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      For the Clovers.

      My tribe.

      My friends.
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        The Capaldi twins.

        Chris and Sketch.

        As different as night and day.

        One was my best friend.

        The other, my lover.

      

        

      
        Inseparable since childhood, I always assumed that we would grow up, escape our sleepy hometown of Pocketful, and live out a life of adventure together, away from our powerful fathers and the lure of money.

      

        

      
        But two years ago, life as I knew it changed when reckless Sketch broke my heart and dependable Chris picked up the pieces.

      

        

      
        Except now Chris is dead, and I’m the only one with the answers to what happened that night. I’m the only living witness.

      

        

      
        My connection with Sketch has been severed. He thinks I killed his brother and I’m determined to let him believe it. Because the truth could put us both in the grave.
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        Student: Ramona Dillon

        Date: October 15th

        Paper: The Elements of Human Nature

      

      

      

      If death is the opposite of life as we know it, and life is the physical presence on earth with a beating heart and pumping lungs, then surely we are blank canvases at birth.

      Fresh-faced and empty-minded, ready to be lured into a pre-approved way of thinking. Ready to have our minds warped and our bodies defiled.

      Has humanity been present since the dawn of mankind? Is it a choice or a condition? It cannot be proven to be present at birth, nor can it be proven to linger at the cusp of death. We are bodies consisting of bones and blood, with free-minds and endless opportunities…until pre-approved notions are subconsciously enforced upon us by both government and society.

      Are we all born killers?

      Are we all born saints?

      Why are some men good and others evil?

      Does evil even exist? If so, how is it measured? Who decided for an entire species what is acceptable and what is not? Are we not mammals? Are we not the apex predator?

      Are we prisoners of our minds?

      Are we captives of society?

      Are we free at all to think for ourselves?

      If a person didn’t choose to be brought into this world then why are they forced to remain?

      Who decided the rules for everyone else?

      Society or God?

      Man or myth?

      What if a person wants to bend the rules?

      What if a person wants to crush them?
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      "Miss Dillon, I found your essay on the elements of human nature to be extremely distressing," Mr. Jackson, my English teacher, said at the end of class on Thursday. It was my final class of the day and like always, I was the last student to leave the room.

      A necessary survival tactic in this cesspool of snakes.

      School had started again less than two months ago and already the vultures of these halls were out in full force, circling and stalking their prey, preparing to execute the killer blow.

      Breathing through my nostrils, I grasped the corners of my desk, unwilling to give my teacher a response.

      Unwilling to look up at all.

      If a person's eyes were the window to their soul, then I didn’t want anyone looking into mine.

      "Can we talk about this?" he asked.

      That wasn't an option for me.

      I couldn’t talk.

      I couldn’t do a damn thing.

      It's not safe…

      "Please," he pressed, his voice taking on a gentler tone. "I'm worried about you."

      Keeping my head down, I released my grip on the desk, pushed the sleeves of my navy cardigan down to my wrists and snatched my bag off the floor, holding it close to my chest.

      I knew I messed up when I wrote that essay and handed it in for extra credit. Free thinking was only welcome when it fit into what society considered socially acceptable.

      My thoughts, along with my presence at school, were not.

      "It was a joke," I finally said, forcing the words out of my mouth. My voice sounded strange, even to my own ears. Probably because of how rarely I used it anymore. "I can rewrite the essay if that's what you want."

      Mr. Jackson loomed closer, his shoes clicking against the patterned tiles of the classroom floor. "That's some joke, Romi." I felt the air change around me when he lowered himself into the desk next to mine. "And no, that's not what I want. You've always been an excellent student and your work is top notch." He paused, fingers drumming against the wooden desk as he thought about how to word his next sentence. "To be quite frank, I'm more concerned about your state of mind."

      That makes two of us.

      Tensing, I tightened my grip on my bag and kept my gaze cast downwards. "I'm fine."

      "Senior year is stressful enough without the added pressure and strain that the trial put on your shoulders."

      "I'm fine," I repeated, numb.

      "You're clearly not," he said quietly.

      There was a long stretch of silence before I broke it by asking, "Can I go now?"

      "No one is forcing you to remain after class, Romi," he replied, tone resigned and a little disappointed. "I just wanted to talk to you. No bullshit. Just us."

      "I'm fine," I said for the third time, the words barely audible to my own ears.

      "I know you haven't been visiting Mrs. Dahlia's office since returning to school, and God knows I'm not judging you," Mr. Jackson said. "But I just…I wanted to check in with you. We're almost two months into the school year. That's a long time to go without confiding in anyone and I want you to know that if you're not comfortable speaking with Mrs. Dahlia, then you can always talk to me."

      I remained silent.

      He sighed heavily. "Come on, Romi. Give me something to work with here."

      I offered him nothing.

      Nothing was solid.

      Nothing was safe.

      Trust no one, Chris had told me. Nothing in this town is as it seems.

      "Are they still picking on you?" he asked then. "The team? The squad?" He reached across the row and settled a hand on mine. "Have they upped their taunting? Because I can help you. I will go directly to their parents myself. It's unacceptable for you to be treated this way."

      Dragging in a deep breath, I brushed his hand off and slowly rose out of the curved desk. Stalling for several beats, I debated saying something to him, anything, and then quickly decided against it.

      There was no point.

      My lips were sewn and my hands were tied.

      Moving for the door, I kept my spine straight, my shoulders hunched tight with tension.

      "What happened to Chris wasn't your fault," Mr. Jackson called after me when I reached the door. "And I'll be here when you're ready to talk."

      If he was expecting a response, he was going to be disappointed.

      Slipping into the hallway, I walked straight to my locker, keeping my bag clutched to my chest.

      My movements were rigid, almost alien, as if my body no longer belonged to me, and when I passed the window looking onto the quad, memories of another lifetime flooded my mind.

      Stolen kisses and strong arms.

      Cheerleading skirts and Letterman jackets.

      First love, popularity, and friendship.

      Wide smiles and contented laughter.

      Safety and security.

      Pain and betrayal.

      Revelations and whirl spins.

      Darkness, blood, and death.

      And then nothing.

      Just fear.

      Forcing the images from my mind, I pushed on, not stopping until I was standing in front of my locker in a sea of identical blue ones. Dropping my bag at my feet, I set to work on my combination, ignoring the familiar insult scrawled across my locker door in blood red paint.

      I knew the janitor would scrub it off tonight, but it would reappear again tomorrow morning – just like every morning since my return to school for senior year. The whole world's thoughts projected in one single word.

      Killer.

      Like I could forget.

      Happy fucking birthday to me.

      Yanking the door open, I pulled out the textbooks I needed for tonight's homework assignments and quickly tucked them into my bag before closing my locker.

      The moment I clicked the metal door shut, he was right there in my peripheral vision – just like every day – leaning against the locker to my left, and making my deflated heart thud violently.

      The instant my gaze landed on those razor-sharp blue eyes and that devastatingly handsome face, a tsunami of unease and sorrow washed over me.

      "How's it going, killer?" Sketch Capaldi's voice was deep, his tone hard and full of unrestrained hatred, as he geared up to inflict another batch of misconstrued justice on me. "Enjoying another undeserved day on earth?"

      Quickly averting my eyes, I reached for my bag and stepped around his powerful frame, knowing that reacting to him was about the worst thing I could do.

      Of course, Sketch fell into step beside me, invading my personal space with his big body. Before the accident, I'd never given much thought to the corded muscles hidden beneath the white school shirt and navy slacks he was wearing. Growing up, he had always been careful with me. Now though, I was on high-alert. I was achingly aware of the damage he could cause me.

      In more ways than one.

      "I'm speaking to you." He moved closer, his arm brushing against mine and setting off a jolt of electricity in my body. It was an intentional move. He intended to frighten me. To intimidate me with his blatant physical superiority over me.

      "What's wrong, killer?" he taunted, wrecking me with that deep, familiar, Southern drawl. "Cat got your tongue?"

      I remained silent, hugging my bag to my chest. There was a very good reason I didn’t wear my school bag on my back anymore and that reason was walking beside me. After he and his football buddies used the bag strapped to my back to catch and then drag me through the hallways on my butt, I wasn't taking any chances.

      Pushing the exit door open, I stepped outside and quickly descended the mountain of steps at the entrance of Newton-Willis Academy, the private school I attended on the outskirts of Lake Charles, an hour north from my sleepy hometown of Pocketful.

      Only a handful of the wealthiest kids from our hometown attended Newton-Willis, but that didn’t matter. News spread fast around this school, just as it did anywhere else, and the Capaldi twins were notorious here. Being the enemy of Sketch meant that I was everyone's enemy.

      Upping my pace, I hurried through the quad and into the student parking lot, where I hoped Presley, one of the students that lived in Pocketful, would still be waiting. If not, I was going to have to call my father's driver to come get me.

      The October breeze picking up outside caused my navy tie to swish around my face and my pleated skirt to flap against my thighs, but I didn’t dare stop moving.

      A few more steps and I would be free.

      A few more steps and I could bury myself under my comforter and stop my world from spinning.

      Until tomorrow.

      There was always tomorrow.
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      "Tell me something," Sketch continued when I didn’t take the bait. "How is it fair that my brother, my twin, my best friend, and the best goddamn person that ever walked the earth, is rotting in the cemetery in Pocketful, while the spoiled little princess that put him in the ground is roaming the halls of Newton-Willis, free as a fucking bird?"

      That was a recurring question that I was tired of answering. Cops. Prison guards. Judges. Social workers. Reporters. Parents. Teachers. They all asked the same questions.

      For a moment, I debated telling him that I was far from free, but I doubted it would go down well. Then I considered telling him that what happened to Chris wasn’t all my fault, but that was an even worse idea.

      So I said nothing.

      Words couldn’t bring Christopher Capaldi Jr. back.

      Words couldn’t heal the hole in his brother's heart.

      Words couldn't absolve me of my sins.

      Of my memories.

      

      "Protect him, Romi," Chris choked out, struggling to breathe. "Promise me that you'll keep my brother safe..."

      

      "You think a six-month stint in juvie makes us even?" Sketch sneered, walking so close to me that our sides were touching. Goosepimples prickled my bare legs and his close proximity caused a rippling shiver to roll through my body. "Nah, killer. Not even close."

      Hearing the boy I'd been joined at the hip with since the age of five call me a killer hurt worse than any of the other shit people said about me – and to my face.

      It hurt worse than being thrown off the cheerleading squad, or being banished by my friends and turned into the town leper.

      It hurt worse than having his mama come to the detention center the day I was released and slap me across the face.

      It hurt worse than my father's barely concealed disappointment.

      It hurt worse because Sketch was my best friend in the whole world – or at least, he used to be.

      I had grown up living right next-door to the Capaldi twins. The three of us had been inseparable since kindergarten and while Chris had been my boyfriend since Christmas break of sophomore year, Sketch was the first Capaldi brother to lay claim to my heart – all the way back in our first week of kindergarten when Brett Brady snatched the picture I had painted and tossed it into Mr. Jones, our class tarantula's, terrarium.

      I'd cried so hard, and even though Chris had bravely reached inside and saved my painting from the icky spider, it was ruined. I'd been devastated and expected Chris to cuss Brett out, but he didn’t.

      That was the thing about Chris; even back in kindergarten he was a peacemaker, too kind and forgiving to argue and pick fights with the other kids.

      Later on, during outdoor recess, Brett pushed me down in the dirt before stealing the red ribbons holding my braids in place, making a mess of my hair and destroying all of my Mama's hard work that morning. All of the other kids laughed and pointed and I lost my temper. Furious with the big boy in my class for making me look silly, I climbed to my feet and charged him with my small fists swinging, hitting him with all my might.

      When Brett Brady knocked me back down on the concrete with a fist to the cheek, Sketch, the mean twin with the dark hair and angry eyes, the one who never joined me and Chris when I came over to play, jumped down from the monkey bars and pounded him into the dirt.

      Chris was horrified with his brother's outburst and ran inside to get the teacher.

      Meanwhile, I was mesmerized.

      Sketch didn’t stop hitting on Brett until the boy was crying and apologizing to me. He even peed his pants a little when Sketch snatched my ribbons out of his chubby hand and threatened to beat him harder if he ever touched me again.

      Then, with an angry scowl etched on his face, Sketch held a hand out for me to take. Without a moment's hesitation, I slipped my small hand into his and let Chris's twin brother help me to my feet. When he thrust my ribbons at me, my belly did this weird flip-flip...

      

      "Thanks for getting my ribbons back," I said shyly as I trailed after him.

      I knew I should leave him be. Daddy was always warning me off the younger twin because he was so cranky, and Mama said he was too dangerous to play with. I hadn't even seen him until last week. He never came out to play with me and Chris before. His Mama and Daddy kept him inside all the time and I thought that was really mean. Chris said it was because there was something wrong with his brother's brain, but I didn’t care about any of that. Sketch Capaldi had real nice eyes and I was curious.

      "Mama would have been really upset if I came home without my ribbons again today," I explained, following him over to the monkey bars. "He did that three times this week. Mama cried 'cause she thinks I'm getting bullied."

      "Brett is a bully," Sketch replied, giving me his back as he returned to his perch on top of the monkey bars. "But don’t worry," he added, sounding so much tougher than the other boys at school. "He won't be taking your stuff again. Or being mean to you."

      "Really?"

      "Uh-huh."

      "How do you know he won't be mean to me again?"

      "'Cause I won't let him."

      "What are gonna do to stop him?" My eyes widened. "Kick his butt again?"

      He rolled his shoulders. "Whatever it takes."

      "I like your voice," I blurted then. "It's real deep."

      "I like yours, too," he replied, twisting around to face me. "You sound like you're singing when you talk."

      "Really?"

      "Uh-huh."

      "So, you got any friends?"

      "Nope," he replied.

      "How come?"

      He rolled his shoulders again, seeming to like doing that. "Just don't."

      "Want some?"

      "Nope," he said again.

      I narrowed my eyes. "Why not?"

      "Don’t know."

      "Hmm." Tapping my finger against my chin, I watched him carefully, not ready to go back to Chris and my other friends. "You like the monkey bars? You always eat lunch up there." I frowned. "By yourself."

      "I like the quiet," he explained, opening the brown paper bag that contained his lunch. "I ain't used to all this noise."

      "Because your mama and daddy don't let you out to play?"

      "I guess." Retrieving a sandwich from his bag, he took a small bite. "You always ask so many questions?"

      "I guess," I replied. "So, what shape did your mama cut your sandwich into today?"

      "Mama didn’t make this for me," he replied quietly. "Miss Cherry did. It ain't got no special shape, but it tastes real good."

      "Why not? She always makes Chris's sandwiches," I protested. "He had smiley faces today."

      "Good for him," was his quiet reply.

      "Um…" I shielded my eyes from the sun and looked up at him. "So, can I play with you today?"

      "Mama says I'm not 'posed to play with you," was his quiet response. "'Specially not when Chris ain't around."

      I frowned. "Why not?"

      "'Cause I've got rough edges," he replied with a shrug. "Least that's what my mama says."

      "Rough edges?" I asked, eyeing him suspiciously. "Where?"

      "Don't know." He shrugged again. "I've looked, but I can't find 'em."

      "Is that why they never let you out to play?" I asked.

      He shrugged. "I'm bad."

      "Bad?"

      He nodded. "Yup."

      "Why?" I frowned. "What did you do?"

      "Don't remember," he told me. "But it was something really bad."

      "Oh." I stared hard at him. "Are you dangerous?"

      "Probably," he replied. "You should go back to Chris now," he added quietly. "Don't wanna get you in trouble."

      "Well, I don’t care about your rough edges," I told him. "I still wanna play with you."

      "Your mama don't much trust me with you," he pointed out, saying his words all wrong. "She ain't gonna like you playing with me. Not without my brother 'round."

      "Yeah well, my mama's not here, is she?" I huffed, folding my arms across my small chest. "And I don’t wanna play with Chris today," I added. "I wanna play with you."

      A smile tugged at his lips and it was the prettiest smile in the whole wide world. "Me?"

      I nodded. "Yep."

      "Why?"

      Now I was the one to shrug. "I just do."

      "What if you get in trouble for playing with me?"

      I shrugged. "I'll take my chances."

      "Yeah, alright." Hooking his legs around the bars, he swung down and reached for my hand. "Come on up."

      "Just don’t cut me with your rough edges," I warned, slipping my hand in his.

      "I'll try my best," he vowed, tone serious. "I don’t never wanna cut you, Romi Dillon…"

      

      Before that day, our parents had always pushed me and Chris to play together, but after that day, Sketch and I were inseparable. It didn’t matter how much our parents disapproved, we weren't parting with one another. I pitched a fit every time they tried to keep us apart, which was constantly in the beginning, but by the first grade, they'd given in and allowed us to hang out.

      In truth, growing up, I'd just assumed that Sketch and I would end up together. After all, he was the first boy I ever kissed. He was the first boy to put his hand under my shirt – and under my skirt. He was the sole proprietor of the first penis I'd ever seen in the flesh and he was the first boy I'd ever given my heart to.

      We fooled around, both exclusively and in secret, from the ages of eleven to sixteen, starting with innocent pecks and developing into some seriously R-rated heavy petting.

      It seemed so inevitable that we would end up married with a bunch of kids that I spent a huge portion of my teens living for the day that he would throw caution to the wind and tell the world, and more importantly our families, that I was his girl.

      It never happened.

      Sketch always insisted on us keeping our relationship quiet. He didn’t go out of his way to hide his affection for me when we were at school, but he never touched me when our families were around.

      I knew why of course.

      My father despised Sketch and had done so since he was a little boy. Daddy never had a good word to say about Sketch and was always chewing me out about how much time I spent with him. He was insistent that I spend more time with Chris – the good twin.

      Trouble, he labeled Sketch. A no-good little prick and a waste of my time.

      My mother, until her death, held the same opinion as my father when it came to Sketch.

      Hell, even Sketch's parents were against us spending too much time together, and even though he'd lived next door to me his whole life, his early childhood was a mystery to me that no one ever revealed.

      Apparently, when Sketch was little he had a lot of emotional problems. It really bothered him to talk about it when I asked, so I tried not to pry.

      All I knew was that Sketch had been a problematic preschooler, caused some sort of incident in his home, and had spent the first few years of his life in treatment for issues that no one ever spoke about.

      Either way, I never cared about his so-called issues, our parents' disapproval, or their efforts to push me and Chris together. I was too in love with the younger Capaldi twin, too enthralled with his so-called rough edges, to see any other boy.

      We continued our relationship behind our families backs all the way to sophomore year of high school, and I was ready to give it all up to him. My heart, my body, my future…

      One moment we were cutting class to hook up in his truck and sneaking through bedroom windows because we couldn't bear to be apart for longer than a fricking hour, and the next Sketch slammed the brakes on our relationship without a reason or explanation.

      He dropped off the face of the earth without so much as a phone call or a text, and when he finally came back to school almost two weeks later, it was with fresh bruises and bad news.

      It was over and we were done.

      For weeks, I tried to get to the bottom of his drastic change of heart, knowing in my gut that my father had somehow managed to get to my boyfriend, but he insisted that he hadn't.

      Sketch assured me that we were still best friends, he cared about me the same as he always had, but he didn’t want to mess around with me anymore because it was getting old.

      Mess. Around.

      Getting. Old.

      Like that's all we'd been doing our whole lives.

      When I demanded the truth, not buying into that bullshit, he caved and admitted that he was bored of being with the same girl all the time.

      Bored.

      He wanted his freedom, to dip his toes in the ocean, see other girls, and he couldn’t do any of that with me clinging to his coattails all the time.

      Those words had stung deeper than anything else he could have said, so when Chris asked me out a couple of months later, I accepted just to get back at Sketch for blowing me off and crushing my heart.

      Being honest, I had hoped that my actions would light a fire under Sketch's butt and force him to get real about me.

      That didn’t happen either.

      When Sketch didn’t react to my relationship with his brother, and continued to act like we were nothing more than platonic pals, I felt even worse.

      Honestly, for the first few months of my relationship with Chris, I'd plotted all of the ways I could get out of it without hurting him.

      When I couldn’t take the guilt a minute longer and finally broke down to Chris and told him everything, his patience and understanding with me was humbling. While Sketch was off whoring and touring with his football buddies, I had a really great guy who was willing to take everything at my pace.

      Chris made no secret of his feelings for me; showering me with open affection and giving me a level of commitment that I'd never had with his brother. He made it clear that he was dedicated to making our relationship work and that he was in it for the long haul if I was.

      I didn’t fall in love with Chris Capaldi overnight. It happened over several months' worth of nights. But it happened. Slowly, I felt my feelings change and deepen for him.

      He gently nudged his way into my heart. And now that he was gone, I felt like a piece of me had died with him.

      "Are you deaf now or something?" Sketch demanded, dragging my attention back to him. "Did you break your brain in the wreck as well as your ability to speak?"

      I shook my head, feeling confused. "Huh?"

      "Jesus," he growled, clearly more frustrated with me than before. "I asked if you thought six months in juvie made us even."

      "No," I strangled out, heart thudding hard in my chest as I hurried away from him. "Of course not."

      "Good. Because you know how I roll," he shot back. "An eye for an eye – or a life, in your case."

      "Do you want to kill me, Sketch?" I finally asked, stopping in front of his shiny, black truck. A truck that possessed a back seat that I was achingly familiar with. "Will that make you feel better?"

      At 5'1, I was at a serious height disadvantage to his 6'3 frame, so I forced myself to tip my chin up, but kept my gaze trained on the collar of his shirt and his limply hung tie, unwilling and unable to look him in the eyes.

      "Because I'm right here." Swallowing deeply, I added, "Put me in your truck and drive me somewhere remote. Slit my throat. Set me on fire and toss my body in the swamp." I sighed wearily. "I honestly don’t give a shit anymore. But decide now because I'm not standing around all day. Do it or don't."

      "I want to know what happened that night," he bit out, breath coming hard and fast now. "And not the bullshit story you fabricated and fed your lawyer." He stepped closer, suffocating me with his presence alone. "I want the truth. I deserve it."

      "I told the truth," I replied, still numb, still empty.

      "That's a goddamn lie and we both know it," he snarled, visibly shaking with tension. "I know you – or at least I used to, and I definitely knew my brother. Your story is bullshit. There are holes, killer. Gaping holes. It doesn’t add up. So, I'm asking you again to tell me the truth."

      I shrugged.

      "Look at me."

      I refused.

      "You can't, can you? You can't look me in the eyes," he sneered. "Because you're a killer and fucking liar!" His nostrils flared, cheeks turning flushed. "Something happened that night, didn’t it?" He stepped closer until our chests were brushing. "You might have the whole town fooled, but not me. You did more than just wrap his truck around a tree and I wanna know what that something was."

      I didn’t correct him. He could choose to believe whatever he wanted. Sketch's opinion of that night wouldn’t change the facts.

      And the facts were that only two people knew what really happened that night and only one of us was still breathing. Even if it wasn't too dangerous, without Chris to validate my story, Sketch wasn't going to believe what I had to say. He would never believe my truth.

      "I'm leaving now," I said quietly, feeling a heavy surge of devastation settle on my chest bone. "If you're not going to kill me then I'm going home. I have a curfew."

      "You're going nowhere," he warned, pointing a finger in my face. "Not until you tell me what really happened that night. What did you do, huh? Why were you driving when he never once let you drive his truck before that night? What the fuck went down before you got behind that wheel? What happened to my goddamn brother?"

      "I don’t know, Sketch, why don't you go ask him?" The moment the words were out of my mouth, I knew I fucked up. Not only had I pushed his button, but I had pressed the detonator on my own damn bomb.

      My world was about to implode around me, and for the millionth time since that night last Christmas, I reminded myself that it didn’t matter. Chris was gone and I didn’t deserve to be here without him. I didn’t want to.

      One minute I was standing on my own two legs and the next I was being slammed into the side of Sketch's truck.

      "You killed my brother," he snarled, wrapping his large, calloused hand around my throat as he stepped closer, caging me in with his body alone. "Chris loved you. Fucking adored the ground your whore-ass walked on and you took his life." He tightened his hold on my throat, cutting off my air-supply. "You took him from me."

      I didn’t try to resist or fight back. My vison blurred and my pulse hammered in my ears, but I didn’t budge. Not one inch. Instead, I remained motionless with my back flattened to the cool metal at my back.

      With a little luck, he might snap my neck and put me out of my misery. Maybe, if he cut off my air supply for long enough, he could erase my memories.

      "Fight back," he growled.

      With his brow pressed to mine, he loosened his grip on my throat and I instinctively gasped for air, my body clutching for a life my mind wasn’t entirely sure it wanted.

      "Show me what you did to my brother." He exhaled brokenly, exposing his emotions. "Show me how he got those marks on his body – the ones a car wreck doesn't account for."

      I didn’t have it in me to fight back. Not when my whole world as I knew it was a lie. If Sketch knew what I knew, he would feel the same.

      Pointlessly, I wondered what would have happened if it had been Sketch with Chris that night and not me. He wouldn't have died, that's for sure. Sketch would have figured out what Chris was up to. He would have stopped it. Saved him. Done something instead of nothing like I had.

      Now, I was stuck with my regrets.

      Locked in a nightmare I couldn’t escape from.

      "Fight. Back," he repeated, tone thick with emotion.

      "I…" Breathing hard and fast, I turned my face away and remained limp against the side of his truck.

      "You what?" he pressed, tone deep and gravelly now. Clutching my chin between his thumb and forefinger, he tilted my face back to his. "You what, killer?" There was an urgency in his tone that overtook the anger. "Look at me." A pained groan tore from his chest. "Talk to me."

      I couldn’t do either.

      It hurt too much and there was too much at stake.

      I tried to shake my head, my only way of responding, but he held my face still with his fingers alone. That's how strong this guy was. I was trapped and he knew it. "Nothing."

      "It's not nothing." The anger returned to his voice and my chin trembled from the vibration shooting through his hand. "Tell me."

      The hand he was using to clutch my throat drifted to my cheek. And then he was cupping both of my cheeks, his face so close to mine that he gave me no choice but to look at him.

      The moment my eyes landed on his, whatever air I'd managed to draw into my lungs deflated in a shaky breath. "Sketch…"

      "Tell me," he repeated, voice cracking with emotion.

      His blue eyes pierced holes right through me and it took everything I had inside of me not to breakdown and spill my guts to the only person on this planet I knew I could trust.

      "Please," he whispered, and the pain in my chest spread like a disease to every joint and limb in my body.

      It was a cruel twist of fate that the only person I could trust with my life was the same person who threatened to end it daily.

      Regardless of the fact that only moments ago his hand had been wrapped around my throat, my fingers itched with the urge to reach up and comfort him. I couldn’t help it. The pain in his eyes mirrored the pain killing me daily.

      Whether Sketch realized it or not, we were kindred spirits.

      We were both hurting.

      We had both been irrevocably changed by the death of his brother.

      And we were both in imminent danger.

      If I talked…
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      A deep rumbling groan came from deep inside of me and I jerked awake.

      With my heart racing wildly in my chest, I remained perfectly still as I both absorbed and tried to make sense of the sensations of pure pleasure rippling through my body.

      My back was arched, my ass tensed tight, my hands balled into fists as I twitched and jerked uncontrollably, hips thrusting of their own accord.

      What the actual fuck?

      "Hmm." A soft female moan came from close by, causing a bead of sweat to trickle down my brow and my heart-rate to accelerate to dangerous speeds.

      Instantly, I remembered where I was, and who was lying beside me.

      End of summer camping trip, and Romi.

      Another second or two ticked by before I registered what the sticky sensation in my boxers meant.

      Fuck…

      I was fourteen years old and my voice had broken two summers ago, so I guessed it was no surprise that the wet dreams would eventually follow, random hard-ons had certainly started to occur at any given time during the last eighteen months, but still… talk about inconvenient – not to mention embarrassing as hell.

      "What's wrong?" my girlfriend whispered from her perch on the floor of the tent – right fucking next to me. "Sketch?"

      "Nothing," I muttered, quickly rolling onto my side and giving Romi my back.

      Even though it was dark in here, I knew my face was burning red. It couldn’t be helped. I was mortified and if she found out, I didn’t think I'd recover easily.

      "Shh," I added. "Just go back to sleep."

      "But you were shaking in your sleep," she pressed, snaking a hand out of her sleeping bag to rest on my arm.

      Of course, the moment she touched me, everything south of my navel immediately sprang back to life, causing me a world of problems.

      Dammit…

      "You were moaning and whispering my name in your sleep, Sketch."

      Of course I was.

      Christ, I couldn’t catch a break…

      "I know, Ro," I whispered back, keeping my voice down so I didn’t wake Chris, Pres, and the rest of our crew who were snoring their heads off in sleeping bags littered around us. "I was just dreaming. I'm fine now."

      "Are you sure?"

      I nodded stiffly, twisting my body in such a way to relieve the pressure. "All good."

      The sound of a zipper lowering filled my ears moments before a flashlight clicked on, bathing the tent in a dull yellow hue.

      "Open up," the tiny blonde with the most unusual, whiskey-colored eyes I'd ever seen instructed as she clambered over my body and tugged at my sleeping bag. "I'm coming in."

      "That's not a good idea, Ro," I squeezed out, keeping my eyes glued to hers as I locked my limbs into place, making no move to let her anywhere near me. "I'm all sweaty and shit."

      "I don’t care," Romi argued, reaching for the zipper on my sleeping bag. "I'm cold and we always sleep together."

      That was true, we'd been sneaking in and out of one another's bedrooms since as far back as I could remember, but things were changing. Our bodies were changing drastically and my body was reacting to the drastic changes in her body.

      When Romi unzipped my bag and climbed inside with me, I didn’t protest any further or try to stop her. I knew I should, but I was too afraid to move. Romi Dillon did strange things to me – always had. She made me feel things I'd never felt with other girls. She made me…curious.

      "You're blushing," she told me when she was settled in my bag with her chest pressed flush against mine. Reaching up, she cupped my cheek in her small hand. "You're so hot."

      "Yeah," I replied, giving her a small nod. "I'm ah…" I cleared my throat and swallowed deeply, my Adam's apple bobbing when I felt her small breasts crushed against my bare chest. She had a tank top on but that didn’t make a blind bit of difference to my hormones – or my vivid imagination. "I'm fine."

      Pushing me onto my back, Romi climbed onto my chest, same as always, and draped her tiny body on top of mine. "That's better. I can't fall asleep without you." Snuggling down, she made herself comfortable on my chest, using my body as her personal mattress, before letting out a contented sigh. "I love you, Sketch."

      She'd been telling me those three words for three years now, ever since she first started letting me put my lips on hers, and I still shivered when she said it.

      I rarely heard it from anyone else.

      Aside from Chris, Romi was the only other person who'd ever said they loved me.

      Hearing her tell me she loved me evoked a reaction from me that felt wrong. I shouldn’t want to snatch her away and keep her forever. That wasn't normal, right? I shouldn't want to hurt my brother and his friends for smiling at her. I shouldn’t feel so possessive. Right?

      I didn’t know and I couldn’t ask Chris about it because he had a crush on Romi and I didn’t want to rub his nose in it. But I wasn't sorry that I won, and I wasn't sorry enough to share her. Romi was mine, the first thing I ever had that I didn’t have to share with my twin, or worse, come second best to.

      Romi picked me.

      I was her favorite.

      She loved me.

      "I love you, too, Romi."

      She stiffened on top of me and her head snapped up. "What did you just say?" Her eyes were wide and full of excitement. "Sketch?"

      "What – I love you?" I offered, feeling the burn in my chest as I watched her watch me.

      "Wow," she whispered, chewing on her bottom lip. "You've never told me that before. I mean, obviously I say it all the time, but this is your first time."

      She was right. I never said the words before now. "Yeah, well, just because I haven't said it before now doesn’t mean I didn't feel it the whole time." I shrugged and risked draping an arm around her back. "Because I have."

      "Really?" She beamed down at me. "You love me?"

      "'Course," I replied with a shrug.

      "You love me." Her smile widened. "Oh god, I'm so freaking happy right now."

      "Because I said it?" I frowned. "You're really weird."

      "Hey – I'm a girl."

      "So? Girls are weird."

      "Maybe, but at least girls don’t spunk in their undies when they're sleeping."

      I stiffened, feeling every ounce of blood rush to my face. "Let me up," I muttered, pushing on her shoulders. "I need to go die now."

      "Hey –" Taking my face in her small hands, she stroked my nose with hers. "It's okay." A small shiver ran through her when she leaned in and pressed a kiss to my cheek. "Don’t be embarrassed." Keeping her lips pressed to my cheek, she said, "I'm not."

      Too bad, because I was embarrassed. Very fucking embarrassed. "I can't help it," I heard myself explain. "It just sort of…happens at the worst possible times."

      "What were you thinking about?" she asked, sounding way too interested in my anatomy than was good for her. "When you were about to…you know, as it happened?"

      "Really, Ro?" I arched a brow, giving her a 'what the hell do you think' look.

      Her cheeks turned pink. "Me?"

      "Obviously." I blew out a breath. "Always only you."

      Her plump lips formed a perfect O. "Wow."

      I nodded solemnly. "Yep."

      "It's still there, you know," she whispered then, eyes still dancing with excitement. "Your erection," she clarified with a hushed whisper, cheeks flushed. "It's still up." She giggled softly and then slapped a hand over my mouth, like I was the one making noise. "Digging into my hip."

      Rolling my eyes, I gently pried her fingers away. "Yeah, I'm aware, Ro. It is attached to my body," I replied with a heavy sigh, entwining our fingers. "It's probably gonna be there for the night. Sorry."

      "Hey, Sketch?"

      "Yeah, Ro?"

      "Can you do something for me?"

      "'Course."

      She shifted on top of me and leaned closer. Her breath fanned my face when she whispered, "Can you kiss me real deep and slow?"

      My heart slammed wildly and my body temperature spiked. "Your father will kill me if he finds out I'm on this trip and been kissing his daughter in a tent –"

      "Shut up talking about my daddy. You already kiss me in my bed every night," she quickly cut me off. "So, are you gonna kiss me real deep or not?"

      Well hell, not even the possibility of taking a beating from Cal Dillon could dampen my mood when she put it like that.

      "Yeah, Ro," I replied gruffly. Pulling myself up on one elbow, I tangled my free hand in her hair at the nape of her neck and drew her face to mine. "I can do that."

      "Don't hold back, Sketch," she breathed, straddling my hips, chest rising and falling quickly. "I want all you've got." And then she wrapped her skinny arms around my neck and crushed her lips to mine…

      

      I couldn’t breathe.

      The moment my eyes landed on her cowering in front of her locker, my heart just started gunning in my chest and hadn't stopped since.

      Holy fuck, would it ever get easier?

      Would I ever be able to be near this girl without all of the feelings that followed her?

      Doubtful.

      Forcing all memories of our past from my mind, I concentrated on my task at hand; extracting the truth from her lying lips and getting justice for Chris.

      Feeling her pulse flutter violently beneath my fingers when I gripped her throat only drove it home how quickly I could finish this. I could snap her neck and avenge my brother. It would be easy. She wouldn't resist me. She wouldn't fight back.

      An eye for an eye.

      A life for a life.

      My parents wouldn't judge me. Hell, there wasn’t a damn person in the town of Pocketful – man, woman, or child – who would blame me.

      Maybe if she was gone my mother would leave her bedroom again. Maybe my father would stop hiding from his grief and pretending that everything was normal when nothing would ever be normal again. Maybe I wouldn't feel so goddamn hollow inside.

      Romi Dillon had taken everything from me. My brother's life. My mother's will to live. My father's emotions. My goddamn sanity. So why the fuck was I cupping her face instead of putting an end to this once and for all?

      Because she's Romi, that's why. She's been your best fucking friend since the beginning of time, asshole. There's more to this story and you know it. She would never intentionally harm Chris.

      No. I shook my head, rebuking those thoughts. She did kill my brother and now she got to walk around scot free? Six months in a juvenile detention center was the value of my brother's life? The punishment for ending his world?

      There was no goddamn justice in the world, so I'd been making my own – doling out my own version of punishment since she came back to town at the end of the summer. My friends stalked her. We were openly hostile to her. Taunted her. Terrorized her. Provoked her.

      Nothing worked.

      She didn’t react to a damn thing I did.

      She didn’t crack.

      I knew she was hiding something. Something that the police and autopsy reports couldn’t tell me, and I wouldn’t stop until I got that information.

      "Tell me." As I stared into her eyes, I felt that familiar prickle of heat on the back of my neck, the same sensation Romi Dillon had been evoking from my body since childhood, and I fucking hated myself for feeling it now.

      Vivid, technicolor images of our past infiltrated my brain, and memories of blonde hair splayed on my pillow, soft lips and gentle hands, bombarded me, threatening to weaken my resolve, but I quickly pushed them out of my mind. The past was dead and gone. My brother was dead and gone, and she was responsible for that.

      Haunted whiskey-colored eyes stared back at me, full of defeat, full of secrets. I wished I could make an incision in her scalp and siphon those secrets out. I needed them, dammit. I was a desperate man. I liked control and for the past ten months, it felt like my world was freewheeling.

      Refusing to inhale her scent, knowing full well that my resolve and my stupid fucking heart couldn't take the memory, I breathed through my mouth instead. "Tell me," I repeated, hearing the crack in my own damn voice. It cracked because I was breaking. Plain and simple. Dragging in a rough breath, I whispered, "Please."

      Fuck, I hated that word. It pained me to say it to the girl responsible for all of my family's pain, but I would if it meant I could finally sleep at night. If it meant she would put me out of my damn misery. If it meant I could finally put the memory of my brother to rest.

      "Romi?" Quinton Presley, my brother's best friend and one of the few people in this town who didn’t automatically take my side in the Dillon/Capaldi feud stepped into my peripheral vision. "Are you alright?"

      I could feel him approaching, his Vans scuffing against the concrete, but I kept my eyes on Romi, forcing her into submission with my eyes alone.

      Just like always.

      "Walk away, Presley." My voice was hard, my muscles twitching with the urge to swing back and pummel my fist into the prick. He always had it bad for my brother's girl. It was gross that he was making his move now with Chris barely cold in the ground. "Go now," I added, tone laced with menace. "While you still can."

      "No can do, Capaldi," came his calm response. "I'm videoing this little interaction as we speak. Put another finger on her and this goes viral."

      I snorted. "Like I give a fuck."

      "You may not care about beating on girls, but your mama will," he countered. "From what I hear, the poor woman hasn't left the house since the funeral. Do you think seeing her only living son attacking a female on the damn internet is gonna help with her depression?"

      "You just stepped over a line bringing up my family, Pres," I seethed, finally breaking eye contact with Romi to glare at her newfound protector. "I suggest you scramble back over it and disappear."

      "She didn’t kill Chris, man," he shot back, not backing down even though it was clear that I could break his scrawny ass in half if I felt inclined. And right now, I felt thoroughly inclined.

      Clocking in at six feet, Presley was toned from swimming, but he was no real threat to me. He was a complete fucking brainiac like Chris used to be and didn’t have an aggressive bone in his body, but his mouth? Goddamn, his mouth was going to get him an up close and personal encounter with my fist.

      "It was a tragic accident," he continued, sliding his phone back in his jeans pocket, seemingly satisfied when I stepped away from Romi. "The girl has paid her dues, and you need to let it go. She was your best friend your whole damn life, and you need to get a handle on yourself. Shit, Sketch, this ain't you. You don’t go around terrorizing girls."

      "Paid her dues?" Did I hear that right? "Let it go?"

      "That's right," he replied evenly. "And if Chris was still here, he'd be so disappointed in you." Narrowing his eyes, he added, "I mean, come on, man. Romi? Of all the people you decide to take your grief and pain out on, you choose the girl you and Chris have been in love with since Pre-K –"

      "Shut the fuck up!" Like a loose canyon, I detonated and charged him, not stopping until I had him on his back on the concrete. "It's her fault! My brother's dead and she's responsible." Rearing back, I rammed my fist into his jaw. "Maybe someone should take your sister away from you and then you can come talk to me about paid dues and letting shit go!"

      "This is the last thing Chris would want and you goddamn know it," he wheezed. "He would want you and Romi to stick together, not tear strips outta one another."

      "Fuck you, Pres," I snarled, socking him hard once more. "Don’t tell me what Chris would want. He was my brother!"

      "Sketch, don’t," Romi strangled out as she lurched forward and pulled on my shirt. "Please. Quinton didn’t do anything to you."

      "Get your murderous fucking hands off me," I spat, rearing an arm back and roughly shoving her away. "Evil bitch."

      Stunned by the sudden move, Romi toppled backwards and landed on the concrete. Her blonde hair splayed everywhere and her blue eyes, full of unshed tears, widened in horror. She was so damn petite in stature that she looked almost childlike sprawled out on the gravel. Memories of a previous lifetime spent preventing that flooded my mind and I balked, refusing to remember our past.

      Refusing to remember her.

      "You think I'm gonna apologize for that?" I demanded hoarsely, feeling my heart hammer violently in my chest as guilt and panic churned inside of me. "Nah, girl. Get a fucking clue."

      Shoving off Presley, I quickly climbed to my feet, feeling the adrenalin overload rushing through my veins, desperately seeking an outlet.

      "You deserve to be on the ground," I sneered, towering over her. "You deserve to be in the fucking ground, not him."

      Hacking up a phlegm ball, I spat on the ground by her feet, refusing to allow my conscience to get in the way of my blinding grief.

      "You're done around here, killer," I added, forcing myself to back away before I did something reckless. "By the time I'm finished with you, you're gonna wish you died that night."

      "Believe me, I already do," I heard her say as I climbed into my truck. "Every day."

      Refusing to let her words affect me, I slammed the door of my truck shut and quickly tore my gaze from the rearview mirror, unwilling to watch them together.

      Simmering with barely restrained fury, I cranked the engine and gunned it out of the parking lot, debating where to go next.

      The gym and listen to the guys talk shit about whatever side piece they planned to bang that weekend, all while casting guilty glances in my direction?

      Home and listen to my mama scream and list all of the ways in which I disappointed her before going on to tell me that she wishes every night that God had taken me and not her baby?

      The cemetery and listen to the sound of my own breaking heart, while I contemplated how badly my brother's body had decomposed in the ground by now?

      No. I couldn’t fucking do any of those things in my current frame of mind.

      I couldn't cope with the guys' happiness, Mama's wrath, or Chris's absence.

      There was only one place I could go.

      One place I was guaranteed to get her alone.

      I knew she would be there.

      It was tradition.

      It was truth day.
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      "You have to fight back against him, Romi," Presley said as he helped me to my feet. "This torment has gone on long enough." Grabbing my bag off the ground, he dusted it off before handing it back to me. "He's a goddamn liability."

      "He's just hurting," I replied quietly, following him across the lot to his Mercedes. "I don’t blame him, Pres."

      I really didn’t. Sketch was damaged and, in a way, he always had been. The death of his brother had catapulted him to a place I doubted anyone could reach him.

      He was so blinded by his grief, drowning so deeply in his feelings that I knew he couldn't think clearly.

      It didn’t excuse him for pushing and shoving me around.

      It just meant that I understood his pain.

      I felt it daily.

      "Bullshit," Presley countered, pressing a button on his key fob that caused the sleek, red convertible to light up. "He put his hands on you." Yanking the passenger door open, he gestured for me to climb inside before rounding the hood of the car and climbing into the driver's seat. "Chris would lose his mind if he knew you were being treated like this."

      "Chris is gone." Setting my bag next to my feet, I fastened my seatbelt and clasped my hands together, movements rigid. "I couldn’t help him then and he can't help me now."

      "You didn’t kill him," Presley shot back coolly as he started the engine and pulled out of his parking space. "And it's high time that douchebag brother of his came to terms with that."

      "Perception is a person's reality," I whispered, cringing at the thought. "You know that, Pres. You’re the one obsessed with psychology."

      "Well, Sketch Capaldi's perception of life is so screwed up and warped that no amount of Dr. Phil re-runs can help me figure him out," Presley countered with a huff. "Goddamn." Tightening his hold on the wheel with one hand, he pushed his brown hair from his eyes with the other. "I don’t get that guy, Romi. I really don’t," he admitted. "You three were inseparable. He fucking adored the ground you walked on for as long as I can remember. How can he turn on you like that?"

      "Because his brother is dead," I replied, numb. "And I'm responsible."

      Presley cast me a sideways glance that screamed bullshit, but he didn’t say anything else.

      Like me and Sketch, Presley and Chris had been joined at the hip since kindergarten. They had always shared this amazing bond and even when Chris and I went on dates, nine times out of ten, Presley tagged along with a date of his own.

      When Chris passed away, Presley was beyond devastated, but he was the only one of our friends that hadn't automatically turned on me.

      He never questioned my account of that night's events and he never once called me a killer.

      Instead, he continued to offer me friendship by visiting me in juvie.

      He didn’t see me as a murderer.

      Just Romi.

      A burning curiosity simmered inside of me; one that insisted I pick Quinton Presley's brain and demand to know what secrets of Chris's he kept tucked away in his brilliant mind.

      The only thing holding me back from doing just that was knowing that he would demand my secrets in return and I couldn’t do that.

      

      "Sketch is safe. He and Presley are about the only two people I'm sure we can trust…"

      

      I was convinced that Presley knew more than he let on, but I couldn’t risk asking him and exposing myself in the process.

      Chris might have trusted him, and Presley had always been kind to me, but I was still on the fence, with a death grip on the purse strings that contained my diminishing supply of trust.

      "I'm sorry about your face," I told him, grimacing when my eyes landed on the nasty swelling under his right eye. His jaw was red and puffy, too. The boy was going to have a real bad shiner for a week or so – curtesy of Sketch Capaldi and his swinging fists.

      "I'm just glad that I had my contacts in today," was his breezy reply. "Don’t worry. It looks worse than it feels."

      "You shouldn’t stick up for me," I whispered. "Not when it comes to Sketch. You know how he sees things, Pres." I shrugged weakly. "Everything is black and white to him. Defending me makes you a target, too. It makes you his enemy."

      "I can handle Sketch," Chris replied with a shrug. "And unlike him, I have the ability to look beyond the rumors. I happen to hold the clarity to see through the bullshit and possess the composure and self-restraint to find the truth without beating on terrified little girls."

      I stiffened. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "It means that I see you, Romi Dillon." He looked me right in the eyes. "And I know you're not a killer."

      I shook my head. "I…I…Pres, I…"

      "Don’t worry," he replied. "You'll get your words out when you're ready." He turned his attention back to the road. "And your memories."

      Yeah, Quinton Presley knew far more than he was letting on.
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      Silently reeling from Presley's admission the whole drive home, I reluctantly asked if he wanted to come inside to clean up when he pulled up outside my house.

      After all, he'd taken a fist to the face for me.

      When he thankfully declined my invitation to come inside and waved me off, already late for swim practice, I quickly left the safety of his car and dashed into my house, keeping my head down, and not daring to glance sideways at the sprawling, newly-erected fencing that separated my family's property line from the Capaldi's.

      

      "I have the clarity to see through the bullshit and I have the composure and self-restraint to find the truth without beating on terrified little girls."

      

      Yeah, those words had scared me far greater than anything Sketch ever said. Presley was a freaking genius and knowing that he was onto me only made the hysteria bubbling up inside of me worsen.

      With terror spiking inside of me, I quickly let myself inside and scurried through the entryway, passing Lance, head of my father's home security team, as I moved straight for the winding, iron-cast staircase that led to the second and third levels of the house.

      With countless properties and businesses littered throughout the state of Louisiana and beyond, my father was wealthy in the extreme, hence the excessive extravagance I lived in. With a lumber yard, car dealership, and two bars based in Pocketful alone, it was safe to say that we weren't short on money, but Daddy's real fortune came from his ships. He was co-owner of Capaldi and Dillon Holdings, a multi-million-dollar overseas shipping company that emphasized on maritime haulage with fleets docked up and down the east coast of America and traveling to destinations all around the globe.

      Because of this my father insisted on keeping security tight. Our three-story home located on the outskirts of the dreary and painstakingly boring town of Pocketful was ridiculously large and set on several acres of neatly tended lawns and gardens. And even though we never had a single incident or intruder at the property since my existence, my father insisted on having a guard on hand 24/7. Chris and Sketch's father enforced a much higher level of security in their house, so it never felt weird to me to see hulking men in suits lingering nearby.

      Our house was far too spacious for just my father and me, but in my eighteen years on earth, I'd never lived anywhere else – well, except for the six months spent in juvenile detention.

      This was the house my father and mother had brought me home from the hospital to and planned to fill with many more children. Tragically, my mother passed away when I was six, leaving me his only child. My father didn’t have the heart to sell and relocate, nor had he had the urge to remarry at the time. So here we remained, in Pocketful, Louisiana, living side by side with his business partner, Christopher Capaldi, his wife, Georgia, and my best-friends, Chris Jr. and Sketch.

      Former best-friends, Romi.

      Chris is gone and Sketch hates your guts.

      Close to my breaking point and still clutching my schoolbag tightly to my chest, I padded up the rest of the steps, ignoring our housekeeper when she called out, "Ramona, are you home?"

      Like it mattered if I was. Mrs. Bane was paid to be nice to me. A paycheck signed off by my father once a month was the only reason the woman spoke to me anymore.

      Holding my silence, I continued to the second level of the house, not stopping until I was safely tucked away in my room with my door closed behind me.

      With my back pressed to the white frame of my bedroom door, I expelled a shaky breath, feeling like I could finally breathe again.

      You're not safe here, Romi, look at what happened to me, a niggling voice that sounded hauntingly like Chris's continued to whisper in my mind.

      

      "…It's a lie. All of it. Don't trust these people. Protect my brother and get out of Pocketful,"

      "I can't."

      "You have no choice."

      "I'm so scared."

      "Good. Your fear just might keep you alive..."

      

      Shaking my head to clear the maddening thoughts, I tossed my bag on the hardwood floor and made a beeline for my bed, knocking the small stack of unopened birthday gifts off my bed as I moved.

      Dropping face down on my mattress, I crawled up the length of my bed until my head was buried in my pillow. Toeing off my heels, I held my breath and remained motionless, body rigid, heart heavy, and brain completely fucking done with the world.

      In the silence, my mind replayed this afternoon’s events, and the reality of coming face to face with Sketch came crashing down on me. Reliving the look of hatred in his eyes and his cruelly spoken words crushed my heart, and cinched out my will to keep going.

      When would it end?

      It wouldn’t.

      Not unless I left the town of Pocketful.

      Or died.

      You shouldn’t have put your foot on that brake pedal, Romi. If you hadn't, you would be with Chris now…

      The prospect of finishing senior year in this town, surrounded by people that both despised me and wanted to cause me physical harm, was depressing. The prospect of staying in this house was worse. But it was the not knowing that was the worst of all.

      "Trust no one, Romi…"

      Panic clawed at my gut, bringing with it a wave of silent hysteria, the pain in my heart making me wish I was a strong enough person to snatch my father's pistol from his desk drawer, put it in my mouth, and pull the trigger. But the coward in me would never pull the trigger.

      God knows I'd tried.

      "Romi?" A soft knock came from the other side of my door moments before it creaked open and my father's concerned voice became clearer. "How was your day?"

      Pain engulfed me the moment I heard him.

      So many lies.

      So many secrets.

      "Fine," I managed to say, though my response was muffled from the pillow pushed to my face. "How was yours?"

      I heard his heavy sigh and then the sound of footsteps approaching. Moments later, the mattress dipped and his large hand was on my shoulder, giving me a gentle squeeze. "Why don’t I believe you?"

      Because I'm lying. "Don’t worry about me."

      "I always worry about you, sweet pea."

      God, that hurt worse than being called killer. For a moment, I contemplated throwing myself into my father's arms and begging him to get us both out of this poisonous town. I debated telling him what I saw that night. What I heard...

      But the same doubt, fear, and paranoia that kept me from putting a bullet in my brain stopped me from spilling my secrets.

      Chris told me not to trust anyone around me, but surely that didn’t include my father? But if he did mean my dad, then who would protect Sketch in the aftermath?

      

      "Save yourself and my brother…promise me you'll protect him from the truth, Romi. Don’t let him avenge me. He'll die trying…"

      

      "I'm okay, Dad," I pushed the words out, knowing that he needed to hear them. Lifting my head up, I forced myself to give him the respect he deserved and looked him in the eyes. "I swear."

      "I know you're not," he countered, and his light brown eyes, so similar to mine, flashed with emotion. "But I want you to know that you can talk to me, baby girl. Whatever it is that's stuck in your head, be it memories of that night or anything else, you can tell me."

      Could I?

      Chris's face flashed in front of my eyes. In my mind, he was shaking his head and putting his index finger to his lips.

      Shh.

      Trembling, I repressed the urge to jerk away from him and run.

      "I won't judge you."

      "I ah…" I opened my mouth, feeling my tongue run dry as I deliberated with myself – while I drowned in my inner turmoil. Chris had to be wrong about my father. I could trust him. I knew I could. All I had to do was confide in him and he could turn this all around, make it all go away. He was clearly as clueless as Sketch. So why didn’t I? Why couldn’t I get the words out? "Daddy, I–"

      "Cal, is everything okay?" Victoria's thickly accented voice filled my ears and I swiftly clamped my mouth shut, swallowing down my words.

      Swallowing my truth.

      My father's eyes burned holes in mine for the longest moment. When he realized that I wasn't going to speak again, he exhaled heavily and bowed his head.

      I disappointed him.

      Again.

      "Good afternoon, Romi," Victoria said when my father didn’t answer her. Stepping inside, she walked over to the gifts scattered on my bedroom floor and scooped them up. "Happy birthday, dear."

      Placing them on the bed between us, she moved to stand behind my father, placing her slender hands on his shoulders. Looking far too young to be involved with a man my father's age, she flicked her curly, jet-black mane over her shoulder and smiled down at me. She had that beautiful olive skin-tone so common in Italians and was undeniably gorgeous.

      "Victoria." The moment I saw the glittering diamond on her left hand, I tore my gaze off her newly-acquired engagement ring and met her stare head-on, unwilling to show weakness in front of this woman. She was twenty-six years old and young enough to be my sister. Instead, she was fucking my soon-to-be fifty-year-old father and it made me sick to my stomach. Every muscle in my body coiled tight at the sight of this shark in supermodel skin. "Thank you."

      She offered me a wide, pearly-white, insincere smile. "Your father wanted to gift you a car for your special day," she told me. "Obviously that is not quite possible now – what with your license being suspended."

      Twist the knife why don’t you… "Of course," I agreed, slowly pulling myself into a sitting position. It was hard for me to make and keep eye contact with people anymore but I forced myself to do just that with this woman. "I wasn't expecting anything."

      "That's enough about that," Daddy was quick to rebuke, still giving me his full attention and Victoria his back. She did not like that. Not one bit. "Today is a happy day," he added, clearing his throat. "My baby girl turns eighteen."

      It took everything I had to garner a smile in this woman's presence, but I did it for him. "Thanks, Daddy." Reaching for the gifts, I leaned close and pressed a kiss to his stubbly cheek. "I love you."

      "I love you too, sweet pea," he replied, voice thick with emotion. "Always and forever. Through hell or high water."

      Victoria definitely didn’t like hearing that and she showed her displeasure by widening her smile so deeply that I thought her perfectly proportioned cheeks might crack.

      Actually, I was surprised she could contort her face in such a shape considering the number of Botox injections she'd had administered.

      Yeah, my father's fiancée was a whore. Victoria Quatello was a grade-A, devious, vindictive, plastic-faced bitch sent straight from the fiery pits of hell to ruin my life.

      So far, she'd done a fabulous job and, four years in, I feared she was only getting started. In the beginning she was just my father's arm-candy, a nuisance but no real threat to me. But since he put a ring on her finger eighteen months ago, she had become Satan in a G-string.

      Having me back under my father's roof was pissing her off to no end, and there was no doubt in my mind that she had been praying the judge would throw the book at me.

      In a sick way, I found it darkly amusing that the very person who had caused a wedge between my father and me was the very person who had pushed me and Chris together in the first place.

      My wariness and suspicion of Victoria was what had bonded Chris and I together after my breakup with Sketch. When I could barely get out of bed because of my depression, I had concentrated all of my energy on the new woman in my father's life, on unearthing her flaws and revealing her motives for being with a man almost twice her age. Chris had helped me with a level of support and enthusiasm that I'd both needed and clung to in those early post-Sketch days.

      Chris and I had spent months spying on my father's fiancée and I knew more about her than she realized. More than was safe for her.

      "Mrs. Bane is making a lovely family meal for us in celebration of your big day," Victoria told me, her cold green eyes levelled on my face. "You are more than welcome to invite some of your friends over to join us." Her smile deepened and there was a wickedness in her eyes that chilled me to the bone. She was enjoying my pain, knowing full well that I didn’t have any friends left – Presley excluded, and even then, he'd been Chris's best friend, not mine. No, because my best friend was the boy who currently wanted to inflict bodily harm on me.

      "I think I'll take a walk through the gardens before dinner," I said, turning back to my father, purposefully avoiding her eyes. "Work up an appetite." I didn’t wait for a response. Climbing off my bed, I grabbed my shoes and moved for the door.

      "What about your gifts, dear?" Victoria called after me, not masking the victory in her tone. "Your father and I went to an awful lot of trouble for you not to open them."

      "Let her be, Vic," my father replied quietly. "She can open them later."

      Flinching at the pain in my father's voice, I kept going and walked out of my room, needing to put as much distance between me and that bitch as I could before I exploded.
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      When I was safely outside and far away from Victoria, I wandered through the gardens at the back of our house, passing the pool, hot tub, and fountains as I moved.

      Even though the gardens at the back of our house were vast and our property line went on for what felt like miles, I didn’t need a map to know where I was going. It was a trail I was all familiar with. It was the same child-made trail that I had taken every day for years.

      Forty-five minutes later, I was slipping past the honeysuckle bush and weaving between several trees at the edge of our property.

      My shoes crushed against the fallen yellowish leaves as I moved. Finally, I found myself standing at the base of the old oak.

      The old, rickety ladder was still there, still as unstable as ever, and I felt a small tug at my lips as I thought about how many times I'd fallen out of this exact tree.

      Quickly shaking the thoughts away before they darkened to the point of no return, I embarked on the climb, carefully maneuvering my way up the trunk until I reached the treehouse. The den. The fort. The place where my childhood dreams were made.

      Hoisting myself onto the solid wooden platform, I crawled through the narrow archway with every intention of staying in here until dinner was over and my father and Victoria went to bed. They wouldn’t come looking for me back here. Lance never trailed me at home, Victoria had never wandered further into the grounds than the pool, and Daddy wouldn’t be able to remember the way to the den if he tried. He'd only been back here a handful of times in eighteen years.

      Hidden away in this tree, I was safe from the danger.

      For a few short hours, I was free from the world.

      "I knew you'd come."

      Startled by the sound of his voice, my head snapped up and I locked eyes on an imposing figure sitting in the far corner of the treehouse.

      The only light that could enter was being partially blocked by my body as I hovered in the entryway, but I could still see him.

      Like me, Sketch was still dressed in his school uniform and I knew he had to have raced home to catch me in here. Tossing the pad he'd been using to sketch his latest masterpiece on away, he gave me his full attention. "We need to finish that talk."

      No. No. No…

      My mind went blank but my body jumped into action. Heart accelerating wildly in my chest, I started to back out of the treehouse, feet searching for a step on the ladder to drop onto, but Sketch was much too fast for me.

      Lunging forward, he fisted the front of my shirt and dragged me deeper inside the small space with him.

      Roughly shoving me into the corner he'd occupied, Sketch positioned his body in front of the small entryway, essentially trapping me inside with him.

      He was so damn broad that the only light seeping in now was through the tiny cracks in the misplaced wooden beams that formed the walls around our childhood fort.

      When the three of us thought up the layout of the treehouse several years ago, we created it without windows for the sole purpose of privacy. At the time, we had believed in mystical monsters and woodland creatures. In our naïve, seven-year-old minds, we had been proud supporters of the ostrich effect. If we can't see them, they can't see us.

      Of course, Daddy had a team of professionals come in to build it for us, but we had been hellbent on them following our hand-drawn blueprints, insisting that a tiny U-shaped doorway be the only access to our den. The archway was barely big enough for a grown-up to squeeze through and that was the point. The treehouse was our domain, not theirs.

      Breathing hard and fast, I scrambled away until my back was resting against the timber wall behind me. Wrapping my arms around my knees, I kept my head bent and my gaze glued to the floor.

      "Cut that docile shit out and look at me. We both know you're no wilting flower," he barked and I snapped my head back up, too afraid to disobey him.

      Not now.

      Not without witnesses.

      Satisfied with my reaction and the fact that I couldn’t escape if I tried, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and flipped on the flashlight, bathing the small 6x8 feet space in a yellow hue.

      "Now." Setting the phone face down with the light shining upwards, he stretched his legs out and folded his arms across his chest, making his biceps bulge. "Let's talk."

      I cleared my throat and parted my lips to say something, anything, but all that came out was a strangled whimper. Wetting my bottom lip with my tongue, I tightened my arms around my knees and tried to speak again.

      Nothing came out.

      Not a single word.

      "You're not a mute, killer," he stated, but his tone wasn't nearly as venomous as earlier. In fact, he sounded weary now, and a little resigned. "You've never been stuck for words a day in your life, so don’t start now."

      That was the old Romi. He was remembering a girl from a different lifetime. "Things change," I replied, voice strained. "I'm not the same girl."

      "I can agree with that," he replied, keeping his electric blue eyes honed in on mine. His stare was so severe that it took everything in me not to look away. It had always been like that. Everything about him put me on high-alert.

      Where Chris had warm, pale-blue eyes that were almost grey in pigment, Sketch's eyes were a shocking shade of vibrant blue that could pierce right through a person.

      Even though they were twins, they looked as different as night and day, with Chris's hair a light blond like their father's and Sketch's a dark brown. The only physical trait they shared was their height. Both of the twins were ridiculously tall. But where Chris was lean from swimming, Sketch was broader and heavily packed with muscles from football.

      Chris's face had still held the softness of boyhood and could get away with several days between shaving, while Sketch had lost the boyish look years before and shaved daily to keep his stubble in check. Chris had double dimples in his cheeks and another in his chin. Sketch had a lone dimple in his left cheek and a square jaw. They didn't even share the same skin complexion with Chris being fair skinned while Sketch had an olive skin tone and a year-round sun-kissed tan.

      Like their looks, the twin's personalities were on opposites ends of the spectrum. Chris was a complete fricking genius with Ivy league colleges snapping at his heels. He was also warm-natured and kind, diplomatic and charismatic, and had a way with people that allowed him the luxury of being able to talk his way out of almost anything.

      Meanwhile, Sketch, even though he was smart in his own right, didn’t care enough to try to pull for good grades. He didn’t care when he passed a test and he cared even less when he failed, doing the bare amount of schoolwork to keep him on the football team. He was reckless, rough around the edges, and constantly getting into brawls.

      Chris had been their parents favorite since childhood. Nothing he ever did or didn’t do changed his parents' attitude towards him, nothing made him equal to Chris in their eyes, so Sketch made it his life's mission to be the opposite.

      He was so intent on being everything that his brother wasn’t that it surprised me when he joined the football team back in elementary school. I suspected the fact that his parents never batted an eyelid was the only reason he kept it up and didn’t quit. If they had shown the slightest interest in his one positive extracurricular activity, I had no doubt that Sketch would have quit on the spot.

      It was the same with his artwork. He was genuinely gifted when it came to drawing – hence the nickname Sketch – and had won several state competitions with his impressive artwork. He was constantly being pushed by the teaching staff at Newton-Willis to pursue a place at an art college after graduation, but again, that was never spoken about in the Capaldi household because everyone was too busy congratulating Chris on his stellar grades and countless academic awards.

      One thing was clear, though, and that was the twins love for each other. Sketch never held a grudge on Chris over their parent's blatant favoritism of him, and Chris, in turn, had always turned a blind eye to the crazy and, more often than not, illegal crap Sketch got himself mixed up in.

      For polar opposites, the Capaldi twins were – had been – as thick as thieves. They were openly affectionate towards one-another and each other's biggest supporters.

      "You're not the girl I grew up with and I'm not the same guy," Sketch continued to say, dragging me back to the here and now. "You don’t know me anymore and I don’t know you, so why don’t we both cut the shit and get down to business." Jaw ticking, he narrowed his eyes and said, "I want you to tell me how it went down."

      "I can't," I replied, breath hitching in my throat when I saw the pain flash in his eyes. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I wished he realized how much it was costing me to protect him. My sanity. "I'm so sorry."

      "I don’t want your sorrys," he strangled out, chest heaving as hard as mine now. "I want your secrets."

      "I didn’t hurt Chris." It was all I could say. It was all that was safe to say. "I promise."

      "Your promises don’t mean a goddamn thing to me anymore," he spat and then groaned like he was in physical pain. "What's it gonna take, huh? What do I have to do to get you to talk?" Uncrossing his arms, he fisted his dark hair, his handsome features contorting into a concoction of anger and agony. "Do I need to up the ante at school? Get more people involved? Fuck with you a little more?" Dropping his hands to his sides, clearly unable to sit still, he locked eyes with me again. "Do I need to hurt you?"

      Trembling, I exhaled a ragged breath and whispered, "I do know you, Sketch, and I know you would never hurt me." I hoped. "It's not in your nature. You don’t hit girls."

      "I thought I knew you, too." Tilting his head to one-side, he said, "But you turned out to be a killer, so I guess we don’t really know the people closest to us after all."

      "I told the truth."

      "No." A cold tremor ran through me when he shifted onto his knees. "Your bottom lip quivers when you lie." Shaking his head profusely, he moved closer, not stopping until he was kneeling in front of me. "It's quivering right now."

      "Because you're scaring me," I breathed, heart hammering wildly in my chest.

      "I'm scaring you?" He arched a brow. "And yet you're the one with blood on your hands," he sneered. "Funny little world, huh?"

      "I guess," was all I could say, knowing that however I responded to him would make me sound guilty. "I'm sorry." The word slipped out again, and I knew it would fall on deaf ears. He said it himself; he didn’t want my sorrys or my promises. I offered them to him anyway. "I never wanted any of this to happen. You have to believe that. This –" I gestured between us and cringed. "The way things are between us now is the last thing I would ever want."

      He glared at me for a long beat before blowing out a frustrated breath. "You know, I haven't slept more than an hour or two at night since he died." Shoulders slumping in defeat, he moved to sit beside me. "I can't get his face out of my mind." He tilted his head back, gaze cast upwards. "Why'd you do it?" His tone was resigned, his words little more than a broken whisper. "Why Chris?"

      "I'm sorry. I wish I could go back in time," I confessed, shivering when his arm brushed against mine. "So bad."

      "Yeah?" Hooking his arms around his bent knees, he turned his face to look at me. "And what would you do differently?"

      "Everything," I mumbled, desperately trying to keep the memories at bay. I didn’t want to think about that night. I couldn't.

      "Answer me this –" Giving me his undivided attention, he asked, "If you could have anything in the world right now, what would it be?"

      "Wh-what?" I frowned in confusion, trying to figure out his angle.

      "Right now," he pressed. "If you could have anything at this very minute, what would it be?"

      "You." The word was out of my mouth before I could sensor myself, my reckless heart voicing opinions my brain knew were a terribly idea. "Us," I heard myself continue. "Like it was before."

      His eyes narrowed. "Before?"

      I swallowed deeply and shook my head. "Forget it –"

      "You want me," he said flatly, but his eyes full of calculating heat. "That's what you want?"

      "I don’t know." Feeling at a serious emotional disadvantage, I stared straight ahead. "I didn’t think the question through, I guess."

      "Don’t lie," he warned. "I can read you like a book." Shifting onto his knees, he moved until he was kneeling right in front of me. "Little liar."

      Embarrassed, I bowed my head and whispered, "I think I should leave now."

      "Then leave," came his soft reply, as he placed his hands on my bare knees and roughly shoved them apart. "Go ahead." Keeping my legs pushed apart, he settled between them, causing my skirt to bunch up at my hips. "Run home to daddy."

      My breath hitched in my throat. "Sketch –"

      "Can't, can you?" His hand slowly drifting higher. "You're too damn curious," he pointed out, hand continuing on its path, not stopping until his fingers traced the lining of my panties. "You wanna see what I'll do."

      "You're wrong," I breathed, lying through my teeth.

      "I'm right," he corrected knowingly.

      "Sketch." My knees rattled and I tried to close them to keep him out, but he was too strong for me, his big body keeping my smaller one spread open. "Stop this right now." I meant to sound stern but my nerves betrayed me. My words came out breathy and, if I was being totally honest, full of longing. "You need to –"

      "I need to what?"

      "Not do this," I breathed.

      "Then tell me to stop," he purred, stroking me over my panties. "Say the words 'stop, Sketch' and I'll stop."

      "I, ah, I –" I exhaled a ragged breath. "Jesus..."

      "Did he have you?" His voice was soft now, tone almost coaxing, as his eyes darkened. "Did you at least give the poor bastard your cunt before you killed him? Hmm?" He tilted his head to one side, snaring me with his eyes alone. "Did he take your virginity before you took his life?"

      "Don’t call it that," I snapped, feeling heat rush to my face. I felt myself grow wet and humiliation washed over me. Slapping weakly at his hands, I hissed, "That's disgusting."

      "Your cunt is disgusting?" He arched a brow. "I wouldn’t say that, killer." Boldly, he traced a finger over my panties and smirked. "I'd say you have a very pretty cunt… for such a cunt."

      Retracing his movement, he slipped a finger under the hem of my panties and traced my slit.

      "Oh God." Breathing labored, my head fell back and I quickly balled my hands into fists to stop myself from reaching for him.

      "Jesus, you actually like this, don’t you?" He plunged one finger deep inside my channel and a low growl escaped him. "So damn snug. I can barely get one finger inside you anymore." His voice was thick and laced with approval. "Didn’t he stretch this pussy out like I used to?" He hissed in approval. "Fuck, you feel tighter than ever."

      Slowly, he began to move his finger in and out of me.

      "Didn’t he make this tight hole his own?" Leaning close, he pressed his brow to mine. "Maybe you messed up – putting your eggs in my brother's basket." His breath fanned my face, his lips inches from mine. "Shit, maybe there was something I was better at after all."

      "You didn’t want me, Sketch." I made a feeble attempt to push his hand away but it was half-hearted and we both knew it. "Chris did."

      "And you were so quick to move on," he shot back, tone laced with bitterness. "How fortunate for you that your feelings were so flexible."

      My breath hitched and I narrowed my eyes. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Was I better than him, killer?" he veered off course and asked. "Did he make you come like I did?"

      "Sketch, don’t play games with me –"

      "You remember me stretching you out with my fingers, don’t you?" His eyes burned into mine. "And with my tongue."

      A soft moan escaped my parted lips.

      "Screaming out my name as you shook and trembled beneath me."

      "I…"

      "I always made it good for you," he whispered. "Didn’t I?"

      I nodded weakly, unable to lie about that.

      "Fuck." Breathing hard, Sketch caught ahold of both of my wrists in one of his large hands and pinned them to the timber wall above my head. "You're drenched for me."

      I was and it revolted me. Trembling, I stopped fighting and let him pin my wrists, unable to hide the truth or my feelings.

      "Please…" I let my words trail off, unsure of what I wanted to say, only knowing that I never wanted him to stop. "Oh god, please..."

      "Please what, killer?" he purred, thumb moving to circle my clit as he crooked his finger inside me, making my limbs spasm and jerk. "Hmm?" His words were cruel but his touch was deceptively gentle. "Do you want my fingers in your cunt, cunt?"

      My breath caught in my throat and I clenched my eyes shut.

      His stare was too much.

      His words were too cruel.

      I felt too exposed.

      "Please," I begged again, powerless to the swell of desire building up in my body.

      "Please do it?" As he said the words, he slid a second finger inside my pussy. "Or please stop?"

      Instantly, I pulsed and clenched around him and another guttural moan escaped my lips. My thighs fell open of their own accord, my body answering his question when my mind refused to.

      "Yeah." Self-loathing filled me and a pained, humorless chuckle ripped from his chest. "That's what I thought."

      "Sketch…"

      "You were always so receptive," he said, breathing harder now. "You always loved my dirty talk, didn’t you?"

      Nodding weakly, I blew out a shaky breath that transformed into a breathy moan.

      He growled his approval. "That's right, daddy's girl. You like when I'm rough with you."

      "Oh god…"

      "You get off on it." His movements quickened, fingers plunging faster and harder inside my tight channel. "Because you want what's between my legs, don’t you?" He growled, thumbing my clit with the perfect amount of pressure. "You want what's between my legs buried between yours." He roughly forced a third finger inside me and I cried out as the pressure increased. "Buried deep inside you."

      "Oh god," I cried out, shamelessly bucking my hips against his hand. "Sketch." Spreading my legs apart as far as I could, I bared myself entirely to him. "Please."

      "Stretching you out." Keeping his brow pressed to mine, he released his hold on my wrists, causing them to flop at my sides, as he continued to pleasure me with his skilled fingers. "Fucking you raw."

      Instinctively, I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck, breathing hitched and ragged. "Yes…" Completely losing my mind, I clutched him tightly, closed the space between our mouths, and pressed my lips to his.

      Instantly, Sketch's entire body turned rigid and I knew that I had made a terrible mistake.
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      "Take your mouth off me," Sketch warned against my lips, stiffening at the contact, but never breaking stride as he finger-fucked me into a tailspin. "And your hands."

      Drunk off hormones, I blinked my eyes open and locked eyes with his. "But you're touching me," I argued, confused and trembling.

      "Do you want me to stop?" he asked in a level tone.

      Panicked at the thought, I quickly shook my head.

      Desire flashed in his eyes but it was quickly replaced with hatred. Keeping his brow pressed to mine, he stroked my nose with his. The move was so affectionate and tender that my body spazzed out and my heart wept.

      Still nuzzling my nose with his, and with his lips almost touching mine, he whispered, "Then don’t touch me again."

      "That's not fair."

      "Life's not fair."

      Swallowing down a sob at his obvious repulsion, I let my hands fall to my sides, fingernails digging into the timber beams beneath me as he continued to thumb my clit with expert precision.

      "Good little killer," he said approvingly, using his free hand to work the buttons on my school shirt, flicking them open with ease. "Now take it off for me. I wanna see you bare."

      Trembling, I leaned forward and slipped both my cardigan and blouse off my shoulders, not thinking twice about my actions. I was moving purely on instinct now, driven forward by primal urges and old feelings.

      "The bra too," he ordered, rearing back to watch me, fingers still teasing my clit. "Show me those pretty tits that got my brother killed."

      My heart deflated in my chest. "I didn't –"

      "Do you want me to keep going?"

      I bit down on my lip, too prideful to answer him.

      "Fair enough." With a heavy, drawn-out sigh, he moved to pull his hand away.

      "Wait –" Desperate for human affection, no, desperate for his affection, I reached both hands between us and held his hand there, forcing him to cup me in my most intimate area. "Keep going."

      I had no idea how we'd gotten here and, in this moment, I didn’t care. I was lost and lonely, miserable and broken, and I wanted my best friend back. I wanted any version of Sketch Capaldi that I could get.

      This wasn't the first time I'd had his fingers inside me, but it was different. We weren't sixteen anymore and there was no Chris to think about. There was nothing stopping either of us from crashing over that line we'd been teetering on and blurring for years.

      Except for his blatant hatred of me.

      Hatred or not, I could tell that his body most definitely still wanted me. His cock was straining against the fabric of his school slacks, his blue eyes almost black with hunger.

      "Sketch…" I rolled my hips, clutching his hand with both of mine for all I was worth. "Please don’t stop."

      His eyes darkened even further and his nostrils flared, but he didn’t pull his hand away. "What did I tell you about touching me?"

      I quickly jerked my hands away, knowing that I needed to play by his rules. He was hurting and I was responsible. Or so he thought. "I'm sorry."

      "Then do what you were told and take off your bra," he repeated, pushing his fingers back inside me, causing me to whimper loudly. "Now."

      Clumsily, I reached behind my back and quickly unsnapped my bra. I let it fall from my shoulders and leaned against the timber frame at my back, chest rising and falling quickly.

      His gaze went straight to my exposed breasts and his tongue snaked out to wet his lips. "Jesus."

      My nipples pebbled as I watched him watch me. His stare was so heated and intense that my skin broke out in goosepimples. It felt like he was touching me with his gaze alone.

      Shivering, I balled my hands into small fists and waited. For what, I had no clue, but I waited nevertheless, lost in sensation.

      "They're bigger than before," he whispered, and I released a shaky breath. I'd been expecting a cruel comment or retort. Instead he surprised me by saying, "Beautiful," in an almost reverent tone. He continued to stare at me for several long beats before finally shaking his head. "Eighteen suits you, killer."

      My heart stalled in my chest. "You remembered."

      "Couldn’t forget if I wanted to," was his non-committal reply as he continued to fuck me with his fingers. "Considering I've spent the last twelve of your birthdays with you."

      "Yeah." A lone tear trickled down my cheek as I rocked my hips into his touch, hunting that familiar wicked wave of pleasure. My body hummed with electricity, my joints and muscles shaky and loose, while my brain screamed at me to stop this.

      You'll never recover from him.

      He'll ruin you, Romi.

      He thinks you killed his brother.

      He's doing this to hurt you.

      This is a sick game.

      "Please," I squeezed out, feeling my body grow hot and clammy. I'd orgasmed in the past at the hands of this boy and I knew I was close, rising higher and faster, moving closer to that blissful finish line. All he had to do was crook his finger like he used to and I would be there, falling over the edge and drowning in the wave of ecstasy. "Oh God, I…"

      Without warning, Sketch slid his fingers out of me, depriving my body of the orgasm it was chasing.

      "Why'd you do that?" I strangled out, wounded and frustrated.

      Kneeling between my thighs, he stared straight at me. It was only then that I noticed how much of a disadvantage I was at; topless with my skirt around my hips while he was fully clothed. "Because I can."

      "That's cruel."

      Sketch's pupils were dilated and his cheeks were flushed, but that was the only sign that he was feeling exerted. "Is it?"

      Meanwhile, I was panting and breathless. "Yes."

      "Then what do you want from me?" he asked softly.

      "I wanna come," I admitted, feeling bereft without his fingers inside me.

      "Then come," was his cool response. "Nobody's stopping you."

      "Wh-what?"

      "Fuck yourself," he drawled. "Get yourself off." He shrugged like he didn’t care either way, but his eyes, so full of heat and interest, betrayed him. "It's not like I haven't watched you do it before." His tongue snaked out and he wet his full bottom lip. "Many times."

      "No," I squeezed out, devastated when he folded his arms across his broad chest. "I want you to make me come."

      "That's some demand," he stated, blue eyes hard. "All things considered."

      "Please," I whispered, hating the words as they fell from my lips. "Make me come like before."

      He stared at me for the longest moment, causing the silence to stretch around us and the atmosphere to crackle with electricity.

      "I'll make a deal with you," he finally broke the clammy tension by saying.

      "A deal?"

      "Yeah, a deal."

      Uncrossing his muscular arms, he grabbed my hips and dragged me forward until I landed on my back, with him kneeling above me. Leaning close, he stroked my nose with his, once again annihilating my heart with tenderness.

      "What do you think, killer?" Hooking his fingers into the waistband of my plain cotton panties, he slowly tugged them down my legs before tossing them away and settling between my thighs. "Interested?"

      "What kind of deal?" I heard myself ask while my body betrayed me by nodding vigorously.

      "I'll make you –" Pausing to lower the zipper on the side of my skirt, he slapped my thigh, motioning for me to lift up.

      Without hesitation, I lifted my hips for him.

      "I'll make you come, killer," he continued as he removed my skirt, leaving me naked with the exception of my school socks and high-heeled pumps.

      Satisfied with my nudity, he settled my bare thighs on either side of his hips before reaching for his shirt. "With my tongue." Pausing to loosen his tie and then toss it away, he dragged the fabric of his shirt from the waistband of his slacks. "Or my fingers." Fingers moving to the buttons on his shirt, he slowly popped them open. "Or my cock."

      With his shirt hanging open, Sketch quickly shrugged the fabric from his shoulders and tossed it in the same direction as the tie, revealing a chest and stomach carved so tightly with muscles that I had to bite back a moan. He was so beautiful, so toned and chiseled, that it physical hurt me to look at him.

      With a broad chest and shoulders, a lean and ripped torso, and perfectly narrow hips that housed that dangerous V-shaped indent, he was the epitome of male virility.

      It devastated me to think of all of the other girls since me whose eyes had followed that dark dusting of hair under his navel that disappeared beneath the waistband of his slacks. Girls whose tongues had traced every scar and birth mark, every freckle and groove of his flawless skin.

      For his whole life, Sketch Capaldi saw himself as this unlovable creature, when the truth was, I never loved another human being deeper and more profoundly than I loved him.

      Love, Romi, my heart insisted, present tense.

      "Or I can do all three," Sketch whispered, blue eyes on mine. His fingers moved to the waistband of his slacks and he quickly flicked them open before pushing the navy fabric down his hips. "I'll make you come any way you want."

      His erection was clearly straining against the fabric of his black Calvin Kleins, but he made no move to remove them.

      Instead, he hovered above me with my thighs on either side of his hips. "As many times as you want." Planting his hands on the floor on either side of my face, he leaned close and whispered, "All you have to do in return is tell me." Grinding his hips against me, he groaned loudly when his erection rubbed against my slit. "Just tell me about that night."

      "Sketch…"

      Resting his weight on one elbow, he used his free hand to hook my thigh around his waist and rocked against me. The movement caused his slacks to slide further down his hips.

      "Hmm?" he coaxed, slowly grinding himself against my pussy lips. "What do you think?"

      My eyes rolled back and I cried out embarrassingly loud. I knew I was wetter than I'd been in years – two years, to be exact – and he could feel it.

      "Feels right, doesn’t it?" he purred as he continued to rock against me, soaking the lining of his boxers with my arousal. "Me on you?" He pressed harder. "Me in you." The friction was too much, bringing to the surface more sensations than my body could handle. "Say the word and it's yours."

      Lowering his face to mine, he moved as if to kiss me but stopped when our lips were a hair's breadth apart. Shuddering, he quickly switched angles and brushed his nose against mine instead, before pressing his lips to my ear.

      "We can do anything you want," he whispered, lips grazing my ear lobe. "As many times as you want. Just tell me what happened to Chris."

      My heart cracked open in my chest. "I already told you –"

      "You're lying!" he snarled and then quickly shook his head and pressed a light kiss to my shoulder. "I know there's more," he said in a tone laced with desperation.

      "I…can't –"

      "Please." Peppering kisses over my collarbone and down my chest, he trembled above me. "I'll kiss you." He pressed another kiss to my stomach for emphasis before reaching for my hand. "I'll let you touch me." He placed my hand on his rigid shoulder and then shuddered in obvious revulsion. "I'll do anything you want if you just put me out of my misery."

      "Stop," I whispered, feeling numb to the bone. "Sketch, get off me." I could feel the revulsion in his touch, how much it was costing him to put his lips and hands on me, and it made me want to die. "Let me up."

      "I'll call the guys off," he urged, sounding panicked now. "I'll make it all stop. No one will touch you at school anymore. Or in town. I'll make it all go away. Just give me the truth."

      "Sketch, no –"

      "I can make it good for you," he continued, kissing my belly and hipbones. "You know I can –"

      "Holden!" I choked out, using his real name for the first time in forever.

      Knowing that he was only doing this because he thought I murdered his brother was gutting. Knowing that he was willing to sleep with me in order to get me to admit it was worse. "Get the fuck off me. Now."

      Trembling, he pulled back but remained on his knees between my legs.

      Unlike earlier, I didn’t wait around for him to strike again. Instead, I jumped into action and dressed quickly.

      "I just want the truth," he admitted quietly, keeping his eyes on me as he reached for his shirt and shrugged it on his big shoulders. "That's all I'm trying to do here."

      "Yeah, by seducing me," I sobbed, tears trickling down my cheeks as I made a haphazard attempt at buttoning my blouse. "By messing with my head."

      "Can you blame me?" he countered, re-buttoning his shirt. "I did what I had to."

      "Did what you had to?" I shook my head and sniffled out, "Fuck you, Sketch."

      "Fuck me?" he growled, looking livid. "Fuck you, killer."

      "This was a mistake." My bra lay in a crumpled heap at his side so I left it there. "I shouldn't have let you do that." Not bothering to retrieve my panties, I dragged on my skirt and scrambled away, needing to get as far away from him as I could. "It was reckless."

      "Yeah, and you enjoyed every reckless minute of it," he countered with a sneer. "Don’t even bother trying to deny it."

      A pained sob tore from my throat at his claim.

      "Why the fuck are you crying?" he demanded, pushing his hand through his hair. "I didn’t hurt you."

      "Maybe not physically," I choked out, swinging around to glare at him. "But you still hurt me, Sketch."

      He glared right back at me. "And you killed my brother, killer."

      "Stop calling me that!" I screamed louder than I had in years, finally reaching my breaking point. "I'm not a fucking killer!"

      Hell, I screamed so loudly and with such sincerity that even Sketch's brows shot up in surprise.

      "Yes, I was behind the wheel that night," I strangled out, chest heaving as I edged closer to the small opening. "Yes, I ran us off the road." Sniffling, I roughly wiped my nose with the back of my hand. "And yes, I'm responsible for the wreck, but I did what I had to. I did exactly what he told me to."

      "Did what you had to?" He balked. "So, you had to kill Chris?"

      "For the last time, I didn’t kill Chris." A pained cry escaped from somewhere deep in my shattered soul, leaving me feeling bereft and empty. "That's not what happened."

      "Then what happened?" he asked in a deathly cold tone as he moved closer to me. "How did it go down?"

      "I was your best friend," I hissed, hardly able to see his face through my tears. "I was Chris's best friend. I spent my entire life adoring ya'll." A sob racked through me but I forced myself to get it out. "Why would I intentionally hurt either one of you?"

      "I don’t know, killer –"

      "Stop calling me that, Holden!" I screamed, sounding feral now. "I didn’t hurt Chris and I don’t deserve the way you’ve treated me since I came home." Sniffling, I forced myself to glare at him, letting him see the extent of my pain. "And I don't deserve this. What you tried to do just now?" I gestured to where I'd lain naked just moments before. "Use my feelings for you against me?" My breath hitched. "That was a version of cruel that not even I deserve."

      "Your feelings for me," he sneered. "Yeah, you sure did a fine job of hiding those feelings when you were fucking my brother." He shook his head in disgust. "You keep telling yourself that you loved me if it makes you feel better, but we both know the truth. And the truth is you didn’t waste five minutes before getting naked and on your back for my brother. That's not called love, killer. That's called being a whore –"

      "I've loved you since I was five years old and you damn well know it,” I cut in. “And I wouldn't have had to hide my feelings if you hadn't made them dirty in the first place!" I screamed. "You know how I feel about you, Sketch, how I've felt about you my entire freaking life, since kindergarten, and you used it against me today." I threw my head back and released the trauma I'd been holding for far longer than the ten months since Chris passed away. No, this pain had been festering inside of me for two years. "You broke up with me, Sketch. You left me. You dumped me. For no good reason. You tossed me away like a toy you'd outgrown and never looked back. So don’t go putting blame on me for trying to get over you by dating Chris when you never needed time to get over me in the first place!"

      "You think it was easy for me?" he demanded, furious.

      "Sure looked that way to me," I shot back, shaking. "And you were the one who said that I needed to move on."

      "And you did just that, didn’t you?" he tossed back. "You moved right on to my brother."

      I flinched. "Yeah, well, you weren't exactly short on dates these past two years either, Sketch."

      "Shows what you know, doesn't it," he sneered.

      "What's that supposed to mean?" I cried out.

      "Nothing," he snapped, bristling. "Forget it. It's ancient history now."

      "Not for me," I countered shakily.

      "Stop it."

      "No."

      "It's done with," he warned, trembling. "There's no point in bringing it up now."

      "I'm not ashamed of loving you, Holden," I countered through my tears. "Is it foolish? Absolutely." I glared back at him. "But at least I'm not a liar. I'm not the one trying to pretend that our past didn’t happen!"

      "You got over it." His nostrils flared, a sure sign that he was furious with me. "You were with him."

      "And thinking of you."

      He flinched. "Stop."

      "Why?" I demanded, delirious with pain. "I thought you wanted me to talk." Recklessly, I taunted him. "I thought you wanted the truth."

      "We were dead and buried two years ago," he snarled. "You got with my brother. My goddamn brother! You were his girl –"

      "Only because you stopped wanting me!"

      "Oh my god, can you even hear yourself?" he roared, livid now. "Do you have any idea how pathetic you sound bringing up our past like this?"

      "I don’t care!" I cried, throwing my hands up. "It's how I feel."

      "I don’t want to hear about your feelings," he roared. "I mean it. I'm not fucking having this conversation with you again. You were quite happy to run to Chris when we ended, so as far as I'm concerned, you can keep fucking running. Find someone else to talk feelings with. Maybe Presley can console you, or one of the other douchebags from the swim team, because I'm not interested."

      "I'm not trying to get back with you, asshole!" I sobbed. "I'm telling you how I feel. There's a huge difference."

      "Still not interested."

      "Fine." Trembling, I dropped to my knees and then shifted onto my belly before wiggling backwards out of the archway. "I won't say another word."

      "Wait –" Snaking a hand out, he grabbed my wrist. "You said that you did exactly what you were told to do that night." He frowned in confusion. "Who told you what to do? You said he." Emotion flashed in his eyes. "Who's he?"

      "It doesn’t matter."

      He tightened his hold on my wrist. "Tell me."

      "Don’t touch me," I spat, ripping my arm free and giving him back his earlier words. "Don’t put your hands on me. Ever again, Sketch."

      Slithering out of the treehouse on my belly, I recklessly dropped onto the ladder beneath me, not even flinching when my shoe slipped and I lost my footing.

      In that split second, I made a decision as I dangled precariously from the ladder.

      A decision to be done.

      I saw the realization dawn in Sketch's eyes and I knew he could read my thoughts in this moment.

      "Don’t you dare," he warned, eyes flashing with panic as he lunged for me.

      Without an ounce of hesitation, I uncurled my fingers from around the ladder and just let go.

      "Romi!" I heard him roar after me, but I didn’t open my eyes. "Jesus Christ, Romi!"

      Keeping my eyes closed, I let the wind take me and prayed for an unlucky landing.

      I prayed for nothing.

      To feel nothing ever again.

      Feeling the branches tear at my flesh, I made peace with my decision to end my life and unlocked my limbs.

      The ground rushed up to meet me and then there was nothing.

      Nothing but darkness and pain.
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      Keeping my distance from Cal and his baby-bride-to-be, I lingered in the corridor of the ER of St. Catherine's General in Lake Charles, waiting for an update and wondering why the hell I cared.

      Because she tried to kill herself, asshole.

      Because the little girl you've spent most of your life adoring just flung herself off a thirty-foot tree.

      Because it's your fault…

      Numb, I leaned against the vending machine and folded my arms across my chest, trying not to look imposing and blend in with the crowd.

      At 6'3, with my physical size, social status, and last name, being invisible wasn't an easy thing to do, but I tried my best to be as unimposing as possible.

      Bright red blood was streaked across my white shirt and from the gawks and stares I'd been receiving from both staff and patients, I knew the rumor mill would be going crazy right about now.

      The town of Pocketful had a population of just under five thousand residents, over half of which were employed by the town's two most influential families.

      The Capaldis and the Dillons.

      I was the last surviving heir to the Capaldi fortune and the girl I'd carried in here, the girl whose blood was smeared all over my body, was the sole heir to the Dillon fortune.

      Our fathers were entwined in business, and I knew the people around me were more than aware of the bad blood between us.

      Shit, they probably thought that I'd tried to kill Romi Dillon. God knows I'd threatened it often enough since Chris's death.

      But this was all Romi.

      She willingly let go of the ladder.

      She fucking threw herself out of the treehouse.

      She quit on life.

      My heart spazzed out at the thought, beating erratically in my chest, and I had to move or I knew I would blow up.

      Completely fucking reeling, I paced the halls with my head spinning and my chest constricting to the point where I felt like I needed to have a doctor come check me out because it couldn’t be normal.

      

      "I'm not a fucking killer! Yes, I was behind the wheel that night. Yes, I ran us off the road. And yes, I'm responsible for the wreck, but I did what I had to. I did exactly what he told me to…"

      

      "I was your best friend. I was Chris's best friend. I spent my entire life adoring ya'll. Why would I intentionally hurt either one of you?"

      

      Her words were in my head and I didn’t know what to think anymore. I had no goddamn clue how to handle the grief strangling me daily.

      I hadn't felt my heart beat in my chest since I watched the undertakers lower my brother's casket into the ground last Christmas, but I felt it today, screaming and slamming wildly against my ribcage, when I watched Romi Dillon fall from the sky.

      Jesus, I wanted justice more than anything for Chris, but Romi dying and taking her secrets to the grave with her?

      No.

      I didn’t want that.

      I convinced myself that was why I practically fell out of the damn tree in my desperate bid to get to her.

      I convinced myself that was why I dropped to my knees and breathed air into her lungs and pumped her heart with my own bare hands until she came back to me and could do it for herself.

      And it was why, after I had her breathing stabilized, I scooped her into my arms and ran for help.

      I refused to acknowledge any other motive. The love and affection I once felt for the girl snuffed out and died the night the police knocked on my door and told me about my brother.

      When Sheriff Steiner told me that they arrested Romi Dillion, my best friend and the love of my life, for unintentional vehicular manslaughter, resulting in the death of the other love of my life, the only person on this planet with the Capaldi name that had ever given a damn about me, the pain and betrayal I'd felt was indescribable…

      

      "I'm sorry, ma'am, but there's no mistake," the Sheriff said, addressing my mother, as he stood in our doorway with his hat in his hands. "One of my deputies confirmed that it was Chris, but we will still need a member of the family to go and identify the body."

      Mama started to scream as she backed up against the wall and slowly sank to the floor. "No, no, no, no!"

      "Mama!" Choking out a sob, I ran to help her only to halt when she kicked and lashed at me. "Mama, it's okay. There has to be some mistake. It can't be Chris. I'll go down there myself and prove it's not him –"

      "Don’t you dare touch me!" she screamed, clawing and pulling at her hair. "You are only here because of your father's generous nature and for no other reason. I don’t want you. Do you hear me? I've never wanted you! Not in my house or my life!" Kicking out at me, she wailed loudly. "Oh, God, not Chris…" Releasing another violent scream, she rocked back and forth. "Please not my baby."

      Trembling, I slowly backed away from her and turned to the Sheriff. "Romi Dillon." Breathing hard, I swallowed down my terror and said, "She would have been with Chris tonight." My heart hammered harder in my chest. "They left here together earlier." Struggling to breathe, I whispered, "Please tell me she's okay."

      "Romi? Fucking Romi?" Mama screamed at the top of her lungs. "Your brother's dead and all you can think about is that damn girl!"

      "Please, Sheriff," I squeezed out, ignoring Mama's outburst and focusing all of my attention on him. "Tell me that Romi's okay."

      "Romi is fine, Holden," Sheriff Steiner replied. "She was taken into custody earlier. She's a little banged up, but she'll survive."

      "Oh, thank God," I strangled out before quickly backpedaling. "Wait." My brows furrowed and my heart stopped. "What do you mean she was taken into custody?"

      "She was arrested on suspicion of unintentional vehicular manslaughter, resulting in death," he explained. "There were no tire marks, Holden. No evidence of any attempt to stop." Keeping his voice low, he added, "Romi Dillon was driving the car that killed your brother..."

      

      And just like that, I had morphed into a walking, breathing volcano, with my affection for the girl turning cold and dormant.

      Like the second stage in volcanic life, I buried my feelings for her deep down in the core of my magma chamber and covered them up with my own version of molten lava. Sure, my weakness for Romi escaped me every once in a while, like pummels of toxic ash and smoke escaping from my vent, but I never erupted – I never allowed the full weight of my feelings to escape and destroy me.

      Therefore, getting my brother's killer to the hospital had been for my own selfish reasons and nothing else. Romi needed to live because I needed the truth. If she died, Chris's justice died with her and I couldn’t live with that.

      "Holden." My father's voice filled my ears and I spun around, grateful to find him barreling through the hospital.

      Even in his late-forties, Christopher Capaldi Sr. was a formidable force to be reckoned with. Tall and strong and excessively powerful, he made Cal look like a weathered old man, even though they were the same age.

      Flanked by several members of his security detail, my father exuded dominance in his custom Armani suit as he brushed through hospital security, parting the crowd like Moses and the Red Sea.

      "Dad." Feeling my shoulders sag in relief, I walked straight for him, not stopping until I was standing in front of him. He was the same height as me, the only resemblance we shared, and I couldn’t stop myself from dropping my head on his shoulder.

      I felt weak and confused and desperately needed comfort from the only coherent parent I had right now. Mama was still bedbound, still popping anti-depressants and drowning in grief and vodka – not that it mattered if she wasn't. Hard as he was, and without Chris around to guide me, my father was all I had now.

      I didn’t try to hug him, nor did I expect him to hold me in return. He didn’t tolerate open displays of affection from anyone, much less his greatest disappointment, and I knew that the hand roughly cupping the back of my head was all the affection he was going to offer me. For me, in this moment, it was more than enough.

      "Are you injured?" he asked, dropping his hand from my head to rest in his pocket.

      "No." I shook my head and straightened. "I'm fine."

      "And Romi?"

      I flinched when he said her name so easily. I couldn’t figure out how he could even ask after her. After all, the girl was responsible for his son's death.

      "She's out of surgery. It went well. She's in recovery," I replied. "Fell out of the treehouse and did a number on herself." I shrugged, forcing myself not to feel anything. "Busted her knee up pretty good from what I could see."

      "You were with her when it happened?"

      Guilt-ridden to be caught associating with the enemy, I nodded.

      "Did you push her?" was his next question, and he asked it in such a casual, non-committal way that my head snapped up.

      "What?"

      "Romi," he said calmly. "Did you push her?"

      "No," I choked out, feeling a little insulted. "Of course I didn’t push her."

      "But you were with her when she fell and brought her to the hospital?"

      "Yeah." I nodded again, feeling worse than ever. "I couldn’t just leave her there to bleed out –" I stopped short and blew out a shaky breath. "I had no choice." I shrugged, feeling helpless. "She was bleeding badly." I shook my head, anxious at the memory. "There was so much blood, Dad, and I…I…I just couldn't walk away, okay?"

      My father was motionless for a beat, clearly thinking hard about the situation.

      "Good," he finally said, reaching up to give my shoulder a solid squeeze. "You did the right thing."

      I had expected just about anything else to come from his mouth. "I did?"

      Another clipped nod. "Think about how it would look if people found out that you were with her when she fell and didn’t help. Getting her help was smart. Bringing her to the hospital yourself was smarter. I'm proud of you."

      Stepping around me, he gestured for me to walk with him.

      Stunned, I did just that.

      "It would have been a public relations disaster," he continued. "If you left her there and she died, you would have been under suspicion. Another inquest so soon after Chris would have killed your mother." Stopping short, he turned to look at me. "Has Sheriff Steiner stopped by to see her yet?"

      I nodded. "Yeah, she was still in surgery, but I gave him and the deputy my statement."

      "Good," he said, rubbing his jaw as we walked. "I'll talk to Cal – make sure that Romi remembers things the same way as you do."

      The casual way he said it had my hackles rising. "Dad, I didn’t do anything to her."

      "And she'll say the same when she wakes up?"

      "Yes," I bit out. "Because it's the truth."

      "Well, you better make sure that's the case," he replied. "Because you have a reputation in this town for being violent.  You would have a record as long as your arm if you were any other man's son. And let's not forget the fact that you've been shaking up leaves for months when it comes to that girl."

      "I still didn’t do anything," I ground out, bristling.

      "Don't forget that I know you, Holden," he countered coolly. "Like the back of my hand. And because I know you so well, I am fully aware that you weren't sitting in a treehouse with Romi for the fun of it. It's as clear as the nose on your face that you had an ulterior motive for being alone with her."

      I stiffened, thinking about how fucking stupid I'd acted.

      Jesus, was that why she jumped?

      I'd threatened to hurt her, but we both knew that was bullshit – she'd said as much.

      I paled at the thought.

      "Holden." My father narrowed his eyes. "What did you do?"

      "Nothing," I replied, but my tone lacked its earlier conviction. "I didn’t push her, okay?"

      "Whatever you did, fix it," he snapped. "Make it better. Make it gone. Make her not talk."

      "I threatened to hurt her," I confessed, my voice torn, words just loud enough for my father to hear. "Obviously I didn’t mean it," I hurried to add. "I never would’ve gone through with it and she knows it."

      "And?"

      I flinched.

      "And, Holden?" Dad pushed.

      "I touched her," I confessed.

      "Evaluate."

      "I got her on her back, okay!" I snapped, flustered. "Fuck."

      "You idiot."

      "I didn’t force her," I hurried to defend myself. "She was more than willing." As I heard the words come out of my own mouth, a surge of disgust filled me and I hung my head in shame. "I was just trying to coax her into talking."

      "Talking?"

      "Yeah." I nodded, feeling desperate. "I know there's more to the night Chris died than she's saying."

      My father's eyes darkened and his face took on that stern look, the one that masked his pain. "Not this again, Holden."

      "Something happened that night, Dad," I argued, sounding like a broken record even to my own ears. "I know you don’t believe me and the lawyers don’t wanna hear it, but I know I'm right. Those marks on his body. His injuries –" my voice broke off and I had to inhale several calming breaths before I could speak again. "They don’t add up." My hands shook as I desperately tried to get my point across to my father. "I think the coroner made a mistake with his report. Dad, I think…I think he was dead before she crashed."
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      Pain flickered in my father's eyes and he shook his head before leading me into an empty room and out of earshot of everyone else.

      "You need to stop this witch hunt," he commanded, closing the door behind us. "It's hurting me, it's destroying you, and it's killing your mother." He sighed wearily, looking at me like I was a stranger. "I'm getting worried about your state of mind again. You've made so much progress. All these years without incident. Don't tell me that you're going backwards."

      "I'm not going backwards, and I know that it sounds insane," I urged, knowing that I sounded like a fucking lunatic, but I couldn't stop. "I know that it sounds completely fucked up, Dad, but I swear I'm not crazy." The look my father gave me assured me that he believed that I was very much crazy. "Chris's injuries don’t line up with the collision," I continued to argue my point. "Not even close."

      When I thought about his autopsy report, of the sight of my brother laid out on a slab in the morgue, blue skinned, void of life, and barely recognizable, a pain more severe than I'd ever experienced pierced me directly through both lungs, making it impossible to breathe easy.

      "He was beaten to a pulp, Dad," I choked out, feeling the tears fill my eyes. "He was butchered." I sucked in a sharp breath before saying, "Dad, I think she killed Chris and crashed his truck to cover up what she did."

      "Holden," Dad strangled out, scrubbing a hand over his face. "You need to stop."

      "I can't! And I'm not losing my mind, okay?" I choked out, feeling jittery with anxiety and pain. "He was my twin. Chris was my… and I felt it. In here!" I slapped a hand over my chest, shaking from head to toe. "I knew he was in trouble that night. I could sense it, but I couldn’t stop it. And now I can't rest until I find out what happened to him because I know if the shoe was on the other foot, Chris wouldn’t stop until he had justice for me."

      "No!" Holding a hand up, Dad shook his head and dragged in several shaky breaths. "He was killed in an accident." A tremor rocked through his hand as he continued to point at me. "They hit a tree, Holden. A tree. It was winter time and it was raining hard that night. Chris wasn't wearing a seatbelt. Romi was inexperienced and lost control of the truck. Yes, she shouldn't have been driving in the first place, but that was your brother's decision. Chris was showing off to his girl. They were fooling around like young lovers do, coming back from a date, and it went wrong." With a heavy sigh, he added, "It was an accident, son. That's all it was – a tragic accident."

      "That's what it says on paper. My brother's life and death wrapped up in a brown folder on some cop's desk with a neat little bow on top," I shot back, flinching at the words young lovers and hating myself for the burn of resentment I felt towards Chris still simmering inside of me, the voice that insisted she and I were young lovers first.

      Until they forced my hand and took her from me.

      Until Cal Dillon ruined my life.

      "Enough," Dad warned, narrowing his eyes.

      Swallowing down a surge of bile, I forced out the words, "I knew him better than any of you. Never once since we got our licenses did Chris ever take risks like that. Me?" I held my hands up, both literally and figuratively. "Sure, I'm a reckless asshole, but Chris was good. He was sensible – and smart, and he never once in our whole entire lives rode in a car, driver or passenger, without a seatbelt."

      "He did that night," Dad replied, tone thick with emotion for the first time in months. "And you need to accept that."

      "No." I shook my head, knowing that I never could. "I don’t think so. And here's another thing he never did," I continued, unable to drop it now that I had his attention. "He never let Romi drive his truck. Not once since we got our licenses two years ago. She's a fucking terrible driver and Chris knew it. Again, that was me." I slapped a hand against my chest as I spoke. "I was the one who took risks. It was my damn truck she used to practice in."

      "What's your point?"

      "My point is I was the bad twin, Dad. I was the one caught smoking weed. I was the one drunk off my ass every weekend and being escorted home by Sheriff Steiner or one of his asshole deputies." I continued to tap my finger against my chest as I spoke, incriminating myself further, and listing all of the reasons why my parents had never been able to love me. "I was the one failing classes and fucking around with Romi. I was the disappointment, Dad. Me. Not Chris."

      "Holden –"

      "I was the one whose nose Cal Dillon broke when he found me and Romi fooling around in the tenth grade," I cut him off and continued, needing to get it all off my chest. "I was the one he warned off his daughter. I was the one who almost ruined your business relationship with him. I was the one you let Cal and his heavies beat senseless until I promised to stay away from Romi, and yet he was absolutely fine with her dating Chris. Why do you think that was, Dad?" I demanded, vibrating with tension. "I'll tell you why. It was because Chris was good and wholesome and pure and the whole damn world knew it! Shit, you and Mama spent your lives comparing us to each other and telling me that he was the good one out of us. You never made it any secret that you only wanted one child. One son to carry on the business. He was your firstborn. He was even named after you! I was the mistake. The unwanted addition in the two-for-one deal. The one all fucked up in the head. I get that, okay? I even get that he was the one Cal wanted for Romi. Your heir and his heir –" I blew out a frustrated breath and buried down all thoughts of her before I erupted and burned down the world. "I'm not dumb," I said, a little more in control now. "I understand how the world works. Hell, I could even understand you not wanting to avenge me, but Chris? Dad, it's Chris. Fuck business and fuck the Dillons. Take all of that out of the equation and tell me why you won't do something?"

      "Because he's dead, Holden!" Dad roared, raising his voice to me. "Because he fucked up, okay? Because he was stupid and reckless and got himself killed, dammit!"

      "He didn’t get himself killed," I roared back. "Romi got him killed. There's a difference."

      Furious, my father stalked towards me and shoved me hard against the wall.

      Out of respect to him being my father, I allowed him to do it without retaliating.

      "He was my son and I loved him and now he's dead." His words were harsh but my father had never been one to mince words. Keeping me pinned to the wall, he hissed, "There is nothing there, Holden. I've checked. I've had my men look into it. I have spent a fucking fortune combing through every report, every interview and witness and there is nothing to be found." His pale greyish/blue eyes, so similar to Chris's stared back at me. "It was an accident."

      "No." I shook my head, unable to accept it. "You're all wrong."

      "It. Was. An. Accident," he repeated, tightening his hold on my shirt as he held me in one place. "And if you can't accept that, if you can't get a handle on your emotions and leave that girl alone, then I'm going to have to intervene before you do something drastic again."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Intervene?"

      "You're not coping," he said simply. "There are treatment centers out there for teenagers in crisis –"

      "Fuck that," I spat, shoving him off me now. "I'm not crazy."

      "But you are confused," he argued. "And with your mental health track record –"

      "That was different," I snapped, furious with him for bringing up something I could barely remember myself. For continuing to blame and punish me for something I had no memory of doing. "I was a child," I added, forcing my voice to remain steady. "I don’t even remember."

      "I'm aware that you were a child, Holden," he agreed evenly. "But your mother and I were there and we remember it clearly."

      Didn’t they just…

      If it wasn't being rammed down my throat at any given minute, I would swear it had never happened at all. But my parents were always quick to remind me of what a complete and utter fuck up I was.

      Surprisingly, it was my father who was more affectionate towards me – and that was saying something considering I could count on zero fingers the number of times the man had hugged me.

      Usually, the mother was the loving one in the family and the father was the hard-ass.

      Not my mama.

      However indifferent my father was towards me; my mother was worse. She was openly cold to me growing up, not bothering to hide her intolerance, or the fact that she favored my brother.

      Terrified that her precious Chris would be infected with the same evilness that had possessed his twin, my mother kept us apart for as long as she possibly could – which happened to be up until kindergarten in her case.

      Social status was important to my father, so Mama was forced to send me to keep up appearances and let the people of Pocketful believe we were the perfect family.

      Like hell we were.

      I had no memories of my early years. Like nothing at all before the age of three or four. Where most kids had flashbacks or fond memories of their toddler years, I was null and void inside. Too doped up on whatever medication my parents had been instructed by the doctors to dose me with, I was kept out of sight and far away from other children.

      Gradually, over time, I was introduced to my twin brother and allowed to have fifteen-minute playdates with him each day, supervised by our nanny, Miss Cherry. Mama didn't want to risk being near me; God forbid, she accidently found room for me inside of that Chris-shaped heart of hers.

      Yeah, I remembered that much. I remembered the isolation and the loneliness in those early years. I also remembered Chris being the first one to ever put his arms around me.

      At the time, I didn’t have a clue of what he was doing and had stiffened and recoiled from his touch. When he explained that he was giving me a hug because he loved me, I was still just as confused. But then he did it again and again, doing it at both the start and end of each playdate, and I grew used to the warm feeling that spread over my skin when I saw him.

      Affection, I'd learned to realize.

      Hell, even though we had lived next door to each other since birth, I was five years old before I saw Romi Dillon for the first time.

      Five.

      Chris had told me all about the pretty angel with the golden hair that lived in the big house next to ours during our playdates, but I'd never seen her before that day. I'd only heard the sound of her laughter when she played outside with my brother.

      When Mama finally let me outside to play, the week before our first day at kindergarten, I was cordoned off from Romi and Chris and told to stay away.

      When I finally saw the angel for myself, with hair like the sun and pretty red ribbons, I remembered feeling so mad with Mama because Chris had five extra years to play in the sun with the angel while I was kept in the darkness.

      Sure, as the years passed by and my freedom increased, I received the same nice clothes, cars, and technology as Chris because, like him, I was a representative of our family and needed to fit the bill of overly-indulged rich boy, not because I was a wanted member of the family.

      I'd never been wanted by my parents a day of my life. Chris had been the only one to give a damn about me and it had been that way since as far back as I could remember.

      "Well, I'm not sick now," I spat, clearing my thoughts. "I'm grieving my brother."

      "Exactly," Dad replied. "You're grieving Chris, which means you're my only son now, Holden, and I need you healthy and well."

      "Yeah, you only need me because Chris is dead," I sneered, trembling.

      He didn’t deny it.

      It should have hurt, but after a lifetime of playing the role of the black sheep, I didn’t bat an eyelid.

      At least the man was honest.

      Shaking my head, I moved to the door. "I need to not be near you right now."

      "I want you to make peace with Romi," he called after me and the words stopped me dead in my tracks.

      "What?" I deadpanned, keeping my back to him.

      "Romi," he repeated. "I want you to make up with her. Call off your dogs at school. Put an end to the charade. It's done now. Chapter closed. We're moving forward."

      "You must be outta your damn mind," I accused, swinging around to glare at him. "She drove my brother to his grave!"

      "And her father is my best friend and business partner. They live right next door, Holden."

      My eyes bulged in my head. "So, what – your relationship with Cal Dillon is more important than your son?"

      "Chris is dead," my father replied wearily. "It was an accident. Romi is sorry. We need to forgive and move on. For Christ's sakes, the girl is like a daughter to me. I don’t want her suffering like this."

      "I'll never forgive," I vowed bitterly, gripping the door handle so hard my knuckles turned white. "And I'll never move on."

      "Don’t pretend like you're not still in love with her," he countered, changing gears and hitting me where it would hit me hardest. In my Romi Dillon shaped Achilles heel. "It's been as clear as day since you were five years old and harping on about how you were going to marry the princess in the castle next door, with the red ribbons and the golden hair. You might have buried those feelings under your hurt, but I know you well enough to know that they're still there, festering inside of you." Shrugging, he added, "Forgive her and who knows? Maybe you can finally have what you've always wanted. Swallow your pride, forgive her, and you might just get it."

      "Are you fucking with me right now?" I choked out in disbelief. When he didn’t smirk, I threw my head back and laughed humorlessly. "Jesus Christ, you're serious."

      "Cal and I have been talking," he explained calmly. "He confided in me that Romi has been depressed –"

      "As anyone with blood on their hands should be," I interrupted, unwilling to give an inch. "Am I supposed to feel sorry for her? Because I'll tell you right now that I don’t and won't, ever."

      My father sighed. "Let's just say that you're not the only one whose father is considering treatment centers."

      "He wants to send Romi to rehab?" That stopped me in my tracks. "For what?"

      "She's disturbed," Dad replied evenly.

      I narrowed my eyes. "Bullshit."

      "Why in God's name would I make that up?"

      I shrugged. "Right now, I wouldn’t put anything past you and Cal."

      "Well, after today's antics, I'm sure he'll be making those arrangements for her as soon as possible," Dad said.

      "Wait." My heart stopped dead in my chest. "He's actually going to send her away?"

      When my father nodded in confirmation, a tirade of emotions flooded my chest, worsened by the memory of that day two years ago. "He can't do that," I argued, pressing my fingers to my temples as a migraine threatened me. "We had a deal."
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      "I warned you but you didn't listen," Cal Dillon barked as he loomed over my barely breathing body. "You had to go there, didn’t you? You couldn’t leave well enough alone. You kept sniffing around. Touching what wasn’t yours to touch."

      "It's not like that," I tried to argue, but another blow to my face had my vision blurring and my mouth filling with blood.

      "You will end this farce," Cal roared. "You will finish it with Romi or so help me God, I'll ship her off to a boarding school in Europe and you'll never see her again."

      "I love her," I strangled out, wincing when I felt another rib crack. "And she loves me."

      "She'll get over it," he sneered, kicking me harder. "As for you? Well, you can do whatever the fuck you want – as long as it's far away from Romi!"

      Grunting out in pain, I tried to curl up in a ball to protect my stomach, but two of his heavies held me down, keeping my core exposed and vulnerable to their boss's ferocious onslaught.

      "You're nothing, boy," Cal continued, riffling through my wallet like it was his personal property. "Never were. A fucking headcase. You're not good enough to breathe the same air as –" His words trailed off when he snatched the condom out of my wallet. "Have you touched her?" he seethed, face turning a dark shade of red. "Have you fucked my daughter?"

      No, I hadn't, but I still refused to answer. What I did or didn’t do with Romi was private. The fact that we had planned to lose our virginities to each other just a few short hours ago felt like a lifetime ago now. She was probably waiting in her room for me right now, confused and worried when I didn’t show. Guilt churned inside of me at the thought.

      "Answer me, dammit!" her father roared, kicking me again.

      I didn’t answer him.

      Spluttering out a mouthful of blood, I glanced up through swollen eyes at my father who was standing off to one-side. His lack of action didn’t surprise me. Nothing surprised me when it came to these people. The man didn’t love me. He didn’t hate me like Mama did, but he wasn't about to jump to my defense, not when it meant going against his best friend.

      In a sick way, I understood my father. I had no doubt that I would let him burn at the stake for my best friend.

      I, too, would choose my best friend over him every single time.

      Too bad my best friend also happened to be the daughter of the man beating me.

      Loyalty was a strange thing…

      Furious with my lack of response, Cal kicked me again, and then again and again, harder and harder with every slam of his boot.

      "Alright, that's enough, Cal," my father finally intervened, sliding his hands into the pockets of his tailored suit pants. "Holden has learned his lesson." Shrugging, he added, "I'm sure my son has received the message loud and clear."

      "Holden," Cal sneered, like my name was some big joke to him. "Well, your boy here needs to remember where he ranks in our world, Chris."

      "And I've given you the opportunity to teach him," Dad countered calmly. "I don’t have a daughter, but if I did, I can only assume that I would have the same concerns as you. But your time is up, Cal. It's done with. Holden understands. He won't touch Romi again, and, in turn, you won't touch him."

      Cal balked. "I'll decide when I'm done –"

      "No," my father cut him off, walking towards where I lay on the ground. "I'll decide. Now step away from the boy."

      "You were always too soft on him," Cal sneered, glowering at my father. "Grew too attached to something unstable. Spoiling him. Treating him the same as Chris and Romi. You know what his role –"

      "Careful now," Dad said coolly, cutting Romi's father off. "Be very careful."

      "Don’t even think about putting your filthy hands on her again, do you hear me? She's goddamn royalty compared to your worthless ass," Cal bellowed, quickly turning his attention back to me. "Let him up, gentlemen. Let the boy run to his daddy."

      His goons stepped back and I scrambled onto my knees with my heart racing wildly in my chest as I tried to catch my breath.

      "Stand up, Holden," my father said, coming to stand beside me. Holding a hand out to me, he dragged me to my feet once I took it and hooked a strong arm around my shoulder. "No more." With his eyes locked on Cal, he said, "That was your only free shot. Touch him again and there will be unfavorable consequences for you and your men."

      "I want his word that he won't touch her again," Cal barked, shaking with temper.

      "Then ask him for it," my father replied calmly.

      "Give me your word that you'll leave her alone," he demanded, glaring at me. "Promise me that you will end your relationship with my daughter."

      "Give me yours first," I wheezed out, chest rising and falling quickly as I leaned heavily against my father, staining his custom suit with my blood. "Promise me that you won't send her away."

      "Break up with Romi and she gets to stay in Pocketful where she belongs," Cal growled. "But if you come sniffing around again, if you lay one finger on my daughter after this day, she'll be off to Europe before you can blink twice. And if you speak a word of this conversation to her, I'll kill you myself." He glared at me, jaw ticking. "You have my word on all three counts."

      "I won't touch her again," I strangled out, coughing up an impressive amount of blood. "Leave Romi alone, let her stay in Pocketful, and you have my word, too. I'll break up with her, I won't lay a finger on her again, but you should know up front that I won't ignore her –"

      "You'll do as your damn well told!" he bellowed.

      "I. Won't. Ignore. Her," I repeated, breathing labored. "Ain't gonna happen. So, if that's what you're expecting, then you might as well kill me now." Clutching my ribs, I grunted out another pained breath and whispered, "I love your daughter. Always have, always will. I'll do right by her. Right now, doing right by Romi means her staying in Pocketful and being around everything she knows and loves. You don't need my word to know that I won't fuck that up for her. And I love her too much to break her heart by telling her what kind of piece of shit raised her. But if you need my word on that anyway, you have it."

      "Your word isn't worth shit to me," Cal sneered, looking at me like I had been thrown out of the pits of hell.

      "Yeah, well, it's all I've got," I croaked out, feeling woozy. "So, you'll just have to deal with it..."

      

      "He promised not to send her away," I snarled, pushing the horrible fucking memory to the back of my mind. "He swore he'd leave her alone if I stayed away from her," I added, spitting out the words like poison. "I kept my side of the deal so he needs to keep his."

      "Things are different now," Dad replied. "She's friendless and lonely. Regardless of today's events, Cal truly feels that she would be better off away from Pocketful. He's worried about her, and he and Victoria have been talking about it for a while now. Since before she was released from the detention center." Shrugging, he added, "At least in rehab, Romi would be safe. She would be free of the bullies and constant shunning." He gave me a knowing look. "Unless of course someone steps in and persuades him otherwise."

      Well shit, how the tides had turned…

      "She didn’t fall, did she, Holden?" Dad asked then. "She jumped."

      "No," I blurted, heart thudding violently, stunning myself with how quickly I shifted back into the role of her protector. "It was an accident, she fell."

      Selfish motives, I assured myself.

      It didn’t matter to me that being sent into an institution would be Romi's worst nightmare.

      It didn’t matter to me that if she ever returned to Pocketful, people would whisper behind her back and label her as that girl.

      I needed her to stay in Pocketful because she was the only person who could give me the truth about what happened to Chris.

      I was protecting her for me, not for her.

      "Cal is going to ask you the same question," my father warned.

      "And I'll give him the same answer," I replied, not backing down. "Because it's the truth."

      Dad stared hard at me for the longest moment before nodding his head, accepting my answer.

      Good.

      He could ask the question a thousand times and in a thousand different ways and that was the only answer he was going to get.

      "He'll give her back to you, Holden." Rubbing his jaw, he glanced down at the platinum watch on his wrist before looking at me. "Romi," he clarified – like I didn’t know who he was talking about. "He took her away from you and I know you still resent him for that – and me for not stopping him. You were wise enough to understand that it was for the best at the time, but things have changed now. Chris is gone and you're my heir. Cal sees that. I think he finally understands that keeping you two apart isn't productive in the long term. He might not like you, son, but he has to respect you for keeping your word," he added thoughtfully. "His daughter is an extremely wealthy and vulnerable young woman who needs protecting. He understands that you can to give that to her. Play your cards right and she could be yours again, Holden – this time with her father's blessing."

      I stiffened and wanted to scream she was always mine, but my pride refused to allow it. Like a scene in a horror movie, the memory of the day I lost Romi invaded my mind, bringing with it old feelings and reopening old wounds that no amount of time could heal…

      

      With only the thin fabric of my boxers separating our bodies, Romi smiled shyly up at me. From her perch on the flat of her back beneath me, she looked fucking ethereal. Her cheeks were all flushed and her whiskey-colored eyes were wide, pupils dilated.

      "Hey," she whispered, chewing on her swollen bottom lip as she hooked her small arms around my neck and let out a sigh of utter satisfaction.

      Fuck, she looked adorable after she came.

      "Hey." Grinning, I lowered my face and pressed a soft kiss to her lips, thanking God that this girl was reckless enough to cut class with me.

      In fact, today's little venture had been all her idea. I went willingly because, God knows, getting naked with Romi Dillon sure beat fifth period trig.

      After a successful make out session that consisted of steaming up the tinted windows of my truck and making my girl come twice, I was officially ravenous.

      Screw football practice later. I was about ready to blow off the rest of the world and lose myself in my girl instead.

      "You doing okay, baby?" Stroking her small nose with mine, I exhaled a ragged breath and resisted the urge to grind my poor, aching dick against her. "Did I make it good for you? "

      "Mmm-hmm." A shiver racked through her and then she tugged on my shoulders. "So freaking good, Sketch." I allowed her to guide my face to her neck, but kept my weight off her. My girl was fragile and I wasn't about to squash her.

      Resting the majority of my weight on the hand I had firmly planted on the bed of the truck, I nuzzled her neck with my cheek, groaning in a combination of adoration and contentment when she trailed her fingers through my hair. "But I think I might have screamed."

      "You think?" Rearing back to look at her, I arched a brow. "There's no thinking about it, Ro. You damn near burst my eardrums."

      "Shut up!" She laughed, reaching a hand between us to pinch my nipple. "I wasn't that loud."

      My brow rose higher. "Ro, you were screaming out my name so loud that I'd be surprised if they didn’t hear you in Pocketful."

      She rolled her eyes. "You're such a drama queen."

      "Says the screamer." I smirked and resumed my post of nuzzling her neck.

      "Hey, Sketch?"

      "Hmm?"

      "Do you, uh…" Romi wriggled beneath me and I felt another small tremor roll through her. "Do you want to do something else?" she finally said.

      "Like what?"

      "Like…I don’t know, maybe something we haven't done before?"

      I stiffened, feeling the sudden surge of blood shoot straight to the crown of my cock.

      "You make me feel good all the time," she whispered, hands roaming from my hair to my neck and back up to tangle in my hair. "I just…I want to do the same for you."

      "Ro, you don’t have to suck me off to make me feel good," I assured her, lying through my fucking teeth and kicking myself for turning down a potential blow job.

      Hand jobs were all well and good, and Romi made fucking magic happen every time she had my dick in her hands, but I was desperate to feel her lips around my shaft.

      Still, I held back and stopped myself from voicing my thoughts aloud. I was recklessly in love with this girl, had been since as far back as my memory went, and that made me considerate of her feelings. It made me considerate of every part of her, actually.

      I knew the guys on the team were all banging their side-pieces every chance they got, but this girl right here was nobody's side piece. She was a queen. My queen. And I was willing to wait for her.

      Hell, I'd managed for this long. What was another year or two in the grand scheme of things? It was no time at all. I could live with hand jobs and dry humping until the time came.

      "I'm not talking about sucking your dick, Sketch," Romi shot back, pushing on my forehead to get my attention. "I'm talking about having sex with you."

      Now she had my entire attention. "You wanna have sex with me?"

      She nodded slowly, eyeing me with wariness. "Unless you don’t want to, and I've just made a complete idiot of myself by bringing it up –"

      "No, I do, Romi. I do. I want to have sex with you. Jesus Christ, there's nothing I want more," I blurted out, feeling a trickle of pre-cum leak from my crown at the thought. I was sixteen years old and being propositioned for sex by the only girl I'd ever been with was every teenage boys' fantasy come true.

      "But you remember I'm a virgin, right?" I had no fucking clue why that sentence came out of my mouth, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Besides, it was the truth. She was the only girl I'd ever even kissed. "I might not be good at it."

      "Me too," she whispered, raising up to press her lips to mine. "On both counts."

      "I'm serious, Ro." Our lips brushed as I spoke. "I don’t know what I'm doing and the first time is supposed to really hurt for a girl. You've seen the movies. The girl always cries and shit." I shook my head, pained at the thought. "I don’t wanna make you cry, Romi."

      "I won't cry," she assured me. "And yeah, it might hurt a little, but I'm tougher than you think, Sketch." She smiled, causing my frown to deepen. "Besides, I trust you." Pressing a lingering kiss to the corner of my mouth, she flopped back down on the seat and grinned. "And practice makes perfect."

      I exhaled a shaky breath. "You wanna practice with me?"

      Her smile widened. "Always only you, Sketch."

      Jesus. "I love you." Dropping my brow to rest against hers, I inhaled her scent while I tried to get a handle on my heart. "I really fucking love you, Romi Dillon. You know that, right?"

      "I know," she replied, tone soft and sweet. "And I really fucking love you back, Sketch Capaldi."

      "So, we're doing this?"

      "Yeah." She grinned. "I think we are."

      "When?"

      "There's no time like the present, I guess," she replied, watching me carefully for a reaction.

      I gaped at her. "What, you wanna fuck now?"

      Chewing on her lip, she nodded. "I just want to feel you inside me."

      "Jesus, you can't say that to me," I warned. "I'm serious. And especially not when I'm inside you or it'll be over before it starts."

      "Okay." A small laugh escaped her lips and then she was pushing me off her. "Get dressed and take me home. Daddy won't be there and Mrs. Bane is so deaf that she'll never notice if we're quiet." Pulling her skirt up her hips, she reached for her discarded shirt. "You have a condom in your wallet, right?"

      "Of course I have a condom in my – wait. Don’t you want flowers and candles and shit?" I asked, catching my clothes as she threw them at me. "You know, a nice romantic dinner and a night in a fancy hotel?"

      "No," she replied, arching a perfectly shaped brow at me. "But it sounds like you might."

      "Funny," I shot back, climbing over the seats. "I'm ready if you are. I'm just trying to make sure that you're actually ready and don’t want to do this just because you think it's what I wanna do –" I paused to catch a flying shoe and then its comrade. "I don’t wanna rush you." Tossing my shoes on the floor, I dragged on my school pants and reached for my crumpled shirt, thankful for the tinted windows that allowed us this kind of privacy. "I don’t want you to regret it." Shrugging on my shirt, I hastily snapped the buttons into place and cranked the engine, switching the heater on full blast to clear the condensation from the windshield. "Or me."

      "I'm ready," Romi assured me as she tossed my sweater and tie over the console. "I want you and I could never regret you. It's not possible," she added, as she climbed through the seats and took her place beside me. "No fancy hotels or rose petals and cheesy music playing in the background. That's not what we're about," she told me. "I just want us, Sketch. Just you and me. Together. That's all I want." Leaning across the console, she pressed a kiss to my cheek before settling back in her seat. "Forever."

      Well shit.

      "Okay." Swallowing deeply, I fought the tremor in my hand and put the truck into gear. "We can do that." Taking her hand in mine, I gave it a reassuring squeeze before settling our joined hands on top of the gearstick. "I can give you forever."

      "Good," she replied. "Because I'd take it if you didn’t offer."

      I smirked. "Oh, you would?"

      "Absolutely," she teased. "You're mine, Sketch."

      "And you're mine, Ro."

      The entire ride back to our houses was spent in a weird, electric silence. We were both thinking about what was about to happen and Romi was still clutching my hand when I parked up outside my house.

      "Give me twenty minutes before you come over," she said, unfastening her seatbelt. "I want to get, uh…" Her cheeks flamed. "Freshened up."

      "Okay." Nodding slowly, I watched her watch me, my pupils darkening to mirror hers. "Twenty minutes."

      "I'll see you then," she whispered, giving my hand one final squeeze before pushing the door open and climbing out. "Oh, and don’t forget to bring the con –"

      "I won't forget."

      "Okay. Good. That's ah, that's sensible."

      "Hey, Romi?"

      "Yeah, Sketch?"

      "I really do love you."

      "I know."

      "I just…I wanted you to know that."

      "And I do. Now come over in twenty minutes – and don’t be late." She smiled and gave me a shy wave before running off in the direction of her yard…

      

      "I don’t want her back," I told my father, tearing myself away from the memory of my final moments with Romi before I drowned in my depression.

      That was a bad fucking day and thinking about how Cal had cornered me in the driveway only made my hackles rise.

      The following two weeks I'd spent in this very hospital, avoiding calls from Romi, was worse.

      But it was the week after that, the one when I came back to school and had to end things with her, that was the worst of all, and I knew full well that the hurt and betrayal in her eyes when I told her it was over would haunt me until my dying day.

      "I got over Romi Dillon a long time ago," I added bitterly. "Right around the time she got under my brother." My hands balled into fists at the thought and that barely concealed hole in my heart scorched and oozed. "I wouldn't take her back now if ya'll paid me."

      "Well, you have several months before gradation so you have time to think about it. But whatever you decide romantically, you will drop this vendetta against her," he told me in a tone that left no room for arguing. "And for appearance's sake, you will visit with her before you leave here today."

      I stiffened. "And if I don’t?"

      My father narrowed his eyes. "Then you'll be on the first flight out to the finest rehabilitation center that money can buy. Where you will receive adequate care and support for your grief and learn the art of forgiveness."

      "For the last time, I'm not sick!" I hissed. "And I don’t owe her a goddamn thing."

      "No," he agreed. "But you owe it to your brother not to fuck up your life. He's dead and you get to live on for the both of you. So, for fuck's sake, Holden, make it worth it. Don’t drown yourself in bitterness. Stop thinking about what you want and start thinking about what Chris would have wanted." He met me with a hard stare. "And if your brother was here now, I can assure you that he would want you to forgive the girl you both loved. He would want you to move past this and be happy."

      His words were like the lash of a whip across my already bleeding heart. It hurt so much because I knew he was right about Chris. He would want me to forgive Romi. That was the kind of guy he was. Kind. Selfless. Loyal.

      Problem was, I also knew that no matter how much truth my father had just spoken, I was also right.

      "What's it going to be, son?" Dad asked, watching me with shrewd eyes. "Can you forgive her?"

      "No," was my honest response. It would never happen. Not in a million years could I forgive her for taking Chris's life away and then lying about the circumstances surrounding his death. "But I can try to be civil."

      Dad arched a brow. "Civil?"

      "It's more than she deserves," I warned. "More than you or anyone else should ask of me."

      "Civil," he repeated again, obviously churning both the word and the act around in his mind. "I suppose it's a start."

      "Yeah."
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      Everything hurt, my mind was done, but my body was regrettably not.

      Blinking my eyes open, I spent an inordinate amount of time staring at the tiled ceiling above my head, not caring for who was breathing heavily in the armchair next to my bed.

      That someone turned out to be my father and when he noticed that I was awake, he quickly jumped to his feet.

      "Sweet pea," he said, his relief evident in the huge sigh he released from deep inside his chest. "Oh, thank god!" He pressed a hand to the skin covering his heart. "You're in the hospital, but you're okay. You have a concussion and plenty scrapes and bruises. You sprained your ankle when you fell, and they had to operate to repair some damage to your knee. You also have some stitches on your thigh from where you cut yourself open when you fell. You lost a lot of blood, Romi. Too much. You opened a vein, sweetheart, and they gave you a transfusion to help with the blood loss. I know it sounds like a long list, but it's mostly superficial, and the doctors say with some rest, you'll be right as rain in a week or two."

      "Okay," was all I managed to scrape together as my father lay across me, hugging me tightly and causing me to wince in pain.

      "I was so worried," he croaked out, still smothering me with affection. "What the hell happened?"

      "Happened?" I trailed my tongue over my bone-dry lips, desperate to dampen them and soothe the stinging sensation. A tang of copper hit my senses and I quickly registered the cut on my bottom lip. "Happened when?"

      "You fell. From the treehouse." He straightened up, brows creased. "Is that right?"

      "Fell?" Confused and slightly groggy from whatever medication that was flushing through my veins, I slowly pulled myself up to rest against the mountain of pillows at my back. "How did I get here?" I glanced around the hospital room, feeling a little devastated. "Did you find me?"

      "No, Holden drove you here and called me on the way," Dad explained, still watching me with concern laced in his eyes. "He said that he was with you when you fell out of the old treehouse."

      I gaped as his words registered with me. "Wait – Sketch brought me?"

      "Yes." My father nodded stiffly. "He saved your life."

      "Why?" I frowned. "I mean…why would he do that? Why would he bother?"

      "Jesus, Romi," Dad scolded, paling. "Don’t say it like that."

      "I'm sorry," I whispered guiltily, eyes landing on the medical boot encasing my left leg. "It's just that you know how he feels about me now." I shook my head again, finding it hard to believe that Sketch was the one who brought me to the hospital. "He was really here?"

      "Holden," Dad corrected with a sniff, detesting Sketch's nickname almost as much as he detested the boy himself. "And yes. He's still here. He's right outside the door."

      Coincidentally, the door swung inwards then, but instead of Sketch standing in the doorway, in marched Victoria.

      My heart sank in my chest at the sight of her.

      "Romi," she gushed, rushing to my bedside and enveloping me in a fake hug – all for my father's benefit no doubt. "Oh, dear, we were so worried about you."

      "I bet," I deadpanned, keeping my hands at my sides.

      "Don’t worry," she continued, releasing her hold on me to fluff my pillows. "Your father has found a wonderful rehabilitation center that caters to disturbed young girls." She cupped my cheeks in her hands and smiled. "We'll get you better, Romi. Just you wait and see, precious girl."

      "What?" My heart turned to ice in my chest. "Rehab?"

      "Vic," Dad sighed wearily and sank back into the armchair at my bedside. "I haven't had a chance to talk to her about it yet."

      "What is there to discuss, Cal?" she replied hotly. "Your daughter tried to kill herself. If Holden Capaldi hadn't found her when he did and brought her to the ER, I dread to think of how this might have turned out."

      "Rehab?" I repeated, panicking now. "You're sending me away?" I looked to my father. "Dad?" I swallowed deeply. "Tell me you're not?"

      Guilt churned in my father's eyes and he shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable. "Sweet pea –"

      "Don’t say sweet pea," I snapped. "Just tell me."

      "It's better this way," he urged, reaching for my hand. "I know you're unhappy. Some time away in a place where they have professionals to help you come to terms with your grief will be good for you."

      "Unhappy?" I glared at him, ignoring the tears filling my eyes. "Of course I'm unhappy. My life has been turned upside down. I watched Chris die, Dad. One of my best friends in the whole world. I was behind the wheel. I lost my friends – and Sketch. I lost Sketch, Dad!" Shaking my head, I balled my hands into fists. "I went through a trial, faced the wrath of the town, and then I spent six months in a detention center being bullied and beaten up."

      "Exactly," Victoria cut in with an approving nod.

      "And now you want to lock me up again." Tears sprang in my eyes. "You want to send me back to hell."

      "Not back," my father hurried to soothe. "To a special place for young girls who have been through similar traumas. It's a place for you to heal, sweet pea, and it's not forever."

      "I don’t want to be locked up again," I choked out, panic clawing at my throat just thinking about it. "Don’t do this to me."

      "You've been hurting yourself, Romi," my father strangled out, sounding pained.

      "No, I haven't!" I lied, furious with him for not minding his own damn business. "I've been doing everything I've been asked to do. I've been going to school, making the grades, obeying my curfew, and staying out of trouble. What else do you want from me?"

      "Dear, you threw yourself out of a tree," Victoria interjected. "I am sorry to say this but you are a danger to yourself, and not doing something productive now is a risk that your father and I are not prepared to take."

      "Like you give a shit," I hissed. "You were hoping the judge would throw the book at me for the crash. Too bad I was a minor, huh?"

      Victoria blanched and feigned tears, causing my father to snap at me.

      "Romi, that's quite enough!" Straightening his spine, he growled, "I know you're upset right now, but do not take it out on Victoria. She cares very deeply for you."

      "Bullshit," I spat unapologetically. "She hates me. She always has. She only cares about your money. That's it and you're a fool if you believe otherwise."

      "Romi!"

      "I'm not going to rehab," I hissed, glaring at my father. "I'm over eighteen. You can't make me go if I don’t want to."

      "A court order will see to that," Victoria replied. "You are not fit to make decisions for yourself. Any judge will agree with us."

      I balked. "You're joking."

      "You are not in control right now," Dad tried to plead his case. "It wouldn't be forever. Just until you're better –"

      "Whatever," I replied, turning my face away. "Send me to rehab. Take my rights away. I don’t give a damn about what happens to me anymore."

      "Don’t be like this, Romi."

      I didn’t respond.

      "Ramona."

      There was no point, no goddamn point trying to speak to him, so I didn’t waste my breath.

      Maybe it would be better if I was gone. At least I would be far away from this God-forsaken town and all the devils controlling it.

      If my father was willing to listen to Victoria – because I just knew this was her idea – and was willing to throw me under the bus, then why should I care what happened to him? Knowing my luck, Chris was right and my father was in on it. God knows, I'd been wrong before.

      As for Sketch? Maybe I could get a letter to him. Wait until the dust settled and try to get a message to him? Figure out a way to get through to him without putting his life at risk.

      A low knock sounded on the door before it opened inwards.

      "Should I come back later?" an achingly familiar voice asked, startling me and causing my heart-rate to spike.

      No joke; the monitors attached to my chest went haywire, beeping and flashing like crazy.

      "Holden." My father sighed heavily. "It's you."

      "Cal."

      "I prefer Mr. Capaldi or sir," my father said in a clipped tone, though it was clear that he was making an actual effort to be civil today. "It's good southern manners, Holden. Like your Mama taught you."

      "Cal."

      My lips twitched and I quickly buried my smile. Always so rebellious.

      "Holden," Victoria squealed in delight. "Oh, hush now, Cal. Leave the boy alone. Your daughter is not exactly flush with friends right now. Please come in, sweetheart."

      "I'm not her friend," Sketch replied in a hard tone. "My father sent me. Keeping up appearances and all that shit ya'll concern yourselves so much with."

      Unable to stop myself, I turned my face to look at him.

      He was still in his uniform and his shirt was smeared with dried blood.

      Mine, I assumed.

      His intense blue eyes landed on my face and a surge of heat rose up my neck.

      Sketch stared hard at me for the longest moment, gaze silently accusing, before turning his attention back to Dad.

      "My father told me that you wanted to ask me a question." Shoving his hands into his pockets, he looked my father dead in the eyes and said, "And here's your answer; she didn’t jump."

      Stunned, I gaped at Sketch, but he didn’t look at me, keeping his blue eyes trained on my father.

      "The truth of the matter is that I spooked your daughter," Sketch continued, not missing a beat. "She got scared when she climbed into the treehouse and realized that I was already in there. Neither of us expected to see one another and it's no secret that we have bad blood. When she saw me, she toppled backwards and lost her footing. I reached for her and she reached for me in return, but our hands didn’t connect in time."

      My father couldn’t mask the relief in his eyes at Sketch's admission – at his blatant lie – just the same way Victoria couldn't mask her displeasure.

      "Really?" Dad croaked out, tone thick with emotion. "You're sure?"

      "Absolutely," Sketch replied, not batting an eyelid. "I have no reason to lie for her, or spare your feelings." Casting a sneering glance in my direction, he added, "And believe me, if your daughter wanted to die, I would have been more than happy to let her."

      My father flinched at his words, but I didn’t. I was too busy trying to make sense of why he would lie for me. And all of the cruel words he'd just spouted were lies.

      I did jump.

      He was lying for me, and he didn’t let me die.

      There was a long stretch of silence then before my father finally spoke again. "Thank you for coming to tell me that, Holden. It certainly changes things." Rising to his feet, Dad walked to the door and held it open. "Thank you for your quick thinking today." He cleared his throat again before adding, "And, of course, for getting my daughter to the hospital in time."

      Sketch nodded stiffly but he made no move to leave.

      "Was there anything else?" Dad asked, watching him with a wary expression, barely masking his displeasure.

      "Yes," Sketch replied, keeping his tone flat and void of emotion. "My father wants me to speak to Romi." Rocking back on his heels, he shrugged his shoulders. "He wants me to offer your daughter forgiveness."

      "And?" Dad's voice betrayed him. He was shaken up and it was coming out in his voice. "What do you think about that?"

      Sketch folded his arms across his broad chest, looking both hostile and defensive at once. "I'm here, ain’t I?"

      "Yes." Dad released a relieved sigh. "I suppose you are."

      "I can't forgive," Sketch quickly added, tone as hard and unyielding as ever. "And I won't ever forget." He paused for a long moment before blowing out a sharp breath. "But I'm done fucking with her. It won't bring my brother back and I'm tired of the pain." He never once looked in my direction as he spoke, giving my father his full attention. "Shaming and blaming your daughter won't change anything."

      "No," Dad agreed quietly.

      "There won't be any more trouble," Sketch added. "At school or anywhere else."

      "And I have your word on that?" my father asked, cautious once more.

      I knew what was wrong. He couldn’t read Sketch. He'd never denied the fact that he loathed his best friend's youngest son. Even from a young child, Sketch had rubbed my father the wrong way. He wasn’t like Chris. They couldn’t control or contain him and that made him a liability. It made them all wary.

      "Would you believe me if I gave it to you?" Sketch shot back with a glare. "I offered it to you before and it was thrown back in my face." He straightened. "If I recall correctly, I was told that my word wasn’t worth shit to you."

      "That was a long time ago, Holden," my father replied, looking a little chagrined.

      "I remember how long ago it was," Sketch was quick to say. "I remember everything."

      "Yes, well," Dad replied with another weary sigh. "Things change."

      I frowned in confusion, lost in the conversation.

      "So I'm told, but I'm the same person I was then," Sketch countered. "Only difference as far as I can see is that I'm a brother down and an inheritance up. Oh, that and the fact that I filled out." He rolled his shoulders, making his biceps bulge and strain against the fabric of his shirt. "Had myself a nice big growth spurt." He glared at my father. "As you can tell."

      My father's face reddened. In shame or anger…I couldn’t be sure. "I see," he replied, rubbing his whiskered chin.

      "And I see," Sketch shot back. "And you should know that it's a no. I'm not interested in that."

      My father's brows rose in obvious surprise. Whatever they were talking about, he hadn't expected this response from Sketch. "No?"

      "More than a no," Sketch told him, shoulders stiffening. "It's a never."

      Dad's brows rose even further. "Your father and I thought –"

      "You both thought wrong," Sketch deadpanned. "You made the decision for me a long time ago. I accepted it and moved on. That's all there is to it."

      "But –"

      "It's done with," Sketch cut him off by saying. "As far as I'm concerned, that part of my life is over. It's water under the bridge for me."

      "What are you both talking about?" Victoria, for once, asked something that didn’t grate on my nerves. At least she was as clueless as I was. "What is water under the bridge, Holden? What is all this code talk about, Cal?"

      Sketch opened his mouth to reply but my father got in there first. "Nothing at all," he told his fiancée before taking her arm and leading her to the door. "Why don’t you go and grab me a coffee, darlin'."

      Victoria was clearly unimpressed at being dismissed because her face noticeably fell, but she recovered before my father noticed and offered him a bright smile. "Of course, my love."

      My love? I swallowed down a surge of vomit at that.

      "Can I have a minute with her?" Sketch asked then, inclining his head towards me, but never taking his eyes off my father. "In private."

      My father narrowed his eyes. "I don’t know if that's a good idea –"

      "Oh, please." Sketch rolled his eyes. "If I wanted to hurt your daughter, do you honestly think I would have brought her to a hospital?" he asked, tone laced with disgust. "Clearly not."

      "Romi?" Dad turned to look at me, brows bunched together. "If you're not comfortable being alone with him then I can stay –"

      "It's okay, Dad," I replied hoarsely. "Honestly, I'll be fine. Go and grab some coffee with Victoria."

      Dad didn’t look convinced.

      "Really," I added. "Don't worry."

      "Alright," he finally said, tone resigned. "I won't be far away. Just call if you need me."

      I nodded and waited for him to leave the room before turning my attention to Sketch. "What are you doing here?"

      "What am I doing here?" Sketch arched a brow. "That's how you thank me for saving your life?"

      "Maybe I didn’t want to be saved," I replied. "Why are you still here, Sketch?"

      "Oh, so you're suicidal now," he mused, moving for the armchair my father had vacated. "I'd say that kinda defeats the purpose of surviving an un-survivable car wreck, wouldn't you?" Sinking into the chair, he stretched his legs out under my bed and gave me his full attention. "And I'm here to talk."

      "You're always here to talk."

      "Yes, I am." His blue eyes were full of heat and channeled on mine. "So start talking."
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      Sketch Capaldi was sitting in my hospital room, attempting to hold a somewhat civil conversation, and I couldn’t handle his close proximity.

      Settling my hands on my lap, I gazed down at the I.V. line attached to my left hand. "What do you want me to say?" I asked quietly, keeping my head bowed.

      "Maybe explain what that little stunt was about," he offered. "Flinging yourself out of trees? You don’t have wings, dumbass."

      My head snapped up and I glared at him. "I'm aware."

      "You know, if you were attempting to piss off the man upstairs, you didn’t need to bother." Folding his arms across his chest, he gave me a strange look. Not friendly, but not full of hostility either. "You're already going to hell, genius."

      "Then I guess I'll see you there, won't I, genius?" I snapped, feeling a tiny spark of life flicker inside of me.

      "Yeah." His lips seemed to twitch without his permission. "I guess you will." Forcing a frown, he sobered his features and resumed his glaring. "You're so stupid."

      I arched a brow. "Wow. Thanks."

      "You are stupid," he said dryly. "Incredibly fucking stupid to pull a stunt like that."

      "And here I was thinking we'd just gotten past the nickname killer."

      "Both names suit you."

      "Clearly," I agreed flatly. "Because I'm the worst person in the world."

      "You're one of them," he replied. "And quit feeling sorry for yourself. You brought all of this on yourself."

      I sighed wearily. "Just go away, Sketch."

      I was still feeling every ounce of the shame from letting him touch me in the treehouse, but eclipsing my embarrassment was the gaping wound he'd left inside of me. The wound that had never truly healed these past two years and was weeping and oozing from his ulterior motives.

      Sketch hurt me with his words, he split me open with his kisses, and now I felt like I was drowning in betrayal.

      I was pissed at him and the change in emotion was as refreshing as it was soul destroying.

      Sketch didn’t budge so I turned to roll onto my side. Unfortunately, my ribs screamed out in protest, so I remained where I was, slumped on my pillows with my head bowed.

      "Why'd you do it, Ro?" he asked after several minutes of silence. His voice was surprisingly gentle, and when he used that familiar pet name it reminded me of how it used to be for us.

      Of what I lost.

      The aching in my heart worsened to the point where I had to rub my chest to soothe the throbbing.

      My lip quivered when I whispered, "You know why."

      "No, I really don’t," he replied, tone quiet. "But if you say Chris, then I'm gonna lose my shit. Because if I have to live without him then so do you. " He blew out a frustrated breath. " If I can do it, wake up every morning and drag myself out of bed, then you sure as hell can."

      "I can live without one of you." Trembling, I plucked at an invisible thread on my blanket and whispered, "Not both of you."

      "Both." He was quiet for so long that I honestly thought that he wasn't going to speak again. Finally, he did. "What does that mean, Ro?"

      "Oh, so I'm Ro again?" I whispered brokenly, feeling my eyes dampen. "Not killer?"

      "Like I was Holden before you threw yourself out of a fucking tree and tried to end your life?" he growled, sounding flustered. "Stop distracting me with your bullshit and answer the question."

      "What do you think it means, Holden?"

      "Obviously I don’t know what it means, Romi," he countered, not missing a beat. "Otherwise, I wouldn’t be asking."

      "It means that I can live without Chris," I admitted, locking eyes with him, feeling too worn out to keep him out. "It hurts, I'm broken, but I've been coping," I whispered. "I managed in juvie. I survived, okay? But being back in Pocketful? Being home and having to face your wrath every day, knowing what we used to be? It breaks me and I can't…I can't…" I shook my head in frustration, knowing that whatever way I worded this, I was going to look weak. "I can't live in this constant war with you, Sketch," I finally settled on, flinching when I heard myself speak the words out loud. "I'm tired of it and I miss you so much."

      He arched a disbelieving brow. "So, what are you saying exactly? You can't live in a war with me, or you can't live without me? Which one is it, Romi, because I'm getting whiplash tryna figure you out."

      "The former," I whispered and then blew out a shaky breath before admitting, "The latter." I shrugged weakly. "Both, I guess."

      "Are you saying you jumped because of me?"

      When I didn’t deny it straight away, a pained growl erupted from his chest.

      "Oh no, no, no," he warned, uncrossing his arms so he could hold a hand up. "Don’t even think about putting this on me after what you did to my brother." His hand moved to his dark hair and he roughly dragged his hands through it. "I may have been a dick since you came home, but I had every right. And you jumped, Romi. I didn’t push you or force your hand. You jumped out of that tree of your own damn accord. That's not on me."

      "I'm not putting it on you," I whispered, quickly wiping a rogue tear from my cheek. "I'm really not."

      "But that's what you were insinuating, right?" he pressed, tone strained. "That it's my fault?"

      "No," I choked out. "I wasn't."

      "Then what?" he demanded. "Why'd you do it?"

      "Because I was done, okay!" I shrugged. "Because I don’t have anyone else left."

      His entire frame stiffened, hands balling into fists. "Yes, you do."

      "No." I shook my head. "I really don’t."

      "That's bullshit," he argued, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his thighs. "You still have your dad and –"

      "I. Don't. Have. Anyone. Left," I bit out, feeling my tears burn my cheeks. "I lost both of you. Chris and you. My boyfriend and my best friend. I lost my friends at school. The girls on the cheer team. I lost my respect. My freedom. My shot at an out-of-state college based on my own merits and not my father's money. Hell, I'm pretty sure I lost my soul somewhere along the way, too. But most of all, I lost you –" My breath hitched in my throat and I had to take several calming breaths before I could continue. "What's left for me now, Sketch? Huh? Where do I go from here? The whole world has labeled me a killer."

      And I'm so scared. I can't sleep at night. I can barely eat. I feel like someone is constantly watching me. Even in my dreams. Worst of all is that I'm afraid for you. And I can't tell you.

      "If you're expecting me to feel sorry for you then you can save your breath," he replied gruffly, blue eyes locked on mine. "Because you deserve everything you're going through and more."

      And that was that.

      Sketch didn’t get it.

      He didn’t understand my pain and he never would.

      Unless I told him…

      No, Romi, you promised Chris.

      Heartbroken, I closed my eyes and just absorbed the sensation of my agony cutting me open. With a sniffle, I nodded. "Yeah, okay."

      "Jesus Christ, I don’t even know why I'm sitting here listening to this," Sketch muttered under his breath. "I don’t need to be here." Releasing a low growl, he scrubbed a hand down his face. "I don’t owe you a damn thing."

      "Then go."

      "I should."

      "Then do it."

      "I can't."

      "Why?"

      "Because if I walk out of here, after vouching for you to your father, and you do something stupid, Chris would never forgive me."

      "Chris is dead," I tossed back, wounded. "I killed him, remember?"

      He narrowed his eyes. "Careful."

      "Why did you do it, huh?" I turned the tables around and asked. "Why did you lie to my dad for me? We both know I jumped."

      Now he was the one to shrug. "Don’t mistake my actions for feelings, Romi, because I don’t have any of those. Not for you. If I let your father send you away then I would never get the truth. That's my only motive here. Justice for my brother."

      "Yeah, well, believe me, Sketch, you don’t want my truth."

      Now he was on high-alert, shifting closer in his chair, eyes sharp and honed in on my face. "Meaning?"

      "Meaning if you knew the sacrifices I've made for you and your brother, you wouldn’t be so heartless." The words flew out of my mouth like vomit and I didn’t feel guilty for it. I didn’t feel sad. I was in too much pain. I wanted him to feel something, too. I wanted him to know me again. To remember.

      His chest expanded when he sucked in a sharp breath. "Sacrifices?"

      "Yes," I replied, numb.

      "What kinds of sacrifices?"

      "You," I said bluntly.

      "Me." He frowned.

      I nodded. "Yes."

      "Look, I'm not buying into this shit, Romi," he warned in a shaky tone. "Don’t play games with me. Not when it comes to Chris."

      "I'm not feeding you any lines and I'm not playing games," I replied flatly. "Someday you might understand – I really, really hope you don't, but if that day comes, you'll get it."

      "You're not making any sense," he snapped, dragging his chair all the way over to my bedside. "None of this makes any fucking sense, Romi, and you're starting to sound like a crazy person."

      "Yeah, and be glad it doesn’t make sense," I shot back, voice cracking. "Thank your lucky stars that you don’t understand, Sketch. Because I do! I understand way too much and it makes me want to close my eyes and never wake up! And make no mistake about it, the shit I know is making me crazy. There's no sounding about it. I know I'm losing my mind."

      His brow creased and he rested his elbows on my bed. "Romi, don’t say shit like that –"

      "You can go now," I whispered, blinking away my tears. I couldn’t take another moment of this and I knew that if he kept prodding, I would cave.

      "Talk to me," he urged. "Come on, Ro. I know you better than anyone. You hate keeping secrets." His gaze flicked to my hands and I saw the hesitation etched on his face before he cautiously reached for my hand. "You can talk to me. I'm not gonna be a dick, okay? I just…I need to know about Chris."

      "It's okay, Sketch." Sniffling, I tucked my hands under my blanket and out of sight. "You don’t have to put on an act to get information out of me. I know you can't stand me anymore. I get it, okay?"

      His nostrils flared and he continued to stare at my blanket before looking at me. "That's not what I was doing."

      I stared back at him, calling his bluff.

      "Fine, that's what I was doing earlier," he admitted with a sigh. "But not now."

      "I didn’t kill him." I barked out a sob, feeling my pain crash over me in waves.

      He flinched. "I'm not –"

      "I didn’t."

      "I want to believe you." His blue eyes blazed with heat. "More than anything."

      "Then believe me," I pleaded.

      "I can't."

      "Then go away, Sketch."

      "Just tell me what happened and I'll go." His tone was laced with desperation. "I swear I'll never bother you again."

      I shook my head, begging him with my eyes to understand. "I can't."

      "Why not?" Emotion flickered in his eyes and for once, he didn’t try to hide it. He let me see his devastation and it was crippling. "Just make it go away, Romi –" voice cracking, he whispered, "Why can't you just stop this god-awful pain inside of me and tell me the truth?"

      Trembling, I turned back to face the ceiling and closed my eyes. "Because it's not safe." I could feel my tears burning my eyes as I whispered the only explanation I could give him. "We're not safe. They could be listening."

      I heard his breath hitch. "What?"

      I clamped my mouth shut and let my tears fall freely, knowing that I'd made a mistake that neither one of us might come back from.

      "Why aren't we safe, Romi?" Sketch urged, shifting closer. "Who could be listening?"

      "Them," I mumbled, cringing in self-loathing as the word slipped out.

      "Who's them?" he demanded, sounding rattled.

      "I can't be sure," I admitted, feeling weak. "Chris knew, but I didn’t get a good look, and he never got the chance to tell me everything before he…before he was gone."

      "Jesus Christ, this is about the night Chris died, isn't it?"

      "Shh." Clenching my eyes shut, I locked every muscle in my body into place, rigid and terrified. "Please don’t ask me anything else."

      "Don’t ask?" His voice was torn. "How the fuck can I not ask? If this has something to do with my brother, then I need to know now, dammit!"

      "No, you need to go now," I practically begged. "Please, Sketch, I can't talk about this here –"

      "Don't block me out." Moments later, I felt his hand snake under my blankets and wrap around mine. His hand was warm and solid, and felt like a lifejacket being thrown my way. He stared hard at me and blew out a breath. "Something happened that night, didn't it? Something that scared you into not talking."

      When I didn’t deny it, a low keening noise ripped from Sketch and he pressed his free hand to his chest as if he was physically trying to stop his heart from cracking into pieces. I could identify with the sensation.

      "Fuck, I was right all along," he said, breathing hard and uneven. He yanked my hand to his chest, knocking my blanket away with the movement. "Tell me that I'm right, Romi," he begged, clutching my hand to his chest. "Say the words."

      "You were right," the words were out before I could censor myself.

      "And Chris? He was dead before you crashed?" he demanded hoarsely. "I was right about that, too, wasn't I?"

      I stiffened.

      "Don't deny it now," Sketch pleaded, knees bopping anxiously. "Please, Ro. Don’t do this to me. I have to know."

      My face contorted in pain and I nodded weakly.

      "Jesus Christ," Sketch choked out, dropping his head on my mattress. "I can't –" Covering the back of his head with his free hand, he fisted his hair as his shoulders shook violently. "I can't handle this."

      "He made me promise not to tell you," I blubbered through my pathetic attempt of an explanation. "But his last thoughts were all about you. You should know that you were the p-person on his mind when he c-closed his eyes."

      "You didn’t do it," he whispered as if in a trance. "You didn’t kill him." It wasn't a question, but I answered him anyway.

      "No," I confirmed with a sniffle. "I would never hurt anyone and especially not Chris."

      "What happened?" Lifting his face, Sketch stared at me as a lone tear trickled down his cheek. "Who would want to hurt my brother?"

      

      Shaking my head, I slammed the heel of my free hand against my forehead. "Four."

      "Four?" His eyes were glistening with tears as he reached up and pried my hand away from my face. "Four what, Romi?"

      Cringing, I whispered, "Four of them."

      "Four men?" Sketch demanded.

      "At the restaurant." Shoulders sagging in defeat, I blew out a pained breath. "Watching us." A shiver rolled down my spine. "Stalking him."

      "And they hurt him?"

      I shrugged. "I don’t know."

      "What do you mean you don’t know?" he snapped.

      "I can't think straight, okay?" I cried out. "It's like there's a block in my brain." Trembling, I shook my head. "I'm scared to remember." A pained sob tore from my chest, causing my body to tremble and shake. "I'm so sorry. I want to tell you, more than anything, but I just can't –"

      "It's okay." He was trembling right along with me but he offered my hand a reassuring squeeze. "You don’t have to say anything," he coaxed hoarsely. "I'll ask the questions and you can just nod or shake your head, okay?" Sniffling, he cradled my hand in both of his, thumbs tracing my flesh as if he could coax the words out of me with his touch. "That way you're not saying anything."

      "I can't –"

      "Don’t be scared," he hurried to add, leaning closer. "I won't let anyone hurt you, I swear."

      His face was right there in front of me, with less than a few inches between us. I could see his pain. I could feel mine.

      For the first time in almost a year, we were on the same page again and it gave me no comfort. Because this was bad. Worse than bad. I'd broken my promise to Chris, and, in doing so, I had just endangered Sketch's life.

      "I need to know what happened to Chris – to both of you," he begged, his words barely more than a pained whisper. "I'll protect you from whatever you're scared of. I know I've been a dick, okay? I know I've been cruel, and I'm not gonna sit here and lie by saying I'm sorry when I'm not sure if I really am, but I swear to God that I will keep you safe, Romi."

      "You don’t get it," I squeezed out, forcing myself not to look away. "If I tell you anything and you react badly then we both die. I've already told you too much. This is serious. It's not a game." Sniffling, I added, "And I don’t care what happens to me anymore, but I made a promise to your brother that I would protect you. It was all he cared about, Sketch. Even when he was struggling to breathe…all he kept saying was don't tell my brother."

      A knock sounded on the other side of my hospital door and I stiffened, feeling a wave of terror like no other wash over me.

      "Victoria?" my father's voice came from the other side of the door. "Can you get the door for me, darlin'? My hands are full."

      "Oh God." Feeling frantic, I turned back to Sketch, clutching his hand so tightly in both of mine that my nails dug into his skin. "Please don’t say a word about this when they come in here."

      "What?" Sketch shook his head, clearly appalled by my request. "Romi, you just told me that my brother was murdered –"

      "I know," I whisper-hissed. "I know, okay. But you can't talk about this to anyone. I'll explain better, okay? I promise I'll find a way, but you need to give me some time to figure this out and stop asking questions about Chris," I urged, my words a hushed whisper as the door handle twisted. "Don’t talk to anyone, Sketch. You can't trust them."

      "Who?" he demanded, voice thick with emotion. "Who can't I trust?"

      I opened my mouth to respond but he quickly cut me off.

      "Don’t even think about trying to shut me out or backpedal now," he growled. "He was my brother. I deserve to know the truth about what happened to him. My parents deserve to know what happened to their son–"

      "No!" I strangled out, chest heaving at the thought. "No parents and no cops. They can't know about this. You can't trust anyone."

      He gaped at me. "Why the hell not?"

      "Chris told me not to trust anyone," I hissed. "He said the only people we can trust is each other and Presley."

      "Presley?" Sketch gaped. "What the hell does that douche have to do with any of this?"

      "I don’t know, but Chris said that you and Presley were the only people in the world that I could trust." Shaking my head, I resisted the urge to scream as I struggled with my words. "Nothing in Pocketful is what it seems," I whispered, giving him the very same words Chris had given me moments before he died in my arms. "It's all a lie."

      "What's a lie?" Sketch demanded, panicked.

      "Our lives," I blurted out. "It's a coverup – that's what Chris said. He found something, Sketch. He asked the wrong questions to the wrong people and it got him killed. So don’t go digging around in this. Don't go looking for trouble. Not when it's right on our doorstep."

      It was at that precise moment that my father marched back into the room, armed with two coffee cups and Victoria close on his heels.

      The moment Dad's eyes landed on our joined hands, his brows shot up in surprise. "It's a never, Holden? Really?"

      Sketch kept his eyes locked on mine, not answering my father.

      "Please," I mouthed, begging him with my eyes not to fail me now. Discreetly, I pressed my finger to my lips and slowly shook my head.

      The look he gave me was so intense that I felt myself shriveling under the pressure. I could feel the tension emanating from his body as he continued to squeeze my hand like a vice grips.

      Finally, after what felt like a lifetime, he blew out a breath and released my hand. Discreetly wiping his damp cheeks with his hand, he shoved his chair back. "I'll come back, Romi." He kept his eyes on me as he slowly rose to his feet. "We can talk then."

      "Yeah." I sagged in relief and nodded. "Okay."

      Giving me one final, indistinguishable look, Sketch turned on his heels and stalked out of my hospital room, not bothering to say goodbye to either my father or Victoria.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Romi

      

      

      "Well," Dad muttered when Sketch was gone. Rubbing his jaw, he stared at the closed hospital room door and sighed. "At least he's back to being civil again."

      "Yeah," I breathed, instantly on edge again.

      A wave of unease swept through me, the prospect of being alone with my father and Victoria more unnerving than it should be.

      This was my father, the man I loved and adored my whole life, a man who had never laid so much as a finger on me, and I couldn't relax around him. I couldn’t trust a single soul. Not with Chris's words of warning on a constant loop in my mind.

      The events of his final night on earth burst to the fore point of my mind, and unlike every other time I thought about that night, I didn’t automatically force the memory away and block it out. Instead, I pushed myself to open my heart up to a tsunami of pain and remember…

      

      "I need to leave, babe," Chris announced out of thin air as he tapped furiously against the screen of his phone.

      With his brows knitted in concentration, he shook his head and tapped out what I could only assume was a text message before shoving his cell into his pocket.

      "Something's come up," he added, meeting my panicked eyes. "I need to go right now."

      "Go?" I squeaked out, dropping my spoon in my soup bowl. "Go where?"

      "Stay here," was all he replied. "Wait for me to text you. If you don’t hear from me in one hour, I want you to call Presley to come get you."

      My mouth fell open. "What?"

      "Smile," he whispered, offering me a megawatt smile of his own. "Just keep smiling."

      "What's this about, Chris?" I demanded, mortified when he rose from his seat and shrugged on his jacket. "Oh my god, you can't just leave me here on my own," I whisper-hissed, leaning across the table to clasp his hand in mine. "Don’t do this."

      We were sitting in Chez Wrabel, one of the most up-scale Italian gourmet restaurants in Lake Charles. It was over an hour's drive from Pocketful to the city and it had taken months for Chris to get us a reservation without mentioning his father's name. It was our one-year anniversary, the day before Christmas Eve, and my boyfriend was fixing to leave me here on my own, surrounded by romantic candlelight and loved-up couples.

      "Just do what I told you to," Chris replied, smile still firmly in place. Slipping his hand from mine, he rounded the table and leaned down to press a kiss to my cheek. "Don’t follow me. Stay right here until I contact you, okay?"

      "No," I choked out. "It's not okay."

      "Romi, please, come on," he sighed, shoving his hands into the pockets of his slacks. "Don't make an issue out of this –"

      "No, you come on," I argued, craning my head back to glare up at him. "You can't take me to a romantic restaurant for our anniversary and then expect me to sit tight while you run off to do God knows what."

      "I'm not doing that." He smiled down at me, but it was forced. "Just trust me."

      "No," I growled back, folding my arms across my chest. "Stay and I'll trust you."

      My feelings of insecurity since my breakup with Sketch still crippled me, and watching Chris up and leave during our anniversary dinner only caused my emotions to spaz out of control.

      "If you walk out that door, don’t expect me to be here when you get back," I warned shakily, feeling my face burn with embarrassment. "Because I'm not going through this again." My breath hitched in my throat and I quickly swallowed down the Sketch-shaped lump forming before forcing all thoughts of him to the back of my mind. "I mean it, Chris. Walk out that door and we're done. I'll call a cab and leave."

      He continued to grin like a maniac. "That's not what's happening here."

      I arched a brow. "Isn't it?"

      Releasing a pained sigh, he crouched down beside my chair and took my face in his hands. "Look at me, babe."

      I shook my head, not wanting him to see the tears in my eyes.

      "I know you've been burned." Another sigh escaped him. "Badly. But I'm not him, okay?" he said softly. "I'm not my brother. I won't do anything to hurt you or put our relationship in jeopardy."

      "Then stay," I begged, locking eyes with him. "Don’t leave me here."

      "Ro, you know I would if I could," he whispered, tracing my cheekbone with his thumb. "You know how much I love you, babe."

      I didn’t say it back, I never said it back – not because I didn’t feel it, but because what I felt for him was a watered-down version of the love I was capable of giving, and Chris didn’t deserve half my heart. "Please stay, Chris."

      "Okay, I'm gonna tell you something and after I'm done, I want you to kiss me and smile." He continued to stroke my cheek as he spoke. "No matter how it makes you feel, you need to give me a killer smile, 'ya hear?"

      I frowned. "Wh-what?"

      "Just kiss me and smile," he urged, keeping a smile etched on his face. I could see right through it though. A lifetime spent together meant that I could see the fear in his blue eyes. "And no more tears, babe. Look happy. Look like you're having the best damn night of your life."

      "Why?"

      "Because we're being watched," he replied with that easy smile still firmly in place. "Smile, babe."

      "W-watched?"

      "Smile, Romi."

      I did. Panicked, I slapped on my biggest smile. "By who?"

      "See those men at the table behind me?" he said, leaning close to graze his lips against the corner of my mouth. "In the far corner. There's four of them."

      In panic mode, I pecked him back and flicked my gaze to the table at the back of the restaurant.

      Sure enough, a group of finely dressed men took up a table.

      "I see them," I squeezed out, breathing quickening. "Oh God, I see them, Chris."

      "Good girl, now look away," Chris instructed softly, keeping his lips on mine. "Don’t let them catch you staring."

      To the outside world, we looked like a young couple in the throes of a tender embrace, when the truth was anything but.

      "Why are they watching us?" I breathed, flicking my gaze to his, eyes wide and full of fear. "What did we do?"

      "You didn’t do anything, Ro. They've been shadowing me," he explained. "Trailing and following me around."

      "All night?" I strangled out, feeling my pulse flutter wildly in my neck. "Why?"

      "For a few days now," he confirmed, tone grim but expression deceptively light. "Remember when you told me that you thought Vic-whore-ia was stepping out on your dad?"

      I nodded.

      "Well, I found something."

      "About Victoria?"

      "I wish." He sighed heavily. "No, babe, I found something else." He grimaced before confessing, "Something worse."

      "Oh my God, what?"

      "Don't you think it's strange that we live there?" he asked then.

      "There?"

      "Pocketful," he urged. "Don’t you think it's strange that our parents chose to raise us in the middle of bumfuck nowhere?" He shook his head and blew out a frustrated breath. "I mean, come on, Romi, our fathers are important people. They're successful and rich beyond most men's wildest dreams. They have businesses running the length and breadth of the United States, so why are they living in a town that hasn't progressed beyond the seventies? Why not live in Lake Charles or some other city? Why Pocketful, Romi?"

      "I don’t know, Chris," I practically whimpered. "I've never thought about it."

      "Well, I have," he replied quietly. "A lot."

      "What's going on?" I demanded, fear clawing at my throat. "Tell me!"

      "I can't explain it right now – I'm not even sure I can explain it at all," he replied. "All you need to know is that I got cocky, went digging around in shit I wasn’t supposed to, and uncovered something I had no business discovering."

      "About my dad?"

      He didn’t respond right away and that caused my panic to spiral out of control.

      "Chris, what about my dad? What did you find? Is he okay?" Daddy had money. Lots of it. Dread filled my heart. "Oh my God, are those men coming after my dad? Is he in danger?"

      "He's fine, I promise," he quickly assured me. "And no, they're only looking for me."

      "Jesus Christ, Chris," I sobbed. "What did you do?"

      "I told you. I stuck my nose where it didn’t belong and discovered something." Chris shrugged. "Something those men were sent to make me forget."

      I visibly flinched. "Make you forget how?"

      "I'm not sure yet," he replied calmly. "Which is why I need to leave." He pressed another soft kiss to my lips. "You need to let me go, Romi. It's the only way I can keep you out of this."

      "No, no, no –" Smothering a sob, I clutched his forearms and held him to me. "Don’t go outside. They'll follow you."

      "I know," he whispered. "That's what I want."

      "Chris –"

      "Romi, you need to listen to me and stay here where there are witnesses. You're safe in a crowd," he instructed sternly. "I'll lure them outside and lose them. I've been doing it for days now and they haven't caught me yet. And then I'll come back and get you, okay?"

      "Chris, no!" I shook my head. "We need to call our parents."

      "No," he growled and the anger in his voice stunned me. "Don't call them."

      "What?" My eyes bulged as terror seized me. "Why the hell not?"

      "Because we can't trust them," he bit out, eyes hardening into slits of blue steel.

      My world stopped spinning. "Are you saying that our parents are involved in this?"

      "I'm saying that nothing about Pocketful is as it seems, and nobody can be trusted," he replied. "Not a goddamn soul, 'ya hear?"

      "But, but, but…" I let my words trail off and exhaled a ragged breath. "What about Sketch?"

      Chris's eyes flashed with pain. "Sketch is safe. He and Presley are about the only two people I'm sure we can trust. But you can't tell Sketch about any of this."

      "Why? Is he in danger, too?" My heart jackknifed in my chest. "Oh my God, are they following him, too? Is this about money? Are they after our fathers' fortune?"

      "No, they're not after Sketch and I need it to stay that way," Chris ground out. "No matter what happens, he is kept out of this. I don’t care what happens to me, Romi, but my brother is not to be dragged into this."

      "But we need help," I squeezed out. "Sketch can help you, Chris. You know he can. He's fearless –"

      "Exactly," Chris bit out. "Which is how I know he'll run into this all guns-a-blazing and get himself killed. Something is going on here. Something that I don’t have time to explain right now, but it's big, babe. It's bigger and more unimaginably scary than I can comprehend, and the less you know, the safer you'll be." With his blue eyes locked on mine, Chris said, "So promise me, Romi. Promise me that no matter what happens tonight, you won't tell my brother about any of this." A small tremor racked through his frame when he added, "My brother has been through enough. You know how they've treated him his whole life. Sketch deserves peace and he'll never have that if he goes digging into this cesspool of lies. Trust me, nothing good will come of it."

      "Okay, I promise," I whispered, panicked at his words and feeling the weight of them rest heavily on my shoulders. "I won't tell him."

      Chris sagged in relief. "Thank you."

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed one of the men from the table rise to his feet, gaze honed in on us. "Chris, they're looking at us," I breathed, heart hammering violently against my ribcage. "I think one of them is coming over here."

      "Then it's time for me to go." Pressing one final kiss to my lips, Chris rose to his feet. "Stay," he whispered, cupping my cheek with his trembling hand. "Wait for my text. If you don’t hear from me in one hour, call Presley. He'll know what to do."

      "Chris, please don’t –"

      "I love you, Romi." Exhaling raggedly, he tore his hand away from my cheek, tossed a couple of hundreds on the table, and then moved for the exit.

      Frozen in place, I watched as all four men slowly filed out of the restaurant after him.

      And then I waited.

      One hour.

      Sixty minutes.

      Little did I know that one hour later would signal the beginning of the end of life as I knew it…

      

      "Romi." Victoria's voice infiltrated my mind and I flinched, torn from the memory that plagued my subconscious without respite.

      Repressing a shiver, I turned to find her frowning at me. It was almost as if her hawk-like eyes were trying to penetrate the walls of my mind, eager to uncover the secrets I kept buried deep inside.

      "What did Holden say to you?" she asked.

      "Say?"

      "You're as pale as a ghost, dear," she explained, still watching me with a wary glint in her eye. "Did you have the talk?"

      "The talk?"

      "About Chris, dear." She sighed dramatically. "What else."

      Like I would ever tell her that. "No."

      She arched a disbelieving brow. "No?"

      I leveled her with a scathing look of my own. "No." Turning back to my father, I asked, "When can I get discharged? Did the doctors say anything about when I can go home?"

      "Tully House can't take you until Monday," Victoria answered for him. "You'll stay here until then – where you are comfortable and safe."

      You would think my heart would be used to disappointment, but no, it still cracked and burned from her words. Not because she was speaking them, but because my father was going along with it.

      "You're still sending me away." It wasn’t a question.

      Dad opened his mouth to speak, but paused.

      Taking advantage of his hesitation, I blurted, "You can't send me away because I have a witness."

      He frowned. "What?"

      "Proof," I strangled out. "Sketch was there." Jutting my chin out, I added, "He just told you what happened. He told you it was an accident. He'll back me up."

      Victoria narrowed her eyes. "His word is as reliable as yours."

      "He is not crazy," I spat, defensive.

      "But he does have a vendetta against you," she was quick to point out. "I like Holden, but it is quite clear that he is a very twisted young man. It would suit him to let you roam around and hurt yourself."

      "You're the twisted one, Victoria," I choked out. "God, I hate you."

      "It's for the best," Dad finally said, voice strained. "You'll see, sweet pea. A little time away from Pocketful to gather your thoughts will do you a world of good. I don’t want to make this harder than it already is, but you will go to Tully House – willingly or not."

      "You can both leave now," was all I said in return, too torn up to handle another second of this.

      Dad winced. "Romi, I'm not doing this to punish you –"

      "Aren't you?" I countered, breathing hard. "Because it sure feels that way, Dad."

      "Do not try to make your father feel bad for making a hard decision – especially when it is for the good of your health," Victoria chastised me, her Italian accent thick and grating. "Cal is so terribly worried about you –"

      "Do not speak to me," I quickly cut her off, mimicking her wording because why the hell not? I had nothing left to lose. "I am so very terribly sick of the sound of your nails-on-a-chalkboard voice."

      "Excuse me?" she spluttered, cheeks turning a deep shade of crimson.

      "You heard me."

      Her eyes narrowed. "How dare you speak to me in such a way –"

      "Let it go, Vic," my father intervened, moving to her side. Placing his hand on her lower back, the hand that had been recently void of my mother's wedding band, he ushered his well-kept whore to the door. "There's no point in trying to talk to her when she's in this frame of mind."

      Yanking the door open, he ushered Victoria out before she had a chance to respond. Stopping in the doorway, he turned back to look at me.

      "I know you're mad at me, but this is for your own good," he told me in a resigned tone. "One day you'll thank me for it."

      "You think?"

      "I know."

      "Dad?"

      "Yes, sweet pea?"

      "If you're sending me away, fine," I croaked out. "I don't have a choice in the matter, but please respect my wishes when I tell you that I don’t want to see you again before I go."

      Pain flashed in his eyes. "Romi, I –"

      "Don’t come back here, Dad," I cut him off. "We're done talking."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sketch

      

      

      I was numb.

      Numb to the bone and drowning in anger and regret.

      My brother was still dead.

      But Romi didn’t do it.

      She didn’t kill Chris.

      Of all the things I had learned in the past twenty-four hours, and there had been a hell of a lot, that was the statement that was sticking out in the fore point of my brain.

      I tortured her for months. Punished and taunted her, bullied and pushed her to the edge of her sanity, was more than likely responsible for her lying in a hospital bed right now, and it had all been for nothing.

      Because she was as innocent as I was.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      How could I think she was capable of killing Chris?

      Was my grief that blinding?

      Romi Dillon was 5'1 and 100lbs soaking wet. The girl couldn't fight her way out of a paper bag, never mind cause the kind of physical damage listed on Chris's autopsy report, evident on his mangled body when I went with Sheriff Steiner to identify him that night.

      Jesus Christ, I couldn’t handle this.

      I couldn’t concentrate, I couldn’t fucking breathe, and all I wanted to do was march back to the hospital and demand things from a girl I didn’t think would look at me again. She would never forgive me for the way I behaved towards her. When the dust settled, and she had a chance to think things over, think clearly again, she was going to be furious with me, and I wouldn’t blame her one bit.

      

      "Don’t talk to anyone, Sketch. You can't trust them..."

      

      True to my word, I had kept my mouth shut, never voicing the conversation we'd had to a single living soul, while I waited for her to be discharged from the hospital.

      While I waited for the answers to the questions building up in my mind.

      Trying to get information out of Romi would be virtually impossible now, not just because I'd been such a dick to her, but because she was scared out of her mind.

      But I had to try.

      For Chris.

      Because I was right.

      Months of being labelled crazy by my father and the police department and I had finally been given the one thing I'd been desperately seeking.

      The truth.

      

      "He found something, Sketch. He asked the wrong questions to the wrong people and it got him killed. So don’t go digging around in this. Don't go looking for trouble. Not when it's right on our doorstep."

      

      And the truth spelled out the fact that I had been dead on the money all along.

      My brother didn’t die from the impact of the car wreck.

      He was dead beforehand.

      He was murdered.

      

      "You don’t get it. If I tell you anything and you react badly, then we both die. I've already told you too much. This is serious. It's not a game. And I don’t care what happens to me anymore, but I made a promise to your brother that I would protect you."

      

      Furious, I lay on the flat of my back on Chris's bed, mulling over both my thoughts and theories, as I stared up at the ceiling in his bedroom.

      I halfheartedly tossed a football into the air, catching it and throwing it again for the millionth time, needing to do something and nothing all at once.

      I was struggling to register everything, to deal, and weirdly enough, the familiar feel of pig-skin between my fingertips was grounding me.

      Every once and a while, I flicked my gaze to the framed photo on my brother's nightstand but that only made me feel worse.

      Seeing Chris with his arms draped around Romi at the winter formal in junior year, just days before his death, made me want to gauge my eyeballs out.

      There would never be a picture like that with me in it because I'd never been good enough for Cal Dillion's only daughter. Because something about me, something inside of me, caused my own damn parents to hate me.

      A slick layer of cold sweat settled on my brow every time I thought about Chris and Romi being intimate; their bodies touching, his hands on her, her lips on his, clothes shedding, skin on skin…fuck!

      Seeing them together in the flesh had been torture enough. I didn’t need the reminder of a fucking photograph. I couldn't bear it, if truth be told.

      In a lifetime that consisted of adoring and looking up to my brother, I could count on one finger the number of times he let me down.

      One time.

      With one girl.

      My girl.

      Chris had everything growing up and I never complained. He got all the love from our parents, received all the preferential treatment everywhere we went, and still, I never said a word. He had everything I never had and I didn’t begrudge him any of it because I got to have Romi.

      She was mine.

      And then he swooped in when my hands were tied and took her away.

      Dated her.

      Kissed her.

      Touched her.

      Slept in her bed.

      Loved my damn girl like he had the right to.

      My nostrils flared as my breathing accelerated, body trembling with barely restrained fury, because it still hurt.

      Tossing my ball away, I swiped the half-empty bottle of whiskey balancing between my thighs and guzzled it down.

      Two years on, and it was the feeling of betrayal that I still couldn’t seem to shake.

      Feeling guilty for the resentment rising up inside of me, all directed at Chris, I reached over and placed the frame face down, taking care not to smash my fist through it like I desperately wanted to do, before resuming my post of staring at the ceiling.

      Why the hell hadn't she been released from the hospital yet?

      It had been over twenty-four hours. What the hell was taking so long? She wasn't in critical fucking care, dammit. She had a banged-up knee and some stitches – hardly a medical emergency by any stretch.

      I wasn’t a patient person as a rule, and waiting for Romi to get her ass back to the house next door was making me antsy.

      I hadn't left Chris's room since I came home from the hospital yesterday. With the exception of raiding the fridge for snacks and my father's liquor cabinet for a few bottles of his prized whiskey, I kept myself locked away from the outside world. I knew I couldn’t trust myself to keep my mouth shut if I was faced with the opportunity to interrogate someone – or worse, throw the truth in my father's face.

      I also knew that if I fucked this up, if I blew her trust, Romi wouldn't talk again.

      And that couldn't happen.

      "What the fuck did you do, man?" I asked the empty room, envisioning Chris sitting at his desk where he always sat, cramming for some test or other, while I drove him batshit crazy with my inability to sit still and do nothing.

      "I swear to God that I'll avenge you," I whispered then, feeling my chest tighten and constrict. "It might take me some time, but I'll find the people who did this to you, Chris, and I'll make every last one of them pay."

      I knew I should be losing my shit a lot more than I was, considering the significance of the bombshell that had been dropped on my lap, but I'd come to terms with the truth many months ago.

      Long before Romi spilled her guts, I had accepted the fact that Chris was murdered.

      Even when nobody else believed me, I knew I was right, and I made peace with it. I accepted the fact that I would never stop hunting and searching for the truth – not until my brother's killer was brought to justice.

      For ten months, I'd believed that person to be the girl next door.

      Now, I didn’t dare think too much about her.

      If I did, the guilt would break me.

      I couldn’t think of the million different ways I had wronged and wounded Romi Dillon. Made her suffer for something she clearly had no part of.

      Yeah, it was safe to say that I had thrown a lifetime of friendship out the window based on a very valid hunch that I had directed at the wrong person.

      Chris passed away ten months ago, December 23rd to be exact, and I'd been consistently tormenting Romi every chance I got since.

      For the two months she was on house arrest, awaiting her trail, and for the two months since she had been home from juvie, I'd taken both comfort and pleasure in seeking Romi out with the sole aim of inflicting as much turmoil and pain on her as I was capable of.

      Hell, even when she was in juvie, I never missed a week to send her a strongly worded letter, letting her know exactly what I thought of her – word for cruel and threatening word.

      The sick part of it all was that I was still mad at her. I had no reason to be, but that didn’t change how I felt. It made zero sense, but my feelings never usually did. I was still pissed and hurt, still angry and vengeful. I was still wounded. I still had a Romi-shaped hole in my chest.

      Maybe it was the fact that I'd spent the bones of a year actively despising the girl and feelings were hard to turn off. Or maybe it was the fact that I was still hurting over her and Chris.

      Either way, I hadn't taken any comfort from her revelation, nor did I have a 'oh thank God' moment because the bomb she dropped wasn't one filled with rainbows and good news.

      Chris was still dead, his death was still a result of murder, and Romi was still a little liar.

      An innocent liar, but still…I'd been through hell this past year and at any point in time she could have stopped it, or at the very least given me the comfort of knowing that I wasn't, in fact, losing my mind as so many had accused – and a small part of me had believed.

      Romi knew all along and she did nothing.

      But I was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt because I could see the terror in her eyes yesterday. I knew when Romi was telling the truth and I knew when she wasn’t, and that fear she displayed in her hospital room was one hundred percent genuine.

      She truly believed that she needed to protect me from something, and it had cost her a great deal of inner peace and mental wellness to speak the words that had finally freed me from the crippling shackles of the unknown.

      I knew I should take heed of her warning, but without the whole story, it was hard to come to terms with the mind-fucking tidbits she'd fed me between panic attacks.

      I believed her, though. I didn’t need the whole story to know that much. No one was that good of an actor, and she was the worse version of a liar I'd ever met. Her inability to spin a decent story was the reason I had hounded her so relentlessly for the truth until she cracked.

      I had wanted answers and I got them. Now, I wanted more, but I was willing to be patient and wait, instead of forcing them out with threats and taunting. She had suffered enough – six months in juvie for a crime I could only assume that she was coerced into.

      

      "Yes, I was behind the wheel that night," she sobbed, shoulders jerking violently. "Yes, I ran us off the road. And yes, I'm responsible for the wreck, but I did what I had to. I did exactly what he told me to…"

      

      It all made sense now.

      Romi had been speaking to me in riddles the whole time.

      She might not understand or be able to remember everything that happened the night Chris died, but she knew enough to help me piece the puzzle together.

      And I would figure it out.

      I would avenge my brother.

      If it was the last thing I did.
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      "Yo, asshole, have you ever heard of picking up the damn phone when it rings?" Quinton Presley's voice trickled through my mind, dragging me from the first decent night of sleep I'd had in months.

      The sheets draped over my body were ripped away. Moments later, a shocking blast of daylight poured in through the window and blinded me.

      "The fuck are you doing in my room?" I growled, wincing and slapping a hand over my face to protect my eyes. "Goddamn, Pres, close the curtains."

      "No can do," Presley replied. "Now, rise and shine, sunshine. You need to get your hungover ass out of bed and help me fix the shit-pile you helped make. And last time I checked, this was Chris's room, not yours."

      And just like that, the depression I'd been drowning in for the last ten months resumed, pain and loss settling heavily on my chest.

      Fuck, I hated waking up. Those couple of minutes between waking up and finding full awareness was bliss, but then my life came into focus, my reality caught up with me, and it hurt worse than the morning before.

      "You need to lay off the booze, Capaldi," Presley continued. "You've missed two practices, your friends are worried, the guys on the team are frantic, and your coach is losing his mind. You're going to shit, man."

      "What are you talking about?" I growled, taking in the sight of his fading black eye as he towered over me. Whatever. I wasn’t sorry for hitting him. He needed to stop getting involved in my business. "Damn, it's bright in here."

      "You," he shot back. "I'm talking about you, Holden! It's Monday." He reached for the pillow under my head and yanked it away, clearly attempting to make me feel as uncomfortable as possible. "Did you know that?" he demanded, tossing my pillow away. "Do you even know where you are right now? Or what day it is?"

      "Monday?" I repeated, confused as hell.

      The last thing I remembered was drinking myself into a stupor on Friday night to both distract myself while I waited for Romi and to numb the pain.

      Clearly, I achieved both goals.

      Wincing, I slowly dragged myself into a sitting position. "Shit."

      "Yeah, I'd say shit's an accurate word to describe your current predicament," Presley replied as he rummaged through my brother's possessions like it was his God-given right. "Looks like you had one hell of weekend locked in here by yourself, though. Congrats. I hope it was worth it." He pointed to the mountain of empty beer bottles piling up on the floor. "You know what, man? You're so deep in self-destructive mode, I'm impressed that you're coherent enough to speak to me." Narrowing his eyes, he hissed, "You do realize that alcohol poisoning is an actual medical emergency, right? Your organs shut down and you can die. As in death. As in never to be seen again." He shook his head. "Keep on binging on your daddy's whiskey and you'll be joining Chris sooner than you think."

      "Why are you here?" I asked, ignoring the jibes. "What are you doing touching my brother's stuff?"

      "I am here because you got the one person who can help us sent away," Presley replied in a condescending tone. Kicking a stack of empty bottles out of his way, he dropped to his knees and started pulling on the huge-ass rug draped over the polished hardwood flooring. "You fucking idiot."

      I tensed. "What are you talking about?"

      "Romi," he snapped, shoving the rug out of his way. "Ask me where she is right now?" he added, tracing his fingers over the floorboards of my brother's bedroom floor. "Come on, oh-wise-one. Ask me."

      "Pres –"

      "Ask me!"

      "Fine." I blew out a frustrated breath. "Where is she right now?"

      "Funny you ask that," he replied, tone laced with sarcasm. "Because Romi, my best friend's girlfriend and the former love of your life, is currently being checked into a treatment center in Houston."

      "As in Houston, Texas?" I sprang off the bed, heart thundering violently against my ribcage. "What the actual fuck?"

      "Ah, so you are alive in there after all," he mused, still on his knees feeling the floor for something I couldn’t see. "Good. For a while there, I thought we buried you with your brother –" His words broke off when he found what he was looking for. "Bingo," he whispered, carefully lifting a small slate of loose timber from the floorboard. "Thank you, Chris Capaldi, you absolute mastermind" He reached into the small hole and retrieved a box – from inside my brother's goddamn floor.

      "What the hell is that?" I demanded; quite frankly, stunned by what I was seeing.

      "What do you think it is?" Presley replied, setting the box on the floor beside him before re-covering the hole with the slate of timber. "It's a box, genius."

      "Clearly," I spluttered. "But how did you know it was there?" I shook my head in utter fucking confusion. "Why does Chris have a hole in his fucking floor?" My gaze drifted to the small, varnish-stained box and awareness smacked me straight in the face. "I made that for him."

      "Yes, you did," Presley agreed, dragging the rug back into place, concealing Chris's apparent hiding place. "For his tenth birthday. He got you a football and you gave him this." Shrugging, he added, "Personally, I thought it looked like shit, but Chris loved it."

      "I didn’t have any money to buy him a present," I shot back, defensive. "Whatever. It doesn’t matter –" I shook my head, concentrating on the here and now. "What the hell is my brother doing with a secret hiding place in his floor, and why do you know where it is?"

      "Your brother had secrets," Presley replied, blowing the dust from the lid of the box. "Some of them, you know. Some of them, I know. Some of them, Romi knows. Together, we make up a triangle, with each of us containing a crucial piece of the puzzle." Opening the lid of the box, Presley dug around inside, scattering notes and papers all over the floor before retrieving one specific, folded-up piece of paper. "It was the only way Chris could tell us what was happening without telling us," he added. "It was the only way he could protect us."

      "We're a triangle?" I gaped at him. "And tell us what? Protect us from what?"

      "And here's the best part; we don’t even know what we know," he continued to ramble, not bothering to explain a damn thing to me. "Not consciously, at least. The clever bastard leaked his secrets into us. Spoon-fed us like babies for months – directly into our subconscious. He saw it coming, you know? Like Cassandra of Troy, Chris predicted his outcome – his fate. He knew that once he stepped on the land mine, there was no coming back. Your brother was the smartest person I've ever known, Sketch, and he couldn’t get himself out of this, which doesn’t say much for our chances of surviving this. But Chris didn’t leave us defenseless. We just have to put our heads together. If we work as a team, we just might be able to figure this out and get out in one piece."

      "Okay, you need to shut the fuck up with all that brainiac talk and start speaking human," I warned. "I know you and my brother are supposed to be a freaky breed of genius, but I'm telling you now, in my humble, regular-sized brain opinion, that you are batshit crazy. Hell, my parents think I'm unstable, but you are on a whole other level entirely, Quinton. Seriously."

      "You really don’t get it, do you?" he mused, not taking offence. "All of this time and you have no idea what's going on around you? Right under your nose."

      "No, I don’t know what's going on," I choked out. "All I know is that I woke up with the hangover from hell and now you're here, ranting and raving about triangles and digging up the fucking floor!"

      "Jesus." He choked out a humorless laugh. "Chris was right. You're a complete innocent. Typical football jock, built like a brick shit-house, but you're like a defenseless lion cub alone in the wilderness." He sighed heavily. "Chris was right to try to keep you out of this. You're a walking liability. And Romi? She's even more innocent than you are. She's like a baby bird without wings." He groaned loudly. "Christ, I'm doomed."

      "Pres," I warned, bristling. "Quit the riddles and start explaining, man."

      "Your brother was murdered," he stated. "You know that much, right?"

      I stiffened. "Never doubted it for a minute."

      "And Romi?" he pressed, tearing his attention away from the box to glare at me. "Have you finally come to terms with the fact that she didn’t do it?"

      Pain sliced through me, but I forced myself to nod. "Yes."

      "Good," he bit out. "Took you long enough."

      "She was with him that night," I growled, hearing myself explain. "She was driving. She kept lying and avoiding me. What else was I supposed to think?"

      "Outside the box, Holden," Presley replied with a disappointed sigh. "You were supposed to use your imagination and think outside the box – or better again, your instincts. The ones you buried deep down inside. You know – the part of you that told you to stop being a bastard to the girl you love."

      "I don’t have an imagination," I grumbled.

      "Yeah, well, you sure had a big one when it came to thinking the worst of Romi," he reminded me.

      I flinched. "Yeah, I know what I did, Pres." I knew I'd screwed up beyond repair. "I don’t need a lecture from you."

      "Fine," he conceded. "Consider the lecture put on ice for the time being. Tell me what she told you."

      "She said four men followed Chris that night." I didn’t feel bad telling Presley this. Romi said it herself that Chris told her we could trust him. "She said that Chris stumbled on something he shouldn’t have, and he's dead because of it. He told her that the three of us could only trust each other, and nothing in Pocketful is as it seems – oh, and she seems shit-scared of our parents and authority." I shrugged. "I couldn’t get much more out of her. She's fucking terrified, Pres. She can barely get three words out without having a panic attack."

      "Smart girl," he said proudly. "She's been protecting herself without knowing it. Catatonia has a level of security to it, don't you think?"

      "Cata-what-ia?"

      "Muscular rigidity and mental stupor," he explained. "Obviously, Romi hasn't been in a true catatonic state, but think about her behavior these past ten months since Chris died. She's been a glorified zombie, Sketch. Mute, body rigid, head constantly bowed, inability to make and keep eye contact, lack of interest in the world around her." He shrugged. "If you can't think, then you can't talk, and if you can't talk, then you're not a threat, and if you're not a threat…then you're still here."

      "But what does it all mean?" I demanded.

      "Everything she told you is the truth," he replied. "Nothing in Pocketful is as it seems, and Chris was being stalked, but by more than just the four men that found him that night, and it was happening for months. At school. At swim practice. He couldn't walk down the street without being tailed. He was good at losing them, too. Good at evading them until…well, you know."

      "Jesus Christ," I choked out, growing frantic. "Why didn’t he tell anyone?"

      "He did," Presley replied. "He told me."

      "And you did nothing?" I accused, furious.

      He held up a finger. "I have a question before you start blaming and shaming."

      "Go on," I bit out, hands balled into fists.

      "Are you genuinely this obtuse or is it an act?"

      I glowered at him. "I am not obtuse."

      "Okay, not an act." He nodded to himself, seemingly satisfied with his own answer. "And definitely a baby lion all alone in the wilderness." He nodded again and the movement caused his glasses to slip from his nose. "Gotcha."

      "I am not a baby lion, either, asshole."

      "Of course you're not," he said in a patronizing tone, pushing his glasses back up his nose. "Now, listen very carefully to what I'm about to say."

      Jaw ticking, I folded my arms across my chest and nodded stiffly.

      Presley inhaled a deep breath and then blew my world apart with his truth.

      "I don’t know the ins and outs of what happened to Chris, you aren't the only one he was trying to protect, but I do know that he was looking for dirt on Victoria Quatello when he stumbled upon something else."

      "Cal's fiancée?" My brows shot up. "Vic-whore-ia?"

      "Yeah." Presley nodded. "She's fucking your father, by the way. Has been for years." He cringed. "Sorry about that. But on the bright side, Chris and I managed to snap some pics of them getting down with their nasty selves if you ever need the leverage."

      I shrugged, not one bit surprised to hear this. Victoria was a whore and my father was a bigger one. She even tried to come onto me a few times – when I was fourteen.

      "Does Romi know?" I asked, rubbing my jaw.

      "Considering telling her would have involved having to explain why your fathers like to swap naked girls like Pokémon cards, Chris decided she didn’t need to know."

      I blew out a sharp breath. "Sick fucks."

      "Agreed." He grimaced. "Some of the photos we managed to snag were ugly, man. I'm talking some real kinky, whips and chains shit." A shudder rolled through him. "And they don’t just share their side-pieces, dude. They wife share, too. Your Mama and Cal, and probably Chris Sr. and Loretta when she was alive –"

      "Don’t tell me anything else," I warned, stomach churning, already far too familiar with their fucked-up arrangement. "Christ."

      Men with money were all the same.

      They thought they were invincible.

      They thought they owned the world and everyone in it.

      Hell, both Cal and my father had been having extramarital affairs for years now and I had no doubt in my mind that they had side-girls tucked away in every city they traveled to.

      For Christ's sake, I had walked in on Dad banging Miss Cherry once. He didn’t even stop fucking her when I walked into the kitchen. Pants around the ankles and dick fully inserted in the staff, he didn’t bat an eyelid at my presence. He just told me to grab what I needed from the fridge and go.

      I'd been so worried about Mama finding out and being heartbroken that I could hardly eat.

      For weeks, I walked around in a trance-like state, panicking and brooding, until I walked outside to the pool house one night and found Mama screaming and panting beneath Serge, our teenage pool boy, while both my father and Cal watched.

      I knew some people were into adventurous sex, which was fine by me. I didn’t give a damn what anyone else did as long as they weren't harming anyone and left me out of it. But at the time, I felt like I was a fucking magnet for perverts, and at thirteen years old, all I could think was: I hope these assholes are using condoms.

      I never told Chris or Romi because I didn’t want them to suffer the same mental trauma that I had, but honestly, nothing surprised me anymore.

      Hypocrites and liars.

      I was surrounded by all of them.

      "Fine by me," Presley replied. "I don’t want the visual of Cal Dillon's wrinkly ball sac in my mind any more than you do."

      "Goddamn, Presley!" I groaned, sinking down on the bed. "Did you have to say that?"

      "Back to Chris?" he suggested, gagging.

      "Yes," I agreed with a shudder. "Back to Chris."

      Inhaling several calming breaths, Presley composed himself and continued to terrorize me in a completely different way. "I've been finding notes from Chris."

      "Notes?"

      Presley nodded. "Little one-word hints and clues scribbled down on scraps of paper."

      "Clues to what?"

      "To what he wasn't supposed to know," he explained. "I don’t know why I didn’t think to check here before now." He shook his head, tone laced with disappointment. "I've literally combed trash cans and every textbook and notepad he's ever owned when I should have been looking in here."

      "And that?" I demanded, pointing to the folded-up paper in his hands. "Another clue?"

      "That, with a little luck, is the last will and testament of Chris Capaldi Jr." Unfolding the note, Presley stared down at the page and frowned. "Nope. My bad. Just another dead end."

      Expelling a frustrated breath, he tossed the note aside and rummaged frantically in the box. "There has to be more than a name," he grumbled, quickly scanning other notes and pieces of paper. "I need more than a name, dammit!"

      "Dead end?" Furious, I stalked towards him and snatched the note off the floor.

      "Jacob Toretto?"

      I stared down at my brother's handwriting and the two words etched across the page before looking at Presley.

      "Who the fuck is Jacob Toretto?"

      "I don’t know," Presley replied, unfolding every sheet of paper until the floor was littered with scraps of torn out pages, all marked with Chris's handwriting. "But if I was to make an educated guess, I'd say that your brother knew his killer."

      "What?" My hands shook violently. "This guy?" I stared at the name, imprinting it in my memory forevermore. "You think this Jacob Toretto guy killed Chris?"

      "Or ordered the hit," he muttered, head bent, brows furrowed in concentration.

      I stiffened. "Like a criminal gang?"

      "Clearly," he drawled. "Who else would strike down a teenage boy?"

      "I don’t know."

      "Well, neither do I."

      "Then how is a name gonna help us?"

      "It's a name," Presley said with a shrug. "One more than we had yesterday. It's better than nothing, and with three heads working together instead of one, maybe we have a shot at solving this." Grabbing fists full of notes, he shoved them into his pockets before rising to his feet. "Now, put some pants on and let's go get Romi."

      I balked. "Romi?"

      "Yes, Romi." Presley rolled his eyes in exasperation. "She's the third piece of Chris's jigsaw, and believe me when I tell you that whatever we don’t know, Chris made damn sure that she knows."

      "So, what are you proposing we do here, Pres?" I demanded, feeling my heart thud wildly in my chest. "You just told me that Cal checked her into a rehab in Texas."

      "I'm proposing that we check her out," he replied. "By any means necessary. Now, let's go."
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        Freya Ridings – Lost Without You

        Jasmine Thompson – Home

        Stephanie Rainey – Please Don't Go

        Linkin Park – Numb

        CLOVES – Don't Forget About Me

        Mother's Daughter – I Like Me Better

        Chloé – Goodbye My Lover

        Julia Brenna – Inner Demons

        Taylor Swift – Style

        Katy Perry – Thinking Of You

        CHVRCHES – My Enemy

        Cady Groves – This Little Girl

        Kacey Musgraves – Apologize

        Madilyn Bailey – Wildest Dreams

        Mary Lambert – She Keeps Me Warm

        Madilyn Bailey – Titanium

        Halsey – Without Me

        Dj Toner – Unsteady

        Fleurie – Hurts Like Hell

        Plumb – Don't Deserve You

        Natalie Merchant – My Skin

        Selena Gomez – Back To You

        Grace Grundy – Capsize

        Rihanna – Umbrella

        Lana Del Rey – Blue Jeans

        Nancy Sinatra – Bang Bang

        Meg Myers – Desire

        Denmark + Winter – Every Breath You Take

        Joan Armatrading – The Weakness In Me

        Maygen Lacey – Castle on the Hill

        Psych Ward Druggies – Knocking On Heavens Door
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        Velvet Revolver – Fall to Pieces

        Green Day – Boulevard of Broken Dreams

        Matchbox Twenty – Unwell

        Allman Brown – Between the Wars

        Chord Overstreet – Hold On

        Lukr – Fucked Up Summer

        Train – Drops of Jupiter

        Future Idiots – Love the Way You Lie

        Ron Pope – A Drop In The Ocean

        Ed Sheeran – Happier

        Declan J Donovan – Fallen so Young

        Eminem – Love The Way You Lie

        Martin Garrix – Ocean

        Wrabel – Poetry

        Ben Howard – Black Flies

        Stateless – Bloodstream

        Hurts – Somebody to Die For

        Divide The Day – Fuck Away The Pain

        Darnell Smith – Sick Boy

        It's Been a While – Steve Acho

        The White Buffalo – House of the Rising Sun

        Jaymes Young – I'll Be Good.

        Sam Fender – Play God

        Dermot Kennedy – Power Over Me

        Dean Lewis – Adore

        Placebo – Running Up That Hill

        Ed Sheeran – Let It Out

        Kid Rock – First Kiss

        Busted – Fall At Your Feet

        Post Malone –I Fall Apart

        Prince – Nothing Compares 2 U

        Staind – It's Been Awhile

        Dermot Kennedy – Lost

        Dean Lewis – Adore

        Chord Overstreet – Screw Paris

        Tyler Hilton – Missing You

        The Civil Wars – Poison & Wine

        Maroon 5 – Lips On You
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