.

Drawing in a deep breath, I return my eyes to Mrs. Bradford. She’s as calm and collected as always. Her dark hair is cut to above her shoulders, not a single strand out of place. She wears a respectful amount of makeup, just enough to give her a feminine flair. Her light pink sheath dress is perfectly tailored to her slender body. As the wife of a man who is worth millions, she looks and acts the part, more so than her husband.

“Molly’s my best friend. Regardless of her ‘condition’,” I state, using air quotes, “I’ll cherish those photos and will be able to show my nephew the day he went to his first wedding.”

“Mother…” Wes finally speaks up, noticing my composure waning. “It seems the only one who cares about the photos is you. Let’s move on.”

With a sigh, she returns her eyes to her planner. “This doesn’t leave us with much of an option. I wish you’d consider getting married at the family home down south. Our estate is large enough to cater to several hundred people, and then we wouldn’t have to worry about it being too close to Molly’s due date.”

“We could wait.” I turn to peer at Wes. “Live together a while first. Get married after I finish my program.”

“That’s in three years.” His brows wrinkle as he stares at me. “I’ll be thirty-seven.”

“Noah, Molly’s fiancé, is forty, yet they put their wedding on hold when she got pregnant. In the long run, does it matter whether you get married? The important thing is that you’re with the person you love and cherish. The wedding is more for everyone else. Don’t you agree?”

Wes lowers his voice, his face long. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

“Of course not.” I avert my eyes, not wanting him to see I’ve been having second thoughts all morning. I promised myself I’d give Wes the chance I never have over the past eight months. I need to show him I’m serious about us. Straightening my spine, I address Mrs. Bradford. “What other dates are available here?”

“Not many, as I’m sure you can imagine at this late stage. But they did just have a cancelation. June ninth.”

My heart catches in my throat as I try to hide my shock, not wanting anyone at the table to read too much into my reaction. “That’s only a little over two months away.”

“It’s not optimal, but it’s doable.”

Just then, our server approaches and places a bowl of tomato soup in front of each of us, my mind spinning at the notion of marrying Wes so soon. All my preconceived ideas of a long engagement evaporate as I listen to Mrs. Bradford plan a wedding for June of this year. Wes and I don’t even live together yet. I don’t know if he has any weird habits. If he’s easy to live with. If he puts the toilet seat down.

Minutes ago, our marriage was more of an abstract notion, something that would eventually happen. Now, it’s real…a little too real.

With shaky limbs, I stand from the table. Mr. Bradford and Wes do the same, a sign of the manners they’ve learned over the years of wining and dining wealthy clients.

“Is everything okay?” Wes peers at me, concerned.

“I need to get some air.” My voice is even. “Excuse me.”

Dazed, I make my way toward the back patio overlooking the pristine manicured greens. The instant I emerge into the chilly March air, I inhale a deep breath, my lungs expanding. Leaning against the stone ledge, I close my eyes, not caring that my attire of a simple green dress and light white cardigan does nothing to fight against the frigid temperatures still plaguing us, even though it’s technically spring.

I toy with my mother’s locket secured around my neck, hoping for some sort of clarity. It’s moments like these I wish she were still alive. Sure, Aunt Gigi helps in that department, and my father’s long-time girlfriend, Ana, is easy to talk to, but it’s not what I need right now. I need guidance from a woman who loves me unconditionally, who wants nothing more than happiness for me. Wes does make me happy. But is it the kind of happiness I’ve dreamt of since I was a little girl? Am I willing to settle for whatever I feel when I’m with him? Or am I having second thoughts because I almost kissed Drew earlier? Is this just the Catholic guilt I grew up with rearing its ugly head?

As I stand there, trying to make sense of the strange combination of remorse and uncertainty, I sense a presence approach from behind. A jacket is draped around my shoulders and I tilt my head to my left to see Wes beside me.

“Hey,” he breathes, hesitant.

Straightening, I pull his jacket closer. It smells like him, like spice and wood. It offers me a slice of comfort in a world that seems to be spiraling out of control.

“Hey.” The corners of my lips lift, treating him to a small smile.

“I’m sorry about all of that. I had no idea she was planning to go all Mom-zilla on you. I thought we were getting together for lunch to celebrate our engagement. I had no idea she was already looking at dates for the ceremony.”

“It’s okay.” I stare at the unnatural green lawn that goes on for miles, the occasional golf cart driving along the paths carrying golfers getting a jump-start on their game for the season. I’ve never understood the attraction to the game, but Wes claims it’s relaxing. I much prefer the excitement of a team sport…like hockey. “It’s a bit overwhelming.” I glance back at him. “Don’t you think it’s fast, planning a wedding for June?”

He seems to assess my question, then states, “No, I don’t.”

His response isn’t what I expected. Wes is a very methodical person. He isn’t impulsive or spontaneous. The craziest thing he’s probably ever done is go out of his way to stop by the café to see if I was there. He has a routine, and he sticks to it.

“You don’t?”

He grabs a hand in each of his and I face him. “Brooklyn, I love you. Ever since you finally agreed to go out to dinner with me, I’ve been the happiest I can remember. There’s something about you… I don’t know what it is. It’s the same thing that’s drawn me to you since the first day I saw you, heard your laugh, felt your soul. When I asked you to marry me, it wasn’t about having a wedding. It was because I want to spend the rest of my life with you. The wedding is just an excuse to play dress-up.” He brings a hand to my lower back, dragging my body into his. When he leans down, his breath warms my neck. “Then take you back to a ridiculously expensive hotel suite where I can strip you down to nothing but your wedding ring.”

The way his body feels against mine, coupled with his deep, sensual tone, causes a tingle to spread through me. It’s not the hurricane of butterflies that flapped their wings in my stomach when Drew had me pinned on the ice, but I can’t think about that. I shouldn’t think about that.

Wes pulls back, his entire expression brightening. “If you want to wait until you’re done with your PhD program, I’ll do that for you. It will be torture to wait that long for you to have my last name, but your happiness is what’s most important to me.”

I stare into his calm eyes, physically able to feel his adoration for me. Should it matter when we get married? I agreed to be his wife. The wedding is just a way to make it official. Maybe it’s for the best we marry sooner rather than later. I fear the longer we wait, the more complicated things will become.

“I don’t want you to have to wait, Wes,” I finally say, cupping his cheeks in my hands, bringing his lips toward mine. “Like you said… It’s just a wedding. I already agreed to marry you. So let’s plan for June.”

All the tension seems to roll off his body as he presses his mouth to mine, his arms swallowing me. His tongue skims my lower lip, asking for permission, and I open for him. Our kiss is simple, but full, his embrace offering me warmth and love.

But there’s no charge of electricity like there was when Drew’s body was against mine. No unquenchable need pulsing in my core when his dark eyes gazed upon me, piercing my soul. No racing of my heart when his mouth drew closer and closer, agonizing, torturing, teasing.

Am I resigning myself to a lifetime of mediocrity?


Chapter Nine


DREW

“Hello, hello!” a familiar voice calls out as I maneuver around the kitchen, sampling the sauce that’s been simmering the past few hours. It tastes perfect, the right blend of spices. Of course, the real test is if it lives up to Aunt Gigi’s standards. She’s the one who taught me the family recipe, after all.

“Auntie Molly!” Alyssa and Charlotte jump up from the floor of the family room, abandoning their Play-Doh project and running toward the foyer.

“Hey, lovebugs,” she says, beaming as she turns the corner. Noah is right behind her, carrying a few bottles of wine, their weekly contribution to Sunday dinner, placing them on the large island.

“Your belly’s getting even bigger!” Charlotte observes enthusiastically.

“Char,” I warn, looking up from the stovetop built into the island. Placing the cover back on the pot, I head toward the open living area. The place we moved into a few years ago isn’t as big as the house I bought after I hit it big in hockey, but I was young and stupid back then, thinking the money would last forever. After several mistakes, my father talked some sense into me, helping me with a few smart financial decisions, which have kept me very comfortable since I was forced into early retirement. “That’s not nice.”

“What?” She spins around, furrowing her brows at me. Her six-year-old brain can’t grasp what’s wrong with her statement. “You told me the baby’s in there. That my cousin’s getting big and will come out when it’s time.”

“Yeah!” Alyssa chimes in. “You said Uncle Noah put the baby there.” She shifts her gaze toward Noah. “Didn’t you put the baby there?”

Uneasiness filling his blue eyes, he runs his hand through his dark hair. “Yes, but—”

“How?” she presses.

Alyssa, like Charlotte, has always been an inquisitive child. That inquisitive nature has only grown with age. After everything I went through with Carla, I promised to always be upfront and truthful with them, that I would do my best to answer their questions honestly. That was before I had to explain why their auntie Molly’s belly was growing. Ever since they learned they’ll be getting a new cousin at the end of the summer, they’ve been curious about how the baby got inside her.

“Yeah, how?” Charlotte chimes in. Then her eyes widen, as if having an epiphany. “Did you eat your baby?”

I stifle a laugh at her grave expression.

“Yeah, Charlotte. Something like that,” Molly responds, having difficulty holding in her own laughter at the ridiculousness of Charlotte’s questions. I’m surprised she doesn’t go into detail. As a romance author, she has quite the vocabulary, particularly when it comes to sex. All I can do is hope she doesn’t pass any of her knowledge on to my girls…even when they turn eighteen. Auntie Molly’s books will always be very off-limits.

“Why did you eat your baby?”

“So he has a warm place to grow until he’s big enough to survive outside.”

Charlotte seems to consider Molly’s answer, then looks at me. “Daddy, did you eat Alyssa and me and give us a warm place to grow?”

“No, peanut,” I respond, wanting to end this conversation. “Only mommies carry babies.”

“So did Auntie Brook eat us?”

“No, Char. Brooklyn is your auntie, not your mother.” I swallow hard, the mere mention of her making my heart rate pick up, my body heat, my fingers ache to brush her delicate skin again.

After we almost kissed yesterday morning, I haven’t been able to think about anything else, not even losing the playoff game we should have won. Hell, I haven’t even returned any of Skylar’s messages inviting me over. After my close brush with Brooklyn, Skylar seems inadequate in so many areas. Her immaturity and lack of conversational skills has never bothered me. In my opinion, the ability to hold an intellectual discussion on current affairs doesn’t directly correlate to being stellar in the bedroom. Before, that was all I cared about, was all I wanted to care about.

“Then where’s our mother?” Charlotte’s voice forces my attention back to her.

“Probably skanking it up,” Molly mutters under her breath. I shoot her an irritated look. As much as Carla hurt me, I don’t want to instill any of that animosity onto the kids. They need to form their own opinion.

“She left right after you were born, kiddo.”

“Why?”

I run my hand through my hair, wishing my dad were still alive to give me advice on how to handle this conversation. No one prepares you for these types of things when you’re getting ready to have kids. No manual covers how to talk to your children about why their mother abandoned them six years ago and made no effort to be a part of their lives. My dad went through it with Molly and me, and we turned out fine. Still, I would love his expertise on how to tell my kids their mother didn’t want them, didn’t want any of us.

“I wish I knew, sweetie.” She deserves a better answer. I doubt I’ll ever be able to give her one.

“Here.” Noah’s voice cuts through as he hands me a glass of a red wine. “Figured you could use this.”

“They don’t teach you any of this stuff in parenting classes,” I mumble, taking the wine from him. “Hope you’re ready.”

“Is there such a thing?”

I raise the glass to my lips. “Definitely not.”

“I want a baby in my belly,” Alyssa declares.

I glance at Molly as she takes a sip of water. “A little help here?”

“Oh, no. I’m wearing my auntie hat tonight. This is all you, Drew.”

With a deep breath, I turn back to my two girls, both of whom look excited over the prospect. “You need to be a little older before you can have a baby in your belly.” I pray this explanation works. I don’t want to go into the technicalities of why they have to be a little older.

“Okay,” Charlotte says. “Can I have some juice?”

Relieved that their questions about the proverbial birds and bees are done, I walk to the refrigerator and pour some apple juice into two cups, then add a straw.

“When I’m older, I’m going to have lots of babies in my belly,” Alyssa states, grabbing one of the cups.

“Not if I can help it,” I mutter under my breath so only Molly and Noah can hear, to which they both laugh. “Just wait. Your time’s coming.”

“Eh. We’ve got it easier,” Molly replies as Noah drapes an arm over her shoulders. “We’re having a boy. We only have one penis to worry about instead of one million. Times two.”

I groan. “Great. Way to make me feel good about this, especially considering Alyssa will be in middle school in three years.” Yes, eleven sounds young, but I remember how I was at that age. Remember when I realized girls weren’t filled with cooties, as I originally thought.

“Glad I could help.” She grins.

Giving serious consideration to buying a firearm to use as a ploy to scare any boy who so much as looks at Alyssa in a way I don’t like, I resume preparing our traditional Sunday dinner, checking the sauce every so often. The second Aunt Gigi and Uncle Leo arrive, she kicks me out of my kitchen. I try to argue, to tell her to relax, but she won’t hear it.

Every week, it’s the same thing. So many other people I know rarely see their families, especially once they began having children of their own. I see mine constantly. If Molly isn’t stopping over to see the girls, I’m dropping by the café to visit with Aunt Gigi. We’re as nontraditional as a family can be, but I’m eternally grateful for the amount of positive influences my girls have, for the strong support system I’ve had throughout all the trials in my life.

“Is Brooklyn coming?” Gigi asks as I make myself useful and slice the loaf of bread she brought from the café.

“She’s supposed to.” I keep my eyes lowered, trying not to reveal anything by the way I can feel my entire body heat from her name alone.

“And Wes?”

I stare at the bread. “She texted this morning to tell me he may be coming.”

“I’ll be sure not to hold my breath, though,” Gigi remarks.

One of the many things I love about my aunt is the way she holds nothing back. She lets you know exactly what she’s thinking. As I’ve learned throughout my life, it’s both a blessing and a curse.

“I can count on one hand the number of times that boy’s shown up here for our family dinner.”

“Brooklyn’s not technically family.” I meet her eyes, bringing the blade back up to the bread, about to slice.

Gigi’s gaze becoming fiery, she points an indignant finger at me. “Just because she doesn’t have the same bloodline as us doesn’t make her any less important. She’s family.” With a dramatic huff, she returns her attention to the sauce. “I’d hoped she’d have our last name one day.”

“Gigi…,” I warn. “You’re worse than Molly.”

“What? I’m just stating what you’re thinking, Andrew. Perhaps if you weren’t as stubborn as your father, you wouldn’t find yourself in this position.”

I place the knife on the cutting board and cross my arms in front of my chest. “And what position is that?”

“About to watch your soul mate marry another man.”

“You’ve been reading too many of Molly’s books,” I retort, brushing off her comments.

She’s in front of me in an instant, forcing my eyes to hers. “You can’t avoid me forever, Andrew Vincenzo Brinks. I kept my mouth shut Friday morning when you and Molly were getting into it. I didn’t want to bring up what happened all those years ago since not many people know.”

“That doesn’t matter anymore. Like you said, it was years ago. Brooklyn’s moved on. So have I. Need I remind you, I got married and have two kids.”

“And now you’re using those kids as an excuse for why you refuse to date anyone. But those girls should be the reason you pursue a serious relationship, not run from it. Don’t you think they deserve to have a mother’s influence?”

“They do. They have you.” I give her a sly smile, winking. “It was good enough for Molly and me. There’s no one better with kids than you, Gigi.”

“Stop buttering me up. I’m too old to be persuaded by your charms. Yes, your father made the best of a bad situation, and I’m so grateful I had the chance to be a mother to you when your own mother refused. But don’t you think your girls deserve something more meaningful than visiting with their crazy aunt? They should learn what love is. Real love. They’ll never know that if you refuse to know it for yourself.” She lowers her voice. “Don’t you think Brooklyn might reconsider if she knew what really happened?”

I briefly close my eyes, repeating the same words I’ve told myself countless times. “It doesn’t matter. It won’t change anything.”

“Andrew, darling. It could change everything.”

“Gigi, please. I can’t just go up to Brooklyn, tell her she’s making a mistake, declare my undying love, and beg her to give me a chance. It’s more complicated than that.”

Suddenly, a loud throat clearing rips through the space and I whirl around, shocked green eyes staring at me. It’s evident by the uncertain expression on Brooklyn’s face she overheard us. I wonder how long she’s been standing there…and if Gigi knew. I look to my right, meeting my aunt’s eyes. She shrugs, neither admitting nor denying my suspicions, which only heightens them.

“Sorry I’m late.” Brooklyn breaks the awkward silence. “Wes hoped to make it, but—”

“Something came up, didn’t it, dear?” Gigi interrupts.

“He sends his regrets. He wanted to be here tonight, but he ran into a few problems with one of his buildings in Florida and had to fly down to see it for himself.”

“It’s quite all right.” Gigi comes around from behind the large kitchen island, placing a kiss on Brooklyn’s cheek. “Drew, why don’t you pour Brooklyn a glass of wine.”

“I can get it,” she insists, starting toward the cabinet where I keep the glasses.

“Allow me.” I jump in front of her, my nerves at being around her after yesterday clear in the slight shakiness in my voice. “Cabernet okay?” I retrieve a glass, then reach for one of the bottles on the counter.

“You know it’s my favorite.”

“That I do.” I open a bottle of the full-bodied wine and pour it into a glass. I wonder what kind of wine Wes orders when they’re out to dinner. Does he know what she likes? Or does he just order whatever he feels like having?

“Thank you.” Meeting my eyes, she reaches for the glass. As she grabs it, our fingers brush, the subtle feel of her skin on mine sending a jolt straight to my heart, jump-starting its erratic beat. The same jolt that shot through me as I had her pinned beneath me yesterday. The same jolt that heightened when I was a whisper away from her lips.

I tear my hand away, trying to do everything in my power to forget about the way this woman makes me feel. And that’s the thing that scares me the most. After years of going through the motions with woman after woman, I’m feeling again.

I lift my glass off the counter and raise it. Brooklyn follows suit and we clink glasses. She brings the wine to her lips, her motions slow, languid, deliberate.

I should look away, but I can’t, mesmerized by everything about her, from the way her eyes remain locked with mine, to the way her breathing seems to become more uneven, to the way her lips plump out as she prepares to taste the wine. I’ve never been so jealous of an inanimate object before in my life, but right now, I’d give anything to be that damn wine glass. I almost wonder if she’s putting on this show for me, teasing me, torturing me.

Every muscle in my body hardens as she takes a long sip, then lowers the glass, licking the few drops of residue off her lips. Primal instinct kicks in, my muscles clenching…including those in the hand holding my wine glass.

Instantly, the sound of shattering fills the space, followed by a sharp pain in my hand. I look down at the same time Brooklyn shrieks, rushing toward one of the drawers and grabbing a towel.

“What happened?” Molly hurries into the kitchen area. A scene of pandemonium erupts around me, everyone focusing on my hand. Blood drips onto the white tile flooring, red wine mixing with it.

“I guess I don’t know my own strength.” I laugh, my face flaming.

“Noah!” Molly calls to him. I hear him jump up from where he’s playing with the girls in the living room. “Get in here.”

“It’s okay. It’s not that serious,” I protest, but no one will hear it.

Brooklyn presses a towel against my hand to stop the flow of blood. When I meet her eyes, she gives me a flirtatious grin. I can’t help but smile in response, feeling like this is an inside joke between the two of us. The tension that originally filled me after she walked in and eavesdropped in on my conversation is gone. In its place is a sense of familiarity. No matter the arguments we’ve gotten into, no matter the years I tried to avoid her for fear of her father, we always seem to find our way back to each other and pick up as if nothing happened.

“Let me see.” Noah reaches for my hand, taking it in his.

I’ve always liked him, but right now, I want nothing more than to push him away so I can continue to feel Brooklyn’s skin on mine. Nothing has ever felt so damn perfect.

What the hell is wrong with me? Why am I even thinking about her this way? She’s engaged. Engaged. Not just dating someone. I shouldn’t even be entertaining the thought of flirting with her, not after what I went through with Carla.

Noah pulls me toward the sink, running my hand under the water to wash away the blood. Once it’s clean, he brings it back up to his eyes, surveying the slashes and cuts with the analytical eyes of the doctor he is. Then he grabs a clean towel, wrapping it around my hand.

“Looks to be a few superficial wounds. No glass got in the cuts. Nothing requiring stitches. Just cover it with some bandages and change them regularly. Do you have a first aid kit here? Or I can grab my bag from the car.”

“I’ve got one,” I reply, pulling my hand from his. “It’s just a few scratches. I’m fine.” I turn, keeping my head lowered, the heat of everyone’s stare on me as I round the corner and duck into the bathroom.

Once alone, I inhale deeply, closing my eyes. The instant I do, Brooklyn’s coquettish smile flashes before me and I curse under my breath.

I’m in over my head. But I’d rather drown with Brooklyn than live without her. This time, there’s no overbearing father to threaten me if I were to pursue his teenaged daughter…just a wedding.


Chapter Ten


BROOKLYN

Silence fills the space as we all watch Drew disappear down the hallway. I assume everyone’s looking at him, but when I turn around, they’re all staring at me. My lips part, my gaze searching theirs, eyes blinking repeatedly.

“What?” I ask sheepishly, the way they’re gawking making me feel like I’m naked in public.

Molly’s lips form a tight line as she gives me a knowing look, placing a hand on her hip. “You know what. I was watching you two.” She steps closer, her voice a low whisper. “You were flirting with him.”

My face heats as I lower my head. “I was not,” I insist, but there’s no conviction in my voice. I was flirting with Drew. I don’t know what came over me. It wasn’t my intention at all. After our near-kiss at the rink yesterday, then Wes’ heartfelt words making the guilt fester inside me, I resolved to do everything in my power to stop thinking of Drew this way. To stop looking at his lips and the way they move every time he speaks. The way his eyes light up every time I walk into a room. The way a charge fills me the instant I inhale his woodsy scent.

But when I walked into his house and overheard the tail end of their conversation, something happened. The way he spoke, the fever, the passion… Part of me is desperate for more of that. The other part reminds me what awaits me on the other side of that passion. Heartache. Confusion. Inadequacy.

“Oh, really?” Molly arches a brow. I scan the rest of the assembled crowd. Gigi wears a similar expression to Molly’s, whereas Leo and Noah seem interested only because their better halves are. Thankfully, Alyssa and Charlotte still play off in the family room, not listening in on our conversation. After their questions Friday night, it would only confuse them.

“Yes. Really.” I straighten my spine, then offer a slight smile. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go check to see if he needs any help.” I spin, heading down the hallway where Drew just disappeared.

“Is that what they’re calling it these days?” She laughs. I simply shake my head, not responding. I know how it looks, but I do want to check on Drew, make sure he’s okay, make sure we’re okay. I can’t help but wonder if the hand injury is punishment for failing to reconcile our differences yesterday, as Gigi would probably have us believe.

Just as I approach the open door to the guest bathroom, Drew’s deep voice sounds. “Molly, I’m not in the mood for your snarky comments or crazy theories about why I broke a wine glass. It was just an accident.”

My lips curve and I lean on the doorframe, crossing my arms over my chest. “Really?”

Once he hears my voice, he flings his eyes toward me. They’re wide, shocked, flustered. I chew on my bottom lip, the mere sight of him sending my heart into overdrive. The tension between us mounts as we simply stare at each other. He’s nervous. Much more nervous than I ever remember him being around me. It’s adorable and chips away at the ice his past actions have built around my heart.

When the strain becomes almost unbearable, I burst into a hearty laugh. God, it feels good. I can’t remember the last time I’ve laughed this hard, this full-belly, gut-wrenching laugh that gives my abs a workout. Wes has certainly never made me laugh like this, never made me smile like this. And I want to laugh again, smile again. That should be the only clue I need to tell me maybe I’m jumping into things with Wes too quickly. But as I meet Drew’s eyes, ones that have only disappointed me in the past, I’m reminded exactly why I chose Wes. How can I ever learn to fully trust Drew when I’m still coughing up water from the last time he allowed me to sink below the surface?

Reaching for his hand, I grab a cotton ball from one of the canisters on the counter and dab at the blood. “I shouldn’t laugh, but it was kind of funny.” I lift my eyes to his. “I like to think it was karma paying you back for making me put on a pair of skates.”

I rub a little antibacterial ointment over the wounds, making Drew wince in pain. It’s endearing to know he’s not this macho man, unaffected by anything. But I’ve always known this. Drew’s suffered innumerable injuries during his hockey career. I was often there to tend to his wounds then, even when we were kids. But it never felt like this, not that I can remember. Something about taking care of him now, of the heat in his eyes as he watches my every move, makes me want to forget the past.

My cheeks flush as I attend to his cuts, placing gauze over his palm and wrapping it. The feel of his hand in mine stirs something I’ve been trying to forget for years now. Something I hoped Wes’ proposal would help me bury, never to be resurrected again.

When I lift my head, I notice he’s staring at my lips. I can only imagine what he’s thinking. Probably the same thing I am. I clear my throat and he brings his eyes back to mine. I give him a knowing look, making it clear with my expression I caught him ogling my mouth.

“You’ll be fine,” I say, my fingers lighting over the bandage. I should release my hold on him, but I can’t. He makes no move to pull his hand back, either. “Don’t get into any fights and try not to crush any more wine glasses with your pure brute strength.” I wink, enjoying this playfulness between us. This is what I need right now. For things to be the way they were when we were kids, although I doubt we’ll ever be able to return to that again.

“What can I say?” He peers down at me, bringing his body closer to mine. I swallow hard, the buzz building between us. Enclosed in this small space, I can’t avoid it. His voice turns deep, throaty, husky. “You bring out a side of me I never knew existed.”

“Drew…,” I caution, but don’t tear my gaze from his like I normally would.

“Shouldn’t that be worth something? Shouldn’t that mean something?” He leans closer.

I stare at him, shaking my head. I want to tell him it’s not, that it doesn’t, but my brain can’t form the words. As I inhale his scent, allow myself to be consumed by his proximity, I’m transported years into my past. For a moment, I forget about the pain and hurt he’s caused me. Of all the times he’s made me promises, then broke them. Of all the times he made me feel invisible. The way he’s looking at me right now makes me feel like I’m the only woman he’s ever seen.

“Drew,” I say again, licking my lips. My tone is no longer cautioning but pleading. For what? I’m not sure. I know this is wrong, but I can’t stop myself from erasing the distance between us. It’s like our mouths are two magnets, drawn to each other, a force outside our control urging us together.

“You want this, Brooklyn. I know you do,” he murmurs. The timbre of his voice forces an electric current to run through my body. I’m no longer thinking about the possible repercussions of kissing Drew. In this time and space, none of that matters. It’s just us. Nothing else. All I want is to feel his lips on mine again, to experience the passion I’ve been missing in my life for years, to have him consume me completely, even if for just a moment.

“Tell me to stop. Tell me to walk away.”

His hand lands on my hip, tugging me against him. I whimper, the heat of his body against mine causing fireworks to erupt in my core. I can feel how much he wants me, how much he needs me. It’s unmistakable. And I want him, too, even though I know he should stop. I should stop. I’m the one with so much at stake here. He’s at risk of losing nothing. I’m at risk of losing everything.

“Tell me,” he begs once more.

“I… I can’t.”

“Oh, Brooklyn.” His voice comes out like a growl as his hand goes to my hair, fisting it, forcing my head back. The way he holds me is possessive, controlling, endearing. Wes has never held me as if he has an animalistic need to claim me, mark me as his.

His eyes fiery, he erases the final distance between our lips at the same time as there’s a knock on the doorframe. We both jump away from each other, snapping our heads to see Aunt Gigi standing there.

“Dinner’s ready.”

“We’ll be right there,” Drew clips back through a tight jaw.

She lifts her brows, her eyes darting between us. My face reddens in embarrassment that she caught us in this compromising position, especially considering how devoutly Catholic she is. She gives me one last look, then retreats.

Drew turns back to me, but I keep my eyes lowered, ashamed that we’d almost kissed yet again. How could I let him cast a spell over me so easily that I would dishonor the commitment I made to Wes? And it’s not just a commitment to be his girlfriend anymore. I’ve agreed to be his wife. I can’t hurt him like this anymore.

I won’t hurt him like this.

“We should go eat.” I push past Drew, not looking back. “Don’t want to keep your aunt waiting.”


Chapter Eleven


DREW

“How about Flynn?” Alyssa asks as we sit around the table after finishing the feast of pasta that is our traditional Sunday evening dinner.

“Flynn?” Molly arches a brow in her direction.

The entire meal was filled with conversation about what Alyssa and Charlotte thought Molly should name her baby, since she found out she’s having a boy last week. Some were outrageous, and I marveled at their imaginations. Thankfully, as if everyone knows better, there’s not one mention of Brooklyn’s engagement or the wedding. We’ve resumed our regular routine, acting like nothing has changed.

Alyssa nods enthusiastically. “It’s a great name. That’s what you should name our cousin.”

“That wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain character from a certain Disney movie who you find dreamy, would it?” Molly teases.

“I don’t think he’s dreamy,” Alyssa shoots back.

“Yes, you do,” Charlotte pesters in a way only a little sister can. I should know. Molly did it to me when we were their age. Come to think of it, she still does. “You told me you can’t wait to find a Flynn Rider of your very own.”

Laughter breaks out around the table as everyone looks at me to gauge my reaction to this news.

I narrow my gaze on Alyssa, all brown curls and toothy grin. “You’re never dating, so don’t get any ideas.”

“But what about Kenny?”

“Who?”

“Kenny. He’s been going to school with me for, like, ever.”

“You’re eight. You’ve only been going to school for three years. Not to mention, you just started at your current school last year.”

“Right.” She looks at me with all the seriousness she can muster. “That’s a wicked long time.”

“Wicked? Where did you learn that?”

“We do live in Boston,” Brooklyn reminds me under her breath. I shift my eyes to hers from across the table. They’re the first words she’s spoken to me since running away after we almost kissed. The tension between us during dinner has been thick, but no one seems to have noticed. Or maybe they did but kept it to themselves. “Everything’s wicked here.”

“Exactly,” Alyssa agrees.

“And what is going on with you and Kenny?” I return my attention to her.

“He likes me.”

“You’re too young for a boy to like you.”

“I like him back.”

I bury my head in my hands. First, the discussion about how the baby got in Molly’s belly, and now this. I love watching my little girls grow up, but it’s happening too fast.

“What makes you say that?”

“Because he picked me first for volleyball.”

“That’s it?”

She shrugs. “Isn’t that what you do when you like someone? You put them first? Like how Uncle Noah takes time off from work to go to Auntie Molly’s doctor appointments.”

“Yes, but that’s different.”

“How?”

“For one, they’re both adults. You’re only eight. That’s far too young to like a boy.”

“Did you like Auntie Brook when you were eight?”

I do my best to keep my expression even and not react to her question. “That’s not the same thing.”

“But you did, didn’t you?” Alyssa pushes. For the first time, I regret raising such a headstrong, independent little girl. I’ve always been awed by how smart and perceptive she is, but today, it will be my undoing, particularly with this line of questioning.

“Well…yes. I’ve always liked your auntie Brooklyn.” My brown eyes meet soft green ones from across the table. I hold her gaze. “And I always will.”

“Then I can like Kenny,” Alyssa retorts matter-of-factly, ignoring the obvious shift at the table as Brooklyn and I stare at each other. The electricity is back, the spark and sensation of breathlessness. I wonder if she feels it, too. How can she not?

When I sense several pairs of curious eyes on me, I tear my gaze from Brooklyn’s, taking a long sip of my wine. “I am so not ready for this.”

“No one ever is,” Uncle Leo assures me, tipping his glass toward me.

“On that note,” Molly interrupts. “I’m exhausted and want to crawl into bed.” She rises from the chair, Noah jumping to his feet to help her. “This kid is taking a lot out of me lately.”

“You’re a trooper.” Noah leans down and kisses her nose. “And the most stunning pregnant woman I’ve ever seen.”

“And you’re the best baby daddy I could ask for,” she jokes, beaming. I can always count on my sister to make light of a serious or tender moment.

“Before you go,” Brooklyn pipes up, standing from her chair. “Do you have time to go dress shopping this week?” Her voice lacks the enthusiasm it should have when discussing the prospect of choosing a wedding dress. I shouldn’t read too much into it, but everything about this engagement seems off. “Mrs. Bradford was able to get me an appointment on Friday.”

“Friday?” Molly furrows a brow. “Don’t you have to work?”

“I’ll have to move some things around, but—”

“What’s the rush? I’m happy to go, but I know how important your cases are to you. I can’t remember the last time you took a day off.”

“Yes, well…” She fidgets with her shirt, chewing on her lower lip. “We’ve set a date,” she announces after a brief hesitation. She remains motionless, gauging our reactions.

“That’s wonderful news, dear,” Aunt Gigi says, flashing her eyes to me, almost in warning. “When’s the big day?”

“I hope you’ve picked one that gives me enough time to lose some of this baby weight.” Molly gestures to her stomach, laughing. I expect Brooklyn to at least smile, but her apprehension only heightens.

“That’s not going to be possible.” She lowers her head, her voice becoming softer. “We’re getting married June ninth.”

Everyone seems to zero in on Brooklyn at that moment, me included. Silence settles in the room, a stark contrast to the usual boisterous ruckus that fills this space every Sunday during our family dinner.

“Of this year?” Molly says after the shock of the news wears off.

Brooklyn smiles, but it wavers. “I was just as wary of it as you are. Probably more so. But after thinking about it, it’s for the best.”

“The best?” I ask, having trouble wrapping my head around the idea that Brooklyn will be getting married in a matter of months. Why is she rushing into this?

“Yes.” She holds her head higher. “My PhD program starts this fall. I’ll still be working full-time, as well. I can’t plan a wedding on top of that. And my studies will only become more intense during the course of my program. I don’t want to wait three or four years to marry Wes. His mother wants us to get married at the country club. They had a few cancelations. One was around Molly’s due date in August.” She nods at my sister. “I refused. There’s no way I’m getting married without you by my side.” She turns back to address the rest of us. “The other option was June ninth. I know it’s rushed, but like I said, it really is for the best.”

She straightens her back, her expression fixed. It sounded like she was delivering a recommendation to the court on the disposition of one of her cases, not like she just set a date to marry the man she should be excited to start a life with. Why does she think it’s for the best? I can’t wrap my head around this.

After another prolonged moment of strained silence, Molly steps toward Brooklyn, hugging her. “I’m happy for you.” She meets my eyes, giving me a look that says everything she wants to but won’t, at least not in present company. Then she pulls back, releasing her hold on Brooklyn. “What time Friday?”

“My appointment is at ten. On Newbury Street.”

“Oh, fancy.” Molly waggles her eyebrows. “Do you want me to meet you at the café and we’ll go from there?”

“I can pick you up at your house. No sense both of us driving into the city. Nine o’clock okay?”

“You bet.” She hugs Brooklyn once more, then retreats, passing me another look before shifting her attention to Noah. “Let’s get going. It’s way past my bedtime.”

“Says the woman who only a few months ago stayed up half the night writing.”

She rubs her stomach. “That was before you knocked me up. Now all I want to do is sleep.”

“Speaking of bedtimes,” I say before my girls can ask what their auntie Molly means by “knocked up”. “Come on, munchkins. Say goodnight to everyone.”

“Can we stay up for ten more minutes?” Alyssa asks. “We’ll help clean.”

“I’ve seen your version of cleaning. It usually entails making an even bigger mess. You’ve already stayed up an hour later than normal. So let’s go. I want butts in bed.”

“We’ll leave you to fight this battle on your own,” Noah comments, holding out his hand.

“Don’t worry,” I warn as we shake. “Your time’s coming. Better sleep all you can now. In a few months, you’ll wonder what sleep is.” I walk Molly and Noah toward the foyer, watching as they say goodbye to Alyssa and Charlotte. Then I scoop my two girls under either arm and carry them back into the kitchen. “Okay. Say goodnight to Auntie Brook, Aunt Gigi, and Uncle Leo.”

“Goodnight,” they sing in unison. Everyone comes up to give them both a hug and kiss, then I carry them up the stairs, depositing them in Charlotte’s bedroom.

I go through the normal routine of getting them ready for bed and reading a few books. After tucking Charlotte in, I leave her with a kiss on her forehead, then bring Alyssa into her own room.

“Are you sad Auntie Brook’s marrying someone else?” she asks as she settles into her bed.

I inhale a sharp breath, caught off guard by her question. “What makes you think that?”

“I just do. I’m sad she’s marrying Wes.”

“Don’t you like him?”

“He’s okay. But I wish she was marrying you.”

I lean down and kiss her forehead. “Go to sleep, Lyss.” I stand and turn off the lamp on the bedside table.

“Do you love her?”

“Very much.” I don’t know why I answer so honestly.

“Then why don’t you marry her?”

“It doesn’t work that way, sweetheart.” I kiss her forehead one more time, inhaling. She still has that baby smell to her, even all these years later. “Now, go to sleep.”

“Okay.” She snuggles beneath the covers. “Love you, Dad.”

“Love you, Lyss.” I head toward the doorway, pausing for a moment as I admire my daughter’s face. There’s nothing more satisfying than watching your child sleep peacefully, not a care in the world. It doesn’t matter how stressful the day was, the arguments you got into. At the end of the day, it’s not important.

With a sigh, I close the door and head back down the stairs. The kitchen that was a disaster, covered with pasta, sauce, and breadcrumbs, now sparkles and gleams.

“You didn’t have to clean up,” I say to Uncle Leo as he places the last plate in the dishwasher and starts it.

He turns around and passes me a knowing look. “You understand how your aunt can be. Do you think it’s wise to tell her no?”

I shake my head, feigning fear. “Absolutely not.”

“Then you know why I had to clean.”

“Ah, there you are,” Gigi calls out, turning the corner from the living room. I look over the area, all the toys normally scattered throughout neatly placed in the kids’ chests.

“Are you ready to go?” Leo asks.

“Yes. Go start the car. I’ll be right out.” She narrows her gaze at me. “I need a word with my nephew.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He kisses my cheek, as he always does, then continues out of the kitchen.

“Did Brook take off, too?” I shift my eyes around the space.

She shakes her head, gesturing toward the French doors. I follow her line of sight, seeing Brooklyn sitting in front of the fire pit in my back yard, a glow coming from it.

“My darling Andrew,” Gigi begins. I turn back to her. “You remind me so much of your father.” She cups my cheeks in her hands, forcing me to bend over to meet her short height. “Every day, I see more of him in you.” She stares at me, penetrating, before releasing her hold. “Before Alzheimer’s took his memories, he often spoke of his biggest regret.”

“What was that?” I press, knowing too well where this conversation is going.

“That he never put himself out there.”

“He dated.” I cross my arms in front of my chest.

“But he was never all in. He kept his heart guarded because of how much your mother hurt him.” She gestures outside once more.

“Are you telling me to pursue a woman who’s engaged?” I ask in disbelief. It’s shocking my aunt, the devout Catholic she is, would advocate this course of action.

“All I’m telling you is that regret is a bitch.”

My eyes widen. My aunt never swears. To hear her use a word she normally won’t makes me realize how serious she is. This isn’t another ploy to play matchmaker as she’s been prone to do.

“Don’t regret this. You have the power to stop it.”

“But at a huge cost to her.” I shake my head. “I can’t hurt her more than I already have.”

“Always so noble, my dear Andrew.” She stands on her toes and places one last kiss on my cheek. “I love you.” She turns around. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Dazed, I watch her leave, pondering her words for a moment. I fear this is a battle that will never be won, that it’s not a battle I want to win. Sure, my life isn’t remotely close to what I imagined it would be, but I’ve found my happiness. My girls are my happiness. That should be enough. Weren’t Molly and I enough for my father? Isn’t that why he never remarried? I wish he were still alive so I could ask him.

When I hear the front door close, I draw in a deep breath and head toward the back patio off the kitchen. The instant I emerge outside, Brooklyn looks up, her eyes brightening when they fall on me.

“Hey,” she says, running her hands down her jeans, looking away. “I hope you don’t mind I’m still here or that I started a fire.”

“Of course not. You’re always more than welcome here.” I sit beside her, a little uneasy. “I’m sure your father would flip if you ever put a fire pit in at your place, so you may as well enjoy it here.”

She laughs, the glow of the fire bringing attention to the blush building on her cheeks. I like to believe it’s my presence that does it, not the heat coming off the flames. “You can say that again.” She rolls her eyes. “He’s been a firefighter for over thirty years. In his opinion, everything’s a potential fire hazard, especially a fire pit.”

I smile, looking at the flames dancing in front of us. The air is chilly, but the fire keeps us warm. I have to resist the urge to put my arm around her and pull her against my chest. I used to do that very thing whenever we sat out here. But that was before she was engaged. Before we almost kissed. Before I realized I’m not over her like I thought.

“About yesterday…” Brooklyn’s voice cuts through the silence. I gaze at her, but she keeps her eyes glued to the fire. “And earlier…” She slowly lifts her eyes to mine. “It’s best if we pretend that never happened.” She swallows hard, her eyebrows squeezing together.

“Is that what you want?”

“What I want is irrelevant.” Her tone is clipped. “What I need is for things to be the way they’ve always been. I don’t want there to be this awkwardness whenever I’m around because we almost kissed. Twice. In two days.”

“Do you regret it?”

“I’m engaged.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” I lean closer to her, my eyes intense. “Do. You. Regret. It?”

She flounders, looking anywhere but at me. She doesn’t have to utter a single syllable. I have my answer. It’s almost like her brain wants her to say one thing, but her heart wants another. I should know. I feel like I’ve been going through that same thing for years.

She jumps to her feet, heading toward the doors. “I should get going. It’s late and I have a busy week ahead of me.”

I dart after her, blocking her escape with my wide stance. “Answer my question, Brooklyn. Do you regret almost kissing me?”

Her breath hitches, her eyes glued to my chest. She could easily tell me yes, because that’s the ethical answer for a woman in her position. But that’s not who Brooklyn is. Unlike most women I’ve dated or slept with, Brooklyn’s honest, even if that honesty isn’t what people want to hear. After being in a marriage that was filled with nothing but lies, deceit, and betrayal, Brooklyn’s unwavering truthfulness has always been a welcome breath of fresh air.

“I should,” she finally answers, lifting her eyes to mine.

“But you don’t.” There’s a twinge of hope in my voice.

She stares at me, neither confirming nor denying my statement.

When she remains silent, I relax my stance. “If you don’t, maybe you need to re-evaluate why you’re marrying Wes, why you’re settling.” The impulsive side of me wants to tell her to call off her wedding, to convince her I can be everything she needs, that everything that’s been keeping us apart has just been a bunch of misunderstandings. But that impulsive side is what landed me in Vegas with a wedding band on my left hand, what brought me to the brink of kissing her twice this weekend, what took Brooklyn from me in the first place.

“Not this again…” She sighs, trying to push past me, but I don’t let her.

“Yes, this again.” I run my hands down her arms. “My reaction on Friday was immature. I recognize that. And I’m so sorry for what I said to you. But my thoughts on your engagement stand. We grew up together. We’ve stayed friends through everything. What happened to the Brooklyn who wanted to find her true love? Who wanted to find the man who would give her the stars and moon? Who would make her heart beat a little faster, her breath come a little quicker, her stomach flutter from the wings of a million tiny butterflies? Because I’ve seen you and Wes together. He doesn’t make your skin flush, doesn’t make you smile, doesn’t breathe life into those eyes.”

“And you think you do?”

“It doesn’t matter what I think. Isn’t that what you still want?”

“Those things aren’t real. It’s time I stop trying to live out my adolescent dreams and live in the real world.”

I shake my head, unable to believe the words I’m hearing. They don’t sound like the Brooklyn I know…or who I thought I knew. “What happened to you, Brooklyn?” I ask in a soft voice, fearing the answer.

“Nothing.” She exhales a defeated sigh, then pinches her lips together. Her gaze floats to mine. “Some of us have to settle for good enough. And that’s okay. Because with real love comes real risk.”

“Risk of what?” I press, my Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

She looks forward, her mouth forming a tight line in steely determination. “Of having your heart broken in such a way you’ll never find all the pieces to put them back together.” She meets my gaze, a few unshed tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “Settling is better for all involved. Good night, Drew.”

I hesitate for a moment, then reluctantly release my hold on her, letting her go once more.


Chapter Twelve


BROOKLYN

I stare out the front window of my house Wednesday morning, a cup of coffee in one hand, my free arm over my stomach. I don’t know how long I’ve been standing here. Long enough to watch one of my neighbors leave to drop her kids off at school, stop at Starbucks, then return home. From experience, the wait for a coffee on a weekday at the neighborhood caffeine dealer is easily ten minutes. Add the time sitting in the school drop-off line and we’re looking at around twenty minutes, if not more. But I can’t stop peering out the front window. I like this neighborhood. The houses are quaint, set on tiny lots, but there’s a charm to it. My two-bedroom townhouse isn’t much, but I paid for it on my own. Am I ready to leave this place I’ve turned into a home?

“Morning.” Wes’ voice startles me and I jump. Recovering quickly, I force my lips into a small smile as he makes his way toward me from the foot of the staircase.

His dark hair is damp from a shower and he’s dressed in his normal attire—black suit, conservative tie, crisp white shirt. He leans down, kissing my cheek, his face smooth from a recent shave. He couldn’t be any more different from Drew if he tried. Perhaps that’s why I dated him in the first place.

Where Drew forgoes the routine haircut, Wes goes every Friday during lunch. He shaves every day, sometimes more than once. If the Bruins make the playoffs, Drew won’t shave until they’re eliminated. I chuckle to myself, wondering how Mrs. Bradford will react if the team keeps playing like it has been. I can imagine the horror on her face if Drew shows up at the wedding with a big, bushy beard.

“What’s so funny?” Wes asks as he turns from me, heading toward my small kitchen to prepare his morning cup of coffee. It’s strange to have him in my house, using my things. He spends the night on occasion, but he’s typically gone by the time I get back from my morning workout. I prefer it that way. We don’t feel obligated to sit together over a cup of coffee and pretend we have something to talk about. At least when we’re out to dinner, I can people-watch to distract me. But here, the lack of connection to the man I agreed to marry suffocates me.

“Nothing.” I head to the kitchen table and sit. “I was just thinking of something Molly said yesterday,” I lie. It’s uncomfortable discussing Drew with Wes. What if he’s able to see through the front I’ve been putting up for months…years?

“Oh geez.” He takes the seat next to me, pulling out his smart phone and tapping at the screen. “I’m not sure I want to know.”

“You probably don’t.”

Silence settles between us, as awkward as a cow on roller skates. It shouldn’t be like this. We should be comfortable with each other, not trying to fill the stiff silence with meaningless conversation.

“Looking forward to dress shopping later this week?”

“Can we not discuss the wedding?” I float my eyes to his, disappointment shrouding his expression. “It’s not that I’m not excited,” I assure him quickly. “I am.” I shift my gaze, staring at my half-drunk coffee. “But that’s the only thing we’ve talked about all weekend. At least the one day I saw you this weekend anyway.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” His voice oozes with sincerity and he grabs my hand. Bringing it toward his mouth, he places a soft kiss on my knuckles before releasing it. “Things at the firm are crazy right now. We were just awarded a contract to design and construct a multi-million dollar hotel in Dubai. It’s going to require a lot of extra hours from me, considering all the time I’ll have to take off for the wedding.”

His phone dings and I spy an incoming text pop up. Not wanting to pry, I sip my coffee, but can’t help noticing the wide grin cross his lips as he reads it, his eyes darkening. He clicks his screen off, then rises from his chair.

“Speaking of which, I should get going.”

“Want to come over tonight?” I ask as he collects his commuter bag from where he left it by the staircase. “Or want me to go to your place? We can grab something to eat—”

“I wish I could,” he interrupts. “I already ducked out of work early yesterday to meet you for dinner.”

I bite back my response, thinking he makes it sound like I’m someone he has to spend time with, like I’m just another item on his lengthy to-do list. His words at the country club were so sweet and heartfelt. Now, ever since getting back from his impromptu trip to Florida, he seems like a different person. I try to shake the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach I made the wrong decision. Shouldn’t we be growing closer together instead of feeling like the divide is widening? This is why I’d hoped for a long engagement, so we would have the time to strengthen our bond before walking down that aisle. Or maybe I’m looking for any reason this isn’t the right path for me.

Wes is a good man. He’s always been devoted and caring. He loves his family and his job. I can’t fault him for wanting to ensure the success of his projects. My career is my priority, too. At least I’m trying to see him more than once a week for dinner and sex, though.

“I need to make up for that lost time.” His voice brings me back to the present. “Plus, I have to give up my weekend for the photo shoot Mom’s arranged. I promise, it’ll get better after the wedding.”

Once he shrugs on his jacket, he heads back toward me, giving me a chaste kiss on my cheek. “I’ll text you.” No I love you. No attempts to squeeze me into his busy schedule, even if for just a coffee. Only a promise to text me, as one would promise an acquaintance. It leaves a sour taste in my mouth.

I watch him head toward the foyer. As he’s about to walk out the door, he pauses, facing me. I perk up, thinking maybe he’s had a change of heart, that he’s going to suggest something incredibly romantic that will reaffirm why I said yes to his proposal.

“I left my suit from yesterday upstairs. Can you drop it at the cleaners by my house sometime today? I’ll be working late and won’t have time to get there.”

His words are like ice on my momentary feeling of hope. “And you assume I have nothing better to do than run your errands for you?” I shoot back, my tone harsh.

“Your work takes you all over the city.”

“Most of the families I visit can’t exactly afford a Victorian in Cambridge.”

“No, but it’s not that far from Chelsea and Somerville. You have lots of visits in places like that.”

I narrow my eyes on him. “In case you forgot, I grew up in Somerville. My dad still lives there.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it. Just stating a fact.”

He adjusts his tie, ignoring the heated glare coming off me. “Tell them to put a rush on it. It’s my lucky suit and I want to wear it to meet a new client this Friday. See ya, babe.”

Without a thank you or any other sign of gratitude, he disappears out the door, leaving me to stew alone. This kind of thing never pissed me off before. Then again, he’s never asked me to do such menial tasks as dropping off his dry-cleaning. Does he assume I’ll do these things just because we’re engaged? Does he think my role as his wife is to support him, not vice versa? Does he expect me to put my plans on hold so I can stay at home, run his errands, and raise children I’m not even sure I want with him?

I have half a mind to ask the girl at the cleaners to add too much starch or do something else to ruin his precious suit. In the end, I don’t, dropping it off like he requested, going out of my way from my townhouse in Medford. Because of this added errand, my typical fifteen-minute commute takes forty-five, putting me behind all day.

Just as I gather my files for the home visits and assessments I have scheduled, having no time to review my notes, there’s a knock on my office door. I glance up to see Michelle, one of the social workers, bursting through, carrying a huge bouquet of roses.

“These came for you,” she sings, placing the large vase on the little free space on my desk.

“From who?”

“I’m assuming Wes.”

Spying a card with my name scrawled on it, I reach for it, sliding it out of the small envelope. A part of me hopes they’re from Drew. I haven’t heard from him since Sunday night. It’s not unusual for us to go this long without speaking to one another, but considering the way I left things, this silence is eating away at me.

My dearest Brooklyn,

A thousand apologies for my behavior this morning. I must have sounded like an inconsiderate jerk. That’s not the way I want to start our engagement. I’ll make it up to you. Dinner. Friday night. Anywhere you want to go.

Yours,

Weston

“Engagement?” Michelle asks. I shoot my eyes to her, seeing her staring over my shoulder. “When did you get engaged?”

“Last Friday,” I say nonchalantly. I return the card to the envelope, stashing it away in my desk, as if it’s a piece of incriminating evidence.

Her eyes practically bulge out of their sockets. “Last Friday? It’s Wednesday! Did you not think to share this little piece of information with me?”

“I know,” I say with a sigh, eyeing the time. I reorganize all the files spread over my desk, making some sort of order out of them before placing them into my bag. “I haven’t told many people yet, other than Molly, Drew, and Aunt Gigi. I haven’t even told my father.”

“Why not?” She tilts her head to the side, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

“He’s been working all weekend. I’m sure he already knows, but this isn’t the kind of thing I should tell him over the phone.”

She stares at me, remaining silent as she seems to assess this news. No congratulations. No shrieks of excitement. No demands as to where the ring is. She behaves like everyone else I’ve told.

“Do you think it’s a bad idea?”

“What? No!” she answers quickly. “I mean, I don’t know him that well. I’ve only met him once. It does seem a little sudden, but I guess when you know, you know, right?”

I stop organizing my files, leaning back in my chair. “How long did you date Jonathan before he proposed?”

She rolls her eyes, tossing her dark locks over her shoulder. “Too long. I pretty much had to tell him to put a ring on it or I was leaving.”

I laugh, standing, thankful for the brief moment of levity.

“What did he do this morning that required him to send you flowers? No offense, but I don’t even think he sent you flowers on Valentine’s Day. That would have put Jonathan in the doghouse for at least a month.”

“Why? It’s only a stupid holiday made up by greeting card companies to pad their pockets after Christmas.”

“So? I still deserve flowers. I gave birth to his three kids, one of them without an epidural because it was too late. The least he can do is go to the store and buy me flowers. And, if he wants to get lucky, some ice cream, too.”

Smiling, I wonder if I’ll ever be able to have conversations like this about my own marriage. Michelle can act annoyed all she wants, but I know the truth. I’ve spent time with her and her husband. Every woman deserves to have a man look at her the way Jonathan does Michelle.

“So…,” she prods.

I focus my eyes on hers. “Wes stayed at my place last night. Before heading out this morning, he asked me to drop off his dry-cleaning. In Cambridge.”

Michelle pinches her lips together, the look of annoyance on her face mirroring my own earlier. “You didn’t do it, did you?”

“Yeah. I stopped on my way in.”

“So you drove from Medford to Cambridge before driving back out here? That had to add on… What? Thirty minutes?”

I nod.

“Oh boy.” She shakes her head in disbelief. “That is not the way to start an engagement. That man has a lot to learn. If Jonathan ever tried to have me run his errands for him because he’s the main breadwinner in the family, his balls would be shoved so far up his ass, he’d have a permanent falsetto.”

“This is new territory for both of us,” I explain, not wanting Michelle to think the entire situation has me second-guessing myself even more than I already have been. “But the important thing is he realized it was a mistake without me saying a word. That’s got to count for something, right?”

“Of course.” She places her hands on my arms, trying to reassure me, but it doesn’t. I hate feeling this way. Are these just pre-wedding jitters? Or is it something else?

God, I hope it’s not something else.


Chapter Thirteen


BROOKLYN

Perspective is a funny thing. It often finds me when I need it most, when I’ve lost sight of what’s important. My job gives me that perspective on a daily basis. When I find myself complaining that my cable bill went up or the battery on my iPhone drained faster than usual, I reflect on some of the kids I see during the day.

Yes, some of my cases are routine visits to conduct a home study in advance of an adoption. But there are many others where the children suffered various levels of physical or emotional abuse, necessitating the state taking them from their biological parents. It’s when I see these kids I’m reminded that my own troubles pale in comparison. They wish their biggest problem could be whether the man they agreed to marry is a good fit for them. They’d gladly drop off someone’s dry-cleaning every morning if it means not cowering in fear whenever they hear footsteps outside their door.

The end of the day brings me by Massachusetts General Hospital, having to do an emergency intake of a six-year-old landed there by her mother’s boyfriend. By the time I finish and the foster parents she’s being placed with arrive, it’s almost eight o’clock. All I want is to go home, order sushi, and relax on the couch. But the fire station where my father’s currently working a twenty-four-hour shift is only a few blocks away. So instead of making my way back to my house, I pay him a visit.

The instant I walk into the truck bay, I’m surrounded by a familiar smell. Rubber. Fuel. And something else I can’t quite explain. It reminds me of home, of family, of happiness. Of the days I’d come visit my dad and marvel as he slid down the pole. Of the days he propped me behind the wheel of the ladder truck and placed a helmet on my head. Of the days he’d have me help him wrap the hoses, although I knew he and his crew would have to redo it once I left.

“Brooklyn!”

I lift my head to the wide window peering into the bay to see a familiar face pestering whoever’s manning the dispatch office tonight.

With a smile, I head toward the office and am met in the hallway, vibrant green eyes waiting for me. “Hey, Mike.”

“Good to see ya, sweetheart,” he says in that Boston accent most find annoying, but I love. His arms envelope me in a short hug before he releases his hold. Mike’s one of the newer guys in the department, about the same age as me. He did the college thing, but decided he no longer wanted to work a nine-to-five job. He enrolled in the fire academy and is now happier than he ever was working in investments. “Come to see your pops?”

“Is he around?” I don’t know why I bother to ask. I just walked past the ladder truck he’s the lieutenant on. If the truck’s here, he has no choice but to be here, too.

“Sure thing.” He turns from me and heads into the dispatch office. I smile at the man sitting behind the desk that contains various radios and other communication equipment. Mike leans over him and presses a button. His voice booms throughout the entire station. “Lieutenant Tanner to the front, please. You have a package.”

I lift a brow. “A package?”

Mike shrugs, walking toward me and leaning against the doorjamb of the office. “I could have said a singing telegram.”

“Is that even still a thing?”

He scrunches his nose. “I have no idea.” Folding his arms in front of his chest, he eyes me up and down. “Still dating that guy?”

I tug on the hem of my jacket, a hint of nerves settling in my stomach from the reminder of why I’m here, what I need to tell my father. “I am.”

“Damn. Too bad. I was going to ask if you wanted to get a few beers with me this weekend.” He winks, always the flirt.

“Even if I weren’t still dating him, you know it would never work between us.” I smile, my tone light. “If you thought my father gave you hell for being the rookie, imagine if you were to date his only daughter. The apple of his eye. His pride and joy.”

He seems to consider my response for a minute. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

“No,” a thunderous voice interrupts. “She’s definitely right.”

In an instant, the tension in my shoulders melts away. On a slow exhale, I spin around to see my father descending the staircase, wearing the typical navy blue shirt and pants I’ve seen him wear to work my entire life, Lt. Tanner printed on the left side of his chest.

“Dad.” I wrap my arms around him when he reaches the bottom, squeezing him tightly.

“Hey, beautiful,” he responds, resting his hand on the middle of my back, returning my hug. His touch makes my entire body relax. It’s different from how I feel when anyone else hugs me, even Wes or Drew. It’s a feeling of completeness only possible when enveloped in a father’s love. I hold on for a little longer than normal, breathing in the man who will always be my first love.

When I don’t let go, Dad pulls back, his brows narrowing in concern. “Is everything okay, sweetie?”

“Of course,” I assure him, my eyes prickling with tears. “I miss you, that’s all.”

A smile lights up his handsome face, the wrinkles around his eyes becoming more pronounced. He doesn’t look like a man in his sixties. While the years have turned his hair gray, he still has a healthy amount of it. Thanks to his disciplined workout regimen, he’s in great shape. He’s even trained for and run a few marathons. While most guys in the department seem to put in their twenty years and retire, my dad can’t remember a time in his life when he didn’t want to be a firefighter. As long as he’s still physically able to do the job, that’s what he’ll do, even though he’s been up for retirement for nearly fifteen years now.

“I miss you, too. What brings you here after eight on a Wednesday night?”

“I got called in to do an assessment at MGH.”

My father’s face momentarily falls. As a first responder, he knows what that means. “Sorry to hear that.”

“It’s the job.” I hesitate, sensing Mike hovering off to the side. “Can we go somewhere to talk?”

He squints, scanning my face, then gestures toward the truck bay. “Sure. Come on.”

I wave to Mike as we head away from the dispatch office. When he winks at me, I stifle a laugh, inwardly rolling my eyes. Most women may find his flirtatious ways annoying, but they suit him. It’s all harmless fun. I’ve seen him in action. Mike talks a big game, but inside, he’s a complete softy.

We continue past the engine truck, heading toward the ladder truck. Several pairs of boots sit by the passenger compartment, their bunker pants arranged over them so they can suit up in a flash. My dad likes to brag that his crew can be geared up and out of the bay faster than every other crew in the city. After witnessing them jump into action when a call comes in, I believe it.

I follow my dad to the back of the truck and he sits on the ledge, patting beside him for me to do the same. It seems like it was just yesterday that I’d visit him as a little girl and sit on the back of this same truck, my feet unable to reach the ground. I’d marvel at all the buttons and nozzles, asking what each one did. I’m not sure whether he made stuff up, but I loved listening to him tell me about all the tools and gadgets I thought were magical.

Not much around here has changed since those early days. A few more helmets hang on the wall in memorial to their fallen brothers. I’ve grown up around this life, so it never dawned on me that my father had a dangerous job until a classmate asked how I handled saying goodbye to him before he left for work, not knowing whether he’d come home. It’s a part of my life. I don’t know any other way. Either does my dad.

“What’s going on, Brook?” he asks, cutting through the silence. I cast my eyes toward his. He’s never been one to beat around the bush. With him, there’s not much idle talk, no assessing the situation to determine how best to approach it. He confronts everything head-on. Sometimes I wish I could be more like that. Instead, I tend to weigh how everyone else will respond before I choose a course of action. I’m always more concerned with other people than my own needs.

Drawing in a deep breath, I run my hands down the legs of my dress pants. “I’m sure you already know, considering Wes must have spoken to you, but I said yes.”

His brows furrow as he frowns. “What are you talking about?”

“Wes.” I swallow hard, my palms becoming clammy. “He asked me to marry him.”

My father’s expression becomes even more confused. “He did?”

“He didn’t talk to you first?” I chew on my bottom lip.

“No, he didn’t.”

“Oh.” I turn away, my voice laden with unmistakable disappointment. Granted, the idea of asking permission to marry one’s daughter is outdated, but there’s something about it I like. It’s a sign of respect. I’m not sure how to process the knowledge that Wes didn’t think it important to ask my father. Hell, when Noah planned to propose to Molly, he came to all of us—me, Drew, Aunt Gigi, Uncle Leo—and asked for our blessing, since her father had already passed away.

“So, you’re getting married?”

I sheepishly glance back at him. “I am.”

He stares ahead, absorbing this news. I’m waiting for him to tell me it’s a bad idea, that we’re rushing things. When he finally speaks again, all he says is, “Okay.”

“Okay?” My voice rises slightly in pitch. I cock my head to the side, my gaze unfocused as I stare at the calmness in his features. “That’s all?”

“You’re an adult now, Brook. I trust your judgment. You must have strong feelings for him if you agreed to marry him.”

I open my mouth, unsure what to say. After learning Wes hadn’t asked for his blessing, I thought he’d try to talk me out of marrying him, like everyone else has. If anyone should question this, it’s my father, the man who just so happened to have a display of gun enthusiast magazines on the coffee table when Spencer picked me up for my first date my junior year of high school. The man who repeatedly warned me about the disastrous consequences of teenage pregnancy. The man who never allowed me to leave the house with a skirt that was too short or a top that was cut too low.

“You don’t think it’s too soon? That we’re moving too fast?”

He chuckles, shaking his head as he looks at his feet. “I’m the last person to give anyone a hard time about that.” When he returns his eyes to me, there’s a hint of nostalgia in them. “Your mother and I were married less than eight months from the day we met. There’s no hard and fast rule about how long you should date someone before you get married. When you know, you know.”

I nod, absorbing his words. I almost don’t ask my next question, but my curiosity gets the better of me. “When did you know with Mama?”

With a shallow sigh, he wraps an arm around me, pulling me close. This is what I need. To feel my father’s love and assurance that everything will be okay, that whatever I’m going through will work itself out.

“The minute she opened her mouth and declined my invitation to take her out for ice cream.” There’s a lightness about him as he recalls the woman I can barely remember now that nearly thirty years have gone by since she died.

“She turned you down?”

“I like to think she was playing hard to get.”

“Well, it must have worked.” I try to mask the longing in my words, but it’s impossible. My dad’s a damn good man and the best father a girl could ask for. But it doesn’t make up for the empty place setting at the dining room table. Life isn’t fair, but I’ve had a much better life than some people. Regardless, I still get angry that someone could be so inconsiderate as to get behind the wheel after drinking, and because of that carelessness, I never had an opportunity to know my mother.

“It did.” My father’s tone matches the despondency I feel in my heart.

We sit in silence for a while longer, the peacefulness intermingling with the crackling of the radio and a few cheers coming from the second floor where the guys are watching either hockey or basketball. Probably hockey. It makes me think of Drew, of the heat in his eyes the other night when he almost kissed me. Again. And how a part of me wishes he did. Again.

“You still miss her, don’t you?” I look to him, my voice contemplative. “Is that why you’ve never asked Ana to marry you?”

His body seems to deflate. “I love Ana, but not like your mother. When your mother passed, she took a piece of my heart with her, one I’ll never get back. One I don’t want back. Ana understands this. She lost her husband, too. When you lose someone like that, it changes you. Changes your perspective.” He drops his arm from around my shoulders and grabs both of my hands in his. “You became my focus. You were all I needed, and through you, her memory will always live on in my heart. I guess that’s why I was always a bit overprotective of you. I couldn’t stomach the idea of losing you, too.”

I consider his words, unable to stop my next question from spilling from my mouth. Everything he just said reminds me too much of another single father I know. “Do you think you’ll be able to learn to love with your entire heart again? Even after having it broken?”

Suspicion swirls in his eyes, which I should have expected. This man raised me. He had to hear the real question hidden within—whether Drew would ever lower those walls he’s erected around his heart after Carla left. I shouldn’t care, but a part of me needs to know the answer. Maybe if I know there will never be a chance for him to be the man I once thought him to be, it will make my decision to marry Wes feel like less of a mistake.

“I’ve learned a lot in my sixty-two years, most notably that anything’s possible.” He stares into the distance, deep in thought. “Sometimes we let our own prejudices or fear cloud our vision and it blinds us to the truth, to what’s right.” With a smile, he returns his eyes to mine and kisses my forehead. “Sometimes we make mistakes. We think we’re doing what’s best, but we end up hurting the people we were trying to protect.”

I open my mouth to ask him what he means by that when an obnoxious alarm echoes loudly through the truck bay. In the blink of an eye, he’s no longer my father but Lieutenant Reece Tanner. He jumps into action, ushering me away from the truck and out of the way as the place swarms with firefighters. They all suit up in what seems like seconds.

As my dad’s about to hop into the passenger seat next to the engineer, he nods in my direction. “Love you, Brooklyn,” he shouts over the alarm before disappearing into the truck.

Within a matter of seconds, it pulls out of the garage, lights flashing, siren blaring, taking my father away to the call that could be his last. In my heart, I know it’s not. I just wish my heart could be as certain about Wes.

“Love you, too, Dad,” I whisper as the truck gets smaller and smaller in the distance.


Chapter Fourteen


BROOKLYN

“Molly?” I call out as I step into her house on Friday. I expect to see her sitting at the small table in the breakfast nook, as she usually is when I drop by in the morning.

“In here,” she responds. I follow the sound of her scratchy voice.

“Are you okay? You sound like hell.” I come to a stop when I see her curled up on the couch in the den, Noah hovering over her, his hand on her forehead.

“I feel like hell,” she admits.

“She’s running a fever,” Noah explains, his concerned eyes floating to mine. “And she’s been having trouble keeping any food or fluid down.”

“It started last night. There’s nothing I can take because of this.” She points to her stomach, scowling playfully as she meets Noah’s gaze. “You just had to get me pregnant, didn’t you?”

He leans down and places a kiss on her temple. “I didn’t hear you complaining at the time.”

Longing fills me as I witness their exchange. It seems so natural and easy. I’ve never felt that way with Wes, like I can say whatever pops into my mind. Yes, he’s sweet and tenderhearted, but also very serious and somewhat intimidating, like his entire life is one board meeting or client dinner. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt like I can be myself around him. At least not the person I can be with Molly…and Drew.

“I’m sorry, Brook,” Molly says, bringing me back from my thoughts. Her complexion is pale, her normally pink lips lackluster. When a visible shiver rolls through her, Noah drapes a blanket over her, rubbing her arms. “I hate to disappoint you, but I can’t go today.”

“I need to keep an eye on her temperature,” he adds. “If it gets too high, it puts the baby at risk.”

Molly smirks, but it’s not as lively as usual. “I always knew dating a doctor would come in handy. If I weren’t feeling like death warmed over, I’d be all over some doctor-patient role-play.”

“Doesn’t that usually require you taking on different roles than real life?” a familiar deep voice calls out.

My spine stiffens and I suck in a breath. When I snap my head toward the large eat-in kitchen, Drew rounds the corner from the stairs. The instant he sees me standing there, he comes to a dead stop, his reaction identical to my own. We haven’t spoken since I left him Sunday night, when I couldn’t even tell him I regretted that we’d almost kissed…twice. As I stare at him in a white t-shirt that leaves a few of the tattoos on his arms visible, jeans that fall from his hips perfectly, his hair a bit messy, his jaw unshaven, I still can’t say with certainty I regret it.

When he crosses his arms in front of his chest, it seems every muscle in his body tightens from the motion. His biceps stretch the sleeves of his shirt and I can make out the definition in his chest. It’s superficial, but I’ve always loved his body…even when he was a teenager and had just started building muscle. The years have been great to him. More than great. Fantastic. Magnificent. Stupendous. I shouldn’t be thinking this way, but I can’t stop imagining how perfect it would be to fall asleep enveloped in those arms. Then I remind myself I did…once. I thought it was our second chance. But I was wrong. Again.

A smirk forms on Drew’s lips, having caught me ogling his muscles. I tear my gaze from him, focusing on the hardwood floor, as if there would be a test on the pattern of the grains later on. I curse myself for not paying attention to the cars in the driveway or along the street. If I had, I would have noticed his SUV. Would that have changed anything? Not likely, but at least I would have been prepared to see him.

“If I remember correctly, Noah’s a doctor,” Drew finally finishes.

“But I was never his patient,” Molly argues.

“You’re crazy enough to need to see a neurologist,” he jokes.

“That’s not what a neurologist does,” she states. “I’m crazy enough to need to see a psychologist. So, Brook…”

When she says my name, I whip my head toward her, pretending as if this situation were normal. Last week, it would have been. But so many things I thought I buried years ago have resurfaced. I wonder if Molly senses this, too. How could she not feel the tension?

“Be sure to keep some space open in your calendar in a few years once you get your PhD.”

“Will do,” I say with a smile, then sigh.

All week, I’ve been looking forward to some girl time with Molly, some time when we could talk, just the two of us without anyone else listening in. Ever since she moved in with Noah and got pregnant, we’ve seen each other less and less. I’m thrilled she finally found someone who makes her happy, but right now, I need a normal day with my best friend. Instead, I’ve never felt so alone, like a fish swimming against a current with no relief in sight.

“I guess I’ll just go by myself today.”

“No. Don’t do that. I’m sure this will clear up over the weekend. We’ll go next week.”

I shake my head. “I cleared my schedule for today. With everything else going on, I’m not sure when I’ll have another chance to go shopping. I’ll already be cutting it close to the wedding as it is in regard to the dress being ready in time. I don’t even want to think what Mrs. Bradford will have to say if I skip today.” I roll my eyes.

“I’m so sorry, Brook. I hate that I’m letting you down.” She reaches for me, and I take her hand in mine.

“You’re not, Molly. I promise. You’re turning food into a human. You need to take care of yourself and my nephew. That’s more important than you watching me try on dress after dress. I’ll just go by myself and text you the photos.”

“Okay.” Her lips turn into a frown, her remorse-filled expression making it obvious she hates having to miss today as much as I hate she can’t be there. I give her a reassuring smile and begin to retreat when she calls out, “Brooklyn, wait! You don’t have to go by yourself.”

I turn back toward her, giving her a skeptical look. “Who d’you have in mind? Gigi?”

“Drew can go with you.”

On a quick inhale, my eyes widen. I’m already questioning my decision to marry Wes. The last thing I need is to have Drew with me as I try on dresses for my wedding to another man. The idea doesn’t just make me uncomfortable. It makes my stomach churn. Yes, to the outside world, Drew’s just a friend. I’ve been fooling myself to think we can ever truly just be friends. Our history is too tainted.

“You’re not doing anything today, are you?” Molly looks at her brother.

“I have to pick up the girls at two,” he answers, his quick response evidence he’s just as uneasy about the idea.

“She’ll be done before then.” Molly glances at me. “Won’t you?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Then it’s settled.” Her face brightens, at complete odds with the misery prevalent just moments ago. “Drew, you’ll take Brooklyn.”

I lift my eyes to his, fidgeting with my hands. “I’m sure you have plenty of other things to do today. There’s no reason for you to waste it shopping with me. You don’t have to come.”

“Yes, he does.” Molly grits out a smile, giving Drew what I can only refer to as “the look”. I’ve seen it before, usually on Aunt Gigi’s face. She’s a master at “the look”, and Molly learned it from her. “If you thought I was a pain in the ass in an argument before, you haven’t seen anything now that my hormones are out of whack. If you don’t take Brooklyn, it could be the start of the zombie apocalypse.”

She shifts her hardened stare between the two of us, a long moment passing while we both struggle to come up with a valid reason this is a bad idea, one Molly won’t read too much into. I want to tell her my friendship with her brother is a ticking time bomb, but I don’t. I stay silent, like I always do. A part of me does like the idea of spending the day with Drew.

“Well, since I don’t have my ax or machete handy,” Drew begins, facing me, “we should probably do as she says.” His lips lift in the corners, his slight smile chipping away at my annoyance with the situation.

“And since I don’t possess any skills that would help me survive a zombie invasion, I suppose I have no choice, either.” I glance at my watch. “But if we’re going to do this, we should get going. My first appointment is in a half-hour.”

Drew gestures toward the front door. “After you.”

“Thank you.”

“Have fun, you two,” Molly calls out as we walk toward the entryway and into the crisp air.

As I make my way down the front steps, a hand lands on my lower back. Drew probably doesn’t even realize he did it, this gesture common between us, but the warmth of his hand on me makes my breathing increase, my cheeks heat, my body hum. Every inch of me sparks to life, a rush I haven’t felt since he had me pinned on the ice, since we were enclosed in his bathroom as I tended to his wounds. I haven’t felt this needy and alive even when Wes made love to me the few times I’ve seen him this week. It solidifies my original reaction. Today is going to be a complete disaster.

“I’ll drive,” Drew offers in the thick silence.

“You don’t have to. You’re generous enough to do this when I’m sure you have better things to do today—”

“But you need me. That’s what friends do. They drop everything else to help someone they care about.” He leads me across the street toward his large, silver SUV, opening the passenger door for me.

I pause, meeting his eyes. “Thanks for being so cool about this. Not just today, but with everything. With letting Alyssa and Charlotte be my flower girls, even though it might be during the Stanley Cup.”

“There are more important things in life than hockey. You’ve always been more important than hockey, Brooklyn.”

Staring at him, I consider his response, then blow out a breath as I duck into the car. I want to believe him, but too many painful memories resurface, reminding me that his words aren’t true, that I’ve never been and never will be a priority to him.


Chapter Fifteen


DREW

“You must be Ms. Tanner,” a voice says as we step into a small boutique on Newbury Street. The hustle of the city has disappeared, and we’re now surrounded by nothing but quiet interspersed with low-level classical music.

A petite woman stands from an ornate wooden desk, the wall behind it showcasing black-and-white prints of brides in extravagant wedding gowns. She’s slender, and the combination of her chic business attire and blonde hair pinned into a low bun makes her look every part the professional stylist the clientele here on Newbury Street want.

“We were worried whether you’d show. My name’s Judy.” She holds her hand out to Brooklyn and they briefly shake. “I’ll be assisting you today.”

“I’m sorry I’m late.” Brooklyn’s voice is soft and apologetic. There’s something so musical about the lilt in it. I’ve always thought her voice to be pacifying, but lately, I’ve found it even more soothing. “We hit traffic and had trouble finding a close spot, so we had to park at the Common.” Brooklyn looks back at me, and Judy notices me for the first time.

“Ah, I see you’ve brought your groom with you.” She lifts a brow, assessing my appearance, her nose wrinkling in displeasure.

I scan my wardrobe—jeans with frayed hems, a white t-shirt that’s seen better days, and sneakers with worn treads. With the college hockey season at an end, I no longer work on Fridays and had planned on catching up on everything I’ve avoided the past few months…until Molly called insisting I bring over the bouncer and swing from when the girls were babies. Now I can’t shake the feeling it was a ploy to force Brooklyn and me to spend the day together.

“It’s a bit unusual, but I guess more brides are breaking from tradition these days.”

“Oh, no,” Brooklyn corrects quickly. “He’s not the groom. Drew’s a friend. More like a brother,” she adds, her cheeks turning pink.

Judy looks at her with skepticism. I wonder if she can sense our history is much more convoluted than that. “Typically, the bride brings her mother or maid of honor to help choose, but I suppose it doesn’t matter since Mrs. Bradford stopped by last night and pre-selected dresses for you to try on. I have your room all prepared.” She spins, heading from the reception area.

“She what?” Brooklyn’s frozen in place, obviously taken aback by this news.

“Yes.” Judy stops in her tracks, looking back at us. “Oh, don’t worry.” She smiles, surveying Brooklyn’s oversized sweater and jeans tucked into worn boots. Her expression is similar to the distaste the saleswoman showed Julia Roberts’ character in Pretty Woman when she tried to go shopping. This boutique is on the higher end, but I hate the idea of anyone looking at Brooklyn like she’s not important. “She requested to be charged for the cost of the dress, as long as it’s one she selected,” she assures her, mistaking her surprise for concern about the price. “The dressing room is this way.”

Brooklyn remains in place for several more moments, then shakes her head. Her eyes losing what little excitement they had, her shoulders slump. “Of course,” she mumbles, shuffling behind Judy and through a large showroom, me close on her heels.

Racks fill the cluttered space, all of them stuffed with wedding dresses spanning every style, from simple and elegant to exceptional and over-the-top. As we head farther inside, I feel out of place, like a priest in a brothel. Yes, I’ve been married before, but there was no big wedding. Hell, there was no engagement. After a month of incredible sex, I couldn’t think of a reason not to marry Carla, so we hopped on a flight to Vegas and tied the knot. In retrospect, there were a lot of reasons we shouldn’t have married, but the young, stupid version of myself wouldn’t have listened, particularly to the voice inside saying I was only doing it in the hopes of finally forgetting about Brooklyn.

Judy heads toward the back of the showroom, pulling back one of the half-dozen dark curtains that hang in sections along the rear wall, revealing an intimate fitting room. An ornate divan and a few chairs make up a sitting area in the center, a pedestal placed in front of the large three-way mirrors a few feet away. In the corner is another curtain, which I assume leads to a private dressing room for the bride-to-be. Every wall is lined with racks full of white dresses. And not simple dresses, either, as I have a feeling Brooklyn prefers. These are the quintessential Cinderella-style gowns, complete with more tulle, sequins, and feathers than any dress should have. The extravagance makes me itchy, and I rub the back of my neck. If I feel this way, I can’t imagine what’s going through Brooklyn’s mind right now.

“Mrs. Bradford arranged these in order of preference,” Judy explains as she scurries toward the rack closest to the mirrors and grabs the first few dresses, hanging them in the fitting room. She looks back at us, waiting for one of us to react. When we both remain locked in place, uncomfortable expressions on our faces as we stare at all the white, she grits a fake smile. “I’ll let you get settled and will be back to check on you in a few minutes.” Then she heads away, bringing the cloud of perfume surrounding her.

The instant we’re alone, Brooklyn’s entire body relaxes and she blows out a long breath, assessing the scene in front of us. She lifts her eyes to mine, giving me a small smile. “Well, if I’m going to have time to try on these dresses before you need to pick up the girls from school, I better get moving.” I can’t help but notice the slight quiver in her voice.

When she starts toward the dressing room, I grab her arm, forcing her to face me. Her eyes widen in surprise. I’m not sure if it’s from my hand on her skin or from her abrupt stop. I wonder if she feels what I do whenever our bodies touch, this unrelenting electricity burning so hot, nothing can put it out.

“You don’t have to do this,” I say, placing my hands on her biceps. Her skin is soft, smooth, perfect. “You don’t have to try on a bunch of dresses the Brooklyn I know wouldn’t be caught dead wearing. This is your wedding. You deserve to have whatever dress you want. Not some ridiculous garment your future mother-in-law dictates.”

“I can’t afford anything here,” she whispers. “I can’t afford a dress at all. Not on my salary. If I had a few years to save up like I thought I’d have, it wouldn’t be a problem. But since I got railroaded into agreeing to a June wedding, I don’t have a choice but to pick a dress Lydia likes.” She steps away and I drop my hands with a sigh.

I hate everything about this, but I don’t know what else to do. I’d love to offer to pay for whatever dress she wants, but she’d see it for more than it is. Brooklyn and I seem to be treading dangerous waters these days. I don’t want to add to the tension.

“It doesn’t matter what the dress looks like on the hanger,” I assure her when she’s about to disappear into the dressing room. It’s a bold move, but I can’t help myself. The way every inch of her seems to be devoid of life makes me not care. She needs to know how amazing she is. “You’ll make it beautiful. You make everything you wear beautiful.”

She glances over her shoulder, her lips curving up slightly. “As much as I should tell you not to say things like that, it’s nice to know someone thinks I’m beautiful.” The large velvet curtain closes behind her, her words ringing in the air.

I’m on the verge of asking what she means by that, why Wes doesn’t tell her she’s beautiful every day, every minute, every second, but decide against it. This is already difficult enough on her, on both of us. The last thing I need is to make it worse. Now, more than ever, Brooklyn needs my support, to smile and laugh. If my dad were still alive, he’d tell me as much.

“Hey, Brooklyn?” I call out.

“Yeah?”

“Why don’t cannibals eat clowns?”

Her laugh fills the room, the sweet melody as refreshing as hearing birds chirping on that first warm day after a long winter. “I don’t know, Drew. Why don’t cannibals eat clowns?”

I pause, remembering my father’s assertion that the art to telling jokes is in the delivery.

“You don’t want to blow your wad too early, Drew,” he would say in his thick Boston accent. “Get to the punchline too soon and you’ll waste the opportunity to make someone smile. There’s no greater feeling in the world than seeing someone’s entire disposition brighten and know you’re the reason for it. Never forget that. Anyone can buy flowers or jewelry, but making someone happy by words alone… There’s no greater gift.”

A warmth fills me as my father’s voice sounds as clear as day in my head. It’s like he’s here with me, standing over my shoulder, encouraging me. I wonder what he would think about this situation, if he would approve of Brooklyn’s marriage to Wes. If he would want me to tell her the truth of that summer. When he was still alive, he was like a second father to her. Would he side with Gigi, as he was prone to do? I’ll never know.

Refocusing my attention on the curtain, I imagine Brooklyn standing in front of the mirror, holding whatever monstrosity of a dress she’s trying on first, uncertainty in her expression. “Because they taste funny.”

It doesn’t matter that my view of her is blocked, I can feel Brooklyn’s smile fill the room. “Good one. Your father would be proud. You used to hate his jokes.”

“Perhaps.” I shrug. “Maybe I never appreciated their purpose.” I lower my voice, my tone becoming sincere. “I do now.”

Silence settles between us once more, but this time, it’s even more pronounced. The space isn’t just devoid of conversation. There’s no more rustling of fabric as she tries on the dress she’s supposed to wear on the happiest day of her life. The only sound is dull background chatter coming from the reception area.

“Hey, Drew?” she whispers.

“Yeah?”

“Can you tell me another joke?”

“Anything for you.” With a smile, I wrack my brain for yet another one of my father’s notorious jokes the regulars of the café flocked to hear, regardless of the fact they heard them all before. “How do you make a tissue dance?”

“I don’t know. How do you make a tissue dance?”

“You put a little boogie in it.”

She laughs again, this time with less life, more sadness, as if she’s barely keeping it together. After a moment, she blows out a heavy sigh. “Okay. Here goes nothing. You ready to see?”

“I’m on pins and needles.”

“Promise not to laugh?”

“I’d never laugh at you.”

“Okay.”

The curtain pulls back and Brooklyn steps out, wearing an extravagant white gown. It has a sweetheart neckline, the sleeves set off her shoulders. The satin fabric hugs her curves, then flares out at her hips into a flowing skirt, complete with a long train. Jewels dot the dress, picking up the light every time she takes a step, making her look like a princess out of a fairy tale. It’s stunning, a dress many women would fawn over, but from how stiff she’s walking, it’s obvious she’s uncomfortable. She doesn’t give off the appearance of a woman overjoyed to be trying on a wedding dress. Her expression is more of a woman being led to the gallows in a pair of handcuffs.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” She scrunches her nose, looking down at it.

“You look beautiful, Brook,” I assure her. “And I’m sure you’ll look beautiful in every single one of these dresses.”

“But…” She lifts a brow, sensing there’s more.

“But you’re not glowing.”

“Am I supposed to glow? It’s only a dress I’ll wear for a few hours of my life.”

“True, but shouldn’t they be the most important few hours?”

She looks away, shrugging.

“Close your eyes, Brook.”

She shifts her gaze back to me, skeptical.

“Come on. Humor me for a minute.”

“You’re not going to do anything stupid are you?” She places her hands on her hips, tilting her head to one side. “I seem to remember when we were kids, you used to tell me to close my eyes, making me think you had a surprise for me. Instead, you’d put mud down my shirt.”

A lightness fills my chest at the memory. “It was my lame attempt at flirting with you.”

“When you were ten?”

“Close your eyes, please,” I beg. Now isn’t the time to rehash the past. “Today is about you finding your perfect dress. I’m trying to help.”

“And you think you can do that by asking me to close my eyes?”

“I do.” I smirk.

She bites her lower lip, trying to fight a smile, then sighs, obviously curious as to what I have in mind. This can go either way. I half expect her to run from me again, as she has the past few times we’ve seen each other. But if she’s serious about marrying Wes, she deserves to have the wedding of her dreams, including the wedding dress of her dreams.

She closes her eyes and inhales a deep breath. “Okay. Now what?”

I raise myself from the chair I’ve been sitting in and make my way toward her. As I near, the scent of lavender becomes stronger, bringing forward so many happy memories. I can’t remember a time when she didn’t smell like this. Lavender, honey, and baby powder. That’s Brooklyn. All sweet and fresh.

“Do you remember when we were kids and Molly forced us to have a fake wedding?” I murmur, convinced the beat of my heart is deafening in the small space.

She swallows hard, lifting her chin. Her chest rises and falls in a quicker pattern, a blush blooming on her fair skin. Brooklyn’s never been one to wear much makeup, and she doesn’t need it. Her complexion has a natural glow to it, and the pink on her cheeks makes her even more stunning than I thought possible.

“Yes.”

“Do you remember walking down the makeshift aisle in our back yard that led to the gazebo?”

“I do,” she responds, breathy.

“And do you remember holding a bouquet of flowers and weeds Molly picked for you, which we later realized contained poison ivy and you broke out in a horrible rash?”

Her laughter fills the space, the sound comforting to my soul. To see her this at ease reminds me of when we were kids and had our lives before us. When we didn’t have a care in the world. When we thought things would always stay the same.

“I doubt I’ll ever forget that.”

I allow the light atmosphere to linger for a moment before asking my next question. My eyes trained on her, I continue toward her. The electricity in the room builds with each step I take. She feels it, too, her lips parting, her skin becoming more flushed.

“Do you remember what you were wearing?”

She nods, her voice low and even. “We found an old apron and tied it around my waist. Then we added long streams of toilet paper to it, after wrapping my chest and stomach in it. Your dad was furious we wasted all that toilet paper.”

“He certainly was.” I come to a stop in front of her. “And you’re correct. That was what you were wearing. But in your mind, when you walked down the aisle with the most exquisite smile on your face I’ve ever seen, what did you imagine you were wearing?”

Her shoulders relax and a peacefulness washes over her. For a minute, she’s no longer standing in the dressing room of an upscale wedding boutique on Newbury Street. She’s in our back yard, carrying a bouquet of poison ivy, walking toward me. I can feel it.

“A champagne-colored gown,” she begins. “Not pure white, but not gold, either. Somewhere in the middle. It had a floral lace overlay.” The more she speaks, the more animated her voice becomes. “The shoulders and back were bare, apart from the lace.”

I grin, knowing she must have imagined this dress more recently. These aren’t the dreams and wishes of an eight-year-old girl. They belong to the woman standing in front of me. And she deserves to have those dreams come true.

“It was fitted through the bodice and past the hips,” she continues, her hands following the line of her imaginary dress, stopping at mid-thigh. “Then it flowed out in a subtle flare.”

Happiness seems to ooze from every inch of her, making me realize I’ve hit the jackpot. When I grab her hand in mine, she’s awakened from her momentary trance, her eyes flinging open.

“That’s the dress you deserve, Brooklyn.”

“But—”

“Look at yourself.” I turn her toward the mirror, keeping my hands on her shoulders. “You’re glowing, but not because of the dress you’re wearing right now. Because of the dress you were describing. That’s the dress you should be wearing. Not this ridiculous getup.”

“I can’t,” she insists, despondent. In an instant, she’s retreated into her shell, the vivacious, excited woman she was moments ago now a distant memory. Her shoulders droop as she heads back toward the dressing room to try on the next gown her future mother-in-law picked out.

“Why?”

She faces me, exhaling loudly. “It’s not worth the eventual argument with Mrs. Bradford or Wes if I don’t choose one of her pre-approved gowns. I’m not marrying a normal guy. This family has money and social standing. The wedding of their only son needs to fit into what’s expected of them…of me. I just need to get through these next two months and make as few waves as possible. Then things can get back to normal and I can put this behind me.”

She disappears into the fitting room and closes the curtain. The rustling of tulle and whatever other material they use to make these gowns fills the room once more. At first, I didn’t want to intervene, didn’t want Brooklyn to read any more into this than necessary, but hell if I’ll stand by and let someone else dictate what’s supposed to be the happiest day of her life.

With conviction, I retreat into the showroom, scanning the space for Judy. When she sees me, she excuses herself from her discussion with a few of the other girls I assume work in the boutique.

“How’s everything going in there, Mr…?” She lifts a brow.

“Brinks,” I answer in a firm voice. “And things aren’t going well. Every single one of those dresses is completely wrong for Brooklyn. They’re not her style. She’s not a girly-girl who likes jewels and frills. Hell, I’m pretty sure she wore Converse to her senior prom.”

Judy’s dark eyes widen, her expression a mixture of surprise and disgust over the idea of someone wearing anything other than heels with a dress. “And what exactly is her style?” She rests her hands on her hips, her lip curling. “A pair of jeans and a worn t-shirt?” She scrunches her nose at my attire, making no move to hide her contempt for my choice in clothing.

“No,” I respond evenly. “She’s not a tomboy, if that’s what you think. I’ve known her most of my life, and she’s always had her own style. She’s beautiful and confident enough that she doesn’t need to make a bold statement. She’s elegant, but simple. That’s what Brooklyn needs here. A simple, elegant gown, not something that makes it look like a unicorn threw up tulle and feathers all over it. And it needs to be champagne colored.”

“Oh, no.” Judy shakes her head, everything about her giving off an air of indignation. “Mrs. Bradford specified it was to be white. Not off-white. Not ivory. Not alabaster. And certainly not champagne. White. No exceptions.”

I lean into her, having difficulty keeping my temper in check with each second I have to listen to what Mrs. Bradford wants for Brooklyn. She doesn’t deserve a say over what Brooklyn wears, regardless of how much they’re spending on this wedding, which I can only imagine is some ungodly amount.

“I don’t give a damn what Mrs. Bradford said,” I grit through clenched teeth, my eyes on fire. “I want you to find a dress in a champagne hue. But not just any dress. It needs to be her style. It should be fitted through the body and flare out slightly at mid-thigh. Preferably something with a lace overlay that exposes her shoulders and back. That’s what she wants. Find something like that, not something that distracts from how beautiful that woman is.”

Judy crosses her arms in front of her chest. “And who will be paying? I’m not putting any dress on Mrs. Bradford’s card unless it’s one of the gowns in that room right now.”

“I’ll pay for it,” I say nonchalantly.

She scoffs, rolling her eyes. “The dresses here are very expensive. These aren’t just $300 gowns from a discount bridal store. These are all designer dresses, made to order. Most of them run at least ten times that amount, if not more. I doubt—”

“I can afford it.” Reaching into my pocket, I grab my wallet, then slam my AmEx Black card on the jewelry display case beside us. “Whatever dress she wants, you can put it on that card. I don’t care the price.”

The sight of that particular card catches her attention and she reaches for it, holding it in front of her with a furrowed brow. “Andrew Brinks.” When she returns her stare to mine, she almost does a double take, as if her eyes are playing a trick. I don’t expect her to know who I am. Hockey players don’t seem to have the same notoriety as, say, professional football players do. Then again, this is Boston, a city with a reputation of worshipping its teams and the athletes who play for them. “You’re not the same Andrew Brinks who used to play hockey, are you?”

I smile, the tension shattering in an instant. “You follow hockey?”

Her entire face reddens as she chews on her bottom lip, avoiding my eyes. “My boyfriend’s a big fan. He was beside himself when you retired. He says the team hasn’t been the same since, and he’d know. He has season tickets. He’ll never believe you were in my store today.” She pauses, still seemingly bewildered. It’s been a while since anyone has recognized me outside of a hockey game. It’s nice to know I haven’t been completely forgotten. I suppose coaching, as well as the occasional commentating and endorsement gigs, has helped.

“So…” I cut through the silence. “The dress?”

“Right.” She snaps back to the present, a conniving expression crossing her face. “I think I may have something that matches your description.” She gives me a conspiratorial wink. As she’s about to retreat, she meets my eyes. “And I apologize. I never should have assumed you couldn’t afford the dress.”

“Find something for her and all will be forgiven.”

“You got it.” She scurries away, and I head back to the dressing room, praying she’s able to pull through.

When I enter the sitting area, Brooklyn’s still behind the curtain, swearing under her breath about something. “How’s it going in there? Need anything? Water? Coffee? A bottle of vodka?” I joke.

She sighs, her aggravation with the situation evident. “Unless you have the power to fast forward the clocks to the day after the wedding, I’m not sure you can help. This is just a giant waste of time. I should just close my eyes and pick one. They’re all the same.”

“Don’t give up. We’ll find the perfect dress. I promise.”

My reassuring words are met with silence, apart from the rustling of fabric. I get antsy the longer I sit there, worried Judy can’t find a dress close to what I described. Finally, after a few more minutes, she rushes in, carrying a garment bag. She hangs it on one of the racks and unzips it, revealing a gown that fits Brooklyn’s description almost to the letter. I don’t know how she did it, but Judy knew the exact dress, even with my lackluster descriptive abilities.

Thank you, I mouth as I head toward her, admiring the dress.

She leans close, whispering, “It’s seven thousand dollars.”

“I don’t care.”

Judy nods with a smile. “You’re a good person, Andrew Brinks.” She allows that to linger for a moment, then slips away, giving me some privacy to fight what I expect will be a battle.

“What’s that?” Brooklyn’s voice rings out and I whirl around. She’s in yet another frilly gown with layers of tulle and silk that swallow her slender frame.

“A dress,” I respond coolly.

“I see that.” She steps toward me, her gaze narrowing. The downside of having grown up together is her ability to read me. And right now, she knows, just by the combination of my darting eyes and rocking back on my heels, I’m not being honest with her. “But what’s it doing here? I didn’t see it here earlier.”

“It was,” I argue, although my voice lacks any conviction.

She closes the distance even more, now only a few inches away. “Are you sure?” She scans the racks of dresses, all of them bright white and larger than life. The dress behind me couldn’t be more different. Not to mention it looks suspiciously similar to the one she just described. “I find that difficult to believe.” She crosses her arms over her chest.

“What?” I shove my hands into my pockets. “It’s here, isn’t it? I thought it odd, too, but you may as well try it on, don’t you think? You can’t be blamed for an employee mistake.”

“Drew…,” she starts.

“Doesn’t hurt to at least see what it looks like off the hanger.” I lift the dress and hold it out so she can get an unobstructed view.

She opens her mouth to protest when her eyes catch a glimpse of the detailing on the lace overlay. There are a few beads and sparkles, but nowhere near the over-the-top style of the dresses she’s been trying on. Longing fills her expression, her eyes glistening as they rake over the elegance before her.

“Come on,” I encourage, my voice softer. “Try it on.”

Unable to resist the temptation, she murmurs, “Okay.”

“Okay.” I hand her the dress, our eyes meeting before she turns around and disappears behind the curtain. She doesn’t even stop to peer in the mirrors to see how she looks in the current dress. It doesn’t matter. Once she tries on the one Judy brought in, she won’t want to give any other dress a chance.

As I’m about to head to the divan and sit, my phone buzzes in the pocket of my pants. I pull it out to see a text from Molly.

How’s it going? Did Brooklyn find a dress yet? She hasn’t sent me any photos.

That’s because she hasn’t found any she likes. Mrs. Bradford came by the shop last night and pulled a selection of dresses for Brooklyn to try on. She left instructions she’ll pay for the dress, but only if it’s one she picked out. And they’re all hideous.

I sit down and bounce my legs as I wait for Molly’s reply. I almost expect her to call.

What? That’s utter horseshit. Doesn’t that old shrew realize this is Brooklyn’s wedding, not hers?

I’m handling it.

A longer than anticipated period of time passes as I wait for her response.

How are you handling it?

Don’t worry. I promised I’d help her find the dress of her dreams. I’m not letting her walk out of here without it.

You’d better not. Keep me updated.

I will. Oh, by the way, I’m on to your scheming ass. I know you’re not sick, that this was your way of forcing us together. Remember that payback is a bitch…especially my version of payback.

I hit send. A few seconds later, my phone buzzes at the same time Brooklyn pulls the curtain back. Without looking at it, I shove my cell back into my pocket and lift my eyes to her. All the oxygen is instantly sucked from the room, my jaw growing slack as I soak in how unequivocally stunning she looks. When I saw the gown on the hanger, I thought it was beautiful. But the way it clings to her curves and seems to bring out the small flecks of gold in her green eyes… I’m stunned, mesmerized, hypnotized.

Blood rushes through my body as she saunters toward the podium, stepping onto it. The way she sways her hips, the confidence she exudes… I’ve never seen anything so attractive. I open my mouth to say something, to tell her how amazing she looks, but mere words won’t do it justice. There isn’t a single word in the English language to adequately relay how bewitching Brooklyn is in that dress.

As I watch her, her eyes bright, I can picture her on the big day. She wouldn’t want some extravagant hairstyle. Just a few curls in her dark locks, maybe pinned at the side of her head, cascading in front of her shoulder. Her makeup would accentuate the color of the dress—golds and browns.

From the instant I learned of her engagement, I’ve been against it. But now, jealousy fills me, raw and ugly. I hate the idea of her walking down the aisle to Wes. He’s a decent guy, but Brooklyn’s special. She’s special to me. And she deserves someone who treats her like the treasure she is. I’m not sure Wes truly appreciates her. I’m not sure I’ve ever appreciated her, either. I certainly could have fought harder for her, regardless of how naïve I was as a teenager. That doesn’t mean I’m willing to give up on the idea of us now.

“Wow.” Judy’s voice breaks through the tension as she hurries inside, a shoe box in her hands. “That looks fantastic on you. How do you feel?”

Brooklyn studies her reflection in the mirror, unable to tear her eyes away. I don’t blame her. I can’t, either. The cut is perfect for her body type—ample chest, slender waist, curvy hips. I’m no fashion expert, but I don’t know many women who can pull off a dress like this, the silk clinging to every curve. But Brooklyn can.

“Like a princess,” she murmurs, meeting my eyes in the full-length mirror.

“Then I think we’ve found the dress.” Judy beams as she approaches her. Gathering the loose fabric, she clips it to give her a sense of how the dress will look once it’s ordered in her size and fitted to her body type.

“Are you certain this was one of the dresses Mrs. Bradford approved?” Brooklyn chews on her lower lip.

Judy opens her mouth, catching my gaze out of the corner of her eye. I subtly shake my head, hoping she’s smart enough to pick up on what I’m trying to tell her. I don’t want Brooklyn to know I’m paying. She’ll never accept. It’s inevitable she’ll eventually learn the truth, especially once she tells Mrs. Bradford about the dress. I need her to believe otherwise for a little while, hopefully until it’s too late to get a refund.

“Of course,” Judy responds with a bright voice. “Why don’t we get your measurements and I’ll place the order for it right away. If we put a rush on it, we can get it in time.” She peers into the mirror as she continues adjusting the fabric around Brooklyn’s frame, meeting my eyes once more. “Of course, there’s a fee for the rush.”

“There is?” Brooklyn asks as I subtly nod at Judy, indicating it’s okay. I don’t care what it costs. Brooklyn deserves this. She’s worked hard her entire life, making sacrifices most other people her age wouldn’t. It’s time she’s rewarded for it.

“Yes, but don’t worry. Mrs. Bradford agreed to pay the rush fee, as well.”

A moment of hesitation passes. I sense the wheels turning in Brooklyn’s head. She looks away from Judy and catches my gaze. “How very generous of Mrs. Bradford.”

“She’s a peach,” I add.

She squints at me, her lips formed in a tight line. “She certainly is.”

I hold my breath, waiting for her to refuse the dress. When she refocuses her attention on the mirror, her expression brightens. Now that Judy has clipped the dress in a way that’s closer to how it will fit once it’s been altered, Brooklyn’s even more stunning. Wes is one lucky bastard. If nothing else, I’ll make it my mission for the rest of my life to ensure he knows this.

“Okay.” She nods, her smile growing wider. “This is the one. Let’s do it.”

“Perfect!” Judy steps back, clasping her hands together. “I’ll send one of our seamstresses in to get your measurements. We’ll both give you some privacy while she does that.” She gestures at me as she heads out of the dressing room, pausing, waiting for me.

“I’ll be out front whenever you’re ready.” I approach Brooklyn, leaning toward her. After the past week, I expect her to withdraw from me, but she doesn’t. I take a moment, inhaling her lavender scent as I gently kiss her cheek. “You look gorgeous,” I murmur against her ear, then step back, following Judy toward the reception area.

I’m not sure how much time passes as I watch her fill out form after form, punching a bunch of numbers on the calculator to come up with a grand total. It all seems a bit archaic. I’d prefer she just scan a barcode and run my credit card without me seeing her push all those buttons.

“To place the order, we normally only require a fifty percent down payment, in addition to the rush fee, but I don’t think that’s possible here, especially if you don’t want her to know you’re paying for it.”

“Which I don’t.”

“You do realize she’ll eventually find out, correct? Mrs. Bradford will wonder why there’s no charge. I promised I’d forward an email copy of the receipt this afternoon.”

“I understand. I just need her to believe Mrs. Bradford bought it for a day. Not even. I’m assuming you don’t have a return policy, do you?”

She chuckles. “Not on rush orders. They’ll have to go into production right away.”

I nod at my credit card sitting on the desk, then at the four-figure total scrawled on the paper beside it. “Put the charge through.”

She picks up my card, pausing as she studies me. With a smile, she refocuses her attention on the credit card machine and swipes the card, a sales receipt spitting out almost immediately.

“It’s a shame.” She shakes her head as she hands me the slip and a pen.

“What is?” I ask as I sign.

“You love her.”

“It’s not like that,” I argue, my face heating. If she could pick up on that after only a few minutes, what does everyone else think?

She narrows her eyes, giving me a knowing look. “You can’t fool me. I make a living off love. I know it when I see it. And you love her. I see brides and grooms on a daily basis. I’ve yet to see a groom look at a bride the way you looked at Ms. Tanner when you saw her in that dress.”

“Like I told you…” I avert my gaze. “She’s just a friend.”

Judy places her hand on my forearm and I peer at her. “And I’ve never seen a bride look at a groom the way she looked at you.” She withdraws, giving me a comforting smile. “For what it’s worth.”

“Thanks.” It’s all I can manage.

“I hope it works out.” She takes the signed receipt from me, then hands me my copy and my credit card.

“Me, too,” I mumble.

“What’s going on?” We both snap our eyes to see Brooklyn walking toward us, her brows furrowed.

“Nothing.” I shove my card into my pocket. Brooklyn looks at Judy, then back at me as I struggle to come up with a reason as to why she caught me signing something.

“I just realized who your friend is,” Judy flounders, coming to my rescue. “My boyfriend is a huge hockey fan. Andrew was gracious enough to give me an autograph for him. Of course, I’d like one for myself, as well.”

She reaches into the desk and produces a blank notecard, pushing it toward me.

I grab the pen and scratch out my name once more, scribbling the signature I use when signing autographs.

“Tell him I said thanks. I’m glad someone still knows who I am.”

“Are you kidding me?” she scoffs, playfully jabbing me. “Everyone knows the name Andrew Brinks. You’re hockey royalty. Not many players can go from barely seeing any ice time to being star center and leading his team to the Stanley Cup in just a few months. That’s like saying no one knows who Gordie Howe is.”

She walks across the reception area, leading us toward the door. I get the feeling this isn’t the first time she’s done something like this. Then again, she is in sales. Learning how to read people and say what they need to hear is essential in that profession.

“That’s sweet, but I’m no Gordie Howe.”

“You’re just modest.” She winks, then turns to a stunned Brooklyn. “Ms. Tanner, it was a pleasure. I’ll call you when your dress comes in and we’ll arrange your fitting. I expect it will only take about six weeks or so with the rush order on it.” She reaches into her pocket and withdraws a business card, handing it to her. “If you have any questions in the meantime, don’t hesitate to contact me.”

“Thanks.”

Judy meets my eyes. “Mr. Brinks. Have a nice day. I’ll be rooting for you.”

I simply smile as I hold the door open for Brooklyn and exit the shop.

“Typical salesperson,” she scoffs as we head toward the Common where I parked.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on. She said she was rooting for you after fawning all over you. She didn’t even realize you were no longer playing professional hockey.”

“Yeah.” I play along. “Typical salesperson. Hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Want to grab lunch somewhere?” I pass her a devious smile.

“What did you have in mind?”

I look at the sky, the sun trying to peek through the clouds. “I think it’s the perfect day for a trip to the beach.”

Her laughter fills the air. “How did I know you’d say that?”

“Because you know I’m a nostalgic bastard.” I sling my arm around her, grateful when she makes no move to push away. Just like old times.

“That I do.”


Chapter Sixteen


BROOKLYN

Blissfully content with a belly full of greasy food, I steal a glance at Drew as he turns down Molly’s street. After leaving the dress boutique, we drove out to Revere Beach, where we gorged on whole belly clams, lobster rolls, and roast beef sandwiches, much like we used to nearly every weekend growing up. For the few hours we spent staring at the small waves in the chilly air, things were the way they used to be. Before life got complicated.

When Drew pulls into the driveway, we both scrunch our brows as we stare at the house, not a single light on, Molly’s and Noah’s cars gone.

“That sneaky little shit,” Drew mutters.

“You think she planned this, too?” I ask as he puts the SUV into park.

“I don’t think. I know.” Bright eyes meet mine, surrounded by chiseled features—high cheekbones, strong nose, jutted chin. It’s a face I’ve seen thousands of times in my life. A face I’ve always loved…but in a way I doubt I’ll ever admit to anyone again, perhaps even myself.

“I’m glad she did.”

“Really?” Drew lifts a brow, my statement obviously taking him by surprise.

“You’re not?”

“Spending the day with you? Of course I’m glad. I just figured you’d—”

“Be upset?” I interrupt. “I guess a part of me was at first, but… I don’t know.” With a sigh, I lean against the seat, then glance back at him. “I think we needed a day to remind us what great friends we are. How we should never let anything come between that.”

Drew pulls his lips between his teeth, his shoulders falling. “Of course. Friends.” His voice sounds resigned.

“Yes.” I swallow hard. “Friends.” With a smile that doesn’t even come close to reaching my eyes, I open the door, stepping onto the driveway.

He’s quick to follow, walking me to my car. “Well, as your friend, if you need help tasting wedding cakes, I can make myself available for that. I’m sure Alyssa and Charlotte would also take one for the team.”

I lean against my car, laughing. “How very charitable of all of you.”

“Always happy to lend a hand, especially when cake is involved.” Winking, he crosses his arms over his chest. It doesn’t matter that he’s wearing a jacket. I can still make out the definition beneath. Wes is in decent shape. He works out and takes care of himself, but his arms don’t envelope me the same way Drew’s do.

I stare at him, hesitating. I don’t want to leave. What if, the second I pull out of this driveway, we lose everything we gained today? I don’t want to go back to the way things were before—having to walk on eggshells around Drew or avoid him altogether for fear I won’t be able to control my impulses.

Both of us unsure what to say, the moment builds, his stare deepening. Transfixed, he has that look again, the need I see pulling me toward him when I should be backing away. I can’t keep putting myself in this position, can’t allow the power he has over me to cloud what’s important, what’s right, what’s safe.

“Well…” I clear my throat, breaking the tension. “I guess I’ll see you Sunday night.” I reach for the door of my car and open it, about to duck behind the wheel when his voice stops me.

“What are you doing tomorrow?” he blurts out.

I pause, turning to face him. “Why?”

“No reason.” He shoves his hands into his pockets and shuffles his feet. There’s a hint of vulnerability about him, at complete odds with the macho hockey player most people know. But I know the real Andrew Brinks. He can knock a guy out on the ice, but when his daughters ask him to don a tiara and have a tea party, he doesn’t hesitate. I consider myself lucky to know that side of him. I guess that’s the side of him that’s helped me bury the hurt he’s caused.

“The girls want to go to the science museum. I was planning on taking them tomorrow. I thought you could come with us if you weren’t busy. They’d like that. You know… Friend.”

My shoulders fall. I’d love nothing more than to spend time with the girls. I barely see them much these days. But every free minute I have over the next few months is filled with wedding preparations. The schedule of events Mrs. Bradford sent earlier in the week probably rivals the royal itinerary.

“I’m sorry. I can’t. Our engagement photo shoot is tomorrow. After that, we’re meeting with the caterers to go over the menu, then with a florist to decide on centerpieces and bouquets.”

He smiles a small smile. “Say no more. I understand. Another time.”

“Yeah,” I respond in a low voice. “Another time.” I would love to blow off Mrs. Bradford’s plans, but I vowed to make an effort with Wes. I can’t ignore my wedding responsibilities to spend time with Drew. What kind of message would that send? I already don’t want to consider how Wes will react to the idea of him being with me today.

Drew checks his watch, then sighs. “Well, I should go get the girls.”

When he leans toward me, I still, the warmth of him so close making me forget how to breathe, how to move, how to think. I wish I didn’t react this way every time he was near, but I can’t control the way my body is hyperaware of every expansion of his lungs, every beat of his heart, every dart of his eyes.

“I had fun today, Brooklyn,” he murmurs as he plants a soft kiss on my cheek. A shiver rolls down my spine, his scruff on my skin making me feel more alive than I ever have with Wes. God, I hate this. One minute, I’m convinced Wes is the man for me. The next, I’m trapped in Drew’s spell once more. A spell that’s only caused me heartache time and again.

“Me, too.”

He lingers for a moment longer, then steps back, heading toward his SUV.

As he’s about to get behind the wheel, I call out to him. “Hey, Drew?”

He meets my eyes, not saying a word.

“Thanks for buying me that dress.”

His brows scrunch together. “What are you talking about? Mrs. Bradford—”

“Didn’t pick out that dress for me to try on. There’s no way.” I smile. “I appreciate you wanting to make sure I’m able to wear the dress of my dreams on my wedding day. You really are a great friend.” I say the last part more for myself than anything else. A reminder. “Thank you.”

A thoughtful expression passes over his face, the corners of his lips turning up slightly. “You deserve nothing less.” With that, he ducks into his car, a little sadder than he was moments ago.

A tightness settles in my chest as I watch him drive away, then stare into the distance after his car disappears from sight. I bring my hand up to my cheek, the feeling of his kiss still lingering on the skin. Will I ever stop doing this? Am I torturing myself by spending all this time with him?

My dinner date with Wes tonight can’t come at a more perfect time. A romantic night out is exactly what I need to remind me that marrying him is good, is right. I need to sit across the table from him at an exclusive restaurant as we dine on beautifully prepared dishes and drink exquisite wine. I need to feel his lips on mine as he makes love to me. I need to fall asleep in his arms, cocooned in his unwavering devotion, forgetting about whatever’s going on with Drew. What I don’t need is to fantasize about something that will never be a reality…at least not my reality.

I get behind the wheel of my car and turn the key. As I go to shift into drive, my phone rings. I reach into my purse, almost relieved when I see Wes’ name appear on the screen. It’s like he knows how much I need him right now.

“Hey,” I answer. “I was just thinking about you.”

“Oh really?” His tone becomes flirtatious, a huskiness in his timbre that makes my insides clench. “What exactly were you thinking about?”

Pulling my bottom lip between my teeth, I smile coyly, even though he can’t see me. “About tonight. Maybe we skip dinner and order takeout instead. You can have me for dessert.”

“Actually…” He hesitates. “I hate to do this, but I have to cancel.”

“Oh.” My posture slumps. Wes has canceled on me before and it never upset me. But I’m finally willing to work on us, on rekindling the spark I’m sure we had at the beginning. If we didn’t, why did I date him for so long?

“I know, baby. I’m sorry. It’s just…” He trails off as a female voice I don’t recognize sounds in the background. It piques my curiosity. I know his secretary’s voice. She’s an older woman with a voice that evidences her lifelong cigarette habit. That voice does not belong to Susan. It belongs to someone younger, someone much more chipper.

“I’ll be right there,” I hear Wes say, his words muffled, as if he placed his hand over the speaker so I couldn’t hear. “Let me take care of this real quick.”

His tone sounds different, almost borderline sensual. Or maybe I’m imagining it. Wes has never shown me anything short of complete fidelity, even when I constantly fail to offer him the same. Am I so stressed that my brain is playing tricks on me, trying to convince me my devoted fiancé is cheating on me? Nothing could be more absurd.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” he says, his voice clear once more. “One of our clients didn’t like the designs, so we’re scrambling to get something approved before they break ground on construction next week.”

I sigh, my shoulders sinking. I’m not sure if I’m more upset over the fact I won’t see Wes or because I hoped tonight would be the turning point in our relationship, the night I solidified my resolve that this is the path for me. I need that. I haven’t seen him since Wednesday morning when he asked me to drop off his dry-cleaning. Yes, it’s only been two days, but with each day I don’t see him and spend time with Drew, the fluctuation of my emotions becomes even more unstable.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am. If it makes you feel any better, I’d much rather be with you than pull an all-nighter at the office. I promise, I’ll make it up to you.”

“When?” I press as that same female voice sounds in the background again.

“Soon,” he replies in haste. “Listen, I have to go.”

“Okay.” I pause. “What if I brought dinner and dessert to you? Or maybe just a quick dessert?” My tone is seductive.

“Baby, I wish I could. You have no idea how tempting that offer is. Any other time, I’d take you up on it, but this is a huge contract for our company. We could lose millions if we don’t get this done.”

“Of course.” I try to mask my disappointment. “I’ll let you get back to it.”

“Thanks, baby.”

I linger on the line for a moment, waiting to see if he’ll say he loves me. Nothing but dead air. When I glance at my screen, I see the call has disconnected. Doing my best to shake off the doubt filling me, I put my car in drive and pull away from Molly’s house.

As I sit at a stoplight on my way back to my place, I think of Wes and our relationship, how different it is from Molly and Noah’s. I can physically feel the love they have for each other. I have since the beginning. While Wes is courteous and affectionate around me, I’m not quite sure I feel his love. That’s probably why everyone was surprised to learn of our engagement, why I was surprised when he got down on one knee. We’re not the kind of people to show our affection through grand romantic gestures. But maybe we can be.

Pulling a U-turn, I head in the opposite direction of my house and back toward downtown Boston. Knowing Wes like I do, he hasn’t stopped to take a break to eat lunch or dinner, so I pick up sushi from one of his favorite places near his office in the Financial District, then walk the few blocks to his building. If I really wanted to surprise him, I should have gone home and grabbed one of my long trench coats, stripping off everything else except the coat. Heat rushes through me at the thought. Maybe another time.

I enter the large skyscraper, feeling dreadfully underdressed compared to everyone else coming and going, most of them wearing designer suits and expensive shoes. After signing in with the security guard in the lobby, I proceed to the elevators, wondering how Wes is going to react to seeing me. I’ve never done anything like this, never surprised him at work or at home. Noah surprises Molly all the time when she’s out at one of her favorite writing spots in the city. He brings her a chocolate chip muffin from the café or lunch he packed just for her. It’s such a simple gesture, but I know how much Molly loves and appreciates how he takes time out of his busy schedule to see her. Wes surprised me with flowers a few days ago. It’s time I return the favor.

When I reach the floor where his architecture firm is located, I step off the elevator and into the frenzied reception area. The phone seems to ring incessantly as employees hurry by. I’ve been here before, but never unannounced. Wes was always expecting me. I’d even been marked in the receptionist’s calendar. I’m not sure how to feel about the idea that I’m just another item in Wes’ schedule. Will I always just be someone he has to make time for, not someone he genuinely wants to see?

“Can I help you, miss?” the bubbly, red-headed receptionist asks as I approach the front desk. I don’t recognize her from the few times I’ve been here.

“My name’s Brooklyn Tanner. I’m Wes Bradford’s girlfriend.”

She waggles her eyebrows. “Don’t you mean fiancée?”

I shake my head. “Yes. Sorry. I guess I’m still getting used to it. I know he’s busy on a project, but I wanted to stop by and bring him something to eat.” I hold up the bag.

“That’s sweet of you.” She frowns. “But Mr. Bradford isn’t here.”

I swallow hard, my heart dropping to the pit of my stomach. “What do you mean?”

She looks at the computer monitor in front of her. “Yes. It says right here that he signed out as unavailable for the rest of the day.”

“When?”

Hesitant, her eyes float back to mine. “I can’t be sure, but I haven’t seen him since I got back from lunch at one.”

“Did he go to a client meeting?” I start to grasp at straws.

“No. He wouldn’t mark himself out for something like that. It would say where he was and who he was meeting so we’d have it for our records.”

“Huh.” I stare off into space, wondering why Wes would lie…and who belonged to that voice on the other end of the phone. The thought of him cheating on me had crossed my mind earlier. Now it’s back. Why would he cancel our dinner and tell me he had to work late unless he’s doing something he shouldn’t be?

“I’m sorry,” the receptionist says, looking uneasy.

Smiling, I return my eyes to her. “Don’t be. I may have misunderstood when we spoke earlier. I’ve been so frazzled with planning the wedding, I’d forget my brain if it weren’t attached to my head.”

Her shoulders relax, relief seeming to wash over her. “If he pops back in, I’ll tell him you stopped by.”

“That won’t be necessary.” I turn, my mind reeling as I make my way out of the building.

The instant I’m outside, my eyes zero in on a nearby trash can and I head toward it, tossing Wes’ food into it. I look up at the cloudy sky, feeling like I’m at a crossroads. I never thought Wes to be the type of person to cheat on me, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I’ve been wrong about him all along. No one can be that perfect all the time, can they? Truthfully, if I didn’t hear a female’s voice on the other end of the line, I wouldn’t be thinking this way. But the sensuality in her tone and huskiness in his response make me rethink everything.

I pull my phone out of my purse and dial his cell, hoping to give him a chance to explain. His voicemail kicks in on the second ring, indicating he purposely sent my call there instead of answering. I stare straight ahead at the busy city plaza, not really seeing anything.

Perhaps this all happened for a reason. Perhaps this is exactly the wake-up call I need. Perhaps this is the universe’s way of steering me in the direction I’ve been fighting against for years.

It feels like a weight’s been lifted off my shoulders. A smile crosses my lips at the thought, remembering something Aunt Gigi often said to me.

“You’ll know you made the right decision when you feel stress leaving your body.”

Her words pushing me forward, I glance back at my screen, dial another number, and bring my phone up to my ear.

After a few rings, the call is answered. “Brooklyn? Are you okay?”

“I’m great.” I pause, drawing in a deep breath. Shouldn’t I be upset over the idea that Wes could be cheating on me? Even if he isn’t, shouldn’t I be angry he lied, angry he canceled our date? But I’m not. I feel…free. “Is that invitation to go with you and the girls tomorrow still open?”

“I thought you had engagement photos and other wedding stuff.” I can hear the surprise in Drew’s tone.

“I do.”

“Then…”

“I’d rather spend the day with you.”

He exhales a short breath. I imagine a smile building on his lips, forcing his dimples to pop. Few people can make those dimples appear. His girls definitely can, but so can I. That has to be worth something, right?

“Want to meet at the café at nine? Gigi will throttle me if she finds out I took the girls to the city and didn’t stop by to see her.”

“Sounds perfect. See you then.”

As I’m about to end the call, Drew speaks once more. “Hey, Brooklyn?”

“Yes?”

“Is everything okay? I mean, is there a reason you’re skipping your engagement photos? Are you prepared for the potential backlash?”

“I don’t care about that anymore. The wedding is in less than three months. By the time the photos are ready, we’ll be married. It’s pointless.”

“And the caterer? Choosing the flowers?”

“Mrs. Bradford will choose what she wants regardless of what I say. So, please, let me spend the day with you. I need this.” More than you know.

“There’s no one I’d rather spend the day with.”

I clutch the phone tighter, allowing his words to bathe me in comfort.

“See you tomorrow?” he asks when I don’t respond.

“Of course. Have a good evening. And give those girls a big squeeze from their auntie Brook.”

“I will. Sweet dreams, Brooklyn.”

“Goodbye, Drew.”


Chapter Seventeen


DREW

“Good morning, Aunt Gigi,” I call out as I enter the café, Alyssa and Charlotte in tow.

She looks up from behind the counter where she’s taking a customer’s order. It doesn’t matter I officially handed her the reins of the café when I began coaching hockey again, even though I’m still technically the owner on paper. Like my father, she loves interacting with the people who come through that door, says the personal contact with the owners gives the place a feeling of familiarity and keeps them coming back, instead of going to Starbucks. With a quick look around the busy café to see nearly every table full and a line almost out the door, I have to admit she may be onto something.

“There are my little angels!” She beams, gesturing for one of our employees to take over for her. She makes her way out to the dining area and holds her arms out for Alyssa and Charlotte.

“I’m not that little anymore,” I joke, both of my girls giggling as they snuggle against Gigi’s petite frame.

“I wasn’t talking about you, Andrew.” She glares playfully at me. “I raised you. I know from experience you are no angel.” She shifts her eyes back to Alyssa and Charlotte. “But you two… Well, you certainly are angels, and don’t let anyone ever tell you otherwise. Capisci?”

“Capisci!” they both respond.

Even though Gigi is second-generation American, certain phrases have stuck over the years. It doesn’t matter that my great-grandfather has been gone for quite some time now. We still hold dear many of the traditions he began when he came to this country with barely a penny to his name—from our weekly Sunday dinner, to treating everyone who walks in those doors like a long-lost relative, to calling a colander a “spaghetti-a-stoppa-da-water-go-through”, as I learned he did during his life. And we still say it in a thick Italian accent, imitating him as best we can.

I beam with pride at Alyssa and Charlotte, hoping they’ll someday pass our stories and traditions on to the next generation. As I see the bond they share with their great-aunt Gigi, I know I’ve already passed on how important family is.

“Do you girls want a chocolate chip muffin before you go?” Gigi asks, peering at them with all the love in her heart. Like the rest of us, my darling aunt can be hardheaded and stubborn, but she’s fiercely loyal to her family. It doesn’t matter we aren’t technically her kids, that Alyssa and Charlotte aren’t technically her grandchildren. She still spoils them as any good grandmother would, with sweets, presents, and unrelenting adoration.

“Like they’ll say no to that,” I mumble as we follow her toward the display cases, showcasing every sugary concoction possible—muffins, pastries, cookies, cannolis. She ducks behind the counter and retrieves two muffins, handing one each to Alyssa and Charlotte.

“They need to enjoy their childhood. And that includes the occasional sweet.”

Crossing my arms in front of my chest, I roll my eyes. “It’s more than occasional around here.”

She shrugs, dismissing my comment as I glance around. There are several familiar faces, regulars who come to the café every day, even Saturdays. Some have been coming since my father ran the place before the Alzheimer’s took him. As grateful as I am for their loyalty, they’re not who I’m looking for. The only person I care about seeing is one stunningly beautiful brunette whose mere presence lately seems to make my heart beat a thunderous rhythm.

I look at my watch. 9:15. It’s not like Brooklyn to be late. She’s alarmingly punctual. Is she having second thoughts about ditching her wedding responsibilities today? I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t surprised that she not only called me yesterday afternoon, but is willing to put her relationship with her future mother-in-law and Wes at risk just to spend the day with me. This doesn’t sound like the Brooklyn I know. The one who always puts other people’s needs ahead of her own. Who always does what’s expected of her. I wonder what prompted the change.

“Everything okay, Andrew?”

Gigi’s voice pulls me from my thoughts and I snap my eyes back to hers. “Everything’s great.”

“Are you sure?” She looks at me through narrow eyes. I feel like she’s using her mystical aunt powers to penetrate my thoughts. When I was younger, I was convinced she was a witch. I’m not quite sure that juvenile thought ever died.

“Of course.” I retrieve my cell from my pocket and check my messages. Nothing. When I shove my phone back into my jeans, I meet Gigi’s eyes. “Has Brooklyn stopped by?” I ask, although I know I’ll regret it.

“No…,” she drags out, placing her hands on her hips. “Is there a reason she’d be stopping by on a day she normally doesn’t?”

I lean closer, lowering my voice. “She said she wanted to go to the museum with us.”

“Why are you whispering?” she asks quietly, her tone mimicking mine.

“Because I don’t want to tell the girls in case she doesn’t show.” I gesture toward where they each sit on a stool in front of the bar. The area isn’t lit since it’s still too early to serve alcohol, but that doesn’t bother them. They eat their muffins, staring at the framed photos of famous sports stars lining the wall above the liquor shelves, able to name every single one of them.

“And why wouldn’t she show?” Gigi presses.

“Because she was supposed to get her engagement photos done today, then meet with the caterer and florist.”

“Supposed to?” She lifts a brow, her posture perking up. A slow smile crawls across her lips as she tilts her head, inching even closer.

“Yeah.” I could embellish further, but I’m not sure what to say. All I know is one minute, Brooklyn was happy to continue with the wedding planning; the next, she started shunning her responsibilities.

“Interesting.” She pinches her chin, tapping her forefinger against her lips. I can sense the wheels turning in her head.

“What is it? Do you know something?”

She seems to contemplate for a moment before she returns her eyes to mine, clasping her hands together. “You’ve still got a shot, my boy.” Then she retreats, heading toward the dining area to clear some tables.

“A shot?” I repeat, following close on her heels. “What do you mean?”

She grabs a few plates off a recently vacated table, bringing them toward the bus bins. I help her, hoping the less distracted she is, the more likely she’ll explain what she’s talking about.

“Exactly what I said. It’s not over yet. You didn’t screw things up.” She heads back toward the coffee station and grabs a dish towel, wiping the counters free from coffee and sugar residue.

“Screw things up? It wasn’t my fault in the first place.”

Gigi stops what she’s doing and clutches my cheeks in her hands, pulling me toward her so I no longer tower over her like I usually do. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” Her bright smile falls, her expression turning severe. “So don’t ruin it.”

“You’re not making any sense,” I say in exasperation when she releases her hold on me, walking away. “How can I ruin something that’s not there?”

She bends over to wipe a table, then shoots me a sly look. “Oh, it’s there. You just have to work a little harder for it this time around.”

I throw my hands up, this conversation seeming to go nowhere. “I give up.”

“No, no, no!” She hurries toward me, grabbing my hands. “Don’t give up. Just keep doing whatever you have been because it’s working!” There’s an excitement in her eyes as she bounces on her feet. “You’re getting to her. You’re getting through to her!”

“To who?” I ask, confused.

“To Brooklyn.” She releases an exasperated breath. “She’s blowing off her engagement photos today. It may be due to something Wes or his mother did, but if that’s the case, she could just as easily stay home. She’s not. She wants to spend the day with you. That must count for something.”

“I told you, Gigi,” I say in a serious voice. “Brooklyn’s a friend. Nothing more.”

“So you’ve been saying, but you can’t hide the truth from me, even if you try to hide it from yourself. You love her. You always have. You always will. She’s the reason you married Carla, how you hoped she’d help you forget how you feel about Brooklyn. You never have. And you never will. Your love for her is too deep, too strong, too powerful. It’s time you finally—”

“Drew?”

I whirl around to see Brooklyn standing just a few feet away, her expression unreadable. When I glance back at my aunt, she smirks, obviously satisfied with herself. How many more times is she going to goad me into a conversation about Brooklyn knowing she’s probably listening?

“Brooklyn.” My eyes dart around as I run my hands through my hair. “You made it. I was beginning to wonder—”

“There was traffic. An accident on the bridge had everything backed up.”

I nod, my heart pounding in my chest, worried Brooklyn will turn around and leave at the knowledge that my crazy aunt’s trying to play matchmaker. Things have returned to some semblance of normalcy. I don’t want to lose that again.

“Coffee, dear?” Gigi asks, giving her a sly look. “Perhaps you and Drew would like a moment to yourselves, head to the roof like—”

“No, thank you,” she interrupts with a smile. “I’m sure the girls want to get to the museum.”

As if on cue, Alyssa and Charlotte come barreling through the café, flinging their arms around Brooklyn. “Auntie Brook! Are you coming with us today?” Alyssa asks.

She crouches to their level. “Is that okay?”

“Yes!” they both squeal simultaneously.

“Can we do the mirror maze first?” Charlotte presses.

Brooklyn raises herself back to a standing position, her eyes floating to mine. “You’ll have to ask your father.”

“Of course, kiddo.” I tousle Charlotte’s curls. “Ready?”

“Yes!”

The girls bolt toward the door, thanks to the sugar rush my aunt provided them.

“Shall we?” I hold my elbow out for Brooklyn.

With a smile that seems to penetrate deep inside me, she hooks her arm through mine, allowing me to lead her out of the café.

“Have fun, you two!” Gigi calls out as we’re about to leave.

“Thanks, Yenta,” Brooklyn shoots back. “Try to refrain from playing matchmaker with anyone else who stops by the café, will ya?” When she passes me a sly grin, we both break out laughing at the ridiculousness of the situation. The mere sound makes all my tension and stress melt away. I’m pretty sure Brooklyn’s laugh could bring world peace.

It brings me peace.


Chapter Eighteen


BROOKLYN

“Gosh, it’s been a while since I’ve been here,” I announce, taking in everything as we make our way past the central hub of the museum, a hint of nostalgia filling me. The crowd is thick, voices reverberating against the tile flooring. “I think the last time may have been in college to see the Pink Floyd laser light show.”

“The girls love it here.” Drew offers a smile, then looks at Alyssa and Charlotte as they gaze up in awe at the giant T-Rex skeleton. “She could surprise us, but I get the feeling Alyssa’s going to be involved in some sort of science when she gets older. You’ve seen her at the aquarium. She can’t get enough of everything to do with science, especially marine science.”

“And Charlotte?” I ask, my voice light. I thought it would be awkward to be here with Drew, to spend my day with him, but it’s not. It feels just as natural as yesterday did, although I didn’t want to admit it at first.

“A rocket scientist.” He meets my eyes, everything about him relaxed and familiar. It’s a stark contrast to how I feel with Wes.

“Naturally,” I retort, as if that makes all the sense in the world.

“Of course, if you were to ask her, she’d tell you she’s going to be the first professional female hockey player, but only if she can play for the Bruins.”

I laugh, meeting his whiskey eyes that seem to gleam as they peer down at me. “Smart girl.”

“She’s certainly one of a kind.” He holds my gaze for a moment longer before looking back at his girls. There’s a change in his expression as he watches them listen to one of the museum employees talk about how a Tyrannosaurus Rex could sprint at speeds of up to twenty miles per hour and grow to be forty feet long.

All it takes is one look and I see how much this man adores those two little girls. Every parent loves their kids. Well, almost every parent. Unfortunately, in my line of work, I see the other side of the coin all too often. But now, as I observe Drew and the way his entire body lights up from just one glance at those two little angels, I wonder if I’ve been too harsh on him.

“Daddy! Daddy!” Charlotte says, snapping me out of my thoughts. I turn my eyes to see her tugging on Drew’s arm, Alyssa right beside her, as is typically the case. “Can we go see the Butterfly Gardens next?”

“Absolutely.” His eyes float to mine. “Is that okay with you?”

“Of course.” I nod. “It’s their day, not mine.”

“No. It’s yours, too.” His voice is contemplative as he holds my gaze for a moment, then smiles at his girls. “Okay. Hands.” He holds both of his hands out to them. Charlotte eagerly takes one, grinning. Alyssa sneers in disgust, giving us a preview of what we have to look forward to as she nears adolescence.

“I’m eight, Dad,” she reminds him, placing her hands on her hips, mustering all the attitude she can at her age, which is quite a lot. “I’m past the holding hands stage.”

“Then maybe you’re too old for ice cream, too?”

“We have ice cream all the time.”

“Then, of course, you’re too old for our trip to Disney World this summer, aren’t you? I’m sure Auntie Molly will be more than happy to watch you while Charlotte and I go.”

Her expression is priceless, her eyes bulging, her jaw practically hitting the floor.

“Because Disney World will be a lot more crowded than this place, and you’d better believe I’ll be making you hold my hand there, too.”

Her lips curl, and I can sense the wheels turning in her head as she tries to come up with an argument, but she eventually relents.

“Fine.” She stomps over to him and grabs his other hand.

“Love ya, Lyss.”

“I love you, too, Dad.” She sighs, pretending to be irritated at the thought of having to hold his hand. I sigh along with her, a lightness in my chest as I watch how devoted Drew is to these girls. I’ve been lucky enough to witness him grow into his role as a dad. Now, as I watch the three of them walk hand-in-hand, I can barely even see the Drew I knew him to be during his hockey days. I see a different Drew…one who may be deserving of another chance.

“We can’t leave you out,” Charlotte says, reaching for my hand and grasping it in hers so the four of us can walk with our hands linked. My breath catches as I look from Charlotte to Drew. It’s such a simple gesture, but it speaks volumes of the little person she’s becoming. “You’re part of our family, too, Auntie Brook!” Then she shoots her wide eyes to Drew’s as we maneuver through the large crowds. “Daddy, since Auntie Brook’s part of our family, she should come to Disney World with us! Auntie Molly was supposed to, but she can’t anymore because she’s cooking our cousin in her tummy.”

“She’s not cooking—” He stops himself. I can only imagine what happened to cause Charlotte to think Molly’s cooking their cousin. By the flustered look on Drew’s face, I gather it’s one conversation he has no desire to relive anytime soon. “Auntie Brook has her own commitments. She’ll be taking a lot of time off from work for her wedding and honeymoon.”

He looks to me for confirmation. A heaviness settles in my chest. I still don’t know my status with Wes. I haven’t spoken to him since our phone call yesterday. For all intents and purposes, he expected me to show up at ten o’clock this morning to have our engagement photos taken. Instead, I turned my cell phone off without a single word to him about my whereabouts. It’s childish, but he deserves a taste of his own medicine. Moreover, it gives me time to figure out what I want. I’m not sure what that is anymore.

As much as I want to agree to Charlotte’s idea, I simply smile a tight smile, giving nothing away. To be truthful, a week at Disney World with Drew and the girls sounds infinitely more exciting than spending several weeks in Africa, which Wes planned without consulting me.

“What’s a honeymoon?” Charlotte asks.

“It’s a vacation a couple takes after they get married,” I reply.

Charlotte shifts her eyes to me, considering my response. “You should marry Daddy instead. Then you can come to Disney World on your moon trip.”

“It doesn’t work like that, sweetie,” I say, doing everything not to show any unease about the subject. As far as everyone else is concerned, I’m hopelessly in love with Wes. For now, I need them all to continue thinking just that. “But I know you’re going to have an incredible time with your daddy. When you come home, I want to hear all about it.”

“Okay,” she replies, a bit of despondency in her tone. Thankfully, the butterfly exhibit looms in front of us, and all talk of my marrying Drew disappears as we enter the conservatory.

Now that the crowd has dissipated and we’re in a smaller space, Drew allows the girls to walk farther ahead while we hang back. He still keeps his eyes trained on them as they roam the tropical oasis, pointing out all the different flowers, grinning when a butterfly floats around them.

“Sorry about that,” he says after a while, breaking the silence between us. “I didn’t mean for her to put you on the spot like that or for you to be uncomfortable, especially after—”

“Hey.” I grab his arm and we both stop walking.

Facing him, I meet his eyes, my hand still holding onto him. Just the feel of him makes my heart rate speed up. His body tenses, his bicep bulging under my touch. I watch as his Adam’s apple bobs up and down, a hard swallow.

“She’s a kid. She doesn’t know any better. She’s so used to seeing us together, her logical conclusion is that I’d want to go with you guys. Kids Charlotte’s age don’t understand the concept that there are different kinds of love.”

I squeeze his bicep, then drop my hold and head deeper into the gardens before glancing over my shoulder. “Remember, Drew…”

“What’s that?” He hurries to catch up to me.

“I work with children for a living.” I pause, contemplating for a moment before continuing. “And adults who act like children, now that I think about it. You never have to worry about what those girls say around me. In fact, I want them to say whatever pops into their minds.” My expression turns serious, solemn, as I shift my focus straight ahead.

“Many of the kids I work with are so scared and vulnerable. They’ve never known happiness. They’ve never been able to say whatever they wanted, do whatever they wanted without fear of repercussion.” I stop walking and face him once more. “Can you imagine growing up in a house where you were scared to breathe because of what those entrusted to care for you might do?” My eyes become intense, my voice impassioned. Drew simply remains silent, seemingly unsure how to respond.

I rarely speak of my work with anyone apart from my colleagues at DCF and occasionally my father. It’s too sad, too tragic. No one needs to face the things I do on a daily basis unless they’re ready for it. When I first started, I went to sleep with tears in my eyes, unable to wrap my head around some of the abuse I witnessed. It still gets to me, but I remind myself that I’m there to help, to do everything in my power to give them the second chance they deserve.

“So many of my kids have gone through that. My latest one, her ‘parents’ were meth addicts, always had people over, and were usually too high to take care of her or her little sister. They did everything to pretend the kids didn’t exist, even going so far as beating them if they stepped foot out of their rooms when their friends were over. She was scared to leave her bed to go to the bathroom because of what they might do, so she would wet the bed. As you can imagine, they didn’t like that, either. She’s been in foster care for three years now. She’s starting to make improvements, but that fear is still present, regardless of how loving and caring her foster family is. She still wets the bed. She’s still scared to say what she wants, to talk about her feelings. She’s still petrified of retribution.”

His lips part as he swallows hard. “My god…”

“I know.”

“I can’t imagine doing anything that would put my girls in harm’s way.” His voice is quiet so the two girls currently squealing with delight as a butterfly lands on Charlotte’s shoulder can’t hear us. “I’ll do anything for them. Nothing is off-limits when it comes to those girls. They’re my life. How can anyone treat their kids like they’re disposable?”

“I wish I knew.”

“I guess that’s why I still struggle with what Carla did…what my own mother did. I’ll never let anything come between me and those two girls. I’d rather die.”

I reach for his hand, grasping it in mine. I’m sending mixed signals, but something about this moment, about being here with Drew and the girls, makes this feel right.

“And that’s only one story. I have thousands more exactly like that one…or worse. So please, Drew, don’t ever feel the need to apologize for anything your girls say.” My face brightens as we turn the corner, our fingers entwined, heading down the row of flowers Alyssa and Charlotte are now exploring. “Nothing should discourage them from saying whatever pops into their mind. And, if I’m being honest…” I tilt my head, meeting his dark eyes. “I think it’s sweet they want me to go to Disney World with you.”

He licks his lips, a yearning in his gaze. “And, if I’m being honest, I’d want you to come with us, too.”

We stop walking and I face him, smiling a wide smile. I don’t want to put too much hope into his words. I’ve made that mistake before. But right now, a part of me wants to believe they have meaning. “Me, too, Drew.”

We spend the next twenty minutes following Alyssa and Charlotte through the butterfly exhibit. When they seem to have had enough, we make our way toward the exit, my hand still enclosed in Drew’s. Everything is perfect as I look between him and the girls, who walk ahead of us, a map of the museum stretched out in front of them, arguing over where to go next.

As Alyssa points to the space exhibit, they nearly ram into a woman. Drew and I are so lost in our own conversation, he almost doesn’t realize it himself, pulling them back just in the nick of time.

“Lyss, Char, watch where you’re going.” He scolds them mildly. “You need to be mindful of other people when we’re in public.”

I turn my eyes toward the woman at the same time Drew does. In an instant, every muscle in his body becomes rigid. It feels like all the oxygen has been sucked from the area, my own heart squeezing, a pain in my throat. As I look to Drew, I know my pain is no match for the agony covering him as he’s forced to face the one woman who broke him, who ruined him, who destroyed him. And in doing so, she destroyed me, too.


Chapter Nineteen


DREW

Everything around me seems to fade as I stare into a pair of brown eyes I thought I’d never see again, that I hoped I’d never see again. Six years of wondering, of questioning, of agonizing, and not a single word from this woman who was supposed to love me in sickness and health, in good times and bad.

In retrospect, the odds were stacked against us. I just didn’t want to believe it at the time. I was young, going through life with blinders on. Having just signed a ridiculously large contract for the season, I was on top of the world. I was hockey’s “it” boy. Sponsors were knocking down my agent’s door. My face was plastered on magazines, billboards, t-shirts. So when a petite brunette sauntered up to me as I had a post-game drink at a New York hotel bar, her eyes trained on me and me alone, and asked if she could come back to my room, I was only too happy to oblige.

But I’m not the type of person who can just hook up with someone with no emotional attachment, at least I didn’t use to be. My mother’s sudden disappearance from our lives all those years ago affected Molly and me differently. Molly went through her adult life shunning all forms of committed relationships, thinking real love wasn’t real life, whereas I coped another way. While Molly ran from love, I ran toward it, clung to it, hungered for it. That’s why having to stay away from Brooklyn destroyed me. When Carla entered my life, I was convinced she was precisely what I needed to forget, to finally move on. But it wasn’t enough. No matter what I gave her—the house of her dreams, a car that turned heads whenever she drove down the street, jewelry—it didn’t make her happy. I didn’t make her happy.

We didn’t make her happy.

It took me months to get over the anger she caused when I learned she’d been cheating on me with one of my teammates, then left with no remorse for her actions. I’d just lost the one thing I was good at, being forced into retirement from one too many injuries. Losing her almost killed me. It wasn’t her lack of love that affected me. It was the idea that I’d never feel love again. All it took was one look at my girls to make me realize I would. They were all I needed back then. And they still are today.

“Carla,” I breathe, forcing her to tear her attention away from my daughters, my arms protectively in front of them, shielding them from her…her lack of empathy, her lack of compassion, her lack of love.

Overwhelmed with animosity, I don’t even notice the little boy clutching her hand or the man at her side until he speaks. “Come on, bubba. Mama will be along.” He nods at me, almost offering a silent apology. He must know who I am, why the tension in this small space is as thick as lava. Then Carla lets go of the little boy’s hand, tousling his hair as he walks away with the man. Is she planning on abandoning them, too? Will she wake up one morning miserable with her life and decide to start over, leaving a tornado in her wake?

When she lifts her gaze to mine, tears are visible in the corners of her eyes. Her lips part, but no words come. I should walk away, but I’m glued to this spot. It’s vindictive, but I want her to see how perfect the girls she tossed aside are. Want her to regret what she did to them, to me, to us. Want to take the knife she stabbed into our hearts and return the favor tenfold.

“Daddy?” Charlotte says, and we all snap our eyes to her. “Are we in trouble?”

Carla’s lower lip quivers, having difficulty containing her emotions at the sound of Charlotte’s angelic voice. She doesn’t deserve to hear it.

Seemingly able to read my thoughts, Brooklyn steps forward, pulling Charlotte and Alyssa close to her. “Of course not. Why don’t you two come with your auntie Brook and we’ll go see the prisms, okay?” She steers them away from me, then glances over her shoulder. “Daddy will meet up with us in a minute.”

Nodding, I offer her a smile, watching as three of the most important women in my life head away from the one woman I’d hoped to never see again.

“I can’t…” There’s a tremble in Carla’s tone. I whip my fiery eyes back to her. She always was a good actress. She made me think she loved those girls when she never did. “They’re so beautiful, Andrew.”

All the anger I’ve suppressed the past six years bubbles to the surface in the blink of an eye. I can get over the fact that she didn’t love me, and I have. But I can never forgive her for what she did to those girls.

“Don’t,” I bark, my voice louder than I want, but I can’t control it, not when it comes to protecting my girls from this woman. My jaw tightens, my fists clenching and unclenching as I struggle to work through the feelings rushing forward. “You don’t get to say that about them. You lost that right years ago.”

“I understand how you must feel,” she responds softly. Her tone is a stark contrast to the woman I remember her to be.

When we first met, she carried herself in a way that made everyone notice her. She craved the attention, didn’t care what she had to do to garner that attention. Now, she seems like a different person—reserved, aloof, withdrawn. While she once wore the tightest pair of pants and shirts that showed off her tiny stomach, she now dresses in more conservative attire—a sweater and jeans that don’t look like they were painted on her skin. Her hair, no longer streaked with blonde highlights, is a deep chestnut. Her face isn’t hidden behind layers of makeup. Gone is the dark eye shadowing and bright lips. In its place is just a subtle bit of color to bring out her eyes, cheekbones, and mouth. If I didn’t say good night to two little girls who bear a striking resemblance to her every night for the past six years, I probably wouldn’t have even recognized her.

“I don’t think you do!” A heat fills me, my heart pounding in my chest, a vein twitching in my neck.

“I made some horrible mistakes when I was young.” Her expression remains calm, unlike the Carla I married who would argue over the littlest things. She got upset easily, but that was one of the things I was drawn to…her passion. The sex when she was angry was incredible. But a relationship isn’t sustainable on skin clawing and hair pulling. We’re proof of that. “My biggest regret is…” She trails off, her lower lip quivering.

The old Carla never cried. She didn’t get sad. She got angry. Closing her eyes, she draws in a deep breath to compose herself. When she opens them, there’s a glint within, moisture pooling in the corners.

“My biggest regret is abandoning you and those girls. We weren’t right for each other. We both knew that. At the time, all I cared about was myself. The only reason I even liked being pregnant was the attention I got at games because I was carrying Andrew Brinks’ baby. In my mind, it made not being able to drink worth it. Nothing I say can ever make up for what I did.”

“Six…years,” I interrupt, an ache in my throat, in my chest, in my heart. “Six fucking years, Carla, without a single word. Six birthdays. Six Christmases. Six Easters. Nothing. Not even a goddamn card.” My nostrils flare as I breathe in and out through my nose. Tears form in my eyes. Not at what I’ve had to endure because of her selfishness, but at what my girls did, although they don’t know it. I’ve made sure of that. “At least they were both too young to remember you. At first, Alyssa would say ‘Mama’ every time I walked into her room to get her up from her crib. Thankfully, after a while, she stopped.”

“I’ve wanted to reach out the past few years…once I got my life together. My sponsor at AA suggested I do that, but I didn’t know how, had no idea what to say. When I became a mother again, the guilt grew even more. I can’t tell you how many times I took the train into the city and made my way to your father’s café—”

“My café,” I interrupt.

“Yes. Your café,” she corrects. “But I could never work up the courage to go through those doors. I’d see you in there, and you looked happy. I didn’t want to ruin that.” She pauses, tilting her head as she surveys me. “And you look happy now, too.”

“I am. Because of those two little girls you decided were forgettable. They’re not. They’re my world. I won’t let you hurt them.” Acid burning my stomach the longer I stay in this woman’s presence, I push past her. When I sense her watching me, I pause, glancing over my shoulder. “So don’t get any ideas that you can be a part of their lives now, even if you’ve finally realized leaving was a mistake. Those girls haven’t needed you for the past six years. And they don’t need you now.”

I storm off, drawing in deep breath after deep breath to compose myself. The last thing I want is my girls to see me so worked up, wondering who that woman is and why she upset me.

As I approach the exhibit where Alyssa and Charlotte are oohing and ahhing over all the colors reflected on the wall and floors by the prisms, Brooklyn senses my presence and snaps her attention away from them. Dropping their hands, she walks toward me, her analytical eyes seeming to assess every inch of me.

Without saying a word, she wraps her arms around my waist, squeezing me tightly. I momentarily still, then pull her closer, sighing. I need this. The feeling of her warm, lithe body against me calms the fire raging within. It always has. Whenever I felt like my world was falling apart around me, she was the person I always went to. Right now, she’s exactly what I need.

“Oh, Drew,” she breathes. “I am so sorry.” She pulls back, cupping my cheeks in her hands. “I can’t even imagine what you’re feeling right now.”

I look deep into her eyes. “It’s okay.” While seeing Carla was the last thing I ever wanted, I refuse to let her get to me. I refuse to let the memories bring up everything I thought I finally buried. “Those girls are better off without her. They don’t need her. They’ve had a better upbringing than she ever could have given them, thanks to Aunt Gigi, Molly…and you.”

She brings herself onto her toes and places a tender kiss on my cheek. “Thank you.” It’s a simple gesture, but the feel of her soft, pink lips on my skin forces a tingle to run down my spine, easing my worry.

“Daddy?” Alyssa approaches, and Brooklyn steps away. “Are you okay?”

“Of course I am.”

“But that woman…,” she begins, always the observant one.

“She’s no one, sweetie.” When I grab her hand, she doesn’t protest. “She’s absolutely no one.”


Chapter Twenty


BROOKLYN

By the time I pull up in front of my townhouse, the sun has long since disappeared beyond the horizon. I spent more time with Drew than I planned, but I didn’t want to leave him. After his run-in with Carla, I could tell he was shaken up, regardless of his assurances that he was okay, that she didn’t matter, but it wasn’t true.

When she vanished from his life without a single word, other than divorce papers requesting no financial support, he never got any closure. To anyone else in a loveless marriage, as theirs had become, it would have been a proverbial “get out of jail free” card. But to Drew, it was another thing he lost. As much as he wanted to pretend he was all right, that the pain of what Carla did was nothing but a distant memory, it was obvious by his morose attitude the rest of the day that wasn’t the case.

As I head up the walkway toward my front door, my own steps sluggish from the mere thought of how much Drew’s hurting right now, I come to an abrupt stop when I see Wes sitting on the top step, leaning back against the newel post. I consider leaving, maybe driving back to Drew’s to keep him company. A part of me worries he’ll have Molly or Gigi come watch the girls so he can go see the woman he’s been sleeping with. It’s a physical relationship with no commitment, but I still hate the idea of them together, of her touching him, kissing him, screwing him. I’ve never been jealous of her before, but now, it irks me, even though I’m in a relationship myself…at least I’m supposed to be. I’m not sure anymore.

“Where were you today?” Wes asks in a low voice when I remain frozen.

I hesitate before answering, then blow out a breath, heading toward him. I could lie, but I won’t do that to him, even if he deserves it. “At the science museum.”

“With him?” He lifts his eyes to mine and my heart falls at the pain I see. His voice is tearful, his expression slack.

“Who?”

“You know who.” He raises himself to his feet. “Were you with Drew?” There’s a subtle tremble in his chin as he pulls his lips between his teeth, his entire body seeming to tighten.

I hate that he’s hurting, but he brought this on himself. Even if he’s not cheating on me with whomever I heard on the other end of the phone, he still lied. I can put up with a lot, and I have, but I refuse to be lied to, to be made a fool of. I’ve already hit my lifetime quota of that.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but yes.” I hold my chin high. “I went with him and his girls.”

His shoulders deflate as he absorbs my response. “Why?”

“It sucks, doesn’t it? Expecting someone to be somewhere and finding out they’re not,” I bite back.

His spine straightens as he furrows his brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Don’t play dumb.” I slip past him, heading toward the front door.

“Play dumb?” He follows close on my heels. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Brooklyn. Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been? I tried calling. Repeatedly. We all did.” He grips my arm, forcing me to face him. I gasp, about to berate him for touching me when he continues. “When I couldn’t get a hold of you, I ended up calling every hospital in the greater Boston area.”

“You did?” I swallow hard.

“Christ. Of course I did!” He releases his grip on me and paces my tiny porch, tugging on his hair. I study him, noticing how disheveled and weary he appears, a stark contrast to the put-together man I thought him to be. His tie is loose, his crisp white shirt untucked from a pair of wrinkled suit pants. “You weren’t answering your phone. You weren’t here. I kept thinking that something happened to you, and I had no way of knowing, of getting to you.”

I peer into his pale blue eyes, his concern clear. But is it real? Or has it all been an act? Reminded why I chose this course of action, I shake off the regret at the idea of being the cause for his worry, firming my resolve. “Why? Guilty conscience?”

“About what?”

I cross my arms in front of my chest. “About where you were last night when you blew me off for dinner…a dinner I was looking forward to, considering how little time we seem to spend with each other these days.”

He blinks, averting his eyes. “I told you. I had to work late.”

“That is what you said.” I lean into him, my proximity forcing his eyes back to mine. “After you canceled on me… I don’t know.” I throw up my hands in frustration. “I got this crazy notion in my head to surprise you at work. If you couldn’t go out, I figured I could at least bring food to you. So imagine my surprise when I learned you hadn’t been in the office since lunch.” I press my lips into a tight line, my heart shrinking in my chest. “Care to tell me the name of whatever bimbo I heard in the background when you called?” I barely manage to choke out.

He keeps staring at me, a deer in the headlights, his mouth agape. I can sense the wheels turning, as if he’s wracking his brain to come up with some excuse. But now that I’ve caught him in his lie, nothing can excuse his behavior. I should be grateful I learned the truth before giving my life to someone who would lie to me so recklessly, so carelessly. But I’m not. His lie makes me feel like a failure, like I’m not worth the truth. Like every other man has made me feel.

“So that’s why I didn’t show up today. And you know what? I’m done showing up. I’m…done. I deserve to be someone’s priority, not just something else they have to deal with. I refuse to be an item on a to-do list.” I spin around and retrieve my keys from my purse, inserting them into the doorknob.

Just as I open the door, Wes says, “Her name’s Christy. She’s a realtor the company works with on commercial plots.”

I glance over my shoulder. “Then I suppose your mother will see that as a step up from a state employee from a blue-collar family.”

“No. That’s not what I mean.” He grabs my arm, preventing me from hiding away inside my house. “The reason I lied to you, the reason I haven’t been around much this week, is because I’ve been driving all over the greater Boston area looking for the perfect place for us.”

I arch an eyebrow. “For us?”

“Yes.” He releases his grasp on me and withdraws his phone from his pocket. After typing on it, he holds it out for me. I see an aerial view of a large parcel of land. “That’s four acres in Wellesley for us to build our dream house.”

“Our dream house?” I swallow through the tightness in my throat, my eyes glued to the image of the wooded area with a lake.

“I’ve searched everywhere for a house like the one you’d want.”

“How do you know what house I’d want?” I press, still unsure if I should believe him.

“Because I listen to you, Brooklyn,” he insists, his eyes intense. “You love where you grew up but wish you had more room to run around as a kid. You want a kitchen with a farmhouse sink overlooking the back yard, a large island, distressed white cabinets, and a wine cellar. The décor should be rustic chic, lots of metal and reclaimed wood. The master bedroom should be separate from the rest of the house, a private recluse, somewhere you can relax and unwind after a stressful day of saving the world, one abused kid at a time.”

With each word, my guilt for ditching him today increases. There’s a thickness in my throat as my stiff posture loosens, my shoulders drooping.

Noticing my anger waning, he steps toward me, his hand finding mine. He runs his fingers across my knuckles, the gesture soothing. “You want your own private study with built-in bookshelves, a large wrap-around porch, and a big tree in the front yard with a swing, like you had growing up.”

My lips part as I stare at him, overwhelmed. “How did you know all that?”

“I told you, Brooklyn. I listen. Every word that has ever come out of that beautiful mouth has been permanently etched in my mind. Regardless of how trivial you may think they were, there’s no such thing when it comes to you.”

“But I never spoke about what I imagined for my dream house…”

“You didn’t have to. How many times have you forced me to watch home improvement shows?”

I blush, smiling as I swallow my tears. But they’re no longer tears of anger, of disgust. They’re tears of happiness… Of love?

“A lot.”

“And just by the look on your face, I could tell what you liked and what you didn’t. I wanted to surprise you on our wedding day.” He laughs slightly. “I had this vision in my head of leaving the reception, but instead of going to a hotel, I’d pull up to this breathtaking home.”

“Oh, Wes…” I bring my body closer and he cups my cheeks in his hands, leaning his forehead on mine.

“You’d ask me where we were and I’d grin, not saying a word. You’d be wary at first, as you usually are, but your curiosity would get the better of you, as it usually does. You’d step out of the car and walk up the steps of the front porch, hoping your premonition was right. Your eyes would fall on a small, gift-wrapped box just in front of the door, your name on the tag. Inside would be a key, no other explanation.”

I bite my lip to stop my chin from quivering, and Wes kisses the tear that escapes.

“I’d tell you to try it. You’d be skeptical, but you’d eventually put the key into the knob.” He releases a short breath, a smile crossing his mouth, as if imagining it in his mind. “Your face would light up when it turned. The extra hours I spent making this happen would be worth it when you realized this was our home. Where we would build a life. Where we would raise our children. Where we would grow old together.”

“My god, I’m so sorry,” I exhale, pressing my lips to his, overwhelmed by how much this man cares for me. And what did I give him in return? Nothing. We’ve been dating the better part of a year. He’s never shown any indication that he’s the type of person to be unfaithful. In fact, his devotion has been nothing less than unwavering. But I was so eager to assume the worst, almost like I was looking for any excuse to walk away from him and straight into the arms of a man who’s only caused me heartache. That ends today. From this moment on, Wes deserves every single bit of my attention, every ounce of devotion, every assurance of my love. Not Drew. That ship sailed years ago. And it needs to stay far off shore.

“No, I’m sorry. I never should have lied to you.”

“You weren’t lying. You were trying to surprise me. And I ruined that.”

He smirks, the heat of his mouth so close to mine sending a shiver through me. “I’ll just have to come up with something else to surprise you,” he says flirtatiously.

“Oh yeah?” As I grip the lapels of his suit jacket, he pushes me back into the house, his lips never far from mine. “Like what?”

“I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise. But I do have something that might hold you over for the time being.”

“And what’s that?”

“This.” In an instant, he gets down on one knee in front of me, grabbing my left hand in his. “I was just saying how I know you, how I listen to you, even when you’re not talking. But I messed up.”

“No, you didn’t. I’m the one—”

“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about last week when I asked you to marry me. Most of the girls I’ve dated would have wanted to be proposed to in public with people watching. And I thought since that’s what they’d want, you’d want that, too. But you’re not them. Believe me. That’s a good thing,” he adds quickly. “You’re unassuming, caring, and so beautifully pure. You don’t care about money, about material things, about flying away to Paris for the weekend.”

“True, but I did enjoy Paris.” I chew on my bottom lip, immediately transported to the City of Lights, of kissing Wes in front of the Eiffel Tower. It didn’t matter that there were hundreds of other couples snapping selfies as they did the same thing. In that moment, I felt like it was just us. I want to get back to that feeling. I need to get back to that feeling.

“I’m glad. But I still messed up the first time I got down on one knee and asked you to marry me. When the ring didn’t fit, I worried it was a sign that our marriage was doomed. It was a sign, but not about our relationship. It was the kick in the pants I needed to realize that you’re not like most women. It gave me the opportunity to give you the proposal you deserve…and the ring you deserve.”

In one smooth motion, he withdraws a black velvet box from his jacket and flips it open. This time, instead of an over-the-top marquis-cut diamond with stones covering the wide band, I stare at a simple round-cut diamond. It’s a decent-sized stone, but the band is thin, tiny diamonds inlaid into the entire circumference. It’s exactly what I’ve always pictured.

“Brooklyn Rose Tanner,” he begins and I stare at him. “I am madly, completely, irrationally in love with you. It doesn’t make sense, but I guess love never does. I love the way you make my entire body perk up when you walk into a room. I don’t even have to see you to know you’re near, your mere presence causing an electricity to flow through me, a buzz in the air.”

My lips lift as his words bathe me with the love I need from him right now. I’m no longer thinking that I’ve experienced the same reaction to another man. No more. This man kneeling before me is proposing again…for me. Because it’s what I need. And he knows this without me even saying a word. This is the man I should devote my time and energy to, not someone who’s perpetually emotionally unavailable, or at least he conveniently was until I got engaged.

“I love the way you hold your breath when you’re excited about something, and I hope I can always make you excited…in more ways than one.” He winks. I can’t help but laugh. It’s like the missing piece in the puzzle of my life has finally snapped into place.

“But mostly, I love the way you care for others.” He takes the ring out of the box and brings it up to my finger. This time, there’s no hesitation or anxiety filling me. There’s no darting eyes at my surroundings. Even if we were in public, it wouldn’t matter. Wes is all I see. And he’s all I want to see for the rest of my life.

“All those children under your supervision are blessed to have you looking out for them, for advocating on their behalf so they have a chance at a better future than what they were initially handed. The world needs more people with a heart as pure as yours. And I’m forever blessed that you found it in that heart to let me in, to show me how beautiful it truly is. And I’ll be eternally grateful if you find room in your heart to love me for the rest of your life.”

Tears obscure my vision, a kaleidoscope of prisms distorting everything. Everything except Wes.

“So please, my amazing Brooklyn Rose, choose me, love me…” He meets my eyes, his own awash with emotion. This moment is perfection. I don’t even ponder why he asked me to choose him. It doesn’t matter. All that does is how his words make me feel. For the first time, I feel venerated, adored…loved. Wes is right. This is what I deserve. “Marry me,” he finishes with a quiver.

There’s not so much as a hint of hesitation this time. “Yes.”

He slides the ring onto my finger. A perfect fit. When he stands, I clutch his cheeks in my hands, kissing him, my tears continuing to fall. He pulls me to him, his tongue brushing against my lips. I open for him and he kisses me in a way he never has, leaving me breathless, thoughtless, mindless.

When he pulls away, his clear blue eyes meet mine. “I’ll admit, I was kind of nervous you wouldn’t say yes.”

I laugh, wiping at my tears. “After that proposal? No girl in her right mind would say no to that.” My arms wrap around his neck, my lips hovering near his.

“I don’t care what most women would say. All I care is what you would say. And I’m so glad you gave me a chance to make it right.”

“Me, too.” I bite my lip, passing him a demure look as I reach for the buttons on his shirt, slowly undoing the top one. “Now, let me have a chance to make it right.”

He cocks a brow. “What did you have in mind?”

When I finish unbuttoning his shirt, I run my hands down his firm chest. “You’ll see,” I murmur, then grab his hand, tugging him up the stairs and into the bedroom.

The instant we cross the threshold, I drop my hold on him and spin around. My eyes trained on his, I lift my shirt over my head. This is a dance we’ve done many times before, but it feels different. I’m finally ready to give him all of me, even that piece of myself that’s been holding out hope for someone else. I’m ready to give Wes my heart.

I lower my jeans and panties down my long legs, then unfasten my bra, allowing it to fall to the floor. A heat builds in his eyes as I stand exposed before him. Fisting the fabric of his open shirt, I bring him toward me. Our mouths find each other and he breathes into me. My chest presses against his, our kiss an erotic filling of lungs.

“Make love to me,” I beg.

Without a word, he gently pushes me back until my legs hit the mattress, his eyes never leaving mine. And I don’t want them to. I never want to stop staring into his peaceful deep pools of blue, the connection keeping me here with him, keeping me from thinking of anyone but him. He shrugs off his shirt, then steps out of his pants before lowering me onto the mattress. My heart pounds in my chest as he crawls on top of me, his mouth on my neck, hands on my skin. I claw at his back, finding the waistband of his boxers and pushing them down.

“I need to feel you.” I pulse against him, running my fingers through his hair.

He pulls back, peering down at me, a playful look about him. I like this. He’s not the serious man I know him to be in his professional life. He’s the hopeless romantic who stalked me at the café until I finally agreed to go out with him. He’s the charismatic man who called in a favor so my dad could throw a pitch at Fenway Park after hours. And he’s the devoted man who’s willing to give me the rest of his days.

“I love you so much, Brooklyn.”

I smile, my body relaxing. “I love you, too.”

“I’ll never tire of hearing you say that.”

Opening the nightstand drawer, he reaches for a condom and rolls it on. The instant he enters me, all my tension disintegrates, the bliss and ecstasy coursing through me exactly what I need right now. Wes is exactly what I need.

No one else.


Chapter Twenty-One


DREW

I stare at the calendar on the desk in my office, looking at today’s date—April twenty-sixth. It’s been nearly four weeks since I’ve last seen Brooklyn. I don’t know what to make of it. We left each other on good terms. She even hugged me, kissing my cheek, encouraging me to brush off our surprise visit with Carla.

Since then, she’s disappeared from my life, from all our lives. There’s been no more Friday morning coffee at the café. She even canceled on Sunday dinner the past four weeks, texting Molly an excuse about working overtime. Whenever I’ve tried calling, she messaged back, claiming she couldn’t talk, that she was with a client or in court. I even dropped by her house several times, but her place was dark, no life to be seen.

Maybe I’m over-analyzing the situation, but I can’t shake the feeling she’s trying to avoid me. I thought we made progress that day at the science museum. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought I dreamt it all.

As I reach for my cell, about to try to get a hold of her, there’s a knock on my office door.

“Come in,” I call out, expecting it to be one of the assistant coaches or players needing something from me. When the door opens, I glance up, doing a double take when Skylar saunters toward me.

“Sky, what are you doing here?” I quickly stand, my brows furrowed. I shoot my eyes to my phone, clicking off the screen, hiding Brooklyn’s contact. Why does it matter? Brooklyn’s a friend. And Sky… Well, she’s… I’m not even sure. Fuck-buddy sounds crass, but I suppose that’s what she is.

“You’ve been avoiding me, Andrew Brinks,” she coos, pressing her hands to my chest as she lifts her lips to meet mine.

The past month seems to evaporate from my mind as my body’s autopilot turns on, my mouth lowering to hers. The instant our lips touch, the tension that’s been building over the past several weeks lessens.

“Any reason in particular?” she asks, taking my bottom lip between her teeth, tugging at it. That’s all it takes to cause a slight twitching in my pants. I’m nowhere near as turned on as I was the few times Brooklyn and I almost kissed, but it’s still something.

“I’ve been busy.”

“Too busy to stop by when I invite you over?” she pouts.

I inwardly groan. This is why I’ve always avoided serious relationships. My girls come first, no question. Not many women understand that. Or maybe just not many of the types of women I typically date do.

“I’ve had a lot going on.” I withdraw from her, running my hand through my hair.

“Like what?” She sits on the corner of my desk, the short skirt she’s wearing riding up even more.

“I won’t bore you with the details.” I return to my chair, rearranging the files scattered all over the surface of the desk to make it look like I’m busy so she’d leave. Unfortunately, she doesn’t get the hint.

“I don’t mind. I want you to share these things with me, Andrew.” She inches toward me, her voice borderline whiny.

“You do?” I lift my eyes to hers, arching a single brow.

“Of course.” She pauses, taking a deep breath.

For an instant, I see a bit of vulnerability. It’s a different look for her. She’s usually confident. It’s one of the things that attracted me to her when we first met. She knows what she wants and goes after it. She wanted me, but not the trappings of a traditional relationship. I wanted the same things. It was the perfect arrangement. But after the way we left things the last time we saw each other, I get the feeling it’s no longer enough for her, that we’ve hit our expiration date.

“These past several weeks I haven’t seen you made me realize how much I do care for you.”

“You do?”

“I know this was just supposed to be fun, a way for both of us to blow off some steam, but I’ve missed you.” Peering at me through seductive eyes, she hooks her foot in my rolling chair and drags me closer. “Didn’t you miss me?” She wraps her arms around my neck, slithering off the desk and onto my lap, straddling me.

A few weeks ago, I would have pushed her panties aside and screwed her in this very position, not caring who might hear us. But I haven’t given Skylar a second thought since the morning Brooklyn stopped by the hockey rink and I almost kissed her. The only woman on my mind lately, the only woman who matters, is Brooklyn. I suppose she always has been.

“Skylar…”

She pulls back, shaking her head in what I can only describe as disappointment mixed with a side of confirmation. “I’ve heard that tone before. Why do I get the feeling I won’t like what you’re about to say?”

“Because you probably won’t.”

She raises herself off me and crosses her arms in front of her chest, glaring. “Well then, get on with it.”

I stand, looking at her with a mixture of compassion and indifference. “I told you from the beginning I wasn’t looking for a serious relationship.”

Her expression softening, she approaches me once more, running her hand down my chest. “And I thought the same thing. But it seems more girls I went to college with are settling down, having families. It got me thinking about what’s next for me. We could be good together, if you just give me a chance, Andrew.”

I release a heavy sigh, rubbing my temples. “That may be so,” I agree, not wanting to tell her she’s not even close to the type of woman I see myself forming a long-term relationship with. She’s exactly like every other girl I’ve dated—pretty, young, petite, and somewhat lacking in the intelligence department. I suppose not feeling any more than a physical attraction has always helped me guard my heart. “But there are other considerations I need to think about.”

“Of course,” she sneers, rolling her eyes. “Your kids.”

My jaw firms, my position unwavering. “Yes. They’re young. They need stability.”

A hand caresses my arm, her gesture unlike her normal advances toward me. She’s compassionate, warm, at complete odds with the almost predatory woman I thought her to be. “I can give you that.”

I stare deep into her pleading eyes, wishing I could believe her. She reminds me too much of Carla. Skylar’s young, a dancer for the Celtics. I know her type. She’s interested in me now because she likes being able to attach her name to mine. Eventually, someone with more star power will come along and she’ll trade up. I can’t put my girls through that again.

“Maybe you can, but I’m not willing to take the risk.”

“So… What?” She reels back, her eyes on fire, her voice a high-pitched shriek. It’s a complete one-eighty from her kindhearted demeanor a second ago. “That’s it? All you were interested in was an occasional booty call whenever it suited you?”

“You knew what this was when you signed up, Skylar. I never misled you.”

In a last-ditch effort, she grabs my belt, tugging me toward her. She palms my crotch, but my body refuses to ignite. “Can you really stand there and tell me you’re willing to walk away from this?” She lifts herself onto her toes, her lips trailing along my neck. It still does nothing for me. “Even you have to admit the sex has been amazing.”

“Yes, it has.” I grasp her hand and remove it, stepping away. “But I’ve had amazing sex before. Hell, I married amazing sex. And it walked out on me, on all of us, when something better came along. I’m glad you’re looking for something more serious, and I’m sure you’ll make another man very happy. I won’t lie to you and promise to try when my heart isn’t in it. No one deserves to be played with, and that wasn’t my intention. If you feel I did, I apologize, but I can’t give you what you want. If you can’t accept that, I don’t know what else to say.”

Her lip curls, the coldness in her eyes causing a chill to trickle down my spine. Before I can placate her further, she reels back, landing a hard slap to my cheek, momentarily surprising me. It stings, but I suffered much more brutal attacks on the ice. Her palm against my face is no more than a pinprick in comparison.

“What was that for?” I ask, unfazed.

“For using me.”

“I’m sorry you think that,” I answer in a calm tone, which only makes her even more upset, the vein in her forehead twitching, her face reddening.

“You think you can just fuck me for six months, then when I want to get serious, use those kids as an excuse?”

I remain silent, refusing to respond to her outburst. This isn’t the first time a woman I’m casually seeing wants to take things to the next level. It usually happens around the four-month mark. But I’ve always remained clear in my intentions. I’ve never engaged in conversations regarding any dreams for a future. I even told them they were free to move on or see other people when they felt the need. It may make me sound like a prick, but it’s the best I can offer anyone at this point in my life.

“Well, I have news for you. You won’t always be able to use them as an excuse. One day, they’ll be adults and in relationships of their own, leaving you all alone, wishing you didn’t turn me down.”

“Perhaps, but right now, those kids are my priority. And as long as they remain my responsibility, my stance on this is firm.”

She pauses, stammering, trying to come up with anything to convince me to reconsider my position, but nothing will. Realizing that, she huffs, stomping toward the doorway. As she’s about to disappear down the hallway, she whirls around, her eyes on fire.

“For the record, I’ve had better sex.”

“Duly noted.”

My response not what she expected, she opens her mouth, then snaps it shut, storming off.

I hold my breath, waiting to see if she’s going to stomp back in for yet another attempt to persuade me to change my mind. When she doesn’t, I slump into my chair with a sigh, rubbing my temples.

“I’ve got to stop sleeping with girls under thirty,” I mutter to myself.

“That’s probably a good idea,” a female voice quips.

I whip my head up. My heart immediately drops to the pit of my stomach, and I can’t help but think I did something to piss off the big man upstairs. First, Skylar shows up to convince me to take things to the next level. And now Carla. Again.

“What do you want?” I bark.

She hesitates, chewing on her bottom lip, tugging on the hem of her suit jacket. The way she carries herself makes her appear nervous. When we were together, she didn’t have a shy or uncertain bone in her body. She did what she wanted without a care for what anyone thought.

“Do you mind if I sit?”

I glower at her. “It doesn’t matter what I want. You’ll do whatever you want, regardless of my feelings.”

Her hopeful expression falls as she averts her eyes. “Please, Andrew. I’ve been trying to work up the courage to come here ever since I ran into you almost a month ago.”

“Back in the area now, are you? Last I heard, you’d left Chase and were working as a waitress in one of the Indian casinos in Connecticut.”

“Yes. That’s where I met Rob, my husband. We relocated here for his work a few years ago.”

“How nice.” My tone is filled with sarcasm. “So tell me what you want, then leave. And next time you get the urge to come see me, I recommend you skip the family reunion because I’m not interested in catching up.” I cross my arms in front of my chest, leaning back in my large chair.

She rocks on her heels, taking a moment to collect her thoughts. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking over the past few weeks. After seeing you and the girls, the guilt and regret…” She meets my hardened stare, undeterred by the harshness in my gaze. “I’ve often wondered about them. What shows they like to watch. What their favorite colors are. If you taught them how to skate, like I have a feeling you did, considering you bought Alyssa skates when she wasn’t even born yet.” Her lips lift slightly in the corners.

“All things you would have known if you weren’t selfish and abandoned them.” Standing, I place my palms on the desk, leaning into her, my imposing frame dwarfing hers. I hate that she’s here, that she’s speaking so fondly of my kids. “After learning I couldn’t play hockey anymore, I was going through the worst time in my life. Instead of being there for us, you checked out, started sleeping with the guy who took my place on the ice.” My jaw clenches and my nose turns up in disgust. “So I don’t owe you anything, not a single iota of information about how those girls are thriving, what they like to do, what they like to eat. The minute you disappeared, having full knowledge of what my mother had done to us, how it affected us, you were dead to me.”

She shifts on her feet, stepping away from the large wooden desk and toward a sitting area containing a couch and a love seat. Her eyes scan the framed photos and newspaper clippings hanging there, many of which used to adorn the walls of the café. Once I took this job, I brought them here so the place would seem more like a trendy coffee shop and bar rather than a memorial to my fallen hockey career.

“Do you miss it?” She glances over her shoulder, then fully turns toward me. “The thrill of the ice? Hearing tens of thousands of people cheering your name?”

“Of course I do.” My expression softens, my voice laced with longing. “For as long as I can remember, the only thing I wanted was to play hockey. I worked my tail off, sacrificing everything to make that happen. So when I had to retire after a few seasons…” I shake my head, the anger bubbling back to the surface. “It killed me.” I look away, feeling exposed. Clearing my throat, I straighten my spine, returning my emotionless eyes to hers. “So, as much as I’ve enjoyed this little trip down memory lane, why don’t you tell me why you’re here.”

She squares her shoulders, drawing in a deep breath. I have a feeling I’m not going to like whatever she’s about to say, but nothing could have prepared me for the words that fall from her mouth.

“I’d like to get to know them. Alyssa and Charlotte. I’d like to be a part of their lives. I’d like them to get to know their brother.”

I stare at her, mouth agape, eyes wide. Then I break out into a laugh, thinking I must be in some alternate universe. “You’re joking, right?”

“You have to realize how difficult it was for me to come here and ask this of you. I know I haven’t given you any reason to want to grant my request, but—”

“You’re right,” I interrupt with a snarl. “You haven’t. And if you think I’ll ever let you near those two girls just so you can destroy them, you’re sadly mistaken.” My voice booms against the walls of my office. I’m sure the other members of the athletic staff can hear, but I don’t care. I can’t control my emotions, not when it comes to those girls. Especially when it comes to what Carla did to them. “So get out of my sight right now or I will call security and have you escorted out of here.”

She raises her palms toward me in a sign of surrender. “Fine. At least I know I tried to do the right thing.” She heads toward the door.

“The right thing?” I shoot back in disbelief, following her. “So now you’re interested in doing the right thing? You’re about six years too late for that, Carla.”

She faces me, her expression still calm, despite my outburst. “I get that I hurt you, Andrew. And you can hate me every day for the rest of your life. But don’t those girls deserve to know their mother?”

“Mother? Are you seriously referring to yourself as their mother? That term deserves respect, admiration. You are not their mother. Even though you gave birth to them, that does not make you their mom.”

“At some point, they’re going to have questions and will no longer be satisfied with whatever answer you’ve been giving them. You can’t keep them from me forever.”

I widen my stance, my fiery eyes glaring down on her. Like the Carla I used to know, she doesn’t flinch. “Is that a threat? Because I assure you, I will do whatever it takes to keep those girls safe, to protect them from feeling even an ounce of pain.”

“It’s not a threat,” she sighs, her tone even. “I’m simply stating a fact. They’ll eventually wonder where they came from, who their biological mother is. They’ll want to know more than that I left. What are you going to tell them then?”

“The same thing I have for years. That they don’t need to worry about that because their mother was a fucking coward. The only mothers they need to concern themselves with are the women in my life who stepped in when you bailed.”

“You claim I was selfish to leave like I did. And I was. I admit that.” She briefly looks to the ceiling, blowing out a small breath. “God, I’d do anything to go back in time and tell my younger self to think about what she’s doing, but I can’t. I don’t have a machine that can send me back to the day I made the worst decision of my life. I can’t take it back. But I can try to make it right going forward. So please. I beg you, Andrew. Stop thinking about how much I hurt you. Instead, think about what’s best for the girls. I’m sure you’ve made mistakes you regret, things you wish you could change. Just… Just think about it.”

Her words ring in the air between us for a moment before she turns, leaving me alone to stew. If I hated her before, my animosity has increased at the thought of her being a part of my girls’ lives. I was the one who changed their diapers, who sang them to sleep when they woke from a nightmare, who cleaned their cuts and scrapes when they fell. She doesn’t get to waltz back into their lives and pretend the last six years never happened.

Fuming, I slam the door, the impact causing one of the framed photos to fall to the floor, the glass shattering. It takes all the restraint I possess to not punch the cement wall and scream. That woman is delusional if she thinks I’ll willingly allow her access to my girls. I don’t care what it takes. I’ll fight her every step of the way.


Chapter Twenty-Two


BROOKLYN

Pinks and purples fill my vision. A floral arrangement here. A serviette there. Polite chatter surrounds me, but I don’t hear a word that’s said. Instead, I smile, feigning interest as Mrs. Bradford parades me in front of her friends who have assembled at the Cambridge Tea Room for my bridal shower. Every single one of them is unfamiliar, many having flown here from Georgia just for the occasion. Mrs. Bradford doesn’t let me forget that fact, either, repeatedly commenting it would have been easier on all involved if I had agreed to have the bridal shower and wedding down south.

As I listen to their conversations, I have to fight my desire to roll my eyes. These women are well-off members of southern social circles. They speak of their vacation homes in Palm Beach or the Hamptons, their ski chalets in Aspen or Sun Valley, their yachts and cars. This lifestyle is so foreign. I feel like I have nothing to add to the conversation. Worse, some of them look upon me, their noses raised, as if I’m nothing more than another one of Wes’ charity projects, like he found me in the slums and provided a chance at a better life. Is that how he sees me? As just another charity project?

Over the past several weeks, I’ve devoted all my attention to Wes and making things work between us. After his beautiful second proposal, he deserved nothing less. As he made love to me over and over again that night, I was convinced we had finally found our place as a couple, that our love would be strong enough to survive anything life threw at us.

But the following morning, it felt like the night before never happened. Wes was back to being the serious workaholic I knew him to be. I imagined spending a lazy Sunday in bed with him, something we’d never done. Instead, he got up early and went into the office, saying he was behind on a bunch of projects. I tried not to act disappointed, tried not to be overly clingy, but I needed Wes. Being with him is the only thing that quiets the doubts. With him, I’m at peace in the path I’ve chosen. Away from him, turmoil clouds everything else. Am I doing the right thing? Am I willing to forgo excitement and passion for dependability?

“And you’re still planning to start school in the fall?” an annoyingly pleasant voice asks, bringing my attention away from the overtly feminine decorations that seem more suitable for a baby shower. Even the mountain of gifts adorning the long table at the head of the room are wrapped in shades of purple and pink. My two least favorite colors.

I smile at the petite woman with blonde hair wearing a floral dress. I can’t remember her name, but Mrs. Bradford introduced her as the wife of one of their high-paying clients at the architecture firm. “Yes, I am.”

“That’s admirable, what with Wes soon taking the helm at the company and everything.”

I furrow my brow. “He is?”

“Of course, dear. At least that’s my understanding.” She nods toward Mrs. Bradford. “Joel says your husband is ready to retire and hand the reins over.”

“That’s correct,” she confirms in that smooth southern accent of hers. “My dear James claims work’s impeded his golf game.”

There’s a fluttering of polite laughter as I stand there, a deer caught in the headlights. Why didn’t Wes say anything? This is a big deal. He’s worked his entire life to follow in his father’s footsteps. He studied hard, graduating at the top of his class. He does everything he can to bring new and innovative ideas to the firm, hoping to show his father he’s ready to take over. Why didn’t he share this important development with me? Then again, I’ve kept so much from him, too, but I’m trying to get better. I’m trying to make an effort. Is he?

“Now that you mention it, he may have said something to that effect.” I grit a fake smile. “We’ve just been so busy with agreeing on blueprints for the new house and getting all the contractors lined up, it must have slipped my mind.”

“I don’t know why he’s even going through the trouble when he’ll need to move back to Atlanta if he wants to run the company,” Mrs. Bradford interjects. This time, I can’t hide my surprise, shooting wide eyes to hers. Her expression is self-righteous and smug. “You can’t expect him to run things from here, can you?”

“I…”

I feel blindsided, unsure what to say. From the beginning, I’ve known Wes had his sights set on taking over the company, of propelling it to the next level, focusing on greater sustainability and less environmental impact. Never did I think he’d have to go back to Atlanta to do that.

Does he think I’ll just leave my home? Sacrifice the work I’ve put in to get this far in my career just to give it up, like his mother hopes I will? Is this why he wanted to get married so soon? So he could trap me into the marriage, leaving me no choice but to follow him wherever he wants to go? The idea makes me sick.

“Dear me…,” the woman says, appearing genuinely remorseful. “It’s not my place to say. I should never have opened my mouth, considering how full your hands are with planning a wedding.”

I force a smile, pretending this news doesn’t hit me in the gut like it does. “It’s all right.” I raise my lemonade to my lips, bracing for the sugary concoction to assault my taste buds. I would give anything to have a flask of rum or vodka. Hopefully Molly will come better prepared than me, even though she’s pregnant. “Thankfully, Mrs. Bradford’s been an enormous help in that regard. She’s taken the guesswork out of everything.” I try to hide the annoyance in my tone. “All I have to do is show up when she tells me. She even made sure I had the perfect dress to wear today.”

I survey the bright white, A-line sundress with more layers of tulle than necessary. She claims she’d bought it for Julia, Wes’ sister, to wear to her bridal shower. That was before she up and eloped. When I first heard the story, I wondered why anyone would give up having the wedding of their dreams. However, after the past month of pre-wedding appointments and festivities, I know why she did it.

“Oh, come now,” Mrs. Bradford interjects, her lips turning up into a smile as fake as most of these women’s boobs. “You make it sound like I’m making all the decisions. We both know that’s not true. You chose your own wedding dress, even after I spent hours pre-selecting ones that would complement the look the planner had envisioned. Now she has to scramble to change gears and redesign everything.” She lowers her voice. “I’m still not sure how you were able to pay for the dress on your own.”

“Like I told you, it was an early wedding gift from Molly.” I take another sip of my lemonade, hoping she can’t hear the shakiness in my tone. I can’t exactly tell her Drew paid for the dress. She doesn’t know our history, but it would only encourage questions…ones I don’t want to answer. I still grow uneasy about how I’ll feel walking down the aisle to Wes adorned in a dress Drew bought me.

“I guess there’s quite a bit of money in writing porn,” Mrs. Bradford comments rudely, making her distaste for my best friend clear. The instant she learned what Molly did for a living, she’s harbored nothing but animosity for her.

“She doesn’t write porn,” I respond in an even tone. “She’s a romance author. One of the most successful romance authors out there today, to be precise.”

Mrs. Bradford looks back to her circle of friends and mutters, “Like I said, she writes porn.”

“We prefer if you call it ‘mommy porn’,” a voice cuts through. I fling my eyes to where Molly stands, her arms crossed over her stomach that seems to have ballooned in size almost overnight. Then again, I haven’t seen her much recently.

After Wes’ proposal do-over, I realized spending time with Drew was clouding my rationale, messing with my brain. Never again did I want to see the pained expression that adorned Wes’ face when he learned I ditched our wedding responsibilities to spend time with Drew. So I’ve kept my distance from him. Unfortunately, that also means keeping my distance from Molly, Gigi, and the girls. I haven’t blown him off altogether, but our interactions are at a minimum, just enough so he doesn’t get suspicious and try to ruin what I’ve been working on with Wes. I hate it, but I can’t think of a better way.

“Actually, we prefer if you don’t even use that term, since it degrades the amount of time, effort, and creativity it takes to write a book.” Her statement is met with silence before she continues. “Have any of you ever written a book?”

The silence only grows as everyone avoids Molly’s gaze, obviously embarrassed she overheard the conversation. This is one of the things about Molly I’ve always admired. She doesn’t care what others think of her. And she has no problem speaking her mind. There are times I wish I could be more like that.

“By the lack of response, I’m assuming none of you have. So you have no idea how many hours go into crafting a story, developing characters, making the reader want to root for those characters, using the only tool you possess, your words, to make your reader physically feel the connection between your characters. Romance is one of the hardest genres to write, but I love it. And billions of readers love it, too. So you can stand there and pretend you’re too good to read romance, but I’m pretty sure you all have so-called ‘trashy’ books downloaded onto your e-readers that you read one-handed.”

Eyes widen in response as I struggle to stifle a laugh. I look at her, her lips formed into a satisfied smirk. I’ve never been more happy to see Molly. I need this right now, need to joke and laugh with my best friend like we used to before life got complicated.

“If you’ll be so kind as to excuse us, I need to steal the bride for a minute. You know. Maid of honor stuff.”

She grips my hand and tugs me away from Mrs. Bradford and her minions, heading straight to an hors d’oeuvres station. Without saying a word, she grabs a plate and proceeds to pile it high with every type of finger food available, sometimes taking two or three of each.

“Hungry?” I ask timidly, waiting for her to unleash her anger at my disappearing act over the past month.

“Starving. Fuck this eating for two bullshit. I feel like I’m eating for ten.”

I look around the room, a few familiar faces still missing. “Is Aunt Gigi coming?” I wouldn’t blame her if she doesn’t show.

Molly narrows her eyes at me. “Why? Think she’ll blow you off just because you’ve been avoiding us lately?”

“I haven’t been avoiding you,” I argue. “We’ve seen each other at least once a week.”

“We’ve seen each other,” she emphasizes, gesturing between our two bodies. “You haven’t seen anyone else. Gigi, the girls… Drew.”

“Like I told you. I’ve been swamped with work.”

“Mmm-hmm. Good luck with that.”

“With what?”

“With that story. You know how Gigi can be.” She nods at the entrance. I follow her line of sight to see her aunt heading toward us, Alyssa and Charlotte on either side of her. The second Charlotte sees me, she breaks into a run, the joy on her face melting my heart.

I crouch down, taking her into my arms as she barrels into me. “Auntie Brook! I’ve missed you so much.”

I sigh, basking in Charlotte’s tiny arms squeezing me tightly. “I’ve missed you, too, peanut. So much.” I pull back so she can see the sincerity in my eyes.

“Why haven’t you been at dinner?” Her happy expression falls, and I hate that I’m the cause of it.

What can I possibly tell her? That her father’s always been my one weakness and I need to stay as far away as possible for my own sanity? She’ll never understand why I need to distance myself from him. No one will. No one knows about that one night I finally let my guard down only to learn the passing of the years hadn’t changed anything. I was still just as invisible to Drew as a twenty-five-year-old woman as when I was a fifteen-year-old girl. I almost made that same mistake again…before Wes reminded me of what’s important.

“Auntie Brook’s been very busy with work. Isn’t that right?” Gigi says pointedly.

“That’s right.” I raise myself back to standing, meeting her eyes.

“Will you be coming tomorrow night?” Alyssa asks.

“Yes, Brooklyn.” Gigi crosses her arms in front of her chest, giving me a sanctimonious smile. “Will you be attending family dinner tomorrow night? Or have you forgotten what’s important?”

“I haven’t forgotten what’s important.”

“So you’ll be there then?” She arches a brow.

I refocus my attention on Alyssa and Charlotte. “I’ll try my best.”

Aunt Gigi lets out an irritated sigh just as Mrs. Bradford’s voice cuts through the room, telling everyone to please find their assigned seats for the first course. I’ve never been more grateful for the interruption.

“Come on, girls.” I reach toward Alyssa and Charlotte. They both take a hand without complaint. “You’re at my table. And I want to hear everything you’ve been up to the past few weeks.”

“Alyssa has a new boyfriend,” Charlotte volunteers excitedly.

I look from Charlotte to Alyssa, both dressed in the same green and white floral dress. “You do?”

She shrugs sheepishly.

“And what’s his name?”

“Connor.”

“He has a Yankees backpack,” Charlotte offers. “Daddy says he’s not allowed in our house. Ever.”

We all burst out laughing.

“If I know your father, I have a feeling he most likely wouldn’t be allowed into your house anyway, but the Yankees thing makes it a certainty.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa agrees as we approach the table, the two girls sitting on either side of me. “At least he’s not a Canadiens fan.”

“That would not go over well with your father at all.” I lift my water to my lips, basking in the familiarity of these people. A ball of regret forms in my stomach from avoiding them the past month, but what choice did I have? There isn’t room in my heart for both Wes and Drew, so I had to make a decision…one I should have made a long time ago.


Chapter Twenty-Three


BROOKLYN

Unwrapped gifts lay scattered before me, like shells lost to the sea. I can’t remember ever registering for anything. I didn’t even know we had a registry. Again, Mrs. Bradford must have made all the decisions regarding what items her son and his future wife should have in their home. I’m not sure if I should be grateful or extremely creeped out by the idea that she picked out the expensive Egyptian cotton bedsheets we’ll be having sex on.

The entire shower has seemed like one big spectacle, every woman in attendance trying to one up the other with the gift they bought, even though they barely know me. I’ve never wanted to be somewhere else more than I do right now. I pray this display is almost over so I can disappear into my townhouse for some much-needed “me” time. I eventually need to talk to Wes about what it means for us if he takes over the company, but after this afternoon, I just want to forget about everything…about the wedding, about the house, about my future.

I stand from the chair placed in the front of the room, plastering a fake smile on my face as I address everyone. “Thank you for coming today. Your generosity means so much to Wes and me.” I swallow hard, heat rushing over me when I meet Aunt Gigi’s eyes. This woman practically raised me. If anyone can sense the indecision plaguing me, she can. These past few weeks have been nothing short of an emotional roller coaster. One minute, I’m certain I’m on the right path. The next, I’m questioning everything. Now faced with the possibility of Wes relocating to Atlanta, I’m even more unsure. “I’m looking forward to celebrating our marriage with all of you, as well.” My voice is anything but convincing.

A few guests in attendance begin to stir, the party winding down, when Molly jumps up from her seat beside mine. “Wait. The fun’s not quite over yet. No bridal shower is complete without a game.”

I fling my eyes to her, shooting daggers.

She ignores my stare, continuing to address the room. “To make this as authentic and entertaining as possible, we didn’t tell the bride what we were up to. Thankfully, Mrs. Bradford offered her assistance.” She nods at my future mother-in-law. I wonder why these two would willingly work together on anything, unless they had a common goal. My stomach rolls at what that could be.

From the beginning, Mrs. Bradford has made it clear she isn’t exactly a fan of my marriage to Wes. And I know for a fact Molly thinks this is a bad idea, even though she’s repeatedly stated if this is what I want, she’ll support me. Now I worry I won’t like what’s about to take place.

“So everyone gather ’round and make sure you can see.” Molly claps excitedly, turning to set up her laptop on the table behind me. I approach her, leaning close.

“What are you doing?” I hiss under my breath. “I didn’t want a shower in the first place, but Mrs. Bradford insisted. You said it would be okay, that you’d do everything to make it as enjoyable as possible. A stupid shower game is not enjoyable. You know this.”

She faces me with a sigh, her eyes soothing. She runs her hands up and down my arms, comforting me. “I promise. This isn’t a stupid shower game. Trust me. Do you think I’d resort to doing a lame scavenger hunt for items we find in people’s purses?” she scoffs. “Give me a little credit. I’m much more creative than that.”

“That’s what scares me, Molly.”

“Come on,” she encourages. “Have I ever steered you wrong before?”

“I can name a few such occasions, like our weekend getaway to the Cape one summer during college. I’m pretty sure that place you found for us to stay in has since been condemned.” My stare softens as the memory returns. I didn’t grow up accustomed to the finer things in life, but I did like things clean, free from grime…and used condoms littering the floor. It wasn’t amusing at the time, but now I look back and laugh at the memory of the dump she booked.

“True, but you trusted me when I said it would work out, and it did, didn’t it?”

“I suppose.” It’s true. Instead of abandoning our plans, we found a campground on the beach and stayed there. We made friends with several other college students who were camping there, and are still in touch with several of them.

“It just goes to show, you may not like my ideas, but you always learn to appreciate them. So please, play along. I promise, you’ll appreciate this, too.” She places her hands on my shoulders and forces me back into the chair decorated to look like a cheesy throne, streamers and bows adorning it with the word “bride” on the back.

Returning her attention to the guests, she smiles a fabricated smile, oozing excitement. “We’re going to play a version of the Newlywed Game.”

There’s polite clapping, along with some laughs, a stark juxtaposition to the dread filling me at the idea of sitting here and answering questions about Wes. True, I’ve been trying to make time for him, but even when we’re together, it doesn’t seem like either one of us is present. My nose is usually stuck in a book, getting a jump-start on some recommended reading for my upcoming curriculum. Wes is typically glued to his tablet, drawing up plans or checking specs on whatever project has his attention that day. We never just sit and talk.

“First question.” Molly’s voice sounds muffled and far away. “What is Wes’ favorite movie?”

I stare straight ahead, not seeing anyone. My chest tightening, I swallow hard, feeling like every muscle in my body is quivering. A sinking feeling forms in the pit of my stomach that this is Molly’s way of demonstrating how little I know him. I search my memory for the answer. Surely, he must have mentioned it at some point over the past few months, but nothing comes to mind. I pride myself on my observational skills, yet I can’t seem to come up with a single movie Wes might consider his favorite, my brain refusing to remember.

“Come on, the future Mrs. Bradford,” Molly goads. She doesn’t mean anything by it, but it still stings.

Having no clue, I blurt out the first thing that pops into my mind. “The Godfather?”

Molly gives me a sideways glance, knowing all too well why I chose that. It’s her brother’s favorite movie. “Hmm… Let’s see what Wes has to say.”

She presses a button on her laptop and Wes’ voice fills the room. The sweet southern drawl that once soothed me only serves as a reminder of how inadequate I am. I shift my eyes to the screen, my stomach rolling when I take in his appearance in the prerecorded video. He’s been so busy, yet he found the time to answer these questions for her…and for me. I couldn’t even put in the effort to learn these things about him. Why do I feel like I’ll never measure up to what Wes deserves?

“It’s a Wonderful Life,” he answers with a charismatic smile. His hair is neatly groomed, his tie perfectly straight as he sits in front of the large windows in his office. “It’s cheesy and nostalgic, but I’m a cheesy and nostalgic kind of guy. I like the idea that it’s never too late for a second chance, that sometimes the people we surround ourselves with are more important than money or material possessions.”

I swallow hard, studying my guests, who seem to be looking upon me with pity. You can hear a pin drop in the stiff silence. Gone is the polite chatter, the clinking of ice against glass, the shuffling of plates. I almost want to ask each of them if they know their significant other’s favorite movie, but don’t. They probably do.

“Well, let’s move on,” Molly says finally. “It’s my fault. I put you on the spot. Just take a deep breath.” She meets my eyes. “I’m sure you’ll get the rest of them.” She lifts the next note card and reads another question, the acid churning in my stomach burning a little more with each answer I can’t give.

This goes on for several minutes. Molly asks a question, one I should know. Thankfully, some of them I do, like what side of the bed he prefers. But for many of the questions, the ones that would require some sort of conversation, I’m clueless. She said to trust her, that even though I may not initially agree with her ideas, I eventually learn to appreciate them. I doubt I’ll ever appreciate her putting me on display in front of Mrs. Bradford’s friends and family, confirming her belief that I’m not right for her son. At first, I wanted to prove her otherwise, but now I can’t help but think I am wrong for Wes.

“Last question, and it’s a good one.”

I close my eyes, bracing for yet another one I won’t be able to answer.

“When did you first say I love you?”

My shoulders fall and I shake my head. Tears prickle my eyes, a lump forming in my throat. Every person in a committed relationship with their soulmate should be able to answer this question with no problem. But not me.

I look at Molly, silently begging her to put an end to this. With a sympathetic smile, she hits the spacebar on her laptop.

“Last September when I took her to Paris,” Wes answers with certainty. “We’d been dating for about two months. I had to go for work, so I asked her to come with me. One day, she said she wanted to see Père Lachaise cemetery, and I thought it was the perfect place to tell her.” He laughs, looking into the distance, as if recalling the day. “I know it may sound weird to tell someone you love them in a cemetery, but people flock thousands of miles to see the tombs of Abelard and Héloïse, the two fated lovers who were forced to live apart. They wrote beautiful letters to each other until Abelard died. I couldn’t think of a more fitting place.

“I was nervous as hell. I knew I loved her, even though things had been pretty casual up until that point. Regardless, she deserved to know how I felt, even if she didn’t love me. In time, I knew she would. At least, I hoped she would.” He flashes the camera his brilliant smile. “I’ve always worn my heart on my sleeve, but Brooklyn… She’s always been more…guarded. I don’t fault her. That’s one of the things I love about her. She doesn’t give her heart willingly. You have to earn it. I’m so glad she thought me deserving of her heart.”

Molly hits the spacebar, pausing the video, the silence in the room deafening. “Oops,” she says. “My finger slipped before I gave you a chance to answer.”

I keep my head lowered, doing everything I can to not burst into tears in front of these strangers. It’s what Mrs. Bradford expects. The sanctimonious smirk on her face as I return my eyes to the assembled guests confirms my suspicions.

But are those things really important? Does it matter whether I know his favorite holiday or food? Does it matter whether I know the name of his childhood pet or imaginary friend? Are these things a valid indicator of whether we’re a good fit? I know several people who can answer these questions about their spouses but are miserable in their relationship. I’m not. Wes makes me happy, and I know I make him happy, even if I can’t say with any certainty what his favorite type of beer is. These are just things that make up our history. All things we can continue to learn about each other over the years.

At least that’s what I try to convince myself after I finally escape all the judgmental eyes, unable to even look at Molly, and drive back to my house. Most brides probably spend the evening of their shower going through the gifts they received. I don’t. I spend it curled up on my couch, a pint of Ben & Jerry’s in my hand, watching It’s a Wonderful Life.


Chapter Twenty-Four


DREW

It’s not often I find myself with a free day to do whatever I’d like. Usually, when Molly or Gigi watch the girls, it’s because I have a game or work. But today, I have neither. The house is peaceful and serene. There are a hundred things I can do to occupy my time until the girls get home from Brooklyn’s bridal shower, but I need to keep my mind off her approaching nuptials. I can’t do that in my house, where every room holds a memory of her. Instead, I head out to meet an old hockey friend to have a drink and catch up.

“I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw your name pop up on my phone,” Parker says when he sees me enter the bar area of the restaurant where we agreed to meet. He’s almost as tall as me and even more muscular. We played together professionally until I no longer could.

I reach my hand toward him and we shake before patting each other on the back in a typical bro-hug. “What can I say? I had a free afternoon and knew I couldn’t avoid you forever.”

“Damn straight.” He returns to his barstool and signals the bartender. “Don’t worry. I ordered a few appetizers so they’d serve me a beer. Fucking puritanical laws.”

I shake my head. “Part of me thinks the restaurants are the ones who convince the local lawmakers to keep those laws in place. They make even more money that way.”

“Agreed.” Parker picks up the pilsner glass containing an amber liquid as a bartender approaches and takes my order for a pale ale. When it arrives, I take a sip, relaxing. “So you’re kid-free today?”

“I am.” I return my glass to the bar. “It’s weird. Usually the only time I have to myself is when the team’s on the road.”

“How old are they now?”

“Alyssa is eight and Charlotte is six,” I respond with a gleam in my eyes. It always happens. No matter how crappy a day I’m having, I can’t control the pride that fills me when someone asks about my kids.

“Wow.” He shakes his head. “Has it been that long?”

I nod. “I still can’t believe it.”

“Man, it seems like just yesterday I was standing on the ice, watching them wheel you away on a stretcher.”

Averting my gaze, I swallow hard. “Yeah. Last hockey game I ever played. It’s a blessing in disguise Carla went into labor the same day.” I return my eyes to his, gritting a smile. “At least I won’t always remember February ninth as the day my career ended, but as the day Charlotte was born.” I stare off into the distance. I never considered that, but it’s true. Every year on February ninth, there’s nothing but happiness and celebrations, not a stark reminder of the anniversary I lost the only thing I thought I loved. I was wrong. I have my daughters. That’s all I need.

“So…” I clear my throat. “How do you like coaching? I’m surprised you retired from playing so soon.” Parker’s only a few years older and left the league not long after I did.

He shrugs. “You know how it is. Got married, had kids. Your priorities change.”

“Your wife’s Marisa, right?” I hate even having to ask, but it’s been a few years since we’ve had the opportunity to just talk. During our days on the team, his girlfriend was one of the long-termers. Often, the section of the arena reserved for the wives and girlfriends…or WAGs, as we affectionately called them…was like a revolving door of women. But there were a few who had been there a while. Marisa was one. She was dating Parker before he hit it big in the pros. Their relationship gave me hope that my own tumultuous marriage to Carla would work. But some people can’t be tamed. It took several years for me to learn that lesson, albeit the hard way.

“Yes. Marisa.”

“You finally married her? We took bets on whether you’d ever pop the question.”

He laughs as I sip my beer, happy I picked up the phone and reached out to him. I never take time for myself, unless it was to drop by Skylar’s on my way home from a night game. I’ve missed being able to relax with the guys like I did during my hockey days. Since then, my kids have been my focus, my only friends being my sister and Brooklyn. It’s good to be doing something normal again. Once Carla left, my life became one crazy roller coaster ride after another. I need the normal, even if only for a few hours.

“Yeah, well, when she got pregnant, I decided it was time.”

“And when was this?”

“Well, Aiden turned eighteen months a few weeks ago.”

“You mean to tell me you just married her?” My eyebrows raise as I smirk.

He shrugs.

“Dude…” I shake my head. “You’re lucky she stuck with you that long. Every other woman I know would have hightailed it out of there instead of dealing with your noncommittal ass.”

“Like I’ve told Marisa, I was giving her ample opportunity to test drive me.”

“Test drive?” I laugh harder. “Most test drives only last a few minutes, not ten years.”

“I wanted to make sure she’d be satisfied with the product.”

“Well, congratulations. I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks, man.” He brings his beer back to his mouth and drinks before returning his attention to me. “How about you? Anything serious?”

“Nah. It’s tough when you have kids. Most women my age aren’t willing to deal with the baggage I come with.”

“How about that friend of your sister’s I met a few times? What was her name? Chelsea?”

“Brooklyn,” I correct.

“That’s right. I knew it was some neighborhood in New York. So, what’s her deal? You still close? Man, Carla hated her.” He chuckled, staring into the distance as he recalls the past. “Whenever she was at a game with your sister, Carla would shoot daggers at her, talk shit about her, stuff like that.”

I arch a brow. “Really?”

“Yeah. Marisa used to give me all the gossip. Well, maybe not give me, per se, but you know Marisa. She has two levels of talking. Loud and louder. It was impossible not to listen in on her conversations when she was on the phone with one of the other WAGs.”

“And Carla didn’t like Brooklyn?” I knew she didn’t, but the fact other people picked up on it made me feel a slight bit of vindication for no reason other than that Carla was jealous. And of Brooklyn, of all people. Sweet, innocent, unassuming Brooklyn.

“It’s been a few years, but that little tidbit always stood out. Granted, Marisa was never a fan of Carla, either. Said you deserved better. She was thrilled when she overheard Carla talking to one of the other freeloader WAGs at a game, saying she was finally going to file for divorce. Well, she felt bad for you, but didn’t want to see Carla continue to hurt you, since she’d been screwing Chase for God knows how long. But she always liked Brooklyn, said the idea of childhood friends ending up together warmed her soul and made her cynical heart do backflips.”

“Wait. What?” I ask, unsure I heard him correctly.

“Oh, she was just playing, but she still asks about you and her, claims she gets a feeling from the two of you.”

“No. I’m not talking about Brooklyn.” I blink repeatedly, my mind reeling. My brain screams at me to change the subject, that it’s not worth it, but I need to know more. I thought Carla started cheating on me after the injury forced me out of the game, after Charlotte was born. But if it had been going on longer… I don’t want to think what that could mean. “About Carla. How long she was sleeping with Chase.”

Parker’s eyes widen. “Man, I’m sorry. I thought you knew. I mean, it was public knowledge she moved in with him right after you announced your retirement. We all thought it was a dick move, but—”

“No. I knew that. I just…” I lift my gaze back to his. “How would Marisa overhear Carla talking to one of the WAGs about filing for divorce then? She left me in August. The season didn’t start until October. Even if she mentioned something months before, I was out for the season in February. She had no need to go to the games, not to mention she had just given birth. The only games she went to were the ones I attended, but she sat with me up in the owner’s box. I watched every single game that season, even the ones I couldn’t attend personally. If she went to one, I would have seen her. I would have known.” I stare straight ahead, the labels on the liquor bottles behind the bar blurring together. “Unless Marisa’s referring to the first time she filed for divorce,” I say, my voice low.

“Eh, it doesn’t matter,” Parker encourages me, trying to lighten the atmosphere. “She’s gone. And Chase is stuck selling used cars. They both got what they deserve for what they did to you.”

I shake my head. “No. It’s not that.” I return my eyes to Parker, acid burning my throat at the mere idea. “I know she cheated on me. I didn’t think it was until after my injury. After she had Charlotte. If she’d been cheating on me all along…”

“Oh, shit. No!” Parker blurts out, reading my thoughts. “Don’t even go there.”

“But she served me with divorce papers one day. The next, she told me she made a mistake, that she was pregnant and wanted to work things out for our baby. What if—”

“Andrew, look, I’m sorry. I never should have said anything. I was just wondering if you and Brooklyn ever hit it off. My intention was never to bring up all that drama. You’re better off without it. I can see that. You had a great year of coaching, which is why I’ve been wanting to get together with you.”

I stare at him, my mind still occupied with the idea of Carla sleeping with Chase before Charlotte was born. I don’t want to consider the possible ramifications, bile rising at the mere thought.

“As you know, Coach Griffin is retiring after this season.”

“I’ve heard.”

Coach Griffin was the head coach when I joined the team over ten years ago. He was a hard-ass, but one of the best coaches out there. If it weren’t for his ability to see something in me, I never would have been put on the ice during the game that changed my career.

“The way the team’s been playing, they could make it to the Stanley Cup. It’ll be great to send him out on that note.” I take another long sip of my beer, the taste suddenly sour.

“Yes, and that bonus in my paycheck will be nice, too. But they’ve been tossing some names around to replace him, have already talked to a few people, but no one seems to have the same passion.”

I smile, but it’s lacking, my focus still elsewhere. “Are you up for the position?”

He shakes his head. “I’m not interested. But your name’s come up on more than one occasion.”

I sit back, allowing that to sink in for a minute. “Huh.”

“I offered to talk to you, feel you out. I know you’re just getting back into the game after being gone for a few years, but you know your stuff. It’s a fantastic opportunity, one that may not come around again.”

“I don’t know. I already hate being gone from my girls as much as I am.”

“That’s understandable. I hate being gone from Aiden, and I’m just one of the assistant coaches. But the love you have for the game… I think you owe it to yourself to at least listen to what they have to say. Can I tell them you’ll do that? And when they offer you a position, I’d be grateful if you’d consider keeping me on as an assistant coach.”

I’d be lying if I said the idea of coaching for the pros didn’t attract me, especially as head coach. Coach Griffin had offered me a position as assistant coach several times in the past, but I always turned him down, making my girls a priority. And they’re still my priority. But I’ve finally found a balance between being a good father and being a great coach. This can be a career-changing opportunity for me, one I’d be crazy not to consider.

“There’s no guarantee they’ll offer me the job or that I’ll take it, but I’ll at least hear them out.”

“Great.” Parker faces forward as the bartender drops off a few plates filled with finger foods. “And again, I’m sorry for bringing up Carla and Chase. I probably just misheard something Marisa said. You know how women can be with their gossip.”

“Yeah.” I’d love to believe it’s only a misunderstanding, but I know Carla. Anything’s possible.


Chapter Twenty-Five


BROOKLYN

A tapping rips through my living room and I fling my eyes open, staring at the home screen of It’s a Wonderful Life on my television. An empty container of Ben & Jerry’s sits on the coffee table, physical evidence of my evening of self-loathing and doubt. Exhaustion settling in my bones, my eyes start to close when I hear the tapping again. It finally sinks in it’s coming from my front door. Although the last thing I want is to talk to anyone, I manage to pull myself from the couch and shuffle to the foyer, thinking perhaps it’s Molly here to apologize.

I open the door and stare into apologetic blue eyes…but they don’t belong to my best friend.

“Hey,” Wes says in a timid voice. “I tried calling, but you weren’t answering your phone.”

“I fell asleep on the couch.”

“I figured. I just… I wanted to talk to you about what I heard happened today.”

I exhale, hanging my head, then step back, allowing him into my home. He walks to the living area, then hesitates. When I lower myself onto the couch, he does the same. His eyes float to the television, a smile crossing his expression.

“It’s a Wonderful Life.”

“Yeah.” I shrug. “It seemed like the right thing after today.”

He draws in a deep breath as he runs his hands down his jeans. It takes me a minute to realize he’s not in a suit. I’ve known Wes for almost a year and have rarely seen him in anything other than a suit. I have to admit, he makes a pair of jeans look fantastic. It has my mind going to places it shouldn’t, especially after today.

“Listen,” he begins. I do everything to brace myself for what I’m sure will follow. His mother probably couldn’t wait to get back to her hotel so she could tell him what happened. In retrospect, I should have expected him to stop by much earlier. Maybe he needed time to figure out what to do.

“Wes, I—”

He holds up his hand, silently pleading with me to let him finish. After everything, it’s the least I can do. I can apologize and make excuses, but it won’t fix this disconnect between us. I don’t think anything will. I’ve tried to convince myself I’m happy, but am I? Is he?

“I should have told you when I found out. I hate you had to stand there, surrounded by all my mother’s stuck-up friends, and be put on the spot like that.”

“It wasn’t just your mother’s friends. Molly, Gigi, and the girls were there, too.”

“God…” He runs his hands through his hair, tugging on it. It looks sexy on him. His disheveled hair reminds me he’s not as perfect as I’ve always believed him to be. “I am so sorry, Brooklyn. I can’t even imagine what you must be thinking right now.”

“Probably the same thing you are.” I pull my legs into my chest, resting my chin on my knees.

“And what are you thinking?” he asks guardedly.

I meet his peaceful eyes, his brows creased as he awaits my response like the accused awaiting the verdict. “That maybe we rushed into this. That maybe we should have taken the time to get to know each other a little better.” I stare up at the ceiling to fight back the lump in my throat, then return my gaze to his. “How is this supposed to work if I can’t even answer what your favorite movie is?”

Wes straightens, his eyes narrowing. “Wait. Is that what you think this is about? That stupid game Molly wanted to do?”

I subtly nod, my brows squeezing together. “Isn’t it?”

He grasps my hands in his. “God, no. Do you think I care about some ridiculous shower game? My mother was the one who chose the questions, for crying out loud. I’m pretty sure she intentionally picked ones you wouldn’t be able to answer. I should have stopped it when I figured that out, but I assumed it was all in good fun.” Then concern fills his expression. “Why? What happened?”

Tears obscure my vision and I struggle to even form the words. “What happened?” I choke out. “What happened was I could only answer a few questions. And with each answer I got wrong, the smugness in your mother’s expression only increased. I sat up there, the entire time thinking I don’t deserve you. That you can probably remember what I wore on any given date, yet I can’t even tell you when you first told me you loved me. Worse, I can’t remember the first time I said it back.”

“Oh, Brooklyn… I am so sorry.” His arms envelope me and he kisses the top of my head. “None of that matters. The only thing that does is that we love each other. Who cares when we said it, where we were, what we were doing? Who cares what you named your favorite doll or what you wanted to be when you were little? All I care about is this, what we have.” He leans back, his intense eyes focused on mine. “And I love what we have. Nothing can change that, not even my mother’s petty little games.”

I breathe a sigh of relief, resting my head against his chest and listening to the thrumming of his heart…tranquil, serene, familiar. The soothing rhythm is like a metronome, one I can tap out in my sleep.

I pull away, my eyes zeroing in on him once more. “But if that’s not why you came to talk to me, then—”

“Mother said you heard about my dad retiring, that I’d be taking over.”

“Oh.” My solace is short-lived as I’m reminded of that. “Yeah. I heard something to that effect.”

His hands cup my cheeks as he brings my face toward his, resting his forehead on mine. “And like I told my father, my life is here. We’re not in the dark ages of technology. I can just as easily run the company from up here as I can in Atlanta. My mother wants me to go back to Georgia, but I like it here, apart from the snow. But if suffering through a nor’easter means having you in my life, I’ll gladly do it. Please know that.”

I exhale a short breath, all the tension I’ve been bottling up since this afternoon melting away. All it takes is a few encouraging words and I’m reminded why marrying Wes is the right thing. He’s faithful, honest, and devoted to ensuring my happiness. What else can I possibly ask for?

“God, your mother must really hate me,” I joke, pulling away and wiping my tears.

“Nah.” He winks. “Well, maybe a little, which is all the more reason for me to keep you up north, as far away from her as possible. Just wait. In a few more years, we’ll go visit and I’ll have picked up this Boston accent everyone seems to have.”

I fling my arms around him, tackling him onto the couch. This is the most laid-back I’ve ever felt around him. It’s what I’ve always wanted for us. I often admired the way Molly and Noah interacted with each other. Tonight, I finally feel some of that with Wes. He’s right. We don’t need to know pointless facts about each other to know this will work. This is easy. It’s comfortable. It’s effortless.

“You better not. Don’t you ever lose that accent of yours.”

“You like my accent?” he asks, his sweet Georgia drawl even more pronounced.

I hover over him, biting my lower lip. “You have no idea what it does to me.”

“Well then…” He hooks a leg around my waist, pinning me against him and flipping me onto my back, his motions quick. “Perhaps you’d be so kind as to let me see exactly what it does to you.”

The playfulness leaves, his eyes darkening with desire as his fingers dig into my sides. Keeping his gaze trained on me, he lowers my yoga pants down my legs, then stands, pushing down his jeans. After he fishes a condom out of his wallet, he returns to me. His mouth finds mine, his kiss soft, consuming me, exploring as if it were the first time our lips have met. Right now, it feels that way, like we’re able to put aside all the troubles we thought plagued our survival, basking in this connection. When he enters me, his motions slow, languid, loving, I lose myself in him, in this moment, forgetting about everything and everyone else.

Well, almost everyone. Everyone except the one person I wish I could forget, the one person I need to forget. The one person I want to forget. The one person I can’t forget.


Chapter Twenty-Six


BROOKLYN

This is a terrible idea, I think as I stare up at Drew’s house Sunday evening. My subconscious is telling me to turn around and go back home, but I need to talk to Molly about what happened at the shower yesterday. All last night, I lay awake as Wes slept beside me, his arm draped across my body. I should have found comfort in his embrace, but I didn’t. His touch bothered me. I don’t want that to be the case. After his beautiful words, I should want…no, crave that man’s touch. I shouldn’t look into his eyes and wish they were brown, deep, and penetrating. It’s time to leave the past in the past.

Lively voices fill the open space as I let myself into the house. It reminds me of so many other Sunday nights. No matter what’s going on in our lives, no matter how busy we are, we always take the time to get together every Sunday night. Even when Drew was playing professional hockey, he made a point to come to Sunday dinner when he was in town. Back then, it was held at his father’s house, but once he got sick and had to be put in a long-term care facility, Drew took over so the tradition didn’t die. And it’s a tradition I love, one I’ve missed over the past few weeks.

Drawing in a deep breath, I steel myself for what needs to be done and continue toward the frivolity. The instant I step into the kitchen, the boisterous voices quiet, several pairs of eyes looking my way. My heart rate picks up and I immediately regret coming. Then I remind myself why I’m here and offer a smile, pretending this is like every other Sunday dinner. By this point, I’ve mastered the art of pretending.

“Auntie Brook!” Alyssa’s excited voice cuts through the awkward tension. I look in her direction to see two little girls running toward me. “You made it!”

“Of course I did.” I crouch to their level, giving both girls a hug and a kiss.

“And you’re wearing pants!” Charlotte says.

I furrow my brow. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You weren’t yesterday. You wore a dress. You don’t like dresses.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because that’s what Daddy said when I told him you were wearing a princess dress.”

“Is that right?” I tear my eyes from Charlotte, meeting Drew’s gaze.

“Glad you could finally fit us into your busy schedule.” His tone is sardonic and biting.

“Yes.” I straighten. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around. I’ll try to be better about managing my time.” I look around the room, surveying all the familiar faces—Molly, Noah, Gigi, Leo. These people love and support me, even if they don’t agree with all my decisions. “You’re all very important to me. No matter what, you always will be.”

“And you’re important to us, Brook.” Molly slings her arm across my shoulders, squeezing me. “More than you realize,” she murmurs in a low voice. “Especially to some people.”

I sigh, stepping back. This is precisely the kind of comment I’ve come here to stop. Keeping up this charade isn’t fair to me, to Drew, to Wes.

“What is it?” Molly asks as the normal Sunday ritual of Gigi kicking Drew out of his own kitchen resumes. It’s like I wasn’t even missing over the past few weeks. Life went on without me. And it will go on without me again. It has to.

“Can we go out back and talk for a second?” I ask.

She narrows her eyes. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. I just…” I chew on my bottom lip, fidgeting with my hands. My mouth suddenly feels dry, my heart racing. “I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

“Okay.” Her response is guarded, but she still loops her arm through mine.

We step out of the French doors into the cool air, heading toward the unlit fire pit. The final remnants of the day are visible, the sun casting an orange hue in the sky, a few birds chirping before settling in for the night. I sit on one of the cement benches surrounding the fire pit and Molly lowers herself beside me.

“What’s going on, Brook?”

I draw in a deep breath as I turn my eyes toward hers. “Did you know what Mrs. Bradford was trying to do yesterday?”

She straightens her spine, her brows furrowing. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. The Newlywed Game. I’m getting married in a month. Married. And you should be supporting me, telling me how excited you are, not doing everything in your power to convince me it’s a bad idea.”

“Do you think it’s a bad idea?” she asks, not answering my question.

“Of course not.” My response is quick. Perhaps a little too quick. “But it’s obvious you do. Why else would you concoct that game unless you wanted to remind me that I don’t know who Wes is? Don’t you think I already know that? I do! I get it. You think we’re rushing into this. And maybe we are. But you can support me at least.”

“I do support you, Brooklyn. And for the record, I honestly thought you’d know the answers to those questions. There was no ill-intent on my part. It’s all stuff I know about Noah. But maybe you should consider the fact you might be rushing into this. It’s obvious you don’t even know him. Not like you should if you’re willing to give him your future.”

“Wes said he doesn’t care about that stuff. And he’s right. A relationship isn’t built on knowing the other’s likes and dislikes. It’s built on love.”

“That’s true. And I’d gladly accept that if I were convinced you loved him.” She assesses me, her gaze unnerving. “I don’t think you do.”

I shoot to my feet, glaring at her, my mouth agape. “How could you say such a thing?”

“Because it’s true,” she responds, standing, her eyes fierce. “You may think you’re great at reading people, but so am I. I know what love looks like. I ran from it for years. Wes loves you. I’ll admit that.” She pauses, her lips pinching into a tight line. “But you don’t love him. There’s no spark, no gleam, no excitement. And I can’t understand why you would marry someone you don’t love.”

I close my eyes, shaking my head, tears welling behind my lids. I refuse to say the words, even though she’s right. You don’t need to be a genius to see my feelings for Wes aren’t as strong as they should be. But I appreciate him. I respect him. I admire him. Can’t that be enough for us? Can’t I learn to love him?

“Why?” she presses when I remain silent. “Why would you give up on the one thing you’ve always dreamed of?” Molly’s voice grows louder with each word she speaks, leaning into me.

It doesn’t matter that I’m outside in the open air, acres upon acres of trees and space surrounding me. I feel trapped, the world closing in, suffocating me. We’re alone, but I feel the burn of a thousand eyes, threatening to expose the secret I’ve kept from everyone for years. There have been so many times I’ve almost told Molly everything, stopping at the last second. The pain of all those chances I gave him. The repeated rejections. The heart-shattering truth it’s taken me years to learn. I’ve kept it buried. I need it to stay buried, not resurrect it for all to see. Everyone has a chapter they don’t want to read out loud. Drew is mine.

“Why would you settle for anything less than what you deserve?” she continues. “What reason could you have for marrying someone who doesn’t make your heart do somersaults whenever you see him? Why, Brooklyn? Please, tell me why so I can understand what’s going on with you!”

Still vehemently shaking my head, I attempt to sidestep around her. “You’d never understand, Molly. You—”

“Just tell me!” she shrieks, gripping my biceps with a force I’m not expecting.

My face flames, all the stress, confusion, and despair that’s been building since I agreed to marry Wes reaching a boiling point. My muscles tense, my nostrils flare as the words slip out far too easily.

“Because I’m in love with Drew!” I shout, then gasp, covering my mouth, just as surprised by my revelation as Molly.

She stares at me with wide eyes, her jaw dropping as my words ring in the air. I’ve kept it in so long, refused to admit it, even with all her teasing and prodding over the years. I’ve always been able to remain firm, claim I value my friendship with her above everything. But that’s not the entire story. No one knows the entire story…even Drew.

“You mean you love him as friends, right? Like you’ve always said?”

I shake my head, collapsing onto one of the cement benches. “No, Molly. Not as a friend. I can’t remember a time when I haven’t been in love with him.”

She sits beside me, bringing her hand to my arm. I peer into her questioning eyes.

“But Drew doesn’t love me.” My voice shakes as I struggle to speak through the lump in my throat. It’s one thing to think those words. To say them out loud gives them meaning, a truth it’s time I learn to accept.

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. He’s made that abundantly clear.”

“When? Did something happen at the museum?” she asks, then lowers her voice. “Was it because of Carla? Drew said you ran into her.”

I laugh sarcastically at the irony of her question, raising myself back to my feet. “It’s always been because of Carla.” I fight to stop my chin from quivering, the memories leaving me raw and gutted. “Or whatever other woman had his attention at the time. I just…” I inhale deeply, collecting my thoughts. “He never saw me, and it’s taken me years to finally wake up and realize it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to.” I start back toward the house, wanting to get out of this place and turn back the clock to my younger days. There are so many things I’d do differently. I never would have given Drew my first kiss. I never would have allowed him to flirt with me over the years, to get my hopes up, only to have him forget about me the next day. And I never would have allowed a very drunk version of him into my bedroom seven years ago.

Molly grips my arm, preventing me from walking away. “What did she say to you?”

“Nothing.”

“Then what did Drew say to you?”

I snort a laugh. “It’s what he didn’t say, Molly. It’s what he never says.”

“Please, Brooklyn. I’m sick of all this talking in code bullshit. Just fucking tell me what happened, what Carla or Drew did to turn you into this.” She gestures at me, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

“This?”

“Yes.” She straightens her spine. “This. This woman who, over the past few years, exhibited my friend less and less. This woman who used to believe in the concept of love so fiercely, she made me believe in it, too.” She pauses, her tone softening. “Do you remember what you said when I tried to deny I was falling for Noah?”

I blink, remaining mute.

“You said it was in our DNA to want to share our lives with someone, to fall in love, but not the kind of love I used to write about in my books. What did you call it?”

“The gritty kind of love,” I answer, my voice barely audible, worried she would hear my truth in them.

“That’s right, Brook. The kind of love you have to work for, that doesn’t come easily, that has absolutely zero resemblance to a fucking fairy tale. The love that hurts, rips out your soul, stomping on it and bringing you to the lowest of your lows. The old Brooklyn would have crossed oceans and climbed mountains to find that kind of love. Where did that girl go?”

“She was forced to realize it wasn’t in the cards for her to have what you have. Look at me, Molly.” I gesture at my tall body. “I’m not the type of girl a guy like Drew will ever love. You’ve seen the girls he’s dated, slept with. I’m not it. I’ll always just be his sister’s best friend. Nothing more.”

I wipe at the tears streaming down my face, surprised at my sudden candor with her. For the longest time, I put her needs ahead of my own, never wanting her to pry too much into my personal life. Now everything I’ve kept from her for years is spewing forth like molten lava, burning and destroying everything in its path…burning and destroying me.

“Yes, you are, Brooklyn,” she assures me with more compassion than I deserve, especially once she learns the truth. “You’re so much more than that. Drew loves you. I know it. I see it in his eyes. I can feel his heart breaking at the idea of you marrying someone else. If you’ll just give him a chance to prove this to you—”

“I did.”

Molly steps back, a blank look on her face. “When?”

I blow out a laugh at how stupid and naïve I’ve been. “So many times.”

“Give me an example.”

I zero in on her, studying her hardened stare. I can’t believe I’m actually going to do this. But I came here tonight to explain why marrying Wes is so important. This is a big part of that.

“One stands out, although I can bore you for hours with instances where Drew broke his promises me. But this one…” My voice wavers as I’m transported back to that night. “After finishing grad school, I was living with my dad so I could save money for my own place. I’d just dropped you off at your apartment from a night at the bars. When I was about to turn down the street, I saw Drew stumbling around the park. He could barely walk, and I was worried something would happen if I left him. I pretty much had to carry him to my car, which you can imagine was quite the feat with how tall and strong he is.

“I asked what he was doing back in the old neighborhood and that’s when he told me Carla had filed for a divorce. He didn’t know where else to go, so he went to the only place that felt like home. When I started to drive him to your dad’s place, he told me I was the only place that felt like home, that he was there to see me.”

I pause, leaving out the other things he said, namely how he wanted to make amends for standing me up the morning he left for college. I never told Molly about Drew being my first kiss. After the pain he caused, I didn’t want anyone to know, wanted to forget about it.

“I knew he was drunk and hurting so I shouldn’t believe a single word that came out of his mouth, but I wanted to.” I look to the sky, tears streaming down my cheeks, before returning my eyes to hers. “God, Molly. I’d been waiting years to hear him say something like that. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to watch him date woman after woman after woman, then learn he got married?”

Molly remains stunned mute by my story, the words I’ve been too scared to speak for years spilling forward.

“It was fucking torture. But what could I do? Tell him?” I swipe at my tears, wrapping my arms around my stomach. “He’d never choose me over the models he dated.”

“What happened?”

“He made so many promises, told me he loved me, how it’s only ever been me. We didn’t sleep together, as much as I wanted to. We did…other things. A lot of other things. Everything except…” My face heats from the memory alone, but I push it down. “He said he wanted to be sober when he made love to me.” The little composure I have left cracks, a new wave of tears spilling forward. I meet Molly’s eyes and repeat the words he said, as if it happened just days ago, not years. “Because, with me, it would be so much more than sex. I was stupid and believed him when I should have been smart enough to know they were just the drunken ramblings of a man scared of losing everything.”

She looks at me with an unfocused gaze. “Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t he say anything?”

A sudden chill envelopes me and I run my hands along my arms. “Because he doesn’t know.” I’m not sure what’s worse. The fact that I kept this from Molly…or from Drew.

Her eyes widen, her jaw becoming slack. “What? How?”

“He was drunk. Really drunk.”

Understanding washes over her expression. “And with his head injuries, excessive amounts of alcohol can severely impact his memory.”

I nod. “When I was making breakfast the next morning, I overheard him talking on the phone. A few things he said piqued my curiosity, so I crept down the hall and eavesdropped. I only heard his side of the conversation, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out he was talking to Carla, that she told him she was pregnant, that she wanted to work things out for their kids’ sakes. As much as I wanted to be angry, I couldn’t, not when he was trying to do right by Alyssa and the baby on the way. He finished the phone call, then came into the living room and looked at me with so much guilt. I wasn’t sure what to do, what to say. That’s when he said he couldn’t remember much of the night before and asked if we slept together. It was a logical assumption, I suppose, especially when you wake up in a girl’s bed. God, it hurt so much to know he couldn’t remember, to know I was that forgettable, even if there was a medical reason for it.”

“What did you say?” Her voice is low, almost hesitant.

“I told him he passed out on my bed and I slept in my dad’s room, that nothing happened.”

Molly’s lips parted and she shook her head, eyes wide. “Don’t you think he deserves to know the truth, deserves a chance to make it right?”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. Drew and me… We’re like opposing magnets. No matter how hard you try to bring us together, an outside force will always pull us apart. But Wes… He’s done something no other man ever has. I may not love him, but he has made me a priority. Do you know I thought he was cheating on me?”

Molly remains silent.

“After you orchestrated my dress shopping excursion with Drew, I decided to surprise Wes at his office. But even though he claimed he would be working late that night, he wasn’t there. And after spending the day with Drew, I was happy he wasn’t there. As ridiculous as it sounds, there was a part of me that wanted Wes to cheat on me. It would mean I’d be off the hook.

“When I got home that Saturday after going to the museum with Drew and the girls, Wes was sitting on my front stoop, worried sick about where I’d been since I’d shut off my phone. He told me what he was doing Friday afternoon when he lied about working late. Do you want to know what that was?”

She simply stares at me.

“Buying us a plot of land where he could build me my dream house. He wanted to surprise me on our wedding night. His plan was beautiful. And I ruined it. Then he got down on one knee and proposed all over again. This time with a ring that’s exactly like the one I’ve always imagined instead of his original choice.” I close my eyes, toying with the beautiful diamond sitting on my left hand. “Wes is a good man. He’s done nothing but make me a priority, and I’ve done nothing but piss on his affection in the hopes that the promises Drew made would come to fruition.” I shake my head.

“I can’t do this anymore. Wes and Drew cannot coexist in my heart. The memory of Drew’s words, of hearing him tell me he loved me as he gave me one of the most intense orgasms I’ve ever had, still tortures me. And he was too drunk to even fucking remember.”

“But—”

Instantly, the sound of glass shattering rings from behind me. I whirl around, my heart plummeting to the pit of my stomach when I see Drew standing on the back deck. The remnants of a wine glass are broken around his feet, red wine dripping down the stairs.

His mouth is agape, his eyes wide, his legs frozen in place. Everything is still, no one moving as we all stand there, shocked, my truth lingering in the air.

His voice is quiet when he finally speaks. “I thought you might want a glass of wine.” As much as I’d love to believe otherwise, his expression makes it obvious he heard enough to know what happened all those years ago.

I snap out of my shock and look at Molly. “I’ll let you get back to your dinner, but now you know why things are the way they are.” My gaze floats to Drew. “Why they need to be the way they are.” Then I hurry up the steps, narrowly skirting Drew’s hand, and rush inside the house, Gigi meeting me when she sees my bewildered expression.

“Is everything all right, dear?” She steps in front of me, placing her hands on my arms.

“I’m suddenly not feeling very well. I need to go home.”

“Of course,” she says, dropping her hold on me. I push past her, grateful she doesn’t press the issue for once. Just as I’m about to disappear out of the house, she calls, “You can’t run from love forever.”

I pause in my steps, looking over my shoulder.

“It’ll find you. It always does.”

“Please, Gigi,” I beg. “Now is not the time for yet another one of your pearls of wisdom.”

“On the contrary. Apparently, now is the perfect time. The ones we love the hardest are the ones we hurt the most. He lost you once. Don’t think for a second he’ll make the same mistake again.”

“I can’t do this right now,” I choke out and hurry away. Emptiness settles in the pit of my stomach as I rush out of the house, considering Gigi’s words. What does she know? Was she listening in on my conversation with Molly?

As I dart down the steps and stride toward my car, my focus is elsewhere. I come to an abrupt stop when I practically slam into Drew as he stands by the driver’s side door, his arms crossed, his stance wide.

Avoiding his eyes, I try to push him aside. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get home.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” The pain in his voice forces my gaze to his. But that hurt is no match for the agony covering his entire body, his muscles tight, his stare filled with betrayal. He’s barely holding it together. Just like me.

My stomach hardens as I part my lips, searching my brain for what to tell him. There were so many times I wish I’d been truthful with him about that night, so many times I almost did tell him. But I reminded myself keeping it a secret was the right thing to do. He just found out he was going to be a father again. What if I told him the truth and he abandoned Carla to pursue something with me? Worse, what if I told him and he still chose her? At the time, I had no reason to believe otherwise. I still don’t.

With a quiver in my voice, I peer into his eyes. “You couldn’t remember. I just wanted to forget. So please, Drew…” I swallow hard through the excruciating pain in my throat, in my chest, in my heart. “Let me forget you,” I finish with a sob, pushing past him and opening the door to my car.

“I can’t do that,” he responds, his own voice filled with so much emotion, it cuts me in two. “I can’t let you forget me, not when I care about you the way I do.” His hand grips my bicep and I whirl around, staring at him with fiery eyes. He releases his hold on me, but our stare only intensifies, cutting and deep. “Please, Brooklyn. Give me a chance.”

Our eyes remain locked as I stand motionless, wishing I could. I want that more than anything. But how do you give someone your heart when they’re the reason it’s shattered into thousands of pieces?

“Do you remember that party the night before you left for college?” I ask, needing him to understand exactly where I’m coming from, why I need to sever the chains he’s shackled around me.

His expression softens and he nods, stepping back.

“Do you remember what happened that night?”

He nods again, swallowing hard as I slowly approach him. “You were about to take your top off in front of a group of complete pigs. I hauled you out of there before that could happen.”

“Do you remember what happened after? Once we were outside?” I’m just inches away now. His chest heaves, his breathing increasing. There’s a charge between us, raw and unstable, just like our entire relationship has been.

“I kissed you.”

“That’s right.” I stop walking, my body a breath from his. He remains completely still, staring at me. I crane my head and his mouth lowers toward mine. “You were my first kiss, Drew.” My voice trembles as I utter those words. His breath intermingles with mine, the heat of his lips warming me. “You were supposed to be my first everything—my first kiss, my first sexual experience, my first love.”

Regret swirls deep in his eyes, the unmasked pain more real than any emotion I’ve ever seen from Wes. “I fucked up. I know that. I’m sorry I missed out on those firsts. But please, Brooklyn…” His hand lands on my hip, gripping me like I’m a lifesaver, the only thing keeping him afloat. “Let me be your last.”

I meet his eyes, wanting to agree, but I can’t forget the past. I can’t give him yet another chance, only for him to abandon me. “I can’t do that.” With haste, I pull away, spinning around and darting toward my car.

“Brooklyn, please,” Drew begs, rushing after me.

“No.” I face him once more, my eyes on fire. “No, Drew. You’re toxic to me. Did you know I waited for you the next day? I sat watching the street for hours, coming up with excuse after excuse as to why you weren’t there when you promised you would be. I did my hair. I put on makeup. I stared at my closet for what seemed like an eternity trying to pick out the perfect outfit so I’d look good for you. But you never came. You broke your promise to me. And that’s just the first time. There are so many others, Drew. So many…” I pull my lip between my teeth, shaking my head at how stupid I’d been. “Then when you told me you loved me that night after Carla asked for a divorce the first time, I thought this was it, this was the start of us. Now I know—”

“If I knew—”

I hold up my hand, silencing him, needing to get this out. “Now I know it was the end of us. I’ve just been in denial for the past several years.”

I allow my words to ring in the air for a moment, our two bodies motionless, frozen in time, in space, as if nothing else exists but the truth I finally had the courage to set free. The truth that has been holding me prisoner for too long now.

“Goodbye, Drew,” I say, then whirl around and duck into my car. He hurries after me, trying to stop me, but my keys are in the ignition, cranking it in one quick motion. I peel out of the driveway without a single look back…something I should have done years ago.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


DREW

“Brooklyn!” I shout as she speeds away without so much as a glance back at me. My lungs constrict, making it nearly impossible to breathe, my vision spotty.

What do I do? What do I say? How do I even start to process this information? I stare into the distance, struggling to jump-start a memory that’s long forgotten. All I know is Brooklyn and I hooked up the night Carla asked for a divorce the first time, but I was too drunk to remember.

I don’t drink much these days, not like I did when I was playing hockey. Once Carla left and I was responsible for taking care of Alyssa and Charlotte, my priorities changed. Getting drunk with my buddies was no longer important, particularly considering my doctor’s warnings about the detrimental effect alcohol has on someone like me, someone who’s suffered numerous severe brain injuries.

Regardless, I clearly remember what happened the day after she served me with the first notice of dissolution. That was seven years ago. Has Brooklyn really been keeping this from me that long? I suppose I can’t fault her. I’ve been keeping my secret for even longer.

I dig my fingers into my scalp, tugging at my hair, my stomach churning at what an asshole I am. How could I so easily take advantage of her, then have no memory of it? If it were anyone else, I’d question the veracity of the claim. But not Brooklyn. She has no motive to lie. She’s always been one of the most truthful people I know. She wouldn’t lie, especially about this.

My mind overrun with questions, I spin around, dashing into the house in search of my wallet and keys. I need answers. I need an opportunity to make things right.

“What’s going on?” Molly asks the second I storm into the kitchen.

“I have to talk to her. Apologize for fu—” I stop myself short of swearing, my gaze shooting to my two little girls standing off to the side, their interests piqued at the sudden tension in the room.

“Did you piss off Auntie Brook?” Alyssa asks, her hands on her hips.

My eyes harden on her, doing my best to appear stern. “Watch your language, Lyss. We don’t say that. And no, I didn’t do anything to upset Auntie Brook.”

“Bullshit,” Molly coughs, and I dart my eyes to her, glaring.

“Girls,” Aunt Gigi interrupts, addressing my daughters. “Why don’t you go play in the den for a little while. It appears Auntie Molly needs to talk to your dad.”

“Why can’t we stay?” Charlotte asks. “Are you going to swear?”

“Your aunt Gigi doesn’t swear,” she responds, indignant, holding her head high.

“No, but Auntie Molly says bad words all the time. Like shit.”

Gigi’s eyes widen as she points a finger at Charlotte. “Don’t you ever say that word again. When I was a little girl, if I were to swear, your bisnonno would wash my mouth out with soap.”

Molly stifles a laugh and I do the same, thankful for the levity, despite how short-lived it is. I should be just as furious to hear sweet, innocent little Charlotte swear, but I can’t help smiling at her adorable voice. I’ll take anything to relieve the tension and confusion growing inside me with each passing second.

Gigi turns her attention on Molly. “And you!” Her eyes are on fire. “You know better than to swear in front of those girls. You should be teaching them by example!”

Molly snorts out a laugh through her nose, unable to control herself.

“Don’t laugh! It’s not funny!”

“It kind of is,” she insists.

Sighing in exasperation, Gigi pinches the bridge of her nose. “I can’t wait until you have that baby and realize how difficult it is to raise a child.”

“I’m already prepared for all hell to break lose. I was a hellraiser.” She rubs her stomach. “I’m sure this little boy is going to give me a run for my money.”

“One can only hope.”

“Come on, girls,” Uncle Leo interrupts, scooting off the barstool. “Let’s go make spaghetti out of Play-Doh while we wait for the real spaghetti.” He grabs Charlotte’s hand, leading her away from us.

Gigi begins to usher Alyssa along with her when I call out, “Wait, Gigi. Can you stay? I think…” I trail off. “I think you need to hear this.” Other than my father and Mr. Tanner, she’s the only other person who knows what happened before I left for college. She could offer the perspective I need to figure out this mess.

She turns, a small smile building on her lips as she heads back toward me. “Of course, Andrew.”

“Well, I’ll let you all have a minute,” Noah says, leaving Molly with a kiss. She clutches his hand as he brushes her shoulder, smiling at him. Then he walks away with Alyssa, joining Uncle Leo and Charlotte in the family room.

Once we’re alone and free from curious ears, Molly leans toward me. “Is it true?”

With a nod, I slump into one of the stools by the kitchen island and hang my head. “Brooklyn doesn’t lie. It’s not in her nature.” I lift my eyes, staring at Molly and Gigi. “It was the night Carla asked for a divorce the first time. But I can’t remember any of it. Well, nothing that matters anyway.”

I’m not proud of it, but I made a lot of mistakes when I was younger, when I thought I was invincible, untouchable, that I could have anything and everything I wanted. Growing up, we didn’t have much money, so when I signed that first big contract and saw all those zeros, I went overboard. There was more than one occasion I woke up with a woman whose name I couldn’t remember, having no recollection of the night before or how she got there. It sickens me to think Brooklyn was another one of those girls. She doesn’t deserve that. None of the women I used and tossed aside do, but Brooklyn… She’s different. She deserves to be worshipped, adored, cherished, not used by a sleazeball like me.

“She said she found you stumbling through the park in our old neighborhood,” Molly explains. “That after learning Carla wanted to leave, all you wanted was to go home. She thought you meant Dad’s house, but—”

“I told her I was talking about her,” I interrupt. That night’s fuzzy, but I remember leaving that bar with the intention of going to see her, to make up for standing her up all those years ago. It’s the last thing I can remember until the next morning.

It’s silent for a moment as I process this, trying to force more of that night back to the surface, but nothing comes. I return my gaze to Molly. “What else did she say?” My eyes are pleading, desperate for even the most meaningless piece of information.

“She didn’t go into detail, just that you told her you loved her.”

“Fuck,” I breathe, rubbing my temples. For once, Gigi doesn’t admonish me for my language. Even she realizes the severity of the situation requires it.

“It sounded like things got hot and heavy, but you stopped just short of having sex. You told her you wanted to be sober the first time you made love.”

If I felt like an ass before, it’s worse now, knowing what I told her. I gave her hope only to destroy it. History repeating itself. No wonder Brooklyn wants nothing to do with me.

“The next morning, she got up to make breakfast. That’s when she overheard you talking on your phone.”

“To Carla,” I say, resigned, the ache in my chest building with each passing moment.

Molly nods. “She was able to decipher enough of the conversation to learn Carla was pregnant.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to relieve the tension, to no avail. “I remember waking up in her bed and panicking. I was so worried I took advantage of her.” I can only imagine what Brooklyn must have thought of me when I stumbled from her room after learning I was going to be a father again and asked if anything happened between us the night before.

“It sounds like you did,” Gigi interjects. I shoot my eyes to her steely glare. “Just in a different way.”

“I had no memory of how I got from the bar to her bed. I still don’t. I was young and stupid. It’s not an excuse, but alcohol was my go-to stress reliever, regardless of its detrimental effect on me. After a bad game. After a fight. After learning my wife wanted to leave me. I just… I lost it. I was a different person back then. I don’t know how Brooklyn could have stayed my friend after everything.”

“That’s who she is,” Molly remarks. “Loyal to a fault.”

“Always putting other people’s needs before her own.”

“She probably didn’t want to say anything because of our friendship,” she states, then furrows her brow. “I just don’t understand. Brooklyn’s always been a bit guarded when it comes to offering her heart. If it was just one night… I guess I don’t see why it affects her like it does.”

I look from her toward Gigi, who nods, wordlessly telling me it’s time to finally tell someone.

“Because it wasn’t just one night.”

Molly’s brows furrow. “You hooked up with her again?”

“Kind of.” Shaking my head, I prepare myself to finally talk about the night I first kissed Brooklyn, the night I thought I was flying, only to learn it was with broken wings. “Do you remember that party you went to the summer before your junior year of high school.”

“I went to a lot of parties,” she answers.

“I know, but this was the first one Brooklyn’s father allowed her to attend.”

Understanding washes over her face as the memory seems to return. “The Strip Uno incident.”

“Yes.” I run my hands along my jeans. “We kissed that night. Not just a peck, but a real kiss.” My lips curve up slightly in the corners. “I was her first kiss. She wanted more, but she’d been drinking. I didn’t want her first time to be at some high school party. We made plans to get together the following morning after her father left for work and before I had to leave for the airport to catch my flight to Minnesota.

“The next day, I got up early. As I was getting ready, there was a knock on my door. It was Dad, asking me to come with him. I followed him into the kitchen, surprised to see Mr. Tanner.”

“Brooklyn’s dad?” Molly asks. “What was he doing there?”

I close my eyes, the ache of walking into my kitchen and seeing Mr. Tanner standing there returning full force, regardless of the passing of years. Gigi’s hand clasps mine, encouraging me.

“One of Brooklyn’s neighbors saw me dropping her off the night before. Since I’d hauled her out of that house right before she was about to strip to nothing, she was still just in her bra and panties, a blanket draped around her. I should have made her put her clothes back on in my car, but hindsight’s always 20/20. I didn’t. When I walked her up to the house, things got pretty heated again.”

I bury my head in my hands, tugging at my hair. “The next morning, as Brooklyn’s dad was bringing in the paper, a neighbor told him what she saw. So he went to look at the footage from the security cameras he’d installed.”

Molly’s mouth grows slack. “Oh shit.”

“It didn’t look good. And this wasn’t the first time he’d caught us in a compromising position. Earlier that summer, we’d almost kissed before he interrupted. After that, he gave Dad a not-so-subtle reminder that I was eighteen and she was only fifteen. So when he saw that video…” I swallow hard through the lump in my throat. “He gave me a choice. Leave for college without seeing her or he’d go to the police. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t slept together. The video of us walking up to her house, her in just her bra and panties, then kissing her the way I did… It didn’t look good. Even if I was innocent, he could make a lot of trouble. Just the appearance of wrongdoing could have ruined a lot of things for me. I hated doing it, but I didn’t have a choice. So I got on that plane without saying another word to Brooklyn.”

Molly slumps onto the stool beside me, her lower lip trembling. “Holy shit. It all makes sense now. Every time I teased her about her crush on you, she’d say how she valued our friendship above everything. Now I feel like an ass. I should have known there was something going on, something bigger than her not wanting to ruin our friendship. And these past few weeks…” She trails off.

“What?”

Cringing, she faces me. “I’ve been questioning her decision to marry Wes. And at her shower…” She chews on her lower lip.

“What did you do?” My voice is guarded. Knowing Molly like I do, I have a feeling I’m not going to like what she’s about to tell me.

“It wasn’t intentional. I thought it would be fun, but I surprised her with a shower game.”

“What kind of shower game?”

“A modified version of the Newlywed Game.” She’s unnaturally shy as she avoids my gaze. “I reached out to Mrs. Bradford with the idea and she was on board. So I went to Wes’ office and recorded him answering a few questions—his favorite movie, childhood pet, stuff like that. The goal was to see how well the couple knew each other.” She looks at me through remorse-filled eyes. Just by her expression, I can tell her idea backfired. “But Brooklyn could only answer a few questions about him. And when I asked what Wes’ favorite movie was, do you know what she said?”

I remain silent, swallowing hard.

“The Godfather. His favorite movie is It’s a Wonderful Life. And if we’re being honest, even I knew that answer. He said as much last Christmas.”

“I remember.”

“But she couldn’t. When we were talking earlier…” She gestures with her head toward the French doors leading to the back yard. “I accused her of settling. That’s when she told me everything.”

“She’s just marrying Wes because of me.”

“It’s possible,” Molly responds. “I didn’t have a chance to dig deeper before she ran off.”

“No. She is,” I state. “A few weeks ago, she mentioned something along the lines of settling being better for all involved.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I guess I did the same thing with Carla, but Brooklyn deserves better. She deserves to marry someone who makes her happy.”

“I think Wes does make her happy,” Gigi interjects, joining the conversation.

“You do?”

She scrunches her brows, a moment of silent contemplation passing. “I do. He treats her well, dotes upon her as if she’s a treasure, makes her a priority. For Brooklyn, maybe that is happiness.”

“I’ve treated her well,” I argue, shooting to my feet. “I’ve always treated her with respect.”

“Except for the night you almost fucked her when you were hammered and can’t remember even doing it,” Molly bites out.

Gigi glares at her before returning her attention to me. “Look at things from Brooklyn’s point of view. If you were in her shoes, knowing what you know now, what would you think?”

I open my mouth, then snap it shut. “That I’ve done nothing but disappoint her.”

Placing her hand on mine, her lips form into a small smile full of compassion. “Brooklyn is…special.”

“I know that.”

“She processes things differently,” she continues. “I’m not her mother, but once Molly brought her into our family, I like to think she became like another one of my kids. She’s practical, but she’s always had this romantic side to her, as well. She’s always believed in the idea of finding a love so strong it hurts. And I think she did, but it hurt too much.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt her. I had no idea—”

“I know you didn’t. But for Brooklyn, love isn’t about showering her with gifts and flowers. It’s about putting in the effort, about making her a priority. Unfortunately…”

“In her eyes, I never did that,” I say, finishing her thought, sinking back onto the barstool.

“Imagine how Brooklyn felt that night, then the following morning, especially considering your history. One minute, she thought all her dreams were finally coming true. The next, she learned your wife was pregnant. How did you expect her to react?”

“The truth might have been nice.”

“Perhaps. It might be nice for Brooklyn, too.”

“You know why I can’t do that, Gigi,” I remind her in a low voice.

“I understand you don’t want to do anything to ruin her relationship with her father, and it’s admirable. Just like you think you deserved to know the truth all those years ago, perhaps Brooklyn does, too.” Her tone is harsher than usual, her dark eyes firm.

I sit still for several long moments, processing everything in my head, feeling like I’m seeing a completely different side of Brooklyn, of me, of us. Abruptly, I stand, heading toward the door.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Gigi’s in front of me before I can leave. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“To find Brooklyn. To show her I’ll make her a priority.”

“But she’s engaged.” She smirks, crossing her arms over her chest.

“So? That didn’t stop you from trying to play matchmaker a few weeks ago.”

A sly grin builds on her lips as she raises herself onto her tiptoes, kissing my cheek. “Tread carefully, Andrew. You won’t win her heart overnight. It’s going to take some time.”

“How long?”

She shrugs, then retreats, returning to check on the sauce simmering on the stove. “Does it matter?”

Grinning, I respond without a moment’s hesitation. “No, it doesn’t.”

“Good answer.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight


BROOKLYN

The most dangerous lies are the ones you tell yourself. They fester and churn, burning like acid, painful and biting until the lie becomes who you are, becomes the only identity you know.

For the past seventeen years, I’ve been lying to myself, doing everything to convince myself I can move past everything I’ve endured. After all, Drew’s just a friend. The problem is that’s not true.

Drew and I have a history, one I once cherished and held dear, but now only want to forget. And it’s this history and connection that’s turned our friendship into something more. It gave me hope, gave me faith, gave me promise. Each smile, each hug, each wink misled me to have even more hope, more faith, more promise. I can’t do this to myself anymore.

I won’t do this to myself anymore.

My hands shake as I bring my keyring up to the lock on my front door, relentless tears still flowing down my cheeks as his words replay in my mind.

“Please, Brooklyn. Let me be your last.”

It took every ounce of resolve not to fling myself into his arms at his heartfelt plea. But staying away is the only way I’ll ever have a chance at repairing my damaged heart.

I disappear into my townhouse, blowing out a relieved breath once I’m secure in my own private sanctuary. I collapse onto the couch, only to come face-to-face with a framed photo of Drew, Molly, and me from our childhood. Drew’s in his hockey gear, Molly and me on either side of him, his arms pulling both of us close. I’ve always loved this photo, but now it makes the tears fall even harder, my entire body trembling.

I thought I could escape him here, but I can’t. He’s everywhere. In the air. On the walls. In the foundation. This is the reason I need to marry Wes. Drew may not see it. Hell, even Molly may not see it. But it needs to happen. I need to move on, to forget the past and the unrequited love I’ve held onto for too long now.

As I lay there, struggling to pull myself together, a car door slams, jolting me. It could be one of my neighbors, but I recognize that particular car door…as ridiculous as that sounds. It’s known and familiar, like the rhythm of a loved one’s breathing. I shoot up, staring out the window behind the couch to see Drew walking toward the door. I scurry from the couch, unsure where to go, scanning the small living space for an escape plan.

His footsteps up the stairs and onto the porch echo, my breathing increasing with each one. I duck, hiding beneath the window of the front door. His fist pounds on the wood, making me jump.

“Brooklyn! Open up! I need to talk to you.”

I hold my breath, praying he’s unable to sense me sitting just on the other side of the door.

“I know you’re in there. Your car’s in the driveway.”

“Shit,” I mutter.

“Please,” he begs, his voice growing soft. “I just… I just want to talk.”

There’s a pause and I hold still, trying not to move so much as a hair for fear he’ll know. This behavior is childish. I should open the door and confront him, but I feel too vulnerable, too exposed. I’ve kept this secret from him for seven years. How can I look into his eyes now that he knows the truth? What will I see when I do? Regret? Remorse? Nothing? The idea of seeing nothing is more than I can bear.

When the porch creaks with his shifting weight, followed by a labored sigh, I slowly lift myself to peek outside, seeing a shaggy mess of dark hair below the window. His voice rings out as I crouch back to my hiding position.

“Remember when you had the chicken pox?”

My heart thumps in my chest and I blink, wondering what he’s doing, why he’s talking to my door. Then I pull my knees into my body, comforted by his proximity. Just like I can always sense when he enters a room without setting eyes on him, he can do the same with me. He must know I’m sitting less than a foot away, only a thick piece of wood between us.

“I think I was in fourth grade, so you would have been in second. Both you and Molly had it at the same time. Gigi offered to take care of you so your dad didn’t have to miss any work. You stayed at our house for the week.” He laughs slightly, his voice growing more animated. “And it was during our February break from school. Molly didn’t shut up about it. Every other kid who caught the chicken pox got to miss a week of school. She was so pissed she couldn’t. But you…” He pauses. I hear the faintest hint of a shallow sigh as I imagine his entire body relaxing. I’ve heard that sigh before when he settled onto the couch with me, effortlessly throwing an arm across my shoulders as we watched a movie with the girls. “You were relieved you got sick during the school break because you wouldn’t have to miss anything.”

The memory brings a smile to my face and I close my eyes, returning to that time in my life, a time when things were simple.

“Gigi told me to stay away from you two since I hadn’t gotten chicken pox yet and had a big hockey tournament in a few weeks…or at least as big a hockey tournament as there can be when you’re nine. Even when we were kids, there was something inside me. This innate need to take care of you. So I ignored Gigi’s warnings and checked in on you, bringing you soup and watching TV with you. Do you remember?”

Tears prickle my eyes as I listen to him recount the bond we’ve always shared, even as kids. “Yes,” I say in a soft voice. I can almost feel his smile.

“I was too young to know what love was, how complicated and fucked up it can be, how much it can hurt. But, even back then, I knew I cared for you, Brooklyn. I never…” He trails off, then draws in a deep breath, as if collecting himself.

“I never meant to hurt you. And I’m sorry things turned out like they did. That day I punched Damian Murphy and came to see you, I was so nervous. You may not believe me, but I was. As I pushed you on that swing in your front yard, this electricity filled me. And it hurt because I thought you were too good for me. I still think that. Still think I’m completely undeserving of any amount of time you’ll give me. As much as I wish I could rewind the clock to simpler times, to go back to the day I left for college…” There’s a pause and I hold my breath, waiting for his next words, craving them.

“I can’t,” he finally says, almost as if to himself. “We’ve grown up. We’ve both done things we regret. At least I have.” His voice is quiet, contemplative.

“We’ve done things to hurt each other. I can sit here and apologize all I want, but my words don’t mean shit to you, and rightly so. You don’t have to open the door to talk to me. I’ll give you the space you need to figure this out since being near me has caused you nothing but pain lately. But I want you to know I’ll fight for you, Brooklyn. Just like I risked being sick and not playing in that tournament all those years ago, I’ll put it all on the line again just to be with you. You have to decide what you want, what path to take.”

I hug my knees tighter, my tears falling more steadily. I’ve been waiting years to hear him say something like this. I want to believe him, but he’s fooled me so many times before. How can I put my faith in him now?

I remain motionless, lost to my thoughts, my heart and brain playing a tumultuous game of tug-of-war. Finally, the floorboards of the porch creak, followed by feet walking down the steps. I raise myself, peering out the window to see Drew climbing into his SUV.

As he’s about to drive off, he glances back at the house, meeting my eyes through the window. His lips turn up in the corners, a sweet smile. He’s a few yards away, but close enough for me to make out his lips as he mouths, I’m sorry. He pauses for a moment, then drives away.

I collapse back against the door, allowing the events of the day…hell, the past several years…to wash over me in the hopes I find some sort of clarity. But confusion clouds everything, not one event indicating which is the correct path. Do I risk a life of security and contentment with Wes, a man who’s been nothing but devoted to me, albeit in his own way? Or do I follow my heart and go to Drew, see if whatever I feel for him is real, is strong, is true?

When I went over to Drew’s earlier this evening, I thought I had everything figured out. I’m engaged to a wonderful man, a man who will do anything to make me happy, even if it means staying up here in Boston instead of returning to Atlanta and running his company from there. We’re just weeks away from being married. But now the secret I’ve been keeping for years is out there. I’ve spent years dreaming of the day Drew would notice me. If he never overheard me tell Molly the truth of that night, if I weren’t about to marry another man, would he have come over here and poured his heart out?

Feeling like the walls of my house are suffocating me with memories of both Drew and Wes, I grab my purse and keys, then dash out the door. I jump into my car and crank the engine, reversing out of the driveway.

As I approach the stoplight at the on-ramp for I-93, I’m at a crossroads. Do I go south to Cambridge to see Wes, or head west to Drew’s house in Needham? I can’t help but feel this one decision will change everything. Do I settle for the safety of what I know to be a loveless marriage? Or take a risk, knowing Drew has the power to destroy me?

My heart pounds in my chest as my eyes glance between the on-ramp and the road ahead of me. Then, as if the universe is playing a cruel trick on me, Dave Matthews’ voice singing the familiar first words of “Crash Into Me” fills the car. I’m instantly transported back to that night at Brody Carmichael’s party before Drew went to college. The night I gave him my first kiss. The night we became something other than the friends we’ve been fooling ourselves into believing we are.

When the light turns red, I know where I need to go.

*     *     *

Thank you so much for reading Commitment! Find out how Drew and Brooklyn’s story ends in REDEMPTION.

Everyone deserves a second chance, but not for the same mistake.

At least according to Brooklyn Tanner.
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Can she put herself through that again? Can she risk giving Drew her heart, only to learn he’s the same man he’s always been? She’s unsure, her head and heart engaged in a tumultuous tug-of-war.

When outside circumstances threaten Drew’s family, will Brooklyn finally put aside the grief of her past to offer him the support, and perhaps love, he needs? Or was their fate sealed all those years ago when Drew had no choice but to betray her?
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I married the bad boy from Brooklyn.

The one with the tattoos and the look in his eyes that told me he was bad news.

The look that came with all sorts of warnings.

I knew what I was doing.

I knew by the way he put his hands on me, how he owned me with his forceful touch.

I couldn’t say no to him, not that I wanted to.

That was then, and it seems like forever ago.

Years later, I’ve grown up and moved on. But he’s still the man I married. Dangerous in ways I don’t like to think about. Sexy as sin, he attracts all the wrong kinds of temptations.

The kind that’s unforgivable.

The kind that splits up marriages.

I did this to myself. I knew better than to love him.

And now I’m fucked.

I married the bad boy from Brooklyn. And I don’t know how I’ll survive this.


Preface


KAT

It only took one night; one moment, and my fate was sealed. He knew I would never tell him no.

I wonder what would have happened if I’d never met Evan. The thought makes my stomach sink and twist, and a cold chill flows in waves over my body.

It pains me. It literally hurts to think about not having him in my life. I didn’t know I was setting myself up for heartbreak all those years ago. Yet here I am, and that reality is what keeps me up at night.

That chance encounter set everything into motion, and I would have said it was a blessing only months ago. But now I know better.

I wish I’d never stopped.

I wish I’d never met Evan.

Whoever said it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all was a liar and a fool.

This isn’t worth it.

If only I could go back.


Chapter One


KAT

Tell me a lie and make it sweet,

Like the vows you made on our wedding day.

Tell me a lie, don’t make it hurt,

The pain in my chest just won’t go away.

Don’t tell me the truth, I can’t face what’s to come.

I’ll yell and I’ll kick, I’ll fight it, I’ll run.

Don’t tell me the truth, I don’t want to hear.

Tell me pretty lies with whispers sincere.

My skin feels cold. It’s an odd sensation that travels across my arms and I’d like to blame it on the alcohol, but I’ve felt it all day. Before the drinks came easier and easier. For days, really, I’ve been feeling this weird sense of not quite being in my own body. Maybe even weeks, but I’ve been ignoring the signs and whispers, pretending like they weren’t real.

But this sickness won’t leave me, now that I can’t deny it.

Ever since I let the words slip through my lips.

I hate you.

You’re a fucking liar.

I want a divorce.

The tears prick my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. Instead a shuddering breath leaves my lips and I lift my glass up, downing the remaining wine. It’s too sweet for being so dark.

The glass nearly tips as I set it down quickly to wipe under my eyes. I don’t want him to see me cry; I won’t let him. But the creak at the top of the stairs was a false alarm. I don’t hear the heavy sound of him coming down the steps to our townhouse. Instead I’m still alone on the first floor dining room, waiting for him to leave.

The thick, dark drapes behind me are pulled shut but even they can’t completely drown out the night sounds of busy New York City outside. There’s always a bit that travels through. It used to bother me when I moved here initially, but now it’s soothing. It calms me as I look past the open room toward the empty stairwell.

I shouldn’t be drunk, sitting at the head of the dining room table when I’m supposed to be preparing to meet with a potential client. I’m damn good at what I do, one of the top agents in New York City, but tonight, I don’t care.

I shouldn’t have closed my laptop and logged off of all social media when I have promotions and advertisements running around the clock for these launches.

I shouldn’t be doing a lot of things.

But here I am, and I refuse to do anything but watch the stairs and wait for him to leave.

I listen carefully as I pour the last of the wine from the bottle into the glass. He’s packing, like he always does, but this time it’s so much different. He’s traveling for work, but when he leaves from his rendezvous in London, he’s not coming back here.

“He better not,” I mutter beneath my breath at the thought.

I lift the glass back to my lips, the dark cabernet tasting sweeter and sweeter with each sip, lulling me into a languor where the memory of yesterday fades.

Where the article doesn’t exist. Where the admission of an affair can fall on deaf ears. The picture itself was innocent. But Evan doesn’t have a single explanation for me. He can’t make clear to me why he’s lying, why he’s stuttering over his words to come up with a justification.

What hurts the most is the look in his eyes. It’s his boss’ wife, in the middle of a vicious divorce. And he was with her at 3 in the morning in her hotel lobby.

There’s only one explanation for that. Even he can’t come up with a reason, although he still denies it. It’s a slap in my face. And I’m done pretending like I can forgive him for this.

I suck in a long, deep breath, pushing the phone away as it beeps again with a message from a friend and I lean back in my chair. I don’t want to hear it. I cover my eyes with my hands, suddenly feeling hot. Too hot.

They keep asking me the same things, but with different words.

Are you alright? – Maddie

Is it true? – Julia

So you finally went through with it? – Suzette

Messages from my friends hit my phone one by one, each of them making it vibrate on the table throughout the day.

It takes everything in me to face them, as if they were really here asking me all these questions in person. I don’t have answers to give them, none that I want to say out loud anyway. I’m not pushing my husband away because I want to. I’m only doing it because I have to and I don’t have the resolve to speak that confession. Even I’m disappointed in myself.

My friends want what’s best for me. They want to help me and I know that’s the truth, but it doesn’t keep me from being angry at the phone as it goes off again.

Just leave me alone. Everyone get out of my life, my marriage. It wasn’t for them to see. It’s not for them to judge. Like every other fucking gossip column in New York City. It’s not the first time our marriage was mentioned in the papers, but I pray it’ll be the last.

My knuckles turn white as I grip the phone with the intent on throwing it, silencing it and letting it smack against the wall, but I don’t. It’s the sound of Evan’s boots rhythmically hitting each step as he walks down the stairs that forces me to compose myself.

I stare at the small strip of red on the silence button as I flip the switch off on my phone and ignore the texts and calls, squaring my shoulders as I attempt to pull myself together.

I haven’t answered a single one since this morning when Page Six came out with the article about our separation. It’s funny how I only uttered the words two nights ago, yet it’s already on social media, circulating gossip columns. I wonder if he wanted this. If that was Evan’s way of finally pushing his workaholic wife to the brink of divorce.

My gaze morphs into a glare as he comes into view, but it doesn’t stay long. My skin is suddenly feeling hotter, but in a way that’s joined with desire. I can just imagine how his rough stubble would feel against my palm and how his lips would taste as he leans down to kiss me goodbye. It’s funny how the goodbye kisses are the ones I value most, but I won’t let him kiss me before he leaves this time.

Even if he is only wearing a pair of faded jeans and a plain white t-shirt, he’s still devilishly handsome. It’s his muscular physique and tanned, tattooed skin that let him get away with a classic bad boy look regardless of what he has on. My heart beats slower and slower as the seconds pass between us; it’s calming just to look at him. That’s how he got me in the beginning. The desire and attraction I feel are undeniable.

He’s the first to break the gaze as he runs his fingers through his dark brown hair and lets out an uneasy sigh. And my lips curl into a sarcastic smile, mocking both me and my thoughts. I’m not the only one to fall for his charm and allure, but I should have already learned my lesson. My fingers slip down the thin stem of the wineglass as I smile weakly and force the sting in my eyes to go away, pretending I’m not going to cry, pretending that I’ve made my decision final. Like I don’t already regret it.

“I have to go,” he says after a moment of uncomfortable silence.

My blood rushes and I try to swallow the lump in my throat. I focus on the wine, the dark red liquid pooling into the base of the glass. I try to swirl it, but it doesn’t move, there’s so little left.

“Is she going to be there?” I ask him, staring straight ahead at a black and white photo of the two of us taken years ago on vacation in Mexico. I look at my genuine smile and how he has his arm wrapped possessively around me as he answers. I hate that I even bothered to ask. It’s my insecurity, my hate, my envy even.

“No, she’s not. And I already told you it doesn’t matter.” Any trace of a smile or even of disinterest leaves me. I can’t hide what it does to me, what his lie has done to me.

My elbow rests on the table as I sit my chin in my hand and try to cover up how much it hurts. To keep it from him just like he’s keeping the truth from me. I speak low and stare straight ahead. “You told me it’s not true, but you didn’t deny it to the press,” I tell him and finally look him in the eyes. “You didn’t deny it to anyone but me, and I know you’re lying.” My words crack at the end and I have to tear my eyes away.

Everyone told me and warned me five years ago when I first started seeing him. I knew what I was doing when I first said yes to him, when I gave myself to him and let myself fall for someone like him. I’m a fool.

“I told you, it’s not what it looks like,” he says softly, like he’s afraid to say the words louder.

“Then why not tell them?” I ask him in a wounded voice. “Why let the world believe you’ve cheated on me? What could you possibly gain?” Each question gets louder as the words rush out of my mouth. I’m ashamed of how much passion there is in my voice. How much pain is on display.

I know why he doesn’t deny it to them, and it’s because it’s true. Years of just the two of us have told me who he is and I know he’s not a liar, but he’s lying to me now. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. “It’s been weeks, hasn’t it?” I force the words out. Last night I couldn’t talk without screaming. Without slamming my fists into the table, making it shake and breaking a glass of water that tipped and shattered on the hardwood floors.

I reached my breaking point when he looked me in the eye and told me there was nothing to that picture. I won’t listen when he lies; not when he does such a horrific job of it.

“Stop it, Kat,” Evan says firmly, and his voice is harsh and unforgiving, like I’m the one in the wrong.

“Oh I see,” I tell him, raising a brow and feeling that sick smile tug at my lips. “You cheat, you lie, but I should be quiet and give you a kiss on the way out to go back to her?”

“Don’t do this,” he says with a rawness that makes my heart clench.

“Then tell me what happened. I know something did.” For weeks he’s been distant, cold toward me even.

A moment passes and I lose my composure again, bared to him in every way as I wait for an answer. But I don’t get the one thing I need. The truth. Or a believable lie.

“I have to go,” he says and slings the black duffle bag over his shoulder, gripping the suitcase with his other hand. “I love you.”

He says the words without looking at me.

“If you don’t tell me the truth,” I speak lowly as I stare at the table, pushing each word out and feeling them slice open the cut in my heart that much deeper, “then don’t bother coming back.” My throat tightens and my lungs refuse to fill as silence is all that answers me.

He leaves without attempting to kiss me or coming close to me in the least. His strides don’t break in cadence until the heavy walnut front door opens and closes, leaving me with nothing but the tortured sob that’s desperate to come up and the faint sounds of the city life filling the empty space once again.

My hands tremble as I close my eyes and try to calm down.

If he really loved me, he wouldn’t have let it come to this.

If he loved me, he’d tell me the truth.

Secrets break up marriages.

I keep telling myself that he’s to blame, but as a cry rips up my throat and I bring my knees into my chest, the heels of my feet resting on the seat of the chair, I replay the last few years and I know I’m at fault. Deep down, I know. I bury my face in my knees and rock slightly, feeling pathetic as I break down yet again.

If I was him, I’d have cheated on me too.

He says he didn’t. He swears it’s a lie.

But he doesn’t explain it. He can’t even look me in the eye.

I did this to myself. I should’ve known better.


Chapter Two


EVAN

Death comes to all but in different ways,

At times so beautiful, counting down the days.

Lies and deceit are a bit the same,

Some so familiar they flow in your veins.

Others play tricks and laugh so hard they shake,

While they cause you nothing but brutal heartache.

It’s hard to outrun them, even harder to fool.

One thing can’t be denied-

Sins and secrets are nothing but cruel.

When did I turn into the piece of shit I am right now?

Pathetic. That’s how I feel as the plane rumbles beneath my feet and I shake my head slightly, waving off the flight attendant and whatever small bag of snacks she was offering me.

I crack my neck to the left and right as a ding indicates the seatbelt sign is off and everyone can move about the cabin. I have no intention of getting up or doing a damn thing but sit here and try to figure out exactly where it all went wrong.

The Wi-Fi is available and I take my time setting it up, prolonging the moment when I’ll have to face the fact that she hasn’t messaged me. She can yell at me, hit me, take it all out on me, but her silence last night is what kills me. Her shutting me out is something like a knife to the heart.

There’s no way to make it right, but I’m not letting her go.

Kat’s mine. My wife. My love.

And I couldn’t even kiss her before leaving. She’s kidding herself if she thinks I’m not coming home to her. I don’t care that we’re going through this, I don’t care how bad our fight is or that I fucked up beyond repair. She doesn’t know what happened and I hope she never will, but that doesn’t change the fact that she’s mine.

I clear my throat and clench my teeth as the plane rumbles again, reminding me that she’s miles and miles away. Reminding me that I left her again.

I can’t bring myself to feel like I deserve her forgiveness. Like I deserve her at all. The guilt is all-consuming and now I’m trapped in a corner, desperately looking for a way out of the mess I’ve gotten myself into.

My computer pings as the plane continues to fly across the ocean taking me farther away from her, and I lean forward to check it. I’m quick to do it too, praying it’s Kat.

Praying’s never helped me before, and sure enough it didn’t this time either. It’s just James, my boss and Samantha’s now ex.

My teeth grind against one another as I read the message. It’s the schedule for the rest of the day and my room number for the hotel.

But it feels like a slap in the face. I can’t keep this up and live each day as if nothing’s happened. Pretending like nothing’s changed.

My head pushes into the seat as I take a calming breath.

Stuck between a rock and a hard place is an inadequate saying.

I’m fucked. Just waiting for them to pick, pick, pick away at me while I have my hands tied behind my back.

Only years ago, I loved my life. This is what I wanted more than anything. On the outside, it’s glamorous. I’ll be staying at a five-star resort, partying with celebrities and having every sinful pleasure at my fingertips. That’s what a life of avoiding prison has given me.

I protect the clients from any bad press, keep charges from sticking, and avoid any altercations that could lead to something … unwanted. And in return, I’m paid generously and live the high life.

I didn’t sign up for this though, but I sure as fuck cashed every check along the way. My email beeps and it’s another message from James, as if confirming this is exactly what I signed up for. It’s what I asked for.

Let me know when you land. That’s all the email says.

I clear my throat as my hand balls into a fist and I run the rough pad of my thumb over my knuckles slowly. I can see my reflection in the screen as I do, the scowl, the dark circles under my eyes. The anger.

When I was younger, this was all I wanted. I basically get paid to party and live in a perpetual state of drunkenness. I lived for the thrill.

Kat used to love it too. Years ago, when we first met and things were different. I glance at the empty seat to my left and picture her. She used to play with the buckle on every flight. Unbuckle, buckle, unbuckle, buckle. I thought it was a nervous habit at first, but it was just due to the excitement.

She loved coming with me to events. It was what we did together. Back when everything was the way it was supposed to be.

Back when life was less complicated.

Back when we were kids and I didn’t realize that life was going to catch up to me.

A huff of a sigh leaves me as I shift in my seat and look back to my computer.

I click over to the flight tab and see there are four hours remaining until we’ll land in London. Four hours to sit in silence and remember each and every moment that I fucked up. Every step that I took that led me to this very hour.

I turned thirty-two four months ago, but I’m living the same life I had when we were in our twenties.

She’s the one who changed.

But I’m the one who screwed up.

I run a hand down my face, trying to get the images out of my head.

She can never know, but I was a fool to think I’d hidden it from her.

There’s no way out of this.

How can she love me, when she knows I’m lying to her?

How can she forgive me, for a sin she has no idea I’ve committed?

How can I keep her, when I don’t deserve her?


Chapter Three


KAT

They don’t understand,

Because they aren’t me.

They don’t know what I feel,

Or see what used to be.

How can I tell,

When they refuse to hear?

How can I refute,

When the truth is so clear?

“So this is all bullshit?” Sue asks with a tone that says she doesn’t think it is as she motions to the paper. Her voice is soft, but the small coffee shop walls and my nerves make it seem louder than it is.

“It doesn’t look like it’s …” I can’t finish my thought, my eyes drawn to the same picture I’ve stared at for hours last night, and the night before.

“Well, she’s all over him. There’s no denying that.”

“Women are always all over him.” My answer comes out flat. I used to like it. I loved it even. How they’d fawn over him, desperate for Evan’s attention. But he only had eyes for me.

“Why is this one any different then?” The paper hits the slick, raised surface of the coffee table as she tosses it on top and immediately digs into her large Chanel hobo bag.

It’s not the first, or the second or even the third time Evan’s had his name in the paper for less-than-angelic reasons.

His reputation and even his livelihood rest on the fact that he’s gotten away with shit that would send most people to jail. At least he did before I met him. Now he gets paid to make sure his clients get the same fate.

Sue talks as she pulls out a tube of bright pink lipstick and a compact mirror. “Do you think he really did it this time?” she asks as if the weight of our marriage doesn’t rest on my answer.

The reason this time is different is because I know there’s truth to it.

It’s because of how he reacts.

It’s how he looks at me as if he’s guilty.

“He says it’s not what it looks like,” I say and roll my eyes as I do, trying to downplay the pain that coils in my chest. My throat goes tight, but I’m saved by the return of Maddie.

For so many years, since I first moved here really, there’s been one constant. And it’s these women. Jules, my first client and the New York socialite who brought us all together, isn’t here. I owe her so much for helping my career take off as quickly as it did, but Jules has everything and all she really wants is companionship. I know she’s getting settled into married life, but at least Maddie and Sue could meet me.

“Pumpkin spice,” Maddie says as she sets a hot cup of coffee down in front of me. She doesn’t look me in the eyes, like she’s afraid doing even that will make me cry.

The strong scent of cinnamon smacks me in the face, but I wrap my hand around the cup, giving her a grateful smile as she takes her seat to my right. I don’t like flavored coffee-I don’t even like pumpkin, but I’ll drink it. I desperately need the caffeine.

My gaze returns to Sue, sitting straight across from me as she returns to the conversation and says, “He says it’s not what it looks like … And what does that mean?” It’s not a question, it’s an accusation and the two of us know it.

“What does what mean?” Maddie asks innocently.

“It means he’s lying,” Sue spits and folds the paper over, reading the article again. It’s only a paragraph, maybe two. And it doesn’t say much other than the fact that Samantha Lapour and her husband are now separated, due to an affair she had with my husband, Evan Thompson. Which is bullshit. They’ve been in a shitty marriage for months and they were separated long before this happened.

Maddie’s expression turns hard, a warning look that would normally make me laugh considering how petite and naïve she is. “We’re talking about Evan,” she says under her breath. Her eyes stay on Sue and slowly Sue purses her lips and acknowledges Maddie.

The newly divorced Suzette doesn’t give men a chance to explain. For good reason, too.

“It’s fine,” I say lowly, shaking off the emotion rocking through my body and easing the tension at the table. “There’s no reason for us to get into this.” I don’t look at either of them, blowing on the hot coffee and reluctantly drinking it.

“Well, what do you think?” Maddie asks me and then she picks up her own cup. The coffee shop on Madison Avenue is fairly empty, probably due to the light rain and chill of the pending fall in the air.

As the shop door opens with a small chime and the busy sounds of the street flood into the small space for a moment, I think of how to answer her.

And I don’t know what to say.

I think he cheated on me.

I think he’s sorry and he regrets it.

I think he loves me.

And I feel like a fool for still loving him and wanting him.

That’s what I think as I look around the small coffee shop, taking in every detail of the white chair rail and tan walls. The framed photographs of abstract coffee pots and coffee beans keep my attention a little longer. I’ve never really noticed them before. This place is so familiar, yet I couldn’t have described any of these details if someone had asked me. I’ve been coming here for years for work and yet I’d never cared enough to look at what was right here in front of me.

“Why would he lie to you?” Maddie asks, pulling my attention back to her. “I just can’t imagine Evan doing this.” My shoulders rise with a deep intake of breath as I pick at the small, square napkin on the table. I roll the tiny piece I’ve ripped off between my finger and thumb, watching as it crumples into a small ball.

“I don’t know,” I answer softly. I can feel all the overwhelming sadness and betrayal rise up and make my throat tighten as I try to come up with a response. “Maybe I’m stupid, but I can’t remember him ever lying to me before.” I swallow thickly and flick the tiny ball onto the table. “Not like this.” Defeat drips from my words.

“Sorry,” I tell them and wipe under my eyes, hating that I’m even bothering to cry. “I tried not to let it …” I can’t finish. I watch as the rain batters the large glass window in the front of the shop and I internally slip my armor back on.

“Don’t you dare be sorry,” Sue says with a strength that pulls my attention back to her. Her blunt blonde hair sways as she leans forward, moving closer to me and speaks with an undeniable authority. “If you want to cry, cry. If you want to scream, do it. Whatever you need to do, just let it out.”

Maddie nods her head in my periphery, but I can’t do the same.

What if I want to deal with it by falling into his arms and letting him lie to me? I know it’s not okay, yet that’s all I want. I want him to fight for me. I want him to love me. I want to forgive him, even if he won’t admit what he’s done.

And that makes me a coward and a pathetic excuse for a modern-day woman, doesn’t it?

The snide thought makes me turn my attention back to the dreary state of affairs outside. The clouds have set in and the sky quickly turns dark.

“This is shit weather for our first meeting,” I say out loud, not really meaning to.

“Way to turn the conversation,” Sue says as she picks up her coffee cup and takes a sip. Her light blue eyes stare back at me as she drinks and it almost makes me laugh. Almost.

“So you’re meeting your client here?” Maddie asks, gracefully accepting my invitation to talk about anything else. I’ve never loved her more than in this very moment.

I nod my head, still not trusting myself to speak and take a drink from the cup in front of me. I forgot it was pumpkin spice and I nearly spit it out, surprised by the flavor, but then I swallow it down. It’s not so bad.

Maddie pulls her dark brown, curly hair over her shoulder and scrunches her nose as she takes in my expression. “You don’t like pumpkin?” she asks, raising a brow in disbelief.

“It’s okay,” I answer her straight-faced and Sue erupts with a laugh that catches the attention of an elderly couple behind us. Her good humor is infectious and I find myself smiling. This is what I need. To talk and think about something else. Anything else.

“I’ll get you something else,” Maddie offers as Sue starts to speak. “Just regular? Cream and sugar?”

“Well, you look professional,” Sue says with a nod.

“Thanks, but don’t worry about it, Maddie. It’s good.” I wave off her concern and take another sip. “I just need some caffeine.”

“Trouble sleeping?” Maddie asks and I just nod my head once and turn back to the cup, hating that the conversation is moving backward, but I can’t help it.

“I just wish I had …” I can’t finish the sentence and I struggle to come up with something to say as I push the hair from my face and try to remember what I want. I haven’t got a clue. “I wish I had my life together,” I practically whisper, but they hear and I know they do.

“You do have your life together. You’re an established publisher. An entrepreneur and a hard worker.”

I have work. Yes.

But not a damn thing else. Not enough to hold on to a life I somehow strayed from.

The thought makes me miserable, and I focus on the coffee again, drinking it down as if it’ll save me. When I set it down, I notice how empty it is, tapping the bottom of it against the table. I’m going to need another. I’ll get it myself though. I push away from the table slightly. “I’m going to grab another. At this rate it’ll be empty before Jacob gets here.”

“Oh, Jacob,” Sue says his name with a hint of something I can’t describe in her voice. A devilish smile grows on her face and it makes me roll my eyes. Of all the girls, Sue’s the one who gets over one man by getting under another. And she’s given the advice freely to our tight group of friends. I can practically feel her elbow in my ribs.

“Yes, Jacob,” I mock the way she said it, feeling irritable and like a bitch, but it only makes Sue smile.

“Well I hope he’s a good distraction for you,” Sue tells me and slides her bag off her lap and onto her shoulder.

“Work is always a good distraction.” My tone destroys the bit of lightness. “I’m good at burying myself in it.” The girls are quiet as my words sit stale in the air. It’s part of the reason my marriage is tainted. I don’t have to say it out loud and they don’t have to tell me. Everyone already knows it.

“I read the book you gave me,” Maddie says, changing the subject back to Jacob Scott. “I looked him up online, too,” she adds as a smile spreads across her lips and her cheeks brighten with a blush. She scoots to the back of her seat and holds her cup in both hands, gladly taking the attention off of me. “He’s cute,” she says with a smile. My left brow raises as I watch her pink cheeks turn brighter. Little miss innocent.

“Is he now?” Sue answers her and the two share a look as Maddie nods.

“Want me to put in a good word for you?” I ask her and reach into my Kate Spade satchel for my laptop and notebook, setting them up on the table as Sue stands and puts on her jacket. There’s no way Maddie would actually make a move. She’s so sheltered and inexperienced. There’s no way I’d let someone like Jacob near her. I’ll play along though. “You can always stay and wait for him to get here?” I offer jokingly. “Or maybe leave something behind and have to come back for it?”

She doesn’t answer, merely shakes her head and slides off her seat to join Sue.

“I wouldn’t want to intrude,” she finally says and then walks over to give me a hug. Even in her heels, I still sit a little higher at the bar-height table as she embraces me.

I half expect her to say something in my ear, to tell me it’ll be alright or that Evan’s made a mistake. But she doesn’t say a word until she lets me go. “I’m just a call away,” she says with a chipper tone that wouldn’t clue in anyone around us that I’d need to call her because my life is falling apart.

“Same here, darling,” Sue says and then the two walk off. Sue’s heels click noticeably louder as she opens the door. But the chime sounds just the same as when we first walked in here.

“Thanks for coming, guys,” I tell them and smile as they leave me here alone.

But the smile doesn’t reflect anything I truly feel.

And nothing’s changed.


Chapter Four


EVAN

It was a mistake; I can’t change the past.

I don’t want this to be, the pain is steadfast.

I haven’t paid for my sins, how long can I run?

In time, the truth will be revealed-

I’ll be dead and it will have won.

Berkeley Square in London feels the same as it has for years. The crisp air and old trees that tower over the park. The black iron and white stone that speak to the history of this place. The dark, narrow alleys and the nightlife tucked away in the shadows of this city are what make my blood heat and my foot tap anxiously on the floorboard of the car.

It’s always given me a rush to come here. There are a number of cities I’m fond of, cities that are playgrounds for the rich and where the best parties are had. Los Angeles, San Francisco, New York City of course. But London is one of the best. There’s something to be said about being away from your normal life and getting to unwind in a city you don’t have any obligations to stay in.

The cabbie clears his throat and his accent greets me as he tries to make small talk. I give him a nod and as many one-word answers as it takes to make it clear he doesn’t need to fill the time with needless conversation. I’m not interested.

I rub the sleep from my eyes, feeling more and more exhausted as we pass the park, the dark green landscape fading from sight and rows of homes taking the place of the public areas.

I’ve felt comfortable here for years. It’s a constant go-to for the PR company and I’ve been sent here to look after clients practically every year. But as the sky turns gray and the rain starts to spit on the roof, the welcoming feeling leaves me, and I’m left empty. Brought back to the present and brooding on how much the past has fucked me over.

The cab takes a left onto Hay Hill and I pass an old townhome where I used to crash. I’ve had so many close calls here. I was too much of a hothead, always looking for a thrill and pushing my luck further and further.

The cabbie comes to a stop before I’m ready. The memories play over and over in the back of my head of all the years I spent wasted. I can still feel the crunch of bone from the last fight I got into not three blocks from here.

“Here we are,” the cabbie says, turning in his seat, but before he can say anything else, I jam the cash into his hand and grab my bags on my own.

“Have a good day, sir,” I hear him call out as I shut the door, the patter of rain already soaking the collar on the back of my neck.

I have to walk with my head down to keep the rain from hitting me in the face. The door opens easily and I drag my luggage in, tossing it to the right side where the coatrack and desk are meant to greet clients. The historical condo is converted into an office space. It’s blocks from the nightlife and blends in with the community. A perfect location for client drop-off.

The high ceilings and intricate molding make the already expensive building feel that much wealthier. It’s all shades of white and cream, without an actual color in sight, save for the bright neon sticky note on top of a stack of papers sitting on the edge of the welcome desk.

Sterile, but rich.

“You were supposed to tell me when you landed.” I hear James’ voice before I see him, his heavy steps echoing in the expansive room.

“I did,” I tell him flatly, not bothering to take out my phone and check. I’m sure I did and he ignored it. That seems to have been his preference for the last two weeks. The air about him has changed; ever since that night, things have been tense between us. Like we’re in a silent war, each waiting for the other to show weakness.

I’m not interested in this shit. The only thing I give a damn about is my Kat. And keeping her safe from the crossfire.

“I didn’t get it,” he says, stopping in front of me in the foyer. He has to tilt his head slightly to look me in the eye since he’s a few inches shorter.

I shrug as if it doesn’t matter, not bothering to confirm or deny whether a text was sent. “Well I’m here now,” I answer him as I slide off my jacket, soaked with the rain from outside and hang it on the coatrack.

“You look like shit,” he tells me and an asymmetric grin tilts my lips up.

“Thanks,” I say and face him, running a hand over my hair and wiping off the rain on my jeans. “I’d say I feel better than I look, but that’d be a lie.”

I’ve known James a long time, nearly a decade and I expect him to ask why, even though he already knows. I anticipate him starting the conversation, but instead he says nothing. Avoiding the obvious and walking down the hallway of the townhouse.

My feet move on their own, following him even though adrenaline courses faster in my blood. It makes me feel sick to not talk about it. To not clear the air.

“Whiskey?” he asks me as he pours himself a glass on the right side of a converted dining room. It’s more of a bar now with a long plank of cedar serving as a makeshift counter in the back of the room. The recessed lighting hits the bottles of clear and amber liquids and creates an intimate feel in the room. The only exception to this being a bar is a humidifier full of cigars on the left and a pair of dark leather wingback chairs on either side of it.

“Kane Buchan,” James says and hands me a folder. I’m sure it’s filled with the same shit that was emailed to me. I’ve got the profile memorized. He was the lead singer in a rock band from the Bronx. They had one smash hit and then he split from the rest of them. He decided to go separate ways because he was too good for the band. Most said it was his ego, but it turns out he was right. Three hits on the top charts and now he’s a client.

They all want the same. To flaunt their wealth, get drunk or high. Fuck whoever they want.

“He said something about going to Annabel’s tonight,” James tells me and I nod my head. I’ve been there a time or two. It’s exclusive and ridiculously overpriced, so of course an up-and-coming star wants to be seen there.

They’re all the same. I can see exactly how the night’s going to play out. I just have to keep it clean enough so there are no problems.

“Did you even hear what I said?” James asks me in a raised voice laced with irritation.

“Annabel’s,” I tell him as I look him in the eyes and hope he was still going on about the club.

“No, I said he’s married so make sure there are no pictures if he does something stupid.”

“I know,” I say.

“He’s staying a few days, maybe less depending on what his agent wants. Just keep an eye on him, show him a good time–” He’s pissing me off. Treating me like a new hire and nothing more.

“I know what to do,” I retort and cut James off deliberately. “I’ve been here before.”

I’ve had days to think of how to approach this, but I still hesitate to get everything off my chest.

He huffs a response, something like disbelief and then grabs the tumbler of whiskey from the table. The ice clinks as he takes a sip and then holds it in front of him.

“Buchan’s agent doesn’t need any more press other than what they’ve hired.”

“I want you to know,” I start as I stare him in the eyes, forcing him to listen to what I’m telling him. “I think it was a setup.” Maybe I’m paranoid, but I don’t give a fuck. I have to tell someone. And I’m sure as shit not going to Samantha. “It was an accident, but it just doesn’t seem right. Something’s off.”

He shrugs and says, “I don’t give a shit.”

“I do.” My words come out hard and bitter, but James is already walking away from me. I know if I move an inch, if I even breathe, I’ll beat the piss out of him for leaving this all on me. And risk everything.


Chapter Five


KAT

Saying goodbye is hard, meaning it is harder,

It’s futile to deny what I truly desire.

To fuel the need that runs in my blood,

To tread the fear and not drown in the flood.

I can try to fight it, I can try to run,

But the damage has only just begun.

My eyes feel bloodshot. They burn just from the cool air as I finally sit back down in my office. I’m always here. I never leave this room unless I have to.

And when I do I bring my laptop with me.

Workaholic is a word for it. I’m not sure that even does it justice. I gave up everything for this.

It’s why I came to New York.

It’s why I spent years in the publishing industry, making contacts and creating a brand that’s recognizable. But I do it on my own.

While Evan stayed the same, and carried on with a life that was a fun distraction, I’ve buried myself in work. Growing farther and farther apart from my husband.

Ignored friends … at least I didn’t have family to ignore. Other than Evan.

I rub my eyes again and try to soothe them, but the darkness is all I can see. It begs me to sleep.

I desperately need it. I can’t even read an email right. My meeting with Jacob is next week. I spent an entire hour sitting mindlessly in the coffee shop on my own before I bothered to check the time and date.

At least the coffee was comforting. But the rain was coming down in sheets, and any sense of ease was gone by the time I dragged my ass back home to an empty townhouse.

My shoulders rise and fall as I take another look at the screen. The black and white is too harsh and I almost shut the laptop down and give in to sleep, but my phone goes off, scaring the shit out of me.

Evan.

It’s my first thought and I hate how my heart sinks when I see it’s not him. It’s his father.

In my contact list, it still says Evan’s parents’ house.

It’s the house phone in Evan’s family home.

Marie gave the number to me the night I first saw her, so she could call me about next Sunday’s dinner, all those years ago. Every time I see it, Evan’s parents’ house, I’m reminded that only Henry remains.

It’s not a reminder I welcome. Just the same as the reminder of my own parents’ sudden death in a car crash.

That’s something Evan and I had in common, both of us losing our loved ones so quickly. He still has his father at least, but I’ve had no one for most of my life.

We’d only been seeing each other for a few months when I got the first call from this number. I was expecting for it to be Marie, but it wasn’t his mother making the call, it was Evan because his cell phone had died.

He told me he couldn’t make it to our date, and the first thought I had was that he was breaking up with me. It wasn’t until he apologized that I realized it was something else.

He couldn’t hold it together on the phone. His voice shook and his sentences were short. I’ll never forget that feeling in my chest, like I knew everything was over and there was nothing I could do about it.

There was something in his voice that I recognized. It was how you sound when you’re trying to convince someone else you’re okay, but you’re not. I knew it well.

I got tired of having to convince people. People who didn’t bother to get to know me, because I was just the sad girl at the end of the block. The poor child everyone talked about.

It was why I moved to New York. Living in the small town where your family died isn’t a healthy place for someone who just wants to feel like there’s something else in this world other than the past.

But for Evan it wasn’t what had happened, it was the inevitable that brought him to his weakest moment.

I insisted on seeing him and meeting him at his parents’ place and even though I thought he’d object, he didn’t. He’d never been so passive toward anything like he was that night.

Evan’s only cried twice since I’ve known him.

That night after his mother had finally gone to bed and we went back to his childhood bedroom. And nineteen days later, when she was put in the ground.

“Henry,” I answer the phone as if nothing’s wrong. My voice is peppy and full of life, even though it’s nearly 10 p.m. and I feel nothing but dead inside.

I squint at the clock on the computer and wonder why he’s calling so late. “Is everything alright?” I ask him, my heart beating slower and a deep fear of loss settling in.

“My favorite daughter-in-law,” Henry greets me and it makes a soft smile bring the corners of my lips up. I even feel the warmth from it.

“Your only daughter-in-law,” I correct him, picking at a bit of fuzz on the sleeve of my shirt.

“Still my favorite,” he says and I give him the laugh that he’s after, even if it is a little short and quiet.

“What’s going on?” I ask him and rest my elbow on the desk, chin in my hand. I absently minimize the document on my screen and clear out all my tabs, checking my email one last time as Henry talks.

“I just wanted to check on you, make sure everything’s good.”

Again, I get the sense that something’s off. “That’s sweet of you,” I answer him but before I can say everything’s fine, he beats me to the real reason he called.

“You two alright?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I lie and instantly feel like shit. But what am I going to tell him? That right now, I don’t know if my marriage to his son will last? That I’m falling apart and I have no idea how to make this better? That his son is a liar and I hate him for the pain he’s putting me through?

“I spoke to Evan and he said he’s not sure about the holidays coming up,” Henry says as if he’s baiting me. And he is.

The screen of my laptop dims, ridding the room of any light so I hit the space bar and bring it back to life.

“It’s a bit away, but,” I pause and swallow, not knowing how to word it. I don’t have family, so it’s not as if I can use them as an excuse. “Work may be a little much,” I finally breathe the words slowly, giving him a lie I’m sure he knows is exactly that.

“He said you’re going through something.” There’s no bullshit in his voice as he adds, “That you two aren’t doing the best.”

“Did he?” I ask weakly. It’s a betrayal. That’s how I feel hearing that Evan’s told his father what we’re going through. It makes the crack in my heart that much deeper.

It’s not fair that he welcomes so much attention. I don’t need the judgment. Because I don’t want their opinions. I don’t want them to know we’re flawed. I just want us whole again. I wish no one knew so I could silently be the weak wife I am. The one willing to turn a blind eye for the unfaithful man she loves more than herself.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Henry,” I tell him as my eyes close. I can tell the computer has gone into sleep mode again and this time I don’t hit the keys to bring it back to life. The darkness is too comforting.

“I just want you to know I’m here for you,” Henry says clearly into the phone. “You’re my daughter,” he adds and it breaks my composure.

I push away from the desk, the chair legs catching on the rug and nearly tipping over. I walk slowly to the door and then to my bedroom, the phone still to my ear, each step trying to keep it all down. Just going through the motions and trying to be numb to it.

“Thank you,” I tell him, breathing the words as I lean against the bedroom door, closing it and almost tell him, he’s like a father to me.

Almost, but when we do get a divorce, Henry won’t be there for me. It doesn’t matter what he says. It doesn’t matter that I’ll be alone, because that’s how I’ve been most of my life anyway.

“I love you and I’m sorry you two are going through this.” I let Henry’s words echo in my head.

He’s not the only one who’s sorry.


Chapter Six


EVAN

Years of the same can’t be erased or denied.

The past is unforgiving to a wounded pride.

The choices I made will stay to the end.

I’ll pay for my sins, it’s a truth that won’t bend.

The music pounds away, the bass so loud it vibrates my chest. The nightclub is pitch black between bright colorful lights that flash in beat with the music.

“Another!” Kane’s friend Mikey yells on my left, a little too close to my ear for comfort, a little too loud. But I just smile and pretend to take another swig of my beer.

Another time in my life, I’d actually be drinking. I like the feel that I get on the right side of a heavy buzz. That light headiness where you still have control, but not a damn thing matters. That’s the place I craved to be for so long, but not anymore.

It’s been a few hours and so far the job’s been easy. Kane and his friends are trashed and he’s having the time of his life. They’re saddled up to the bar with a few women. One in particular for Kane, which has me on edge and keeping an eye out for the telltale glow of a cell phone in the air, ready to capture a snapshot.

She’s the blonde closest to Kane, Christi she said her name was, and the loudest by far. The more she drinks, the louder she gets, and the closer to Kane.

According to the paperwork, the tall, loudmouthed blonde is his type and it wouldn’t be the first time he’s strayed from his wife. Fame and fortune tend to do it. I’ve seen it too many times to count.

And Kat thinks this is the type of shit I do. The thought makes me sick to my stomach, a scowl marring my face and I know it. I can’t change it so I raise the beer to my lips and take a long swig of it, nearly draining the bottle. She’s never questioned me before, but last night she let out shit I had no idea about. Insecurities and accusations that made me feel like less of a man.

I can’t blame her, can I? Not when I have secrets. Not when I can’t look her in the eyes and tell her I haven’t fucked up.

A strong grip on my arm rouses me from my thoughts.

“Can you get me something?” Kane asks, sidling up next to me. The smell of whiskey assaults me and I almost push him away.

Just like Mikey, he’s a little too close as he slurs his request to the point where I can’t tell what he’s saying.

“What are you looking for?” I ask him and stare at the shine of the half-empty glass bottles of liquor lining the bar.

“Something a little stronger,” he says as he tilts his head and then tries to be subtle, putting his hand to his nose and sniffling. Cocaine.

I hesitate and waver on my answer. Luckily, I don’t have to respond. Instead a loud, high-pitched voice on my right screams out, “We’ve got absinthe!” Apparently the blonde was eavesdropping. Surprise, surprise. Her talons are gripped tight on Kane and I know she’s going to stay within hearing range until we’re out of here, just like she’s been doing since she found out who he is. She’s leaning over a barstool, her breasts on full display and when I look back at Kane, the only thing he’s looking at is her chest.

“Never had it,” Kane says too low and the blonde screams, practically in my ear, “What?!”

I back away a bit, getting out from between the two of them and wait for him to agree. I know he will. She’s got him wrapped around her finger. I’ll do it with a smile on my face and babysit this fucker. I used to think of this differently. This shit used to be fun. But it wasn’t like this, was it?

It doesn’t take more than one girly laugh from the blonde to convince Kane that absinthe is good enough and that we should all head to her place.

It’s two blocks down and up a set of iron rails to get to the apartment. The sidewalk’s still wet and this late at night, there’s no one on the streets. Just a bunch of drunk assholes stumbling on their way home. We fit in perfectly. I keep my eyes ahead, but occasionally look back and in all directions casually.

I follow them as Kane and his friend follow the group of women. There are three of them, two blondes and a dark brunette with curls, each barely covered in skimpy clubwear as they grip the railing to the apartment stairs and laugh as they stumble their way up in heels that clank against the iron grid floor.

Kane’s hands are all over Christi, moving from her hips to her ass as he walks behind her. Mikey’s into the other blonde and the brunette’s checked out, only interested in smoking weed and getting trashed.

At one point, I thought this was fun.

I tolerated the attention and flirting, but after a few minutes of ignoring the women, they always lost interest and moved on to the next. Somehow it always gave me a thrill, but there’s nothing about this night that gives me any pleasure. I just want to get back to Kat and make her take it all back. Make her forget what happened and remind her why we’re meant to be together. Remind her why she’s mine.

I don’t want this life anymore. I can’t take this shit.

Not when it makes Kat doubt me and what we have. Rightfully so.

As the girls laugh and the door opens, I take my phone out of my pocket, peeking up to make sure none of the girls have theirs out.

No pictures.

That’s my second concern. The first is getting Kane and getting out of here. He’s had a good time; he’ll remember enough of it at least. I’m not interested in being here any longer than I have to be.

I’m distracted for only a moment. Half a second, but the moment I stop watching these girls, one of them breaks rule number one.

The second the blonde on the right pulls out her iPhone, turning and posing with her friend and Kane in the background, I snatch it from her. She gasps and tries to grab it back like this is a game and I’m making a move on her. Her smile widens and she lets out a small laugh, again trying to snatch it from me.

It takes her a minute to realize no matter how much she pulls on my arm and makes that girlish cry, I have no intention of giving it back.

“No pictures,” I tell her simply, my voice low and admonishing and my expression hard. I don’t have time for this shit or her antics. She knows what she’s doing and it’s not cute or funny.

I force myself to stare into her drunken hazel gaze until she looks down and then holds out her hand for it. The flirtation completely gone. “I get it,” she snaps.

I place the phone in her palm after I shut it off, and she huffs like I’m an asshole. I can see her biting her tongue wanting to tell me off and I can’t really blame her. She wouldn’t be the first. I’ve been slapped more times than I know. Mostly by women. Years of doing this have led to plenty of fights and unfortunate events.

I’ve beaten the shit out of assholes.

Called doctors and paid with cash for them to come to hotel rooms.

I’ve paid off cops, bouncers, bookies. Shit, I’ve seen it all, done it all. And I’m tired of this shit.

The bright green of the absinthe catches my eye as the blonde I just pissed off brings it to the coffee table. I watch as she sets it in the center and lines up three shot glasses before going back to the small kitchen only ten feet away to grab more out of a drawer.

Kane’s in the middle of the sofa, draping both arms across the back of it as Christi and the brunette cuddle up next to him. The sounds of them laughing and Kane saying something low as they huddle closer to him are barely on my mind as I turn my focus back to my phone.

I text the driver and let him know I’m going to need the car in about thirty minutes and send him the address.

It takes fifteen minutes for the alcohol to hit their systems. Heavy pours and three shots each will have them all out on their asses. Normally I’d feel bad cutting their party short, but I don’t give a shit. All I can think about is Kat.

I need to get back to her.

I plaster a smile on my face and roll up my sleeves. “Let me get it, doll,” I say as I make my way to the kitchen. “You sit back and relax,” I tell the blonde and take the bottle from her hands. I’ll be pouring the second round while they’re throwing back the first. She gives me a flirtatious smirk. “I knew you weren’t all asshole,” she says and then sits on her knees next to the coffee table. Too close, too presumptuous.

“You had it right the first time,” I tell her as I fill all six glasses and pass them out. “Let’s do a couple rounds and get this party started.”


Chapter Seven


KAT

I’m stronger than this. I deserve so much more.

They’re the words I breathe, then collapse on the floor.

My eyes close tight, the tears trapped, my lungs still.

I can’t speak the truth; I can’t fight the chill.

I’m stronger than this, I’ll tell myself till I rot.

But I know I’m a liar, and I know that I’m not.

Evan never texts me when he’s working, but he did tonight and I can’t take my eyes away from my phone because of it. My body’s still and my focus is nonexistent when it comes to work. He messaged me. He reached out to me. I can’t explain why it makes my cracked heart splinter even deeper. Maybe I wish he’d just be cruel and not try or not care. It hurts so much more to think that he’s trying.

I’ve learned over the years not to expect him to message me or call, not to worry. To trust him and to look for a message in the morning. He always messaged in the morning. I’ve always thought it was cute how he’d text me to tell me good morning, even if he was only just then getting into bed.

But it’s 2 a.m. in London, and my phone’s lit on the desk with a message from him.

I was finally getting some work done. Focusing and managing to write up some feedback and create a marketing tactic for a client. Half of me doesn’t want to answer him. I don’t want to look and go back into the black hole of self-pity. But I can’t resist.

My hands inch toward it, the need to see what he has to say overriding the anger and the sadness. The need to be wanted by him and to feel loved winning out over my dignity.

I hate it when you’re mad at me.

I stare at his message, feeling my heart squeeze tight. My fingers hesitate over the keys as I read it again and again. Before I can respond, another message comes through.

Forgive me.

And that’s the crux of the situation.

Forgive you for what exactly? I message him back without even thinking. Whatever he’s hiding is bad, I know it is. I can feel it deep down in my core. Whatever he’s done is enough to ruin us.

But we were already ruined. In my gut, I can feel it. We’ve grown apart. We’re different people now. We don’t belong together. We never did really.

I have to get up and move. Even if it’s just to walk through the house. I’m only in a baggy shirt and a pair of socks. I wore the shirt to sleep last night and I should really shower and get dressed. It’s a rule I’ve had since I started working from home.

I dress as if I’m going into the office. Well, I used to. Right now I just don’t have the energy.

Evan sends two texts, one right after the other as I walk to the kitchen.

We can work through this.

I love you.

I only glance at them before putting the phone down on the counter and heading straight to the fridge for the wine.

There’s only half a glass left in the dark red bottle, but it’ll have to do.

I glance at the clock as I sip it. It’s after 9 p.m. I’ve barely slept, barely worked and I’m still in my pajamas from last night. But at least I’m drinking from a clean glass.

It only takes one sip before I just ask him what’s on my mind.

I just don’t understand why you won’t tell me what you did.

Won’t tell you what? he texts back and it pisses me off.

“Does he think I’m stupid?” I mutter beneath my breath as my blood boils. The anger is only an ounce stronger than the pain.

Don’t treat me like this. I text him back, feeling weak. I’m practically begging him. I deserve better.

I down the wine after sending the last line. I don’t know exactly what it is I deserve. Him telling me the truth. Him confiding in me. Or a better husband altogether.

As I grip the neck of the last bottle of red wine on the rack and bring it back to the kitchen, I realize this is how women feel when they stay in these marriages.

They’d rather be told a sweet little lie and believe it, than face the truth.

Right now, it’s exactly what I want. Just lie to me. Tell me there’s nothing that happened. That it’s blown out of proportion. That it was just a kiss. Yes, that one. That last one. I could forgive it, but better yet, I could believe it.

The barstool legs scratch on the floor as I scoot it under my butt and sit down to uncork the new bottle.

I just want him to come home. Tell me everything is fine and make up something that’s easy to forgive.

A bottle of wine and a refilled glass in front of me, I go back to the beginning. Back to when I was stronger and I actually had self-respect.

Back when I knew better.

The memory and the wine are the only things I have to keep myself company for the rest of the night, because Evan doesn’t text me back.

*     *     *

SIX YEARS AGO

The wind blows in my face, mixed with the stale summer heat as I pull into the corner store parking lot in Brooklyn. It’s late and the hustle and bustle of New York has waned, but the nightlife on this side of the city is only getting started.

Some would say it’s the bad part of town, but others say it’s the fun part. I guess it depends on what circles you run in. I’m new to New York and struggling to find where I belong. The lights and sophistication are what I came here for, but making it here isn’t so easily achieved.

I’m slow to step on the brakes and pull into the last spot on the far right against the curb that lines the sidewalk to the small store. I’ve only been here a few times, either needing to stop for gas or a quick bite to eat on my way to or from work on the west side of the city.

Several cars line the front of the store and a few men head inside as I pull up. They vary from obviously expensive to looking like they’re falling apart. The vehicles, that is.

I notice the men, and they notice me. Averting their gaze, I turn down my radio and put my car in park.

I mind my business and everyone around me seems to do the same. In the city that never sleeps, there’s always something happening. And I’m not interested in a lot of those somethings.

I grab my purse and keys in the same hand and open the car door to step out with no time to waste, but my eyes glance back to the cars and straight into a man’s gaze.

Not just any man, a man exuding power and confidence, along with defiance. Although he’s wearing a simple shirt and faded dark jeans, the way he wears them makes me think they were made to be fitted to his muscular body. He’s hot as hell, and given the way he looks at me, he could be a temptation the devil made just for me.

My driver’s side door shuts with a loud bang as I stand there caught in the heat in his eyes. He’s leaning against the hood of a car, I would guess it’s his, a shiny black Mercedes that illuminates the light from the store in its slick reflection. The windows are rolled up and tinted so dark it’s hard to see the interior. As my eyes move back to the man, my movements are slowed and I grip my keys tighter.

He doesn’t stop looking, taking me in and letting his eyes follow along my body. He obviously wants me to know that he’s watching me.

My breathing picks up and I subconsciously pull my dress down just slightly, smoothing out the cherry red pleats and wishing I hadn’t been wearing it all day. I take one step and the click of my heels keeps time as I walk forward, knowing I have to pass him on my way in.

I can’t help that my eyes flicker over to his as I grip my purse strap and settle it in place. His tanned skin is pulled taut and smooth over his muscular frame and decorated with ink. Tattoos travel from his collarbone down, peeking out from the crisp white cotton shirt and leaving a trail of intricate designs all the way down to his wrists. I’m too far away to see what they say or what they are. I know if he were in a suit, the tattoos would be hidden, but something tells me he’s proud to have them on full display.

“What are you up to?” he asks me and catches me off guard.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” I tell him easily, although I don’t know how, swaying a little from side to side in a flirtatious way I didn’t intend. My body can’t help but be attracted to him. To want to know how his tattooed skin feels against my fingertips.

There’s a scar over his left eyebrow and it’s subtle, but even from this distance I notice it. As his deep, rough chuckle fills the night air and drowns out the other sounds of the city, I find myself wondering how he got it.

“A man can wonder though,” he says, making a hot blush creep slowly into my cheeks. I bite down on my lower lip, but that doesn’t stop the shy smile from showing. I have to stop and give him the attention he’s looking for as he leans forward, holding me captive to whatever’s on his mind.

“You’re pretty, you know that?” he asks me and I roll my eyes. He makes me feel things I haven’t before. Even if I know this flirtation isn’t just for me, that he’s simply playing with me, I still enjoy it. I crave it even.

“Sure, and you’re not too bad looking either.” I enjoy the flirting, the attention. At least coming from him.

He splays a hand over his heart and cocks his head as he says, “Well thank you, beautiful, I aim for not bad.” This time I’m the one laughing, a short, soft laugh as I kick the bottom of my heels against the ground and stare at them for a moment, readying myself to say goodbye and end his bout of teasing. I don’t trust myself not to say anything and instead I just wave and carry on, expecting him to do the same.

“You didn’t answer me,” he calls out after I take a few steps. “What are you doing out here so late?” he asks. It’s forward of him and I usually despise that, but instead I savor the challenge in his voice. Something about it tells me he thinks I’m already his. And that ownership makes my blood that much hotter.

I know I shouldn’t give him any information at all, but I find myself telling him the truth before I can stop myself. “I’m hungry and overworked. So I stopped to grab a bite to eat.”

“You’re getting your dinner from here?” he asks, gesturing to the store and I nod. “A woman like you should be taken out, not eating dinner from the gas station.”

A woman like you, plays over and over in my head. He doesn’t know what type of woman I am. “You don’t even know my name,” I tell him, the half smile and challenge firm on my expression.

He nods and grins, flashing me a cocky, asymmetrical smile as he replies, “Don’t make me guess.”

I chew on my lip for a moment, rocking from side to side. He’s bad news and I’m flirting with fire … but I love the thrill. I can’t deny it. “It’s Kat,” I tell him and a smile is slow to form on his face. One of complete satisfaction, as if hearing my name is the best thing that’s happened to him all night.

“I’m Evan,” he says and I taste his name on the tip of my tongue, nearly whispering it. “Let me take you to dinner, Kat,” he suggests with an easiness I don’t like. I wonder how many times that’s worked for him before.

“I’m not your type,” I tell him, intentionally looking past him at the bars that wrap around the glass door to the convenience store. I just need a late night snack to hold me over till morning. That’s all this little errand was supposed to turn into.

“I don’t think you should tell me what is and isn’t my type,” he tells me although it comes out playful. “You might be surprised,” he adds.

I clear my throat and try to breathe evenly, wanting this flirting session to end so I can get back to work. I have to admit the attention is very much needed though. And the desire in his eyes looks genuine.

“Sorry, Charlie, didn’t mean to upset you,” I tell him with a playful pout as I walk past him.

“It’s Evan,” he repeats his name and that makes a wicked grin play at my lips, “and you’re wrong,” he tells me with a seriousness I wasn’t expecting. His tone is hard and when I turn around to face him fully, finally taking a step onto the curb, he’s no longer sitting on the hood of the Mercedes. He takes a few strides across the asphalt parking lot and stops in front of me as I ask, “Wrong about what?”

He’s taller standing up, more intimidating too and his shoulders seem broader, stronger. Even his subtle moves, as he brushes his jaw with his rough fingers and licks his lower lip again, are dominating. He glances to the left and right before opening his mouth again and letting that deep, rough voice practically whisper between us.

“You’re wrong that you aren’t my type and that I’m not your type.”

My body sways on its own, the compliment making my body feel hotter than it already is in the hot summer night. Someone behind me exits the store, the telltale jingle of the bells and the whoosh of air-conditioning reminding me that I’m supposed to be in and out of this store. Reminding me that Evan isn’t a part of my to-do list tonight.

“I never said you weren’t my type,” I say and my voice comes out sultry, laced with the desire I feel coursing in my blood. I try to hold his gaze, but the fire and intensity swirling in his dark eyes makes me back down.

I can try to be tough all I want, but he’s a bad boy through and through and I should know better.

“Good to know,” he says with a cocky undertone that makes my eyes whip up to his. I half expect him to blow me off now that his ego’s been fed. But he licks his lower lip and my eyes are drawn to the motion, imagining how it’d feel to have his lips on every inch of my skin. “Come out with me tonight,” he tells me. As if I don’t have anything better to do. As if he can just command me to do what he wants.

“Sorry … Evan. I can’t tonight,” I tell him and turn back around, shifting my purse on my shoulder and ready to go about my business.

“Tomorrow night then,” he raises his voice so I can hear him as I wrap my hand around the handle and pull the door open. Again the chill of the store greets me, but this time it’s unwanted.

I’m very aware of what this man could do to me. He’s the type to pin you down as he takes you how he wants you and doesn’t stop until you’re screaming. And I can’t lie, just that thought alone makes me desperate to say yes.

He takes another step closer as I stand with the door wide open and hesitate to answer. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he manages a shrug as if it’s a casual question.

“Just one date,” he adds as he looks at me with a raised brow and his version of puppy dog eyes. It’s enough to force a smile on my face.

“And what am I supposed to do? Meet you here at ten?” I ask him.

“How about at Jean-Georges in Central Park?” he asks and I’m taken aback. It’s an expensive place and my eyes glance back to his car, to his ripped body and tattooed skin. There’s something about the air that follows him that screams he’s no good. The danger in the way he looks at me is so tempting though.

“I just want to feed you,” he adds as the time ticks slowly by and a short, older man with salt and pepper hair walks out of the exit, stealing our attention and making my hand slip slightly on the handle.

I chew on the inside of my cheek. The answer is an easy one. No. Simple as that. He’s a bad boy who only wants one thing, but I can’t deny that I want it too.

I said yes.

To the date, and then again a year later to marrying him.

That initial yes, pushed through my lips by an undeniable attraction, was my first mistake on a list of too fucking many.

All because I can’t tell him no.


Chapter Eight


EVAN

“I’m sorry.” I can say the words,

But I can’t take what’s happened back.

What’s more to do? What’s more to say?

There’s nothing left but attack after attack.

I don’t want to fight; I don’t want to run.

I only want you until my life is done.

Forgive me please, but don’t ask what for.

I don’t deserve you anymore.

I try to shut the front door softly, as quietly as I can so I don’t wake Kat up if she’s passed out. Our loft is small and the walls are thin so you can hear everything in here. I stop in the foyer, setting the duffle bag and my luggage down and look at the living room.

The room is mostly gray, just like the city. There’s a paned glass mirror above the long sofa and black and white accents everywhere. I hated that mirror from the moment we got it, but Kat loved it so I never said a word.

My eyes scan the room in the faint light from the city that’s shining through the gap in the curtains.

Five years of marriage, six of creating this place together.

Each piece of furniture is a memory. The wine rack that we purchased was the first thing we bought together. The gray sofa with removable pillows was a fight I lost. I didn’t want the cushions to be removable, because they always end up sagging, but Kat insisted the brand was quality.

The plush cushions still look like they did in the store, and I wonder if she was right or if it’s just because we don’t even sit on the damn thing.

I’m never here and she’s always working. What’s the point of it?

The bitter thought makes me kick the duffle bag out of my way and head past the living room and dining room, straight to the stairs so I can get to bed and lie down with Kat. It’s been almost a week since I’ve slept in the same room as her and I refuse to let that go on for another night. I pause to look at the photos on the wall.

They’re all in black and white, the way Kat likes her décor. All but one, the largest in the very center. It’s also the only one that’s not staged.

She’s leaning toward me, and her lips look so red as she’s midlaugh, holding a crystal glass of champagne and wrapping her fingers around my forearm. Her eyes are on whoever was giving a speech. I don’t remember who it was or what they said, but I can still hear her laugh. It’s the most beautiful sound.

She was so happy on our wedding day. I thought she’d be stressed and worried, but it was like a weight was lifted and the sweetest version of her was given to me that day. There’s nothing but love there.

My eyes are on her in that picture, with a smile on my face and pride in my eyes.

I tear my gaze away and keep walking, feeling the weight of everything press down on my shoulders. I’m exhausted and like the childish fool I am, I wish I could just go to sleep and this would all be a dream.

I want to go back to when we first married. Before we both got caught up in work and decided to live separate lives. Before I fucked up.

I just want to go back to that day.

As I pass the open office door I hear the clicking of the computer keyboard. So many nights I’ve come home to this, so many mornings I’ve woken up to it. She’s always in this room, which is a shame. There’s hardly any light, or anything at all in the room. File cabinets, papers, a shredder and a desk. There’s not a hint of the woman Kat is in this room.

I guess it’s the same as the living room, but at least there’s a classic elegance there. It’s nothing but cold in her office.

“Hey babe,” I say softly and Kat ignores me.

I clear my throat and speak louder. “I’m home,” I tell her and again, I get nothing from Kat, just the steady clicks. There’s an empty wine glass and two bottles on the floor by her feet.

Maybe she’s a little drunk, maybe she has her earplugs in too, but still, she’d hear me.

My teeth grind together as I grip the handle of the door harder. She deserves better. Yeah, I know she does. And this is the shit I deserve, but I don’t want it. I won’t go down without fighting for what I want.

The standing lamp in the corner of her office is on, but it’s not enough to brighten the room. Even the glow of the computer screen is visible.

“Do you want to talk?” I ask her and her only response is that her fingers stop moving across the keys.

She doesn’t turn to face me or give any sign that I’ve spoken to her.

“I don’t want to fight, Kat,” I tell her and force every bit of emotion into my words. “I don’t want this.”

She turns slowly in her seat, a baggy t-shirt covering her body to her upper thighs. Her exposed skin is pale and the dark room makes her look that much paler. Her green eyes give her away though. Nothing but sadness there.

My body is pulled to her, and I can’t help it. I can’t stand that look in her eyes. Before I can tell her I love her and I’m sorry, before I can come up with some lame excuse, she cuts me off.

“I wanted to last night,” she says and then crosses her arms. She looks uncomfortable and unnatural. Like she’s doing what she thinks she should be doing.

“I’m here now,” I tell her and walk closer to her. There’s a set of chairs in the corner of the room from our first apartment and I almost drag one over, but I’m too afraid to break eye contact with her.

At least she’s looking at me, talking to me, receptive to what I have to say.

“Ask me whatever you want,” I tell her and deep down I’m screaming. Because I know I’ll answer her. I’ll tell her everything just to take that pain away, even if it’s only temporary, even if it fucks her too.

Her doe eyes widen slightly and she cowers back, swallowing before answering me. “Aren’t you tired?” she says softly and her eyes flicker to the door and then to the floor.

She doesn’t want to know the truth.

“Yeah, I’m exhausted. But I’m not going to bed until you do.” I lick my lips and clear my throat, hoping she’ll give in to me. For weeks I tried to stay up with her or brush off the fact that I’d pass out while she was still working and vice versa.

“I can stay up for you,” I offer her. It’s not what she wants, but it’s something.

“Well this has to get done, and it’s going to take hours.”

“I can wait,” I tell her but the second the words slip out she turns back to the computer and says, “Don’t.”

With her back to me and her fingers already flying across the keys again, I’ve never felt more alone and dejected.

“I’ll go unpack and relax on the bed then,” I tell her, gripping the door to stay upright and keep myself from ripping her out of that chair and bringing her to bed.

She whips around in the chair and asks, “Here?”

It takes me a moment to realize why the hell she’s asking me that and when I do, it’s like a bullet to the chest.

A mix of emotions swell in my gut and heat my blood. Anger is there, but the dejectedness is what cuts me the most.

“Is that alright?” I ask sarcastically.

She nods, conceding to let me stay in my own damn house, but the look in her eyes doesn’t fade. She really wants me out. She wants me to just leave? Did she think I wouldn’t fight for her? That I’d let this destroy us? It may ruin me, but I’ll be damned if I let it ruin us.

“I said I don’t want a divorce.” My words come out hard. I’m sick of this. “I want you,” I tell her with conviction and walk closer to her, not leaving any space between us.

“I don’t know what I want,” Kat says, gripping the armrests of the desk chair as her lips turn down into a painful frown and her eyes gloss over. Like she’s on the verge of breaking. The last thread she was holding has snapped, leaving her falling. I’m not there to catch her, because I’m the one that pushed her over the edge. And I hate myself for it.

It’s my fault, and this is all on me, but I’ll make it right.

“You don’t have to, Kat,” I tell her and move just a little closer. I need a chance. She’s vulnerable; I can feel it coming off of her in waves.

I cup her cheek in my hand to lean down and kiss her, but she pushes back, quickly standing and making the desk chair slam against the desk.

My pride, my ego, whatever it is that makes a man is destroyed in this moment. My limbs freeze and the tension makes me feel like I’m breaking. Literally cracking in my very center.

I lick my lips, finally letting out a breath as Kat whispers, “I’m sorry, I’m just …”

She doesn’t finish, and I have to look up at her before I can stand upright again.

“You just what?” I ask her.

“I don’t know, Evan,” she says with desperation in her voice.

“Don’t think,” I tell her, grasping for anything to keep her from running. “Just let me make it better,” I offer and she stands there, in nothing but that t-shirt and looks at me as if I’m both her savior and her enemy.

I walk slow, each step making the floor creak ever so quietly. I don’t rush it until I’m close enough to her to feel her heat. And she lets me, standing still and giving me the chance I need.

My lips crash against hers, my body pressing against hers and forcing her back. Each step she takes, I take one with her.

“Stop,” she tells me and pushes me away. My breathing is ragged as my hands clench to keep from holding on to her as she leaves me. I can still taste her, my body ringing with desire to make it up to her.

To ease her pain and remind her how good I make her feel. It’s what she needs. It’s been weeks and I can’t deny I need her even more. I need to bury myself inside her heat.

My fingers wrap around her hips and I push her back against the wall. Her arms wrap around my neck and she comes in for the kiss this time. Taking the passion from me, letting me give her what she needs. The comfort and escape from reality. A welcome distraction to the fact that our marriage is at risk.

In this moment there’s nothing but what we feel for each other. Nothing else. No logic or reason. Just the devotion and intense desire.

I’m grateful it still exists. I only wish this moment would last forever. Where we’re both weak for each other, desperate and drunk with lust.

“You’re mine, Kat,” I whisper in her ear. My breath is hot and it’s making the air between us that much hotter.

Her back arches against the wall and she pushes her soft body into mine. A quiet moan spills from her sweet lips. I stare at her face, the expression of utter rapture with her eyes closed and her lips parted just slightly.

I rock my palm over and over, putting pressure on her swollen nub and feeling her cunt get hotter and wetter.

“This is mine,” I whisper louder, not holding back the possession in my voice.

A strangled groan fills the air. At first I don’t know if it’s from me or her, but the sweet cadence of her voice prolongs the sound of pleasure as her body writhes against mine. She’s so close.

I tear the thin lace fabric of her panties off in one tug and watch her face as her eyes pop open. The gorgeous green stares back at me with a mix of emotions, the overwhelming two being desire and vulnerability.

I don’t give her the chance to second-guess this. This is how we’re meant to be. Together, raw and bared.

I only release my grip on her to unzip my pants. The sound mixes with Kat’s heavy breathing.

“Evan,” she whispers my name as if it’s a question.

She wants me, although she knows we shouldn’t do this. Fuck, I know she’s going to question this. Maybe even regret it. But she just needs to feel me again; she needs this as much as I do.

I press the head of my dick against her opening, and slide myself through her slick folds, teasing her and watching as her eyes close tight and she squirms when I just barely touch her clit.

So close.

“Evan,” she whispers and this time it’s a plea. One I can satisfy.

In one swift stroke I slam into her, buried deep and making her scream out.

Her nails dig into my shoulders as her body’s forced against the wall and her head falls back.

I kiss her throat ravenously, desperate to taste her, but not willing to mute the sounds of pleasure she’s making.

My thrusts are primal, ruthless. I take from her over and over. Each time her back hits the wall and her whimpers get louder and louder.

Her grip gets tighter as my balls draw up. My spine tingles with the need to cum, but I need her to cum with me. I’m desperate to feel her walls tighten around my dick. Desperate to feel her pulsing and milking me for my cum.

And the moment I think I can’t take any more, she gives me what I need. Screaming out my name as her orgasm rips through her body.

“Fuck,” I groan into the crook of her neck. My dick pulses and I cum hard, buried deep inside of her pussy. My heart hammers hard and fast and refuses to stop as she clings to me for dear life. Her eyes are closed and her teeth are digging into her bottom lip when I finally look at her.

“I love you, Kat,” I whisper as I pull away from her, finally breathing and starting to come down from the highest high.

“I love …” Kat starts to reply, but she doesn’t finish. She doesn’t look me in the eyes.

She’s so ashamed to love me, she can’t even say it back.


Chapter Nine


KAT

So weak and pathetic, I don’t deserve to heal.

The deceit I’ve accepted is all that lets me feel.

Hold back the lies, let truth die, I accept the painful pill.

Just hold me tight, I won’t fight. Yours to keep, and yours to kill.

I don’t know what I’m more ashamed about as I toss the throw blanket over the sofa and make myself get up.

The fact that I fucked my husband.

Or the fact that I then refused to go to bed with him.

Not that I told him that. I hid behind work and then snuck out here, to the living room. I didn’t sleep on the sofa for more than a few hours. Maybe that’s what I deserve for being so weak and falling right into his arms the moment he pulled me in.

It’s like a spiraling dark hole and I’m falling deeper and deeper, to the point where what I want and what I’m feeling don’t make sense and nothing adds up.

I couldn’t possibly feel more pathetic at this point. And it’s because of him.

Because I love him and hate myself for it.

I glance at my phone on the dining room table as I make my way to the kitchen. I already know what Sue would say. She’d feel sorry for me for going back to the man who cheated on me.

Pity and sorrow for the pathetic girl, clinging to an unfaithful man. Even the bitter thought echoes what I feel.

The thing about love though is that it’s not a light switch. You can’t just turn it off. You can’t erase the memories and move on. She knows that much, she just chooses to forget it.

My head throbs and I’m not sure if it’s from the lack of sleep or caffeine. Even the faint sounds of city life from stories down are enough to make my temples pulse.

I groan as I rest against the wall of the living room and try to calm the headache. I close my eyes and feel the weight of all the stress from the last two weeks.

I need aspirin or coffee. Or both. My heart sputters as I slowly walk up the stairs, knowing Evan’s lying in bed alone and that it was my choice.

As I pass the office I remember last night and my thighs clench; I can still feel him inside of me. I can feel his lips on my neck, his rough hands on my body. Taking from me. Relentlessly, possessively. Each step brings my body temperature higher and higher, yet my heart hurts more and more.

Why won’t the pain just go away? Why can’t my head just shut the fuck up so I can pretend I’m okay for just a moment?

The bedroom door is open and as I walk through the door, I can’t take my eyes off the perfectly made bed. The cream and white comforter with black dahlias is pulled tight, looking pristine. A crease forms in the center of my forehead as I walk to the bathroom, listening to my heart beat with each step, but finding the bathroom empty. Evan wasn’t downstairs, I think as I open the cabinet and silently grab the bottle of aspirin. He wasn’t downstairs, and he’s not up here.

I swallow the pills without water, staring into the mirror as my heart clenches. Did he even stay last night? Did he find me asleep on the sofa and decide to leave? It’s what I wanted, wasn’t it?

The cabinet door slams shut; I give the push more force than I meant to, but I ignore it, walking quickly down to the kitchen.

I just need coffee. Coffee will wake me, rid me of this headache and give me the energy I need to deal with this mess.

And it’s such a chaotic mess. A mix of emotions and desires that thrashes me side to side like an unforgiving earthquake. The only thing certain is that I can’t stand on my own two feet. At least not without a cup of coffee.

A sarcastic huff of a laugh leaves me as I round the bottom of the stairs and head to the kitchen, a pitiful smile adorning my lips.

I suppose I can live a sad and pathetic life. Maybe I’ll be a cat lady, a woman who works herself into the ground. I’ve never thought much of what I would be.

Using the cup next to the sink, I fill the glass with water and pour it into the back of the coffee maker, remembering the days when having a child was on my mind. Back when my career was a dream, when my time was monopolized by Evan and we owned the world together. We could be and do anything we wanted.

I slip the K-Cup into the machine and turn it on as I remember how he’d hold my belly and plant a kiss there, just below my belly button, telling me what a wonderful mother I would be one day to his son.

We were fools. I knew this would never last. I knew it back then. Just like I know it now.

I lick my lips and take in a heavy breath, slipping the ceramic mug with Rise and Shine scrolled on the side under the spigot to the coffee machine.

I would say that was back when I was young and stupid, but I still am young and stupid, aren’t I?

My bare feet pad on the tiled kitchen floor as I open the fridge and search for the coffee creamer. I stare longer than I should at the empty spot on the shelf. I can’t even remember to get creamer. My teeth grind back and forth and the throb comes back with a vengeance in my temples.

I slam the fridge door shut as the coffee maker sputters to life. It’s quite something when you’ve fallen so hard that a mundane task like going to the grocery store is enough to push you over the edge. Maybe I’ve truly gone crazy.

The front door opening is the last thing I need right now. The door closes softly, like Evan didn’t want to wake me. I wipe under my eyes and push my hair out of my face as I lean against the wall with my arms crossed, waiting for him to make his way in here.

I can’t explain why I feel guilty. It’s all I feel. Is this normal? I feel like this is what I deserve. Like somehow I’ve orchestrated all of this just so I could feel lonely and miserable. Maybe I just had it too good and I decided I needed to go right back to the mental space I used to drown in.

“Morning.” I hear Evan’s voice and the sound of a plastic bag crinkling before I see him.

My lips part to tell him good morning, but then I catch sight of him.

He looks tired, his scruff a little too grown out, his dark hair a little too long and a bit of darkness under his eyes. For the first time I’ve laid eyes on him, he looks older, more mature but still as handsome as ever.

His jaw tenses as he rests the bag on the counter and then looks over his shoulder at me. “Did you sleep well?” he asks me, barely looking at me before turning his attention to the corner cabinet and grabbing a mug for himself.

“No,” I force the word out. “Evan,” I try to talk but my heart slams at the same time that Evan shuts the cabinet and turns around to face me. He leaves the stark white mug on the granite countertop and I stare at it, rather than at him.

I have to spend time away from him. That’s what I really need. To get used to being alone again.

“I need you to leave,” I tell Evan and then peek up at him. It hurts to say the words after last night. I should have said them before, but I was so tired and felt so alone. I just needed him then. I used him in a way, but I won’t do it again. I won’t keep pretending.

He shakes his head, not once or twice but continuously as if he’s in disbelief. Like I didn’t actually tell him that. He had to know it was going to come to this.

“Last night,” he starts to say and I cut him off.

“Was a mistake,” I tell him forcefully and my voice cracks. My chest feels tight and it’s harder to breathe, but I stand my ground.

“We’re different people, Evan.” I try to talk but my words are stuck in my throat.

“We’ve always been different, Kat. Always,” Evan says and his words come out hard. I can already hear him convincing me. I can already see myself falling right back into his arms because that’s where I feel so safe and so loved. But he can’t hold me forever.

“I can’t do this, Evan,” I tell him honestly, feeling my heart break. It’s a slow break, one meant to be torturous.

“Do what?” he asks me cautiously and it pisses me off. The plastic bag crinkles as he reaches behind him, brushing against it and bracing himself against the counter.

“This. I can’t.” I look him in the eyes even as mine water. I let the tears fall as my blood turns to ice, yet my skin heats.

Evan takes a step toward me, my name falling from his lips and his arms open.

“Get out!” I yell at him, feeling the weakness threatening to consume me. Threatening to bring me right back to him. “I don’t want this. I don’t want you here.”

“It’s going to be alright,” he tries to tell me, that placating tone in his voice making me even angrier.

“Well it’s not now, and you need to get the fuck out,” I seethe. My body trembles as I look him in the eyes and tell him again. “I need space, and that means you leaving.” This townhouse is in both our names, I’m more than aware of that and he could easily bring that up. He has a right to be here and part of me wishes he would, but he doesn’t. He stares at the ground for a moment, his broad shoulders rising slowly with each heavy breath. My body shakes as he snatches his keys off the counter and leaves, slamming the door behind him.

I try to convince myself as I move to the counter, bracing my hot palms on the cold stone and focusing on breathing. This is the worst it’s ever been between us. And I know it’s the end of us. I can feel it deep down in my bones. Shattering my core.

Out of the need to move, to do something and just go through the motions, I reach for the bag on the counter.

It’s a mistake. Inside is a bottle of coffee creamer.

It’s so stupid that something like this could shred me. That it can make me fall to the floor. That it can make me feel like I’ve made the worst decision of my life.

That it makes me feel like I’m alone. And that it’s my fault for pushing Evan away.


Chapter Ten


EVAN

It happened so slowly,

So slowly I couldn’t see.

She ruined me, damned me,

And brought me to my knees.

I can’t deny there was only one,

Only her for me.

One true love is a lie,

But with her, it has to be.

It’s funny how love was there right from the start and I didn’t even know it.

Looking around my old bedroom in my father’s house reminds me of all the times I spent here, but more than anything the last time I was in here. When I was crying like a bitch on my bed, burying my head into the pillow and refusing to accept that my mother was dying.

I glance at it, the red plaid flannel sheets tucked in tight. Kat did that. She made the bed the next morning. She held me all night. She let me cry and didn’t tell me to stop. She just loved me.

I think she loved me from the very beginning though.

I remember that first date we had a few days after meeting her. I could still feel the beat of the heavy music in the club pumping through my veins as I opened the door to my apartment on the edge of Brooklyn. I looked over my shoulder to take a peek at her, knowing the alcohol was wearing off and what I wanted was more than obvious.

I could tell she was surprised by how nice my place was. There’s a lot of remodeling going on in the city and I spent my money wisely, always have.

The second the door closed, my hands were all over her just like they had been in the taxi and in the club. We were magnetized toward each other.

That’s why I think it was love. Lust is one thing. It comes and goes. And the moment you’re filled and satisfied, disinterest takes its place. But that’s never been the case for us. There was always more. Even as we grew apart, it only made what could be that much more tempting.

I turn the lights off in my bedroom as a distant siren drowns the silence of the room and headlights from a passing car leave stripes of light moving through the small space.

Again, I remember what we used to have. Who we used to be. The first night is all I can think about. The day she ruined me forever. And I didn’t even know it was happening.

She wrapped that sweet mouth of hers around my dick before I could stop her. We’d only just gotten inside and I was planning on moving a little slower. But I would’ve skipped the foreplay and gone straight for what I wanted. I wasn’t going to tell her no though.

I was paralyzed as she dug her fingers into my thighs and sucked her way down my length. Her cheeks hollowed as she moaned and I swear I almost came just from the sight of her.

My balls tightened as she pulled back, letting my dick pop out of her mouth and then licking the tip. Her tongue slid up my slit as she worked my shaft and then did it again. The sight of her on her knees and practically worshipping my dick is something I can never forget. It was the shock mostly, I think. A woman who was already too good for me. A woman who was probably slumming it, was on her knees devouring me and loving every second of it.

My fingers speared through her hair as I closed my eyes and let myself enjoy it. Only for a moment though. I wanted more of her and I was sure I only had the night.

Time moved so slowly as I savored each second of her, wanting more and knowing I could have it, but not ready for it to end.

She stared up at me, licking her lips and shaking her head when I tugged on her to come up and stop. Her lips were already swollen as she panted and then leaned forward. Ignoring me and taking what she wanted.

I watched as she closed her eyes and pushed me all the way to the back of her throat, forcing me to groan from deep in my chest. I fisted my hand in her hair and pulled her off of me; it was fucking torture, wanting what she was giving me, but knowing I’d need more.

“Strip down,” I groaned out, my head leaned back and my eyes closed. As if I had any control at all over her.

She shook her head again and I couldn’t believe the plea that slipped from her lips.

“I want you to cum in my mouth.” She said it so simply, but full of truth. Her voice was laced with desire, but it was the way her shoulders rose and fell with her heavy breathing and the way she scooted closer to me, eager and begging for more that convinced me.

I could never say no to Kat. She doesn’t ask for a damn thing. Never has, and I’ve wished she would. I’d give her the world if I could. But that night there was no fucking way I was going to deny her that.

I’m a selfish man, after all.

I slipped my hand around the back of her head as my toes curled. I was almost embarrassed by how quickly she made me cum.

She didn’t stop swallowing until I was spent and even then, she bobbed lightly on my dick and sucked like she wanted more. My greedy little sex kitten.

After she was done with me, when I’d pulled my pants up and stared down at her, the atmosphere changed.

“I don’t have sex on the first date,” she said shyly, a blush rising to her cheeks as she slowly stood up, trying to keep her balance by gripping onto my arm. She was hesitant, embarrassed maybe. I think it was vulnerability. I think she was afraid I’d be done. She was afraid it was only lust.

“Oh yeah,” I responded, still trying to catch my breath and get a sense of who this girl was. “So what’s this then?”

When I looked in her eyes, I knew what the real reason was. She thought I’d be done with her if I got her in bed.

More importantly, it meant she wanted to keep me.

The pride that filled my chest at the thought has never felt so good.

She wanted more and all the same, she was terrified to have me. Maybe scared she couldn’t keep me, or scared to keep me. I still can’t tell which was the motivating factor.

The thought made my still-hard dick even harder. And I stroked myself once and then again until she noticed. A smirk lifted up my lips as I saw her eyes widen.

“What if I want you? What if I want to take care of you now?” I asked her, taking a step forward and forcing her backward. Her knees hit the bed and she nearly collapsed, the heat growing between us and nearly suffocating me.

I kissed my way down her neck, letting the heat between us get higher and higher.

“Not just yet,” I said as I stroked my dick again, feeling it turn hard as steel again already. “Let me taste you,” I whispered.

Her gorgeous eyes peeked up at me through her thick lashes.

“Take it easy on me, will ya?” she asked me, again feigning a strength that wasn’t quite there. She was vulnerable and weak for me. Both of us knew it, only she was pretending she wasn’t.

It’s something that made me crave her more.

“Sure,” I whispered in her ear as I pushed her onto the bed. But I never had any intention of holding back when it came to her.

I fucked her as hard as I could into that mattress. I buried myself inside her and held off as long as I could, taking her higher and higher each time until she was holding on to me for her life. Her nails scratched and dug into my skin as she screamed out my name.

I destroyed her the best way I could. And I’ve never been more proud of anything else in my life.

She’s an emotional woman, Kat is. I didn’t see it at first, but that night, our first night, I knew it. I could practically hear her tell me she loved me. If nothing else, I know she loved what I did to her.

I wanted to hear her tell me those words so badly. More than anything else, I wanted this woman to admit it. She fell in love with me that first night.

I was desperate for it.

I didn’t realize that night that the look in her eyes was exactly what I felt too. Desperate to keep her, but knowing it was never supposed to happen.

I whip around, facing the door as the sound of someone coming brings me back to today. Six years later, that night is just a distant memory.

The door to my bedroom opens wide, creaking as it does and revealing my father. I haven’t seen him like this in a long damn time.

His hair’s been gray for a while, but it’s just a bit too long and in a t-shirt and flannel pants, he looks older. Beaten down even. Just a few years can change everything. Has it been that long since I really looked at him?

“You getting comfortable in here?” Pops asks me as he walks in and takes a look at the dresser. He runs his hand along it and then makes a face as he turns his hand over and sees the dust there. As he wipes off his hand on the flannel pajamas he adds, “It’s about time you came back to clean your room.”

A rough chuckle barely makes its way up my chest.

“When are you moving out of this place?” I ask him jokingly.

“When I’m dead and gone,” my father answers me the same way he has for years now. Ever since Ma passed, I’ve wanted him to move. He won’t though and I can’t blame him.

“Good thing I’m not in a nursing home. Don’t think you’d like to crash there, would you?”

I give him a tight smile, feeling nothing but shame. I lick my bottom lip and run my hand through my hair searching for some sort of an explanation, but I can’t lie to my father and I don’t want to tell him the truth.

“I messed up before with your mother, you know. She kicked me out. I thought it was over.” My father flicks on the light and walks toward the bed, ignoring the fact that I just wanted to pass out and try to sleep.

“I was younger than you though. By the time I was your age, we’d had you. I’d settled down and stopped being stupid.”

“What’d you do?” I ask my father out of genuine curiosity. I’d never seen anything but love from my parents. They never fought in front of me and the one time I came home early, catching them in the heat of a fight, they stopped immediately.

Later that night, when I was sitting in front of the TV, cross-legged and way too close, all I could hear was him apologizing in the kitchen. It’d been quiet all afternoon and night.

“I don’t want you to go to bed mad at me,” I heard him tell her.

It was the only fight I’d ever witnessed and I remember being scared that he’d done something that Ma wasn’t going to forgive.

But she did. I never asked back then, and I’m sure if I did he wouldn’t remember. And this fight he’s talking about obviously isn’t that.

“What do you think?” he answers me. “We were young and stupid and had a bad fight over money or something. I got drunk, kissed a girl at a bar. I felt like shit about it and she smacked me right across the face too.” He smirks at the memory. “She beat the hell out of me. Kicked me out.” The smile falls and he shakes his head as he adds, “I deserved it.”

“I can’t imagine you ever doing that.”

“I loved your mother. I was angry at her over something stupid, I can’t even remember what.”

The silence stretches between us as he struggles to come up with what to say next. “I proposed to her a few months after we got back together.” A huff of a laugh leaves him and he adds, “God rest her soul,” as he twists the wedding band around his ring finger. He’s never taken it off. For the same reason he’ll never leave this house.

He still needs her. Even if it’s just the memory of her.

“The point is, we all make mistakes,” he says and then squares his shoulders at me, raising both of his hands and shaking them, “when we’re young and allowed to be stupid.”

“I’m not that old,” I tell him halfheartedly. I know what he’s getting at, but I don’t need to be lectured. I’m well aware of how stupid I’ve been. He’s the one who has no idea how badly I’ve fucked up.

The silence drags on again and all I can think about is every position I’ve put myself in where not being faithful to my wife would have been easier than it should be. I focus on that and not the night that still haunts me.

“What are you doing, Evan?” my father asks as I dump my bag on the bed. “You’ve fucked up more than you should have. You’re too old to be carrying on like this.”

My initial reaction is to bite back that he’s wrong. That he has no idea what’s going on. But it wouldn’t matter.

I nod my head and let the strap from the bag fall off my shoulder. “Yeah, I know, Pops.”

“You need to make this right,” he tells me, holding my gaze and pointing a finger at me.

I swallow thickly, knowing he’s right. But I haven’t got a clue how to make this better. I can’t take back what’s been done.

I’m fucked.


Chapter Eleven


KAT

Just get it over with,

Tell me that we’re done.

Leave me to this madness,

I accept that you have won.

You’ve broken me to pieces,

Left me numb and blind.

Made me only yours-

I’ve completely lost my mind.

“I need a distraction, that’s what I need,” I speak the words on my mind without really thinking about it. We’ve been here in Jules’ house helping her unpack for at least two hours now, and everyone’s been kind enough to not only not ask about what’s going on, but to not treat me like I’m some wounded animal either. I’m grateful, but I need to talk. I need to just let it all out and have someone sift through this mess and give me a straight answer as to what I should do.

I roll my eyes at the internal thought. I’m a grown woman. I should know what to do and make the decision with certainty. But I’ve never felt so uncertain in my life.

“That makes sense,” Maddie says and nods her head as she takes out a picture frame, wrapped in thick brown packing paper. She’s careful with it as she removes the paper and exposes the silver frame. “Distractions are a good thing,” she says with a small nod. “Sometimes,” she adds.

I don’t know what’s in it, but whatever it is, it makes her smile.

“I can’t go home to the townhouse with all his shit there and lie in the bed that we’ve had together for forever.” I purge the thought from me, feeling lighter and lighter with each word. “I can’t hide in my office and do the same shit over and over again.”

I stare at the artwork centered over Julia’s fireplace as I talk. I don’t really care what anyone else thinks; I need a break from this, some kind of getaway.

The crinkling of the packaging paper is all I can hear from the other side of the expansive room. It’s so loud that I’m not sure anyone but Maddie even heard me. We’ve been working in relative silence save for the soft sound of music flowing from the kitchen behind us.

“We should go on a girls’ trip,” I offer up and look over my shoulder at Maddie. I shift in my seat and wait for her to look back at me.

“Hell yeah,” she answers without hesitation.

“What does the newlywed think?” Maddie asks Jules and instantly Jules brightens.

She shrugs, as if the word newlywed didn’t make her day and puts the attention back on me as she says, “I’m happy to do whatever you want, Kat.” Jules is holding back, and I can tell. I think it’s because she’s happy. Her life is renewed and she’s filled with nothing but happiness. And here I am, falling apart and stealing from her joy.

“You’re glowing,” I tell her and wait for a response, feeling guilty. My chest feels tight and I shift into a cross-legged position on the plush carpet and grab the plastic bottle of water, drinking it down slowly even though it’s room temperature now.

Maddie quirks an eyebrow. “You already make a baby?” she asks.

“Shut up,” Jules says playfully and then goes to the granite counter behind us and makes a show of drinking from her glass of wine. We exchange amused looks, waiting for her to reply.

“Not yet,” Jules finally answers.

“Yet!” Maddie practically shrieks. “First comes love, then comes marriage–”

“Then comes a new home and a fresh start,” Jules cuts her off and Sue laughs from her spot in the corner of the living room.

It’s grand and spacious and much more like Jules’ style. She got a deal on this home and the amount of space is making me regret buying a place so close to the park. It reminds me how tiny our townhouse is. At least compared to this.

But this is a family home, and I live in a townhouse that’s not meant for anything more than two people. I force my lips to stay in place and swallow down the frown and all the feelings threatening to come up.

I made this decision. I need to own up to it and deal with the consequences.

“I’m not sure I can do this girls’ trip,” Sue says and then chews the inside of her cheek. She braces herself on the chair before rising and picking up her wine glass. “I’ve got a new boss and he’s a dick with a capital D. There’s no way he’s going to give me time off.”

“It’s not really his position to give it to you,” Maddie says skeptically. “Like you earn your days. And we haven’t even set a date yet.” The defensiveness in Maddie’s voice catches me off guard.

Sue walks closer to us, a glass of wine in her right hand and a ball of packaging paper in her left. “He’ll give me shit.” She shrugs like it’s no big deal, but Maddie isn’t having it.

“So fuck him,” Maddie says, a little anger coming out. She doesn’t usually get worked up, so I’m taken aback.

“It’s fine, it was just a thought,” I offer up and try to smooth the tension flowing between the two of them.

“You okay?” I ask her and Maddie ignores me, picking up her wine glass filled with pinot grigio and throwing it back.

“I don’t want to set a bad precedent,” Sue says staring directly at Maddie, who refuses to look back at Suzette.

My gaze moves between the two of them and I’m only distracted by the loud clap behind me from Jules. “Who wants some cheese?” she says and we all turn slowly to see her lifting a tray of cut meats and cheese as if it’s the peace treaty between us.

Sue has the decency to laugh and the small moment of tension is immediately relieved.

I feel odd sitting in this room and unpacking all of Jules’ odds and ends. Looking around the room, I’m surrounded by friends, but I feel alone. I take another sip of water. It’s all in my head, I’m more than aware of that, but it doesn’t change how I feel.

Jules has a new life with a fresh start, but she’s afraid to be happy about it. Maybe that’s only because I’m here. She doesn’t want her new marriage to cause me any more pain. She’s sweet like that, but it only makes it hurt worse.

“Have you slept with him?” Jules asks me as she grabs a contraption from one of her drawers that she uses to uncork the wine bottles. The kitchen is all white. White cabinets and a sleek white countertop. The only color is in the ebony floorboards.

“Who with who?” Maddie asks with a sly smile on her face. “Is Sue sleeping with her boss?” Her question makes Suzette tense and stare back at Maddie with daggers. But Maddie’s oblivious.

“Kat,” Jules says and her tone is casual, not sympathetic or pushy, no motive apparent. “Have you slept with Evan since it all happened?” she asks and pops the cork from the bottle, keeping her attention on it rather than on me.

My face heats, knowing the other two women are looking at me, but I wait for Jules. The second she raises her eyes to mine, although it was only meant to be a glance, I nod my head.

I anticipate the scoff of disdain from Sue, the tilted head with a sympathetic look from Maddie, but I don’t know what to expect from Jules.

She shrugs her shoulders, the cream chenille sweater slipping down and making her look that much thinner, that much more beautiful. “Was it any good?” she asks and lifts the glass to her lips. It’s dark red wine, the same color she wears on her lips. It’s one thing I like about Jules; she’s nothing if not consistent. But this is new territory for us to be in.

I roll my eyes and then wipe my face with my hand. It’s always good with Evan. “It was a mistake,” I answer her instead.

“People make mistakes,” Jules says low, so low I almost didn’t hear her. And then she looks at me and adds, “It’s okay. I get it.” She sounds so sad and I can’t help but to wonder what’s going on with her. For just a moment, a short glimpse, there’s something there other than the perfect façade she always carries. But the moment she registers that I can see it, the crack in her demeanor, she straightens her shoulders and takes in a heavy breath.

Silence passes and the only thing that can be heard is the rustling of paper as Maddie unwraps something. I’ve never felt so alone and unwelcomed. But it’s not them, it’s me and my head, I know it is. “I just don’t know what to do,” I tell her, biting back the questions on the tip of my tongue.

“You don’t need to decide right now,” Jules says easily. “There’s a lot to consider and talk about.” She nods her head as she talks, almost like she’s talking to herself.

“The thing is,” I hesitate, although being around Jules makes me feel centered. She’s not going to judge me, but the other two women … I can feel it already and I can’t say that I blame them.

“I don’t know what I want, but I know he’ll convince me to stay with him.”

“Men have a way with words,” Sue says and drains her glass before standing up and smoothing out her pants. “It’s called lying.”

I bite my tongue as I tilt my head to watch Sue walk to the kitchen. She’s taking bites of the cheese board and then glancing at the piles of boxes still lining the wall of the kitchen.

“I mean some men,” Sue says softly and then clears her throat to add with a touch of sympathy, “I keep letting my shitty experience color my opinion. Sorry,” she says, looking me in the eyes.

“Thanks,” I tell her but in all honesty, she’s not wrong.

“So you’re indecisive, and that makes sense. You’re married. You love him. But you’re hurt.” Maddie talks like it’s so simple and easy to comprehend. But it’s not. There’s a raging war of emotions inside of me. I don’t know that I can trust my husband, and that alone is enough to end it and what pushed me to kick him out this morning.

Rather than confess about my lack of trust, I offer a partial truth.

“I slept with him last night and then kicked him out this morning.” I shake my head realizing how awful that sounds, how crazy it seems.

“Sounds like a divorce to me,” Sue says and then fills her glass again. “I did it for years, Kat. Years of back and forth. Forgiving but not forgetting.” Her slender fingers play on the stem of the glass. “Wish I had those years back.”

I feel desperate for her to understand. I get that her marriage failed and I see the similarities. But this is different, isn’t it? I’m not ready for this to end. As pathetic as it sounds, I already feel alone again and I don’t want that. I want the love I had with Evan. I just want it back.

“I don’t know what I did that pushed him away.” Even as I say the words, I know that’s not true. I let distance grow between us. I ignored him in favor of my career.

“Nothing, it’s not you. It’s not your fault.” Sue’s words are hard, with no negotiation allowed. So I don’t correct her. She faces me squarely.

“Why are you with someone you don’t trust?” she asks me, a bit of aggression in her voice.

“I just wanted him last night,” I say and my voice is soft and I feel myself slipping, falling into that pathetic black hole where all I do is blame myself.

Sue’s eyes are soft, as is her voice when she asks, “Do you want to be together, or not?” she asks me.

Before I can tell her how messed up my head is right now, Maddie says, “It’s whatever she wants. They can be friends with benefits if that’s what she wants, fuck buddies, she can use him for revenge sex. Who cares? It’s none of your business and pushing her to decide is bullshit.”

We all sit stunned for a moment; Maddie looks out of breath as she picks at the paper in her hands. She doesn’t look up.

“I’ll figure it out,” I spit out the words. Everyone in the room looks as uneasy as I feel and I regret coming here. I regret trying to move forward without knowing where I’m going.

Sue leaves the room and I stare at the fireplace mantel as the bathroom door opens and closes and then Maddie gets up to follow Sue.

I regret last night and this morning.

I regret trying to explain my mess of emotions and poor decisions.

I regret everything and I don’t know what to do right now. I don’t know what I’ll do tomorrow either. And regardless of what choice I make, I don’t know with certainty that I won’t regret it immediately after.


Chapter Twelve


EVAN

I refuse to leave,

Refuse to tell her goodbye.

I’ll be with her for always,

Until the day I die.

It’s selfish, and I hate myself,

But she’s the only one.

Who makes this life worth living-

Who makes me come undone.

I tried it. I swear I tried to give her space.

She says that’s what she needs, but I know it’s not. She needs me. Period. She needs me to be there and that’s where I’ve failed. Not just in the last few weeks. I chose a lifestyle that forced us apart.

I can fix this, but not by running to Pops and leaving her all alone with nothing but this city whispering in her ear.

My arm stiffens as I slide the key into the lock. My heart doesn’t beat until it turns, proving she didn’t change the locks. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was still holding and push it open. I’m prepared with what I need to say. Prepared to hold my ground and not take no for an answer.

But it only takes one step inside of our living room for all of it to slip away from me.

Kat looks so tired, so worn out propped up in the corner of the sofa with her laptop sitting to the left of her, but the screen’s black. She has a cup of coffee in her hands as well as bags under her eyes. She turns to me slowly, wiping the sleep from her eyes and adjusting herself slightly.

“What are you doing here?” she asks me, still seated with her legs tucked underneath her on the sofa. I’m stunned for a moment, because she’s so fucking beautiful, even in this state. My body’s drawn to her. And if it were another time, I’d go to the sofa, push the laptop off and lie down, taking her into my arms.

And she’d let me.

“This is my house.” I try not to say the words too firmly. “Our house,” I correct myself and swallow before continuing and taking a single step closer to her. “I worked my ass off–”

“Then I’ll move out,” Kat quickly states matter-of-factly, but the pain is barely disguised. She seems to snap out of whatever daze had her captive before I came in here.

“I don’t want you to move out. We don’t need this.” I emphasize my words.

“I asked for time and space because I don’t know what to do, Evan. You aren’t giving me any options without telling me what happened.”

“You want to know?” I look her in the eyes, feeling my blood pulse harder in my veins.

“Are you going to tell me the truth?” she asks me in a cracked whisper. “All of it?”

All of it? I have to break her gaze. I can’t. I can’t confess everything. I’d lose her forever.

The second I break eye contact, she scoffs. “You’re so full of shit. Why are you doing this to me?” she asks me, although it’s rhetorical.

“I just want to be home with you while this blows over.”

“Blows over?” she practically yells. I’m not good with words. I never have been, but I wish I had the wisdom to say the right thing right now.

“Maybe this is the moment,” she says while rolling her eyes with a sad smile on her beautiful face.

“The moment?” I dare to ask.

“The moment that changes everything for the rest of my life. I’ve been wondering exactly what moment it was, but maybe it hasn’t happened yet.”

Her words settle deep in my very core. Slow, yet all-consuming. Her face changes from the sarcastic disappointment that she had when she said the words. As if only just now realizing the magnitude of them herself.

“We can go back,” I tell her softly, raising my hands just slightly, but the fear of losing her keeps my blood cold and my motions subtle.

“It’s called separating for a reason,” she tells me. As if what we had the other night meant nothing. As if there’s no reason for us to be together. Maybe she really doesn’t love me anymore.

“We didn’t decide to do that,” I answer her. “You were angry.”

“Rightfully so,” she spits back.

“I told you it’s not true,” I tell her as I stare deep into her eyes. I watch as they gloss over and her lower lip trembles. “Just …” I swallow thickly, the lump growing in the back of my throat suffocating any plea I have for her. Just love me. Just forgive me.

I lick my lips and turn away from her, not able to voice what I’m feeling. I slowly take a seat in the side chair, and it creaks as I rest my weight in it. Kat starts to get up.

“I don’t want to fight,” I tell her.

“I don’t want this, Evan. I didn’t ask for this,” she raises her voice, the anger coming back. She stops moving though, and I can tell she’s losing the fight.

“I don’t know what to do or say, or what to think. I feel crazy!” She stares at me wide-eyed. “Do you understand what that’s like? To be so fucking stupid? To know I’m being stupid and setting myself up for you to hurt me.”

“I won’t hurt you–”

“But you did! And you won’t even tell me why.” Her shoulders shudder, but she doesn’t cry, she holds her ground.

“I don’t want to lose you, Kat,” I manage to speak and peek up to look at her.

“I want you to quit,” she says and rocks on her feet. She nods her head and visibly swallows. “You need to quit.” She stares at me, her eyes pleading. Her body’s still, like she’s not breathing.

“It’s not that easy,” I tell her and God I wish she knew. I want to tell her everything, but I can’t risk it. I can’t leave right now. I just need time.

“It is that easy; you quit or leave.” I stare into her eyes that swirl with nothing but raw vulnerability, and hesitate.

“You’re going to give me an ultimatum?” But even as I ask her, I know that’s what she’s doing.

She has no idea.

I just need time. I need her to just give me time. As soon as I’m out of this, I can do whatever she wants.

But not right now.

I can feel her slipping away. Every second that passes that I don’t tell her, she’s turning colder toward me. But she can’t know. No one can.

My lips part and I can feel my lungs still. The words are right there. Begging me, and desperate for her to hear. I need her more than anything.

“Kat,” I say her name but it’s so much more. It’s me begging for her to love me blindly, to trust that I love her and that I’d never do anything to hurt her.

I can’t. I can’t risk her, and I won’t do it.

My mouth closes and I turn away from her, running my hand over my face.

“Get out,” Kat says and her voice hitches at the end. I turn to see her cover her face.

I close the distance between us. It only takes three steps, but by the time my arms wrap around her, she’s pushing me away. Her hands slam into my chest. She tries to knock me back, but only manages to throw herself off balance instead.

I grip her hip to steady her, but she slaps me. Hard across the face and the sting catches me by surprise.

I flex my jaw as she screams at me to get out. Her body’s shaking. The sinful mix of hatred and betrayal ring in the air between us.

“Do you really want me out?” I ask her, genuinely not knowing anymore. I don’t know at what point I lost her completely. There’s only so many times I can ask her to give me everything while I hold back.

I guess I should be more surprised it hasn’t happened sooner. I rub my jaw as I take a step back, only giving her the bit of space I’m willing to offer. “I know you still love me,” I tell her and watch as she rips her eyes from me and takes a step back. Her face is blotchy and red and her breathing is frantic.

But she calms as she stands there not able to answer me. And that’s all I needed. Just a little bit. Please, Kat. Just hold on a little while longer.

“Just tell me the truth,” she begs me and I wish I could. I feel my throat tighten and my body tense. My hands clench as I swallow.

“I didn’t sleep with her,” I say and even I don’t believe my words. But it’s not what she thinks. I wish I could tell her, but the moment she finds out, everything will be at risk.

“Why don’t I believe you?” she asks me and I don’t have the decency to answer.

“I swear, Kat.”

“So you’ve never slept with her?” she asks me and I know it’s over. Her expression changes and her eyes darken when the silence stretches too long. So many secrets have built up. Too many to hide. She was never supposed to know. “Since we’ve been married,” I start to say, knowing I’m toeing the line of truth, “I’ve never slept with anyone. Never kissed anyone but you.” I look her in the eyes so she can see it’s the truth. “The day I put that ring on your finger, it was only you.”

“Then why put me through this?” she asks me with tears in her eyes. “And what were you doing?” I struggle to keep my breathing calm as the questions start piling up.

I lick my dry lips and take a step forward. “Things got out of hand.”

The words stop and I run my hands down my face.

“Why were you with her?” Kat asks me and I know she wants an answer right now.

“Because it’s what I had to do,” I tell her the truth with my eyes closed.

“What you had to do? You had to go to her hotel at three in the morning?” I can’t look at her as I nod my head. “And you couldn’t tell me this before?” I nod my head again.

“You tell me everything right now, or you leave.”

“Another ultimatum?” The words drip with disdain.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” she says and I can hear her resolve harden.

“It’s better if you didn’t know everything,” I say softly.

“Are you serious right now? You’re throwing away our marriage over her? Over your job?”

“Kat, just–” I start to say, but she cuts me off.

“Fuck you,” she sneers and says, “I said get out.”

“I’m not leaving,” I tell her firmly, staring back at her, even as she turns her back to me.

“It doesn’t matter, the weekend’s coming,” she says beneath her breath as she leaves me.

I keep my feet planted as she stomps up the stairs and I wait for more. I wait for her to push me out, to yell at me, to demand more from me. I’m ready to fight, ready for war with her to keep her. But that’s not what I get.

She gives me back exactly what I gave her. Nothing.


Chapter Thirteen


KAT

I hear your voice in my head,

It keeps me up at night.

It’s rough and deep and sounds so sweet,

There’s nothing left save that to fight.

The one that sounds like sorrow,

The one that sounds like pain.

Please just leave me behind,

I promise, there’s nothing left to gain.

Four manuscripts to go through this weekend.

Four authors waiting to hear back from me.

I doubt I’ll be able to focus enough to comprehend a full page. I’ve been reading this paragraph over and over and not a damn sentence is staying with me.

It doesn’t matter though. None of this really does.

I’ll stay in this room for as long as Evan’s here. He’s like a ghost in this house. A ghost of his former self.

So I’ll do what I always do, I’ll bury myself in work. That was the plan anyway, but I can’t focus on anything but the sounds of him moving through the house.

He keeps walking by the door and I know he wants to open it, he wants me to talk to him, but all I can hear is him saying it’d be better if I didn’t know. Fuck that and fuck him.

I’m not going to give him all of me when he can’t be bothered to do the same.

So we’re at a standstill, him refusing to leave and me refusing to forgive.

His voice plays in my head over and over again, telling me it’s only ever been me. I want to believe it. It’s everything I’ve been praying for him to say.

But then what is he hiding?

My eyes flicker to the screen as my nails tap on the ceramic mug next to my laptop. Tick, tick, tick. I read the line over and over.

Love is a stubborn heart.

Magdalene, the editor, highlighted the line. She thinks it’s beautiful and wants repetition of the analogy throughout the book.

Love is a stubborn heart.

Is it though? My forehead scrunches as I think back to the story in the manuscript. The tale about a modern-day Romeo and Juliet. Two families who hated each other and their children who wanted nothing more than to run away together. It’s not a tragedy though, and it doesn’t have a happily ever after either. It’s too realistic.

If love really was that stubborn, wouldn’t they have been together in the end?

Or maybe it wasn’t really love. Or maybe love just wasn’t enough.

I don’t know that I agree that love is stubborn. I suppose it is, but more than that, it’s stealthy and lethal. I nod my head at the thought.

Love is deadly.

I don’t know the very moment I fell in love with Evan. It felt like I was counting the days until it would be over, and then one day, I simply decided on forever. Just like that. Slow, so slow and resistant, and then in an instant, I was his and he was mine. And that’s how it was going to be forever.

I smile at the thought and try to focus on the lines on the computer. I try to read the words, but I keep glancing at the wall behind me. At a photo of the first night he took me to meet his parents.

I’d never felt that kind of fear before. The fear of rejection. Not like that, because I’d never put my heart out there for anyone to take. And I was very much aware that Evan had every piece of me. Unless he didn’t want me. In which case, I’d be broken and I didn’t know how I’d recover.

The thought consumed me the night he brought me to his family home. I was sure his family wouldn’t like me. It’d been so long since I’d been with a family for dinner. I used to go to my friend Marissa’s when I was in high school. But it was just better not to.

When you lose your parents at fifteen, people tend to look at you as though they’ve never seen anything sadder. I’d rather be alone than deal with that.

And so I was, until Evan. And he didn’t come on his own, he had a family that “had to meet me.”

My back rests against the desk chair as I take in the photograph. I had it printed in black and white. It’s the four of us on the sofa in his family home’s living room. It’s funny how I can see the colors of the sofa so clearly, the faded plaid, even though there isn’t any color in the picture that hangs on my wall.

All four of us smiling. His mother insisted on taking the photo. Just as she’d insisted he bring me that night.

It’s only now that I can remember how Evan’s father looked at her. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but that’s because they hadn’t told us that she was sick.

I guess in some ways it was the last photograph. If that isn’t accepting someone into your family, I don’t know what is.

I have to sniffle as I think of her. I only met Marie twice. The first time was that night. The second was after she’d told Evan; she didn’t have a choice, seeing as how she had to be hospitalized. The third time I saw her was at the funeral.

I may not know when I fell in love with him, but I think I know the moment he fell in love with me. The moment a part of his heart died and he needed something, or someone, to fill it. Maybe I got lucky that it was me. Or maybe it was a curse.

I roll my eyes as they water, hating that I’m stuck in the past because I can’t move ahead with the future.

Maybe we weren’t really meant to be. Maybe it was never the type of love that’s meant to keep people together. Just the type of love when you feel compelled to give someone compassion.

Are there types of love? I find myself typing the question into the editor’s suggestion box and then deleting it.

If there are, then maybe Evan’s love is the stubborn kind. He’s not so stubborn that he’ll stay this weekend though. Come Friday he’ll be gone again. Maybe it’s a different love then …

It’s only when I hear the bedroom door shut that I finally look back at the manuscript and email the editor back. I need more time before I can give feedback on any of these to the author and I’m ready to fall asleep in the corner chair, or anywhere I can where Evan will leave me alone.

I need more time for so much more. I need time and a clear head to move forward with my own life. I need someone to tell me I’m not walking away from the only man who will ever love me, but there’s no email I can write for that unfortunate request.


Chapter Fourteen


EVAN

If I could focus on the hate and leave her all alone,

I’d be able to move forward, if only I had known.

I can’t speak the truth, I don’t want to make it real,

I can’t stand what I’ve done or what it makes me feel.

Regret will settle in my chest and suffocate the day.

If only I could make it right, if only there was a way.

“It’s good to see New York again,” James says as I walk into his office on Greene Street in lower Manhattan.

He’s staring out of the office window. It’s a picture window, eight feet wide and eight feet in height, making the view seem like it’s not quite real.

I don’t return his sentiment. I’m fucking miserable. I want to drop to my knees and tell Kat everything. I think she’d forgive me. I can see it in her eyes that she wants to. I could tell her almost everything and I think she’d let me stay.

I’m too scared to do it though. Not until I end things here at least. It’s step one to getting my Kat back.

“It’s crazy how you miss it, isn’t it?” he says as he turns to me. He’s more relaxed than he was in London. I close the door as he takes a seat at the desk.

“Sorry you had to wait a minute, I was just getting this paperwork wrapped up.” He sits back in his desk chair, loosening his tie and unfastening the top button of his crisp white dress shirt.

“Are we going to talk about it?” I ask him, needing to get this shit off my chest. I kept quiet in London, but I can’t anymore. It’s been weeks. That must be enough time.

Is that how long it takes to get away with murder?

“Talk about what?” he says and his voice is gravelly and low.

“Talk about the fact that the charges against Bruce are dropped?” I tell him and hold his cold gaze.

He may have been more relaxed before I sat down, but now he’s still. And silent. I let my eyes fall to the stack of papers on his desk, then to a small picture frame. It’s a cube and matte black on all sides, and I have no idea who the woman in the picture is.

I absently pick it up, ignoring how his eyes bore into me, how his icy gaze heats as I let the question hang in the air, forcing him to answer.

The block is lighter than I thought it’d be and I don’t recognize the woman. It’s not his ex-wife, or his current girlfriend. Not that I thought Luna or whatever her name was, the fling of the month, would have a place in his office.

“My sister,” James answers the unasked question. “A Christmas gift.”

I nod my head once, putting the block back down and waiting for him to answer me.

“Bruce didn’t do anything, so of course he got off,” James says in an eerily calm voice. “We knew he was innocent.” James pulls out a drawer and shuffles something inside of it, but I can’t see what. He doesn’t elaborate or give any room to further the conversation that we should have.

“What’s done is done, and there’s nothing more to say.”

“That’s not what Sam told me. She told me she’s scared.” It’s the only reason I let her get so close. She’s terrified that the truth is going to come out. And because she helped, she’d go down with me.

“Whose fault is that?” James sneers.

“She’s your wife,” I tell him, pushing the words out through my clenched teeth.

“I don’t have a wife,” he answers me with a sly smile, as if he’s clean of this mess. As if it’s all on me. And deep down in my gut, I know it is.

“Ex then,” I tell him and add, “I didn’t know the divorce had gone through yet.” He picks up a pen and taps it against the desk but doesn’t take his eyes off me. It hasn’t gone through yet, according to Samantha. All the money needs to be split one way or the other, and neither him nor Samantha, his ex-partner in this business and future ex-wife, wants to take less than the other.

“Either way, what’s done is done and the two of you need to let it die.”

“An innocent man–”

“Got off!” He looks me in the eyes as he leans forward and adds, “And a guilty man got away.”

“We should have come forward.”

“Should have, but you listened to a shady bitch. That’s your problem, not mine.”

My gaze falls to the desk as my fingers itch to form a fist. I called him. His office. But she’s the one who answered.

“I panicked,” I start to say, but he cuts me off.

“Because you fucked up. And now I have to clean up your mess and make sure you stay out of trouble.”

“Is that what this is? You doing me a favor?” I ask sarcastically, letting the memory of that night fade. I can’t quit while there’s still an investigation. I can’t bring more attention to myself or to the company.

I wish I could tell Kat everything. But then she’d know she was married to a murderer. Even if it was just an accident. I’m a coward and I’ll never be a man she deserves. But every day that goes by, I want to be more of the man I was the day before it all changed.

“I need time off,” I tell him, fed up with the conversation. I imagine this isn’t the first time something like this has happened and I sift through the memories of all the shit that’s gone on behind the scenes for years. I never questioned anything, I never suspected a thing. Not until James brought me into the inner circle.

“No,” James answers immediately with no negotiation in his voice.

“Then I want to quit,” I tell him as my fingers dig into the chair. The only thing I can think about is Kat. She’ll get over that I kept this from her. I know she will. It’s not the first time I’ve kept a secret from her. We’ll be okay as long as I quit.

His thin lips twist into a half smile as he says, “Well that can’t happen.” He looks at me with a calculated glint in his eyes. Like he’s been waiting for this and he’s ready for my rebuttal, eager for it even.

“And why not?” I ask him as my muscles coil. “I don’t want to work for this company anymore.”

“That’s not–”

“It’s called quitting,” I spit back at him. I don’t need this job, since I’ve got plenty of money in the bank and Kat’s career is finally stable. She bled money for years, but it’s leveling out. We’ll be alright financially and this is what she wants and what I need.

“You can’t just quit.”

“I can, and I am.”

James’ smile fades and he tilts his head to the side, an expression of the utmost sympathy on his wrinkled face. His brown eyes look darker as he picks up a folder on the left side of his desk. It wasn’t hidden, but it’s not labeled and it looks like all the rest.

My eyes follow his movement and my brow furrows until he opens it.

“The hotel had cameras. And of course they’re gone now, but a few snapshots were taken. Some I think you’d find particularly interesting. Maybe enough so to stay.”

I can imagine what they are before he flips the folder open. The eight-by-ten glossy photo paper shows the one thing that proves I lied. I’m walking into the hotel lobby I claimed I didn’t enter. And I’m not alone. Standing right next to me is Tony. Only hours before he was found dead in the rec room of the hotel. The one reserved for our company and the division Bruce is the head of. Seeing Tony and his bloodshot eyes takes me back to that night. To the moment I found him dead on the floor.

My limbs freeze in waves. Like the betrayal that moves through me.

“It’s just a security net on my end,” James says and then closes the folder, pulling it off the desk and into his lap.

His prized possession. My heart thuds in my chest. The one out I thought I could take so I could hide from everything that’s happened, slips away from me.

“So if I quit,” I start to ask, but instead I just stop and stare ahead out of the window. I want to kill him. There’s never been a time in my life when I’ve desired someone dead. But right now, it’s all I want.

“Then I assume it’s for less than moral reasons,” James spells it out for me. “I need to protect myself.”

“That’s bullshit,” I tell him and my words are hard. My hands turn to fists as they tremble with the need to get this anger out.

“I know, trust me I know,” James says. “And I don’t like this any more than you do.”

A sarcastic huff of a laugh leaves me. “Fuck off,” I sneer at him.

I stand up from the office chair so quickly it nearly falls over. I grip it so tight I think I’ll break it. Fuck, I want to break it. I can picture beating the piss out of him with the broken wood.

My body is hot, my mind in a daze of regret and sickness.

“I’m leaving,” I barely speak as I turn my back to him and start to walk off.

“The fuck you are,” he seethes.

My body whips around, tense and ready to let it all out. Every day it’s been building and building, the tension winding tighter and the need to destroy something climbing higher and higher. I only took a few steps away, and with his words I’m right back across the desk, ready to do something stupid.

My body heats as my fist moves from the chair to the desk and I lean closer. He may not want to show it, but I see the fear in his eyes.

He should be scared. He’s fucking with me. Threatening me. No one is going to take my wife from me. I won’t allow it.

“I need to get away from this. From you.”

I never should have listened to him and try to cover it up. He set me up. He used that night to his advantage and I played right into his hand.

It takes everything in me not to reach across the desk and haul him up by his collar. To fist the fine cloth in my grip and spit in his face.

Pure rage and adrenaline pump through my blood.

“Careful now,” James smiles as he says it, but I notice how he leans back. Both of us know he’s scared. If I throw this punch, if I push, he could bring it all to light.

And then I’ll lose her forever.

“I’m going home, and I’ll let you know when I’m available again.” Never. The word is whispered in the back of my head. I’m never returning to this office. I’m never doing another thing for this fucker.

“You can’t leave me. I’ll ruin you,” he practically whispers with nothing but hate. He says the words I already know.

“Ruin me then,” I tell him, looking into his dark eyes as I turn the doorknob and leave him behind me. On the surface I’m calm, but brewing just beneath my skin is nothing but chaos. Everything I’ve feared has finally come.

Proof I was there.

Proof I lied.

I leave the office with the threat echoing in my head. I did this to myself, digging the hole deeper and deeper.

There’s no way Kat will stay when it all goes down. I knew this day would come but I thought if I just didn’t say it out loud, it would all go away.

Wishful thinking.

The day of reckoning is coming.


Chapter Fifteen


KAT

Never trapped, never alone,

This city never sleeps.

Even in the daylight,

The sins are left to creep.

They tempt me and pull me,

And make me feel alive.

My mouth is dry, my body hot.

In temptation regrets will thrive.

My iPhone lights up as I push the top button and check the time again, and then the date. I’m anxious for this meeting and I’m not usually like this. But then again, I’m anxious all the time now.

Evan hasn’t come home; he isn’t talking to me. It’s been four days and each day I feel like I need to cave more and more. I just need him back.

A huff leaves me and I shake my head at the thought. Breakups are always hard, but that’s what this is and there’s only one way to move on and that’s to get it over with.

I don’t want to be in our townhouse, but I have nowhere else to go and I can’t sleep. I didn’t know how much I wanted him there until he was gone. Maybe it’s because it was his own decision. Maybe that’s why it hurts so much.

An easy breath leaves me as I stand behind the only woman in line at Brew Madison and tilt my head to read the sign on the back wall. All they have to offer is written in chalk, although the large, glass-covered shelves house all the treats they have available. From small pastries to toasted breakfast sandwiches, there’s something for everyone.

I haven’t had much of an appetite either, but every sip of my coffee this morning made me nauseated, so a blueberry muffin top it is.

The brunette curls of the woman in front of me swing from side to side as she talks. I can’t see her face, but I know she’s young. From her bright red high heels and black leather jacket paired with white shorts a bit too short for fall, she’s definitely a downtown girl.

I smile at the thought as she waits for her coffee, pumpkin spice.

I used to be like her. Stylish and in charge of my destiny. New to the city and ready to tame it.

And my God, I thought I had.

A career and reputation in this publishing industry that I reached within only a few years. I’m an agent worth my weight in gold and everyone knows it. Married to a man who still drips of sex appeal and has an edge to him that is irresistible. A townhouse near Madison Square Garden. Even if it is small, it’s the closest we could get. And it’s New York, so location is everything.

And my closet … the girl in front of me would kill for my closet. Not that she would know it based on how I’m dressed now.

My name had a purpose and strength to it that made me proud. Evan and I were a powerhouse in the social scene. The couple everyone wanted to be. But envy comes with threats and in its nature, ruins. Rumors and gossip created a wedge between the two of us.

In the last few years, the highs of this world have crashed as my marriage slowly dissolved.

And I let it. I spent my life not living it, wanting more and more from my work. Running as fast as I could, just to stay still while I ignored every other change in the world around me. How could I not have seen it deteriorating?

As the woman turns and I get a look at her cateye makeup that’s subtle enough to still be businesslike and red lips that match her heels, I remember that feeling that used to flow through me. The one that said I could conquer anything.

Yeah, I used to be like her. I still have the heels and even the stylish clothes, although I lean toward professional and those shorts sure as shit don’t say that.

“What can I get you?” the young man asks me from behind the counter. He’s got to be in his early twenties at most. I catch a glimpse of his sleeve tattoo and it reminds me of Evan’s for only a moment.

“A chai and a blueberry muffin top,” I answer him and reach for my card in my wallet. It’s a Kate Spade and the soft pink and white match the purse, but I’m only just now realizing that it looks a bit dingy. Not so much so that it’s noticeably dirty. But enough where it doesn’t look so new anymore.

As I wait for my chai, I look at my reflection in the glass. I guess the same can be said about me. My fingers tease my hair at the roots, putting a little more volume there and I apply a coat of stain on my lips.

I wrap the belt around my shirt a little tighter, showing off my waist and lean to my right in the reflection.

I’m not done yet. There’s still life in me. There’s still that girl who wanted more buried deep down inside. But what exactly she wants more of remains a question.

Evan, the silent answer, is obvious.

But instead the voice in my head whispers love.

Even if he can’t give it to me. It’s what I’m desperate for. To love and be loved.

The bells to the door chime as I accept my chai and muffin top. I silently pray that it’s not Jacob so I can have a moment to try to shove this down.

No such luck.

I smile broadly when I see him, hiding everything I was just thinking and focusing on him and his career. And how much work we both need to do to get his branding both going in the right direction and noticed by the right market.

“Jacob,” I greet him and his green eyes focus on me.

“Katherine, it’s wonderful to finally have a one-on-one,” he says as he steps over the welcome mat and slips off his thin, black wool jacket. He has a downtown style that would pair well with the woman who was just here. From his gray shirt that hangs low but is fitted tight across his chest, to the boyish grin and messy dark hair.

“It is, thank you so much for meeting me here,” I say as I make my way to the front of the shop, making sure not to spill the hot drink in my hand.

“Finally meeting my new agent,” he says with a hint of something I can’t place.

“I hope so,” I answer sweetly.

“The rain this fall is ridiculous,” Jacob says as he runs his hand over his hair and then wipes it off on his worn jeans.

His white Chuck Taylor sneakers squeak on the floor as he takes a step closer to me. His expression is comical. With both hands full, one of chai and the other with the muffin top, I gesture to the table where I already have my laptop set up. “Right over here,” I tell him and put both the chai and the pastry to the left side of my computer before turning around to face him.

I have to crane my neck. “You’re so much taller in person,” I tell him and hold out a hand for a handshake. His right hand engulfs mine and his shake is firm.

The grin on his face grows to a wide smile and his perfect teeth flash back at me.

He’s damn good looking and the fact that his face isn’t anywhere on his profiles or brand is a mistake.

“You are too good looking for every one of your readers not to see your face,” I tell him as we both take a seat. “I know this is a meeting to see if you’re interested in coming on board and if our goals align, but the way I like to approach things is to treat you like a client from the start so you know what you’re getting.”

“I like to know what I’m getting, so let’s dive in. What do you want from me, Katherine?” Jacob asks me and for a split second, a thought enters my mind.

It’s only a fraction of a second. A glimpse of his mouth on mine, his hands on my body. Pushing me against the wall like Evan did only a few nights ago.

Thankfully, it vanishes before I can show any admission of what I was thinking.

I focus on the plan I have laid out for him and turn the computer around on the table.

“We’re going to start with your strong points, which obviously is your writing. And let’s work our way into other aspects of marketing and social media that I think you’re ignoring. We can come up with a plan that you’re comfortable with, but also one that will work.”

The words come out of my mouth smoothly even though my mind’s racing.

It’s been a while since I’ve looked at a man and thought the things running through my head. I tell myself it’s because I’m looking for comfort. Looking for someone to desire me like Evan does.

So I don’t feel trapped and alone.

“Lead the way, Miss Thompson.”

I shake my head, ready to correct him, ready to tell him it’s Mrs. Thompson. But I don’t. In fact, I find myself hiding my left hand behind the computer.

It’s only because the attention is nice.

A distraction, a sweet voice whispers in the back of my head as I smile at Jacob and hit the right arrow on the keyboard to move to the first point I want to make.

I could never do that, I tell myself. But I leave my hand where it is and when he tells me goodbye, again calling me miss, I still don’t correct him.


Chapter Sixteen


EVAN

She makes my blood heat,

My breathing tense and ragged.

Love’s not a straight line,

It’s reckless and it’s jagged.

Beyond the lust, beyond desire,

There’s something in its wake.

It’s jealousy that makes me weak,

It’s hate that makes me break.

Brew Madison is my wife’s favorite place in this whole damn city. My shoes smack on the wet pavement and rain spits from the sky as I close the door a block down and make my way toward the coffee shop.

For years she’s come here. She and Jules used to write together in the corner. Jules was her first client here in New York. It’s how she met her now close friend. I huff and the breath turns to steam as I stride toward the entrance and peek in through the glass window.

It used to be a habit of mine to stop here before going home when I landed. Nine times out of ten, she’d be in the back corner, immersed in a book.

But then things changed. She stopped going out and I stopped searching for her. I knew she’d be home, stuck in her office and working no matter what time of day it was.

I had to make sure nothing was going to happen when I left James’ office. I couldn’t go home and have the cops come for me there. I wouldn’t put her through that.

But days have passed, and I miss her. I’m dying without her.

Just before I get to the glass door, I spot my wife. But more importantly, I see who she’s with.

Some asshole is with her. I’m sure he’s just a client, but as they walk toward the exit, Kat’s eyes on her purse as she rummages through it, looking for her keys I’d think, his eyes are all over her body.

The bastard licks his lower lip, and his gaze flickers to Kat’s breasts and then to her eyes as she peeks up at him.

She smiles so naively and tucks her hair behind her ear, but what stops the anger and the possessiveness running through me, is the blush that rises to her cheeks. My body goes cold and my feet turn to cement standing outside of the shop, watching the two of them unknowingly walk toward me.

She knows he’s looking. She knows he likes what he sees. And she’s letting him.

The chill that runs through my body fuels something deep inside of me. Something primal and raw. The rain that crashes down on me as the clouds roll in and the sky turns darker by the second does nothing to calm the rage growing inside of me.

I open the door just as the two of them are leaving. My grip on the handle is tight and unforgiving as I wait for them to look up at me.

Kat doesn’t stop talking, her sweet voice rattling off something about a signing and what needs to be purchased.

He sees me first, his eyes widening slightly as he takes in my expression. His first instinct is to angle his body, putting himself between me and my wife. It pisses me off and I force my body to stay still, keeping myself from shoving him away from her.

My teeth grind against one another as I stare at his hand, still on her lower back as if he has any right to touch her.

“Evan,” Kat looks up at me surprised at first, without a hint of anything other than shock, but instantly her expression changes. “What are you doing? You’re getting soaked!” she admonishes me in front of the fucker still standing too close.

Pride flows through me as she pulls me into the coffee shop, even if she’s doing it out of frustration.

She looks from my wet shoulders and the rain dripping down my hair to my forehead and back and then glances outside the shop. She hasn’t even acknowledged the man she’s with. Her small hands focus on wiping off as much water as she can as she positions me over the large welcome mat at the front of the store.

“Nice to meet you,” I say to the man eyeing the two of us. “I’m Kat’s husband.”

Kat looks up at me and bites her tongue.

“Didn’t know she was married,” the fucker says and I read him loud and clear. I knew there was a crack in my marriage. But this shit isn’t something I’m going to take easily. It takes everything in me not to be aggressive toward this shithead.

She turns a bright shade of red, but instead of defending us and our relationship, instead of taking my side, she says the worst thing she could to me right now.

“I don’t know what we are right now,” she says more to me than to him as she looks me in the eyes, daring me to say another word. When I’m quiet, she turns to him.

“I’m sorry for the interruption, Jacob.”

“Jake, you can call me Jake,” he says to her and doesn’t even bother to look at me. The awkward tension heats.

“I’ll touch base with you after I get the schedule drawn up, and make sure you get me those summaries as soon as you’re able to.”

Jake nods his head at Kat and then looks at me to say, “Nice to meet you.” He doesn’t take his time leaving, not with the rain now coming down in sheets.

“You don’t know what we are?” I ask her, feeling the rage wane as the sound of the door closing and the battering of the rain quiets again.

“When you make an ass out of yourself in front of a client, what do you expect me to do?” she hisses.

The rain gets harder and louder as we stand off to the side of the entrance. I take a look around and there are only two other people in the entire place. Both of them women who look like they’re on a lunch break, dressed for office jobs. One on each side of the room, both of them on their phones and one with headphones in her ears.

“We can wait it out. Get a cup of coffee?” I ask her.

At first Kat looks up at me like I’m crazy. Maybe I am.

“And do what?” she asks. “Play let’s-keep-a-secret and hide-away-for-days?”

I ignore her brutal tone and take a chance, wrapping my arm around her waist.

She jumps back for a second, but only because I’m soaking wet.

I chuckle at her response, deep and rough and it makes her smile. She’s quick to hide it, but it’s there.

“I know you’re mad at me,” I tell her softly. “I don’t want to make you angry, Kat. I love you, and I’m trying.”

The trace of all humor fades and she peeks up at me and whispers, “I wish you wouldn’t.”

I brush the hair from her face and smile down at her as I tell her, “I’ll never stop fighting for you.”

At my words, she pushes away from me and says, “Then let’s talk until the rain lets up.” She looks over her shoulder and out of the window, as if checking to see if our time is already up.

We head to the back corner of the shop. The rest of the seating in the place is all high-top tables and bar-height seats, but in the corner is an L-shaped booth. The same shiny white tabletop, but the seating is for customers who want to spend a while in here and that’s what I need with her right now, more time.

She doesn’t look at me as she tosses her purse into the booth and then fishes out her wallet.

“You like him?” I ask her, feeling small pieces of my heart crumble off. Kat’s eyes narrow as she huffs out a breath of frustration.

“Knock it off,” she tells me and I feel torn. I saw the look in her eyes. She’s a natural flirt and so am I, but I know she liked the attention more than she should. She felt comfortable with it.

“I don’t like him.”

“Good to know,” she answers me immediately, crossing her arms as she walks toward the counter to order something.

I follow her, like a lost fucking puppy. It’s quiet between us, but the tension is thick as she orders a coffee or whatever the hell it is. The blood is pounding so hard in my ears, I can’t hear a damn thing.

“I mean it, he wants you, Kat,” I tell her and then nearly flinch from the look in her eyes. “I don’t want anyone else’s hands on you.”

“It was innocent.”

“The fuck it was,” I bite back instantly. I don’t give her a chance to speak.

“You can’t look me in the eyes and tell me you didn’t like it.” The air between us turns hot instantly.

“He’s a client,” she says beneath her breath. My eyes dart from her to the man behind the counter. As soon as I look at him, he averts his eyes, pretending like he didn’t just hear the venom in Kat’s voice.

“Client or not,” I say, standing my ground but all it does is wind Kat up more.

“I’m not the one keeping secrets and lying, I’m not the one who’s breaking up this marriage,” she says much lower, so much so that it sounds like it was hard for her to even get the words out.

“Stop it,” I tell her and grip her hip as she tries to walk past me, back to the booth and undoubtedly to get her stuff and leave.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper in her ear and hold her closer to me. I splay my hand on her lower back, feeling the tension in her body slowly leave her.

I could fight this, but it’s not worth it to upset her. I wait, giving her a moment to calm down and forget about that asshole. For now.

I say a silent prayer when she walks back to the table.

I sit back in the seat, watching the steam rise from her cup as she slips the lid off and grabs a packet of sugar from the center of the table.

The packet makes a flapping sound as she shakes it back and forth between her forefinger and thumb to get the sugar down. The motion is forceful and she stares at it as she does it, before finally ripping it open and dumping the sugar into the cup.

“I don’t tell you everything.” The words slip out as the need to win her back takes over everything else.

She’s still for a moment, waiting for more.

“It’s not like I do anything that’s … that I want to hide from you. You know what it’s like when I go to work.”

“I know,” Kat says with zero trace of a fight in her voice. “I remember.”

“I loved it when you came out with me. You know that, right?”

She finally looks up at me, but only for a moment before she nods her head then slips on the cap to her coffee cup.

“I don’t have time for that kind of … stuff anymore.”

I love that her mind immediately went to the thought of me asking her to come with me. At the beginning of this year, that’s all I wanted from her. So we could spend more time together and I could show her off. But the answer was always no, so I just stopped asking. My heart thumps hard in my chest, remembering how we got into a fight over it a few months back.

“I gave my notice,” I tell her and her eyes fly to mine, looking accusing more than anything. “Because you wanted me to,” I say the words as if they’re the truth and for a moment it feels like they are. But then I remember that’s not the reason. I remember what happened. I remember everything in a flood and I have to turn away to breathe in deep and focus on keeping Kat. That’s the only thing I care about while everything else collapses around me.

“I just regret a lot of the things I’ve done this year and maybe for a while now–”

“For a while?” Kat repeats and her eyes reflect the pain that’s in her voice.

“I didn’t cheat on you, Kat,” I say immediately. “It’s not what you think,” I tell her and feel like a liar. Because I am one. “I told you, you’re the only one for me.”

Before I can say anything else, she shakes her head and that false smile mars her face. “I don’t know what you did. But I don’t want to know anymore,” she says quietly, staring at the cup in her hands before looking back up at me. “We’re different people and I think it was only a matter of time before something like this …” her voice cracks, but she doesn’t cry. She simply looks away.

My heartbeat slows. So slow that it’s painful.

“Where are you sleeping tonight?” Kat asks me and I have to swallow the spiked lump deep down in my throat before I can answer.

“You don’t want me to come home?”

“It would be easier if you didn’t.”

“Easier for what?” I ask her.

“Easier for the breakup, Evan.” Her lips part and then she wavers to add, “It’s not about love anymore or about what we had. It’s about trust and what we’ve become. I need a fresh start and a life I’m proud of. And I don’t think it includes you in it.”

“It does,” I answer her instantly. “And I want the same.”

She stares back at me with an expression that shows how vulnerable she is. How much she wants to believe what I’m telling her.

I take her hand in mine and tell her, “I’ll do whatever you want, so long as when it’s all said and done I get to keep you.”

I stare in her eyes knowing I’ve never said anything more truthful, but also knowing that’s not how this story will end.


Chapter Seventeen


KAT

Makeup kisses taste so sweet,

Lost in lust and succumbed to the heat.

Your soft moan makes me forget,

I ignore the anger, the sadness, the threat.

The bed groans and dips as I turn back onto my right shoulder, pushing the pillow between my knees and trying to sleep.

I’ve been alone all my life. Until Evan, anyway. When he first started sleeping over, it was hard to fall asleep. Unless he fucked me to the point of exhaustion, which was often.

You’d think it’d be easy going back to being alone. I was a pro at it for years and worse yet, I was proud of it. The train goes by and the sound cuts through the white noise of the city. The windows are closed, but I still hear it. I can even feel the rumble and vibrations as I try to lie still on the bed. And that’s when I get a whiff of Evan’s scent. When I’m alone, missing him, I sleep on his side of the bed. It’s easiest the first night he’s gone. It smells just like him. Each day it gets a little harder and working late nights gets more appealing. But even the masculine scent that drifts toward me as I inch my head closer to his pillow isn’t enough to comfort me. And why would it? I’m losing him and everything we had.

I toss the heavy comforter off my body and sit up, wiping the sleep from my eyes and dangling my feet over the side of the bed. It’s nearly 1 a.m. and pitch black in the room. I should be sleeping, considering the fatigue plaguing my body and conscious it should come easy.

My fingers run through my long hair, separating it and braiding it loosely before I take a sip of water from the glass on the nightstand. If I get up and start working, I know I won’t sleep at all tonight. The very thought makes my heart thump harder. Work is killing me, lack of sleep is destroying me. But both are because I’m completely and utterly alone.

Just breathe. I let my head fall back and slowly creep back under the covers. All I need to do is breathe.

But that hope is short-lived as I hear Evan climb the stairs. I had one condition to him coming home, and that was leaving me the bedroom. Which he said he wasn’t going to do, and that offer went off the table.

Even if it hurts me, I’d rather feel pain in his absence than a fraction of that pain in his presence.

I close my eyes as I hear the door open. For a moment I think I should pretend to be asleep. But I don’t want any more lies in our relationship. Whatever our relationship even is now.

“I thought you were going to your dad’s? Or a hotel?” I ask him and then hold my breath. I should want him to leave. That’s what a sane woman who’s getting a divorce should want. But there isn’t an ounce of me that wants to see him walk out that door.

“I was going to,” Evan says and then slips his shirt off over his head. He keeps his eyes on me, daring me to say something, but my eyes focus on his broad chest.

In five years his body has changed, as has mine. But he’s still lean and muscular. My body heats and my thighs scissor slightly, but I play it off, turning my back to him to lie on my left shoulder.

“Is that alright?” he asks me, his voice carrying through the dark night and cutting me down to my deepest insecurity. It’s not alright and nothing about this situation is. But those aren’t the words that come out of my mouth.

My eyes squeeze shut tight and I give in to what I want, slowly moving my body towards his. Wouldn’t it be a lie to deny it?

“I’m afraid I’ll like it too much if you stay,” I tell him with my eyes closed as the bed dips. I don’t watch him as I lay out all the bare truth. “I’m afraid I’ll forgive you and I’ll forget why we shouldn’t be married.” My breath comes in staggered hiccups. All the words pouring out from deep down in my soul and leaving my lips in a rush.

A rough sound comes from deep in his throat as the bed dips. “You don’t know what you want, Kat,” Evan tells me although the confidence is missing. “You want me to leave because you’re afraid. You won’t fight for me to stay because you know I will regardless of what you say, isn’t that right?”

My brow furrows as I take in his words. I can see his eyes in the dark room, staring deep into mine as he climbs closer to me, making the bed shift beneath my still body. He stares at me as if I’m his prey and that’s just how I feel. “No. I want you to leave because we’re leading different lives.” I have to second-guess my words.

“Then let’s get back on track. Let’s start over,” he whispers and then leans closer to me. As if checking his boundaries as he rests his hand on the pillow above my head. I don’t push him away, but I don’t move toward him either.

I’m fucked no matter what I do.

I feel empty and hollow. All the sadness and regret has been shed from me, leaving nothing behind but faint memories of what we had and the hint of all the hopes and dreams I had so long ago to make my heart flutter. As I close my eyes and swallow the lump in my throat, Evan lies next to me, gently resting his hand on my hip. He’s silent but I can hear his steady breath and that smell. I inhale deeper. God, what that smell does to me. My head dips further into the pillow as I readjust under the covers and when I do, Evan lifts his hand slightly. Waiting to see which way I’ll turn.

And I turn toward him.

“You make me a stupid woman,” I tell him as my eyes slowly open. His hazel eyes are so clear at this angle. Maybe it’s the moon creeping in from the slit between the curtains. Or maybe something else.

He smirks at me, although there’s a sadness in his smile as he brushes my hair from my face.

“Tell me you’ll stay with me.”

“Tell me why I shouldn’t,” I say back instantly and the soft look of longing in his eyes fades away and the soothing motion of his thumb rubbing along my temple falters. My eyes drop to his chest and my heart drops to the pit of my stomach. “You said you didn’t cheat,” I tell him, but mostly I make a promise to myself. “So I believe you.”

“Thank you,” he says so softly beneath his breath I hardly hear him. His shoulders sag slightly and it makes the bed creak with relief.

I want to say more. I want to make some sort of demand or ultimatum … or ask why he was there. Why he lied to the world. But instead I curl into him.

“Don’t leave me,” he gives me the request and wraps his arms around me, pulling me closer to him, closer to his scent, his warmth, to the man I’ve been desperate to be with for so damn long.

“I won’t promise you that,” I tell him with my eyes open, staring at a small scar on his left shoulder. I lift my hand up and let my fingers play along it. “You’re right that I don’t know what I want. So we’ll just have to find out.”

He’s quiet for a long time. And part of my heart, a very large part of it aches. It’s a horrible feeling and it makes my eyes sting. But I won’t mourn what I’m not even sure I’ve lost yet. It’s just the threat of ending something I’ve valued so dearly and for so long that hurts.

My shoulders shake slightly as I take in a shuddering breath, and that’s when he cups my chin and forces me to look at him.

“You know I love you,” he says with a ragged breath. “More than anything, anything in the world,” he says as he shakes his head.

I sniffle and try to ignore how the pain grows. “I do,” I tell him and then try to hide my face, but his grip on my chin is too strong and I can only close my eyes, feeling the smallest bit of tears that threaten to spill over soak into my lashes.

“Don’t cry, Kat,” Evan whispers as he rests his forehead against mine. “I love you, and that’s all that matters.” For some reason it seems so obvious to me in this moment that those words were more for him than they were for me. My eyes open to see his closed. To see the pain there. To see how desperate he is.

And that’s what I can blame it on. It’s my undoing.

It always has been. He needs me, and I crave it.

“Kiss me–” Before I can get the command off my lips, his are on mine. Devouring me and taking every little piece I’m willing to give. And I crumble underneath him. My hands fly to his hair as he deepens the kiss. The air turns hotter as my skin heats and our breathing quickens.

“Kat,” he barely breaks away from me to whisper my name and then presses his lips harder against mine as he grabs my hips and pulls me toward him.

My gasp is muted as his tongue dives into my mouth. My back arches and my breasts push against his hard chest as he climbs on top of me.

Every second I’m acutely aware that I’m falling backward. It pains my heart as I pull away from him, digging my head into the pillow to feel the cool air. But I can’t stop this. I never could. He nips along my neck and my pussy clenches with need as my legs wrap around his waist.

My heels dig into his ass while I close my eyes tight and let my body do what it wants. It’s only ever wanted him. And I won’t deny my needs.

Not when he worships my body like this, kissing his way down my body as he strips the clothes from me. The only sound is our breathing as I cautiously open my eyes to watch.

His fingertips brush against my skin as he takes off the last piece and stares at my glistening sex.

“So fucking wet for me.” He says the words out loud, although I don’t think they were for me. Another time, I’d blush. But there’s no shame or embarrassment right now. It’s desperation.

He parts from his clothes faster than I can steady my breath. The moonlight casts shadows on his chiseled chest and makes my clit throb with need. My eyes are drawn to his hands as he strokes his length. And then he does it again and I can’t help how my lips part with desire and my legs spread wider. My body’s ready, willing and aching for him to take me.

“I’m the only one who can satisfy you like this, Kat.” My gaze shifts to Evan as he looks me in the eyes. Holding my gaze as he adds, “Don’t ever forget that.”

I can’t respond, I don’t have time. In one swift motion he’s buried to the hilt inside of me. Stretching my walls and sending a spike of heat, desire and bit of pain through me. My skin lights on fire as a strangled scream tears through me.

It’s nothing but pleasure as he stills deep inside of me. Waiting for me to adjust to his girth as he kisses his way back up my waist to my collarbone and then my lips.

The kisses are softer now. Small pecks and nips until I open my eyes and he brings them to a halt.

“I love you,” he whispers and then moves slowly. My legs wrap around his waist and my fingers move to his shoulders as he moves slowly at first. Burying his head into my neck before I can tell him the same.

He rocks his hips, his rough pubic hair rubbing against my clit with each small movement and bringing me higher and higher. The climax feeling so close but so far away just the same.

I can only make small whimpers as he speeds up, knowing he’s going to send me crashing to my release. All the while he rides through my orgasm, fueled by my cries of pleasure. I cling to him for dear life as my body seems paralyzed and he continues to take from me. Pounding into me, harder and harder. Pistoning his hips until the headboard smacks against the wall in rhythm with his relentless thrusts.


Chapter Eighteen


EVAN

The regrets, the guilt, the shame,

So many sins to try and tame.

Each one darker, each one worse,

Living life as if it’s cursed.

Until the day fate gave me her,

That was the day my past did blur.

And with her, I’d leave it all,

Just for her, my world will fall.

It’s been a long damn time since I’ve made breakfast for Kat. It’s probably been a year or more since we’ve even woken up together, that’s how fucked our schedules have been.

I can hear her bare feet pad down the stairs as I set the last plate on the table. It’s fresh pineapple and strawberries I cut up. Bacon’s still the prominent scent though. Bacon and eggs for breakfast. A plate of hotcakes and fruit in the center and of course, her coffee.

I grab her mug from her spot on the table. It’s still burning hot but I make sure to put it handle out as I turn around to face her. Maybe I’m pussy whipped. Maybe I’m sucking up. Either way, I don’t give a fuck.

The sight of her messy halo of hair and wide eyes with a bit of mascara still left over from yesterday makes my heart pump hard in my chest. She’s got on nothing but a baggy Henley of mine and it makes her seem even more petite than she already is. My Kat’s never been an early riser. Only when she has to, or apparently when the smell of breakfast is in the air.

She’s gorgeous even when she’s a mess.

“You have good timing,” I tell her as she hesitantly grabs the coffee. I can see her shoulders sag just a bit and her eyes close as she takes in the smell though. And it gives me a sense of pride. Even if it’s just for the moment.

“Good morning,” she says with a soft smile, but it’s barely hiding her true feelings. I force a smile back and pull out her chair.

“I don’t know the last time I had an actual breakfast,” she says as she takes the seat and then looks up at me. “Thank you,” she says. It’s genuine, but with her shoulders hunched and that sad look in her eyes, I can’t even give her a response.

I wish I could hold on to last night forever. But the sun had to rise, and I need to come clean to her. She deserves that much.

The chair legs scratch on the wooden floor as I pull out my seat. I grimace slightly and then clear my throat as I sit down, noticing how Kat doesn’t seem to care. She’s too tired, or maybe it’s something else.

With both hands on her mug, she leans back in her seat and gives me a small smile but doesn’t reach for any food. She doesn’t say anything either. She’s just waiting. And I wish I had something better to offer her than what’s going to come out of my mouth.

“I want a fresh start … and the marriage we were supposed to have,” I say out loud as I push the fork through the pancake on my plate, but I don’t eat it. I feel sick to my stomach.

A heavy breath leaves me and I rub my forehead to get out some of the tension. I can’t tell her everything, but I can give her something that has killed me for years; a truth I wish didn’t exist.

My skin’s hot and my throat’s dry. It’s been years, and I never intended on telling Kat. I didn’t want her to know and it was before things changed for me. Before my mother told me she was dying. Before Kat came to me and showed me she was the person I needed in my life forever. It happened before I realized she was mine and I was never going to let her go.

“You okay?” Kat asks and there’s genuine pain in her voice. Sadness and concern I wish weren’t there. She’s too good for me. I’ve made so many mistakes and this is going to crush her and hurt her more than it should. It meant nothing to me back then, but it’ll mean everything to her right now. And I hate it.

“There’s something I’ve got to tell you.” As I say the words I look Kat in the eyes, and her face changes. She has this way of hiding her emotions, but it doesn’t last long. She’s looking at me with a hard stare and her lips pressed into a thin line. She gives it to me all the time, but I know the second I give her silence, that mouth will open and every emotion she’s feeling will show. She can’t hide it from me.

“When you asked me about Samantha, if I’d slept with her,” I have to break off from my thought and take in another breath.

The clink of Kat’s fork hitting the ceramic plate makes my chest feel tight. She lets out a small sound, almost a sigh but weighted down with a bitter hopelessness.

“I told you the truth, that I haven’t been with anyone since we got married,” I say and watch her eyes, her expression, everything about her, but she doesn’t look back at me. Her shoulders rise, like she’s holding her breath and waiting for a bomb to go off.

“It was years ago, Kat. Before I knew how much you meant to me.” The words come up my throat as if they’re scratching and digging to stay buried down deep inside of me.

Her expression crumples the second I hint at the affair. If you can even call it that. “I felt like I was lying to you. Every. Single. Time.” I bang my fist on the table and the plates rattle with each word and make Kat jump, but I can’t help it. “I felt like a bastard when I looked you in the eyes and said nothing happened, because you should have already known.”

“When?” Kat asks me.

“I swear that night in the papers was about something else. Something that has nothing to do with that woman or sleeping with her. It was–”

“When!” she screams out the question as her eyes gloss over. She doesn’t stop staring at me, but the emotion I expect to see isn’t there. It’s only anger, a furious rage that stares back at me. “When did you sleep with her?”

“The night I got the call from my mother,” I swallow thickly and add, “I was with her.”

“The night she told you?” she asks me with a morbid tone and I nod, feeling that acid churn in my stomach as my clammy hands clench. “You were at the company party?” she asks instantly, although it’s more of her recollecting than an actual question. She didn’t even have to take a second to think about it. But I guess that night is something that will forever stay with both of us.

“You were supposed to take me out that night,” Kat says and each word sounds sadder and sadder as she looks away from me. “You were fucking her while at work.”

“It was a one-time thing. A mistake. I didn’t know who she was and things were getting serious with us, Kat. You don’t understand. It wasn’t how it seems.” I stumble over my words. Leaning closer to her and reaching for her, but she pushes away from the table, slamming her palms against it and scooting the chair back.

My hands fly into the air, keeping them up. As if I’m not a threat. Trying to keep her here with me to give me a chance to explain.

“Look, we were getting serious and I needed … I don’t know how to explain it.”

“You didn’t want to be with me anymore so you went and slept with the first girl to bat her eyes at you?” she asks although it’s an accusation and a bitter one at that.

I can’t explain how pathetic I feel as she looks at me like I’m the devil. It was just a game back then. I wish I could change it. If I’d known what Kat would mean to me, I’d have put a ring on her finger the moment I laid eyes on her. I never would have done anything to risk what we had. Lies. So many lies, a voice whispers. If that was the truth, I wouldn’t have needed to call Samantha with my eyes on a lifeless body in the corporate hotel room. If she knew everything, she’d hate me.

“I messed up and I made so many mistakes,” I say and start to lean toward her and beg for mercy, but she’s not having it.

“How many women have you fucked since I’ve been with you?” Her voice is hard and full of nothing but bitterness.

“Just her, just Samantha and just that once.” I stare into her eyes, but she refuses to look at me. “Please, Kat,” my voice begs her as I lean forward but she’s quick to stand up, nearly toppling the chair over just so she can get away from me.

I deserve this. I deserve worse.

Regret consumes me. I wish I hadn’t told her. Fuck. I don’t know what to wish for anymore. I wasn’t going to tell her about the coke and everything else. I thought that would be her breaking point. Not this.

I swallow thickly and try to remember everything else I was going to say. “It’s why I feel so guilty about these allegations and why I didn’t say anything to the press. I needed them to think it’d happened and it kind of did, just years ago.”

“Why were you in the hotel lobby with her at three in the morning?” she asks me as she crosses her arms over her chest, bunching the shirt and finally letting her eyes fall on me.

I have to swallow the hard lump in my dry throat before I can answer her. “I needed an alibi,” I tell her and feel like that much more of a lesser man.

“Are you fucking serious, Evan?” she spits out her words, looking at me with more disgust than I’ve ever seen on her face.

“I’m sorry. It was an accident.”

“It’s always an accident. Always a mistake. Why do you do this! Why do you put yourself in these situations!” She screams at me with a rage I know she’s had pent up inside of her. I’m too old to be this stupid. I never should have continued working for James. But the money and the lifestyle were so addicting. And it was a high I couldn’t refuse.

“I told you, I quit. I’m not going to put myself in–” As I shake my head, trying to get the words out, I can’t remember a damn thing I’d planned on saying.

“It’s too little, too late, Evan,” Kat says and cuts me off.

She sneers at me before leaving me alone in the room, whipping around and not bothering to say another word. I watch her back as she storms up the stairs.

I’ve never felt this way before in my life. Like I’ve hurt the one person in the world who would never hurt me. Like I betrayed her. Like I’m not worth a damn thing.

And there’s no way to make that right.

I don’t know how to make any of this right.


Chapter Nineteen


KAT

I knew the truth,

I didn’t want to believe.

But deep in my gut,

The agony did seethe.

Call me a fool,

Say what you will.

But I can’t help it,

I love him still.

That’s why it hurts,

To say goodbye.

To make him leave,

I want to die.

I can’t stop thinking about it. How Evan fucked her.

I should be focused on the fact that he needed an alibi. The fact that only weeks ago he was doing shit he knows is wrong and could send him to jail. But that’s the man he’s always been. I knew better than to turn a blind eye, but that’s really what I’ve been doing, isn’t it?

It’s an odd feeling, like waking up from a long and deep sleep or having a blindfold taken off after wearing it for days. Has it always been this way?

I knew what kind of life he was leading and the risks that came with it. And I didn’t do a damn thing about it. I should be ashamed, mortified.

And yet all I can think about is him fucking her.

And how many times I’ve seen her at events. Not once did she make it seem like anything had happened. She comes off sweet and innocent. She’s petite like me but wears soft colors and always has perfectly manicured, pale pink nails. She looks like a little doll, prim and proper. I never would have expected it. I remember how genuinely happy she seemed when she gushed over my engagement ring.

That fucking bitch.

The door to my office opens behind me, the telltale creak making my eyes open and then narrow as I see his reflection on the black computer screen. I don’t even know if the damn thing is on anymore. Or how long I’ve been sitting here. Staring at a worn spot on my desk and thinking about how he fucked her, knowing he was going to see me only hours later.

What would have happened if his mother hadn’t chosen that moment to tell him to come home and that she wasn’t well? Maybe that would have been the night he chose to break it off with me. After all, every day with him was like ticking off a check box. I knew it wasn’t going to last. I was waiting for it to end.

Marie fucked me over.

“Kat,” Evan says from behind me. Hearing him say my name makes a shudder run down my spine. It’s a slow one that sends a chill over my body.

“I’m going to do everything I can to prove to you how much I love you.”

“Do I even know you?” Even as I whip around and sneer at him a sick voice in the back of my head answers me. Yes. Yes, you knew what you were doing. You knew the man you married.

“You’re the only one who does,” he says, looking me in the eyes as his broad shoulders fill the doorframe to my office. “You know I love you.”

I scoff at him, choosing to ignore the truth and how much I blame myself.

Right now, it’s all on him. I didn’t cheat on him. I didn’t continue to live a lifestyle that was obviously going to tear us apart.

He did. And fuck him for that.

“I hate you right now.” The words slip out in a breath and he visibly flinches.

“You’re angry, and you have every right to be.”

“Angry doesn’t cut it!” I scream, my throat feeling raw as the salty tears burn my eyes. “I loved you. I would have done anything for you!” I grit the words through my clenched teeth and try to grip the chair as I stand on shaky legs.

“I loved you so much. And this is how you treated our marriage. With lies and secrets and all this shit I don’t even know about.”

“I’m sorry I kept that from you, but that was it.” He says “that was it” as if it’s easily accepted. As if he’s never told a lie or done anything else that would ruin us.

“Liar! How much shit have you gotten into at work?” I let the words tumble from my mouth, all the rage coursing through my blood. “But you kept at it. You were never going to stop until something made you. You didn’t give a shit about me or what it did to us!”

“What kind of marriage is that!” As the words tear from my throat and Evan stares back at me a guilty man, the reality hits me like a bullet to the chest.

I was blinded by my lust for him. Maybe even my love. Either way, I’ve been blind to the reality.

But I want more. And I deserve better.

“I love you,” he says like that’s the answer to all of this. Like it will save us.

“You keep saying that, but I don’t think you know what it means.” Or maybe love just simply isn’t enough anymore.

“What really gets me,” I take in a long, ragged breath, finally taking a step toward him but immediately stop when he does the same.

Standing across from him in the small office I look him in the eyes and get what I’ve been thinking about out of me. “You saw her all the time. You were with her at every function.” My voice lowers as I add, “Even I was with her all the damn time. And you didn’t bother to tell me.”

“What happened was a mistake for her too.”

“Don’t talk to me like she wasn’t some homewrecking whore. She was married! And she knew we were together. How could you? How could you stand to be around her!”

“I was working. If you’ll recall, you were broke and we needed money. What was I supposed to do? Quit?”

“Does your boss know?” His expression turns to stone, although he looks more pissed off than anything else. “Does James know?” I ask him again.

“I don’t know.”

It’s silent as I breathe out a huff of disgust.

“I’m sorry. I fucked up years ago.”

“It wasn’t just years ago. Every damn day you went back was a mistake. Every day you kept it from me was a mistake!”

“What part of it being my job don’t you get?” he asks me in a low voice full of anger as he takes another step forward.

“You could have gotten another job.” All I can see is red. The words come out automatically, but my mind is racing. My breathing is heavy.

“Who was going to hire me?” he asks me, his shoulders rising faster as his breathing gets heavier. “You were just starting out and needed every penny I could earn.”

“Don’t act like you did this for me!” I spit at him with anger. My hand beats on my chest. “Don’t you dare blame this on me!”

Tears prick my eyes as he stares at me without saying a word.

Shame and guilt heat my body. Both of us are raging with emotion. Both of us want to tear the other person apart. That realization is all I can take. Tears spill over and I have to turn away from him. With my back to him, he tries to touch me and I rip my arm away from him. I shake my head and firm my resolve.

“Please leave me alone. I’m begging you, Evan. If you love me, please get away from me.”


Chapter Twenty


EVAN

There’s no hope in the darkness,

No light to move toward.

There’s no way to ease the pain,

No forgiveness she can afford.

The truth I cannot change,

I’m a sinner and I confess.

But I refuse to let her go,

She’s my love and nothing less.

I love you, Kat, and I’m sorry.

I text her again, the cellphone screen lighting up the dark bedroom in Pops’ house, my old bedroom. The stupid posters reflect the light that scatters into the room in stripes from the blinds on the window. The sound of the traffic is louder here and everything about it reminds me of the life I used to lead. The one before Kat. The one I’m so damn ashamed of now.

I’ll never forget the look of disappointment on his face when I showed up a few hours ago with a duffle bag. It’s like even he lost hope in me making it right with Kat.

It’s crushing to leave her. But it’s different this time. It’s hopeless.

I feel so worthless and it’s never been more apparent to me that my life is meaningless without Kat in it.

I swallow thickly as I lean back on the bed and fall into the flat pillow and close my eyes. I’ve never felt so alone. I wish I could take it all back.

How fucking childish. I know it is. But in this moment I make a silent wish that I could just go back five years and do it all the right way this time.

As I close my eyes and feel my heart slow and my blood turn cold, I remember one of the last conversations I had with my mother.

She’d seen me with Kat while we were out one night. Just a coincidence, but she kept acting like it was more than it was.

Kat was a fling and a good time. She’s someone I wanted more and more of and I made damn sure to monopolize her time until I had my fill, but of course that time would never come. I just didn’t know it back then. Or I liked to pretend I didn’t anyway.

“She seems sweet,” my mother told me when I came home for Sunday dinner. Looking back at that night now, I realize how much slower she was to set the table. How everything was a little off, but to me, it was just an obligation I had to my mother before I would be leaving to go out and have a good time.

“You didn’t even meet her,” I laughed at my mom. Shaking my head and taking a drink from whatever was in my cup. I leaned back and looked at my father, waiting for him to agree with me.

“Plus she’s the only girl you’ve seen me with.”

“That’s true,” Ma replied and shrugged. “I like the way you two look together,” she added and then looked me in the eyes as she smiled. “Is it too much to ask that you pretend to value your mother’s opinion?”

I let out a small laugh and shook my head. “I’m glad you approve,” I told her. More so just to make her happy than anything else, but it only opened the door for Ma to invite her over for the next family dinner. I had already started coming up with reasons to end it that night.

It was too much. I was young and in my prime and working a job that would keep my appetite well fed.

I was ready to end it too the next night. But, my God, her smile and the way she laughed at me when I pulled up wearing an old rugby shirt. She thought it was the oddest thing and I’ll never forget the way her soft voice hummed with laughter and it carried into the night. Who was I to take that away? I knew she’d end it with me anyway. I didn’t know it would be after marriage and five years later.

If I could go back to that night, I would change it all.

“I’m heading to bed.” My father’s voice catches me off guard and my body jolts from the memory. I pretend to rub the sleep from my burning eyes and clear my throat to tell my father good night. It’s tight with emotion and it takes me a second to sit up in bed.

“You look like hell,” Pops says.

My head nods and I take a moment to set my feet on the floor. My head is still hung low and my shoulders are sagging as I rest my elbows on my knees.

“How did you keep mom out of it? All the stupid shit you did?” I ask him. I know he led a wild life. He’s got the stories and the scars to prove it.

I lift my head and look him in the eyes, forcing a small smile to my face. “I need to know what to do. I need advice.”

“You can’t. It’s gotta stop.” He shrugs his shoulders, the faint light from the hallway casting a long shadow of him into the room, ending at my feet. “That’s the advice I can give you. Don’t keep a damn thing from her. You should already know that.”

I swallow, or try to, as a ball of spikes grows in my throat. “What if you can’t stop? What if I can’t quit this job and this life?” The image of Tony dead on the floor stays firm in my sight. Even as I blink it away and look up at my father, I can still see him. Overdosed and staring back at me as if it was my fault.

I brought him to that room. The one reserved for partying in our company.

I gave him the coke, but I didn’t know it was laced. And then I left him there to get whiskey and cigarettes.

I brought him to his death.

I can never tell her that. I can barely admit it to myself.

“Did you ever mess up so bad, you thought you could never make it right?” I ask, even though his answer doesn’t matter. I guess I just don’t want to feel so alone.

“We all do; you just find a way. I’m sorry, but it’s the best I’ve got.”

“Find a way …” I say the words softly, barely moving my lips as I look at the edge of the comforter, wishing it were that easy.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Evan. I did everything for your mom, and I’d do it all again. Maybe that’s where you went wrong?”

“What’s that?” I’m quick to ask him, my gaze focused on him and whatever it is he has to say. I’m desperate for an answer to all this shit. I need to take it all back.

“You weren’t thinking about her.”

His words sink in slow, but deep.

I shake my head and agree, “No, I wasn’t.”

“The best thing you ever did was marry that girl.” I nod my head, feeling a jagged pain move through my body. “Worse thing she ever did was let you leave her side.”

He doesn’t know how true his words are.


Chapter Twenty-One


KAT

You left a space beside me,

You left me all alone.

You left a space beside me,

I thought my heart would turn to stone.

You left a space beside me,

Desire creeps in the night.

You left a space beside me,

Lust fills the emptiness just right.

The moon looks gorgeous. The colors of autumn are sitting on the city skyline and the beautiful hues of orange and soft reds travel up to the bright full moon.

It’s early for it to be out, but as I walk away from the townhouse, down the stone steps as the heavy walnut door shuts behind me, I can’t help but stare at it. There’s beauty in nature and having the small bit of it above the city is something I’ve taken for granted for so long.

With each step my boots click on the concrete, until my body stumbles forward and I nearly fall down the last two stairs.

“Shit!” I cry out as I frantically reach for the iron rail and just barely get a grip tight enough to keep me upright. My purse is flung down to the crook of my arm, spilling odds and ends and my phone onto the busy street.

I mutter beneath my breath as my cheeks heat with embarrassment and I keep my head down. Most people walk around me, and I’m fine with that. Better than fine. I’m happy that they’re just ignoring me and my stupid fall.

I crouch down low to grab the fallen items, ignoring them as they do with me, but as I stand up I realize someone didn’t miss my fall and their eyes haven’t left me.

“You okay?” Jacob says as he comes toward me, nearly out of breath. His cheeks are a brighter red than they were before, the chill of the air getting to him. His hand is cold on my shoulder as he helps me stand upright. His thick, black wool jacket brushes against mine and the heavy scent of pine, a masculine fragrance I love, fills my lungs.

“I saw you from across the street,” he tells me as I blink away my surprise. Not only from his presence, but from my reaction.

I brush the hair from my face and give him a grateful smile as the crowd continues to walk around us. As I clear my throat, Jacob walks backward with me to stand on the stairs.

“I’m so clumsy,” I breathe out and reluctantly laugh at myself as I steady the bag back onto my shoulder.

Jacob shrugs and slips his hands into his pockets as he says, “I expected worse.” As he speaks, his perfect teeth show, and I can’t help but eye his lush lips. “Honestly, that was a nice save.”

A warmth flows through me, but the breeze makes it feel hotter than it should.

“Well thanks,” I say, shifting my weight and shaking my head. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m checking out a townhouse down here. Moving to the city was definitely the right move for me.”

“And have you thought of the contract at all?” I ask him and then bite the inside of my cheek. “I don’t mean to be forward. I’m just excited to work together,” I add.

I don’t miss how his eyes stray slightly to my breasts when I breathe in deep. He looks away, toward the street to try to play it off and licks his lower lip. Maybe it was a subconscious thing on my part. I almost feel the need to apologize.

“I’m thinking I should get to signing it. I just was hoping maybe we could meet up to go over a few minor details?” he asks as he turns his attention back to me.

I smile and nod my head, my hair falling back in front of my shoulders. “I’d be happy to,” I answer a little too eagerly. His eyes flash with something they shouldn’t. But I ignore it.

“Well, I should get going,” the words rush out of my mouth.

“Me too,” Jacob says and looks back across the street. “My realtor is over there somewhere waiting on the steps to let me in to ‘my dream home,’” he says, mimicking what must be his realtor’s nasally voice, and then gives me another view of his gorgeous smile.

“Be safe,” he says comically and then takes a few steps forward. “I’ll text you,” he says over his shoulder and I simply nod. Not able to speak, just standing there, gripping on to my purse strap with both hands and wondering why he gets to me so much.

I won’t deny that he does.

And that’s not the part that bothers me.

It’s why. Is it him? The timing?

What is it about Jacob that makes me want him, when I haven’t lusted for a man in years? Well, other than my husband.


Chapter Twenty-Two


EVAN

What’s left behind but ashes,

When you’ve burned all around?

What’s to be done about destruction,

When your hope has been drowned?

The light is getting dimmer,

The end so close it seems.

There’s nothing left but silent chaos,

Forgiveness lost in the screams.

“Have you tried roses?”

My gaze moves from the cell phone in my hand to my father. With his arm braced against the wall, he taps his knuckles against the drywall.

“I’m not sure roses are going to help me,” I reply and give him a weak smile.

“You’d be surprised. Flowers are a girl’s best friend.”

A small, but genuine smile graces my lips as I toss the phone onto the end table. “It’s diamonds, Pops. The saying is diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”

“Then get her diamonds,” he says with a shrug, then makes his way to the worn, caramel leather recliner in the corner of the living room. The game’s on the TV. I’m not sure who’s playing since the volume is so low I can barely hear it.

“She still hasn’t messaged you back?” he asks.

“Nothing yet,” I say low and then look back at the phone, wishing it would go off.

“You going back home to talk? Or what’s the plan?”

“I don’t know,” I tell him. “I know she wants space; I just don’t know if it’s what’s best.”

He nods his head and says, “It’s hard to know. Especially when she’s not talking to you.”

“I wouldn’t talk to me neither,” I tell him, mostly out of the need to defend her. “I’d kick me out.”

“It was a long time ago,” my father says, but there’s little conviction in his voice.

It’s quiet for longer than I’d like. Both of us not knowing where to go in the conversation.

“I remember when you moved in with her,” Pops finally says and breaks the silence.

“It feels like forever ago. I hardly even remember what it was like before her.”

“Feels like it just happened to me. All the boxes and her wanting to paint first and then wanting everything in a certain order. She sure has a way of going about things.”

I lean my head back, staring at the ceiling fan as I say, “Yeah she does,” with a hint of a smile on my lips. “She’s particular.”

“That’s a word for it,” Pops says back, not missing a beat.

“You love her though.”

He nods his head. “I love her for it, too.” He clears his throat and says, “I never told you this, but I felt like I’d lost your mother and then lost you.”

“Pops, no–” I try to stop that shit, but he’s already moved on before I can get a thought out.

“It was a short-lived feeling. Kat came over more than you did after the move, if you remember.”

“She’s the one who wanted the family dinners. I remember her pushing for that.”

“Probably wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for her.”

“I think she was just trying to make things right.”

“I know she was. She’s a lot like your mother in that regard. You did good picking her.”

I can’t respond to my father. He’s never talked to me about Kat really. Now, of all times, it’s just making the pain that much worse.

“You remember that heavy ass dresser?” Pops asks me and it makes me huff a laugh as I nod. More than anything I’m thankful for the change in topic.

“She had to have it,” I say absently. “It was her mother’s.”

“Oh, I know. I remember her telling me a dozen times.”

“She kept talking about the movers.” I shake my head. “We didn’t need any movers.”

“Sure, sure. I remember that squabble.”

“Squabble,” I repeat and run my hand over my hair. “She knew I could handle it.”

Pops laughs at the thought. A deep laugh, and then he leans back in his chair.

“You guys can handle that, you guys can handle anything,” Pops says.

“It feels different though, Pops.” I swallow and fight back the swell of emotion. “This isn’t just a fight.”

“How would you know?” he asks me. “You haven’t even really had a fight, have you?”

I stare at him blankly, knowing me and Kat haven’t ever gone at it before, not really. A little bickering here or there. But this isn’t some argument over dishes. This is worse than he can imagine, and I’m ashamed to even speak the truth.

I’m ashamed to tell him how I really feel too. Like it’s hopeless.

“Just get her something shiny. Spoil the woman,” he says, throwing his hand up.

I let a trace of a smile linger on my lips as I picture handing Kat a bouquet of roses. I’d pick the really dark red ones, but make sure there’s some baby’s breath in the package too. One of the real big bouquets. The ones that make you lean in and smell them. Too good to resist. That’s the kind I’d get her.

I can see her soft smile as she peeks up at me, holding it in both her hands.

A warmth settles through me. I wish it were that easy. I’d buy every flower I could if that were the case.

“Whatever you do,” Pops says, distracting me from the vision of Kat forgiving me. “Just don’t give up.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


KAT

The past holds me captive,

I just want to forget.

But I’ll settle and forgive,

I still love you, and yet.

I can’t help but to feel torn apart,

When you promise me no more lies.

Make sure you cross your heart,

Make sure you hope to die.

My fingers keep tapping on my phone and my gaze keeps drifting to the door. He’s coming. Soon, too.

Evan needs to get his shit and get out. Mistake after mistake after mistake. That’s what this relationship has been. There’s undeniable love between us. I won’t argue with that. But some people aren’t meant to be together and at this point in my life, I should be concerned with having children and not the possibility of having to bail my husband out of jail.

There’s a bit of anger that’s carried me throughout the last two days. It’s what I focus on. It’s what gives me the strength to tell him I don’t want him anymore. To tell him it doesn’t matter when he tells me that he loves me.

I know it matters, and I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit that I’ll always want him. I’ll always want to feel loved like I did when we first got together.

But there’s only one way for the story of the two of us to end. And that’s with him packing his shit and getting out.

As if he heard my thought, the front doorknob jiggles and the sound of keys clinking creeps into the room.

Fate hates me. It must fucking loathe me because the sight of my husband standing in our doorway shatters my heart.

I try to keep my expression cold, but my body goes numb and the same coldness that swept over my body only weeks ago when I felt my marriage falling apart drifts over my skin now. His eyes are nearly bloodshot. He can’t even force a look of anything but agony as he turns his gaze from me and walks slowly into the room, closing the door behind him. I can’t look him in the eyes. His disheveled hair and all-around rough appearance make my body itch to touch him. To comfort him. To make the obvious pain go away.

I think that’s why I’ll never be able to deny that I love him. The image of him in pain destroys me to my core. My soul hurts for his, and I want nothing more than to take his pain away.

I need to love myself more than I could ever love him. And I’m trying to. My God, am I trying to.

“Hi,” I’m the first to say a word and break the uneasy tension in the living room.

He nods his head as he tosses his keys down on the coffee table and stands awkwardly in front of me.

“How are you?” he asks me and it feels so odd. Like we’re just old friends or acquaintances. I have to swallow the tightness in my throat and ignore the heat flowing through my body, begging me to give in.

“Not the best,” I answer him. I try to find that anger, I remember everything as my eyes shift to the entrance to the dining room, but there’s not an ounce of anger that will come to my rescue.

“I miss you,” he says as the last word spills from my lips. He doesn’t try to hide the desperation.

“I miss you too,” I admit, letting my words crack and then lick my lips.

“Things have gotten rough, but I never stopped loving you.” His words are raw, coming from a damaged man. “You’re the only thing that matters.”

“What you say is so right, Evan. But it’s what you’ve done that makes it impossible for me to stay with you.”

His boots smack on the hardwood floor as he makes his way to me. And I don’t move. I don’t object. I even lean into him slightly when he sits down next to me. At first he’s pointed away, his elbows on his knees but then he looks at me with a hurt in his eyes that makes me inch closer to him, and he does the same.

I may be angry about what he’s done. What I’ve done as well. But no amount of anger can outweigh the pain we both feel in this moment.

The pain from knowing we’re damaged beyond repair.

“Will you ever forgive me?” he asks me and then takes a chance, moving his large hand to my thigh and gently rubbing his thumb back and forth.

“I already have,” I tell him and feel slightly less strong. Weak for being okay with what’s happened. Or at least for accepting it.

“Do you just not love me anymore then?” he asks me, his eyes piercing into mine and holding me captive.

My lungs stay still and the words hang on the tip of my tongue. They’re too afraid to leave me. I’m so weak for him, so bendable and disposable. If I admit such a flaw, he may never give me a fighting chance for something more.

And what’s worse, I may be content with that.

“Please just tell me you love me,” Evan whispers. “I know I fuck up, more than I should. But please don’t stop loving me.”

“I’ve never felt so alone,” I tell him and mean every word. It’s one thing to be left alone. It’s quite another to choose it. And in this moment, I don’t want it. I don’t want to be alone another day, but I know I have to.

“I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want to be mad at you,” I tell him, wiping from under my eyes and leaning my body into his. He kisses my forehead before enveloping me into his arms. And I let him. My biggest flaw.

“Then don’t,” he whispers and then pulls away to look down at me, waiting for my eyes to meet his. “Forgive me, please,” he says and when I look to him, his dark hazel eyes beg me. His voice is raw and full of nothing but pain and remorse. “For everything. For being so stupid. For putting you through all this shit.”

The question is right there, right on the tip of my tongue. I should ask, I should know what he’s hiding. But the look in his eyes is so familiar.

“I meant what I said,” I tell him. “I need you to leave.”

“But you still love me?” he asks me even though it comes out as a statement.

My body heats, my breath stutters and the words get caught in my throat, refusing to come out. I’m on the edge of leaving him, of ruining this man I love so much.

“Yes, I love you so much,” I admit and the confession is like a weight off my chest, but one that only leaves a gaping, painful hole in its absence.

“I can fix this,” he tells me.

“I need you to leave, Evan,” I plead with him weakly.

“Just give me time.”

“We’re separated, Evan. That’s what that means.” A small laugh bubbles from my lips but it’s sad and pathetic.

“I don’t want this. Please, Kat.” Evan closes his eyes and buries his face in the crook of my neck. I’ve never seen him so weak. So desperate for mercy.

And I’ve never wanted to forgive so badly in my life. But it’s not forgiveness that I need. It’s a different life. And I won’t get that with him.

“I’m sorry.” My lips move but the words aren’t audible, and I have to say it again.

His fingers dig into me, holding me closer and tighter, as if the moment he loosens them, I’ll leave his grasp forever.

“I’m sorry, but it’s what I want,” I tell him and I’ve never heard such a horrible lie in my life. But he nods his head, pulling away slightly although still refusing to let go.

“It’s what I deserve,” he says beneath his breath. His eyes are glossy and his breathing slower as he looks away from me, still holding on but trying to gather the strength to say something. I don’t trust myself to speak. So I just wait, praying for this moment to be over. Praying for something better to come once this has all left me. But how? I have no idea. I’ve never felt so dead inside.

“One last time. Please, just once more. I love you Kat, I swear I’ve never loved anyone like I love you. And maybe it’s not enough to keep you, but for tonight?”

Again I don’t trust myself to speak. I’m not sure what words would pass through my lips. But I know what I want and I lean forward to take it, spearing my fingers through his hair and pressing my lips to his. It’s only when I feel the wetness against our lips that I realize I was crying.

I let him hold me, and I try my best to remember every detail.

The way he smells, masculine like fresh pine and dew.

The way his heart beats just a bit faster than mine as I rest my palm against his hard chest.

I try to remember everything. I pray that I will, because even though he said he can make it right, I know he can’t. I know that time will aid in the distance growing. I know we’re leading two different lives.

I know I need more, and that I deserve someone who won’t hide things from me and make me feel like I’ve lost myself.

So I need to remember this, because I want it to be the last time.

Not for him, not for us, but for me.


Chapter Twenty-Four


EVAN

Don’t throw me away, don’t tell me you’re through.

Don’t stop loving me, I can’t live without you.

That ring on your finger, that makes you my wife.

You’re my everything, my love and my life.

I didn’t mean it when I said one last time. I was just desperate for more. All I have to do is be next to her when she needs a single thing. Anything. Just one small crack in her armor. At least that’s what I keep hoping for.

It’s what’s keeping me from dissolving into the nothingness I feel.

I wonder if she’ll get over me before that time comes. If the few years we had together was enough to make her love me even when she doesn’t want to. That’s all I keep thinking about as I stare at her sleeping form. There’s only a sheet over her gorgeous body, hiding it from me. Her back is toward me as she lies on her side, her hair fanned out along the pillow. I’ve been awake for hours; I’m not even sure I slept at all.

It feels like it’s over, but that can’t be true. I can’t just let her go this easily. But somehow it doesn’t feel like letting her go. It feels like I don’t have her anymore. Like I don’t even have the option to keep her anymore.

A sudden buzz from my phone vibrating on the nightstand strips my thoughts from me and makes Kat stir next to me.

I keep my eyes on her as I reach for it. She slowly turns to look over her shoulder and then looks away, pulling the sheet tighter around her. Closing herself off from me.

My chest feels heavy as I let it sink in that she doesn’t belong to me anymore. The bed dips as Kat pulls the sheet with her and walks to the bathroom.

I would think my life couldn’t get any lower than this, but the text from James mocks that thought.

There’s still so much shit that I need to fix and make right. So much damage I’ve caused that’s leaving cracks under each and every footstep I take.

Come to the office.

I stare at the text as I hear Kat flick on the light switch in the bathroom, the light filtering from under the closed door. She turns on the water as I put the phone down.

James can go fuck himself.

It’s like he knew I’d think that. ’Cause the second the phone drops to the nightstand, it goes off again.

It’s not about work. You know what it’s about.

I was given new information today.

The texts come one after the other in rapid speed and it makes adrenaline slowly pour into my veins, breathing life into me.

The sound of the bathroom door opening and the light switching off forces me to look up at Kat. She slipped on a robe in the bathroom. It’s some sort of black and pink kimono from a bachelorette party I think. I’ve never seen her wear it but it’s been hung up by the towels for years. I guess it’s all she could find in there to hide herself from me.

She doesn’t return my gaze and I can already see that she regrets last night.

Our last night.

I refuse to let it be true. I refuse to give up. But I’ll give her time since that’s what she thinks she needs.

“You can come whenever you need to,” she says and then pulls a shirt over her head as she lets the robe fall into a puddle around her feet. The sight would make my dick hard as steel if it weren’t for the words that hit me at full force. “To get whatever you need or want.”

“You really want me to go?” I ask her even though I know I need to leave regardless of what she tells me. I need time to sort my shit out and get my life to be the one that belongs beside hers.

I wish she’d lie to me. I can see it in her eyes, her posture; I can hear it in her voice that she needs me to go. Tell me a pretty lie, Kat. Make me believe you still want me.

“I think it’s for the best,” she says as her eyes flicker from me to the door and she pushes her hair out of her face. She looks so worn out. She’s tired of my bullshit.

“I just want to be happy and I feel like we’re so used to being something else that it’s not going to work.”

The argument stirs in my chest, but she’s right in a way and I know I can prove to her that we’re going to be fine. I just need time. “I’ll go now, but I’m coming back when I fix things.”

“That’s what you do, isn’t it? You fix things?” Fixer. That’s what they call this job, but really I’m supposed to prevent anything from breaking. There’s a small huff of a laugh that leaves her, but it’s not the joyous sound I’ve grown to love so much. And it’s because of me. I’m the one that broke our marriage.

“I know we grew apart, but we’re still together. Even if you want to pretend like we’re not for a little while,” I tell her. I take a step to go to her, but she shakes her head slightly, crossing her arms and taking a step back.

“It was only one last time, Evan.”

My mouth falls open just slightly for me to tell her last night wasn’t the last time. I won’t let it be. But the words don’t come out. There’s no conviction in my thought.

My eyes close as the phone in my hand buzzes again and I don’t miss how Kat looks at it, a question in her eyes.

“It’s James.” I answer her unspoken question.

She chews the inside of her cheek and doesn’t acknowledge me in the least.

“I quit and I’ve just got to sign some paperwork.” The lie slips out so easily. I’m almost ashamed at how easy it’s become to hide the bullshit from her and disguise it as something normal and relatable.

I don’t know if she can tell I’m lying, or if she just doesn’t care anymore. She leaves me alone with nothing but a small nod in the bedroom we built together.

My blood turns cold and I stare at the open door. The pictures from the hall taunt me. I can hear the laughter. I can remember the softness of her skin when they were taken.

The phone goes off again and it pisses me off.

I grit my teeth as I read the messages.

Get here in the next hour.

Out of spite, there’s no fucking way I’ll be at his office by then. And I make sure to hit the message so he knows I read it. He can wait.


Chapter Twenty-Five


KAT

Without the truth, there is no trust.

Without the truth, there is no us.

No way to move forward, just stuck in the past.

This marriage is damaged, there’s no way it can last.

It’s supposed to hurt this much. I keep telling myself that over and over again.

That’s what a breakup is. It’s pain. It’s removing someone you once loved from your life. Erasing them as if they don’t exist. As if they’ve died. And that’s the most painful thing one can experience.

That’s why it hurts so much. Because I’m supposed to be in agony.

“You look so tired,” I hear Jules say before she rests her hand on my shoulder. Standing in my small kitchen, with its clutter and a pile of dirty dishes in the sink, she looks so out of place here. “Are you alright?” she asks me softly.

Before I can answer, the sounds of Maddie and Sue laughing over something drift into the room. The wine has been flowing, and half of the only remaining box of pizza is left on the counter. It’s what I said I came in here for, but really I’d just remembered my time with Evan last night and then this morning. And I just wanted to be alone for a minute.

“You can tell me anything, Kat,” Jules says in a voice so full of empathy. I’ve always loved the person she is. But never more than now.

“I don’t think I am alright and I don’t know if I ever will be,” I tell her and then arch my neck to stare at the ceiling, keeping my eyes open and trying not to cry.

“Is it normal to cry so much?” I ask her. “To be this emotional and this exhausted?”

“When you lose someone you love, yes.” She says the words so easily, sending a wave of calm through my body, but even that makes me feel that much more exhausted.

“I just wish I was past this stage.”

“It’ll happen before you know it. One day, the reminders won’t hurt so badly. The mention of his name won’t cut you to shreds. One day it’ll feel like it’s supposed to be this way.”

“But I don’t know if it is,” I confess to her and then hear Sue walk in from the dining room.

Her wine glass clinks on the counter as she sets it down. And then she catches a glimpse of me, her expression morphing to one of sympathy. An expression I learned to hate growing up, but right now, while I’m weak and feeling so lost, it’s an expression that makes me lean into her when she opens her arms.

“You’re alright, babe,” she says softly and wraps her arms around me.

“Aw,” I hear Maddie coo as she makes her way into the room.

“Let it all out,” Sue says but I shake my head, my hair ruffling on her shoulder as I sniffle. Sue smells like wine. She sways a little and squeezes me tight. She’s definitely more than tipsy.

“I’m sorry guys. It wasn’t supposed to turn into this,” I say as I stand up straight and pull my shit together. Sue tries to hold on to me a little longer, but I push her away. I can handle this. At one point in my life I was so good at being alone.

It takes a few deep breaths and Sue filling the empty glasses of wine on the counter for me to get over whatever this breakdown was.

“Don’t be sorry. It’s a sad time no matter how much you don’t want it to be,” Maddie’s the first to say something and Jules nods. I expect a retort from Sue about celebrating or some shit like that, but she nods as well.

“It’s going to be okay though,” Jules says and then Sue chimes in with, “You’ve got us, babe. We’ll always be here for you, and that’s all you need.”

“Well maybe a vibrator too,” Sue adds a moment later and a genuine laugh erupts from my lips. It’s short and unexpected, and fills the room. But it felt so good to laugh. To smile. To feel anything other than this darkness that’s a constant shadow over me.

“Do you want a glass?” Sue asks me, nearly spilling the wine from a glass filled too high as she tries to hand it to me. I haven’t had a drink all night.

“If I do, I’m going to pass out.” Just as I answer, another yawn hits me. “It’s been a while since I’ve been able to sleep.” Well not the nights Evan sleeps with me, but I can’t tell them that.

“I’ll take it,” Maddie offers and immediately sets it back down on the counter.

“So it’s really over?” Sue asks and then takes a sip. For the first time, I see something in her eyes I haven’t before. Not when it came to me and Evan. I see sorrow. Or maybe I just want to see it.

I nod my head, ignoring how the emotions swell up again. I haven’t told them that he cheated on me back when we first started dating. I can’t admit it. I don’t want to say the words out loud and make them real. I don’t want them to see him as a villain. I love him too much to paint him in that light. Or maybe it’s the shame that I still love him even after knowing what he did.

“We’re just leading two different lives.” I shrug and add, “But we always were, you know?”

“And he doesn’t want to change?” Maddie asks. There’s always hope in Maddie. And I wish I could hold on to that.

“Men don’t change,” Sue says woefully. “I’m sorry. I’m doing it again,” she says, shaking her head. “Sometimes it still hurts, you know? And I don’t want you to go through what I did. I promise you, it’s the last thing I want for you.” Her voice gets a little tight, but she shakes it off quickly.

I love Sue, and I remember how hard her divorce was on her. But I swear this is different. It has to be.

“He said he wants to fix it,” I answer as I watch Maddie sip from the glass without picking it up. My lips tug into an asymmetrical smile for just a moment at the sight.

“It’s not what he says.” The hardness in her voice is absent, but there’s still a finality in her statement. “Why would he change? He’s been this way for years. What would make him want something different?”

It’s meant to be a rhetorical question, but the answer rings clear in my head. He did something bad. Something that he needed an alibi for.

I stare at the dark red liquid. Sue’s voice turns to white noise as she tells a story about something. I don’t know if it’s the first time he’s needed an alibi. Or the second or the third. But it’s the first time he changed. I knew something was off before the article. Before he told me anything. Before the lies.

I knew something was different.

And I didn’t even bother to ask him what he’d done.


Chapter Twenty-Six


EVAN

It’s not what I did that haunts me,

It’s what I didn’t know.

Even if it was a mistake,

I know you reap what you sow.

I should have stopped pretending,

I should have moved on long ago.

It’s time I tell her everything,

It’s time that she should know.

There’s a slow prick of irritation crawling down my spine as I sit in the chair across from James. It makes my entire body feel the need to move, like a spider is climbing its way down my back. My fingers dig into the hard wood of the armrests as I stay perfectly still, staring down my former boss. Former friend. Now enemy.

“You aren’t the best at listening,” he says from across the room as he closes a drawer. The city lights are just creeping in through the window behind him. Casting shadows over the large desk.

“I don’t follow orders,” I grit between clenched teeth. My words come out menacing, but I don’t mean for them to. One more meeting, and this is over. I’m done with him. And he’s yet to get the message or to tell me what the hell is going on.

James leans forward, clasping his hands together and his perfectly hemmed suit wrinkles beneath his arms, making the fabric look cheap. He’s always looked just a bit cheap. Regardless of the brand or how expensive his tastes are. Some assholes just look like a knockoff.

He taps his fingers on the desk, but my eyes don’t leave his. “The reason I called you in here is simple, Evan. The new client we have likes to live on the reckless side, and I’m concerned about drug abuse.”

A gruff huff leaves me from deep down in my chest. “I quit.” I ignore the fact that he’s hinting around what happened with Tony. My skin crawls and that feeling of a spider walking on me comes back. I can’t help but think he’s recording this conversation. Everything in my gut has been telling me there’s a setup.

That I’m going to take the fall for what happened.

But it was my fault, so I should be taking the blame regardless.

“I know what you said, but I assumed you’d come to your senses,” he says, waving off my curt response. “Like I said, the new client has been known to behave a bit recklessly and I just want to make sure the policy we had in place remains the same.”

The policy. I smirk at him, my grip on the arms getting tighter although my fingers are all that move.

The policy where the clients get what they want, but we don’t say it out loud to anyone. The one where we’re given clean stashes of the best drugs in the rec rooms. That’s the policy. But instead of saying that, I answer, “After what happened with Tony I would think it’s more than clear that we should advise our clients against anything too reckless.”

James’ eyes narrow. He knows I know. That fucker is recording this. I’m not an idiot. The only question I have is why. Why record it? More blackmail? Or evidence? What’s he after?

“What is it you really want?” I stare him in the eyes as I ask. “You know you’ve provided drugs to clients before.” I cock my head to the side as I ask, “Are we changing the policy?”

“I’ve never given anyone anything illegal,” he says and I notice how he stiffens slightly but still tries to act casual as he shrugs and adds, “There’s no change to the policy.”

My wife has this thing she does. It’s a smile I hate. A smirk really. I hate it when she gives it to me. It’s one that tells me she knows I’m full of shit. And while I sit here, staring at this asshole, I can feel the corner of my lips tug up into that sarcastic smirk. It doesn’t stay there for long though.

“Did you know the coke was laced?” James asks me and it takes a moment for the question to register.

The coke I gave Tony.

That doesn’t make sense. Our shit is clean and pure and the best there is.

It’s also provided to us in the rec room by the company.

“I wouldn’t know a thing about that.” It’s the only answer I can force out. Keeping a hard stare on my face even as my blood heats hotter and hotter.

I know the laws in and out. And I can’t admit to any knowledge that could lead back to me. I can accuse him, but not admit to participation or any foresight of drugs being gifted so freely when asked.

I raise my hand as if I’m the one in the wrong. The one who misspoke. “None of it matters anyway. I told you, I quit.”

“And I told you, that you–”

“I’m done,” my words come out hard as I stand up and tower over the desk. James is quick to get up, tugging at one sleeve and then the other on his suit. “I thought you had something to tell me. Something useful and not some delusion that you could use to blackmail me.”

His eyes glint with a darkness at my words. “It’s not blackmail. I haven’t–”

“Fuck you, James,” I tell him and start walking out of the room. It’ll be the last time I come here.

“You know what I can do to you,” James says to my back.

“I’m calling your bluff,” I say out of anger and instantly regret it, but I don’t stop. All the weeks of not knowing if him or Samantha would tell, all the guilt and denial rise up in my chest and the words come out without my consent, “Tell them what happened.”

Just the thought of the truth getting out lifts a weight off of me.

“Tell them I gave him the coke. Tell them I set him up to get high and came back to him dead. Tell the press. Tell everyone,” I say and my heart beats faster and faster as my hands ball into white-knuckled fists. But then I realize what I’ve just done. I realize I’ve said it out loud. But I don’t care. It doesn’t change anything. None of it matters anymore.

“It’s murder, Evan, and you know it,” James says as I face the door to leave. Not bothering to acknowledge him in the least.

Yes, it’s murder. And it’s not the first time something’s happened under my watch. But it’s the last. I’m done with this shit and this life.

I didn’t lace a damn thing. If that stash was messed with, it wasn’t me and I’m not going down for a crime I didn’t commit. I’ll own up to everything else.

I want to pay for my sins and chase what truly matters to me.

A love I took for granted. A love I don’t know if I can salvage.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


KAT

Pulled in every direction,

Too dizzy to stay still.

My feet stumble beneath me,

My body frozen from the chill.

No more of being numb and weak,

No more of waiting, left in vain.

I’ve had enough of lies,

I’ve had enough of pain.

The buzz from the townhouse speaker rouses me from my seat in the dining room. Buzz. Buzz. It’s an annoying, high-pitched sound that I can’t stand.

My head’s already throbbing. It’s been like this for hours, ever since I got home and took the test. I can’t go back and look at it. It’s hard enough to wrap my head around everything that’s happening.

And the guilt … my eyes close as I walk to the front door where the box is and hear the incessant buzzing again.

As I walk to the front of the townhouse, hustling down the stairs so I don’t have to hear that damn noise again, I realize it’s nearly nine and I’m still in my pajamas. At least I have pants on, but the matching light gray cotton shirt has a large spot of coffee on the front and I’m sure my hair’s a mess.

“Who is it?” I ask in a voice that sounds more together than I feel as I push the button down and then release it. The only person I can think of is Henry, Evan’s father.

“Sorry to bother you, I was just hoping for a quick meeting,” a voice says on the other side and it takes me a moment to recognize it.

“Jacob?” I ask into the intercom.

“I hope you don’t mind, I was in the area and wanted to stop by,” he says and his voice breaks up.

I know it’s rude to make him wait, it’s unkind not to answer him immediately, but this is so unexpected. I don’t know how to react or respond.

“I’m not quite dressed for company,” I tell him and then close my eyes from embarrassment. He still hasn’t signed with the company and I haven’t spoken to him since running into him on the street.

“That’s alright with me,” he answers easily and I lean into the button, keeping it held down as my head throbs again and my eyes close with frustration.

“Is it alright if I come up?” he asks, the noise from the box ringing out clear in the small foyer.

“Of course,” I answer out of instinct. “Come on up,” I tell him and then hit the buzzer to let him up. My heart races as I consider why he’s here. I know why, deep down. It’s my fault. I led him on.

A sarcastic laugh leaves me as I throw my head back and wipe my tired eyes with my hands. How self-centered and presumptuous I am to think he’s here for anything other than business. I ignore the guilt and the worry that riddle my body and glance in the large oval mirror in the foyer as I wait for Jacob to make his way up the stairs.

There are bags under my eyes and a smattering of eyeliner from yesterday still remaining. I wipe carefully under them and pull my hair back, but I still don’t look professional. I find it hard to care though as I open the front door.

I’m caught off guard as he walks up the stairs and comes into view. Of course I look like hell when he looks charming in a laidback kind of way. His hair is ruffled, but probably gelled to look like it’s slightly messy. It’s his stubble though that gets me. I have a type, and Jacob fits that type to a T. Maybe that’s how I know this is going to be trouble.

He gives me a wide smile and doesn’t seem to care about my appearance in the least.

“I was just going to call it an early night,” I lie, trying to stand with dignity in front of Jacob.

“Oh shit, I’m sorry Kat.” It’s odd hearing him call me Kat. Most of my clients don’t use my nickname. It’s too casual. A type of casual I usually put an end to immediately. But I can’t bring myself to correct him.

“What are you doing here, Jacob?” I ask him warily. We don’t have an appointment, and quite frankly I’m not in a state to be professional.

“It’s Jake, remember?” he asks playfully and God help me, but I blush. “I was wondering if I could maybe take you out for coffee? I was hoping for dinner. If not tonight, then …”

“I’m sorry, I don’t think that’s something,” I stutter over my words. “Jacob …” I clear my throat and say, “Jake, I hope I didn’t give you the wrong impression.” I suck in a breath and try to push my hair out of my face.

“It’s nothing at all that you did, I just,” he takes a deep breath and smiles before letting out a small laugh. “It was stupid of me, I’m sorry Kat. I just thought maybe there was a little attraction on your side?” he asks although it’s a statement.

“Jake, I’m …” I want to say married, taken, in love with another man. The last line would be true. I’ll always love Evan, and nothing will ever change that.

“I thought maybe you would like some company,” he asks, tilting his head as he leans against the wall. The muscles on his shoulder ripple as he does it. “I went through something a bit ago and I know I could use a distraction.”

A distraction would be nice. I can’t help that the thought makes me more relaxed each second that passes.

His half smile and gentle sigh are what do me in as he shrugs and slips his hands into his pockets. “I just thought maybe you needed someone. Or you’d like the company.” He’s handsome when he looks at me like that. It’s a look that makes me feel warmth running through me. Compassion and understanding.

I’ve never been so tempted in my life. I so desperately need someone. The need to fall into his arms and let out every bit of tension and cry is overwhelming. I need the pain to go away; I need someone to take it from me, because I’m a hopeless wreck.

“It’s very sweet of you and I won’t lie,” I start to say and then hesitate to finish the thought, but settle on the basic truth. “I wouldn’t act on anything because I just can’t right now. I would never forgive myself and it wouldn’t be fair to you.” My words are rushed at the end, trying to defend my decision and assuage me of the guilt I’m feeling.

“Hey,” Jacob says with an easy tone that breaks through the anxiety washing over me. His reassuring voice forces me to look into his gentle gaze. It’s comforting and relaxing and makes me not trust myself. “How about this?” he asks as he takes a step closer toward me. “How about you call me if you think you want to hang out or talk, or whatever it is that’s on your mind?” he asks in a soothing tone that’s almost melodic. It calms me, each word a consoling balm to the hurt that rages through my body.

I want that. More than anything, I want this pain that I feel to stop. I would give anything to make it go away. Jacob could do that, but it would be short-lived. I blink away the haze of lust, the cloud of want and desire leaving me slowly, very slowly. I clear my throat and look him in the eyes as I tell him, “I can’t.”

“’Cause we’re going to work together?” he asks, although the way he tilts his head and strains his words makes it more than obvious that he knows why I can’t. My lips form a thin straight line as I shake my head no.

“You love him?” he asks me, and the bit of control I have on my emotions slips.

“I do, but that’s not why. I’m just–I’m not okay and I need to figure things out …” I can’t finish the thought, but thankfully I don’t have to.

“I understand,” Jacob says and runs his hand through his thick hair. My eyes are caught in his as I nod in thanks.

“Let’s pretend this didn’t happen then?” I ask him.

“I’d rather you remember,” he says with a grin that makes me crave him more. “I’ll be here when you’re ready,” he says and then turns to leave. To walk away from me and leave me alone in my misery, just as I asked.

For a second I want to reach out and stop him from leaving; I don’t want to go back to what’s waiting for me. I don’t want to face what I have to do.

But my fingers grip onto the edge of the foyer doorway as Jacob turns away and heads to the front door.

“I’ll talk to you later then?” he asks as he opens the door to see himself out.

I should say no. I should cut off whatever this is. It’s dangerous and I can feel myself slipping toward an edge where I won’t be able to balance. I can see myself falling. And that’s why I give him a small smile and nod my head. “Later,” the word slips from my lips like a sin.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


EVAN

I won’t stop fighting,

I won’t let this tear us apart.

One mistake won’t take her from me,

One mistake can’t break her heart.

I’ll plead with her and do what’s right,

And pray that she will see.

She’s all I have to live for,

On my knees, I pray she’ll forgive me.

The radio in the car is silenced as I turn the ignition off. It’s not often I get a parking spot so close to the townhouse. It was a sacrifice we made when we bought the place a few years ago.

My head falls back against the leather headrest and I stare up at the building, at the top two floors on the right side, knowing that Kat’s in there. So close, but so fucking far away just the same.

My phone pings just as I open the door to get out and drag my sorry ass up to tell her everything. To lay it all out there, beg for her forgiveness, her understanding. But most importantly for her to stay with me.

If she can still love me, after all this shit I put her through and everything ahead of us, then we can get through anything.

But it’s not her that texted me. It’s Samantha.

I heard you quit.

News travels fast, I respond quickly and then debate on how to tell her I won’t be responding anymore to her. That it’s not fair to my wife and now that I’ve left the company, there’s no reason to have any type of relationship with her.

What about what happened? she asks and I stare at the text on my phone as the lights in my car dim, signaling me to leave. She follows up the question with another that makes my stomach churn. He knows about what happened and you know he won’t let it go. He’ll hang this over your head until he gets what he wants.

My brow knits as I read the message. I don’t give a shit what he knows or what he wants. For a moment I think maybe she’s messaging the wrong person. I settle on my response.

I have nothing to give him.

He knows about us, Evan.

I stare at the text message, letting it sink in.

You told him? I ask her, my gaze shifting from the phone to the lit townhouse building off the busy city street. The lights are on in her office and the living room. So close. She’s so close.

My phone vibrates in my hand and I look back down to see her response. He’s known for years.

My hand balls into a white-knuckled fist as I realize he’s been playing me. He’s never let on that he knew I fucked his wife.

My first instinct is to blame Sam. You didn’t tell me you told him, I text and then hate myself for it. I didn’t know she was married; we were both high and I wanted any excuse to end things with Kat.

I didn’t think he cared.

So now what? I ask her and try to swallow the ball of heat rising in my throat. It doesn’t change anything.

I don’t see him letting this go. Not when he can get back at you.

A frustrated groan travels up my throat.

Fuck him. He can do what he wants, but I’m not his bitch.

My phone immediately vibrates as I slip it into my pocket, and I immediately take it out. Not to read her response, only to shut it off, silencing it and ignoring all the problems that wait for me.

I swallow thickly and step out into the cool night, the city traffic surrounding me as I shut the car door and leave it all behind.

Everything is crumbling around me, but the only thing I care about is losing Kat. I don’t see how I can hold on to her when I don’t have a plan and I’ve lost control.

She needs a better man, and I swear I can be one. We just need to start over and get away from this shit.

I run my hand down my face. Hitting the lock, the car beeps and the bright headlights flash in the dark of the night. The sounds of the city streets are loud as I walk up the sidewalk, past men and women who carry on with their busy lives and don’t have a clue how mine is being ripped apart.

The keys jingle in my hand as I make my way home. Every second I’m trying to think of the best way to come clean about everything to Kat. She deserves to know, even if she hates me once she finds out. I have to tell her first.

A heavy breath leaves me as I turn the lock and walk into the building, running a hand over my hair and trying to block the image of her disappointment from my mind.

I can see how her green eyes will widen, how her lips will part and how she’ll think I’m lying at first. I can see how she’ll look at me, how she’ll question who I am and why or if, she loves me.

My footsteps are heavy as I grip the iron railing and head to the top of the stairwell, to our home we’ve built together, the one she’s kicked me out of. My gut feels heavy, churning with a sickness that rises to my chest as I hear her voice and recall the memory of her telling me to get out. My fingers wrap tighter around the rail, keeping me upright as I force myself to continue. I need to confess and come clean. But I don’t think she’ll love me anymore once she learns the whole truth.

That’s the part that hurts the most. I barely have a grip on the railing as I take the last step and imagine her telling me to leave again.

When I need her most.

I just want Kat back and the life we once had. It’s all I need to live.

My blood turns ice cold when I stop at the top of the stairs and see Kat talking to that asshole from the café.

My legs feel like they’re trembling; my body’s shaking from the sight of him. Jacob, the supposed client Kat said was no one. No one, my ass.

Anger rises quickly as I watch them. I’m not an idiot. I knew there was something between them. I could tell. I know my wife. The thought steals the breath from my lungs and the love I thought I had, the love I thought she had for me, it all crumbles into dust.

“You motherfucker,” I sneer the words without thinking twice. The door to my townhouse is still cracked when this prick looks up at me.

“What are you doing!” Kat screams as she stands in the doorway. I turn just slightly, just enough to see her frantically pushing the door open. It bangs hard against the wall as she pleads with me to stop. But there’s no way I can.

I won’t let anyone come between us. She’s all I have left.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


KAT

It’s not because I hate him,

It’s not because of love.

It’s because I only have myself,

When push comes to shove.

I knew better than to fall for him,

To think that we had grown.

I knew better than to believe in love,

I’m meant to be alone.

I’d recognize Evan’s voice anywhere. But the anger is something new. Something terrifying even. The second I grip the cold handle and open the door, my body freezes and the shock makes my mouth hang open and my eyes go wide. My heart beats in what feels like slow motion.

“Stop it!” I scream at him. My words echo in my head as he slams his fist against Jacob’s jaw. It’s instantly red and swollen. And Evan’s already got his other fist up.

“Evan!” I scream as I run out of the foyer and into the hallway. “Stop it!” I yell and grip onto Evan’s arm. I try desperately to pull him away, but his hard, hot body is a force I can’t control and I’m still hanging onto him, my nails scratching his arm as I try to pry them apart.

“Evan, stop!” I slam both of my hands into Evan’s chest, managing to squeeze between the two men as Jacob grabs his jaw.

“You fucked my wife,” Evan yells over me, screaming at Jacob and this time I want to smack Evan straight across his face. I don’t. I don’t give him any reaction except to turn toward Jacob to apologize.

But Jake is smiling, a cocky grin plastered across his face like this is some sort of joke or game. Like he thinks it’s funny, and it does nothing but piss Evan off.

“You mother–”

“Stop it!” I scream again, and this time my voice feels raw and it pains me to scream. My body’s hot and shaking, adrenaline coursing through my blood as my heart races.

“Get out of here!” I yell and push Jacob away. His green eyes flash with something, perhaps disbelief, or maybe something else. I’m not sure, but I don’t have time for him.

“You’re cheating on me,” Evan says it as if it’s a question, his nostrils flaring and his hands still clenched into fists.

“I’m not the one keeping secrets, you fucking asshole. He’s a client and nothing more.” My gaze almost shifts away from him. I know there was something, a chemistry that kindled between Jacob and me. A tension that I wanted to push. But it’s only because I was hurting, and I never submitted to the temptation. I couldn’t hurt Evan like that. I never would.

“What is wrong with you?” I ask him with nothing but disdain. For a moment I think of all the questions on the tip of my tongue, asking him why he’s doing it and when he turned into this man. But this is the man I married. I’m the one who’s changed. Not him.

Evan takes a step forward and his hand raises to my shoulder. I smack him away, barely feeling his hot skin against mine. “Don’t touch me!” I yell at him. My hand stings from the impact and I can’t stand it.

I can’t stand what we’ve become.

Evan’s shoulders rise and fall steadily. The heavy breaths and furious look in his dark eyes make me take a step back. I’d never think he’d hurt me, never. But the fear spreading through my body forces me backward.

“Kat,” he says and his voice cracks, like my name strangles him as he whispers it again. He takes a hesitant step forward, raising his arms and the blood from his torn knuckles is all I can see.

“What were you thinking?” I can barely ask him. Evan’s expression falls and he looks past me. It’s only then that I turn and see that Jake is gone. “What’s wrong with you?”

“What was he doing here?” he asks me and I want to smack him again. How dare he accuse me of anything.

“I’ve never cheated on you, and I wouldn’t. Ever.”

“Evan, I can’t deal with this. The partying and what you’re doing.”

“I quit, Kat. I might … I might have some things happen.” He closes his eyes and moves his hands to his hair. Hands with split knuckles and traces of blood.

Was he always like this? I want to hold and comfort him. But it’s no use.

“I was stupid.”

“Evan, you’ve had years to be stupid. Years of me begging you to grow up.” Every word hurts more and more. I know I’m not going to give him what he needs. I can’t anymore.

“I wanted you to be my partner.” I whisper the words, my voice laced with disappointment.

“I thought that’s what we were.”

“I need someone who’s ready for the next stage of life,” I barely get the words out as my throat dries and closes, threatening to suffocate me. But I finish the thought, making my heart split into two as I look deep into Evan’s eyes and tell him, “Or no one at all.”

“Kat,” Evan says, whispering my name as if it’s a threat. One against him. Or maybe it’s a plea. “I’m sorry, okay?”

My head shakes and the words won’t come out.

“I’m sorry I hit him, it looked bad at first. It looked like something else to me, but even then I shouldn’t have hit him.”

“No, you shouldn’t have.”

“It was shitty of me. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he says and I believe him. But it’s not enough.

I wipe the tears from my eyes with the back of my hand as I shake my head. “I can’t do this anymore.” It’s the truth and even though it’s the worst pain that I’ve felt in my entire life, I know it needs to be done. “I can do this on my own.”

“Don’t say that,” Evan says, but he stands there numb, not moving, his hands by his side and his body stiff with disbelief. Or maybe fear. “I can’t lose you,” he says. I feel like my heart is breaking, but I shake my head.

“Maybe I should just be alone.” My eyes burn with more tears as I shake my head again and say, “No, I need to. I need to be alone. I’m sorry,” my voice fails me as I whisper the apology. I hate hurting him; I can’t stand the pain in his eyes and expression. He doesn’t try to hide it in the least, and it shreds me.

But we’re just not meant for each other, not with the lives we’re leading.

“I love you.”

“Love isn’t enough!” I yell and hate myself. I truly do. “It’s not enough anymore,” I say, steadying my voice although it’s still low. I cross my arms and try to keep myself together, I try to hold my body upright although it begs me to collapse.

“Is that what you want?” he asks.

“I want a divorce,” I say the lie as if it were one word. The words all come out at once, bunched together and needing to be said, to be heard. To be felt to the very core of who Evan is.

My fingertips grip onto my forearms as I slowly raise my eyes to his and the conviction wavers.

He doesn’t speak, although his lips part once and then again. He licks them as his brow furrows and he visibly swallows and looks past me at the empty wall. Again he starts to say something but stops, clasping and unclasping his hands and trying to find some way to tell me what he’s thinking.

The worst part is that I want him to say something. I need him to give me something to hold on to him.

I’d go mad waiting to hear him tell me he’ll make this right. For him I’d fall again, I know I would. There isn’t enough strength in my body to keep me from Evan.

But he doesn’t say a word. It takes a long moment. Each second my heart beats, the steady sound is all I can hear anymore. And then he turns his back to me and walks away without saying another word.

My body is freezing as I slowly turn from the hall and head toward our door. I can’t breathe, but somehow I am. I can’t manage a thought, but my mind is whirling with the image of what just happened.

The way he spoke my name like he needed me. The way his voice was laced with desperation and his eyes shined with determination, but then failure. The way his expression crumbled when he realized he lost me.

I don’t stop walking until I get back to our bedroom, barely glancing at the unmade bed and remembering the last time we shared it and everything about that night. I can still feel his lips on my neck, his hands traveling ever so slowly down my body as he whispered how much he loves me. And I believe the sentiment. No one has ever loved me like Evan, and no one else ever will.

It’s just not enough.

For me, I’d go back to him. I’d let him do what he wanted and I’d pay the price. I head into the bathroom.

I pick up the small plastic stick still hanging off the edge of the sink.

My head’s been a mess with all the shit Evan’s done. I didn’t realize I’d missed one period, let alone two.

It’s the brightest set of pink lines. I may not be the best friend I can be, or the best wife for that matter. But for my child, I’ll be the best mother I can be and that starts with saying no to the life I once lived and had with Evan.

My hand splays on my lower belly as I lean my back against the edge of the sink. I have to tell him and I will, but not yet. I need to stop loving him. I need to move on and focus on what I change and make better for what’s to come.

And a life with the two of us, well, now three … that’s a life that can’t exist.

Not after the damage Evan’s caused.

*     *     *

Thank you for reading Damaged. Evan and Kat’s story isn’t over yet. Scarred is book 2, the final book, in their duet.

Need more right now? You can always sign up to my newsletter for exclusive sneak peeks and the first five chapters, unedited of Scarred.

Have you read the first duet in the Sins and Secrets Series? Jules and Mason’s story is not to be missed … have a sneak peek of Imperfect.
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Sins and Secrets Series

WILLOW WINTERS


About the Book


Fate brought us together, but the sins of my past threaten to rip us apart.

In a city ruled by corruption and powerful men, only the ruthless survive. And that’s just what I am. Like father, like son. The life I lead is riddled with black tie affairs and dark secrets.

A simple mistake destroyed a woman I knew nothing about. She was only a name and a beautiful face in a photograph. Her fairytale life was shattered, but I didn’t give a damn.

Or at least I thought I didn’t care, until she stumbled into me.

One look, and I was tempted.

One taste, and I was hooked.

It wasn’t supposed to turn into this. She’s a good girl from the Upper East Side, innocent and naive. She’s ashamed to be moving on so quickly.

Especially with a man like me. Someone who could tarnish her sterling reputation and make the crack in her picture-perfect frame splinter even deeper.

We both know this was only meant to be a one-time thing. But I’ll never have my fill of her.

Now she has me wrapped around her little finger, using me to get through her pain. I’m addicted to her soft moans and the way her nails scratch down my back. I’m starting to need her just as much as she needs me.

I’ll protect her from the truth as long as I can. But even if she finds out, I’m not letting her leave me.

She’s mine now.

“Love is more than words; my heart can tell you that.” – DLS

To Donna, always an inspiration.


Prologue


MASON

Don’t let them see.

Her words echo in my head as I stalk toward the quiet bedroom. She whispered them against my lips last night. The cool air slipped between us as she broke our kiss and slowly opened her eyes in the dark of the night.

The street light shined down around us on the back porch of her place on the Upper East Side. The city life slept quietly so late at night, or early in the morning, depending on how you look at it. Only the sinners like us were left awake.

Don’t let them see. She left me with the parting plea and here I am… giving into her wish.

I’ve never crept through anyone’s back door so late at night. Not once in my life have I had to sneak around like this.

I don’t want to keep doing this shit, but here I am. What the hell has this woman done to me? I’m wrapped around her little finger.

It’s because she’s ashamed. I know that’s why she doesn’t want people to know we’re together. Not just a fling, not a rebound fuck. There’s something more to us now, but she doesn’t want the world to know.

The floorboards creak under my weight and I hesitate in the doorway, the dim lamp from the hall filling the dark room with a hint of light. It’s her place and her neighbors aren’t going to hear, but I don’t want to disturb her.

It’s obvious she’s sleeping, but she stirs beneath the silk duvet until finally she opens her eyes and sees me. She tilts her head to the side as she looks at me, burying her cheek into the pillow, a soft smile playing on her lips.

“I missed you,” she says and her voice is laced with an equal mix of sleep and lust.

If only she knew the real reason I crave her touch. The reason I’m so tempted to break all my rules.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” I tell her in a deep, rough voice as I start unbuttoning my shirt. A smirk turns the corners of my lips up as her eyes sparkle with humor. She doesn’t care when I come and go, so long as I lie in her bed at night, or she in mine.

Her doe eyes stare back at me while I slip off the button up and let it pool into a puddle at my feet. I yank my tight white undershirt over my head and look back to see those lush lips parted.

She likes what she sees. My muscles ripple as I let the tank drop to the floor, the moonlight bathing the room and the two of us in a faint glow.

She may want to keep this a secret, but she fucking wants me and she can’t hide it. I’ve become addicted to the way she looks at me like she needs to touch me to stay grounded, just as she needs to breathe air to survive. I’ve learned to crave the faint sounds of her quickened breath as she waits for me to come to her. As if she’d die without me.

I’m slow to unbuckle my belt as my eyes roam down her curves. She’s mine to take. Mine to touch. Mine to keep.

If it were up to me, I’d take her ass outside and into the middle of the busy city street to show the world that she belongs to me now. I don’t want to sneak around anymore and I don’t give a shit who knows. I’m tired of this bullshit.

The anger boils in my blood as I grip my leather belt tighter, making it sing in the air as I pull it through the loops and drop it to the floor with a loud clack. All the while my gaze is on her gorgeous eyes, and she’s staring back at me with the same desire as I have for her.

The past is over and done. No one will ever know what really happened—not her, not anyone.

“Mason,” she practically whimpers my name and it pulls the beast in me closer to her. My knee dips into the bed, making it groan with my weight as I crawl over to her.

Her soft blue eyes pierce through me, cutting through the dark room. More of the soft lighting from the city slips into the room as the heat kicks on and the curtains sway. The way the light kisses her skin as she pushes the duvet away makes her all the more beautiful.

She’s laid out for me. All for me. She fucking needs me.

I crush my lips to hers and dig my fingers into the flesh of her hips as she spreads her thighs for me. Her soft moans fill the hot air between us.

She’s ashamed to be moving on so quickly. Especially with a man like me. I wasn’t made for a woman like her. I’m someone who could tarnish her sterling reputation and make the crack in her picture-perfect frame splinter even deeper. To say I’m rough around the edges is putting it lightly, but I have what it takes to keep her.

We both know this was supposed to be a one-time thing. But now, I want more.

She thinks she’s ruined, but she’s fucking perfect. It’s my sins and my secrets that could destroy us both. I’ll never let them come to light. Not now that I have something worth fighting for.

She doesn’t know it yet, but I won’t stop until she’s mine.

She needs to get over it and just accept this for what it is.

She’s fucking mine now.


Chapter One


MASON

Sinful pasts will haunt us both.

They never leave, they stay like ghosts.

You can’t outrun them.

You can’t hide.

When they come back to life,

They’ll all know you lied.

“You should be thanking me for covering up your mess,” my father says from his high-back desk chair. His fingers grip the leather arms and the tips of his thumbs rub gently back and forth across the brass studs.

Though the blinds are closed, the tall windows behind my father fill the large office with the dim light from the evening sun.

I look over my shoulder at him, still holding a random law textbook I’ve taken from the floor-to-ceiling shelves that line the side walls of his office. The room smells of old books. With the dark wood, tan leather and deep red Beaumont rug, the decor reeks of old money and that’s exactly what this room represents.

That and bullshit.

Lies and corruption are what have held this room in its current state for generations. I’ve pretended for so long that it wasn’t true. But learning about what my father’s done… I can’t turn a blind eye to it anymore. It’s undeniable and unforgivable.

I huff a small laugh, not letting him see how affected I am. “For the last time,” I tell him as I shut the book and smirk at him, “it wasn’t my mess.”

I’m not admitting to shit. Not even to my own father. In this city, one slip up could send you tumbling into an early grave. Like my mother and like the mess my father’s referring to. I don’t trust him. I don’t trust anyone any longer.

My father’s eyes turn to slits as his face reddens before picking up the cup of hot coffee. He holds the black mug with both of his hands, blowing across the top and refusing to acknowledge me.

“You would have gone through hell–”

I cut my father off, although my voice doesn’t reflect any emotion whatsoever. It’s a turning point in our relationship. Instead of him getting me worked up, it’s the opposite. “No I wouldn’t have.” I look him in the eyes as I add, “I would have been just fine.”

A moment passes and the only sound is the ticking of the large clock on the right side of the room. “It wasn’t my mess you cleaned up, and we both know it.” He’s the first to look away, but instead of showing remorse, he only looks pissed.

“Did you need anything else?” I ask him. I just want to get the fuck out of here and back to the construction site. This office reminds me of my grandfather, a man I loved and trusted. But he was a man who turned out to be just like all the rest of the powerful men in this city. Ruled by sin.

“I’m tired of you getting into trouble,” he finally says. He’s lost his fucking mind. This is the first time in my life I’ve truly been in control of myself. No more fucking around. The recent events have been sobering. When I was a hormone-filled teen dealing with grief and anger, it was easy to pick fights. First, the death of my grandfather and then my mother. It was easy to act out.

Thirty-three is too fucking old for that bullshit. I finally have my life together… all but the ties to my father. It’s a tangled mess of lies and money. Much like everyone else’s dealings in this city.

The thought makes my eyes fall to the floor and then look back up to the shelves to mindlessly scan the spines of the ancient texts.

Knowing what my father did makes all those memories of losing my mother surface. My stomach churns and my blood heats as adrenaline courses through me, adrenaline pushing me to confront the man I no longer know.

I clench my hand into a fist and bring it to my mouth as I clear my throat and take a few steps towards him. He’s the one who called this meeting, demanded it really. But he hasn’t even risen from his chair. Lazy fucker.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I answer him easily. “I haven’t got a single problem on my mind.” I give him a polite smile and keep the charming look on my face. It only makes him angrier and I fucking love every second of his pissed-off expression. He thought I’d feel as if I owed him.

But I don’t owe him shit.

I may be just like him in looks. Tall, dark and handsome, or so they say. A brilliant smile with an air of ease that’s made to fool and seduce the best of them. It makes sense that he’s a lawyer. Really it’s a family business really, but if it wasn’t, it’d still be the profession most apt for my father.

“You need to quit this shit and do what you’re told, Mason.” My father stands from his seat quickly, his chair rolling backward and smacking against the wall. It hits the blinds and streams of light flicker into the room.

“I don’t need to do shit.” He could talk to me like that all he wanted back when I was a child or before I knew the truth, but now I have no respect for the man in front of me. I’m disgusted by him and caught on the edge of what’s right and wrong. I should turn him in and let him rot in jail. I grit my teeth as I stare back at him. It’s what’s right, but I can’t bring myself to send my own father to prison.

A low hum of admonishment deep in his throat makes the smirk on my face widen into a smile.

“I have my own company, my own life–” I start but my father cuts me off. Nothing new there.

“You were born a Thatcher, and you’ll die a Thatcher.” The words leave a chill across my skin. That’s the core of the problem. I was born into this shit and I can’t run from it. And my company is in debt to him. It was a rookie mistake I made before I knew what I was doing. Back when I didn’t see him for the man he really is.

“Why do you even give a fuck?” I finally ask him. His pristine reputation is just fine now that I’m an adult and I’ve moved on from the fuck-up I used to be. “I’m not the one coming to you–”

“She did,” he answers simply, with a spark in his eyes and the corners of his lips upturned as if that’s all the ammunition he needs. And in some respects, he’s right. They all know where I come from. They know I have money and power behind me. And that’s all anyone in this city cares about anyway.

I shrug my shoulders and walk closer to the desk, bracing myself by gripping the back of the chair opposite him. “You decided to deal with her when what she said was a lie.” I stare him in the eyes, willing him to tell me again how he saved me. It’s complete bullshit. “She didn’t have shit on me. She couldn’t have done anything!” My voice rises and I hate that I’ve shown him this weak side of me.

Control. I thrive with control.

A heavy breath leaves him as he gazes back with pure hate but he doesn’t say a word. I knew he wouldn’t. He’s wrong. Dead fucking wrong and utterly ruined if I open my mouth to anyone. He did it so I’d owe him, but in reality we both know that he owes me now.

“It’s your fuck up, not mine.” I practically spit out the words and shove the chair forward as I turn to leave him. My body’s tense and the anger is increasing. I try not to let it show. I fucking hate that I can’t control myself around this prick. Everyone else I can handle, but my own father, not so much.

“Mason!” he calls after me. His voice turns to white noise as the blood rushing in my ears gets louder and louder, drowning out all the bullshit.

The second I open the office door; he shuts the fuck up. He’ll never let anyone hear us fighting. Never. Secrets are always left in the office. It’s a family rule.

The door shuts with a loud thud and as I walk down the empty hall, the thin carpeting mutes the sound of my black leather oxfords smacking against the ground at an incessant pace.

Miss Geist looks up from her spot at her desk. Her eyes wrinkle as she tilts her head and gives me that smile that she always has for me. It’s one that says, oh what have you done now?

Through the years, even after my mother’s death, Miss Theresa Geist has given me that look. She’s the only one who that showed any genuine regret when I had to deal with my mother’s passing.

Weak, pathetic. You never let them see. That’s all I got from my father and grandfather. Everyone else is dead and gone.

She clutches the small pendant on her thin silver necklace and her reprimanding smile changes to something more reserved when I look back at her. It’s instantaneous and makes me halt in my steps. I know I must look pissed. And I am beyond furious. It’s been two days since my father told me what he’d done all those months ago. It makes me fucking sick. Of course I knew what he’d done back then, deep down. I knew, but he never admitted it. He didn’t have to though.

“He’s being a prick,” I mutter beneath my breath, waiting for the old lady to be a little bit more at ease. She doesn’t know a damn thing that goes on behind these walls, and I don’t owe her an explanation, but I can’t help myself.

“Now, now,” she says with a bit of playfulness although she’s still shaken. She’s not used to seeing me like this.

I give her a soft smile and wink, putting on the act I use so well. Maybe I have a soft spot for her, but I know who she works for and money is everything in this city.

“Have a good night, Mr. Thatcher,” she tells me as she shuffles the papers on the desk, seeming somewhat less disturbed.

It’s enough that it settles me and I push the double doors open with both hands and keep moving. The sound of my shoes slapping on the granite and the open air of the lobby filled with chatter soothes me.

But only for a moment.

It’s not until I leave the building that my true feelings surface. The mask fades, and the fear sets in. I didn’t know what my father was capable of.

I had an inkling, but I thought I’d always imagined it. I’d thought my memories weren’t quite right. It’s not that I expected more from him. I just fucking hate that I was right.

What’s done is done and I can’t stop what’s been set in motion.


Chapter Two


JULIA

Don’t leave me alone, I cried and I screamed.

Don’t leave me alone, my whole life demeaned.

You left me unguarded. My heart raw and bleeding.

You left me forever. The pain there left seething.

You left me here weak. Just a stone in the ground.

You left a place beside me, my pathetic life unbound.

Blood red lips. It’s called Black Honey, my favorite color. I’ve worn it since my freshman year of college and although I’ve dabbled in other colors at times, it’s always been a staple in my beauty bag. I rub my lips together and smack them once as I look at myself in the mirror.

My skin’s looking flawless with the Dior Airflash makeup and just a hint of blush I’m wearing. My lashes are thick and long. It’s a timeless look, classic and clean. And it hides everything. My reddened skin and the dark circles under my eyes are nowhere to be found.

I don’t look like the person I’ve become. This woman in the reflection, she’s who I used to be. A very large part of me wants this woman back. I want to smile like I used to and hear the sound of a genuine laugh from my own lips.

My heart pangs at the thought though.

He’ll never laugh again. It’s as if any small moment of time that passes where he’s forgotten for even a second is a disgrace. My eyes fall and I slip the cap back onto the tube of lipstick, tossing it into the pouch on my vanity.

No matter what I do, every little thing reminds me of him.

Trivial things, like the color of the granite he insisted we purchase for the remodel. The knobs on the bathroom drawers he hated and never failed to mention. Or the change he left in the cup holder in the Bentley. The small pile of dimes and pennies that clink together when I drive over speed bumps or a pothole. The same coins I refuse to touch. He put them there, and I can’t bring myself to move them.

So stupid. Fucking pieces of copper renders me useless.

It may seem pathetic, but not to me. From my perspective, I’m being as strong as I can. I face the New York City judgement every day, putting my smile on and taking care of my life the best I’m able.

All the while I shove everything I’m feeling deep down inside. That’s healthy, right?

I won’t let them see me crumble. They want to. Oh, do they want me to. I can practically hear them licking their lips.

It was all over the papers when it happened.

Julia Summers, born into wealth and raised on the Upper East Side. She always did everything by the book and married young to her high school sweetheart, Jace Anderson. With a loving family, a handsome and doting husband and the social life every young woman in Manhattan dreams of, Jules had a perfect life. Until her husband suddenly passed away at the young age of twenty-eight, leaving the twenty-seven-year-old woman widowed and alone for the first time in her life.

Twenty-eight now.

They’re waiting to see what I’ll do next. Pens to the papers and cameras ready. There’s nothing better for the gossipmongers.

They’d love to see me fall and I have, but not in front of their eyes. I’ll keep my hair pinned up and my makeup flawless.

I know what they say though. They don’t need to see the truth to figure it out themselves. There are whispers of alcohol. I don’t have enough money for discretion; all my employees have sold out to the papers for a hint of what goes on behind these walls. When you live on the Upper East Side, every single person who struts in front of my home is looking for a crack in my veneer.

What’s ironic is that there’s no glamour here. Nothing noteworthy in the least. Just a woman who cries herself to sleep still. A woman who’s struggling to move on. I suppose it’s what I get though. I loved the cameras and lived for that spot in the gossip sections. This is what I deserve.

Days turn to weeks and weeks to months. Now that my husband’s been gone for nearly eight months, I have plenty of cracks in this so-called perfect life. I’m fucking shattered.

I look back at myself and think, I won’t let them know it, as I tug my dress down just slightly and smooth out the black lace.

I clear my throat as I turn off the light, snatching my phone and checking the text again.

Are you sure you don’t need me to pick you up?

Kat’s a sweetheart. She’s always looking out for me. Of all my friends, she’s the one who still texts me religiously, which is insane because she’s constantly working and I have no idea how she finds the time.

My fingers tap tap tap away an answer. No thank you. Leaving now.

The Penrose is only twenty minutes away if there’s no traffic. Seeing how it’s 9 p.m. on a Friday night, I’m prepared to sit in the back of the taxi for half the night.

A light sigh slips past my lips as I bend down to pick up my Louis Vuitton heels. They have a row of spikes up the back and a hot pink underside. They have exactly the touch of color and attitude I would’ve worn back then. I almost second guess the simple black dress I’ve picked out. It’s a nod to Audrey Hepburn. But looking over my shoulder in the darkened bathroom mirror, all I see is an option for the funeral.

But I would’ve worn this back then. Back when I was happy and everything was how it was supposed to be. And don’t I want to be that girl again?

I grit my teeth, holding the heels in one hand and the iron banister in the other as I descend the winding staircase.

I’m not that woman any longer, I’ve changed. I accept that, but I don’t fucking like who I am now. Eight months of a pity party and being stuck in a rut is quite long enough, thank you. I’d like to say that Jace wouldn’t want to see me like this… but I don’t even know what Jace would want for me. I’ve quit wearing my ring, although it still sits on his nightstand. I’m ready to move on. I’m ready to find out who I really am.

Before I open the door, I glimpse out the large stained glass window in the foyer. It’s all grey outside, and the hustle and bustle below is only a fraction of what it could be.

A faint patter of rain greets me when I step outside. I don’t bother with an umbrella, simply tossing a trench coat on and quickly taking the steps to the street out front and hailing a cab. My heels click as I quickly wrap the belt tightly around me and tie my coat.

I could have called for someone to do this, to order me a cab so it would be waiting. I could ask for help with so many things. I’d rather do it myself though.

The breeze and rain feel real. The rain is cold to the touch and I’m sure I’ll be regretting it soon. But it’s something different. And I don’t want anyone’s help. I just need time.

A cab pulls up within seconds and I lower my arm. Climbing in and shaking off the gathered rain from my jacket, the inside of the cab is warm and welcoming. I push the hair out of my face and say, “Penrose, please.”

“You got it,” the cabbie says as he looks over his shoulder to look at me. His thinning black hair is oiled over and he’s more than a little overweight. The buttons on his striped shirt are straining to keep it shut.

I can see the questions in his eyes, but just as he opens his mouth to ask something, I don’t give a fuck what, I turn to look out of the closed window.

Everything outside is wet and dreary. The people walk quickly and a couple only about ten feet away are fighting over an umbrella. It’s a cute little fight though and the tall man in a navy blue Henley lets the woman win. She’s dressed for business, while he’s in casual attire. But as soon as she takes full control of the umbrella, she walks closer to him and he wraps his arm around her waist.

I rip my eyes away and pick at my nails. It’s little things like that I find unbearable. I bite the inside of my cheek and hold down the bitterness.

Luckily, the driver gets the picture. I’m not in the mood to talk, and the cab moves ahead, taking me away from my sanctuary and toward another test.

That’s what these things really are. Tests.

It’s only in this moment that I realize I’m really doing it. I’ve put it off so many times. I’ve given so many damn excuses for not meeting up with the girls.

Why today? I don’t know. My heart sinks thinking that maybe I’m really getting over his death.

As much as I want to be the woman I used to be, happy and carefree, I don’t want to forget him.

I lay my head back on the headrest and close my eyes, my Jimmy Choo clutch in my lap. Jace gave it to me last Christmas. I snort at the thought, running my fingers over the smooth hot pink leather. Really, I picked it out and he paid for it.

I close my eyes and take in a deep breath. It’s calming, so damn calming driving in a quiet cab at night in the city. The quiet rumble of the engine and the white noise of the rain are a serene mix.

The last day I saw my husband was when we were watching my nephew Everett, so my sister could have a mother-daughter day with Lexi.

The thought of my nephew brings a smile to my face. With sandy blond hair that just barely covers his big blue eyes and a wide smile, you can’t help but smile back at him. He was only a few months old back then. A brand new life in this world. That’s the way it works, isn’t it? Life and death going hand in hand.

I look forward, my eyes popping open and I stare out of the windshield when we stop far away from Second Avenue where the bar is located; it’s just a bit of traffic is holding us up.

The cabbie shrugs as he says, “We should be out of it soon.” He’s tense at the wheel, probably expecting me to snap at him, maybe blame him for taking the wrong route. More guilt washes down on me. I hate spreading negativity. I don’t want other people to see me and judge me, or feel as though this is their fault. I’m not an ice bitch… or at least I don’t mean to be.

I give him a soft smile, pulling my dress down slightly and placing my clutch in the middle seat, “I figured we’d run into something,” I say easily. My voice comes out even and calm. It’s the voice I use with my family. The kind of tone that says, I’m okay, just tired.

The cabbie shifts, making the leather seat grumble and he tries to make small chat.

I nod my head and answer politely, but keep everything short and to the point. I can be accommodating to others and I want to be. I’m tired of being alone and pushing others away. It’s just harder than I thought it would be.

After a moment of quiet, I look out of the window again. The rain’s nearly stopped, and instantly the sidewalks are crowded as a result. The people were always there, just waiting under the awnings for protection. Not many people like to venture into the harsher nights with weather that washes away your makeup, and ruins even the best put-together look.

But they were waiting and ready to keep moving just the same. All they needed was a small break before they’d set out again. The only question is if there will be an awning to save them when the brutal downpour comes back.

The cabbie stops and my eyes whip up to the sign on my right, my heart beating faster as I watch dozens of people walking in front of me on the sidewalk. Each going wherever it is that life has taken them. I don’t know if I’m ready, but I’m here. My time is up and they’re tired of waiting.

“Miss?” the cabbie asks. I shake my head slightly with quick motions and play off my hesitation, paying him and leaving a big tip as well. He deserves it for having to suffer my company.

“Have a good night,” I tell him as I slip out, my heels hitting the slick asphalt and the door shutting behind me with a deafening click.


Chapter Three


MASON

The wind is harsh and brutal,

It makes you want to run.

The rain will cleanse your poor soul,

As it makes you come undone.

You can seek shelter from the damage

But its refuge is not your friend.

You knew from the beginning.

You knew how this would end.

It figures it would stop fucking raining the second I get in here. The bar is jam-packed as it always is, and the sounds of people chatting and glasses clinking welcome me. I can get lost in the crowds of people. I know they see me, but they don’t know me.

This bar in particular is one of my favorites. It’s always full. It’s tufted leather seats are constantly filled, and the warm rich tones of the wooden ceiling and brick walls make it feel like home somehow.

My suit looks like every other fucker’s suit. Well most of them. I run my fingers through my hair and shake off the rain as I shrug off my Armani jacket and toss it over the bar top at the very end.

It’s been a long fucking day, and the last thing I need is go home alone. As soon as I lift my eyes lift, the bartender on me. Patricia’s her name I think. She’s in here every weekend.

“Whiskey?” she asks me. She never stops moving, shoveling ice into short glasses and pouring liquor like a pro. Unlike the other women in here, she’s not looking for a man with deep pockets. She doesn’t do chitchat either, which is one reason why I like sitting in this section. The other reason is that it’s out of the way where I can just blend in and watch.

“Double,” I answer her with a nod and slip out my cell phone out from my jacket pocket. I’ve only been gone for two hours, but I’ve got a dozen emails waiting for my attention. A huff of a grunt leaves me as another text from Liam pops up.

You coming out tonight?

Already out, I answer him as the glass hits the polished bar top and Patricia slides it over to me.

My phone pings as I lift the glass to my lips and let the cool liquor burn all the way down and warm my chest.

Where at?

I contemplate telling him. I like Liam. A lot. If I had any friends, he’d be one of them. But I don’t trust anyone and after talking to my father today, I don’t want to be around a damn soul.

A sarcastic laugh makes me grin as I realize I’ve come to a crowded bar to be alone. It’s the truth though. In this city, you’re always surrounded; there’s never a place to hide unless it’s in plain sight.

I down the rest of the liquor and tap the heavy glass against the bar top as I consider what to tell him. And that’s when I hear it. Almost as if daring me to stay alone any longer. It’s the gentle sound of a feminine laugh. It’s genuine and it rings clear in the bar even though it’s soft.

It’s a soothing sound, a calming force in the chaos that surrounds us. As if everything is moving around me but the woman who uttered that sweet sound.

The smooth glass stays still as I look down the bar in search of her.

The rest of the crowd doesn’t seem to notice, they continue with whatever the fuck they’re saying and doing, but my eyes are drawn to my left. Through the throng of people, I just barely get a glimpse of her.

Blonde hair that’s pulled back, showing off her pale skin covered in black lace.

A man at the very end leans away from the bar, digging into his back pocket for his wallet and giving me a clear view of her.

Those lips attract my gaze first. She licks her bottom lip before picking up a large glass of deep red wine. The color, from this distance at least, matches her lips perfectly. She smiles at something someone must have said and her shoulders shake, making the dark liquid swirl in her glass and bringing a blush to her high cheek bones.

She tosses her hair to the side, it’s damp from the rain and her fingers tease the ends as she brings her tendrils over her shoulder, wrapping them around her finger while she sips her wine.

It’s when she looks away from whoever she’s been giving her attention to that my heart stops and my curiosity is piqued.

Without their eyes on her, her expression morphs into something else. I finally see her eyes, the lightest of blues with flecks of silver speckled throughout, and that’s when I really see her. Not just the image of what she’s portraying.

Pain is clear as day.

It’s the lie though, how fucking good she was at hiding it, that’s what really gets me. Even I was fooled.

People can hide behind a smile or a laugh, every fucker in here can pretend to be something and someone they’re not.

The truth is always there though and I’m damn good at recognizing it. Your eyes can never hide two things: age and emotion. Hers speak to me in a way nothing else can.

But had I never looked just then when she thought no one was watching, she never would have shown me willingly.

She straightens her shoulders and I see her profile, her expression and the corners of my lips turn down. Not only do I know her pain; I know her name. I know everything about her.

Julia Summers.

My blood chills as she turns back to the table and the smile slips back into place on her face just as the man at the end of the bar takes a step forward, obscuring her from my vision. As if the moment of clarity and recognition was just for me in that moment. Like fate wanted me to know how close I was to her.

I keep my eyes on the bar, doing my best to listen, but her voice is silent or lost in the mix of chatter throughout the crowded place.

“Another?” Patricia’s voice sounds close, closer than she usually is. I lift my head to see her standing right in front of me, both hands on the bar and waiting.

I nod my head with my brows pinched, shaking off the mix of emotions. This city is a small place with worlds always colliding, but I’ve never seen her in person. Only in a photograph. Only that once. I’m sure it’s her though. I’ve never been this sure of anything.

The ice clinks in the glass and I watch as the liquid slips over each cube, cracking them and filling the crevices.

“You okay?” Patricia asks me. It’s odd. In the year or so since I’ve been coming here, she’s never bothered to make small talk. It’s why I don’t mind her.

I give her a tight smile as I reply, “I’m fine.” I reach her eyes and widen my smile, relaxing my posture and leaning back slightly.

She eyes me warily as she mutters, “You don’t look fine.”

It takes me a moment before I shrug it off and say, “I’m alright, just tired.”

She nods once and goes back to minding her own business, sliding me the whiskey and moving back to the other customers.

I tap my pointer finger against the glass, looking casually down the bar.

She’s hidden from view, but I know she’s there.

The first duet in the Sins and Secrets Series, starting with Imperfect, is available now. I hope you love reading it as much as I loved writing it.

Best wishes,

Willow xx
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