
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Singles

A Boxed Novel Set from

Emily Snow


Table of Contents

Title Page

Uncovered

Uncovered Copyright

Synopsis

Dedication

The Playlist

Prologue

Part 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part 2

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Part 3

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Acknowledgments

Savor You

Savor You Copyright

Synopsis

The Playlist

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Acknowledgments

Wrecked

Wrecked Copyright

Synopsis

The Playlist

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Sneak Peak: Bad Advice

Chapter One

Chapter Two

About the Author

Uncovered

A novel by

Emily Snow


Uncovered Copyright

Copyright © August 2014 by Emily Snow Books

––––––––

Cover designed by Letitia Hasser, RBA Designs

––––––––

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher in writing. For information message emilysnowbooks@gmail.com.




[image: image]

Synopsis

––––––––

My name is Lizzie Connelly, and I have it all. The gorgeous apartment. The new job most women would rip out their own souls for—working for Margaret Emerson at Emerson & Taylor. I have one of those lives you’ve always dreamt about, the kind you only see on HBO. But, the thing is, that life is a lie. A façade. 
It all started with one call. “Everything you know about your story—your father’s story—is a lie. It’s up to you to uncover everything.” One call, and I turned my world upside down to dig my way into Margaret’s life—the woman who I’d never laid eyes on until recently. My stepmother who took everything after my father died fourteen years ago. 
The plan was simple—figure out what role she played in my father’s death and expose her to the world. 
But here’s another thing: simplicity doesn’t exist, and my plans are flawed from the beginning because I never anticipated Oliver. Sexy, too smart for his own good, and infuriating, he’s the one person who could blow my plans to uncover Margaret. She’s his mother, and in another life, that would have made him my stepbrother. 
I want to pretend that none of that matters, that I can simply finish what I came to do without sparing him a second glance and another thought. 
Like I said, though, there’s no such thing as simplicity. 
My real name is Gemma Emerson. 
And this is my story.

Dedication

––––––––

To you ...

You kick ass.

The Playlist

––––––––

	“Seven Devils” by Florence + the Machine

	“Empire” by Shakira

	“Words as Weapons” by Seether

	“Three Wishes” by The Pierces

	“Shush” by Rachele Royale

	“The End Where I Begin” by The Script

	“Love the Way You Lie” by Eminem & Rihanna

	“Here In My Room” by Incubus

	“Rev 22-20” by Puscifer

	“Mz. Hyde” by Halestorm

	“Everybody Wants to Rule the World” by Lorde

	“I Want You” by Halestorm

	“Criminal” by Fiona Apple

	“Desire” by Meg Myers

	“Shatter Me” by Lindsey Stirling

	“West Coast” by Lana Del Rey

	“House of the Rising Sun” by Five Finger Death Punch

	“Sail” by AWOLNATION

	“Whatever You Like” by Anya Marina

	“I’m a Mess” by Ed Sheeran

	“Hello” by Evanescence

	“Howl” by Florence + the Machine

	“Money Power Glory” by Lana Del Rey

Prologue

Four Months Ago

––––––––

"I might not be one of your sugar daddies, Gemma Emerson, but I’m someone you’ll want to listen to. You don’t want to end this call," the man said before I could murmur a hello. His stab at my job, the mention of my name, caused my fingers to freeze around my phone. 

"Everything you’ve been told about your story, your father's story, is a lie. It's up to you to uncover the truth."

Hearing the stranger’s voice rasping in my ear, I sat up straight on my couch, strands of my blond hair flopping over my face. The lazy grin still spread across my face from my last call gave way as a tidal wave of uneasiness washed over me. "What did you just say?" I whispered, receiving a response of heavy breathing, which creeped me out even more. "A-are you there?" 

It wasn’t like me to stutter. Before I began working at what my best friend jokingly called, “half-naked concierge”, my line of work was solely phone sex. It hadn’t taken long for me to discover that the girls who couldn’t find their words were the ones who were hung up on instantaneously. My caller on the other end, however, was a different story. Something told me that my speechlessness gratified him. 

“Hello?”

“I’m here.” This time he didn’t completely catch me off guard, so I tried to pinpoint his voice. It was unquestionably male, which I’d already surmised, and intentionally low and gruff.  Other than that, though, I was at a loss. “And you heard me the first time, Gemma.”

I’d heard him—loud and confusingly clear. The mystery behind his words, on the other hand, had me desperate for him to say it one more time. Everything you’ve been told about your story is a lie. I couldn’t think of a single person who wouldn’t demand a repeat after someone dropped a bomb like that. Grabbing the remote to mute the E! News exclusive I’d turned on after my previous call, I pushed off my leather couch. 

"Who is this? Ja—" But I swallowed hard. Saying the name of the client I’d spoken to a few minutes before this guy’s call came through was a big no-no. If anything, I was professional, even if the hairs on the back of my neck were standing on end. “Who is this?” 

Tiptoeing quickly through my apartment, I checked the locks on the front door and wiggled the knob. Everything was secure, thank God. "Alright, have it your way. This has been fun, but—"

The man spoke up, his satisfied smirk evident in his gravelly voice. "You don't know anything about your father or his death. Up until now, you haven't given a shit, but that needs to change. Tonight. Unless you want to be stuck in the loop you’re in for the rest of your life. Your body will only get you so far.”

Whoa. 

His words were a powerful fist right to the center of my chest. I slumped against the white-painted steel door behind me, trying to gather my bearings.

If this guy hadn’t crossed the line before, he had just officially slithered across.

“You must have me confused with someone else,” I spat out. Infuriated, I crossed an arm under my breasts to stop the waves of red anger crashing through me. "Obviously, you don’t know a damn thing about me.”

If he knew me, truly knew me, he’d realize I thought of my father each time I passed the last photo I had of us together—the picture Dad’s driver had taken of us at the Empire State Building when I was eight. He’d know that I purposely avoided going to Los Angeles with my best friend every time she suggested it because it brought back memories and regrets that shattered me.

No, he didn’t know me, and for this man to accuse me of feeling any different pissed me off.

“Then why haven’t you ever looked into your father’s passing?” he challenged.

I scowled. "Are you a reporter?” My question earned an indignant snort from my caller, but I continued, “Is that what this is? Because if you are, here's a story for you: Of course, I gave a shit about my father’s death.” My eyes flashed to the muted celebrity interview on the flat screen TV. “You just won't ever see me in the news battling over an inheritance he didn't want me to have. So, now that I’ve gotten that out there for you ... I think I deserve to know who you are before I hang up on your ass," I sneered.

"I'm not a reporter, but I’m also not giving you a name.”

“Look, asshole—”

“But, since you mentioned the money, do you really think your dad left you with nothing? Or is that something you convinced yourself of, because you became too comfortable with putting your past behind you, and you’re just too lazy to go digging around for answers?"

I flinched. Deflated, I slid my back down the door until my butt hit the plush Berber carpet, the overwhelming aroma of linen-scented carpet powder rushing up my nostrils. "My father died of a heart attack, and he left everything to his wife," I whispered, nodding, attempting to assure myself all over again. When I was younger, I was bitter about my dad’s decision to name his wife his sole heir. At one time, my mother had been his wife too. I was his only child. Still, none of that had mattered.

When I stopped worrying about the hand I was dealt, I’d found equanimity —at least somewhat. I was comfortable.

But now, I was experiencing all those old emotions—doubts I hadn’t let plague me since I was a teenager were brought to the surface. It stung, and I knew I should hang up. Disconnect the call and immediately contact the phone company to change my number. For some reason, though, I couldn’t. 

I pressed the heel of my palm to my forehead. "He did leave everything to Margaret, right?"

"Figure out the truth, Gemma. Figure out what happened before and after he died." At the sound of me opening my mouth to ask more questions, my ominous caller shut me down. "Good luck."

"If this isn't a joke, why don't you just tell me what the truth is?” I questioned brokenly, squeezing my eyes shut, quelling the tears of frustration threatening to spill out. "Why don't you stop insulting me for five seconds about what I didn't do and—"

The phone buzzed against the side of my face, and I forced in a breath that crushed my ribcage. He had hung up on me. He had called me to rile me up only to cut the call short on his terms. An animalistic growl tore from the back of my throat.

"What the—" Anxiety bubbled up from my stomach to settle in the back of my throat, choking my words. Dropping the phone on the carpet beside me, I pressed my fist against my mouth and bit down on one of my knuckles. It was the only thing I could do to hold back the inevitable scream. And the vomit.

What the hell just happened?

I scrubbed my hands back and forth over my face before pushing my hair away from my flushed cheeks, tucking the straight locks behind my ears. Staring across the room and letting the tears flood my vision and fall unchecked, I started the messy process of trying to decipher the cryptic words from the stranger’s phone call. 

He’d claimed there was more behind my father's death. And then he’d insinuated that I shouldn’t be so sure that my dad, with all his money and power, had left me with nothing. Whether the call was a joke or not, I felt like the scabs had been ripped right off old wounds, exposing all my vulnerabilities to the world.

Releasing a tremulous breath that seemed to take some of the pressure off my chest, I focused on the watercolor painting depicting one of my favorite movie kisses. Thanks to my tears, Buttercup and Westley had morphed into something unrecognizable. I ran the back of my hand over my eyes. Hobbling to my feet, I fisted my hands and counted to ten. I was never much of a crier—emotional, yes, but never one to sob—yet here I was giving a man I didn’t know the power to render me speechless.

"Pull yourself together," I admonished myself as I crept down the narrow hall to the bathroom. I splashed a handful of cold water onto my face and laid my palms to my cheeks. My skin was still on fire. "It had to be a joke.”

I returned to my living room, powering off the TV as soon as I saw the headline about Margaret Emerson hobnobbing with an infamous editor at a fashion show in New York. Normally, I wouldn’t let it bother me too much. Tonight, however, I couldn’t handle looking at my former stepmother’s smug expression after having my brain thoroughly bent over and screwed.

“Oh, déjà vu, you nasty bitch,” I muttered as I threw the remote toward my couch. It landed right side up on the sable brown knit throw blanket I’d bought at Pottery Barn a couple months ago. Crossing the room, I swooped up my phone from where I had left it by the front door, and then, just for good measure, I checked the locks once more.

As I padded toward the bathroom to take a hot bath to calm my nerves, I couldn't resist taking a peek at my call history. I shook my head in disbelief. The idiot hadn't blocked his number. There it was, nine-digits right in front of me, practically begging to be called.

Tapping the green icon in the center of my screen, I temporarily gave up on the bath and slammed down on the couch. "I'll figure out the truth," I gloated, "I'll figure out the—"

"Thank you for calling Emerson & Taylor, this is Claire. How may I direct your call?" a saccharine-sweet, female voice chirped. 

I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn't quite figure out what to say over my sudden shortness of breath and the icy cold fingers of shock stroking my spine. Finally, perhaps perturbed by my silence, the receptionist introduced herself again.

“Emerson & Taylor, Claire speaking. Can I help you?”

"I-I'm so sorry.” There was the stuttering again. “Wrong number,” I managed, disconnecting the call before she could get another word in.

I folded my arms over my stomach, leaning forward. It did nothing to help the harsh churning, but thankfully, there were no tears this time. Maybe I was too numb for that, though. 

Whoever had called me wanted me to have the number. 

He’d wanted me to call him back, so I would know whom the number belonged to.

And, most importantly, he wanted me to know that it was from Emerson & Taylor—the fashion company. The company that, before his death fourteen years ago, had belonged to my father.

Part 1

––––––––

Uncover

––––––––

verb  \ ən‘kəvər 

Discover (something previously secret or unknown).

––––––––

“I know well what I am fleeing from but not what I am in search of.”

-Michel de Montaigne

Chapter 1



"Are you sure you want to go through with this, Gemma?" my closest friend implored for the second time since she stomped into my new apartment a couple minutes ago. Seated right in front of me on the ottoman, Pen sifted her fingers through her mess of wavy brown hair before releasing it to fall around the brilliant peacock tattoos gracing her shoulders. "It's not too late to back down."

"This is something I need to do for myself." 

Besides, she was wrong—it was too late. It had been ever since I received the call four months ago. "Everything you’ve been told about your story, your father's story, is a lie. It's up to you to uncover the truth."

Although I hadn't contacted Emerson & Taylor to search for him—because really, who would have believed me—my caller had gotten his wish. His words ignited something within me, a frenzied need for closure that I'd somehow shoved to the far corners of my mind. For days, weeks even, the memory of his gruff voice was a constant distraction, a weight on my body and mind. And though I'd promised myself long ago that I had put all things concerning my father behind me, I soon found that nothing could stop me from searching around in my history ... his history.

Not even Penelope Connelly—the woman who’d been my closest confidant for the last six years.

When I finally broke down and told her about the call from Emerson & Taylor, I hadn't planned to ask for help. My intentions were to go to Los Angeles to confront my stepmother on my own because I’d reached the point where I couldn’t even sleep without my caller’s words affecting me. But then Pen had reminded me of what happened the last time I attempted to contact my dad's third, and final, wife. I was sixteen at the time, my father had been dead for seven years, and I'd just lost my mom six months before. Maybe I'd hoped to find some semblance of normality with my stepmother—I was fragile and young and woefully ignorant—but I didn't get the chance to meet Margaret in person. Instead, she’d sent a lawyer to deal with me. 

I could barely remember the attorney’s face, or his name, but what he’d said to me had stuck to me like glue. 

"Your name is nowhere in your father's will, and Margaret has informed me that you and your mother have been aware of that since he passed away. You are more than welcome to contest the will, Ms. Emerson, but I'm going to warn you—you'll feel the crushing reality of all the legal fees before you can bat your pretty brown eyes. Now, Margaret is prepared to settle with you ... as long as you don't come back with your hand stretched out. You understand what I'm saying, don't you, sweetheart?"  

Whenever I read an article about my stepmother, or saw her son on TV, that lawyer’s words oozed into my thoughts, and the night I told Pen about the call was no different. Like always, my best friend had immediately pulled me from that dark place. 

"I think I have an idea." She had run her tongue over the tiny gap between her front teeth and leaned into me so nobody else in the crowded bar would hear. “But we’ll need to be ... creative.”

Her definition of creative turned out to be straightforward—she would step out of her “ethical zone” and get me directly into Emerson & Taylor. She would bypass their security system and add me as a new hire, taking care of everything from the background check to a squeaky-clean work history that didn't include phone sex and escorting under the pseudonym Alice. I’d be given a temporary identity with a single purpose. 

Uncover, expose, and then get the hell out of there. 

The moment I got the call from the company’s corporate headquarters offering me a job, I turned in my notice at the agency I’d been working at and set up my life in L.A. so quickly, my head was still reeling from the whirlwind apartment search and ensuing move. 

I thought I was ready. 

Except now, I got the impression Pen was having second thoughts. Why else would she have surprised me by showing up at my door first thing this morning? Las Vegas wasn’t exactly a hop and a skip away.

"Pen,” I spoke up, my voice barely audible, “I understand if you can't help me." She had already done so much for me I couldn't imagine asking for more. Scooting forward on the couch, I covered her fingers with mine and gave them a firm squeeze. "I know how angry Linc will be if he finds out you're hacking again."

At the mention of her older brother, she jerked out of my grip and narrowed her slate blue eyes. "Don't even go there, Gem. The only way he'll find out anything is if you tell him. And if you do, I'll hurt you." But she bit the corner of her lip teasingly. "Besides, I'm like Lisbeth Salander and Neal Caffrey mixed up in one big-boobed package. I'm not worried at all—at least not about myself."

My eyebrow jerked up in confusion. "Neal Caffrey and Lisbeth Salander?" I purposely ignored her concern for me. Combined with my own doubts, they were probably enough to do me in.

"They're—" Tilting her head to the side, she changed her direction and said, "You know what? They don't matter right now." She hooked her hand around my slim upper arm and drew us both to our full height, mine just a couple inches shy of her five-foot-six. It was a lame running joke between us that she was always two ahead of me—two months older, two cup sizes bigger, and two inches taller. 

"What matters is that you need to get through E & T's security, then march your ass to HR and pick up your badge—"

Every muscle in my body tensed as she essentially gave me a rundown of the message I’d received from the human resources director. "You hacked my email," I groaned, palming the bridge of my nose for a few seconds. "Dammit, Pen, really?"

She stepped backwards, her thin silver bangles clanging together as she threw up her hands defensively. "Calm your tits, woman! I just logged into the Lizzie email. I mean, I set it up, remember?" At the shallow jerk of my head, she said, "Look, I'm just staying in the loop ... if you still want to go through with it, of course."

"I'm not backing down." Darting past her, I strode around the couch and across my open living room to the front door; my nude Michael Kors pumps a heavy drum on the laminate planks. Time was not on my side this morning, and arguing wouldn't help. 

Pausing at the table in the foyer, I glanced up at the framed mirror hanging directly in front of me. I caught Pen's reflection—her arms crossed stubbornly over her chest and her Jolie-esque lips worked together in a frown—and I plastered on a self-assured smile. 

"Whenever you ask me if I'm still going through with working at E & T to get closer to Margaret, you know I'm going to counter with this: I have to get into that company. I haven't gotten anything done since I received that call, and I won't accomplish much else until I get this out of my system."

Her mouth parted in response, but I powered on. "I know the risk I'm taking. But I just need to know if there's any truth to—" I gripped the table in support, the blunt angles digging into my palms. "My dad left me nothing. It hurt like hell then, but I brushed it off because I was a child. Now, I want to know why. It's not about the money. I just need to know if something changed."

"Just wanted to make sure." Resigned, she snatched the remote from the ottoman and threw herself on the couch, her mid-back length hair hanging over the armrest. "You can do this."

"I can. It’ll be simple," I repeated while I examined my appearance one final time. I looked nothing like the little girl Margaret had last seen at my father’s funeral, and not all that much like the young woman her lawyer turned away seven years ago, but I was still terrified she would know. That she'd immediately spot the word IMPOSTOR branded all over me—from the straight blond hair that I'd worked into a sleek ponytail, to my heart-shaped face with its small nose and full cheeks, and finally my eyes. Brown with amber flecks—eyes that looked ... terrified. 

For a damn good reason. 

If this ended badly, if I was found out, so much ugly would be unleashed I couldn't even stand to think about it without strings weaving tightly through my ribcage and suffocating me.

I could go to prison for this.

Smoothing back a nonexistent stray wisp of platinum hair, I spun away from the mirror. I faced Pen with my hands fisted by my side. She glanced up from the DVR’d episode of Sleepy Hollow and smiled encouragingly. "You have this. Get in there—"

"And take that bitch down," I finished breathlessly, and she pumped her fist.

"That's my girl. I'll stick around for the day, just in case you need me. As long as you don't mind, that is?"

Picking up my purse and keys, I shook my head. "Make yourself at home."

“Did you think I wouldn’t?” She returned her attention to the TV, but before I left the apartment, she cleared her throat tentatively. Lowering my hand from the doorknob, I looked back at her. 

"You're not Gemma there. Don't forget that,” she gently reminded. “You're Lizzie."

It was something I couldn't forget. I’d crammed that reminder into my brain ever since she and I came up with this crazy, messy plan. My name was Lizzie Connelly, not Gemma Emerson. Gemma Emerson didn’t exist—at least, not where Lizzie was concerned. 

Clearing the lump of hysteria from the back of my throat, I bobbed my head briskly, and Pen’s shoulders relaxed. "I remembered to be Lizzie a couple weeks ago when I met with HR, so you don’t need to worry. Besides, this’ll be simple."

As I drove from the seaside Marina del Rey apartment in my leased Mini Cooper, I continued to tell myself that.

*

Up until a week and a half ago, I hadn't stepped foot in Los Angeles since I was sixteen—when I hopped a Greyhound bus from Vegas with the intent of meeting with my stepmother. My parents had divorced when I was seven, and the moment everything was finalized my tall, dark-eyed mother had promptly departed the city with me in tow.  She was a model, which was how she met my father, and at first, we moved wherever her work took her—New York, Miami, Chicago, but never back to Los Angeles. By the time I was thirteen, I'd lived in more places than most people visited in their lifetime, but I welcomed it.  

Mom and I had been a team, and it hadn't mattered where we lived. 

Sin City was our final move. It had come a couple months before my fifteenth birthday, but we would have ended up in a new city if my mom hadn’t died a year later. It was one of those wrong place at the wrong time tragedies I always read about but didn’t think would happen to us—she’d forgotten her credit cards at home and when she went into the convenience store to pay for gas, she walked into a robbery that had already turned deadly. 

She was killed. And so was that team of ours that was my world.

With my mother's entire family in Ukraine, and relatively unknown to me, I’d stuck around the apartment we'd shared in North Vegas and prayed the state wouldn't catch wind of me living alone. The idea of being tossed into the foster care system for two years scared the shit out of me, but I successfully avoided it. Since my mother’s death, the only time I had left Sin City, I'd returned almost immediately—nearly too broke to put food in my refrigerator and still reeling from my meeting with Margaret's attorney. 

But here I was. In Los Angeles, of all places. 

And even though I’d lived in Vegas far longer than anywhere else, as the early October heat beat down on the open sunroof, I realized that L.A. still felt like home. 

Which wasn't a good thing. 

There was too much attachment associated with that word. Home.

"Stupid, stupid girl," I scolded myself over the Black Stone Cherry song pulsing quietly through my tiny car.

Curling my fingers firmly around the black steering wheel, I turned the candy apple red Mini Cooper into the ground floor of the five-story parking garage attached to Emerson & Taylor, stopping for the attendant on duty. After gaining entrance with the temporary pass I received from human resources last week, I drove to the first free space I could find—a spot on the bottom floor, squeezed between a dented Nissan Juke and a glossy yellow Corvette. As I exited the car, my body trembled like a leaf inside the high-waist beige pencil skirt and tucked-in white blouse I'd confidently donned earlier this morning. 

God, I was in over my head.

It was one thing to let Pen hack Emerson & Taylor's security system and get me far enough into the hiring process that they absolutely had to call me in for the job, but it was an entirely different matter to present false identification to the human resources department that would corroborate my new identity.

And yet, I was seconds away from prancing my ass into that building to do just that. No wonder Pen had driven here from Vegas. She probably wanted to make sure I wouldn't have a nervous breakdown that would implicate us both. 

I pressed the lock button on the circular key fob with so much force I was surprised it didn't jam. "When this is all over, I'm so getting her that new laptop she won't shut up about." Squaring my shoulders, I dropped my keys into my secondhand black Prada bag and followed the white arrows on the concrete floor. 

This is going to be simple, I promised myself as I stepped inside the elevator and punched the starred button. I just have to be smart.

"Hey, do you mind?" a slightly accented, feminine voice yelled out, and I reached my hand out to keep the elevator doors from shutting. Several seconds later, a woman no taller than my five-foot-four rushed inside, her caramel skin flushed. She was balancing two drink carriers and a neon pink box emanating a delicious aroma that did a number on my empty stomach. 

Tilting her head back, she shook her bouncy, jet-black curls out and rested in the corner of the elevator to catch her breath. "You're a lifesaver," she thanked me as the doors silently closed and we started to move up to the lobby. "I didn't remember it was my turn to bring coffee until twenty minutes ago when I was already at my desk."

“So you rushed out to get them?”

“Like an idiot,” she laughed, tapping one of her feet, which were clad in strappy, red patent leather wedged sandals. “Nearly twisted my ankle running around in these things.”

I frowned. "Need some help?" 

Lowering her head, she stared me down with dark, almost black, eyes. She blinked a couple times before moving her head to either side and releasing a throaty laugh that oozed sensuality. "You must be new." I lifted both eyebrows, and she added, "Helpfulness is dead around here."

"It's my first day," I admitted. "I'm on my way up to HR now."

She snorted. "Figures."  As she held the box out to me, I stepped closer to take it. "Stay golden, okay? This place will suck the life out of you," she advised.

Smiling at the reference to one of the books my mother and I had shared a mutual love for, I followed behind her as she departed the elevator car and stepped into the open lobby.

I had vague memories of coming to this place as a child, but I remembered being just as stunned by it then, too. With its gleaming black granite flooring, tinted floor-to-ceiling windows, and three-tier chandeliers hanging strategically overhead, the main floor of Emerson & Taylor was a carefully orchestrated medley of modern sophistication. 

On the lobby walls, there were photos of Emerson & Taylor models from throughout the years, and I knew that if I turned to my left, I’d come face-to-face with a massive picture of my mother. 

In spite of the severe black and white camera setting, her personality had shined through, thanks to her smooched lips and the flirtatious wink of her brown eyes. She was younger than me in the photo, with her dark hair in waves around her strikingly symmetrical face as she displayed a slinky white sundress. I’d first noticed the picture when I came in here a week and a half ago, and it had taken everything out of me not to walk right up to it and stare.

"It can be a tad overwhelming at first, but you'll get used to it." My companion broke through my thoughts, and I twisted to see the centerpiece of the fountain in the middle of the lobby, a massive marble replica of Emerson & Taylor's circular logo.

"Good to know." We stopped behind the line at the security check-in, and I looked in her direction. "I'm”—I sucked in a little breath before I followed through with the lie—“Lizzie Connelly, by the way"

"Stella Marchand."

When I first started escorting, I'd worked at an agency with a woman who had the same surname, and my smiled deepened as I finally placed her accent. "Trinidad?"

Dark eyes widening in surprise, she nodded. "Yes, ma'am. Lived there until I was four, then we moved to Brooklyn. And then I came ... here." She paused when it was her turn to check in, setting the coffee on top of the C-shaped desk to dig around in her Burberry satchel. Producing a rectangular badge, she handed it to the uniformed security officer on duty. He was an older, balding man—and entirely different than the guard who was on shift when I was in the office two weeks ago. After he checked her ID, Stella smiled sweetly. 

"Carl, do me a favor and check her in as a guest. Lizzie Connelly."

Carl scanned his eyes over me, his scrutiny enough to make me dip my eyes to the floor. "I actually have an appointment with Dora in HR this morning," I announced. "I'm Mrs. Emerson's new assistant." Before he could ask for it, I reached inside my own purse to withdraw my false ID, not missing the little noise Stella made in the back of her throat. Handing Carl my license, I shot her a questioning look to which she mouthed, “Later.”

After adding my name to his digital log, Carl returned my ID and stared pointedly at Stella. "You know I'm supposed to call HR down to escort her if—"

She cut him off with a swift shake of her head. "Relax, I promise she'll get there without making a fuss." Plucking a coffee from one of the cup holders, she slid the offering in front of the guard with a wink. "Go on, take it. Three creams and sugars, just how you like it."

Releasing a sound of submission, he motioned for us to pass through. "You sure as hell know the way to my heart."

Stella threw her head back and laughed, then carefully scooped up the rest of the coffee. "See you later, Carl."

"Thanks," I said, catching up beside her in the wide hall. There were three elevators on either side, and after looking up to examine their current positions, Stella opted for the cars on the right. "I've got to admit, I felt like I was back in sixth grade when I had to be escorted around when I met with Dora last week." 

"You drink?" 

That was random. My shoulders crept up as we shuffled through the open elevator doors along with a few other people. "Occasionally. I'm guessing this has something to do with—"

Her smile taut, her eyes darted to the other occupants of the elevator. "We'll have to do drinks one night." Stepping out onto the fourth floor, she jerked her head for me to follow her. "The stories I could tell you."

"It's a date," I blurted, even though I’d made a goal not to become attached to any of my co-workers during my time at Emerson & Taylor. I would use them for information, but that was it. Already, I could tell Stella was someone I’d honestly enjoy being around. The thought of becoming genuinely close to anyone who knew me as Lizzie terrified me just as much as thinking of Los Angeles as home.

And yet, I was still chomping at the bit to hear those stories Stella alluded to. "You're paying,” I told her.

“You got it." She deposited the coffee on the desk of a woman who was in the middle of a call, and I followed suit with the box of pastries. Grabbing something from the corner of the desk, Stella crooked her finger at me. "Come on, I'll take you to HR." 

She waited until we were back inside the elevator, on our way down to the second floor, to hand me what she grabbed from the desk—a matte silver business card boasting Emerson & Taylor's logo with Stella's name and job title, Marketing Manager, along with her extension and email address. "You could call Claire, the receptionist downstairs, and she'd put you right through, but this makes it easier."

"Thank you for making me feel less like the new kid. I mean that, Stella.”

The doors slid open, and she sashayed into the human resources lobby—a smaller, less luxurious, carpeted version of the main lobby downstairs. Her glossy lips were curled into a grin when she gazed back at me. "We were all new once, baby. Plus, I think it's only fair to prepare you for the crazy mess that's Emerson & Taylor." She flashed her dark eyes to the short row of black leather armchairs. "I'll let them know you're here, but Dora's usually quick if she’s already expecting you.”

I sat in the seat closest to Dora’s office and watched as Stella leaned over the receptionist's desk. Although I tried, I couldn't make out a word of what they were saying. The only thing I—and probably the rest of this floor—could hear was all the commotion drifting from behind the HR director's closed door. It was incredibly loud and definitely belonged to a woman and a man.

When I heard the female forcefully say, "Get out of my office, Oliver," shock flared through me.

Oliver?

It couldn’t be.

I tried to convince myself that it could be another Oliver, but the odds were certainly not in my favor. The door crept open, each inch seeming to take a lifetime. Even though he was still turned toward her, I had a clear view of his back. Sure, it was completely covered by a crisp, white shirt, but the tight muscles beneath the impeccable stitches sent my imagination into overdrive. He had one of those backs—the type women could picture dragging their fingernails down. A little too unabashedly, I allowed my eyes to wander over the rest of his towering form. 

Medium-length, light brown bed hair, an ass that competed with his toned back, and long legs inside tailored black dress pants. 

Curiosity would be my undoing, I was sure of it.

"Next time, Isadora," Oliver began in a husky voice that held a note of laughter. "Don't ask me down here if you're just going to—"

"I won’t because you don’t even work here," Dora growled from inside her office. "So get the fuck out!"

"God, the professionalism..." His broad shoulders shaking, he turned around and entered the lobby, looking both devilishly gorgeous and completely relaxed in spite of his obvious argument with Dora. When he noticed Stella and the HR receptionist gaping at him, he stopped short. 

And then, he smirked. It was a cocky, deliciously sexy turn of his lips that had me gripping my bag to my chest like it would ward him off from casting his spell on me. Smiles like Oliver's...they were dangerous—they were the ones that shattered the resolve of even the most cautious, and I clearly wasn’t cautious.

"Good morning," he drawled, inclining his head politely. Noticing me, he tipped his head once more in my direction. When he lifted his chin and our eyes locked, a flash of lightning struck me full force—a current to my heart that stole the breath right from the flames consuming my body. 

Blue eyes. 

Somehow, the media hadn’t done his eyes—cornflower blue fringed with sooty black lashes—justice. They were set in an oval face, bisected with a slightly crooked nose, and rivaled only by lips that were—I hated to admit—distractingly pouty. 

It was a face that, paired with his godlike physique and ADHD dating habits, had magazines and entertainment networks calling him "The Bad Boy Next Door." 

As if he sensed my reaction to him, his grin widened roguishly. The stare I managed to return was full of forced indifference, raising his thick eyebrows.

Because I didn't think of him as the man from the magazines. The millionaire. Mr. Sex-In-A-Business-Suit. I only knew him as Oliver Manning. 

An obstacle.

My stepbrother.

Chapter 2



I was nine years old the only other time I’d seen Oliver Manning in person, but I remembered that day well. He was fifteen, and when he knelt by where my mom and I were huddled together on one end of the funeral home’s front pew, his movements tentative and shaky, I knew my father’s death had broken him too. Covering my much smaller hand with his, he’d given my fingers an encouraging squeeze. 

I’d looked up through the haze—through the tears—to see his soft smile. 

“I’m so sorry about your dad,” he said, his bright blue eyes red-rimmed. Despairing. He seemed to search for the right thing to say before his shoulders had drooped forward. “I’d give anything to fix this for you.”

I released a hiccup, followed by a sob, and then my mom had gathered me close, consoling me quietly in Ukrainian. She said something to Oliver before he left to join his own mother, but I hadn’t heard it. 

All I heard was the finality of his words: My father was gone. 

Now, as he sauntered away like a man who carelessly held the world in the palms of his hands, everyone remaining in the HR lobby was left wordless, motionless—myself included. Ultimately, Stella cleared her throat.  She came over to where I was still sitting, and with a chuckle, leaned down to whisper, "Like I said, you'll want that drink. You've got my card now—let me know when you're free."

My focus drifted over her shoulder, in the direction that Oliver had taken, and I nodded briskly. "Count on it."

"Good," she purred. Shifting her hips, she stood upright and raced her hands down the front of her black pencil pants. The decadent scent of her jasmine perfume lingered behind her as she left. "I'm off to pimp fashion, but good luck today. If you need any help—and I do mean anything—you know where to find me,” she threw over her shoulder as she walked off. 

"Thanks," I called after her, although she was already out of sight and likely out of earshot. Hell, she was possibly even already on an elevator—maybe with Oliver. 

Nope, don’t even go there. 

Still, an image of him nudged its way into my thought—his current panty-eating grin and not the wavering smile of a fifteen-year-old boy—and I closed my eyes. Before I received that call four months ago, I knew a handful of facts about the man who'd been my stepbrother. Even after, my sole focus had been on his mother, so I hadn't gone out my way to research Oliver. Ivy League, notorious playboy, and sinfully good-looking,  Oliver was the heir of a hotel magnate and a fashion mogul. Thanks to his former hard-partying habits and choice in women—he’d dated an actress or two—he was a media darling, known more for his personal exploits than his reputation as a businessman. 

That seemed about all anyone needed to comprehend about the man. 

That is all I need to know about that man.

As if to serve as an additional warning, Dora appeared in the doorway to her office, draping her model-tall body against the metal frame. She was visibly agitated, displaying none of the chilly reserve I noted over a week ago when she told me the job was definitely mine.

"Lizzie?" she asked shakily, and I stared at her keenly. She waved her hand for me to come into her office. "I'm ready for you."

Nodding, I followed her inside. As I sat down in the compact chair in front of her L-shaped glass desk, my gaze fell on the Honeymoon: Isadora and Franklin photo frame on her desk and the picture of her and a blond guy who had the body of a professional football player, decked out in leis with their arms wrapped around each other. They looked happy, and I felt my heart jerk.

"Lizzie?" My head popped up and Dora combed her hand through her straight auburn hair and gave me a tight smile that made my own cheeks hurt. "You'll have to excuse what you just saw," she said, her words spoken cautiously.

Taking in the bright splotches peppering her ivory face and neck, I couldn't help but feel sorry for her. What had Oliver said, or done, to provoke her? I was ashamed to admit that after some of the jobs I'd worked in Vegas, my thoughts automatically crept toward the not-safe-for-work variety, but when I inhaled, I noticed the air reeked of a lemon-scented incense warmer, not sex. 

"I honestly wasn't even paying attention. I...." I cut myself off and looked down at my lap.

Dora's high-arched, burnished gold eyebrows pulled together. "You what?"

I mustered a nervous laugh and shrugged. "It's my dad. He was texting like crazy this morning, and I had to respond. He'd freak out if I didn't." It was a lie that made me nauseous, but it was also necessary. I wasn't Gemma Emerson here, I was Lizzie Connelly. 

Lizzie had a family—a mother and father as well as two siblings she was extremely close to. 

"Hmm ... well, in any case, let's get you all set up so you can be on your way." She fixated her gray eyes intently on the computer screen and pecked on the keyboard. "I just need a couple of things from you."

"Yes, I received your email." I reached into my purse and pulled out the ID I'd presented to Carl downstairs not even fifteen minutes ago and the folded direct deposit form I had printed and completed at home. My earnings would be going to a prepaid debit card—another one of Pen’s brilliant ideas.

"Wonderful, I'll just take this out to Pamela to make a copy for our records." Dora scooted backward and left the office, her ballet flats padding lightly on the carpet. I didn't dare turn to look at her because I knew I would give myself away and instead of going to the seventh floor—Margaret's floor—I'd be promptly escorted out of Emerson & Taylor by the police. I took Dora's absence as an opportunity to catch my breath and allow myself to grasp that I'd made it in. 

I was here, in this building. 

And if I were smart, I'd leave in a month or two with all of Margaret's secrets. And if those secrets included anything that had directly harmed my father or screwed me over...

"All finished." The sound of Dora's voice made me jump, but I didn’t think she noticed as she took her seat. She slid my ID across the desk. I picked it up, careful not to make contact with her so she wouldn't feel the nervous sweat dampening my palms. Leaning back in her chair, she offered me an expression that somewhat resembled a smile. "You're done here. You can go home."

Sharp fear speared the pit of my stomach. Keeping my demeanor calm, I put my ID in my bag and cocked my eyebrow at Dora. "Is anything wrong?"

She studied her computer screen, not looking at me, and my heart felt like it was seconds from exploding from my chest. I glanced at the door, confident that at any second, law enforcement would burst in and drag me away. 

"Not at all,” Dora said dismissively, grabbing a half-full iced coffee from the edge of her desk that I hadn’t noticed before. I let the relief sink in as she took a sip and sighed. “As you already know from our discussion last week, Margaret's been working remotely while overseas for fashion week. She was supposed to be back in the office yesterday, but she was delayed. She’s adamant that you don't start until she returns."

"I see. And when will that be?"

Dora dabbed at her mouth with a pink lipstick-stained napkin and studied the large calendar beneath her keyboard. After several seconds, she tapped her finger on October tenth, three days from today. "She'll definitely be back and settled in by Thursday.” She glanced up at me, blowing wisps of hair from her face. "Can you be here first thing Thursday morning?"

I nodded a little too eagerly. "Yes, of course."

"I've asked Pamela to give Carl a call to let him know you'll be stopping by for your badge on the way out.” As if she’d completely brushed off whatever had happened between her and Oliver, Dora stood to dismiss me. “Welcome to Emerson & Taylor, Miss Connelly." 

*

Leaving the HR department, and even as I rode the elevator back downstairs to Carl, anxiety crawled through my veins. I found the security guard leisurely sipping the coffee Stella had bribed him with, watching me with light eyes that made me feel like he could see right through me. 

“Excited?” he asked, as he presented a newly printed badge on the counter in front of me. He placed a clipboard beside it and motioned for me to sign beside where my name was neatly printed. “It’s a good company. I’ve been here since ninety-four.”

He was here before my parents divorced, I thought. Had I met Carl when I was a child? Had he checked my mother and me through security so we could visit my father? If I told him who I was right now, would Carl remember me?

I responded with a smile, but my eyes unintentionally wandered to the left side of the lobby where my mom’s photo hung. “I can’t wait to meet Ms. Emerson.” My hand shook as I signed Lizzie Connelly—the name I’d practiced so many times over the last few months I could likely sign the damn thing in my sleep. “I’ve looked up to her ever since I was a little girl.” Saying those words aloud nearly choked me, but I maintained my expression. 

“Every girl who comes through that door says that,” Carl mused as I shoved my new employee ID in my purse. When I forced myself to make eye contact, his forehead was wrinkled. "You can relax now; you've already got the job."

"I am relaxed."

"Uh-huh." He took another drink of his coffee, polishing it off. He tossed the cup into a wastebasket beneath the security desk. "You have a good one, Miss Connelly. We'll see you Thursday."

I felt the blood rushing to my face as I hurried away from the desk and across the lobby. My short legs seemed to take impossibly long strides in my effort to get to the parking garage. We did it, I thought, feeling weightless, invincible. 

We did it.

As I rode the elevator down to the garage, I groped around in my bag for my phone. My eyes were trained on the screen when I stepped out of the steel car, so I stood to the side of the elevator, out of the line of any traffic that might come through the silent garage as I started my message to Penelope. 

Margaret won't be back until Thursday, so I'm not needed until then, but I'm in. I'm officially in. You are a genius, Lisbeth. Neal. Whoever the hell you are.

I was about to hit send, but the deafening blast of a car horn drew a shriek from the back of my throat. My phone tumbled from my hands, the screen shattering on the concrete with a crack that signaled the end of the iPhone I’d only had for a few months. Furious, I stared at the splintered screen for a second before lifting my eyes, seething at the horn blower.

Sitting less than ten feet away from me was a jet black Dodge Viper. 

And climbing out of the sleek car and coming right at me was Oliver. 

What the hell was he doing?

Suddenly hyperaware of his every movement, I angled my body slightly away from his, hunching my shoulders defensively. Christ, he really was something to look at. 

"Was I in your way?" I demanded hotly as I stalked forward to grab my phone. He beat me to it. Assessing the damage, his full lips curled into a frown. Somehow, he even made a foul expression look sensual. 

"You could've walked in front of my car.”

This was one of those blonde jokes—it had to be. "Standing perfectly still?" I questioned sardonically. At his serious nod, I softly bit my tongue, sliding it from side to side between my teeth a few times so I wouldn’t respond callously. He’s my boss’ son, I reminded myself. In all honesty though, Oliver probably deserved every rough word I wanted to give him at the moment. "Thank you for the warning,” I said dryly.

A broad grin spreading across his face, he held my phone out to me. Noticing my reluctance to take it, his fingers skimmed mine as he placed it in my palm. His fleeting touch was a shock to my system, a jolt of pure electricity that sent all my nerve endings into chaos. Exhaling, he stared down at my hands. The expression in his blue eyes was unreadable. 

“Thank you,” I said again, dropping the sarcasm this time.

“Anytime.” He clenched his fingers. “What's your name?" When I didn't answer, focusing instead on stowing the now useless iPhone in one of the zippered compartments of my purse, he moved even closer to me. The warm, heady scent of his cologne washed over me, causing my stomach to flutter. "Which floor are you on?"

I hoisted my bag higher on my shoulder and rolled my eyes. "So you can scare the shit out of me there, too?"

He ran his teeth over his lip. The gesture was almost ... inviting. Abruptly, the feather-soft fluttering in my stomach gave way to a sharp swell of something I didn’t want to identify by name. I always did have a thing for the beautiful ones, especially when they were so clearly out of my reach. "So I can replace your phone,” he offered, his deep voice cutting through my thoughts. 

"I have insurance, but thanks." I smiled tightly and started to walk around him. "Now, if you don’t mind, I—"

When he reached out and grabbed my wrist, the first thing that registered in my brain was how hot his fingers felt on my skin. Grazing my pulse point, his touch was soft and yet commanding. It was a touch from a man used to getting his way. 

"Wait," he ordered, and my pulse skipped. Unhurriedly, I turned on my heel to look at him warily. Although he should have released my arm, he didn’t. Instead, he pulled me closer to him and touched my chin with his thumb. 

“What do you think—”

He tilted my face up so we were eye-to-eye. "Your name. I asked you your name.”

"Lizzie Connelly."

"Lizzie...” His voice trailed off as he tested the pseudonym on his tongue. Smirking like the cat that ate the canary—or in his case, the petite blond lady—he started, “I'm Oliver—"

I cut him off by tugging free of his distracting grip. Taking the hint, he moved his other hand from my face, and I released a breath of relief. "I already know exactly who you are." 

He didn’t look surprised. If anything, his grin only grew bolder. Man-whore here probably thrived on being infamous. "My reputation precedes me."

Of course it did—hell, a photo of him at some red carpet gala with a Brazilian model had graced the lifestyle-and-entertainment section of a local paper just last weekend—but I wasn’t about to jerk off his ego by telling him that. "Not really." I absently trailed my fingers over the wrist his fingers had been wrapped around. My heart rate sped up and tingles rushed across my skin at the memory.

"Honestly, it was impossible to ignore your name when it was attached to 'get the fuck out of my office',” I told him.

“Dora likes to exaggerate.” His mouth twisted in annoyance, dragging my attention back to his lips. Damn, those lips. He backed up to his Viper. “There really wasn’t a need for theatrics.” He slid behind the wheel of his sporty car. If I expected him to simply drive off and forget I was standing there, I was sadly mistaken. The passenger window slid down, and his gaze trailed slowly down my body. I couldn’t remember the last time I let a man’s stare get beneath my skin, but Oliver’s did. 

That fact alone made my jaw tighten. 

“Believe it or not,” I said, tilting my head to the side, “Dora didn’t even mention you.”

The corner of his lip tugged up. "I'll have your replacement phone on your desk by tomorrow morning." 

"That's really not necessary," I argued, but he lifted his shoulders. The pretentious asshole had just brushed me off. For a second, as I stared into his penetrating blue eyes, I wondered if he was the man who’d called me four months ago. But then I let the thought drift away as quickly as it came. Calling me like that wouldn’t have benefited him, and besides, the voice didn’t fit. Neither did the secrecy. Oliver Manning would have announced himself at the very beginning of that call if it had been him.

“I’m serious, Oliver,” I said through gritted teeth. Besides, I wouldn’t even be at the office until Thursday—not that he needed to know that.

"I fix what I break."

I stiffened, remembering his words from fourteen years ago. I’d give anything to fix this for you. Drawing in a few quick breaths, I pinched my mouth. “It’s a phone, Mr. Manning; I promise it’s not the end of the world.” 

He started to pull off, but then he slammed on his brakes. I narrowed my eyes, but before I could ask him if he actually planned on leaving sometime today, he said, "I'm not sleeping with Dora."

“What?” I blurted.

“I’m. Not. Fucking. Dora. We’ve never had that kind of interest in each other.”

Wow ... really? I looked down at a crack in the garage floor. "It's none of my business, and I really, really don’t want to know. You don't have to explain anything to me.”

"No, I don't. I just didn’t want you getting the wrong idea about me." His vivid blue eyes examined me one final time, and then he put his car in gear. "Soon, Lizzie.” 

*

Once I was sure he was gone, I rushed to my Mini Cooper. With my phone broken, I was even more anxious to get home. I ignored the speed limit, shunning the radio in favor of silence. By the time I closed my apartment door behind me, my body trembled.

Exhaling deeply, I dropped my purse by my feet and closed my eyes. I opened them just in time to see Pen coming out of the kitchen, holding a plate with a bagel slathered in strawberry cream cheese. She paused the moment her slate blue eyes landed on me.

"Oh shit." Her dark brows drew together in concern. "You didn't freak out and tell them everything, did you?"

I shook my head. “I don’t go back until Thursday. Margaret’s out of town, and she wants to be there when I start.” Pen let out a sigh of relief that echoed through her body. Dropping her plate a few inches from the red floral centerpiece on the dining room table, she sat down and motioned for me to take the spot right across from her. As I joined her, she studied me carefully. 

"Alright, why are you shaking?" she demanded. “Being in that building didn’t get to you, did it?”

“I can handle the building,” I promised. “I’m shaking because of Oliver Manning.”

She repeated his name and then fanned herself, laughing at the dark look I shot at her. “That man gives me the shivers. Is he gorgeous in person? Or is he one of those guys who just photographs well?” Observing my silence, she leaned forward and whispered, “His mom was married to your dad for all of two years. It’s not wrong to—”

“He’s arrogant.” I left it at that because I absolutely could not look at her and tell her he wasn’t attractive. Everything about Oliver—from his voice to his touch to his knee-weakening looks—was overpowering and stunning. I recounted most of what had happened this morning, from meeting Stella to bits-and-pieces of the parking garage encounter, plunking my destroyed phone on the table between us when I was finished. “He’s bow-down-to-me, fall-into-my-Egyptian-cotton-sheets-right-effing-now arrogant.”

“He’s rich,” Pen pointed out. “You should be used to his type.”

In the last three years, I’d met my fair share of men with money, men who had gladly tossed out a few thousand a night to have me on their arm with absolutely no promise of anything more. But as I sat there trying to compare Oliver to them, I quickly found that my brain refused to make the connection.

He was in a class of his own, and I didn’t know if that was good or bad. 

“Hmm ... I’m used to them. Doesn’t make it any better.” Thinking about the way his hands had felt flared over my skin doused me with a bucket full of emotions, and I shoved away from the table. “When are you leaving for Vegas?” I called out, walking into the narrow kitchen. As bad as it sounded, I was determined to get Oliver the hell out of my head, even if that meant powering through my fully stocked fridge.

“About that,” Pen said. I heard her make a noise that I associated with indecision. I knew what was coming even before I returned to the adjoining dining room with blueberry yogurt and a can of Diet Dr. Pepper. The thought made me ridiculously giddy inside. When I slid into my seat and tucked my foot beneath my butt, she folded her hands together and gave me one of those looks that made me feel like we were negotiating a business deal. 

She should have known by now that none of this was necessary.

“So I called my boss, who was totally cool with me doing some work remotely, and I was thinking...” she said with a timid look that was so unlike her I bit my lip to suppress my own smile. For the last couple years, she’d been with the same software company, working in what she called a “white hat” position where she tested cracks in the software. She was such an asset to the company that her boss had reached the point where he let her do her own thing. “Well, hell, I was thinking—”

“Of course you can stay with me.” I pulled the foil off my yogurt and licked it clean. “I’d honestly love for you to be here.” Something about having Pen—my best friend and the mastermind who helped launch this complex plan—nearby took pounds of pressure off my chest.

Looking surprised at how easily I agreed, she twisted her head to the side, causing her mane of brown hair to cascade over one shoulder. “Really?”

“Really.” I shoveled another bite of yogurt in my mouth, already feeling thoughts of Oliver evaporate from my brain. “When are you going to go get your stuff?”

Pen’s eyes crinkled when she grinned, and once again, I knew what she was going to say next. She was impossibly easy to read, which I loved about her. The only thing I’d ever regretted about our relationship was that it had taken so long for her to come into my life.

“I’ve got a couple bags already in my trunk,” she announced, with a sheepish shrug. “Surprise, Gemma, I’m all yours until you see this through and get your answers.”

Chapter 3

––––––––

“Gem? Were you expecting a package from E & T?” Pen shouted, nearly causing me to poke myself in the eye with the mascara wand. Her footsteps drew closer, and a second later, the bathroom door flew open. She poked her head inside, holding up a manila envelope, and heard its contents shift. “This was downstairs in your mailbox. It’s from them, so I figured it might be important,” she said, raising her voice slightly to be heard over the Anya Marina cover playing on my phone.

Moving my head to either side, I brushed the pad of my thumb across the smooth screen to pause the song. “I doubt it. If it were, they would’ve called already.” 

I’d replaced my phone the same day that Oliver caused me to break it, but I’d splurged on an updated, shinier model in deference to my new job in the land of all things fake. I was a habitual message checker—both this phone and the one associated with my real life that I kept in my nightstand drawer were looked at multiple times a day. There definitely hadn’t been anything new from Emerson & Taylor. 

Dropping my mascara in the makeup bag sitting between the double sinks, I faced Pen and took the envelope. Not even glancing inside, I tossed it behind me on the counter beside my new iPhone. “You’re not still worried about going to work, are you?” she asked sympathetically.

Returning my attention to the mirror, I swallowed hard and then forced myself to take a few deep breaths. “I swear, I wish I could’ve gotten this over with on Monday,” I admitted, rummaging around in my cluttered makeup bag for my favorite lipstick—Hourglass’ Icon. “Nothing blows more than having a few extra days to marinate in nervousness.”

“Stop talking about marinating stuff, you’re making me hungry,” she groaned and rubbed her stomach. “Besides, you’re perpetually nervous. You’ll do fine with the stepmonster. Just don’t push her down an elevator shaft or throw water on her.” She nodded down at the envelope. “Make sure you open that thing. I’ve got to call my brother—he’s been bugging my mother about me. Can you tell how excited I am about this call? I’m practically throwing myself at my phone.”

Finally spotting my lipstick, I plucked it out of the bag. As I opened it, I caught Pen’s tart expression in the mirror and held back a smile. “You’ll be fine.” After I carefully swiped the deep cherry red color over my lips, I turned sideways to look at my best friend head-on. “Make sure you tell Linc I said hello. No, wait—” I arched a light brown eyebrow questioningly. “He knows you’re out here with me, right?”

“Yep, told him you were out here apartment sitting for one of your friends.”

Shaking my head, I started to pull the giant curlers from my pale blond hair. “Wow. That has to be the lamest excuse I’ve ever heard.” 

“Whatever.” She shrugged her tattooed shoulders. “He bought it, so it obviously wasn’t that bad.” Sucking in her cheeks, she pulled her phone from the shallow pocket of her sweatpants. She held it up for me to inspect, and I realized it was vibrating. “Look, he’s done me a solid and called me instead.” 

“He loves you. Of course he’s going to call you.”

As she disappeared from the bathroom, I heard her mutter, “I swear, I’m tempted to get into his phone and—” She cleared her throat and then said in an annoyed voice, “Hello to you too, Linc.”

As straight-laced as Linc Connelly was—he was in law enforcement, which didn’t mesh with some of Pen’s previous extracurricular activities—it was obvious how much she adored him.

Hell, I loved him.

I’d met Linc a few weeks before I turned eighteen, when he responded to a complaint from my landlord. He must have felt sorry for me—a skinny, terrified girl living alone in Vegas and a blink away from getting evicted—because two days later an anonymous donor had brought my rent current. A day after that, he and his sister had shown up to my apartment with groceries. 

No matter how uptight Linc could be, he never expected anything from me in return and had brought Pen into my life. That alone made him a bit of a superhero in my book. He and Pen were the closest to siblings I’d ever had. 

As if on cue, she called out to me, “I hope you’re opening that envelope!” Then, I heard her snap, “Are you kidding, Linc?”

Closing the door with my foot to drown out the noise, I swiped the Emerson & Taylor envelope from the counter and sat on the vanity stool a few feet away. “Let’s see what they want now,” I whispered, tearing open the envelope and shaking out its contents. A crisp white business envelope fell into my hand. 

Rubbing my fingers over both sides of the second packet, I realized I definitely wasn’t holding a copy of the paperwork I’d given to HR. It was too thin. Frowning, I flipped it over and started to open it, but then I froze. The first thing I noticed was that it was a Manning Hotel Group envelope. Then, I took in the familiar, chest-tightening words written across it in bold black strokes. 

I fix what I break  

Those were Oliver’s words.

My fingers trembled as I ripped into the white envelope, a plastic card falling to the ground and landing by my bare foot. Inside, I found a neatly folded note. It took real effort not to tear it into tiny shreds and deposit it into the toilet, but I opened it carefully to find that it was written on letterhead from Oliver’s personal stash. Dropping it on the granite, I scanned the note quickly, feeling my temperature spike with every word.

Lizzie,

You didn’t mention you wouldn’t be in the office for three days, so I had no other choice but to reach out to you like this. Please accept the enclosed gift card as compensation for your phone. I’m sure you can find use for it, as I won’t take it back. 

By the way, you also didn’t mention you worked directly for my mother. Not that it’ll matter.

Best,

Oliver J. Manning

Executive Vice President, Manning Hotel Group 

Oliver.

Fucking Oliver.

Looking down at the tan ceramic tile floor, I saw a gold American Express logo staring back at me. I’d purposely replaced my phone on my own so I wouldn’t feel indebted to that man, but he couldn’t leave well enough alone. “A rich boy with a misunderstanding of the word no?  Lovely.”

I quickly reread the note again, pausing on the last line.

“Not that it’ll matter?” I gritted my teeth. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Instead of pondering it, I focused on a more pressing question. What had Oliver done to weasel his way back into Dora’s good HR graces so quickly for her just to hand over my personal information to him? The thought of him having access to anything about me—even if my life here was all a façade—made my stomach pitch.  

Grabbing my phone, I blocked my number and dialed the office number listed beneath his personal letterhead. A few seconds later, I released a sharp curse when an automated voice informed me, “We're sorry; the party you have reached is not accepting private calls. If you want your call to go through, please hang up—”

An angry noise leapt from the back of my throat, and I mashed the end call button. Hopping off the stool, I refolded Oliver’s infuriating note and stuffed it back into the envelope along with the gift card. Since he’d been sneaky enough to send a message written on his company’s letterhead postmarked from Emerson & Taylor, I knew he was banking on me calling him out on it, and I had every intention of doing that.

It would just be on my terms.

I shoved my feet into the red, open-toed pumps waiting by the door. Before I left the bathroom, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Skimming my fingers through my loose curls, I thinned my red lips at the sight of my flushed skin. I touched my cheek and shivered. Something told me that Oliver, with his cocky grin and laughing eyes, would be pleased that his compensation had ignited so much fury within me.

That fact was all the more reason to give it back to him along with a piece of my mind.

Toting my phone and the envelope, I left the bathroom, my steps shallow thanks to the black seamed pencil dress I wore. I’d considered changing clothes because of that, but with my sudden desire to get ahold of Oliver without giving up my number, arriving at work a few minutes earlier seemed so much more essential. I grabbed my purse and keys from their spot on the foyer table and checked my reflection one last time, fixing a mascara smudge at the inside corner of one brown eye. 

When I heard Pen walking out the kitchen, I quickly turned my body away from her so she wouldn’t see my face. “See you this afternoon,” I said, failing miserably at keeping the frustration from my voice. 

“Wait!” She rushed over to me and I winced when I felt her hand in the back of my hair. Holding up a bright pink roller, she started, “You left a curler in your— Whoa, you’re red as the devil right now.” She stepped back and cocked her head to one side. “Please don’t tell me it was something bad.”

“It was Oliver,” I breathed. When she blinked, I gripped the handle of my purse a little tighter and shook my head. “No time to explain right now. Trust me, I’ll tell you everything when I get in tonight. Be good today.”

“Don’t worry, I planned on putting viruses on every computer in the building.” When I shot her a dark look over my shoulder, she lifted her gaze toward the ceiling and blew a strand of hair that had fallen free of her ponytail from her face. “Jesus, between you and Linc...ugh! Have a wonderful day, and don’t you get into any trouble, Lizzie.”

*

By the time I reached Emerson & Taylor forty minutes later and left my Mini Cooper in a prime parking spot, I had a little less than half hour to spare before Margaret was scheduled to arrive. Plenty of time to put her D-bag son in his place, I thought as I made my way to the lobby as fast as my constricting dress would allow.

“So excited you’re running to work,” Carl pondered aloud when I reached the security desk. There wasn’t a line in front of me today, and he was already drinking his coffee from a stainless steel travel mug. “You’re early.” 

“It’s my first day, so I thought I’d start off on the right foot.”

Leaning his balding head close to mine, Carl dropped his voice to a whisper and said, “Mrs. Emerson’s never here on time, so you’re safe, sweetheart.”

Although I’d always hated being called sweetheart—maybe because it usually came from the lips of men who saw me as nothing but a pretty face and a potential piece of ass—I could tell he was being genuine. I offered him a poised smile that belied how irritated I was at Oliver uncovering my home address.

“Thanks for the heads up.” I took my employee badge from his outstretched hand and started around the corner. “Have a good day.”

“You too, Ms. Connelly.”

I’d been to the seventh floor numerous times when I was a child—when I was Gemma—but I’d stared at it with brand new eyes the day Dora took me on the grand tour a couple weeks ago. “This floor is pretty exclusive,” she’d informed me, a note of jealousy in her voice as she led me around. 

“You’ve got Margaret and everyone on the executive committee, including Cate Morton, our CFO, and Philip Sanderson, the vice-president. This is also where all meetings for the board of directors are held, but you won’t really need to worry about those.” Dora had tossed her red hair over her shoulder and touched my forearm, wearing a little smile. “You’re here for Margaret.”    

I’d hated those words and the dismissive way she said them, but I beamed like an enthusiastic fool as I took in the atmosphere I’d be working in. When my father was alive, I vaguely remembered the whole floor having a warm, embracing vibe—rich earth tones and big, comfortable furniture my dad would let me jump all over—but that had all been replaced. Now, there was a moody mix of black and white—plush, pale leather seating, onyx floors, and abstract plywood sculptures gracing my stepmother’s massive office.

I loathed the changes. 

Sadly, even my little corner of the executive floor reminded me of Beetlejuice. My office was located right across the hall from Margaret’s, and it was a ten by ten ode to light and dark, from the black leather chair to the iMac and even the checkerboard-patterned paperweight. 

“You can replace any of the artwork and knickknacks,” Dora had flippantly told me two weeks ago, nodding at the paperweight. It looked like it was there more for décor than practicality. “It belonged to Margaret’s former PA.”

“What happened to her?” I’d asked.

“Fashion wasn’t right for her.”

As soon as I had the chance, I’d spruce this place up with color, but first—first I would take care of Oliver. And getting through the first day with his mother. Sitting down, I fired up my iMac, and logged into my employee profile with the information Dora had given me. Multiple mail alerts flashed across the upper left side of the screen, not really drawing me in until I saw a message from Stella that had been sent on Tuesday. 

I clicked on it and read as I pulled Oliver’s envelope from my purse. 

Still staying golden? –Stella Marchand

Once the letter was in front of me, the paperweight sitting on its right corner, I sent her a quick response. 

Twenty-four carat. But ... this is my first day. I’ll let you know at the end.

Exiting my inbox, I took a deep breath and glanced over at the multiline phone a few inches from the left of my keyboard. Even though I still had twenty minutes to spare until work officially began, I needed to get Oliver out of the way. 

When I lifted the receiver to my ear though, I hesitated. This was a mistake. Anything involving Oliver and myself was clearly a mistake, and yet here I was letting my pride lead me headfirst into a disaster. Instead of letting it go, I shook my head and started to dial his office number. “Screw it,” I muttered just seconds before the sound of an inviting male voice greeted me.

“Oliver Manning speaking.” A bolt of excitement quickened my pulse as I realized I’d reached him directly instead of a receptionist. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demanded in lieu of a greeting.

“Lizzie?” He laughed. It was one of those deep, sexy chuckles, and I felt the tiny hairs on my arms stand on end. “This is Lizzie, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I snapped. 

“Took longer than I thought.” When I snorted, he added in a low voice, “And what I was doing was being a gentleman. Why the hell are you giving me a hard time for it?”

Curling my toes, I slid down into my chair. “I thought you weren’t screwing HR.”

“I’m not,” he answered without missing a beat. “Is it just me or was there a little jealousy behind that question?” 

“How’d you get my address?”

“So, is it?” he teased. “Jealousy, I mean. A simple yes or no will work.”

I’d been in Oliver’s presence only once in my adult life, and I could already say that, without a doubt, there was no such thing as simple when it came to that man. Squeezing my eyes shut, I gave him a few more seconds to respond before I repeated, “How did you get my address, Oliver?”

When he addressed me, his voice had lowered to a seductive whisper. “We’ve already gone over this, Lizzie. I’m not fucking Dora. She’s not my only connection.”

“Then who is?” 

“I didn’t intend to piss you off.”

Frowning, I rested my elbows on my desk. His words would be so much more believable if I wasn’t one hundred percent certain he was grinning at the moment.    

“Avoiding my question isn’t exactly helping that.” I massaged tiny circles into my right temple. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” When he responded with another chuckle, I questioned, “And what will happen if I go down to Dora’s office and ask her if she gave you my address?”

“Then I’d likely receive a very angry call from her. She’d ask me the same questions you’re asking, she’d threaten to tell my mother to which I’d tell her to go—”

“Since you’re obviously not going to enlighten me,” I enunciated each syllable for emphasis, “should I return the gift card to the address on the Manning Hotel Group envelope or do you want me to leave it at the security desk here?”

He was speechless for a few seconds, and then he said in the most serious tone I’d heard him use yet, “I’m not taking it back, Lizzie.”

“You will if I refuse to accept it.”

“You’re refusing a thousand-dollar gift card?”

I nearly dropped the receiver. “A thousand—” I took a deep breath. God, was he that far out of touch with reality? “Why the hell would you send me that much? It’s an iPhone, not a—”

“I know what it is, and I looked up the price. Since I didn’t know the model, I added some padding. You’re not going to return it to me.”

Padding my ass. “I don’t want it.”

“Then give it to someone else. Because if you do return it to me, I’ll personally show up with it next time.” 

“You wouldn’t make it past the doorman,” I said, which was a lie because though the presence of a doorman was one of the aspects that had helped me decide on my Marina del Rey apartment, I’d yet to see one on duty. Still, Oliver didn’t know that. I moved the checkerboard paperweight off his letter. Fuming, I jerked the first desk drawer open and swept it all—envelope and gift card included—inside. “Did you treat your mom’s last assistant like this?” 

“Honestly, I don’t even recall the woman’s name. We maybe said a couple words to each other. I never asked her to dinner. And I never thought about what she’d look like with my sheets tangled beneath her after a five minute conversation.”

As I let his words tumble around my brain, my throat went dry. “I see.”

“Then you’re saying yes,” he said confidently, and when I closed my eyes, I could easily picture him, sitting in his office, leaned back with a satisfied smirk playing on his full lips. He thought he’d won, but he was wrong.

Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t go to dinner—or anywhere involving sheets—with Oliver. 

He wasn’t a part of any of my plans.

I couldn’t want anything to do with him.

Suddenly desperate to put a close to the conversation, I sighed.  “Look, Oliver,” I started, but my eyes jerked open in surprise when the line went dead. Confused, I twisted toward the keypad. My gaze landed on a manicured finger pressed on the hook and my heart dropped. 

Oh God.

I followed the finger to a delicately boned hand, an Omega watch, and up to a muscular yet feminine arm. My eyes wandered over the blue, white, and gray colorblock sheath dress that Margaret—at fifty-six years old—pulled off better than women half her age and the beige and champagne blond highlights hanging in shoulder length waves around her thin face.

Bracing myself, I forced my gaze up until she and I were staring at one another. Like Oliver, her eyes were a brilliant shade of blue, but they were currently narrowed into tight, disapproving slits. 

“You must be Lizzie.”

“Yes,” I said hoarsely, “I’m so excited to—”

“Of course you are,” she cut me off sharply. Her thin lips parted to say something else, but my ringing office phone distracted her. Before I could stop her, she jerked the receiver from my hand and removed her finger from the hook. She held the handset to her ear, ready to answer—or perhaps humiliate me—but to my horror, Oliver spoke first. I could hear him from where I was sitting.

“I take it I can send a car to pick you up for dinner tomorrow night, Lizzie.”

She tapped her rounded fingernail on my desk and cast a frosty smile down on me. “This is your mother, Oliver. Ms. Connelly will be working late tomorrow evening, but you’re more than welcome to contact her when she’s not on my time.” Hanging up on him, she told me, “Now that you’re finished with my son, go to The Grindhouse. Have a small, skinny, double shot cinnamon latte on my desk in ten minutes.” 

Then, without another word, she stomped from my office, slamming the door behind her.

Chapter 4

––––––––

My father had married Margaret in a quiet civil ceremony just two months after his divorce from my mother was finalized. I hadn’t been present at the ceremony, but I could still remember hearing my mom’s harsh sobs coming from her bedroom in our small, Soho apartment. She had been broken, and at the time, that had meant I was broken too. 

Over the last four months, I’d done more research on my former stepmother than ever before. The daughter of a an attorney and a businessman, she’d started at Emerson & Taylor as a lead designer in 1986—three years after her only child, Oliver, was born. By my parents’ divorce, she was on the seventh floor working alongside my dad as the vice president of creative design and before the new millennium rolled around, she was the CEO of the company.

As I grabbed my purse and left my office, the plaque on the door across the hall was a stinging reminder of her current role. 

Margaret Manning-Emerson, CEO

Powerwalking through the lobby, I tried to remember if she’d been so intimidating the first, and only, time I met her—at my dad’s funeral. But then I shook my head. Other than giving me a stiff touch—I wasn’t sure I could call it a hug—and telling me she was sorry for my loss, she’d mostly stared blankly ahead. 

Of course, grief could steal the words and thoughts from even the most unapproachable person, twisting them into a shell. 

Pulling up The Grindhouse on my phone, I found it was a highly rated coffee shop two blocks away from the office. “Ten minutes, my ass,” I muttered as I swept out the revolving door and onto the sidewalk. Despite it being October, I was a sweaty mess by the time I reached the eatery and took my place at the back of the line. Blatantly, I tried to ignore the fact that my perspiration was a combination of getting worked up by Oliver and then getting called out by his mother, all in the course of an hour, and blamed it on my unexpected exercise instead. 

When I reached the waifish barista, I checked my phone and realized there was no way in hell I’d make it back to the office within Margaret’s time limit. My first real day on the job, and I was failing horribly at my task.

“Can I get a small, skinny, extra-hot cinnamon latte?” I requested, and the barista grabbed a twelve-ounce cup and a metallic marker. She stared at me expectantly. “Oh, um, the last name is Connelly.”

She started to scribble on the cup, but then she paused and looked me up and down, taking in my outfit and flustered appearance before cocking an eyebrow. “Would this be for Mrs. Emerson?” 

Fan-freaking-tastic. It’s never a good thing when even the coffee shop clerk knows your boss simply from the order and your look of sheer trepidation, I thought. 

“It is.” I nodded, and she tossed the cup in a wastebasket under the counter, grabbed another, and began rewriting the order. 

“I swear, I’m not bossing you around, but she’ll send you back in a heartbeat if it’s not a double shot.”

Heat prickled the back of my neck. Dammit. I was so flustered that I was a coffee order away from fucking up even more with Margaret. “Thanks,” I breathed, and the barista smiled sympathetically. 

“Mrs. E is a longtime customer. We like to see her happy. I’ll have this ready for you ASAP.”

With three minutes to spare, I raced back to work, walking as fast as I could in my unforgiving dress and coming dangerously close several times to drenching myself with Margaret’s molten-hot drink order. It wouldn’t be the first time coffee had burned me, and I shivered at the memory of accidentally pulling my father’s coffee on me when I was a little girl. 

“You’re late,” Margaret told me flatly the second I stepped into her black and white office. She flicked her hand at the chair positioned in front of her half-moon shaped desk. An image of the giant mahogany desk that was there many years ago flashed in my mind, and I swallowed hard at yet another recollection of my father. Noticing my hesitation to move, Margaret leaned forward, her voice impatient as she snapped me out of the memory. “Sit, Ms. Connelly.”

My legs felt shaky as I moved forward, and I was almost thankful for the seat as I slid the coffee in front of her. “I’m sorry I was late. I’ve never been to The Grind—”

“I’ll forgive it this time.” She took a sip of the latte before setting it on a silver coaster a few inches from her laptop. “What I absolutely cannot forgive is personal calls at work. When you come through that door downstairs, you are at work. Do you understand that, Ms. Connelly?” 

“Yes, I understand.”

“I typically handpick my assistants; however, my recent schedule made that impossible. I trusted Isadora to find me a qualified applicant, and she assured me you were highly recommended.”

My teeth sunk down on the inside of my cheek. I hated being talked to like this, and the few times I had a client who’d treated me like a child, I’d promptly collected my belongings and left. But this ... this was different. There was no gathering my things and leaving because then I’d never get my answers. The only way to get what I wanted—what I’d been desperate enough to break the law for—was to sit here and let the woman who had her lawyer turn me away years ago verbally pummel me.

I dragged in a painful breath. “Yes, I was highly—”

“I don’t want to hear your virtues, Ms. Connelly. I’ve already looked at your resume. What I want is for you to do your job. That starts with—not only leaving your personal life at home—but also not intermingling with mine.” Linking her fingers together and setting her hands on her desk, she speared me with a flash of her porcelain veneers. “My son is off-limits.”

Instantly, the need to defend myself kicked in, and I cleared my throat. “I was thanking him. We...bumped into each other the other day, and I broke my phone. Oliver insisted on replacing it.

“How kind of him,” Margaret said, and the deliberate sarcasm in her voice made me curl my fingernails into my palms. Inside, I was seething, but I beamed at her agreeably. Sweetly. As if the word bitch wasn’t rolling through my mind like movie credits.  

“And now that you’ve expressed your gratitude, you can get to work. I’m usually here by nine-thirty, so I’ll expect you in here with my coffee no later than then.” 

“Same order as today?”

With a brisk nod, she pushed a sheet of paper across the desk to me. Turning it around, I saw that it was a handwritten To-Do list. “I’ve taken the time to write down what I expect from you before the end of the week, but in the future, it will be your responsibility to take notes. Has Isadora sent in your information for a company credit card?”

“Not that I’m aware of, she never mentioned it to me.”  Which I supposed was a good thing. No matter how talented she was, I wasn’t sure Pen could pull off getting my fake identity approved for a company card. 

Margaret blew a lock of wavy, highlighted hair from her face. “Christ, that airheaded—” Exhaling through her turned-up nose, she unlocked her top desk drawer and reached inside. “You’ll need to speak to Isadora about getting a card. It should only take a week or so.”

Hopefully, I wouldn’t be here long enough to need it, but I nodded. “Yes, I’ll talk to her today.” 

Margaret pulled her hand from her desk drawer, producing a credit card. Instead of handing it to me right away, she held it close to her chest—like a lecturing parent would when giving a child her first debit card. “This. Is. Mine,” she told me, her voice spoken in slow motion as she emphasized each word. “You will not use it for your personal expenses, is that understood?”

I managed a look that was a combination of outrage and surprise. “Of course. I would never do that.”

She simpered. Keeping her gaze locked on mine, she handed me the card. “You’re obligated to say that, Ms. Connelly.” Standing, she smoothed her elegant hands down the front of her colorblock dress. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a brunch meeting to attend. I’m personally a big fan of punctuality.” 

From her hard look—a look I had trouble imagining in her son’s similar blue eyes—I took her words for what they clearly were. A stark warning. 

“I’ll do my best to be on time in the future,” I said, feeling my chest hurt a little more with every word that fell from my lips. Gathering her credit card and the To-Do list, I headed to the French doors. Before l left the room, I turned slightly. “Is there anything else you need me to do?”

She grabbed her white Hermes bag from the corner of her desk and lowered her chin to the paper in my hand. “Your job,” she stated, and before I could offer some chipper promise about doing it to the best of my ability, she icily added, “And not my son.”

*

With my head down, I returned to my office and dropped into my seat. Did that really just happen? Releasing a rasping groan, I buried my face in my hands. Yes, it had happened. The first meeting with the woman whose life I was trying to infiltrate had gone to crap because she thought I wanted to screw her son. 

“Of course, Mrs. Emerson, I wouldn’t dream of it,” I muttered, mimicking what I’d said to her after she told me to keep away from Oliver. To her, the reaction had probably seemed contrite, but fury raged within me. “Damn you, Oliver.”

My computer dinged, and I pushed my loose curls back from my flaming face to check my email. Two messages waited—the first from Stella, telling me she was still holding me to that promise for drinks.

Monday is a holiday, but how does Tuesday sound? I responded before returning to my inbox. The second message was from Oliver. 

The worst emotion possible—anticipation—settled in my stomach. 

For what felt like a small eternity, I stared at the unopened message. And I loathed myself for the tendrils of curiosity winding around me, making the desire to know what he had to say all the more tempting.

You dumbass fool, I told myself as I clicked on his message. 

Lizzie,

I was serious about dinner. Let me know what your schedule looks like. You’re welcome to return the gift card to me then. 

-Oliver

Tapping my foot, I glanced down at the long list his mother had given me before my fingers flew across the keyboard in response. 

Oliver,

Unfortunately, my schedule doesn’t allow for dinner dates with my boss’ son, but thank you for the offer.

Best wishes,

Lizzie

Hitting send, I picked up Margaret’s list and began studying it in earnest.

“Verify final details with Natalie Roche for Halloween charity ball, schedule travel accommodations to Paris for November fourteenth meeting...” The sound of a new message coming through drew my attention away from the paper, and I looked up at my screen to see a response from Oliver.

If my mother said anything to you, let me ease your mind by telling you this: I’ll be thirty in December. I haven’t let the wishes of others dictate whom I date—or fuck—in many, many years. 

My mouth went dry as I read his message. Again. And then two more times. The words seemed to seep into my skin, waking parts of myself that had no business being in Los Angeles with me. Tugging at the scooped neck of my dress, I considered my next words carefully before I tentatively typed my reply.

Oliver,

I have no intention of dating or bedding you, so sorry to bruise your ego. Please stop harassing me at the office—I’d hate to have to report your behavior to HR. Don’t you have work to do?

Lizzie

His final reply came a few minutes later, and looking at the new message alert on the screen tightened every muscle in my body. Oliver wouldn’t have simply brushed that last email off with a simple fuck you. I closed my eyes, knowing that whatever he’d said would mess with me. I told myself that I didn’t have to read it, that I shouldn’t give Oliver another thought. But I shrugged off my own warning. Opening my eyes, I glued them to the screen, reading his words hungrily.

Lizzie,

There was nothing innocent about the way you stared at me earlier this week, and if there was, I wouldn’t be pursuing you. Innocence is an overrated headache that I don’t want. 

And that threat about HR? I’d be happy to explain my plans for you to Isadora, but I’m not sure you want her hearing some of those details. Before you respond, I should also tell you that I still want—and plan—to take you to dinner. 

You won’t regret it, but it’s your call. 

-Oliver

I rapped my fingers on my desk to shake out the tingles bursting across my skin. I wanted to reply—God, did I want to—but I stopped myself and pulled my hands in my lap, wringing them together. It hadn’t taken him long to get into my head. Somewhere in L.A., he was probably sitting in his luxurious corporate office, waiting for me to continue this exchange with him, and the thought of that both thrilled and terrified me. 

But here was the thing: Oliver’s job wasn’t on the line, so of course it wouldn’t matter to him that his mother had declared him off-limits.

It was my place to put an end to contacting him, no matter how much a part of myself reveled in his words. 

I was here for Margaret, and the only way to get anything I needed from her was to give her what she wanted. Period.

Moving the Rolodex from the far side of my desk to sit right in front of me, I flipped through it until I found the business card for Natalie Roche Events. As I dialed the event planner’s number and got to work, I reminded myself again what I had to do—uncover, expose, and get the hell out. 

Uncovering Mr. Sex-in-a-Business-Suit didn’t fit in those plans anywhere.

*

“How’s life on the seventh floor?” Stella asked as she held the door open to the bar she’d picked—a hole-in-the-wall called Sunny’s—on Tuesday. Processing the skeptical look I wore as I took in our surroundings, she released a throaty laugh. She hooked her arm through mine and led me to two open seats. “It’s a little rough around the edges, but it’s quiet here,” she promised, setting her Burberry bag on the bar. “Now, spill it, girl. How’s working for Mrs. Emerson?” She emphasized Margaret’s name, causing me to scrunch my nose. To my relief, she hadn’t noticed because she was digging around in her satchel in search of her wallet. 

“It’s...” I slid onto the stool beside her and shrugged. “It’s different.”

“Yes, ma’am, it is.” She pushed a thick black curl behind her ear, causing her gold triple drop earring to swing back and forth. “What did you say you did before?”

I hadn’t mentioned it, but I’d gone over my pseudo-history so many times with Pen that I could probably tell people more about Lizzie Connelly than Gemma Emerson. “I worked for the VP of a telecommunications company.” I twisted the corner of the drink napkin in front of me. “My job was mostly answering the phone, not—” 

“Picking up Margaret’s laundry, trying to remember her coffee order, and harassing people she thinks owe her for their existence?”

Stunned by the unconcealed animosity dripping from her beautiful accent, I stopped tracing the whorls in the counter’s worn wood and looked up at Stella. “You said it,” I replied carefully.

“Believe me, it’s easier to say when there’s nobody around to run and tell her.” She turned her attention to the blond bartender who was busy drying glasses a few feet away and called out, “Hey, Luisa? Can I get a lemon drop and a—” She looked at me over her shoulder.

“I’ll take a bottle of Pumpkin Ale,” I told Luisa, who winked at us before starting our order.

Placing her elbow on the counter top, she rested her chin in her palm, drumming her scarlet-painted fingernails gently against her cheek. “Didn’t take you for a beer drinker.”

“I’m not,” I admitted. “But I’m a bit of a Halloween junkie and anything pumpkin-flavored goes with the territory, including seasonal beer.”

“Mmm. You know, the company throws this big Halloween charity gala for foster kids, and—”

I cringed. “Don’t remind me, I spent most of Friday and today playing phone tag with the event planner.” I’d quickly learned that verify the final details with Natalie Roche meant that it was my duty to stay on top of the event planner until after the party. 

“I’ve always heard good things about Natalie,” Stella said, her forehead creasing. “She’s not rude, is she?” 

The bartender slid my beer in front of me, and I gave her an appreciative nod. Tipping the bottle up, I swallowed a liberal amount before shaking my head. “No, she’s nice. Hell, she’s probably too nice. I just—”

Noticing my hesitation, Stella leaned closer to me, her expression firm. “Honey, if I planned to tell you-know-who everything you say about her, I would’ve just asked you to come to my office. Anything said here is between you and me.” 

Dipping my face close to her ear, I said, “The party is in two weeks. Natalie has everything ready—I mean, I personally have a walkthrough of the venue scheduled with her next week—but Margaret still has me harassing her a few times a day.” It wouldn’t have been so bad if I called the event planner with legitimate concerns, but it had gotten to the point where I felt like a broken record. Adding that to the fact she was thirty-six weeks pregnant and had another major event scheduled for this week, I was certain Natalie wanted me to go jump headfirst off a cliff. 

I straightened my back and rolled my eyes. “Plus Margaret loathes waiting for a callback.” 

“Lord, just now you sounded exactly like her. That woman loathes a lot of things.” Raising her glass, Stella shivered in delight as she took the first sip of her drink. “Ahh, I needed that. We’re launching a new marketing campaign, and it’s been a pain in my ass.” 

I nodded understandingly. “How long have you been there?”

“At Emerson & Taylor?” she asked, and I moved my head up and down. “Just under a year. During that time, Margaret’s gone through two assistants.”

“Three assistants in a year is a little outrageous.” I ran my finger around the rim of my beer bottle. “So what happened to them?”

“Know that lovely little NDA Dora had you sign on your first day in the office?”

Keeping the surprise off my face, I bobbed my head. The truth was the HR director had never asked me to sign a non-disclosure agreement. For the second time in less than a week, Dora’s distractedness was working in my favor. 

“Well, the PA before you started an anonymous blog about an unnamed, bitch-faced fashion CEO. She messed up when she blogged about a very specific argument she and Margaret had.” Snorting, Stella signaled the bartender for another lemon drop, even though she wasn’t halfway finished with her current drink. “And the assistant before her had sex in the conference room.”

“With Oliver?” I hated that he was the first person who came to mind when I thought of someone screwing an assistant on the executive floor—and I hated that my chest tightened at that thought.

She swirled her drink. “Oliver Manning steers clear of his mama’s employees.” She was silent for several seconds, and then, dropping her voice into a conspiratorial whisper, she informed me, “The VP was on the other end of the conference room romp.”

“What?” 

“Uh huh. The man can’t keep it in his pants to save his life.”

Although he hadn’t been with the company when my father was CEO, I’d seen pictures of the company’s vice-president on Emerson & Taylor’s website. From what Margaret had told me, he would be on company business in London for the rest of the week, but I was in no hurry to meet him, especially now that I knew he was a horn dog. 

“Well, since I don’t have a blog or a desire to hump a man whose official bio lists him as being happily married with four children, I should be safe.”

“Yes.” Stella murmured a “thanks” when the bartender set her second drink in front of her. Scratching her head, she leaned away from me, her dark eyes inquisitive. “You’re not going to ask about Oliver?”

“What’s there to ask?” But of course my thoughts automatically pinged to the ridiculously expensive gift card waiting in my desk drawer and the email from last week I’d yet to erase, even though he hadn’t messaged me since. “He doesn’t work there.”

“You’re not going to ask about him and Dora?”

“If I did, what would you tell me?”

I could clearly hear Oliver’s voice pounding in my skull, telling me that he absolutely wasn’t sleeping with the HR director. 

“That there is no Dora and Oliver.” She studied my expression carefully as I grabbed my beer and downed a mouthful.” “They’re just close friends.”

“Close friends?” I felt my face heat up when I blurted the question. 

“Yes ma’am.” Polishing off the remainder of her first drink, she lifted her shoulders playfully. “Not that there was anything to ask.”

Chapter 5

––––––––

When I stepped into the comfort of my apartment an hour and a half later, I kicked off my black heels and left them by the front door. Plucking the hairpins out of my updo, I dropped them on the foyer table and padded across the laminate floor, following the sound of Pen’s voice to the dining room. I found her at the table, squinting at her laptop screen. She was holding her phone between her ear and her shoulder and making quick notes. 

“Hey, I’m home,” I whispered.

Her head popped up, and she covered the mouthpiece with her hand. “August business,” she explained.

August. The name conjured up images of strong shoulders and a ready laugh. I’d met Pen’s longtime associate—another “white hat” hacker who did the occasional side job—only a handful of times, but he’d always been friendly. 

When my tire had blown out on I-15 almost two years ago while Pen and I were on our way back to my place after a Best Buy excursion, she’d called August instead of her brother to help us. He’d come to our aid quickly, looking more like a model than a tech whiz. While I watched him change the tire—so that I’d be able to help myself if it ever happened again—he’d made small talk with me. We talked about everything from my job to the improvements my landlord was making to my apartment, until I’d finally stopped him and warily asked if he planned on using all my information. 

“I wouldn’t be asking if I wanted something from you,” he had brazenly informed me, winking up at me as he tightened a lug nut with the tire iron. “I could crack your computer from my phone. If I wanted to.”

To date, I was one hundred percent certain he’d never tried, so I nodded at my best friend. “Ahhh, I see. I’ll be in the bath if you need me.” 

She shook her head and jabbed her finger toward the living room. “Coffee table,” she said, before snorting at something August said and replying, “Are you kidding me? I can get it done in a week!” 

Expecting mail, I turned on my heel and crept back toward the living room. The sight of the stunning, floral arrangement waiting on the coffee table stopped me in my tracks. Snow-white lilies and vivid blue-dyed roses. 

How had I missed these when I came in? 

The strange, sexy combination brought a splash of color to the neutral room. When I blinked, an image of cornflower blue eyes and a sinful grin slunk into my mind. I didn’t even try to fight the intense shiver that ran through me when I let his name wrap around my thoughts. 

Oliver. 

He was the only person I could think of who knew my address, and who might send me flowers, but I’d chalked up his radio silence since last Thursday to disinterest. 

Swallowing hard, I stood over the coffee table and plucked the note from the arrangement, a shock hissing through me when the back of my fingers brushed a rose and I immediately pictured Oliver again. I tried to remember the last time someone sent me a gift—not because they were a client of mine, but just because. About a year ago, the man I’d been dating gave me red roses over dinner, a week before he found out what I did for a living and subsequently ended things. But this arrangement—they were sadly a first for me this year. My hands trembled as I opened the envelope. 

Lizzie,

I still want to know more. 

-Oliver

Wow. Two names, six words, and my mood suddenly shifted from pensive to ... Oliver—which was a confusing combination of exasperation and desire. 

He wanted to know more. 

Even though I knew that likely had everything to do with what was beneath my dress, and nothing to do with the what, when, or why of Lizzie Connelly, his words set my skin on fire. 

“I just ordered a pizza, and.... Damn, Gem, you look like you’re about to combust,” Pen spoke up, dragging my focus from the card to where she was now standing behind the armchair. 

“Combust?” I managed unsteadily, grateful for her intrusion. If she hadn’t said anything, I’d have probably kept rereading the note, continued looking at the flowers. 

“Would you have preferred I asked you about the current state of your underwear?” When I glowered at her, she smiled suggestively. “So, you already have a suitor other than the mystery caller who dragged your ass out here? Impressive. Very impressive.”

I folded the note and shoved it back into the tiny envelope. “For starters, the mystery guy who called me is definitely not a suitor. If anything he’s the bane of my existence.” Running my fingers through my long platinum hair, I sunk down in the leather cushions of the couch behind me. I looked up at Pen, confusion clouding my expression. “Oliver Manning asked me to dinner,” I confessed.

“And I think my panties just melted.” 

I’d successfully tiptoed around the subject of Oliver and had even brushed off going into details about the gift card situation last week, and the grin on my best friend’s face reminded me why.

“Pen,” I groaned, and she held up her hands defensively. 

“Whatever. Okay, so he asked you to dinner. Why not just go with him?”

Realizing that I was still clutching his note, I dropped it beside the flowers. “I don’t need the distraction. I don’t want the complication. I should just concentrate on what I came here to do.” Seeking a temporary reprieve from the Oliver onslaught that I’d brought upon myself, I turned to face her. “What kind of job can you do for August in a week?”

“The usual.” She shrugged, and I twisted my lips. The usual. When it came to Pen’s job—and her solo side work—she had no problem telling me things she definitely shouldn’t share. Of course, I was the same way. Pen and I had that mutual trust in one another that few people were lucky to find.  The moment she started a job with another person, however, she was tight-lipped. As long as she wasn’t in danger, I never protested. “How’d your drinks with the marketing chick go?”

“It was ... fun.” Thinking of how easy it had been to talk to Stella, a sincere smile played at my lips

“Good. That you’re getting in with Margaret’s employees, that is. Is she still going out of town tomorrow?”

I nodded. “Won’t be back until Friday night.”

“Perfect. Gives you time to back up her computer files.” At the look I gave her, she cocked her head. “Don’t make that face at me, Gemma. We’ve been playing dirty thus far, no point in holding back now.”

“You make it sound so bad.”

“Quit your bitching.” She opened her mouth to say something else, but every time she started to speak, she stopped herself, flicked her tongue over the center of her lips, and reconsidered her words. “You know, it probably wouldn’t hurt if you said yes.”

“What?”

“To the manwhore. Let him take you out in his douchemobile.”

“His douchemobile?” I threw my head back and laughed. “Last week you were praising the design of the Viper and now it’s a douchemobile?”

“Yeah, well, I’m also a jealous bitch.” She fisted her dark hair into a ponytail before releasing it to fall around her face. “You go out with him and then you can pick his gorgeous brain about his wonderfully adoring mother.”

I brushed my finger over a velvety blue petal and jerked my head to either side. “Unwise.”

“It might be fun. Did you ever think of that?”

Sniffing, I got off the couch. “That’s why it’s unwise.” Although I wanted to take one last look at the flowers, I kept my gaze straight ahead as I headed toward the bathroom. “I’m going to take a bath before the pizza gets here.”

“Take too long and it’ll all be gone,” she warned.

It wasn’t until I’d settled into the bathtub, and a Rachele Royale song about having loud sex was throbbing in my brain, that I came to terms with something that knocked me a little off my axis. 

I wished Oliver had sent those flowers to me. Gemma, not Lizzie.

*

The next morning, Margaret inundated me the second I set her scalding coffee on her desk. “When did you say you were doing that walkthrough with Natalie?” She didn’t look up from the paperwork strewn in front of her as she pointed to the empty seat opposite her. “Did you make a note on my schedule?”

I sat down and crossed my legs at the ankle. “Next Tuesday. And I’ve already updated your schedule.”

Although her attention was pointed down, her frown of disapproval was clear.

Oh God, here it comes, I thought. Picking a piece of lint off the skirt of my navy fit-and-flare dress, I waited for Margaret’s next request, and sure enough, a few seconds later, she ordered, “Move it to Monday.”

The possibility of changing the appointment was slim, but I wasn’t about to let Margaret know that. If I was ever going to get anything accomplished, getting on her good side was imperative. “You got it,” I said smoothly. “I’ll have Natalie change the appointment.”

Her blue eyes lifted to meet mine. “Wonderful. Tuesday will be a full day. I’ll be in meetings with the board all day, and I’ll need you close by to help keep minutes.”

So much for what Dora had told me about the board meetings not involving me. Using the LCD writing tablet I’d picked up over the long weekend, I made myself a note to get in touch with Natalie so I could beg her to squeeze me in a day earlier. “Alright, I’ll shoot her an email as soon as I get back to my desk and then I’ll follow up with her in a couple hours.” 

“Good enough.” Margaret sat up straight in her high back chair and tapped her manicured finger against her chin. “As you know, I’ll be flying to New York later today and won’t be back until Friday afternoon.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve scheduled a car to meet me at the airport?”

That had been one of the first things I’d done the day I started—after my infuriating back and forth with her son. Any thought of Oliver immediately pushed the flowers from last night into my mind, and I knew I couldn’t ignore them.

Clearing my throat, I squared my shoulders and began, “I emailed you the travel itinerary yesterday after—”

Margaret held up a hand. “I need you to print them out and bring them to me.”

“No problem, I’ll drop them off shortly.” When she realized I was waiting for her to finish today’s list, her eyes narrowed into a slow, burning glare. 

“Now.”

Fisting my hands in my lap, I smiled and nodded, like a damn bobblehead. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” As I departed her office, my back uncomfortably straight and every muscle ticking in anger, I wondered if she found any pleasure in this. 

She had to, right?

“Absolute bullshit,” I hissed as I sat down at my desk and began locating the documents I’d emailed her previously. As I sent everything to the personal printer in my office, I glanced at the email conversation I’d had with Oliver, reminding me that I’d have to thank him for the flowers sooner than later. A frown tugged the corners of my lips. He could have given up or moved on to another conquest—it wasn’t like the man was in short supply of willing women, I supposed. Though that would have been too easy.

Releasing a frustrated noise, I gathered the printouts and put them in a file folder before returning to Margaret’s office. Her chair was empty, but when I heard her voice coming from the far end of the room, I tiptoed closer to see her lying on the white sofa. 

“Goddamn it, Oliver, I’m not getting into this with you,” she growled, and I felt my breath catch. He was everywhere—in my home, on my computer, and now on the phone with my boss. “I’m leaving here in the next ten minutes as soon as that little—.”

Before she could call me who knows what, I cleared my throat. She lifted her head slightly, observing me standing close to her desk. “I’ll just leave these right here.” I flashed her the documents before dropping them close to the based of her desktop screen.

She waved her hand flippantly, but before I could completely leave her office, she stopped me. “Wait, Lizzie.” When I turned, she was in an upright position, sliding her feet into her snake-print Louboutin pumps. “I’m leaving shortly. I’m going to email you a list of things I need you to take care of while I’m away.”

“I’ll look out for it.” 

“Also, call the cleaning service in New York and make sure they’ll have my apartment clean by this afternoon?”

“I’ll do it right now. Have a safe trip, Margaret.”

Ignoring me, she resumed her call with her son. “It’s too late to cancel, so you’re just going to have to deal with it,” she snapped at him, and I couldn’t help but wonder what they were arguing about as I returned to my desk to at least attempt to get some work done. 

When I heard the door to her office slam shut, I was on hold waiting to speak to someone with the cleaning service she employed for her Upper East Side apartment—my father’s old apartment. I scooted my chair back and glanced out just in time to see her stalk on the elevator in an angry huff. 

Finally, I thought, feeling a burst of giddiness. 

With her gone, tomorrow I would be free to look around her office without getting caught.

“Ms. Emerson?” a voice on the other line spoke up, and my heart automatically jumped into my throat even though I knew he was referring to Margaret.   

“No, I’m Mrs. Emerson’s assistant, Ms. Connelly,” I quickly corrected.

“Ah, sorry about that. I checked our records and it looks like your boss’ apartment was cleaned this morning.”

“Perfect.” That was one item I could scratch off my list. “What did you say your name was again?”

“Brandon.”

Grabbing an owl-print Post-It from the top of the stack, I scribbled a quick note in case there were problems and stuck it to the bottom of my computer monitor. “Thanks, Brandon. You have a good one, okay?”

“You do the same.”

Typing quickly, I sent Margaret a one-line message letting her know her apartment was clean and ready for her stay. No sooner than I hit send, a new email from her appeared in my inbox with the subject line To-Do List Pt. 1.

Already? My head fell back against the headrest. It would be my luck her to-do list would be so long I’d barely have time to breathe, much less look around her office. Surprisingly, though, the email was short with only one task. 

Hello Lizzie,

Can you please drop by Manning? There’s a package I need you to pick up from the receptionist. Thanks.  

Thanks? I wasn’t even aware that word was in her vocabulary, but I immediately responded that I would. Then, looking at her email one last time, I laughed. She was sending me to Oliver’s company. And I thought she wanted me to keep my distance from the man.

*

Since it was more than two weeks into October, the weather was perfect, a clear and sunny eighty degrees as I followed the directions on my phone to the Manning Hotel Group headquarters. I took my time, allowing the heat to warm my skin during the walk to Oliver’s building.

Twenty minutes after leaving work, I stood on the bottom step of a light brick office building that I would have passed right by if not for the GPS app on my phone. Even from the outside, this place was the polar opposite of Emerson & Taylor, with its nondescript sign and plain architecture. 

I couldn’t help wondering if Oliver’s office followed the same design—or if he was here today. 

Smoothing down the front of my dress, I walked up the steps and into the building. The lobby was nice, unsurprisingly reminding me of a hotel atrium with its ambient lighting and diamond-pattern carpet. Spotting the circular receptionist’s desk, I waited for the skinny guy behind it to finish the call he was taking before approaching.

“Welcome to Manning Hotel Group, do you have an appointment?”

“I’m actually picking up something for Margaret Emerson.” 

He pulled his thick brows together. “What was your name?” 

“Lizzie Connelly.”

As soon as I replied, his eyes widened in recognition, and he bobbed his head enthusiastically. “Ah, okay. I have you listed. Take the elevator.” He pointed to the two cars on the side of the lobby. “Go to the fifth floor, and when you get to the desk upstairs, just tell Danielle who you are.”

Patting his desk twice, I started toward the elevator as the phone began to ring. “Thanks.”

Smiling crookedly, he reached for the receiver. “Yeah, no problem.”

As I waited for the elevator, my own phone buzzed from inside my purse. I checked it as I rode the car to the fifth floor. I’d stupidly linked my work email to my device, and I cringed when I spotted the new message from Margaret with the subject line Tasks 10/17 & 10/18. Sighing, I dropped my phone back into my bag and waited for the doors to open. 

I should’ve known the single task from the first email was too good to be true.

Stepping off the elevator, I came face-to-face with another receptionist’s desk. “Danielle?” I asked hesitantly, and, putting on an obligatory smile, the bespectacled brunette glanced up at me. 

“Ms. Connelly?”

“Yes, that’s right. I was supposed to be picking up a—”

“It’s alright, Dani, she can come back with me.” My gaze lifted to a boyishly handsome man, whose head was poked around the corner. The receptionist gave me an encouraging nod, and I frowned as I walked behind the desk to join him in the next hallway. With a head of curly black hair that I was immediately envious of, he wasn’t incredibly tall, but I still had to tilt my chin back a little to look at him. “I’m Easton Campbell, head of IT.” 

“So, I’m picking up a computer?”

His deep brown eyes crinkled as he laughed and shook his head. “Not exactly.” Walking ahead of me, he opened an office door on the right, and motioned me in. When I stepped through the doorway and into the large office, I froze. 

Blue eyes that had haunted me for the past week and a half stared from behind a large, U-shaped mahogany desk. I let my gaze wander down slowly, feeling a pang in my chest when Oliver’s full lips stretched into a grin. My mouth was still hanging open when he looked past me and said, “Make sure you delete it from Margaret’s sent box.” 

I heard a soft chuckle behind me. “Already taken care of,” Easton assured him. “Enjoy your lunch, boss.” Then a second later, the office door closed quietly behind him. 

“What the hell is going on?” I finally managed, and Oliver stood from his desk. My eyes helplessly followed the motion, taking in his broad chest and powerful shoulders through his business suit. He walked in my direction, but just before he reached me, he stopped and gestured to the right of the room. 

I twisted slightly to see a tiny, two-person dining set positioned between a mini fridge and a recliner. The tabletop was covered with takeout boxes. “I ordered us lunch.”

“The package for your mom...” But he shook his head, and I allowed myself to reevaluate the respectful way Margaret’s message was worded and what he’d said to his IT guy a couple minutes ago. “You sent me that email, didn’t you, Oliver?” 

Walking across the room, he sat down at the dinette, his eyes burning into me. “Guilty. But the last thing I want to talk about is my mother. For the next hour, you’re all mine.” He motioned at the other chair and added, “Sit down.”

Pinching my lips together, I reached for the doorknob. “What if I turn around and leave?”

He dipped his head, drawing my attention to that ruffled light brown hair that was just begging to be touched, and a shiver coursed through my body. “Then I’ll consider you uninterested. The choice is yours.”

For what felt like the longest minute of my life, I stood completely still with my hand on the doorknob behind me. My heart pummeled my rib cage, my breathing sounded uneven and broken in my ears. 

“Sit down, Lizzie,” he implored. 

Before I knew what was happening, my legs moved me toward him. I settled into the chair and covered my knees with the hem of my dress. The moment I looked up from the tabletop and into his eyes, I instantly regretted it because his slow, conquering grin swallowed me whole. 

Chapter 6

––––––––

“Hope you like Mexican food.” Oliver’s smooth voice flowed over me, adding a few more butterflies to the ones already flitting erratically around my stomach. He worked the lids off the takeout containers and began piling two disposable plates with food.

Despite my nervousness, I inhaled deeply; the aroma of chicken tacos and rice was tantalizing enough to draw a sigh from me. “It smells incredible.”

“So do you.”

His eyes locked with mine, and I couldn’t bring myself to look away—Oliver Manning was hypnotic. He’d probably been hearing that his entire life from women and gossip columnists, yet he completely owned what he was. What he could do to a woman with the slightest jerk of his mouth. 

What he could do to me. 

“You look terrified,” he drawled. 

I carved my hand through my hair, noticing the way his eyes carefully traced my movements. “Why do you say that?”

Setting my plate in front of me, he angled his head to one side. “You haven’t moved an inch since you sat down.”

I reached forward and grabbed a fork from the center of the table and removed it from its plastic wrapping. “That was about nine inches,” I declared, and he let out a low chuckle of amusement. 

When his full lips parted, I was almost certain he was going to follow up with something absolutely naughty, but then he asked, “Thirsty?” 

I nodded, observing him from beneath my lashes—finding it impossible to tear my gaze from his toned body as he strode to the refrigerator. Even the most unassuming task, like getting a drink, seemed ridiculously sexy when Oliver was performing it, and my pulse felt like it was going to race right out of my skin. I pretended to be more interested in sifting my fork through the rice on my plate, but it was obvious he knew I was watching. 

I could tell from his enormous grin when he faced me.

Satisfaction drenching his husky voice, he told me, “I’ve got water, Coke, Dos Equis, and Oktoberfest.”

I cleared my throat. “Water, please?” 

He returned to the table with a bottle of San Pellegrino and an Oktoberfest, which he placed beside his plate. Standing next to my seat, he twisted the top off my water before leaning over me. His face was close to mine. So close our noses skimmed. So damn close his mouth would claim mine if I moved even the slightest bit. And, dammit, I wanted to move.

Oliver Manning serving me—me—was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

“What?” I croaked. 

“You. You’re beautiful,” he mused aloud, and I shivered when I felt his hands on mine. Breathing became a thing of the past as he wrapped my fingers one by one around the cold green bottle of water. “And you still look terrified out of your beautiful mind,” he added before standing straight. 

The early afternoon sun filtered through the partially open blinds, and when it touched his tall, bronzed body and golden brown hair, I felt every muscle in my body contract—from my neck, to my core, to my toes, which had curled inside my shoes. 

Yeah, he was gorgeous.

“Are you going to challenge me to move again?” 

He lowered his chin, considering my questioning expression, and then at how close his belt was to my mouth, and a wicked look burst across his face. Despite the fact I’d inadvertently given him sexual innuendo gold, his next words were surprisingly tame. “Tell me something about you.”

“What do you want to know?” I managed a laugh. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“Everything.” He sat down, and his long leg brushed up against mine, but neither of us rushed to break contact.  There was something a little intoxicating about the way the material of his charcoal tailored pants felt against my bare leg. “I want to know everything about you.”

Dear body, I thought pleadingly, please, please don’t betray me right now. I took a sip of water in hopes it would help the hoarseness forming in the back of my throat. “I’m twenty-five,” I said. 

Which was a lie. Lizzie was twenty-five, but my twenty-fourth birthday wasn’t until the beginning of November—the day after Halloween. Although I already knew Oliver’s thirtieth birthday was in December, after I popped a piece of chicken in my mouth and finished chewing it, I coyly asked, “What about you?”

“Twenty-nine.” 

He gestured his hand for me to keep going. I’d gone over my story more times than I could count, but my chest hurt at the thought of reciting it to Oliver. Almost as soon as I let the thought of wanting him to know the real me wriggle its way into my mind, I shook my head dismissively.  

“I’m woefully boring.”

“You’re lying.”

“Hmm?” I crossed my legs, bumping his in the process, and I immediately noticed the movement of his Adam’s apple. Good. It was about time I wiggled one step ahead of him and got to him instead. 

“Is it hard?”

“Of course it isn’t. I come from a politically independent family in Oregon. I have one brother, one sister. My mother is a stay-at-home mom and my father—” I struggled to keep my breath from catching. 

My father is dead, and in the last couple years of his life, you saw him more than I did. Both of my parents are gone, and here I am lying to you about everything from my family, to where I’m from, to what my damn age is.  

“My dad retired a couple years back,” I finally said, the lie sounding flawless. “What about your dad? What about you?”

“What? You haven’t read about him in Forbes?” he teased, and when I shook my head he laughed. “Honestly, you wouldn’t find him there. My dad is surprisingly simple. I guess you could say I am, too.”

“Simple?” I repeated. I’d already figured out that simple didn’t exist when it came to Oliver Manning, but I wanted to hear what he had to say. “How so?”

He gestured his hands to his office and looked around the oversized room. “This place—the company—my dad was never into it. My grandfather always says that the sense of family duty skipped a generation.” He was silent as he focused on his meal and I did the same, occasionally peeking up at him, until he finally rested his elbows on the table and said, “He lives with his wife and my half-brothers near Red Rock Canyon.”

I immediately recognized the community Oliver was referring to—it wasn’t one that was here in Los Angeles, but in Vegas. A luxurious, exclusive neighborhood filled with lush yards and multi-million dollar homes. The opposite side of town—the opposite lifestyle—from when I had lived there.  

“The Ridges is a beautiful area,” I said without thinking, instantly regretting the words the second they fell out of my mouth. Damn. Maybe he hadn’t noticed. Maybe ...

Lowering his chin, his blue eyes stripped away my layers, and I squirmed beneath his stare. “You’re familiar with Vegas?”

“It’s not that far away from here,” I reminded him, silently cursing myself for being so stupid to let my guard down, even momentarily. Tracing my tongue over my lips, I crossed my legs under the table, my knee bumping against his in the process. “Besides, I stayed with a host family who lived in The Ridges during a summer camp several years ago.” 

The truth was I had gone out on several dates with an executive who lived by himself in the community. He’d been one of the good ones—kind and respectful—and had immediately stopped contact when he got married early this year. 

“A summer camp?” Oliver questioned, and I nodded. He rubbed the pad of his thumb over his square jawline, moving it back and forth like he was carefully considering what to say next. “Let me guess, you were a cheerleader in high school,” he said suddenly, and I threw my head back and laughed.

“Wrong.” 

“Tennis?”

“I’m not going to say I don’t pick up a racket every now and then for exercise, but I didn’t play in high school. I was very non-athletic.” 

I felt his eyes drink in the sight of every bit of my body that was visible. “You were—”

“On the social studies academic team,” I told him, my revelation surprising even myself, because it was one hundred percent the honest truth. When my mother and I had moved to Vegas, I’d wanted something to keep busy for those nights when she was away or working on a late shoot—something that involved interacting with other people. With the sports season already in progress, I set my sights on the academic teams. “Thanks to my slight obsession with my mother’s romance books, I was a whiz when it came to history. Go ahead, ask me anything about King Henry VIII and his wives.”

“Gave up on The Tudors a few episodes in,” he admitted, and I stared at him in mock horror. Holding up his hands defensively, his face stretched into a grin. “I’m more of a Justified and Game of Thrones type of guy.”

“I was about to call out your blasphemy, but then you made up for it with the other shows. You should watch Vikings next. My best friend and I are obsessed with that one.” I turned the cold bottle of San Pellegrino to my mouth, shivering at the resulting chill that coursed through me from drinking too quickly. “By the way ... what was your next guess?”

“Debate team,” he replied. “Seems like you like to argue.”

“I could say the same thing about you.”

His expression went dark for the briefest moment before returning to its usual state of cockiness. “Hell, no. I had a stutter for a long time that drove my mother up the fucking wall. Therapy got rid of it—Margaret wouldn’t let me stop until it was unnoticeable, and she reminded me of that every day—but I was still gun-shy about public speaking when I started high school.” He shrugged indifferently, but pressure squeezed my ribs at the thought of Margaret making her own child feel inadequate. “My stepfather got me involved with sports.”

“Did you”—I cleared my throat, trying not to let emotion get the best of me at the mention of my father—“did you like your stepdad?”

“He was rarely around, but I liked him more than my mother.” When I didn’t respond, he lowered his voice to a murmur and asked me, “You think it’s wrong of me to say that, don’t you?”

“It just makes me a little sad.” It made me hurt for both of us, though I could never admit that to him. 

I felt his fingers on my chin, and I braced myself for the deluge of emotions I knew would shake me when he forced my eyes to his. “Don’t feel bad for me,” he said, before dropping his hand from my face and grabbing his empty beer bottle. 

From my research about him, I already knew he’d played three seasons of Ivy League college basketball before a compound fracture ended his sports career. As if to demonstrate, and take my mind off the fact he’d given more of himself than he probably wished to offer, he sunk the bottle into the trashcan across the room.

“Show off,” I laughed.

He raised a thick eyebrow. “I haven’t even started, beautiful,” he promised, and anticipation sliced through me. Every intelligent fiber in my body was yelling for me to get up and leave now before it was too late, but I recklessly brushed it off.  “So what brought you to L.A.?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” When his lip quirked, I leaned closer and said, “I wanted to be around fashion.”

“And you picked my mother.” His broad shoulders vibrated as laughter ran through him. “Not that I’m complaining, but why the hell did you do that?” he demanded incredulously as he got up and grabbed a second beer. 

“Must be nice to drink and work,” I said lightheartedly, changing the subject when he returned to the table, and the dark lashes I’d coveted that morning in the HR department came together as he narrowed his eyes.

“I hit a sore spot. I’ll have to remember that, but I’ll play along. There’s a difference between refreshment and getting wasted. Still, I’d be happy to give you a job here. Maybe then you’d be compelled to answer my emails.”

“What?”

“You haven’t answered my emails.” He emphasized his words, not as pronounced as Margaret would, but still enough to irk me. 

“I’ve answered everything you sent.”

“I’ve sent you a few since last week.” Unhooking the buttons on his shirt cuffs, he rolled his sleeves up. My attention dropped to the forearm closest to me. I traced my eyes over the strong, muscular lines of his flesh to a tattoo that peeked out from the crisp white shirt, and I wanted to know what it was. “You didn’t receive them?”

Hesitantly, I dragged my gaze from his arm to his eyes. “The only things I’ve received are the flowers. Thank you, by the way, they were beautiful.”

“So no emails at all?”

Squeezing my eyebrows together, I shook my head. “No,” I repeated.

His expression was unreadable for a moment, and as we sat in silence, with the energy crackling between us, I reminded myself of my goal. My dad. To find out if there was more to his death than what I’d believed in the first place. And Margaret was the key to all that.

I wasn’t here to moon all over my former stepbrother—a man who was better known for his good looks and dating habits than his career. 

And still, I didn’t want to get up from the table. Didn’t want to leave his office. Not yet, at least. 

“Margaret,” he finally said. He took a bite of his chicken taco and washed it down with a swig of his beer before offering me an explanation. “I’ll have Easton get rid of any firewalls keeping me from you.”

“She blocked you from messaging me?” 

“Don’t look so surprised. But, as I said, I’ll have it taken care of.”

I downed a forkful of rice and dabbed at my mouth with a napkin. “Is it that easy? Or does this happen so much, it’s rote now?”

He scoffed. “You’re not back on Isadora, are you?” Before I could deny it, he held up his hand. “Let me put your suspicions to rest one more time. There is nothing between Isadora and myself. She is my friend, she is also married, and if there’s one type of woman I don’t fuck with, it’s the married ones.”

“I—”

“You want to know why I’ve been pursuing you? You’re not married. You’re not in a relationship. Right now, you’re looking at me like you want to rip my shirt off. I’m pursuing you because I’m intrigued with you. And you—you’re intrigued by me.”

“You arrogant son-of-a-bitch. You don’t know any of that about me,” I seethed and started to get up. 

He shook his head. “Put your ass back in that seat, Lizzie.” When I thinned my brown eyes into tight slits, he immediately accepted my challenge, glaring back at me until I slowly sank down. “You’re deflecting. I’m right, and you’re immediate reaction is to call me”—he cleared his throat almost dramatically—“an arrogant son-of-a-bitch.”

“You’re not going to deny it?”

“That I’m cocky? Never. And I’m happy to demonstrate,” he said, and a tremor raced through my body. “Are you going to deny wanting me?”

“Yes,” I countered. “I don’t want you.”

“You’re even sexier when you lie.”

“I. Don’t. Want—” My heart slammed in my chest the second he rose to his feet, the table rocking because of the abrupt motion. I automatically stood and took a hasty step back, but that didn’t stop him from stalking over to me. He halted my retreat. One of his large hands pressed firmly against the small of my back, and the other framed my face. 

His touch—oh God, his touch was pure electricity. 

“What is it you don’t want, Lizzie?” he questioned, the rough pad of his thumb stroking from my high cheekbone to the corner of my mouth, where it moved to trace carefully over my lips. “Go on, lie to me, beautiful.”

I could lie to him all day—the fact I was even standing here with him touching my face, my body, was because of a lie—but if I couldn’t share myself, I could at least share the truth of what I was feeling.  

“I don’t want to lose my job,” I corrected, focusing my eyes downward under his intense scrutiny. 

“That’s better,” he growled. “Tell me you don’t want to be around me because of your job, or my mother, but don’t lie about wanting me.”

I skimmed my hands up his chest and leaned away from him. “It was very unwise of me to stay today.”

“But you did.” When I didn’t respond, he continued, “I don’t want to dance around the subject, so I’m going to get this out there: The way you looked at me the first time our eyes touched—like you could have fucked me right then and there and not given a damn who saw us—that look has haunted me ever since. Even if it’s only for one night, I plan on getting your beautiful body naked and beneath me. That’s the only way I’ll be able to get you out of my head.” 

He wasn’t kidding when he said he didn’t dance around the subject. And he was utterly serious—I could feel his heart rate pick up beneath my palm touching his chest. 

“I—”

“Are you scared of me?” he demanded. 

“A little.” My breathing became a harsh tremble as he stroked the delicate column of my throat, and I dug my fingers into the front of his shirt. “A lot.”

“You shouldn’t be.” He withdrew his arm from my back, pulling his other hand from my throat reluctantly. “There are no strings with me, Lizzie. But for now ... let’s just eat. If I keep touching you, I won’t be able to stop.”

But when lunch was over and I headed back to Emerson & Taylor, feeling dizzy from being in Oliver’s presence for so long, I told myself just how wrong he was when he told me there were no strings when it came to him.

“Which is why I need to hurry the hell up and find some answers,” I told myself firmly, making a beeline for Margaret’s office with an empty USB drive grasped firmly in the palm of my hand. Hopefully, Pen would be able to find something that would help us because the longer I stayed around these people—the more I let myself get involved with Oliver—the more tangled this mess became.

*

When I presented Pen with the USB drive, she asked me to bear with her until Monday, but she gave me the bad news a day early. Margaret’s desktop was squeaky clean. “Nothing?” Because she’d dragged me with her to a twenty-four hour gym that was around the corner from my apartment, I spoke in a hushed voice. “Nothing at all?”

“She must keep all her dirty shit on her laptop. Unless you count her searches for herself, and some socialite Oliver apparently used to date, her office computer is freakishly empty.” 

I tore my eyes away from the Walking Dead marathon playing on the tiny screen above my elliptical, creasing my brows together as I faced her. “Oh? Which woman?”

“Your attempt at sounding nonchalant sucks so hard,” she said dryly as she pushed a damp strand of dark hair off her forehead. “But, since it might be important—Finley Scott.” The name didn’t ring a bell, and I grabbed my phone from its spot inside the machine’s cup holder. “Ugh, just screw the man already. You’re seconds away from falling on your face just so you can look up his ex-girlfriend. That’s kind of sad, sweetie.”

I narrowed my dark eyes into a glare as my fingers tapped across the smooth keypad. “He’s my—” My words caught in the back of my throat as several images of Finley Scott popped up on my screen. With her chin-length, shiny mahogany hair, startling hazel eyes, and Yoga body, she was hot. Outrageously hot. But what the hell did I expect when it came to Oliver?

“If you were about to give me that stepbrother crap, I’m going to knock you off that damn machine myself,” Pen stated hotly, rubbing her towel over her face before tossing it over her shoulder. “I’m more related to you than he is.”

I returned my phone back to the tiny compartment on the elliptical, adjusted the incline, and pumped my legs even harder than before. “So now what?”

“You want my opinion on Oliver?” 

“I’m talking about his mom,” I said between clenched teeth.

“Ahh.” I couldn’t miss the grin that moved across her face. “I’m going to work on getting into her laptop, but in the meantime, you need to figure out how to get into her house.”

“Great,” I whispered under my breath.

Pen turned to me abruptly. “You can do this. You’re her personal assistant, so she’s bound to send you there for something eventually. Figure out a way to speed that up.”

“I’ll work on it.” 

“Don’t worry, if there’s anything to figure out, we’ll get it.” 

“And if there’s not?” I asked miserably. Though I hated to admit it to Pen, there had been many times where I doubted myself for coming to L.A. 

“Well, at least it got you out of Vegas for a while. You can’t tell me you haven’t enjoyed taking ... a break.” She was quiet for a moment, and then she said so softly I could barely hear her over the hum of the exercise machines, “August is helping me get a copy of your father’s will.”

I squeezed my eyes closed and hated that the mention of my dad’s last will and testament automatically brought to mind the conversation I’d had with Margaret’s lawyer seven years ago. “I’ve seen it before.” 

“But you don’t have a copy of your own,” she reminded me. “And now you have me. I’m not about to let some lawyer scare me into backing down.”

Opening my eyes, I laughed because it was the only thing I could do not to burst into tears. “No, you’re bypassing lawyers and a paperwork trail so you can look at it.”

Pen lifted her shoulders, making an unconcerned face when her eyes dropped to her sweaty skin. “Yeah, well, there’s that too.”

Chapter 7

––––––––

The next morning, I walked in to my office to find a pleasant surprise. The event planner coordinating Margaret’s fourth annual Halloween Charity Ball had left me a voicemail over the weekend. Although she sounded somewhat irritated, her message still took what felt like a hundred pounds of pressure off my chest. 

“Ms. Connelly? This is Natalie Roche, from Natalie Roche Events. I received your messages, and I’ll be able to accommodate your needs. I can meet you at ten-fifteen Monday morning in the Heritage Ballroom. If you can’t make it, please call my cell. Once again the address is—”

Sliding Margaret’s coffee to the edge of my desk, I grabbed my LCD tablet and jotted down the address. I replayed the voicemail to make sure I got it right before hanging up my work phone and texting everything I’d written down to myself. It was 9:28 now, which meant I’d have to leave to meet Natalie as soon as I was finished checking in with the stepmonster. Balancing her latte, my purse, and the folder full of information she’d requested last week, I flipped off the light switch and went across the hall to her office.

She was already behind her desk, looking formidable in a white tailored suit that only Margaret Manning-Emerson could pull off in October, and her blond, highlighted hair was twisted into an elegant knot at the nape of her slim neck. 

“Did you enjoy your trip to New York?”

“Did you rearrange the Paris trip like I asked you to?” she countered, referring to one of the instructions she’d given me in the email she’d sent while she was away last week.

I lowered her coffee to the silver coaster by her right hand and the folder next to her desktop monitor, eyeballing the laptop she was hastily pecking away on without pause. God, I couldn’t wait to get a look at what she kept hidden away on that thing. Dragging my attention from the second computer, I pointed to the folder.  

“Everything for the Paris trip is right here. Also, the hotel upgraded you to the presidential suite free of charge after I let them know what you said about your last stay there.” 

“Good enough.” Although I’d hoped I wouldn’t be thinking about him so soon, hearing her mutter those two words instantly reminded me of Oliver. I thought back to what he’d told me last week in his office, about her reaction to his speech problems when he was a child, and I fought to keep my gaze neutral. To keep myself from slamming her computer screen closed, regardless of what flesh might be in the way. 

“Any progress with Roche?” she questioned. 

“I’m actually headed out to meet her now.” Pressing the point home, I reached into the side of my used Prada bag and fished out my car keys. “She’s expecting me to meet her at the venue in less than an hour.”

Margaret’s head popped up, her fingers hovering motionless above the laptop. “What did you say?”

The smile I offered her was the first genuine one I’d managed since stepping foot in her office, even if there was an underlying smugness to it. “Natalie left me a message over the weekend and confirmed that she’d meet me this morning,” I explained as I started to back up to the double doors. I was still a little stunned about that myself, considering last week the event planner had sworn up and down that meeting today wasn’t a possibility. 

My boss blinked once, twice, and then a third time, and I thought I would explode from the delight rolling through me. Sliding her chair closer to the desk, she tilted her thin body forward. “Make sure you record it on your phone.”

“Excuse me?” 

“Make. Sure. You. Record. It.” She swallowed a drink of her latte, the fact that it was still steaming hot not seeming to bother her one bit. “When I get the chance this week, I’d like to take a look. Have her explain where everything will go. This is a different location from previous years, and I’m absolutely kicking myself for letting Oliver convince me to change everything around.”

I froze the moment she said his name, and I prayed she couldn’t see my reaction. Then I tried to convince myself that my response was only because this was the first time I’d heard of Oliver’s involvement with the event. 

“Is he co-sponsoring?” I asked nonchalantly.

“The Heritage is owned by Manning.” She returned her focus to her laptop, her manicured fingers beating a rhythm across the keys. “When you come back to the office this afternoon, I need you to start organizing lunch for fourteen to be delivered tomorrow. Do you think you can handle that?”

“Definitely. Do you have a particular restaurant in mind?”

Releasing a hiss of irritation, Margaret looked up from her screen. “Weren’t you an assistant before this?” she demanded, and when I replied that I was, she snapped, “Then you should realize I’m too busy to go through menus. If the menu is in the approved stack in your office, it’s acceptable. Surprise me!”

“Will do,” I commented through a jaw so tense, it made the muscles in my face ache. With every name in the book attached to my stepmother’s name and hurtling through my thoughts, I was desperate to leave the building before I screwed up and let one of them become audible. 

I didn’t stop moving until I was in the lobby, and an accented female voice called out my name as I waited for an elevator to go down to the parking garage. I looked behind me to see Stella striding my way, her black hair bouncing around the off-the-shoulder neckline of her striped shirt as she closed the distance between us. 

“You look chipper,” I commented when she stepped beside me and all I could smell was her jasmine perfume. 

“And you”—she stared me up and down slowly, curiously, and then tapped her finger against her lips—“well, you look like a woman possessed.”

“Headed to a meeting with Natalie Roche.”

When the elevator opened, we both stepped in the warm car, Stella moving her head from side to side. “That poor woman won’t know what hit her. Did she send you armed with a list of demands and questions?”

Recounting all five minutes of my talk with Margaret, my nostrils flared. “I’m supposed to record the entire meeting so she can take a look at it later.” 

The marketing manager fought to keep the smile from cracking through her professional mask as the doors open and we stepped out of the elevator and beneath the dim lights of the parking garage. “Interested in having company?”

“Are you loaning yourself out to me?”

She reached into her purse, her eyebrows knitting together as she searched for what I guessed were her keys. “I was on my way out to burn some time before my one-thirty doctor’s appointment.” She shrugged. “I’m a bad, bad employee.”

“Hence, the chipper smile,” I stated. “But yes, I’d love to have some company.”

As soon as I told her where we were going, she insisted on taking her car, a silver BMW 4-series convertible that she let the top down on since it was sunny and mid-seventies. Though she seemed at ease with the wind whipping her hair around her artfully made-up face, I grabbed a hairband from my bag and scooped my own into a high, messy bun. While she drove, she made small talk, which gradually improved the sour mood Margaret had managed to conjure in just a few minutes this morning. 

“So the foster charity event—what are you dressing as?” At the shift of my eyebrow, Stella added, “In case you were thinking of skipping out on Margaret’s function, cancel your plans now. She’ll skin you alive if you’re not there.” She touched her chest. “I ordered a Catwoman costume, but I’m trying to figure out if it’s too risqué.”

“Depends,” I said as she slammed on the brakes at a stoplight. Giving my seatbelt a tug, I made sure it was secure. “Anne Hathaway Catwoman or Halle Berry?”

Her mouth twitched. “Anne Hathaway.”

“You should be fine then. And to answer your question, to be honest, I haven’t really given my own costume any thought.”

“Could have sworn you said Halloween was your favorite.” 

“It is. Don’t worry, I’ll find something good before then.” Though, when I stopped to think about it, I was probably running out of time to put something unique together. Last year, Pen and I had gone out as Sofie Fatale and The Bride from Kill Bill. It had been my favorite costume in years, since the days when my mother had helped me make the perfect outfit, but I could already picture Margaret’s disapproving glare at my blood splattered wedding gown and fake baby bump. 

Sexy schoolgirl and Captain Hooker were probably out of the question, too.

Pulling her BMW into the Heritage Los Angeles at Beverly Hills, Stella parked by the ballroom entrance—which was utterly unique since the venue’s walls were made entirely of privacy glass. There were cars on either side of us, a gold Land Rover and a sleek black sports car, and my mouth went dry when I realized I’d seen that car before. 

On the other side of those tinted windows sat six-feet, two-inches of the most distracting man I’d ever met in my life. I shoved all thoughts of costumes from my head and focused on the problem at hand—the fact that Oliver was here for some reason. 

Forcing me to think about him. 

“Hmm,” Stella murmured, and I heard the click of her seatbelt as she unhooked it. “Wonder if she sent him to make sure you could operate the camera.”

I reached for the door handle, squeezing it tightly. Even though I knew she’d only been teasing, I muttered under my breath, “She’d hire a damn camera crew before that happened.” 

When I stumbled out the BMW, I heard Oliver’s engine stop, and a moment later, he eased out of his car. He was the epitome of calm and collected as he started toward me, the slight breeze ruffling his already disarranged golden-brown hair. My attention dipped to his day old stubble—would it be soft or scratchy—and then to the knot in the scarlet tie that he was adjusting. 

“Morning,” he greeted me. 

Do not think of him naked saying that. Do. Not. Think. Of. It.

“What are you doing here?” I crossed my arms tightly over my breasts. “Did you hack my messages too?” 

He feigned a look of surprise. “I’m checking in on one of my company’s properties before I head to my eleven o’clock meeting.” His eyes darted over my shoulder to focus innocently on Stella, and I turned to follow his gaze. “You can see what I’m doing, can’t you, Ms. Marchand?”

“Yes, sir, I sure can.” She nodded, resembling a pretty bobblehead. She held her wrist close to her face, studying her watch before asking me dramatically, “Are you ready to go in, honey?”

“Yes—”

Oliver immediately cut me off, stepping between Stella and me, the spicy scent of his cologne wafting into my face thanks to the breeze. What did he think he was doing? After casting a wicked look behind him and turning my pulse into a ticking time bomb, he turned back to her. His voice was smooth and persistent when he said, “Ms. Marchand, do you mind filling in for Ms. Connelly while I speak to her for a moment?”

“Pressing work matters?” she questioned, and Oliver inclined his head in confirmation. I fought the urge to cover my face with my hands, but I succeeded in facing her scrutiny without flinching as she moved slightly to the left to look around him at me. “I don’t mind going in to talk to Natalie, but is that something you want me to do?”

Oliver was expecting me to stay out here with him, that much was obvious from his arrogant smirk. If I went in the hotel, I’d have the satisfaction—albeit the incredibly brief satisfaction—of proving him wrong. But if I went into the hotel, I’d spend the rest of the day stressing over what he might have wanted from me. Hell, probably the rest of the week. I glanced between them for a moment before my shoulders sagged and I relented. 

“I’ll be in there in five minutes,” I promised.

“Take your time,” she said, admiring Oliver one last time before disappearing through the entrance. Fisting my hands by my side, I counted slowly until he finally turned back to me. 

“I hadn’t expected you to bring someone,” he stated almost apologetically. 

“And I didn’t expect you to be here.” 

He digested my words for a second and then released a low laugh that reverberated through me. He nodded to the black Viper parked behind where I stood. “Get in, Lizzie.” 

“You could ask me. I get enough commands from your mother throughout the day.”

He stepped closer. “Please, get in the car, Lizzie, before I kiss the fuck out of you right here.”

Piqued, I was already breathing heavily well before my back touched the black leather seat in his Viper. He didn’t give me an opportunity to catch it because as soon as both our doors were securely closed, he leaned over the narrow center console and pressed his face close to mine. 

“I can’t do patience to save my life,” he growled, the sweet, cinnamon scent of his gum fanning my face. “I had no intentions of seeing you until you came to me, and yet here we are.”

“How did you know I’d be here?”

“Easton.” He let out a low noise when I ran the backs of my fingers over the end of his red tie. “You shouldn’t do that.”

“So I was right?” I moved my hand a little higher, the silky fabric combined with feeling the hard muscles beneath his shirt sending a trail of goose bumps up my arm. “You have him digging into my stuff too?” I couldn’t deny the waver of nervousness in my voice at the thought of him prying too deeply. 

That was a toxic recipe for disaster.

“As much as I’d love to know everything about you, no. You don’t have to worry about that happening,” he answered. “But when he was erasing Margaret’s sent box, he saw an email from her to you, threatening you about making Monday happen.”

“And you intervened. You’re the reason Natalie met with me this morning?”

“Guilty.”

I was impressed. Impressed, grateful, and curious. What did he have to do for the event planner to convince her to alter her schedule? When I asked him, he lifted a shoulder.

“I’m giving her clients a thirty percent discount off the use of all Manning venues for the next year.” When my mouth parted, he his blue eyes dropped to my lips. “It was a small price to pay.”

First he’d served me lunch and now he’d gone out of his way to make a business meeting happen for me. I had to fight to keep myself from swooning right then and there.

“You make it hard—” I started, but I cut myself off, a deep moan pushing up from the back of my throat as his thumbs stroked my collarbone. 

“No, beautiful, you make it fucking hard.” With his free hand, he grabbed my fingers, pressing them to the zipper of his tailored pants. He stifled my gasp, nipping at my bottom lip, then the top. Sheer lust flared within me, constricting my core. “But tell me, what do I make it hard to do? And don’t lie to me.”

I jerked him closer to me by his tie, feeling his cock stiffen against my other hand. Wow. I struggled to find the words I was searching for, and momentarily, the only one that entered my brain was gifted. Oliver Manning was incredibly and without a doubt gifted. 

When he cleared his throat, I jerked my hand from his zipper, clutching it to my chest like I’d just been scorched. “You make it hard to tell you no,” I finally told him. 

“Then maybe you should start saying yes.” Lowering his attention to the navigation’s clock on the center console, he groaned. Then, without warning, he untangled himself from me. “Time’s up.”

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I promised Ms. Marchand five minutes, and I’m a man of my word.”

Is he kidding?

He had to be, right?

But I watched helplessly as he got out the Viper and came around to open the door for me. Taking my hands in his, he pulled me up, making sure that the front of my body brushed up against his so I could feel every inch of what I wasn’t saying yes to today.

“That was intentionally cruel,” I said, but he rubbed his thumb over the center of my lips.

“Next time, Lizzie.”

As I stalked into the hotel, my body burning from the few minutes I’d spent inside his sports car, I could feel his blue eyes following me. I gave my hips a practiced extra little sway as payback, and I could just hear his frustrated growl as the door closed behind me.

*

Thanks to a combination of dreams and nightmares that night—everything from Oliver to my father—by eleven the next morning, I already had a massive headache building as I listened to the Emerson & Taylor board of directors meeting. Even though I’d quickly given up the hope that one of the male voices would jump out to me, revealing the identity of the man who’d called me nearly five months ago, I continued to pay close attention from my spot near Margaret where I was recording the meeting and also taking notes. 

“...the effectiveness of the winter marketing campaign?” the company’s vice-president was asking Margaret, when she leaned her blond head close to mine. 

“We’re recessing for lunch in an hour,” she whispered. “I need you to call the restaurant and make sure the delivery will be here on time.”

“Of course.” As I started to leave, grateful for a breath of air away from the crowded conference room, she grabbed my wrist, her wedding rings cold against my skin. I looked down to see her light blue eyes were narrowed in warning. 

“Don’t screw this up, Ms. Connelly.”

I wanted to tell her that I hadn’t screwed up with the event planner yesterday or with any of her travel plans so far, but I gave her a dutiful nod before quietly leaving the conference area. As I started to my desk, the open French doors leading into Margaret’s office, and the laptop sitting on her desk, stopped me in my tracks. I regarded them for several seconds, wavering over whether or not to go in. If she caught me, she’d probably fire me on the spot. Fire me and start digging around for more information about me. 

But hell, this moment was too convenient to pass up.

I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I was alone before sneaking inside the office and closing the door. 

Sliding into the chair on the other side of her desk, I tapped the MacBook’s keyboard, feeling a rush of excitement when the screen illuminated to reveal the desktop. No password, which was a shock I knew Pen wouldn’t even believe when I told her later. I scanned over the icons—a variety of folders labeled everything from Fiscal Reports to Marketing Plans to Charity. 

The one that made my heart drop, though, was the folder titled Gregory Emerson. 

My father. 

I didn’t know what I was expecting to see when I clicked on the icon, but an old picture of my dad and Margaret stared back at me. She was smiling—the first authentic sign of pleasure I’d ever seen on my stepmother’s face—with her arms wrapped intimately around him. They were both blond and blue-eyed—though my father’s eyes had been midnight—and I hated to admit they looked happy together. Leaning closer to the screen, I squinted to see that behind them, a banner indicated they were at the 1994 charity event for a local children’s hospital. 

I swallowed the lump in my throat before it could finish forming. My father had still been married to my mom at the time. 

Wow.

Had she known? Had she realized that my dad might be cheating on her? 

Is that what had torn them apart?

I started to click to the next picture, but movement outside the door immediately halted me. When the knob twisted, I quickly exited out the folder and scrambled beneath Margaret’s desk, my heart hammering in my throat as I waited for her to find me hiding, jerk me up by my hair, and start freaking out. 

Maybe she’d call security and Carl would shake his balding head in disappointment as they grilled me about what I was doing in her office. 

But then I heard a voice that set my blood on fire for entirely different reasons. “Thanks for your concern, Dora, but I swear I can handle it.”

“Oliver,” I heard the HR director whine, but he quickly shut her down. 

“Don’t you have payroll to sort through?” 

“Don’t be a dick,” she said angrily. “Besides, your mom is in meetings all day. She hates when you go through her things.”

“I don’t mind waiting. She’ll be in here eventually, and I don’t really care if she doesn’t want me here.” When Dora started to interrupt him again, Oliver heaved a deep sigh and promised her, “I’ll listen to everything you have to say about Finley as soon as I speak to my mother about it.”

Finley. The woman Pen had said my boss looked up frequently on her desktop. I’d managed to do a little research on Finley Scott, but the beautiful brunette who’d probably once shared Oliver’s bed was almost a ghost. All I knew was that she was a year and a half older than him and they’d dated on and off for a number of years. Although I wanted to know more, it had seemed like a waste of time to ask my best friend to do research of her own when she was already doing so much for me.

“Oliver, I don’t think you should—” the HR director began, but then the door slammed, causing my chest to tighten in fear. 

Were they gone?

Several seconds passed by, and then, to my horror, I realized I wasn’t alone when I heard footsteps drawing closer to me. 

"You can come out." Despite the heavy, betraying thud of my heartbeat, and the ringing in my ears, Oliver's voice—spoken directly to me—was something I couldn't ignore. 

"Get your ass out here." This time his smooth voice was low and undeniably dangerous. "I can smell you, Lizzie. You're the only one in this building with that perfume. And it makes me think of..."

Think of what?

What the hell did the Bvlgari scent make him think of?

He was cutting himself off intentionally, baiting me with the unknown, and if not for my gasp for air, he might have given up. But I did breathe. And he took it as an invitation to continue.

"That perfume makes me think of fucking you. Everywhere. Anywhere. Your scent is a distraction, so I'm asking you again: Come out and tell me why the hell you're under there." The sound of his footsteps approaching Margaret’s desk continued. "Or maybe I should just call security to drag you out.”

Holy fucking shit.

Part 2 

––––––––

Expose

––––––––

verb  \ ik’spōz

Make (something) visible, typically by uncovering it.

––––––––

“Expose yourself to your deepest fear; after that, fear has no power, and the fear of freedom shrinks and vanishes. You are free.”

-Jim Morrison

Chapter 8

––––––––

I pressed my palm against my chest, uselessly trying to calm the erratic beats. The skin beneath my fingers felt hot to the touch. But to my mortification, the fact that Oliver had caught me—and that I might lose what little leeway I’d gained in unraveling my past—didn't seem nearly as monumental as what he had said a moment ago.

That perfume makes me think of fucking you.

I was twisted for focusing on that. Twisted and wrong for wanting more of him. I shifted, the hem of my knee-length gray bodycon dress riding up on my thighs. He rapped his knuckles on Margaret’s desk gently, and I jumped. 

"Okay," I whispered breathlessly. “I’ll come!”

He released a ragged breath and then stated in a suggestively low voice, "Well, in that case, stay right where you are, beautiful. I'll come down there, too."

I nearly bumped my head scrambling out, and I wasn't prepared for him to touch me, but his hands hooked under the tops of my arms. Dragging me to him, he pinned me against the side of the desk. 

"You're hiding under the desk in my mother’s office.” He stroked his thumb under my chin and tilted my face until his blue eyes penetrated mine. “And I want to know why."

“She’s my boss.” I reached behind me and spread my hands out on the glass, but my arms continued to tremble. That was something that probably wouldn’t stop until Oliver was far, far away from me. “Why else would I have been under there?” 

He moved his face closer to mine, and I arched my back, my breasts swelling against his chest as he leaned over me. “That didn’t answer a damn thing,” he murmured, feathering his fingers over the sides of my face. “Should I let you go and make that call down to Carl?” 

He had to be teasing, but the tiny hairs on the back of my neck still stood on end. Regardless of whether or not he was threatening to call security just to get a rise out of me, I had to tell him something if I didn’t want him watching me like a hawk for however long I was at Emerson & Taylor. 

Think, dammit. Think! 

My brain clawed through a dozen excuses, struggling to come up with one that would rapidly get him off my back. When the right one hit me, I almost let out a sob of relief. It was so perfect. And so believable, especially given how every nerve in my body was reacting to him at this very moment. 

“I was under her desk—” I stared up at him from beneath my lashes, and his lips thinned into an impatient line. “—because I came in here to grab something for Margaret. And when I ... when I heard you out there with Dora, I thought the worst.”

“You thought the worst?” he repeated, accentuating each word, and I nodded, lying back a little further on the desk. His body followed mine. One of his hands dropped from my face to my back to splay dangerously over the clasps of my bra, and I gasped. “Unless you don’t want to keep making that noise, I’d suggest you explain, Lizzie.”

“I thought you were bringing her in to...” I stopped speaking deliberately, swallowing hard, hating that even though I knew that hadn’t been Oliver’s intention, the thought of him touching another woman’s body like this infuriated me. “I wanted to see for myself whether or not you were involved with Dora.”

The fingers stroking my back stiffened, and I watched as all emotion disappeared from his naturally tanned features. Had he bought it? I held my breath, waiting for him to move. Waiting for him to give me some sort of response. When his face stretched into a smile, I knew that I’d not only sold the bullshit excuse to him, I’d also stroked his ego. 

“Oh, Lizzie,” he said, cupping the back of my neck and leaning his forehead against mine, “haven’t you realized? You’re the only one in the office I want to fuck.”

Wow. Self-control. Vanquished.

I wrapped my fingers around the blunt glass edges behind me so I wouldn’t reach up and drag them through his disheveled brown hair. “If your mother finds me in here with you, she’ll fire me,” I warned, butterflies spreading through my belly as he nudged my knees apart with his. I felt the coarse fabric of his pants sliding up between my bare legs, and a second later, his muscled thigh gently grinded against my sex through my lacy underwear. 

My core clenching tightly, I tossed a panicked stare at the closed French doors on the other side of the room. “Oliver,” I panted, rubbing against his hard quad, “I can’t do this with you.”

“Don’t worry. You’re not.” Reluctantly, he released me. I lowered my head toward the onyx floor, breathing in deeply to catch my breath while he sat down in Margaret’s chair. His rough voice drifted casually from behind me. “When we do this, there’ll be no inhibitions between us. There will be nothing between us. You will be mine.” 

“All that just for one night?” I readjusted my dress and turned to him. From the tiny pinpricks exploding over my skin, no doubt my face was red. “And here I was thinking you wanted a quick lay.”

“All that just because it’s one night,” he corrected. “Never confuse yourself for a quick lay. And there will be nothing quick about us.”

I hated the tingle in the passage between my legs where his thigh had touched me. “Pompous, aren’t we?” 

“Honest,” he corrected. Stretching his arms up, he linked his long fingers together behind his head. “I don’t want to keep you any longer, Ms. Connelly,” he said, his tone suddenly one hundred-percent professional.

Two can play at this crap, I thought.

“Of course not, Mr. Manning.” I started toward the door, but froze because a low chuckle erupted from the back of his throat. I glanced over my shoulder to see the look of blatant enjoyment on his face. “Yes?” 

“You’re walking out of here empty-handed. I’d assumed that since you were in here to grab something for Margaret, you’d be taking it with you.” Using his thumb, he scratched the end of his slightly crooked nose. “But maybe you’re so attuned to her needs, you realized she changed her mind.”

Shit. Stalking over to the desk, I snatched the first thing that snagged my attention—the folder I’d given her yesterday with her new Paris itinerary. I coaxed my expression into a grateful smile. “Thank you for reminding me.” I walked away, and the sensation of his blue eyes strategically peeling away each article of my clothing seeped through my body, making me ache all over with need.

Just before I stepped across the threshold to cross the hallway, his husky voice addressed me one last time. “You’re welcome, Ms. Connelly.” 

I didn’t have to turn around to know he was grinning.

*

Oliver continued to wait in Margaret’s office, even though she didn’t return until after the takeout from a nearby Italian restaurant was successfully delivered. Despite the double doors being closed, I could hear the argument taking place on the other side. As I chewed the lasagna I’d ordered for myself, it didn’t take me long to figure out the reason behind his visit.

His mother was intervening in his love life, specifically by trying to pair him with one of his former flames. 

And he didn’t like it one damn bit. 

“I don’t care why she’ll be in the area; I have absolutely no interest in her. We’ve gone over this before. It’s not happening again,” I heard Oliver growl at his mother, followed by a cry of frustration from Margaret. 

“But she’s—” my boss began in a frosty voice, but a second later, something slammed, cutting her off. The sound of footsteps marching closer to my door startled me, and I hastily rolled my chair across the hard floor, wheezing for air when the edge of my desk hit me in the stomach. 

“You’re very bad at pretending to not give a damn, beautiful,” Oliver commented as he passed my door. “I’ll see you early next week when I get back from out of town.”

I was dying to know what he was leaving for, but I shook the thought of asking out of my head. Not smart. Especially since I was still shaky from what had happened in Margaret’s office. 

“Have a wonderful afternoon, Mr. Manning,” I called after him.

He muttered something under his breath, and I could have sworn it was, “It would be wonderful if it ended with you in my bed,” but I didn’t have the chance to ask him because I heard the ding of the elevator opening down the hall, signaling his departure. 

Several minutes later, I was finishing up my lunch before I was due to return to the board meeting to take notes for Margaret and answering a few emails she’d forwarded to me, when a new message from Oliver showed up in my inbox. It was the first he’d sent me since he had Easton remove the block, and I almost considered ignoring it until the end of the day. 

The last thing I needed was for him to get me all worked up, just so I could spend the next few hours with wet panties, parked in a seat right next to his mother.

Popping a piece of gum in my mouth, I tossed the rest of my lunch into the trashcan beneath my desk and gave myself a fast once-over with the compact mirror I kept in my desk drawer, right beside the unused gift card Oliver had given me. As I smoothed stray strands of my hair back in place, my brown eyes kept darting over to the screen and the unopened email waiting for me. Teasing me. 

Dammit. 

Snapping the compact shut, I clicked on the message, the pressure in the pit of my stomach returning when I scanned the email.

I can’t get your scent out of my head. It’ll be the only thing I’m able to think about while I’m in Philadelphia. Not good for business, Lizzie. 

My desk phone rang, and I breathed into the receiver, “You’ve reached Lizzie Connelly, how can I help you?”

“I need you in the boardroom, Ms. Connelly,” Margaret snapped. “And for heaven’s sake, don’t answer the phone like that. This is a business, not a phone sex operation.”

The irony was almost too much.

Promising her that I was on my way, I hung up and returned to the boardroom—my thoughts pinging between the photo I’d seen on Margaret’s laptop and Oliver.

*

For the next week, he was freakishly silent, which I attributed to him being away on business. Not that I had much time on my hands for flirting. With Margaret’s Halloween event quickly approaching, I hardly had time to breathe. Before I even made it out the door to go to work Tuesday morning, she was already sending me a string of text messages. 

I will be out of town until tomorrow. Stop by the Heritage to check in on Roche. 

Did you schedule a driver for my guests and myself for Thursday night?

Make sure you meet the Scotts at my home this afternoon and see to anything they might need.

Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sank down on the edge of my leather couch, rereading her texts. Not only was this the first I’d heard of her going out of town today, but I also had no idea she had guests coming in. 

“The Scotts,” I whispered under my breath, wondering if Oliver’s former girlfriend would be among whomever was scheduled to arrive. After his argument with her last week, I would have thought Margaret had let that go, but it was too much of a coincidence not to be Finley. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

I pulled up my work email on my phone, scanning through the messages until I found the one I was looking for buried under a handful of messages my boss had sent to me yesterday.  With the subject line IMPORTANT, it hadn’t been opened, and I groaned as I scanned the contents.   

Ms. Connelly, 

As I have an important engagement in New York tomorrow morning, I will need you to meet my guests at my home and let them in. The access code to the gate is 0451 and the combination to the lockbox and the alarm is 1283. DO NOT MISPLACE THE KEYS, and give them the blue key. Below you’ll find my guests’ itinerary, along with my address, to give you an idea of what time you’ll need to be at my house. These are very close family friends, and it’s imperative that you make sure they’re comfortable. 

I will be back on Wednesday, in plenty of time for the event on Thursday.

-M

“That woman,” I whispered, my brows pulling together.  The sound of rubber sliding against the laminate flooring drew my attention up to Pen, who was coiling her dark hair in a bun on top of her head. Even though it was well before nine, she was already dressed for the day in a pair of ripped skinny jeans, turquoise flip flops, and a matching tank top that made her giant chest seem impossibly larger. 

“My boobs are jealous,” I said, causing her to stare down and grab her chest.

“You don’t think it’s too much do you?” When I nodded, she straightened the hem of her tank top. “So what did Margaret do now?”

“It’s more what I didn’t do,” I explained, carefully studying the Scotts’ itinerary. Three people would be arriving at two-thirty this afternoon, which would give me plenty of time to check in on the event planner and catch up on my in-office duties. “She sent an email yesterday asking me to let some guests in—” As soon as I said those words, my breath caught. 

Holy crap. Margaret had just given me access to her house.

“You’re creeping me out,” Pen announced in a singsong voice, kneeling beside the couch to look inside her laptop bag. “What’s up?”

“She’s out of town and left me the key to her place.”

My best friend’s head whipped around, and she stood upright, her hands on her curvy hips. “Get the fuck out of town.” I flashed my phone up at her. She took it, reading over the message before tossing it back to me. “What kind of idiot sends all their passcodes in an email?” 

“The kind who doesn’t think their system can be penetrated and who doesn’t put a password on their laptop.”

Pen snorted.  It had taken her all of two days to get into Margaret’s laptop this past weekend, and she was slowly starting to sift through the hundreds of files. There were more pictures of Margaret and my father, more proof that he was involved with her while he was married to my mom. I tried not to let it bother me, but it did.

No matter how jaded I might be, I still wanted to believe in that happily ever after. 

Two purple-painted fingernails snapping in my face jerked me out of my thoughts. My best friend’s grayish-blue eyes hovered in front of mine. “How long is she gone for?  You need to get off your butt and get the hell over there.”

“Just until tomorrow.” I slid on my shoes. “I’m supposed to be meeting her guests at her place this afternoon.”

“Screw this afternoon,” she said, reaching for her laptop bag and slinging it over her shoulders. She backed toward the front door. “Go. Now.” 

Nodding, I drew myself to my feet, hobbling a little on my high heels. “Where are you going?” 

A guilty expression passed over her features, but she replaced it almost immediately with a frown. “Unfortunately, I can’t go with you,” she said evasively, sounding genuinely sorry. 

What were she and August working on that would make her be so secretive? Before I could do something I rarely did when it came to her extracurricular activities—ask questions—she said, “You can make up an excuse why you’re there but explaining me would be a stretch. You remember how to use that app I installed to your phone?” When I rolled my eyes because she’d added several apps recently, she continued, “The scanner one?”

“Yes.”

“Good. You find anything worth reading over, get me a copy. I’m ready to see what this bitch is hiding.” Before Pen rushed out the apartment, she gave me a stern glare. “Be careful and be smart.”

“Always,” I swore. 

Although Margaret had given me her address in the email she’d sent, I didn’t use the GPS as I drove the half hour from my Marina del Rey apartment to her home in Bel Air. I didn’t need directions. Some of my happiest childhood memories had taken place inside the house I was heading to, and upon my return to L.A. over a month ago, it had been one of the first neighborhoods I’d driven past. Of course, I hadn’t been able to get through the gate because I didn’t have a code, but Margaret had just fixed all that.

Driving to the end of the cul-de-sac, I parked my Mini Cooper in front of one of the garage door bays—there were five in all—and turned off the ignition. For a moment, I sat in breathless silence, staring up at the Mediterranean-style house with its lavish balconies and stained-glass entry door. I could clearly remember my sixth birthday, following my father up the steps leading to that door. He’d knelt down and grinned over his shoulder.

“Birthday girls get piggyback rides,” he’d told me, and I had giggled and jumped on his back, burying my face into his short blond hair as he took me inside to where my mother and a room full of people whose faces I couldn’t remember were waiting to celebrate. 

But then, I blinked, and that memory was gone. 

I gulped down the fist-size lump in my throat. Now was not the time for emotion. I could shed my tears over the past—let myself wonder about what could have been if my parents hadn’t divorced or passed away—later. 

Much, much later. 

Holding my keys so tightly the metal dug into my skin, I gingerly got out of my car and crept to the front entrance, the sound of the pencil-thin heel on my suede booties seeming to echo off the stone driveway. I started to put in the lockbox code, but then I paused for a moment.

1283. 

It was Oliver’s birthday, December 6, 1983. And the code I’d entered at the gate to get into the community was a reference to my father’s April 1951 birthday.

Maybe—just maybe the stepmonster was softer than I’d originally thought. I unlocked the front doors and stepped into the chilly foyer. I immediately disabled the security alarm, coughing at the overpowering scent of sandalwood vanilla fragrance oil. 

I was home. 

Chapter 9

––––––––

A few years before my mom was killed, we had started a ritual. Even though she swore she was getting old—she was only in her mid-thirties when she died—she had more modeling gigs than ever before, and every now and then, her job kept her away from me. Whenever she was working late or had to leave town for a night or two to do a photo shoot, we would each read the same book, alternating whose turn it was to choose. Our quirky, two-person book club had carried me through some of my loneliest moments. It was why I fell in love with The Outsiders, The Princess Bride, and Blood and Chocolate. It was also the reason behind the Margaret Atwood quote sneaking through my mind. 

“When we think of the past it's the beautiful things we pick out. We want to believe it was all like that.” 

Because as I stood in the two-story entry, with my head tilted up toward the balcony on the second floor and my legs threatening to give out from the nervous energy slicing through me like a dull knife, I thought of the past. Of the beautiful things about it. Like the memory of attempting to ride the banister to my left, my mother chasing after me and admonishing me in a mixture of English and her native Ukrainian. Or when I saw the family room where we’d opened Christmas gifts and remembered how the stockings always sagged crookedly off the mantle no matter how much my mom fussed with them. 

The furniture had changed over the years. Like the executive floor at Emerson & Taylor, it had made the jolting transition from deep, bold colors to the sterile neutrals Margaret seemed to prefer. But the memories—the recollections of my mom and dad evoked from being inside this place again—they stayed the same. 

Achingly beautiful.

And a driving force to get something done. “I’ve screwed off too long,” I sighed ruefully. “It’s time I figured this out so I can get out of this place.” 

Because the reality was that if I stayed around too much longer, that other force in my life—the one of the tall, blue-eyed, cocky swagger variety—would complicate things even more. It was inevitable. And being in this house—this blatant reminder of exactly who he was—did nothing to stop the harsh tug I felt in the pit of my stomach when I pictured my stepbrother’s face. 

“Don’t think of him.” I breathed harshly and coerced myself to move from my spot. “Uncover, expose, and get the hell out of here.”

When I was a little girl, my dad’s home office was on the other side of the den attached to their bedroom. He’d often bring his Emerson & Taylor work home, and I’d sit on the burgundy jacquard armchair, my legs dangling off the edge as I pretended to assist him on the toy laptop my mom had bought me. 

Halfheartedly, I shook the thought from my mind.

Since it was an incredibly large house—at least ten thousand square feet, twelve times bigger than my apartment in Vegas—the upstairs office was the logical place to start.  After locking the front door and donning the latex gloves I’d brought with me, I left Margaret’s keys on the mantle in the family room and inched upstairs, my fingers trailing up the cold metal banister.

I hadn’t been inside this house for more than half my life, the few times I’d seen my father following my parents’ divorce had been on my mom’s terms and far away from L.A., but I still found the master bedroom without having to search. The path was automatic for my feet. My boot heels drumming a staccato beat on the bleached wood floor of the bedroom, I kept my brown eyes straight ahead, but I still couldn’t help glancing at the empty nightstand. 

I tried not to compare Margaret to my mother, who’d kept pictures all over the place. 

Before I stepped into my father’s old office, I paused. Part of me wanted to believe Margaret would have left it the same. That she would have left some part of this house untouched.  I twisted the knob and gradually opened the door. The air left my lungs, making me feel like an iron fist had just slammed into my chest. His office, like everything else in this damn house, had changed. 

New furnishings, white and silver Chateau Versailles wallpaper, and a sculpture that reminded me of the one in her office at work— the room reeked of her. Gritting my teeth to hold back the angry sound threatening to burst from my lips, I dropped on my knees beside the desk, yanking open a drawer chock-full of hanging file folders. I would not let this bother me. 

I. Would. Not. 

Resting my back against the side of the desk, I studied the contents of the folders one at a time, taking care to put everything back in the exact place I found it. Every several pages, I’d pull out my phone and use the scanning app Pen had installed, taking photos of the pages I thought I should keep and sending the PDF files to the secure email she’d set up for me. It was mostly a bunch of old financial records—bank statements and personal investment reports—but I copied everything that had the name Gregory Emerson listed on it. 

When I reached the second drawer, I expected much of the same. But the moment I opened the first thick manila folder, I was stunned to see myself staring back. Well, a very young version of myself. The picture I was looking at—of my father, mother, and myself at some company party—was at least eighteen years old, and the corners were frayed. They stood on either side of me, with his hand affectionately touching the top of my white-blond hair and her slim arm wrapped around my shoulder. Both my parents were smiling, but now I could see the distance in their stance, in their eyes. Maybe a week ago, I wouldn’t have noticed that, but I did now, and I almost missed the ignorance. 

I dropped my head back, hot moisture blurring the corners of my eyes as I stared up at the chandelier hanging over the desk. Pressing my fist to my mouth, I breathed. So deeply my chest burned.

When I was calm enough to continue, it required everything in my power not to take that original picture and slip it into my bag, but I took the safe road and scanned it. After this was all over, when I went home to Vegas, I’d have it enlarged and hung in my apartment. 

Reluctantly, I flipped the picture over to find a few more. Toward the back of the folder, there was a neat stack of papers a quarter of an inch thick. They were court documents dated from ten years ago. Settling back in the seat, I skimmed over them, a dull ache throbbing in my heart every time I saw Olena Andreiko-Emerson’s name mentioned.

She was my mother.

My mother who, up until today, I never realized had tried to contest my dad’s will. From what I could see on the papers in front of me, she’d been much too late—years, in fact. I positioned my phone over the first page of the court documents and started scanning, my fingers almost too numb to press the buttons. 

Why hadn’t she mentioned any of this to me?

And, more importantly, why had she waited so long to ask questions? My father had been dead for five years at that point, and she went out of her way not to talk about him with me. What had changed? 

My phone vibrated in my hand, startling me. Dragging my gloved hand over my face, I took in a deep breath and checked the caller ID. Since I didn’t recognize the number—and it could easily be Margaret checking in on me—I decided not to ignore it. 

“This is Lizzie,” I answered, speaking softly so my caller wouldn’t hear the tremor in my voice.

“It’s Oliver.” At his low growl, that tremor extended to the rest of my body, changing to a shiver that made my toes curl. No matter what I was doing, that man’s voice seemed to have an effect on me. “Did you miss me while I was away?”

“I’ve been working.” Forcing my concentration from the papers in front of me, I stood, placed the folder on the desk, and paced over to the tall, round top window. I stared down at the tennis court. “Besides, since you were able to get my number this easily, you knew I was only a call away.”

Denying nothing, he said, “Talking to you makes it impossible to not want to see you right then and there, so I’ve refrained.” I heard his hand covering the mouthpiece as he spoke to someone else before returning. “As far as you working, I was just at your office and even checked with Ms. Marchand. You were nowhere to be found.”

“You tracked down my coworker?” When he murmured a confirmation, I sardonically added, “I’m touched, Oliver.”

But it was flattering. Breathtaking and ridiculously flattering. 

“You’re upset.”

I flinched. “Excuse me?”

“Your voice just trembled. Lie all you want, but I can tell you’re angry about something.”

Turning from the window, my eyes swept over the open folder on Margaret’s desk. The sight of it made me nauseous—it was full of more problems that I wasn’t quite ready for—and I wrapped my arm protectively over my stomach. “Your mother has me all over the place for this event, and—”

“Say the word and I’ll have someone take care of everything.” 

“Oliver—” I groaned.

“I want to take you for lunch,” he said, his voice reaching a sexy low. “I need to see you.”

God, why did that have to sound so tempting? “It’s a little early for lunch, and besides I can’t just pass off my job on someone else. For starters, Margaret would kill me, and secondly—”

“It’s fifteen minutes after one,” he corrected, an edge of worry affecting his deep voice. “Which just goes to show you’re working too goddamn hard. Even you, beautiful, can take the time to eat.”

Jerking my phone from my ear, I held it out in front of me, and my eyes nearly bugged when I saw he was telling me the truth about the time. I’d been in this house for over three hours. How the hell had I let myself lose track of time so easily? 

“Fuck,” I breathed.

“If that’s how you’d prefer to spend the meal,” he agreed suggestively. “But once you’re naked, I won’t be able to let you get back to work.”

My stomach fluttered, and I tried not to focus on it as I scrambled over to the desk. “You know that’s not what I meant,” I said, sounding winded nonetheless. “Look, I have to meet someone at your mother’s house, and we both know she will dance on my corpse if I’m late. Sorry, Oliver, I’ll have to call you back later.” Then, I hung up before he had the chance to respond. 

Staring down at the folder on the desk, I slowly came to terms with the fact that I’d run out of time to finish what I started. I began to return everything to the drawer. 

But I couldn’t do it. 

Like the call that had started all this, knowing missing pieces of the puzzle were so close to being within my reach would drive me crazy. 

“Fuck you, Margaret.” 

I plucked out the last half of the paperwork—the part I didn’t have the chance to copy—and slipped them carefully in my purse. Quickly, I arranged Margaret’s office like I found it. Then I returned to the main floor, pulling off my gloves and shoving them in my bag along with my phone. 

*

Less than half an hour later, the sound of the doorbell—the chime was custom, Beethoven’s “Für Elise”—snagged my attention from the only photo in the family room, a giant portrait of Margaret and my dad that hung over the mantle. Adjusting the hem of my lacy off-white dress over my black tights, I plastered a smile on my face and went to the door. 

Throwing it open, I was prepared to kiss ass for the sake of making my boss happy, but instead of meeting the stares of strangers, I was looking directly at a rock hard chest. Glancing up the length of the thin, sapphire-colored tie, past the full lips I’d dreamt of having on my body, and at last, to the stunning blue eyes that were burning into me, I swallowed hard. 

“I’ve missed you,” Oliver said simply. 

I rubbed the back of my neck, brushing strands of blond hair from my nape. “You have a hard time taking no for an answer.” I stepped aside so he could come in. Nodding teasingly, he walked past me, his muscular arm brushing against my breasts. My nipples immediately hardened under the contact, and I turned my body away from him and hoped he didn’t notice. “I was going to call you back.”

“No you weren’t,” he tossed over his broad shoulder.

Slamming the door so hard the stained-glass rattled, I followed him into the family room, where he sprawled out on the white Belgian linen couch. Today, I would keep my distance from him. I couldn’t handle letting him screw with my body when my mind was already so overwhelmed. Resting my shoulder tiredly against the crown molding in the doorway, I watched him furtively, willing myself to stay strong. 

“I told you, you sounded upset. I couldn’t sit across town thinking of you being here alone like that because then I’d get pissed off.” He loosened his tie, his expression softening. “Let me fix this, so we can go eat.”

“I’m fine,” I argued, my pulse speeding as I processed his words. It was similar to what he’d written on the envelope he sent four weeks ago—I fix what I break. The thing was, nothing that was broken was Oliver’s doing. It was all on his mother. “I’m fine,” I repeated. “But you should probably leave.”

He didn’t budge from his spot. “Let me guess, Margaret is installing new appliances and you’re waiting for a delivery guy?”

Apparently, he had no idea his ex-girlfriend had been invited to his mother’s house, and I waffled over telling him. After all, he wasn’t supposed to be here right now. Biting my lip in indecision, I eventually shook my head. “No, it’s—”

But then the doorbell rang a second time, and I shot Oliver a warning look. “You really might want to go,” I warned. 

Starting toward me, he ran his hand through his hair, tousling the light brown strands. “Not until I have your guarantee that you’ll come have lunch with me.”

“You should probably leave because—” The sound of the door opening and heels clacking across the marble floor stopped me, and I twisted to see Oliver’s tall, leggy brunette ex making a beeline toward me. 

“You must be Lizzie,” she began in a sticky-sweet voice. She started into the family room, excitement springing into her hazel eyes at the sight of Oliver with his tie undone. Looking like he’d just seen a ghost, his perfectly toned body froze. “Ollie? I saw your car, but I thought—”

In a day full of surprises and disappointments, I shouldn’t have felt anything when she raced across the room with her chin-length hair flying around her delicately boned face. She practically threw herself at him. Oliver was a serial dater—I’d known that since before we met. Still, my nausea returned full force watching Finley burrow into his arms.  

“I missed you while I was in Italy,” she breathed into the front of his crisp shirt, before he grabbed her shoulders and gently drew her away. “I had no idea you’d be here to meet me.”

“Fin—” he groaned, and I squeezed my eyes shut and turned away. I absolutely could not stand there and watch whatever was going to unfold between them. Grabbing my purse off the armchair beside the entryway, I rushed into the foyer, only to stop abruptly at the sight of the skinny, dark-haired teenage boy dragging in luggage. 

Rolling in a couple of Louis Vuitton bags, a grin broke across the boy’s face as his eyes traveled up my body. He plucked his earbuds out his ears and tucked them in his back pocket. “I’m Mason, and—”

“And way too young,” an older male voice interjected jokingly, causing the kid to roll his dark blue eyes. Angling my body a little, I was grateful for the grand piano in the foyer, because I sagged against the side of it when I saw the man’s face.

I’d met him once before. 

In his office.

His hair had been black then, and not the salt and pepper it was now, but I knew this man. I’d met him when I came to L.A. to meet my stepmother seven years ago. 

The memory hit me like a ton of bricks, and this time I recalled everything—from his name, to the blue suit he’d been wearing, to the way he’d barely looked at me as he ripped my confidence to shreds.

"Your name is nowhere in your father's will, and Margaret has informed me that you and your mother have been aware of that since he passed away. You are more than welcome to contest the will, Ms. Emerson, but I'm going to warn you—you'll feel the crushing reality of all the legal fees before you can bat your pretty brown eyes. Now, Margaret is prepared to settle with you ... as long as you don't come back with your hand stretched out. You understand what I'm saying, don't you, sweetheart?"   

Staring up from the back of my hands, I’d nodded. “I understand.”

“Good girl,” he’d crooned, before calling his legal assistant into the room. “Now, about the settlement—”

“I don’t want it.” 

He’d chuckled, a soft, condescending noise that made my temperature rise. “You’re just upset, Ms. Emerson. Of course you want to—”

“I. Don’t. Need. It.”

The memory washed away, and I smiled despite the heavy pounding in my head. I felt like I was going to be sick. Like I was going to throw up all over Margaret’s polished foyer floor. 

“You must be Mr. Scott,” I forced out politely, taking a step forward with my hand stretched out. He took my fingers in his. “I’m Lizzie Connelly. I’ve left the key to the house for you on the mantle. Is there anything you need to make your stay more comfortable until Margaret returns?” I spoke mechanically, hardly realizing what I said. 

Oh, God. Why didn’t I figure this out when Pen told me Finley’s name? Why couldn’t I remember this then?

His thumb stroked the back of my hand, and acid burned its way up my throat. I was terrified. Terrified and pissed off. What if he recognized me? What if he told Margaret exactly who I was?

What would happen if I hit this man right now?

One teeny-tiny punch to the throat?

“Lizzie, this is Finley Scott.” I turned at the sound of Oliver’s voice. He stood in the doorway, looking beautifully agitated, with his ex standing a few feet away. Her arms were crossed over her chest as she worked her small teeth over her bottom lip furiously. Staring at me apologetically, Oliver gestured to the teen and then to the attorney. His eyes darkened when they dropped to our linked hands. “That’s her brother, Mason, and Michael, her father. They’re longtime friends of ... my family.”

“It’s great to meet you all.” Returning my attention back to Michael, I searched his eyes for some sign of recognition, but there was absolutely none. I pulled my hand from his grip, clenching my fingers by my side. “Margaret has said so many amazing things about you,” I lied.

“You as well, Ms. Connelly. And I think we have everything we need here. Margaret is always such an accommodating hostess.”

The laugh I released grated the tiny fraction of self-control I had left. I pulled my purse in front of my body. Digging inside, I found one of my business cards and handed it to him, making certain not to touch him again. “If you need anything at all while she’s away, please don’t hesitate to call me.” 

Unable to breathe, I practically ran to my Mini Cooper, refusing to stop even when I heard Oliver call my name. 

*

As I left my father’s home, my muscles so taut it was difficult to move, I should have been glad Michael hadn’t noticed me. I should have thanked the heavens that I’d made it out of that house unscathed, with a phone full of documents and a stack of important paperwork in my purse. 

But when I pulled over a few minutes after I exited the community’s gate, dry heaving, the only thought in my mind was that I’d been so inconsequential that there hadn’t been the slightest recognition. 

Chapter 10

––––––––

Two nights later, I was still reeling from the mindfuck of finding out the identity of Finley Scott’s father, but I put on a carefully practiced smile as I scanned my brown eyes around the glassed in ballroom of the Heritage. And it really was something to look at—the event planner had nailed it. With the lush, dark décor, I felt like I’d walked right into a Poe-esque fantasy when I arrived an hour and a half ago. 

Despite it being the perfect setting for my favorite holiday, I’d rather been spending the eve of my twenty-fourth birthday at home, pouring over the documents I’d obtained from Margaret’s house. Plus, I needed to figure out a way to get the rest of the file back without her noticing. While the chances of her realizing it was missing anytime soon were slim, and I had taken extra precautions to make sure she wouldn’t find out I’d gone through her belongings, I was already freaking out about returning it. 

Attempting to push those worries aside—at least for the night—I glanced at Stella, who was adjusting the mask of her Catwoman costume. “The turnout for this thing is phenomenal,” I said. Aside from the handful of people from work and their plus ones, there were at least an additional two hundred people present. 

Even though it was a company event, not everyone from work had been lucky enough to snag an invite. My job as Margaret’s assistant had not only cemented my invitation, it had also made showing up a necessity. 

“It was five thousand a plate for anyone not on the Emerson & Taylor guest list, right?” I asked. 

“Yes ma’am. And I read in the company newsletter from last month that Margaret’s matching the donations this year. ”

Wow. It was the first I heard of Margaret’s contribution, and the forced expression I’d been wearing through dinner softened. No matter how ironic the charitable cause was—after all, I’d basically been a foster kid when my stepmother brushed me off—I was thrilled when I thought of how many kids this night would help. 

Locking her headpiece in place with a couple hairpins, Stella gave me a disgusted look. “Maybe I should have bought the Halle Berry Catwoman; I think the vinyl cat hood might have gone better.” She peered over the table and regarded my flowing turquoise and gold gown with a playful lift of her brows. “And you, Miss I-Made-This-Myself—you make the rest of us look bad!”

A flush crept across my skin at her praise. “I’m just hoping it doesn’t fall apart into a bunch of little pieces.”

I had been so wrapped up in snooping for the documents in Margaret’s home office, Oliver in general, and then meeting the Scotts’—getting a costume had slipped my mind. 

Luckily, Pen was there for me, like always. 

When I’d dragged my ass into my apartment two nights earlier, she reminded me about the party, and we’d raced to Mood Fabrics before they closed. As we browsed the material, I had no idea what I planned to do, but the moment Pen eyed the pale aqua chiffon and lamented, “Too bad it’s just one color. You could’ve gone as the blonde from Game of Thrones,” my decision was made.

I’d solved the one-color problem with gold fabric paint and a sponge. Thanks to a hardcore fan with an Etsy shop and overnight shipping, I scored the rest of my accessories, including a dragon figurine that was giving me as much trouble as Stella’s cat mask. 

Checking the deep V-neckline to make sure the fabric tape was still doing its job over my braless chest, I admitted, “It was sort of a last-minute project.”

She pulled in her bottom lip slightly. “Then you make us look worse.” But she was laughing as she inclined her head to the front of the room.  “Give it a year. I bet you a hundred the Red Queen over there’ll have your ass working in design. ” 

I stared at Margaret, who was making the rounds from table to table, conversing with her guests and the more prestigious Emerson & Taylor employees—directors, managers, and executives. 

“Hmm, I doubt she’ll promote me.” I saw Dora and her husband—Black Widow and Captain America, which I had to admit, worked perfectly for them—return to our table carrying champagne flutes. Even though “Disturbia” was pulsing through the ballroom, making it nearly impossible for anyone else to hear me confide in Stella, I dropped my voice to a whisper. “If she did, who’d hunt down a pair of ruby red Valentino stilettos five hours before an event?”

She shook her head, causing her mask to fall again. “That’s where you were when I stopped by your office this afternoon?”

“I found them at Saks in Costa Mesa and then she sent me back because the sizing wasn’t right. She decided to wear her brocade Louboutins instead.”

Finally giving up on her disguise, she pulled it off and tossed it on the table between her place card and the centerpiece—a Manzanita tree adorned with dangling blackbirds and Victorian cameos.  

“I’ve gotta drink to that. I’m going to the bar since the servers aren’t straying this far back.” Combing her dark-painted nails through her thick hair, she pointed to my black martini. “Do you need another?”

“I think I’m okay for now.”

“You’ll probably regret that later when you’re being harassed for a dance,” she warned before slinking off, her tail swishing behind her. 

“Hey, Lizzie?” At the sound of Dora calling my name, I whipped my head in her direction and squinted through the dim lighting at the redhead. She moved into Stella’s seat to get closer to me, resting her elbows on the table. “I know this probably isn’t the time, but I found a reminder yesterday about getting you a company credit card. I’ll be out of the building tomorrow, but stop by my office next week and we can do the paperwork?”

Damn. Up until now, I’d pushed all thoughts of that credit card to the back of my mind and had been using Margaret’s personal card for all of her business expenses. Being careful to keep my face neutral, I drew back from Dora. “I’ll stop by before I go upstairs Monday morning,” I promised, hoping it would slip her mind by then. 

She looked over her shoulder to see her husband in deep conversation with a woman dressed as a rock star at the next table, before returning her attention to me. “Your boyfriend couldn’t make it?”

Linking my fingers together on the black tablecloth, I sucked in my cheeks. “I’m actually single.”

Her pink lips opened in surprise. “You’re such a beautiful girl that I just assumed....” Her voice trailed off as she stared behind me, her gray eyes narrowing and following someone. I turned and felt my own face harden at the sight of Finley Scott, dressed as Cleopatra. 

She was talking to the company’s VP—the one who’d sexed up Margaret’s former PA in the boardroom—with her hand laid casually on his arm and her head thrown back in laughter. 

From beside me, I heard Dora mutter something unmistakable. “That bitch better stay away from Oliver.” Startled, I turned around to face her, and I couldn’t stop myself from looking between her and her husband, whose back was still turned to us.

Instead of cowing, Dora’s nostrils flared. “If that look you’re giving me is because of Oliver, I can assure you it’s not what you think.” Sighing, she squeezed her eyes shut. “When he told me you might have the wrong idea about us, I told him to explain, but obviously he hasn’t.” 

Oliver and Dora had talked about me? The thought both petrified and intrigued me, so I crossed my arms and waited for her to continue. After a few seconds of frustrating silence, she explained, “Oliver is one of our closest friends—we met in college and he introduced me to Franklin, his teammate. He helped me get this job. He was the best man in our wedding. For reasons I’d prefer not to get into, I’m not a big fan of his ex.”

I started to tell her I was pretty sure Oliver could take care of himself, but instead I cocked my eyebrow. My next question was bold, so I hoped she was deep enough in her champagne not to flip out. “Then what was with that blowout on my first day, in your office?” 

She looked confused for a moment, but then her shoulders shook with laughter. “He went on a date with one of my friends. It went as expected.” Thinning her lips into a rueful smile, she shrugged. “Oliver never calls for a second date.”

Ugh. Why had I even asked? It took my mind to places it didn’t need to go. 

From what Margaret had scathingly told me earlier today—“He’ll be out celebrating Halloween with one of his sluts”—Oliver wouldn’t be here at all tonight. Since that was the case, there was no reason for me to let him crawl into my thoughts. Except here I was, surrounded by a bunch of people I didn’t know, letting the memory of blue eyes and a charming smile screw with me. 

Dora’s husband returned, and when he directed his undivided attention to her, rubbing his nose against her neck and murmuring something, I glanced away. 

“I’m going to the restroom,” I said, though I didn’t think she heard me. I tossed back the rest of my fruity cocktail. “Excuse me.”

*

Agitated, I returned from the bathroom ready for my next drink. I was still so distracted by the conversation with Dora that I nearly mowed over the very pregnant event planner as she approached me. Reaching out, I steadied her and she shot me a grateful look. 

“Oh, thank God!” she said, sliding her bra strap beneath the cap sleeve of her pink maternity dress. “Have you seen Mrs. Emerson?” 

Automatically assuming she was going into labor, my brows scrunched together in concern. Margaret would have a meltdown if that happened. Then she’d tell me to tell Natalie to hold off the contractions until the end of the party. 

“Is everything alright?” I asked, genuinely worried.

“She’s supposed to give a speech in twenty minutes, and I wanted to make sure she’s ready.”

Relieved, I scanned the crowd, looking for my stepmother’s red and gold Wonderland-inspired dress that must have cost a fortune. When I finally saw her, at the same table as Michael Scott, I fisted my hands. Seeing those two together, letting those awful memories assault me yet again, tore me up inside.  

“Right over there.” I calmly pointed Natalie in their direction, despite that old familiar monster—anger—flaring through me.

She clasped her fingers together gratefully. “You are a lifesaver. Thanks, Liz.”

“Of course.” As she walked away, I called her name and she paused, resting her hands supportively on her stomach. “Thank you for your hard work on all this.” I gestured at the lovely darkness that lingered at every corner of the ballroom and the celebrity DJ in the booth. “This is incredible. And I’m sure that the kids this night was intended for will appreciate all your hard work just as much as I do.” 

Natalie beamed. “Enjoy your night, Ms. Connelly.”

Humming the song that was playing—“Radioactive”—I continued toward the bar. When Stella and I made eye contact through the crowd, I mouthed Getting a drink to which she responded to with a nod that screamed Told you so. 

There were two bars set up, so I went left, to the one with fewer people waiting. Tapping my fingertips quietly together to the rhythm of the song, I wasn’t aware that someone was standing beside me until a strong hand touched mine. It closed around my fingers, sending a current through my skin. 

My head popped up in surprise to take in a masked face.

Well, half a mask.

It took me a moment to catch my breath. There was something about a man in a tailored suit—especially when that man was Oliver Manning—and my eyes devoured him. 

Finally, I licked my lips, causing his blue eyes to settle on my mouth. “The Phantom didn’t wear Tom Ford.”

He chuckled. The sound teased me, working its way into my skin, making it an effort to focus on anything else around me. God, I was a mess around him. And he knew it. “You remembered I enjoy Game of Thrones.” 

Briefly, I glanced down at my costume and suddenly recalled the conversation in his office when he told me he was a fan of the show. I hadn’t even thought of that as I made the costume, but when I didn’t respond, he took my silence as a confirmation. 

“And you’ve been ignoring my calls.” Releasing my hands, he fingered the wide, ornate gold belt of my costume, not seeming to care if anyone saw him as he brushed his thumb over the exposed skin between my breasts where the chiffon fabric met. I knocked his hand away and glowered up at him. “But, God, you’re too fucking much tonight for me to complain about anything.”

“I’ve been busy, and you have guests in town.”

“My mother has guests,” he corrected. “But I’d be happy to take you home with me and entertain you.”

Putting some distance between us, I swallowed down the pressure in my throat. “I was under the impression you had plans. Margaret said you’d be out celebrating Halloween with one of your sluts tonight.” At the amused turn of his mouth, I added, “Her words, not mine.”

“Margaret was wrong.” Splaying his hand on my back, he closed the space between our bodies again, urging me forward to the bar. “I’ll take Lagavulin, neat, and, for my beautiful companion,—”

“A black martini,” I told the bartender politely, before lifting my chin to Oliver. “And I’m not your companion,” I whispered furiously. 

“Of course you are. You came here alone, didn’t you?”

I pulled in a breath through my teeth. “Why don’t you go—”

Whatever I was about to say was quickly forgotten when the fingers on my back dug into my skin. It wasn’t painful. No, it was promising, possessive, and it made my throat go dry. He dipped his mouth to my ear. 

“Before you suggest I find another woman tonight, let me give you a small piece of advice: don’t let your pride make you say something you’ll regret. I’ve seen the way you react around me and other women—and the way my cock responds to your jealousy. The next woman I spend the night with will be you. Whether it’s your Khaleesi getup on my floor or one of those delicious little dresses you prance around Emerson & Taylor in—you and I will fuck.”

With that, he handed me my drink, leaving the bartender a generous tip before walking away without another word. I tried not to stare after him, God, I tried, but Oliver was magnetic. He was wrong for so many reasons—legitimate, disastrous reasons—and it was getting harder and harder to stay away. 

But no woman in her right mind could avoid him, especially after he left her hanging with a comment like that. 

Squaring my shoulders, I started in his direction, letting that force between us compel me toward him. I made it past the first couple tables, but then I felt a feminine hand on my wrist. Expecting to see my boss, I spun around wearing an accommodating look. 

Instead of the Red Queen, I was staring into Cleopatra’s heavily-lined hazel eyes. 

For once, I think I would have preferred Margaret.

“It’s so good to see you again, Lizzie!” Finley gushed.

“You, too. Are you enjoying your visit?” I hoped I sounded genuine. I sure as hell didn’t feel it, not when all I could think about was her hurling herself into Oliver’s arms two days ago. “When are you going back to Italy?”

“Oh, we were only there for a year. My brother was fortunate enough to study art, and I followed along. I mean, it’s Italy, after all.” She blew a stray piece of her black wig out her eyes and shrugged. “The woman renting my dad’s house will be moving out in a month, and starting next week, I’ll be looking for an apartment.” 

“That’s ... great news.” Since Margaret was so adamant about Oliver being with Finley, I was sure she was over the moon right now. My stomach twisted into knots that should never have been tied as I contemplated the future between Oliver and the woman standing before me. “I’m sure you’ll find something great.”

“I hope so. Maybe you and I can get together soon. I’d love to help you with the plans for Ollie’s birthday party next month.”

Ignoring the fact that hearing her call him that thoroughly irked me, I lifted an eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware I was making the plans for his birthday party,” I said as I stepped out the way of a tall man headed to the bar. 

When she smiled, the sheepishness she was trying to convey reminded me of a client I had briefly in the past—a man who was absolutely charming in public but calculating and almost cruel behind closed doors. I tilted my head, examining her. 

“Margaret said she was going to mention it to you next week,” she clarified.

“Then I’m sure we’ll be talking again soon. I’m sure you have some fantastic ideas.” I didn’t know if it was jealousy, like Oliver had mentioned a few minutes ago, but nothing about Finley sat well with me. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Lifting the hem of my costume, I headed toward my table, scanning the massive ballroom for Oliver. Each step seemed like slow motion, my heart slowly shrinking when I couldn’t find him beneath the dim lighting. 

As the DJ’s voice came over the microphone to announce Margaret would be saying a few words after the next two songs, I felt a powerful body brush against mine. I felt his hands on my hips, but his movements were so smooth and discreet that nobody seemed to realize we were touching. 

“I thought you left,” I whispered.

Oliver’s breath tickled my ear, and I could feel every pulse point on my body going into a frenzy at once. “Dance with me.”

Gasping for air, I watched as he moved around me and walked casually out a side door. My eyes darted around to make sure nobody saw us. Then I followed the path he’d taken, stepping out into a narrow staircase. 

“Oliver?” 

But he didn’t answer. All I could hear was “Seven Devils” and my own heart. With each step, it seemed to throb louder, harder.

“Oliver?” I whispered when I reached a door at the top of the stairs. It was slightly ajar, and I pulled it open to see that it was a private balcony. I glanced around, taking in the sparse furnishings—a black loveseat with a tiny table beside it. His empty Scotch glass and the Phantom of the Opera mask sat on that table. 

At last, I looked at him.

He was leaning against the railing with his back to me.  Giving the party going on below one final look, he jerked the curtain closed. “Lock that,” he ordered.

A dance my ass, I thought.

But I turned around, my hands trembling as I twisted the tiny lock on the doorknob. Over the sound of Florence Welch’s haunting lyrics, I heard his footsteps closing the space between us. A moment later, I felt his hands on me, one on my hip and the other resting over my collarbone. His thumb stroked my throat, and his lips skimmed my ear.

“You just don’t quit, do you?” I demanded, fighting a moan as my back arched and I molded against him. “Is this it then? That one night? What happened to making it last?”

His fingers trailed from my collarbone until he firmly cupped one of my breasts, evoking a gasp from the back of my throat. “This,” he rasped in my ear, “this is an appetizer. This is me reiterating just how bad I want you.” His firm chest nudged me forward, and I splayed my hands out on the door in front of me. 

“Oliver—” I whispered over the music playing downstairs. Drenched with the promise of vengeance, the song was so fitting for this moment, it made my head spin. It was a reminder that I should walk away and pretend I never came up here. A reminder that I had so much to do, and Oliver—beautiful, confident, oblivious Oliver—was a liability if it came down to laying flames to his mother’s kingdom. 

“I—”

“I want you, Lizzie.” His fingers moved from my hips, giving my ass a rough squeeze, and the desire building at the base of my spine expanded, overwhelming me. “Everywhere and every way.”

I breathed in deeply, squeezing my eyes closed and trying to find my voice. He’d stolen it right out of my body. 

His lips touched my neck, and I felt his tongue flicking against my skin. “I want to taste that beautiful body of yours,” he said. Turning me around, he pushed me against the door. The wind left my body, leaving me dizzy and breathless, gasping for air. He pinned my wrists on either side of me and stared down at me with starving eyes. Painstakingly slow, he eased forward until his thick erection was cuddled up to my aching core, and my sex automatically clenched. 

“But first—” he started, and I shook my head, cutting him off in gasping anticipation.  

“You play so fucking dirty, Oliver.” Beneath his grip, I fisted my hands. “So dirty it hurts.” Even saying it out loud just seemed to make the dampness forming between my thighs so much more intense. 

A wicked smile tugged at his mouth. “First,” he continued, “I’m going to remind you why you want all that to happen.”

“And what would—”

But then, his lips came down hard on mine, obliterating what I was about to say next. 

Chapter 11

––––––––

Oliver’s mouth seized mine, issuing a seductive challenge that I wasn’t about to back down from. I leaned into him, breathed him in, tasting the flavor of vodka intermingling with scotch as our tongues moved together. He released one of my wrists, immediately cupping my neck. Electricity hummed through my fingers, through every part of my body rubbing his, but I managed to bring my trembling hand to the lapel on the left side of his jacket. 

His fingertips snagged a few stray strands of my hair when he tilted my head further back, and a low moan escaped my throat. He made a noise like he was about to say something, but then he released an impatient groan and deepened the kiss, his tongue driving me half-crazy with desire as it tormented my mouth. 

My body wanted him. My body wanted to feel the weight of his pressed against it, the slick of his sweat mixing with mine.

Loosening his grip on my other wrist, he trailed his palm down the exposed skin of my back to settle on the curve of my ass, and I grabbed his other lapel. I wanted to rip the designer jacket off of him, to hear the fabric rending beneath my grasp, to see my costume on his floor tomorrow morning.  

I wanted him.

He drew my back away from the door, his lips never breaking their sensual hold over mine. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I registered that the song had changed to Puscifer’s toe-curling “Rev 22-20,” but I didn’t realize his intentions until our bodies grinded together. 

Dancing. 

Dear God. He was dancing with me. Dancing and kissing me and taking away all my good sense. 

When the chorus started, he tore our mouths apart, and though my lids were still closed, I could feel his blue eyes penetrating me. “I have to leave once this song finishes.” 

What? Opening my eyes slowly, I stared up at him, noticing the strained expression on his face. “You’re leaving,” I repeated sluggishly.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he growled, sounding tortured. “I came here tonight to tell you in person that I’ll be in New York on business for the next week. I’m flying out in a few hours.”

“So you came here to get me all turned on, just to tell me you were leaving?” The frustration in my voice was palpable, and I swallowed hard. “That’s so messed up.”

“Almost as fucked up as you avoiding my calls for the last two days,” he countered, causing me to release my hold on his jacket and step away from him. I was angry enough to hit him—or drag him onto that loveseat with me—and I didn’t trust myself enough to be within breathing distance. “Come here, Lizzie,” he ordered.

I shook my head. “Your mother is giving a speech in a couple minutes, and I’m sure she’ll be freaking—” 

“Come here.” He jerked me against his body, shushing my words with his mouth as his hands resumed their spot on my back and neck. I loved and hated the way he could kiss me speechless, and when he pulled away, all I could do was trace my tongue over my lips. He’d left me that affected.

With my dating history—my real life, not the fantasy I exuded every time I met a client—I’d kissed and had been kissed more times than I cared to admit, and I thought I’d felt every emotion that came with the act. 

I was wrong. 

Not only was the frustration still echoing through me, but the aching pull of longing dragged through my body, pooling between my thighs, and I couldn’t breathe—couldn’t think—as he held me to him.

“I didn’t plan on bringing you up here. But when I saw you—” Pausing, he let out a laugh that was just a touch remorseful. “—nobody else in that room existed.”

My lips parted to speak, but his hand on my nape moved around and covered my mouth. “Don’t talk, Lizzie. Don’t argue. Just let me hold you.”

There were so many things I wanted to say to him, to ask him, but instead, I pulled in a deep breath and kept quiet. Our gazes stayed locked as we moved in rhythm to the sexy lyrics. Finally, the song faded away, and I dropped my hands from his jacket again. Backing away from him, I fisted handfuls of chiffon fabric. 

It was the only way I wouldn’t try to touch him. 

“When will you be back?” I asked, tuning out the fact that Margaret was being introduced to a round of applause downstairs. 

“Next Friday night.” He closed the space between us again, hovering one of his hands over the side of my face, like he was fighting the urge to feel me too. “And that’s when I’m having you for dinner.”

“Dinner or sex?” I heard myself question.

The most delicious smile stretched his face, making it impossible not to stare at his mouth. I shouldn’t want to taste him this badly. “Apparently you weren’t listening, beautiful. I said I was having you for dinner.”

An image of him naked raced through my thoughts, and I squeezed my thighs together. “When do you need an answer by?” I asked, barely managing to keep my voice cool and unaffected. 

He walked past me toward the door, pausing just a moment to inhale my scent. My pulse sped up. “I didn’t ask you a question.” 

I spun around to face him with my arms crossed over my chest. “What?”

“Because of the current state of your panties. Because, when I was holding you a few minutes ago, you whispered more.” He unlocked the door, and my disappointment reached a zenith. He was really leaving. “You’ve already given me your answer, Lizzie, and by this time next week, you’ll be too busy coming to ask for more.”

I hadn’t realized I said anything while we were dancing, and a flush tingled up my neck and face. “Is that a challenge?”

“That’s a promise.” Yanking me to him, he spun me around so that I was right where we started—with my back slammed up against the wall. His strong fingers pulled my dress up, until the blue chiffon was bunched around my hips, and he held it in place with one hand. “This—” He smiled wickedly, and my sex throbbed with anticipation. “This is a challenge.” 

He skimmed his finger beneath my seamless Victoria’s Secret panties, pushing them aside. Giving me a meaningful look, he touched me, circling his knuckle around the slickness he found between my thighs. 

“This,” he murmured appreciatively, flicking my clit, “This is a beautiful thing.”

I gasped, bucking my hips against his hand. “I have to go back to the party.” Despite the blood rushing to my ears, I could vaguely hear Margaret’s speech taking place downstairs. “You know that, don’t you?”

“I know.” But he squeezed my center between his knuckles, sliding his fingers back and forth until I was grasping at him wildly, pulling wherever my hands made contact. One of the buttons on his shirt popped off, landing on the floor between our feet. “Trust me, I hate to leave you.”

“Then you shouldn’t be doing this,” I moaned, feeling the pressure building already. It was too fast. Too soon. Forcing myself to resume some self-control, I put my hand between our bodies, grabbing his hardness roughly through his dress pants. He sucked in a breath between his teeth. “Tell me the truth; is this a challenge for me or you?” I rasped as he continued to stroke my pussy.

Ignoring my question, he teased me until I was at the point of breaking, and as soon as I did, he drowned out my sob of pleasure with his mouth. His tongue spread my lips apart, hot and demanding, as the orgasm rocked my body. 

I was still trembling, still such a whimpering mess when our mouths parted that I wouldn’t have heard his answer had he not pressed his lips right to my ear.  “It’s a challenge for us both, beautiful. While I’m gone, all you’ll think about is how that would’ve felt if it had been my cock instead.” 

I felt my panties shimmying down my legs, and I swallowed hard as I realized he planned to take them with him. Wearing a satisfied smirk, he let the skirt of my dress fall into place as he stuffed my underwear into his pocket. 

“And I’ll think of nothing but this.” He brought his wet knuckles to his lips and traced his tongue over them, skimmed his teeth over his own skin. My sex quaked as I pictured myself shoving his face between my thighs, his mouth taking the place of his fingers. 

“This is a cruel challenge,” I whispered, but he bent his head and touched his lips to mine. 

“That’s the point. Goodnight, Lizzie,” he drawled against my mouth. Then, before I could stop him, he was gone. 

*

I stumbled into my apartment a few minutes after midnight, hot and bothered and without panties, thanks to Oliver and his expert hands. All the lights were off, including the guest bedroom that Pen was crashing in, and I was glad my best friend wasn’t around to witness my slow burn tonight. She would immediately guess that Oliver was behind my frustration, and I probably wouldn’t hear the end of it.

Yawning, I wiggled out of my costume and draped it over the chair beside my bed. I stared at the chiffon creation longer than necessary, Oliver’s words from earlier that evening churning in my brain—“Whether it’s your Khaleesi getup on my floor or one of those delicious little dresses you prance around Emerson & Taylor in, you and I will fuck.”

He’d said that to me wearing a confident little grin, even though he had no plans whatsoever for us to spend tonight together. And that infuriated me. As selfish as it was to admit, other than uncovering the details surrounding my father’s death and figuring out who’d called me five months ago, spending the entirety of my twenty-fourth birthday in Oliver Manning’s bed was one of the few wishes I had this year.

And now he was gone for the next week.

“Screw you, Oliver,” I muttered, stalking into the small, private bathroom on the far side of my bedroom. Twisting on the faucet in the stand-up shower, I stood beneath the hot water and watched the steam make the bathroom foggy. I showered slowly, tracing my fingers carefully over the parts of my body that he had touched. 

Closed my eyes and pictured it was his hands all over me instead of my own.

Eventually, when the water ran cold, I wrapped myself in a towel and padded into my bedroom. Dressing quickly, I slid between the cool sheets. And I finally accepted the fact that I was sleeping alone tonight. 

*

The bouncing sensation that came from someone jumping on my mattress shook me awake the next morning. Shooting straight up in bed, my gaze landed on boobs and then a mane of brown hair whipping into my face and hers when Pen slammed down on the pillow next to me.

“You scared the hell out of me!” I held my hand firmly against my throbbing chest. “Nothing’s wrong, is there?” 

She batted her eyelashes. “Happy birthday, Gemma Emerson.”

It was sad—I’d heard the name Lizzie so much lately, being called by my real name was a bit of a shock to my system, but I quickly recovered. “Thanks.” I rubbed my hand over my face. “What time is it?”

“Nine-fifteen.”

Shit. Work. Margaret was going to have my head on a silver platter if I wasn’t in her office with her usual scalding hot cup of bullshit in fifteen minutes, and since I’d be lucky to make it out my apartment by that time, I was screwed. 

Scrambling off my bed, I started for my closet. 

Pen stopped me by getting up and literally barring me with her curvy body. 

“What are you doing?” I demanded, stepping around her. 

“The stepmonster called half an hour ago. She woke up this morning and decided she wanted to go to some spa in Ojai, but she said she would send you a to-do list.” 

Pausing in the doorway to the walk-in closet, I turned to look at her, tapping my bare toes against the laminate floor. “You answered my phone?”

Throwing herself on the bed, Pen eased back on her elbows and stared across the room at me. “Well, I tried to wake you up first, but when it looked like your loud-ass snores weren’t stopping, I pretended to be you. By the way, she didn’t notice.” 

My mouth slack in disbelief, I dropped down in the chair by my bed and buried my face in my hands. “Ugh, I’m probably the most ill-informed personal assistant in history.” I moved my head from either side. “She tells me everything last minute. Not that I’m complaining about that today—I could definitely use a day away from her.” 

While I hadn’t consumed enough alcohol to get drunk last night, my head was reeling, and every few seconds my attention snapped to the costume draped on the armrest beside me—a reminder of what hadn’t happened. It was a bittersweet memory that coaxed goose bumps across the surface of my skin. 

“Plus it’s your birthday.” The mattress creaked, and then I heard the suggestive smile in her voice as she asked, “So ... how was your night?” 

I wasn’t ready to talk about Oliver, not when my body reacted so easily to the mere mention of his name and the sight of the dress he’d pushed around my hips, so I decided to focus on his mother—my stepmother. 

I combed my hands through my pale blond hair before pushing the tangled locks behind my ears. “They made a lot of money, and I found out Margaret is matching all donations with a giant charitable endowment to the foster program.” Rolling my eyes, I released a harsh laugh. “As much as I want to hate her, she makes it a little bit difficult when she does things like that.”

At Penelope’s sudden quietness, wariness pulled my features into a tight frown. “Is everything alright?” I questioned.

“Better than alright,” she promised, but her tight smile made my chest constrict. “But I should probably let you get ready to get started on the she-devil’s list.” She hopped off the bed, starting toward my door. “You don’t have any birthday plans for this weekend, do you?”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course I do, because everyone here knows it’s my birthday.”

Pen’s forced smile turned into a very genuine grin. “Just making sure.”

*

An hour later, I walked through the lobby of Emerson & Taylor, feeling my cheery smile at having the day all to myself slowly slip away as I approached Carl at the security desk. The pitying look he gave me was undeniable, and I shifted uncomfortably as I handed him my employee ID.

He scanned it quickly but before he handed it back to me, he moved his shiny head a couple inches closer to mine. “I thought you deserved to know,” he said in a grave voice, “Mrs. Emerson has been upstairs for two hours, and she’s called down here three times already, wanting to know if you were here yet.”

I felt my heart sink as I tossed the badge down in my bag. What the hell happened with Margaret going on a spa retreat? 

“Thanks for the heads-up!” Giving Carl a grateful, shaky smile, I turned the corner. 

As I waited for the elevator with a woman I recognized as the HR receptionist, I kept my appearance calm as I texted Pen.

I thought you said Margaret wouldn’t be here. Security just let me know she’s been in her office for over an hour waiting for me.

My best friend responded a few seconds after the other woman got off on the second floor. Check your phone log. She definitely called. 

Biting the inside of my lip, I went to my call history. Just as Pen had promised, the very first call on the list came from Margaret. She’d contacted me at 8:49 AM from her home phone number, and her call with my best friend had apparently lasted for just one minute, ten seconds.  

So what was going on? 

Rubbing my palms down the front of my A-line houndstooth dress, I walked tentatively into Margaret’s office, my legs wobbly inside of my black knee-high boots. She was on the phone, but that didn’t stop her from jabbing her red-manicured finger to the seat in front of her desk.

“...Monday morning is not good enough, Mr. Harding, I need it sent now,” she barked. “Then email me the document and I’ll sign and fax it right back over.” Slamming the phone down, she focused her undivided attention on me, her icy features contorted into a harsh expression.

God, this was not going to be good.

“Where the hell were you this morning?” she demanded sharply. “You’re an hour late, and in all honesty, I’ve needed you since I stepped foot into this goddamn building at eight.”

From what both Carl and Margaret had told me, she’d been inside her office for the majority of the morning. There was no way she could have called me at 8:49 from her house like my call log was showing me. Although I hated pointing fingers, it didn’t take many guesses to figure out who might have called me from my father’s old house.

Still, I couldn’t accuse Finley because I had a feeling Margaret would lose her shit. From what I could see, my boss worshiped Oliver’s ex, even if he had moved on.

“Where were you?” she repeated through clenched teeth. Before I could answer, she twisted her laptop around so I had a clear view of the screen. A popular L.A. based lifestyle-and-entertainment website was pulled up, and the headline read Emerson & Taylor Charity Gala Nets Record Contributions.  That was a good thing, wasn’t it?

But then my eyes dipped down and I saw the photo that accompanied the article. Even though my face was completely obscured because the picture was captured from Oliver’s side while we waited together for a drink, it was obvious to anyone in attendance that the woman beside him was me. The blond hair and flowing aqua-blue costume made sure of that. 

Reading the caption beneath the photo, my heart felt like it had lodged in my throat. The Bad Boy Next Door Meets the Mother of Dragons – Oliver Manning of Manning Hotel Group and guest attends the Emerson & Taylor Costume ball last night.

When I swallowed hard, Margaret smirked and turned her laptop back around to face her. “Let me ask you again, where were you this morning, Ms. Connelly? Because if it was with my son, you can pack your belongings and leave this office now.”

Chapter 12

––––––––

“I woke up alone. And I went to bed alone,” I said honestly, struggling to keep my voice even. I prayed she hadn’t noticed my disappearance during her speech last night, but if she mentioned it, I was prepared to make up any excuse necessary to keep my job. 

“You understand, of course, how suspect it looks that you were with my son—whom I had no idea even came to the party—and then you were late to work this morning.”

“Mr. Manning spoke to me briefly last night to let me know how impressed he was with the event, which was obviously when this photo was taken.” There was a fine line between dismissive and defensive, and I was balancing precariously on the edge. Releasing a laugh, I shrugged one of my shoulders in a flippant motion. “The media adores him, and they look for any opportunity to get his picture. No matter who’s standing in the way.”

My boss digested what I said for a long moment, slitting her light blue eyes. At last, she leaned back in her chair and tapped her fingers against her thin lips softly. Her gaze focused distractedly on something behind me, but I kept my shoulders squared and my eyes on her face. 

“Oliver doesn’t always have the best taste in women. Obviously, you understand why I’m so protective over my son?” 

There was nothing quite like being told I was a mother’s worst nightmare for her son—and on my birthday, of all days. I straightened my back painfully. “I’m sorry to hear that. And of course I understand.” 

Sighing, she moved her head, her wavy highlighted hair swishing around her narrow face. “My husband was the same way.”

My stomach lurched painfully. Was she talking about my father or Oliver’s dad? I searched her distant expression, wishing she’d say more, all the while knowing it was impossible for me to ask. After the way we’d started this morning, I felt like my job was hanging on by a thread already. Pissing her off would probably put an end to my Los Angeles pilgrimage. 

Plus, something about her demeanor today seemed ... off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but her typical icy behavior was mixed with another emotion that made her fidgety and unfocused. 

“Again, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said cautiously, and she snapped her head in my direction. 

“I’m going to tell you this now because I’m sure you’ve probably heard the water cooler chatter before—Greg Emerson and I were engaged twice.” 

Actually, I’d never heard that before, and my body automatically angled forward. Pushing away from her glass desk, she walked over to the window behind her and stared down. Splaying her hand out on the glass, she snorted. 

“The first time, he let some gold-digging Russian whore turn his head.”

My mouth fell open, but I immediately snapped it shut. Still, I felt the blood rushing to my face. At first, I wondered if I’d been found out. Then I observed the smug look on my stepmother’s face. 

No, she didn’t realize who I was. The only thing she knew was that she wanted to shame me. And though I knew for certain I wasn’t a parasite, the words hit so close to home they stung.

I’d worked in the adult industry since I was eighteen—first as a phone sex operator before I even lost my virginity, and then as an escort named “Alice” for the last three years—and I’d heard the words gold-digger and whore thrown at me only once. It was permanently embedded in my mind.

It had happened about a year ago, and I still remembered the jolt that snapped through my body when the guy—the CEO of a bank—went from calling me exquisite to every negative name in the book after I’d refused to snort coke and have sex with him. 

I’d held in all emotion as I’d gathered my stuff from his hotel suite and listened to him rant about what a horrible review he planned on giving my agency, but as soon as the cab let me off at my apartment, I broke down.

Mentally replaying what Margaret said in my thoughts once more, I felt like gasoline was being thrown over the fire already raging within me. Because as I heard her snippy gold-digging Russian whore jab, it dawned on me she not only insulted me, she’d also obviously called out my mom.

Although my father’s first wife had never been mentioned when I was younger, I knew that she was an American woman—the heiress to a South Carolina-based furniture company. It had ended amicably in the early seventies—two years after it started—and she and my dad hadn’t felt the need to stay in touch. 

My mom had been my father’s second wife. 

She’d only been twenty when they met, a model hired for one of Emerson & Taylor’s spring campaigns, and I could still remember my dad staring at her affectionately, telling me that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. 

My mom was not some money-chasing Russian anything.

She had been everything to me.

“I’m not calling you a gold-digger, Ms. Connelly. I just want you to know I’m very concerned about who my son dates.” She sat back down across from me, and I fisted my hands in my lap. “While I may not be able to discourage him from some of his other—” She wrinkled her turned-up nose. “—conquests, I can at least make sure my assistant isn’t sleeping with him.”

Conquests.

It took an exhausting amount of effort not to reach across the desk and tell Margaret my mom was Ukrainian, not Russian. That even though she wasn’t perfect, she certainly hadn’t been a gold-digger. That, had the roles been reversed, my mom would have never turned Oliver away, offering him a settlement in exchange for him disappearing from her life. 

That I wasn’t a goddamn conquest.

Blinking back the tears that punched at my eyelids, I stretched my lips into a smile that broke my heart. “Luckily, your husband came to his senses,” I replied, and Margaret sneered. “And even luckier, I have no interest in Oliver or his wealth. I’m sorry that I was late, but I value my job too much to—”

Margaret held up her hand, cutting off the partial lie. “I’ve got it, Ms. Connelly.” Tightening her mouth, she gestured at the door. “Since you failed to bring my coffee earlier, I’ll take a large now.”

*

I’d never been a crier. When I was a little girl and had gotten hurt, or when a boyfriend had ended things with me as an adult, I never let the tears fall. My father had instilled that in me. Before my parents split up, my dad had always gently reminded me that tears solved nothing. It was better to face whatever problem I had directly with a clear head. As I drove home from work that evening, though, a hot path of tears flowed freely down my cheeks, landing on the front of my black and white dress, making it difficult for me to see. 

This was the second time I’d flat-out cried since all the lies began five months ago, and it was a culmination of every emotion hurtling through me today. Frustration at the fact I had yet to figure out everything I came to California for, rage at what Margaret had said about my mother earlier, and anger at Finley Scott for the bullshit joke that had helped spawn my boss’ tirade. 

Shame, for the first time, over the job I’d started to make ends meet.

And confusion and lust and dizziness because of Oliver. 

He was quickly getting into my head, occupying an increasing space in my thoughts. After parking in my usual spot in the apartment garage, I rested my forehead on the black leather steering wheel. “Get a grip,” I warned myself, rubbing the tears from my face with the back of my hands. “Get a grip before you lose everything for just a few hours of sex.”

Even if those few hours could be the intense explosion Oliver’s fingers and mouth had promised. 

Heading up to my apartment, I threw my bag and keys on the foyer table and released a groan as I walked toward the dining room, where Pen had been practically living ever since she and August started their secret project. 

“I swear that woman is a four-letter word that rhymes with runt, and—”

“Gemma, look who’s here!” she shouted. 

I froze a few feet from the table at the sight of a tall man sitting with Pen. Lifting her face, she gave me an apologetic look and mouthed, “I tried to call you.” 

“What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded. Bearded, with a dark buzz cut that I knew grew out into curls, Linc Connelly was probably the best thing I’d laid eyes on all day. 

He stood up, holding his arms out wide. “I wasn’t going to miss your birthday,” he announced when I nearly knocked him over tackling him. He wrapped me up tightly, keeping our crotches from touching as he smooshed his lips to my cheek in a brotherly kiss. When he leaned me away from him, his smooth forehead was wrinkled. 

“You’ve been crying.” 

I brushed my fingers over the spot where his lips touched, finding it slightly damp. In my periphery, I saw Pen’s face screw up in concern, and although I’d probably tell her everything later, it wasn’t possible to say anything with Linc standing nearby.  

In a day full of excuses, what could one more hurt?

“I poked myself in the eye with my mascara,” I said. “So, no, you don’t have to shoot anyone today, Agent Connelly.”

I shot him the mandatory dirty look, and he stifled a laugh. “You shouldn’t put on makeup and drive.”

“But,” Pen chimed in loudly from behind us, and we both looked at her, “you should probably get dressed.”

“Penelope,” I groaned, and she scratched the peacock on her left shoulder and grinned sheepishly. 

“I didn’t know he was coming, and there’s no way I’m cancelling our plans.” Hopping up from the table, she wiggled her eyebrows at her brother. “Sorry, Asshat, but it looks like you’re DD tonight.”

*

A couple hours later, I swirled my beer, watching as my best friend danced against a redheaded guy beneath the flashing lights at the appropriately named Club Chaos. The line waiting out front had stretched around the corner, and though she’d explained to her brother and me that she’d had our names on the list for weeks, I had a feeling she’d used her special skills to get us a spot tonight.  

Linc had given her a ghost of a smile, but it was obvious he wasn’t buying her excuse either.

“When does your friend come back to town?” he asked me, dragging my focus from the dance floor. I had no idea the extent of what his sister had told him about our stay in California, and I rested my elbows on the table. 

“By Christmas, I hope.”

“You plan on coming home then, even if he’s not back.”

“Maybe.”

He placed his own elbows on the table and leaned in close to me, his jade green eyes dancing with amusement. “Did Penelope let you know, she told me you were out here apartment-sitting for one of your female colleagues?”

Dammit. I hated lying to him—loathed it almost as much as not giving Pen the entire truth—and I felt like shit when I offered him a hesitant smile. “Maybe I didn’t want you to worry about me. Did you stop to think that might be why I asked her to tell you that?”

He wore a skeptical look when he rested his shoulders to the red leather booth. “What’s she up to, Gem?”

“I’m sorry?”

“I know my sister like the back of my damn hand. I can tell when she’s up to something.”

“Calm your tits, Agent Connelly,” I teased, sounding so much like Pen that he couldn’t help but grin. “She’s not up to anything besides working like crazy on some new software her company’s launching next year.”

A lot of that was the truth. Although I had no idea what she was doing for August, I knew she’d been doing legitimate work for her job back in Vegas. 

Tilting his head to the side, Linc scratched his scruffy chin. “You know I’ll always help both of you,” he said carefully, and I rolled my eyes theatrically in response so that he’d see it beneath the dark booth lighting. “Are you sure my sister’s not into anything sketchy?”

“She’s being perfectly—” To my relief, Pen picked that exact moment to shimmy over to our booth and slam down next to her brother. “Having fun?” 

“Not as much fun as if you were dancing with me!” she sang, and my lip twitched. I had no plans to dance when I came in here, but with Linc’s eyes burning a hole into the side of my face, I turned to him. “Can you keep an eye on my drink?”

For a few seconds, he studied me closely, and I felt my chest hammer under the scrutiny. From the day he first stepped foot in my life six years ago, I’d never been very good at lying to him, and he always saw right through me. Then he nodded and turned to his sister with a forced chuckle. 

“You just brought me here just to watch your stuff.”

Grabbing my hand, she smirked. “I feel a little less bad now that you realize it.” She urged me out of the booth. “Be back in a few, big brother!”

I felt myself relax completely as soon as we stepped out onto the floor and I moved my hips to the sound of Halestorm’s rendition of The Beatles’ “I Want You.” Spotting Linc, who was already on his phone, I gave him a little wave and turned my back to him. “Thank you,” I told Pen, widening my eyes in relief.

Swinging her hair over one shoulder, she gave me a pointed look. “Alright, spill it. You came in earlier looking like someone mugged you after pissing on your shoes. What happened?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. I showed up to work to find that Margaret wasn’t who called me this morning, and—”

Her eyes bulging, Pen’s slim fingers cupped both of my shoulders. “Hold on, what?”

“I’m pretty sure Oliver’s ex-girlfriend was who called.” I still hadn’t figured out what to do about Finley, but there was no way I was letting it go. No matter who she was. At Pen’s disgusted face, I danced around her, whispering in her ear, “And then a picture of Oliver and me made the front page of a lifestyle website.”

She caught my hand and looked over her shoulder. “You didn’t tell me you were with Mr. Sex-In-A-Suit last night.”

“I wasn’t with him, I just bumped into him and we talked for a few minutes.” During which he proceeded to drive my body absolutely crazy with his mouth and fingers, but that was beside the point. “So, of course, Margaret flipped out and let me know how she feels about me being around her son.”

For close to a minute, Pen was quiet, letting the guitar solo in the middle of the song play. She bobbed her head to the music, but I knew she was absorbing what I’d told her so far. When the vocals resumed, she questioned, “And, let me guess, the stepmonster had something to say about that?”

I felt my phone vibrate in its spot between my breasts, but I ignored it. “She doesn’t want gold-diggers like the Russian whore my dad used to be married to sinking their claws into Oliver.” Saying those words aloud sent acid rushing to the back of my throat, and I swallowed it down and blinked hard. 

When I opened my eyes, I saw that Pen’s mouth was parted, and she had a horrified look on her face.

“She said that to you?” Her voice was lowered to an angry growl. “She actually sat in front of you and said that?”

“And she didn’t even flinch.”

Her nostrils flared, and she was about to say something else, but a hand on my shoulder made her pause. I looked behind me to see a perfectly-coiffed blond man—the type of guy who used to be my type—and yet, I felt nothing as I smiled at him politely. 

He moved his mouth close to my ear. “I was watching you—”

“She’d love to,” Pen practically shouted, shoving me against him.

Although I kept dancing, I glowered at my best friend, who responded with a shit-eating grin. “It’s your birthday,” she leaned forward and whispered. “You deserve a little fun.”

And as I danced with the good-looking blond and my best friend, letting the sexy, repetitive lyrics move through my body, I realized she was right. I needed to escape being Lizzie for one night. 

I needed to be Gemma instead. 

When the Halestorm song faded away to Theory of a Deadman’s “Gentleman,” my partner gave me a questioning look, but I shook my head. 

“Sorry, bathroom break,” I shouted over the music, even though I didn’t have to go. With a suggestive roll of my eyes, I jabbed my finger over my shoulder at Pen. He cast his megawatt smile on her and danced against her as I swiftly departed the floor.  

Avoiding our table and the imminent heart-to-heart with Linc in favor of the restroom, I fished my phone from the front of my halter-top. When I saw the message was from Oliver, my hands clenched around my phone for a moment before I slackened my grip. 

I waited until I was behind a bathroom stall and sitting on a closed toilet to check the text, feeling my heart hammering in my throat as I read it slowly.

Well after midnight here, and I can’t get you out of my head. Your smell, your taste, and your body—I’m counting down the days until that’s all mine.

Holding my phone close to my chest, I released a tremulous sigh. Just when I made up my mind to put everything about Lizzie out of my head for the night, he had to send me a message and remind me that it was impossible to escape the way he made me feel. And after a day like today, I savored everything about his words. I allowed them to penetrate my veins and warm me before I wrote a reply.

You’re not out tonight? What kind of Bad-Boy-Next-Door are you? Also, I never gave you an answer. 

As I waited with, I hated to admit, baited breath, I flushed the unused commode and stepped out to check my appearance in the mirror. Every few seconds, I glanced down at my phone screen. When a new text showed up, I let out a tiny noise from the back of my throat that caught the attention of the woman looking at herself in the mirror next to me.

“You sound whipped,” she pointed out drunkenly and grabbed her cocktail from the quartz countertop, dancing away to the end of the song straining through the bathroom vents. 

When I opened Oliver’s text, my breath caught at the photo he shared. It was of the TV in his hotel room, and it was paused on a particularly epic Lagertha and Ragnar scene from the first season of Vikings—the show I’d suggested he watch when we had lunch in his office. Below the picture, his message sped up my pulse.

Spent the day in meetings and am too tired to go out, so I started season one. You were right about it. Also, I WILL see you. It’s inevitable.

Inevitable. What a beautiful, tragic word.

Sighing tremulously, I tucked my phone back in its spot in my bra and left the restroom in search of Linc and Pen.

“Happy birthday, Gemma,” I whispered softly to myself. 

Chapter 13

––––––––

“I’ll probably be back next month,” Linc told me first thing Monday as he walked to my front door carrying his duffle bag. 

Making sure my bathrobe was secured around my body, I slid onto the leather armchair on the other side of the open room and tucked one of my feet under my butt.  “Next month?” I tapped my fingers on my thighs. “Why so soon?”

He rocked forward on the balls of his feet and cast a meaningful look behind me toward the dining room table. If Pen were around this morning, she’d probably have her ass planted in the seat closest to the kitchen entrance, furiously pecking away at her laptop. Except Pen wasn’t around. 

“I’m putting a down payment on a Jeep from a private owner in Santa Monica, and I’ll be picking it up then,” he said. 

This was the first time he’d said anything about buying a car that would bring him back to L.A., and I bit the inside of my lip until I tasted copper. It was obvious what he was doing, but I wasn’t going to let him know that him being around bothered me. Taking a quick peek down at my phone to see that it was eight fifteen, I saw I had a new text from Margaret—I need you to stop by my house to pick up the McQueen suit hanging in the laundry room. Be here no later than ten.

Thank God. She’d just given me a way to return the court documents to her home office, and my expression was full of relief when I looked at Linc. “We’ll definitely have to do something fun when you come back.”

Sighing heavily, he sagged his shoulders. “Gem ... are you sure there’s nothing up with my sister?”

It was the fourth time he’d asked me that question since Friday night, and it was starting to wear on me. Pen had been out of the apartment most of Saturday and part of yesterday, leaving me to entertain her brother while she did God knew what. 

And once again, this morning she was nowhere to be found.

Personally, I was at the point where I was worried, and I never pried into the parts of her life she chose not to tell me about. 

Twisting the sash of my white terry cloth robe between my fingers, I swallowed my unease. “She’s been working her ass off. You should be proud of her, not breathing down her neck,” I reprimanded softly.

“I’m very proud of my sister.” He dropped his head back to stare at the ceiling. I watched his Adam’s apple bob a few times before he lowered his attention to me. “But I’m worried about her. I’m also worried about you.”

“You shouldn’t.”

Dropping his bag in the foyer, he was in the living room in a matter of seconds, sitting on the ottoman near the armchair. He leaned forward with his forearms on his thighs and glowered at me, openly frustrated. Linc Connelly had the whole law enforcement glare perfected—and with him looking at me like that, all I wanted to do was confess. 

Knowing what a disaster coming clean would be, I lifted my chin high, attempting to seem undaunted. “Yes?” I asked icily—my best Margaret Manning-Emerson impersonation. 

“Next time, use more Febreze,” he told me loudly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“The scent of bullshit is all over the place. Between Pen leaving every five seconds and you rushing into the other room every time your phone rings, I’m wondering what’s going on here.”

Gripping the sides of my chair, I straightened my spine. “Pen hacks her company’s software for a living and I’m an escort, Linc.” When he flinched at my wording, I continued, “I don’t know how else to explain it to you without going into details you don’t want to hear.”

Even when I was a phone sex operator—when I would actually get up from the table in the middle of dinner to take a call—I’d always been upfront with Linc and Pen about my job. No point in trying to sugarcoat it now, especially when I needed him to leave so I could get ready for the other job he was clueless I even had.

Shaking his head, he released a laugh overflowing with exasperation. “You two are up to something.” When I started to speak, he jerked his head from side to side. “Dammit, Gemma, I know—”

“Do you want me to ask Pen to go back to Vegas?”

Throwing up his hands, he stood up and crossed his arms over his chest. “She’d fucking kill me for having you ask her, you know that.”

Scrunching my nose, I held my thumb and forefinger a couple centimeters apart. “Maybe just maim you a little.” I tapped the home button on my phone again to illuminate the screen, gritting my teeth when I saw that it was now eight twenty. Luckily, I’d already taken a shower, because I was running out of time and I still needed to get dressed. 

Placing the phone face down on the side table, I twisted my lip inquisitively. “Didn’t you tell me last night at dinner you had to be back in Vegas by twelve thirty? You’re cutting it a little close, aren’t you?”

He looked at the time on the cable box several feet away and scrubbed his palm over his face. “Shit, I am,” he muttered.  “Listen, can you tell Pen—whenever she gets in—I had to go?”  

“Of course.” Coming to my feet, I walked over to him, letting him pull me in for a side hug. As he ruffled my damp blond hair, I gave his unkempt beard the stink eye. “You should get rid of that,” I complained, and he stepped away from me wearing a smirk.

“It’s No-Shave-November.”

Snorting, I clutched my robe together. “It’s a good thing I’m not home, then. I’d have to break into your apartment to shear you.”

Walking backward toward the door, he pointed his finger at me. “By the way, Gemma, I still don’t buy half of what you or Pen have told me this weekend.” But regardless of his words, each step lightened the pressure I’d felt the last few days. “Actually, I don’t buy any of it.”

He wouldn’t, and I felt like crap for lying to him, but what the hell was I supposed to say?

Oh, remember that evil beyotch I told you about— the one who was married to my dad? Well, I’m working for her now because your sister hacked me into her company’s security system. 

Curling my toes into the paisley-print area rug, I scoffed. “Shouldn’t you be harassing your sister instead?”

“Yeah, I could, but the thing is—” Bending, he scooped up his bag and slung it over his body. He yawned and turned around to look me square in the eye. “—your lies are obvious, and she’s not here for me to harass. See you in a couple weeks, Gemma.”

With my fist pressed to my mouth, I nibbled anxiously on my fingernail, pacing from the couch to the armchair for close to a minute to make sure he didn’t come back. Finally, after checking the peephole only to see one of my neighbors leaving his apartment for work, I went into my bedroom to get dressed.

Fifteen minutes later, I raced out the front door, sliding the stack of stolen paperwork into my purse. I’d read over the legal documents, but the language was so thick I couldn’t understand the importance of what I had trudged through. I’d turned it over to Pen.

*

Locking my car door with the key fob, the first thing I noticed was the Jaguar F-type coupe—the same cherry red as my Mini Cooper—parked in front of the garage at Margaret’s place. It boasted temporary decals, and I couldn’t resist giving it a second glance over my shoulder when I walked up the steps as quickly as my plaid pencil skirt would allow. 

If there was one thing I was drawn to—aside from men I had no business wanting—it was a sexy car, and that Jaguar was an orgasm on four wheels. 

Turning the dials on the lockbox, I reached for the key, but before I was able to unlock the door, it flung open. Finley, looking like she’d just stepped out of the dressing room at Neiman Marcus, stood in the doorway.

“Lizzie, what a—”

“Good to see you again,” I interrupted sharply. When I’d received Margaret’s text, I hadn’t even considered that she might still be here—I was too excited at the prospect of getting back inside the house. As the tall brunette stepped aside to let me in, my chest tightened. “Margaret asked me to stop by and grab some things for her.”

The front door closed, and I faced her. Resting her shoulders to the stained-glass behind her, she looked at me expectantly, her short hair falling perfectly without her trying, just like that damn Bruno Mars song Pen was obsessed with. 

Was she waiting on me to say something about her calling me last week?

Or did she think I was too stupid to figure out it was her?

“How’s the apartment search going?” No matter how much Margaret adored this woman, I couldn’t see the stepmonster allowing her to stay very much longer. 

“I’m actually on my way out now to do a walkthrough of a townhouse in Brentwood.” Fluffing her sleek mahogany bob, she lifted her hazel eyes to the ceiling in what I guess was supposed to be cute exasperation. “Daddy and Mason went on a camping trip over the weekend.”

“How exciting,” I said dryly, instantly feeling sorry for her brother. 

She smoothed her hands over the ruched midsection of her black cap-sleeve jumpsuit and lifted her shoulders until they touched the diamonds winking in her ears. “Oliver suggested the place—said one of his friends lived there—so it must be fantastic.” She fingered her left ear, intentionally drawing my attention to her earring, and I could almost guess what she was going to say before the words even left her mouth. “Obviously, he has good taste.”

“Obviously,” I said, my voice emotionless. “Good luck with the apartment search, Finley.”

Stalking to the laundry room located near the back of the house, I heard Finley’s brown suede platform wedges clacking on the floor right behind me. “I know when I mentioned Ollie’s party to you last week, you seemed surprised. I took the liberty of telling Margaret I have no trouble planning the entire thing. I’d hate to take you away from your work.”

"Perfect.” I turned the corner, letting my childhood memories of this place guide me in the right direction. “I’m sure you’ll do a much better job.” If I stopped moving, there was a good chance she’d get the reaction out of me she was hoping for when she called last week, and I’d lose my job.

I strode into the state-of-the-art laundry room, discovering it was more organized than most people’s closets with the Fisher & Paykel washer and dryer stacked in the center of a massive shelving unit complete with wardrobe racks.  Immediately, I spotted the Alexander McQueen suit Margaret had sent me for. 

Snatching the garment bag from the rack, I twisted around to see Finley waiting in the hallway outside the laundry room, fussing with one of the earrings that were, without a doubt, a gift from Oliver. 

She was blatantly throwing it in my face, and if I hadn’t disliked her after the phone trick, she had definitely cemented her place on my shit list. 

“Is there something the matter?” she asked innocently, staring into my brown eyes, and though I tried, I couldn’t help but narrow them. 

“You called me last Friday, pretending to be Margaret,” I said between my teeth, “I’d say we’ve got a pretty big issue.”

Her mouth fell open and for a moment I thought she’d deny it, but then she shook her head indifferently, her cap of mahogany hair swinging around her face. “It was a little joke, I figured you’d pick up on it because of the forced accent.” She picked at a piece of lint on the front of her jumpsuit, raising both eyebrows. “Apparently, you didn’t.”

I tossed the garment bag over my arm and walked by her, clenching my fingers as I continued down the hallway. “I don’t joke when it comes to my job. And I sure as hell don’t find a high school-esque prank amusing. I’m—” I took a deep breath in order to separate Lizzie from Gemma. “—I’m twenty-five. Not fifteen.” And she was thirty-one, which made it even more unnerving.

Once again, she was right on my heels, and my nostrils flared. “No, and that was so wrong of me, I—”

Spinning around to face her in the foyer, my neck and shoulders tensed. “When I was a kid, my dad always told me I shouldn’t apologize for things I wasn’t sorry for. That I was better off not saying anything.” 

Unintentionally, my attention flicked to the family room, pushing the memory of the time I smeared finger-paints all over the cream-colored walls to the front of my mind. I’d found my antics funny—I was five, after all—and when I’d given my father the obligatory “sorry” he had knelt down beside me and shook his blond head, telling me the same thing I just said to Oliver’s ex. 

Studying Finley’s triumphant expression, I smiled and reached for the doorknob. “Since we both know your intention was to get me in trouble, I’m just glad it didn’t pan out the way you hoped.”

“Ollie was my first love,” she blurted out. “I’ve loved him since I was fifteen, and I panicked when I saw him disappear with you to the balcony.”

She’d seen us? Keeping my grip on the knob, I looked back to see her leaning against the bannister, her long legs crossed at the ankles. “Whatever you thought you saw, I hate to disappoint you, but—”

She laughed and waved her hand, rejecting what I was going to say. “If Ollie sets his sights on something new and shiny, nothing stops him from getting his rocks off.”

Finley sounded so much like Margaret, I felt my blood boil. “Once again, I hate to disappoint you, but that’s never happened.”

She nodded like she understood. “Well, I figured as much after I saw your picture at the top of the Lavish website on Saturday morning. If there’s one thing Oliver doesn’t do, it’s a taken woman.”

I froze. “What are you talking about?” I demanded breathlessly.

Her hazel eyes widened in surprise. “There was a picture of you out clubbing. Some Oliver-happy photographer snapped it after she recognized you as the woman he was with at the party last week.” Lifting her Vuitton bag a little higher, she sauntered to the door, offering me a flash of straight white teeth as I let go of the handle to let her pass. “Like I told you before, I’m sorry about the little joke. It was hasty of me considering the circumstances. Nice to see you again, Lizzie.”

With all my limbs trembling violently, I waited until the Jaguar coupe was out of sight before I slipped on gloves and returned Margaret’s documents to the upstairs office. Then, the moment I was behind the wheel of my car, I Googled Lavish. 

I had to scroll through several pictures that were taken of the L.A. social scene over the weekend, but finally I found what Finley was referring to, and my heart seized from within my chest. There I was, with my platinum hair flying around my face and the blond guy’s hand gripping my hip as we danced to “I Want You.” With our bodies pressed close, the photo looked so much more intimate than it had been, and the caption below was especially damning. 

Oliver’s Newest Flavor Moves On with Heir to Food Empire.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” I hissed. I didn’t even bother Googling my partner’s name. It wasn’t important to me because we hadn’t exchanged anything—no phone numbers, no information, and certainly no bodily fluids. Instead, I pulled up my text history.

Oliver hadn’t texted me since yesterday morning, but I’d attributed that to his busy work schedule. Now, I wasn’t so sure. I had a feeling Finley would have messaged him right away, and the thought turned my stomach. 

Even though I knew it was stupid—even though I knew I should let him think whatever so I could stop worrying over him—I couldn’t. My breathing harsh, I composed an innocent text.

How many episodes of Vikings are you up to now? Hope you managed to get some rest yesterday. 

I felt like I waited eons for him to respond—even though I knew he likely wouldn’t—before I gave up and started my car, squeaking into work with only four minutes to spare. 

*

I could count on one hand the number of times I’d stressed over a man getting in touch with me. The first had been the varsity lacrosse player I’d fallen all over myself for as soon as Mom and I had moved to Vegas. Although we’d eventually dated, we’d only lasted a very chaste eight months—a sad relationship record for me.

The most recent was now, with Oliver. He still hadn’t texted me back by the time I turned the key to open my apartment. I’d stayed late at work tonight after Margaret tasked me with transcribing several hours of board meetings, and since it was close to eleven in New York, I was certain he wasn’t going to reply tonight.

But maybe it was for the best. 

What did I expect from the man? As soon as I accomplished what I came to California to do, it wasn’t like I could be with him. 

And yet, my chest ached.

“I’m home.” Locking the door, I rested my forehead on the wood. Damn, I was a mess. “Are you home? We really need to talk.” If I couldn’t get an answer from Oliver, I could at least confront my best friend about what was going on with her.

“In the kitchen, Lizzie,” she shouted. 

“Who—” I started, but then my head snapped up. She absolutely refused to call me Lizzie when we were alone in the apartment, reserving the name for when we were out in public where someone might hear us, so for her to do so now told me two things: she wasn’t alone and she was with someone whom she absolutely had to hide my identity from. 

Tiptoeing through the foyer and the dining room, I turned into the kitchen to find Pen sitting on the counter with a beer in her hand. Across from her, leaning against the wall by the fridge, stood Oliver. 

“You didn’t tell me you had a date,” she said, the corners of her mouth quivering as she tried to fight a smile. 

Stunned, I tossed my purse in the dining room chair closest to me and walked inside the narrow space, looking back and forth between them. “I didn’t realize it either.” Focusing solely on the disheveled and distant man with more than a day’s worth of facial hair, I struggled to maintain my composure. “Oliver.”

“Lizzie,” he replied, but I couldn’t deny the chill in his voice.

“I’ve—” Pen scratched her fingers into her dark hair and made a face. “—I’m going to go grab some dinner.” She hopped off the counter, her smile so wide I thought her face might crack. “I’ll see you later, Liz.”

Oliver’s blue eyes continued to paralyze me, even as he said goodbye to my best friend. “It was good to meet you, Grace,” he said, using her middle name, and I grabbed her arm as she moved past me. 

“We need to talk,” I said, and she nodded quickly.

“Oh yeah, but tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow.” Then, before I could say anything else, she grabbed her computer bag from the dining room and practically ran out the front door.

Leaving me alone with Oliver.

Oliver who, in classic straight leg jeans, a gray tee, and Red Wing boots, looked the sexiest—the most irresistible—I’d ever seen him.

Oliver, whose tattoo—the one that had peeked out from beneath his rolled-up cuffs—was finally visible. It was a quote I recognized from Frank Herbert’s Dune novels: Fear Is The Mind-Killer. 

Oliver who was pushing away from the wall and walking toward me.

Licking my lips, I peered down at the tile floor. “I thought you’d be gone until Friday.”

He stopped a couple inches in front of me, the spicy scent of his cologne an invitation that made me angle my body closer to his.  “I wrapped everything up quickly.”

“I guess you’re—”

His thumb covered my mouth, his touch a complicated medley of frustration and desire that took my breath away. “Are you fucking someone else, Lizzie?” 

“No.” 

His other hand cupped my face, his fingers threading in the soft strands along my hairline. He tilted my attention to his blue eyes. “Do you want to fuck someone else?”

“No,” I answered, and this time my voice was firm. 

He dropped his hands to my ass, and I barely had time to react before I was in his arms, gasping as he pinned my back to the fridge. He urged my legs apart to wrap around his waist, and I could hear my plaid Rag & Bone pencil skirt tearing at the split, but I didn’t care. 

I didn’t care that it was wrong of me to want Oliver.

Or that his mother—my stepmother—had forbidden me from being around him.

I. Didn’t. Give. One. Single. Fuck.

His mouth skimmed mine, his tongue branding a hot path along the outline of my lips. Tightening my arms around his broad shoulders, I moved my hips against him, watching as his blue eyes darkened. “If I asked you if you still wanted me?” Crashing his lips to mine, he kissed me until my head spun. Until the electricity thundered through my body and tightened everything—my chest, my nipples, my sex.  At my silence, he tested the weight of my breast, rolling the sensitive bud between his thumb and forefinger until a hoarse noise pushed from the back of my throat. “Do you want me, Lizzie?”

“If you asked me, then I’d say yes!” I half-shouted. “Yes, I want you. Are you happy?”

“Good,” he growled. “That was all I needed to hear.” 

Chapter 14

––––––––

Setting me on my feet, Oliver’s palms flared over my flat stomach. I shivered—a combination of his touch and the cold metal of the refrigerator against my calves—and he skimmed his teeth over his bottom lip. Stopping at the waist of my skirt, he tugged my white pintuck top free. 

“I don’t do jealous.” With each word, he undid a button, exposing another inch or two of my skin. “But when I opened that link and saw that picture of you, I wanted to take the first goddamn flight out of New York.”

“Why didn’t you just call and ask me?” 

He freed the last button and stroked his thumb over the hollow of my throat, his breath catching when he traced between the valley of my breasts. Fingering the pretty white bow between the cups of my Agent Provocateur bra, he shook his head. “Because I needed to see your face when I asked you. I wanted to make sure.”

“That I wanted you?”

“That you weren’t lying to me.”

Suddenly ashamed, my chest caved in beneath his touch. Fuck. Why—why—did he have to say it like that? Here I was, the walking, talking epitome of a lie, letting him believe I was someone else. That I was nothing but a chance encounter. Choking on the guilt that bubbled in my throat, I laughed. 

“I’m sorry about that picture.”

“Don’t.” He lowered his mouth to mine, and I closed my eyes as his warm breath fanned over my tender skin. “Don’t even mention it. Not tonight. Tonight, I’m going to fuck you in every way imaginable. We won’t need words.” Cupping my chin, he pinched my lips, his stare meaningful as I released a muted moan. “That’s what I want to hear.” 

Shoving all thoughts of lies and deceit from my head, I reached for his zipper, but he let go of my mouth and grabbed my wrist. My brows arched together over my brown eyes. “Changed your mind?” 

He pinned my arms over my head, causing me to knock a few magnets off the refrigerator. His expression was pained, and I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me, unable to breathe except for with the shallowest of breaths. From the way he was looking at me, I felt like at any moment he’d leave me a mess like last week. “I didn’t fly all this way just to leave alone with a hard cock.” Sighing, he looked at me through hooded lids. “As much as I’d like to bend you over where we stand, I promised you dinner.”

“Funny.” I arched my back, the soft cotton of his tee shirt tickling my bare stomach and chest. “I swear I remember you saying you were having me for dinner.”

Nipping my lower lip, he loosened his grip on my wrists and growled his agreement. “There’s nothing that’ll keep my tongue from being inside you tonight.” Letting his words ripple though me until my pussy clenched with desire, I crossed my arms over my chest, pushing each side of my blouse together. I started to speak, but he shook his head. “Go get dressed.”

I watched him carefully, feeling an ache consume my body as he backed away from me and rested against the counter across from the refrigerator. “Where are we going?”

When he rubbed his hand through his light brown hair, all I could picture was seeing those tousled locks between my legs. I squeezed my thighs together. “If you get dressed, then you’d see.”

“What should I wear?” Or not wear. 

He spread his muscular arms, gesturing to his own attire of jeans and a tee shirt. “Anything.”

Realizing I could probe for details until I was blue in the face, I started out the kitchen, struggling to breathe when I felt the front of his body brush against mine after I grabbed my purse from the dining room. “Give me half an hour, I’m just going to shower and—”

“You’re just going to get wet when we get there, so there’s no point,” he drawled, and I froze in the entrance to the hallway that led to my bedroom. He squeezed my ass, and I looked up to meet apologetic blue eyes. “It really was a nice skirt,” he lamented, dragging the material up until he was touching the part he had ripped. “I’ll replace it.”

Sagging forward against the wall, I studied his movements carefully while he walked away from me. “It was only a skirt,” I whispered, but he shook his head and eased onto my couch.

His focus never wavered from my face. “There’s no such thing as only when it comes to you, Lizzie.”

My legs trembling, those words teased me as I hurried to my bedroom. I tossed my purse on my bed and raked my hands through my hair. Catching my reflection in the mirror, I studied my flushed, heart-shaped face and the brown, amber-flecked eyes that glistened with unsuppressed lust. Realizing that when I left with Oliver, that desire would finally be sated, I wrapped my arms around myself. 

My phone vibrated inside my Prada bag, and I dragged my focus away from the mirror. Walking into my closet, I looked at the new text from Pen.

Should I come home? Or should I, you know, go somewhere else?

Rifling through my clothes, I replied as quickly as I could with my left hand. 

You’re safe. He’s taking me to dinner, so I won’t be here when you get back. Pen ... I meant what I said about talking. 

While I awaited her response, I set my phone on a shelf and plucked a black, lace-trimmed shift dress from the rack. Holding it up to my body, I decided it was perfect—not formal, not too casual, and I wouldn’t freeze to death in the chilly November night. As I took the dress, the lace-up Alice + Olivia booties Pen had given me for my birthday, and my phone back into my bedroom, I received a new message. 

You’re right. We do need to talk. But you NEED tonight. 

Squeezing the bridge of my nose, I threw the phone to the center of my bed. For a split second, my attention settled on the locked nightstand a few feet away. It was full of every ounce of information I’d gathered since I received that phone call more than five months ago, and I felt a pang of guilt as I looked at my bedroom door. Right outside of it was a man who was attracted to a façade. 

A man I couldn’t resist wanting.

Tonight, I would have him. I would savor this single night he’d been promising me for weeks, and then—then I’d think about the contents of that bottom drawer. 

Pressing my lips together, I kept my eyes straight ahead as I rushed into my bathroom to brush my teeth. 

*

“I don’t know why, but I expected it to be ... bigger,” I told Oliver half an hour later. Swallowing back my anticipation, I looked up at him from beneath my lashes. “I guess that’s bitchy of me to say, huh?” 

A sexy grin spreading across his face, he took my hands in his and pulled me out the Viper. “What were you expecting?” 

Teasingly, I worked my lip between my teeth and stared up at the single-story Spanish hacienda-style home. When he’d sped the Viper onto the highway toward Malibu, I figured he was taking me to a seaside restaurant, but then to my surprise, he’d driven into a gated community close to Surfrider Beach. “A place like your mother’s, maybe?”

He winced. Spreading his fingers along the curve of my hip, he urged me toward the house, but then he paused in front of the mesquite wood door, stopping me between the two stone pillars. “No talking about Margaret.” 

“I—” I began, but he held up a large hand.

“If you talk about her, you’ll leave with a red ass.”

“Mar-ga-ret.”

Pulling on the doorknob, his blue eyes flashed a warning. “I don’t forget anything, Lizzie,” he promised. He opened the door and gestured me inside, and I shivered when I stepped on the terra-cotta tile in the hallway and the cool blast from the air conditioner kissed my skin. “We’re going out back,” he said, leading me through the house, his hand resuming its place on my body.

His decorator had outfitted the place in rich, bold colors—deep oranges, browns, and reds, and rustic, handcrafted furniture that gave it a manly, comfortable vibe. The entire backside of the home featured floor-to-ceiling windows, and I pressed my palm to one and stared out at the grotto-shaped pool. “If I lived here, I’d never leave.”

“I bought it for the privacy.” He walked outside, moving through the pool and Jacuzzi area, and I followed close behind. “It’s almost three acres, so I don’t have to deal with the bullshit.”

“It must be tough.” As I walked up a few steps that led to what I guessed was a dining area, I spotted a small basketball court to my left, and a little smile curled my lips. “I mean, to have your picture in the lifestyle-and-entertainment section on a weekly basis.”

“I knew it would happen when I made the transition from drunken partier to businessman, but eventually they’ll find someone new to take pictures of. At least they don’t go out their way to follow me.” Stepping aside, he motioned to the outdoor dining area that overlooked the pool and basketball court. Between a stone island and a blazing fireplace sat a four-person table. It was already set, with champagne in a stainless bucket in the center and two silver domes covering the dinner plates on either side. “My housekeeper set this up not even five minutes before we got here, so it’s still hot.”

“Should I give you my panties now, or wait until after dinner?” I teased, but I was incredulous at how much effort he’d put into all this. 

He held out the chair closest to the fireplace for me, and I sat down. “If you touch your panties,” he said, grabbing a couple beers from the fridge beneath the island, “you’ll be eating while my cock is inside of you.” Then, like he hadn’t just taken away my ability to properly form thoughts, he opened both beers and removed the lid from his plate, revealing a simple meal of mussel linguine. 

Following suit, I shook the silverware out of my napkin and bit the inside of my cheek. “Do you threaten all your dates like this?”

“Never. Even I have reservations about exposing my dick in restaurants.” At my raised eyebrow, he explained, “I don’t bring women here.”

My hand froze around my fork midway to my mouth. “And why am I here?”

“Because I can’t get you out of my head.” Taking a bite of pasta, he leaned back in his chair and watched my expression closely from across the table. When I swallowed hard, he rubbed his thumb over the part of his nose that had been broken in the past and then pointed to my plate. “You should eat.”

I closed my mouth around a forkful of pasta, shutting my eyes as the flavor assaulted my taste buds. I’d been so busy at work today, I hadn’t eaten lunch, and this was divine. The moment I finished chewing though, I heard myself ask, “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why can’t you get me out of your head? Why bring me here? Why do you want me?”

Continuing to eat, he tilted his head like he was strongly considering my question. Was he going to answer me? I scooped another bite of pasta into my mouth, and then a few more, my boot tapping impatiently against the stone patio. 

“The first time I laid eyes on you, Lizzie, I wanted you. Do I need a reason, other than when we touched, I felt more in those five seconds than I ever felt in my entire goddamn life?”

I remembered the electricity between us, the way his fingers had tightened as our skin parted, and my own hand tingled. When he saw that I was holding it close to my chest, he nodded. “That’s why I want you. Now, eat your food, beautiful.”

*

I’d barely lowered my silverware to my empty plate when Oliver scooted his seat from the table. “Thank you for dinner,” I said. “It was amazing.” Following his movements with my eyes, I watched as he stood and grabbed the untouched bottle of champagne and the thin glass flutes by our plates. 

“Like I told you a few weeks ago, I’m a man of my word.” His deep voice held an edge of promise, and a shiver of heat rushed through my veins. “Time for dessert, beautiful.”  He motioned his head for me to follow him, then started toward the pool. 

Moving slowly so as not to trip on the stone steps and make a complete ass of myself, I trailed a few steps behind him, not pausing until we stood face-to-face beneath the waterside pergola. 

Which doubled as a bedroom.

Somehow, when he brought me through here less than an hour ago, I hadn’t noticed the teak hanging bed centered between the pillars. How the hell I had missed it was beyond my comprehension, but it looked remarkably comfortable—a plush mattress covered in honey-colored Egyptian cotton sheets and a variety of bolster and throw pillows that complimented the overall vibe of his hacienda-style house.  “And you say you don’t bring other women here?” I thought I whispered under my breath. 

Obviously he heard me, because a moment later, one of his hands rested against my ass and the other on my chin as he forced me to look up at him. “I fuck in hotels.”

“You don’t have to lie to me,” I gently chided, ignoring the blatant hypocrisy of my words.

He bent his face closer, touching his forehead to mine and catching my breath. The tip of his nose brushed roughly against my own, and he held my face possessively. “I’m not lying. I want you, Lizzie, and I’m about to have you. I’m not going to stand out here arguing about who I’ve had before you because it’s a waste of energy for both our mouths.” Exhaling harshly, he tongued my upper lip, tilting my world on its axis one deliberate lick at a time.

“Tonight, you’re mine. That’s the only thing that matters,” he said before breaking contact with me to light each of the two outdoor lamps on opposite ends of the trellis.

With my heart jammed somewhere between my throat and ribcage, I was silent as he introduced light other than the moon’s glow to the area. Walking around the bed slowly, I brushed my fingers along the thick manila ropes securing the mattress in place. “Damn,” I whispered softly, only to be startled a second later by the sharp pop of the champagne bottle opening. 

Setting the bottle beside the glasses on the compact bedside stand, a slow grin crept across his face. “Close your mouth, beautiful.” 

Patience was definitely not a virtue of Oliver Manning’s because a moment later, he closed it for me, getting rid of the space between our bodies to slant his lips hungrily over mine. Plunging his tongue inside, he tasted me like I was his last meal, licking and sucking. “You smell so sweet,” he murmured between hot, wet kisses. “That perfume, Lizzie.”

I kicked off my boots one at a time, smiling gratefully at him when he steadied me. “I’ve been thinking about switching to a new scent,” I teased breathlessly. 

“Never,” he growled, expertly removing my shift dress in one swift motion so that I stood before him in nothing but a black lace demi bra and a tiny thong. I felt a twinge of regret that I’d chosen underwear I’d purchased specifically for work—for Gemma’s work—but his slow nod of appreciation lessened the bite.  “The perfume is non-negotiable.” 

Alternating between suppressing a grin and holding my breath, I drank in the sight of his incredible muscles as he stripped out of his boots, jeans, and t-shirt until nothing but a pair of designer boxers separated his body from me. God, who the hell was this woman staring at him? This couldn’t be Gemma—the woman who’d spent the last few years prancing around in bras and panties without so much as managing a flush. This woman, Lizzie, she was an entirely new creature. A creature completely enthralled by the gorgeous, built man who was seconds away from getting to her core.

But this had been a long time coming, and I was ready.

“I’d planned on doing this slowly,” Oliver started, pouring me a glass of champagne and handing it to me. I drank it lighting fast, almost like a shot, feeling the carbonation winding a bubbling path from my tongue to my stomach. My head was going to hate me for that in the morning, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was hearing what he had to say next, even if I had to coax it out of him. 

“You’re going pretty slowly,” I objected slyly, but then my body went stiff when he circled around me. I heard him breathe in the scent of my hair, my skin, and I about lost it. “Really, really slow,” I added in a whisper.  

“I was going to go slow,” he repeated. “But I have no. Patience. Tonight.” 

Reaching for me, he clutched my hips and hauled me to his chest, his strong hand seizing the nape of my neck. I danced my fingers down his abs, shuddering as I traced the cut “V” I was desperate to lick. 

“I want to taste you,” I admitted, wetting the corners of his full lips with my tongue. “I need to feel you.”

“You will. But first, this,” he said dangerously, “is for that Mar-ga-ret stunt you pulled earlier.” Lowering his hand from my neck, he smacked my right ass cheek firmly enough for me to gasp in mock outrage. “Don’t mention her again.”

“Fucker,” I growled, in spite of the heat pooling in the pit of my stomach, and he responded by tugging his lips into an arrogant grin. “I didn’t think you’d actually do it.”

“Now that we’ve gotten all my promises out the way, let’s get rid of this.” He unhooked my bra, tossing it over his shoulder where it landed somewhere in the darkness. 

The pool. The patio. Who in the hell knew where it went—I wasn’t about to stand around letting it bother me.

I’d think about it tomorrow morning. 

Looking at my breasts, he was motionless and speechless for several seconds before he eventually shook his head from side to side. An unfamiliar feeling—self-consciousness—hit me hard, and I started to cover myself, but he caught my hands in his. “You have an incredible body.”

“Yeah? You’re not so bad yourself there, Mr. Manning.” 

Fingering the faded remnants of a scar on my chest, he stared down at me questioningly. “What happened here?”  

“Coffee burn. My father left a cup of coffee on the sunroom table when I was four and I knocked it all over myself.” When his brows pulled together, I shook my head fiercely and stood on the tips of my toes, wanting him to kiss me. To take away all the memories tonight. 

Hooking his hands beneath my legs, he brought us both crashing down on the bed. My head spun from the rocking motion, but before I could gather my bearings, he parted my legs. “This—this is why I came back from New York.” 

He shoved my lacy thong aside. Without warning, he thrust two fingers into my sex, and I writhed beneath him.

Swallowing a scream of pleasure, I frantically whispered, “You came back from New York just to get into my panties?” 

Laying his head between my breasts, he made a sound of disagreement. “I came back from New York because I couldn’t stand the thought of another man touching you like this.” To demonstrate, he tugged my nipple between his teeth. Sucking greedily until I moaned and curved against his mouth, he pulled away, leaving my breast wet and heavy. “Those thoughts—those kind of reactions—they’re terrifying,” he murmured, kissing beneath my breasts.

“How so?” I blurted, tightening around his fingers as he pushed them deeper into me, causing a visible shudder to run through him.

“Power, beautiful.” Without giving me a chance to ask him to elaborate, he covered my lips with his thumb. “Close your eyes.”

“Why?” 

But he shook his head. “Close your eyes,” he ordered.

Throwing my head back on the pillow, I squeezed my lids together. Keeping the hand between my legs pumping steadily, he moved, and I felt the bed swinging back and forth, the motion oddly soothing. 

I expected his tongue touching my pussy. He’d promised it, after all, and it was obvious that was his intention when he draped my legs over his broad shoulders and tilted my hips up. But what I hadn’t anticipated was the tingles that would burst across the sensitive skin when his other hand stroked my center just before his mouth. 

Champagne. 

He had drenched me in champagne and was now in the process of tasting it right off my body.

Wow. WOW.

Fluttering my lashes apart, I dug my fingers into his tousled hair, tugging his head back until our gazes met. 

“Champagne,” I managed through my teeth. “Really, Oliver?”

Laughing, he dipped his fingers in his glass of champagne again and painted my swollen clit with his wet hand, his blue eyes devouring mine as he drank away the delicious little bubbles. 

“You want to come already?” he asked incredulously, between sharp flicks of his tongue. 

“What do you think?” I managed to gasp, half delirious from his teasing. God, I’d craved for this for so long. It was worth the wait.

So, so worth it.

“Do you want to come right now?” He opened my legs further apart, fucking me thoroughly with his long fingers. “Or do you want to wait for me?” 

“I want both,” I panted, yanking harder on his hair. “I want both.”

For what seemed like a torturous eternity, he continued, sucking and stroking me until the orgasm finally hit me hard. It zipped through me, burning my senses, drowning out everything. 

When the tremors stunning my body ceased, he pulled me up so I was on my knees and cradled my face with one hand. He didn’t seem to notice the swaying bed as he stared down into my eyes, or my hands shoving his boxers down and reaching ravenously for his cock.  

Before I could stop myself, I blurted out my thoughts. “God, that’s big.” And I would know. Throwing his head back to laugh, I took the opportunity to kiss my way from his throat to his chin, his day-old beard scratching my flesh. 

Dragging his fingers through my blond locks, he forced my brown eyes to his. “I don’t want there to be a thing between your pussy and me.”

“I’m smart,” I jerked his erection from head to shaft, stroking until a few beads of liquid glistened the tip. I sucked the pad of my finger to lick it clean, and his hold on my hair tightened at the sight of me tasting him. “And I’m safe. You’ve got nothing to worry about with me.”

It was one of the few honest things I’d told him, and he nodded. “Good, me too.” Repositioning our bodies so that he was lying beneath me, he stared at me like I was a goddess. “You’re beautiful. Everything about you is beautiful.”

“What are you doing?” I whispered when his hands stroked my arms, spreading out over my palms. “Oliver?”

Securing my fingers around the ropes on either side of the bed, he grinned at me wickedly just before he raised my hips and stroked the thick head of his erection over my wet flesh. “I’m giving you both. My way.”

Chapter 15

––––––––

Lowering my hips, I moaned as his erection gradually filled me. 

“Fuck, this was worth the wait,” Oliver groaned in contentment, echoing my precise thoughts from earlier, jerking his body up to meet mine until he was totally inside me. I intensified my grip on the ropes the bed hung from, letting my head fall back as I adjusted to his size. And it was impressive—satisfyingly and completely impressive. “When was the last time—”

“Shh.” I grinded against him. “It’s just you and me tonight, remember?” I demanded, turning his very own words against him. 

The last thing I wanted to tell him was it had been months since another man had touched me—that I hadn’t touched another man since the call that brought me to him. I couldn’t tell him any of that when he was inside me, his cock throbbing. 

Hell, I couldn’t tell him that at all. 

“Just use me.”

Palming my breasts, he tweaked my sensitive nipples as I moved against him like a woman possessed. The bed creaked and swung beneath the motion of our bodies, but I didn’t mind the dizzying wave anymore. Now it was erotic, a part of the sensual ebb and flow that was our slick bodies. 

Surrounding my throat with one hand, he murmured, “Do you like that?” 

I moaned in ecstasy at the slight pressure, lolling my head from side to side. With his other hand, he pressed his index finger to my parted lips. “Suck,” he ordered, and I drew the single digit into my mouth, the lingering taste of champagne and my sex coating my tongue.

As soon as that delicious part of his flesh was wet, he reached it between our hips and swirled my swollen clit. “Ohhhhh!”

“That’s it,” he urged, pounding faster into me. I crashed against him, meeting each pump with my own, my breasts bouncing, the sound meshing with that of his balls slapping against my ass. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

“Can’t get enough?” My question caused the vise grip he had on my throat to tighten just a little, which I took as an invitation to clench my sex around him. He closed his eyes and let out a groan that was almost as shattering as our colliding bodies.

“God, no!”

A moment later, when the first bursts of pleasure threatened to overcome me, his palms spanned my arms again, jerking my fingers roughly from the ropes. When he repositioned us, this time I was on my back with my knees to my chest and my legs over his shoulders. His lips hovered over mine. 

“I’ve got to see you when you come,” he rasped into my skin. “I won’t be able to let you leave without watching you come.”

Crossing my ankles behind his shoulders, I struggled to nod, but my body seizing up under him halted it. With my head whipping wildly from side to side, I gave up, my core throbbing with release.

“Perfect,” he panted. “You’re so goddamn perfect.”

Fisting the sheets, I continued to meet his erratic thrusts, until I felt the muscles contract under his slick back. The sensation cleaved through me, starting at my feet and ending at my heart, sending my body into pandemonium all over again.

“Let go,” I whispered. “Let go, Oliver.”

A moment later, he threw his head back. As the orgasm ripped through him, destroying him, his erection continued to slide into me, hard and fast. It evoked an animalistic sound from the back of his throat that pierced the quiet November night.

It left my own throat dry with need.

It made me want to give him everything. 

Every. Single. Part. Of. Me.

*

When I awoke, I was on my stomach in his bedroom, and it was still dark out. I flipped over to face him, only to discover he was gone, the sheets tangled where his body had lain. 

I could smell him. 

I could smell him drifting from the sheets, from my naked body, and I couldn’t resist lowering my nose to my bare shoulder and inhaling. Stifling a yawn, I slid off the edge of the bed. 

“Oliver?” When he didn’t answer, I padded across the red tile floor toward the door, but the repetitive thump, thump noise coming from right outside the window stopped me in my tracks. Frowning, I slid the linen curtains aside. 

And there he was. His sculpted chest and mussed brown hair damp with sweat as he leaned back, concentrating on the basketball goal. Lifting his hands, he threw the ball at the net, sinking it with so much ease I couldn’t hold back my grin.

If he hadn’t been injured in college, there was no doubt in my mind he’d have gone pro. He wouldn’t be the executive vice-president at Manning Hotel Group. He probably wouldn’t have been in Emerson & Taylor the day we met. We wouldn’t have touched, wouldn’t have connected—wouldn’t have been anything.

No, that was wrong. He would still be the son of the woman I was desperate to unravel.  

The panicked sound that came from my parted lips startled me, and I blinked away the heat that rose behind my eyelids. Thinking of Margaret was a bitter reminder that I still had so much more to do. I had no idea how much longer something could last between Oliver and me, but I wasn’t about to spend what might be final moments simply watching him.  

I wanted to be in his presence. I wanted to let his intoxicating scent screw with my head as I inhaled it directly from his skin.

Spotting a tee shirt draped over the bathroom door, I donned it, smirking at the sight of my small body in a shirt meant for a six-foot-two man. After I swished some of his mouthwash around my mouth, I strode out to the backyard. 

He had earbuds in, and he didn’t realize I was there, so I took that opportunity to admire his lean, muscular physique as he bent his knees slightly and took another shot. It dropped through the net, rolling over to me.

I stopped it with my foot. “You do this every night?”

He faced me, his intense expression softening when he saw me in the moonlight wearing his shirt. “Shit. Did I wake you?” He jogged over, his face etched with concern as he pulled the earbuds out of his ears. 

From where I stood, I could hear Eminem and Rihanna’s “Love the Way You Lie” playing. He paused it and stuffed the iPod in his pocket, but the scalding knife of irony still twisted my chest.

“No, I woke up on my own and realized you were gone. When I heard you out here, I—” I held my breath when he knelt in front of me, his full lips touching my knee cap as he coaxed my foot off the ball. “You’re amazing.”

Tossing the ball back and forth between his large hands, he lifted his shoulders modestly. “I haven’t played for competition in nine years, but I like to vary my workouts. I had this installed after I bought the place.”

“Vary your workouts?” I repeated, and his head moved up and down deliberately. A vivid image of his body leaned over mine, pumping furiously into me hit my memory full force. Automatically, I licked my lips. “Hmm ... well, it worked.”

Slanting away from me, he aimed for the goal and once again easily hit his mark. After he retrieved the ball and returned to my side, he leaned into me, the look in his eyes challenging. “Want to try?”

“Me?” At the disbelieving tone of my voice, he bobbed his head. “Didn’t I already tell you how much I sucked at athletics?”

But he was already moving around me, making sure the front of his body brushed every inch of mine until he was standing behind me. His hands covering mine, he positioned my fingers on either side of the basketball. “Here, spread your legs,” he said. 

I moved my feet slightly apart, but it must not have been enough, because a moment later, I felt his hand between my thighs. Palming my center, he sucked in a breath. 

“You have no panties on,” he mused, his voice low. “And your pussy is already wet.”

I widened my stance a little more, but the clench in my core was agonizing. “I have no idea what you did with my underwear,” I countered.

“God, you make it hard to concentrate.” But he pulled his hand reluctantly from my thighs, making certain to give my clitoris a harsh squeeze in the process.  He grasped my hips to still my trembling then lowered his mouth to my ear. “Alright, bend your knees.”

“Like this?”

“Perfect. You’re perfect, Lizzie.” Releasing my hips, he situated my arms until I was holding the ball a few inches above my waist. “Alright, push it up and shoot it in one fluid motion, like this—” I let him guide me, and a second later the ball slammed into the rim and fell onto the court. 

I tossed my head back, laughing. “Told you I was a non-athlete.” 

He gave my bare ass a hard smack before jogging to grab the ball. “It was your first time. Besides, you can play tennis.”

He’d remembered me telling him that? It had been mentioned so fleetingly, I was a little surprised. A blush of pleasure sneaking across my skin, I looked down at my feet, tugging at the hem of his tee shirt. 

“So you never answered my question,” I said, and he sent a puzzled expression at me just before he went in for a layup. 

“What would that be?”

“Do you come out here and play every night?”

“Just when I have a lot on my mind,” he stated.

A light breeze swept through his backyard, and I shuddered, rubbing my hands over the goose bumps that formed on my skin. “Care to talk about it?”

“A bunch of work bullshit. I’m not going to bore you with it.” His smile was almost forced, and I felt an uncomfortable tension in the back of my throat when I let my thoughts wander. He was lying, I could tell. But, hell, who was I to throw stones. 

I was a lie. 

I turned on my heel. Maybe I shouldn’t have come out here. If this is what he did to ease his mind, I was interrupting. “I’m going back inside to—”

“Are you tired?” 

Looking over my shoulder, I shook my head. “No,” I breathed. “I just didn’t want to get in the way.”

“Stay.” He raked his eyes over me. “I won’t be much longer, and I like you standing there in my clothes, looking like you were just fucked.”

“I was just fucked,” I pointed out, smirking.

But God, he knew exactly what to say to send my body into a state of sexual panic. Crossing my legs at the ankle, I watched in silence as he took shot after shot until I heard myself quietly ask, “Did your stepdad...did he teach you how to play basketball too?” At my mention of my dad, my vision blurred, but I immediately separated myself from the negative emotions. 

I wanted to hear the good. 

The beautiful.

Breaking his attention away from dribbling the ball, Oliver stared over at me, the muscles in his neck tightening. “No.” He alternated, bouncing the basketball with his left hand. “I was almost fourteen when my mom married him, so I already knew the fundamentals of the game. By that time I’d reached the point where I’d lost the stutter and had picked up getting high just like almost every other over-privileged fuck my age.” 

He took another shot, this time missing and barely hitting the rim. “My stepfather was the person who talked me into joining the team. He thought it would be good for me.”

“Over-privileged fuck,” I echoed, ignoring the wiggle of jealousy that trickled through me. “God, you put it so eloquently.”

“It’s the truth, beautiful. Greg intervened and got me into this.” Staring up at the basketball goal again, his features wrinkled into a frown. 

I was dying to know what he was thinking, but I didn’t want to probe—for both our sake. Digging too deep could be catastrophic, a heartache I wasn’t willing to let consume me tonight. Eventually though, his shoulders relaxed. His movements were slow, predatory, as he crossed the small court to stand in front of me. 

Suddenly the racing of my pulse had nothing to do with melancholy thoughts of the past.

It had everything to do with the man in front of me with his hands on my face, his body a mere few inches from mine. “You didn’t come out here to talk about basketball.”

“No,” I admitted, “but I don’t mind.”

“I do.” He gathered me against him. “Call in tomorrow.”

I moaned in frustration. “She’d kill me.”

Releasing a curse, he gripped my ass and lifted me up. Need spiraled through me, and I refused to deny it. I denied so much already, that this—this was one thing I’d admit. Digging my fingers into his light brown hair, I tugged the damp locks back until we were eye to eye. When I tried to speak, he quieted me with his teeth, suckling on my lower lip until my core pulsed. 

“I want you, Lizzie,” he growled, carrying me through the door and into the house.

“Again?” 

I gasped when his shorts came down around his legs and the head of his erection settled between my folds. Supporting me against the closest wall we came in contact with, his fingers dug into the soft flesh of my hips as he buried himself inside my body. “Yes. Again.”

My pussy contracted around his cock, driving him to thrust harder. One of his hands moved from my hip to my hair, tangling in the straight platinum strands as my body arched and bucked against his. 

He groaned. “I can’t get enough of you.”

“Don’t,” I cried out, clawing my fingernails over his muscled back. “Don’t.”

His mouth covered mine, and his tongue invaded my mouth, demanding more, refusing to let me back down. I accepted his challenge, molding my body to his as the orgasm built. A moment after I came, spiraling into oblivion, I felt his body go taut, and then he pulled out of me quickly, his hardness against my thigh. Before he could finish on my body, I wiggled out of his hold. 

He watched me, his blue eyes darkening as I fell to my knees, and rounded my lips around him, pulling and sucking, wanting everything from him. Then, with a guttural roar that seemed to echo through the house, he let go. 

I tasted him. Tasted him and myself, and I was on fire. 

I shook my head fiercely, my hair a blanket between my face and his body, and once I could breathe enough to speak, I heard myself moan, “No, Oliver, don’t ever get enough.”

*

For the second night in a row, when I dragged my tired body into my apartment after work, we had company. Whoever was here reclined on the couch, so I couldn’t see his face, but Pen was sitting on the floor in front of him, running her tongue worriedly over the tiny gap between her front teeth. One thing for sure, it wasn’t Oliver, because the second my best friend’s blue-gray eyes lifted to me, she stopped talking, and her posture slumped. 

“Finally! I’ve been texting you all night, Gem.”

“I had ... a few things to take care of,” I said tentatively, thinking that Linc had decided to move his trip back to L.A. up a few weeks. After the third degree he’d given me over the weekend, I wouldn’t be surprised. Peeking over the couch, shock snapped me upright when I saw another familiar face—a man I knew could probably hack into every bit of technology in my apartment in a matter of minutes. 

“Hello, August,” I greeted Pen’s longtime associate and friend. 

Sitting up, he turned and dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Gemma.” 

Keeping my stance behind the couch, I rested my weight against the leather and dug my hands into the cushion. After what felt like an eternity, I exhaled, exasperated.  “You’re both looking at me like you want to say something, so spit it out.” 

I was sore from last night and in a mood from spending another day transcribing recordings for Margaret. I just wanted a bath.

A bath and my boss’ son—the reason behind my exhaustion and aching muscles.

Pen looked down for several seconds, and when she tilted her chin back, all thoughts of Oliver took a backseat. Her expression was conflicted. Conflicted and hesitant. Waiting for her to speak, a ball of pressure started to form in my ribcage. She was about to say something that would rip me apart—that much was obvious. 

When my father died, Mom and I were living in New York. After school, she had met me on the sidewalk like usual, walking all twelve blocks back to our apartment in silence, her beautiful face worked into a series of worried lines. She hadn’t told me about my dad until after we got home, but I’d never forgotten the look she wore all the way there.

It was just like the one marring my best friend’s face at this very moment. 

Pen’s chest heaved as she got off the floor. Reaching over to the ottoman, she picked up a packet of papers I hadn’t noticed before and held them close to her chest. 

“Sit down,” she suggested, none of the usual gaiety present in her voice.

Numbly, I walked completely into the living room and lowered my butt to the edge of the armchair. “You figured out the court documents?” I whispered, but she shook her head. 

“Your mom—she didn’t have any real reason to suspect anything. You were her kid, and she thought you’d been wronged; she was just looking out for you.”

A sob hitched in my chest, and I didn’t know if I was more relieved or furious. If this was over, I could go back to Vegas. But if this was over, that meant my caller had been wrong. That I’d dredged up old doubts for no reason. 

That I would be saying goodbye to Oliver. 

“So we came here for nothing?” I was unable to keep the hysterical edge from my voice.

Once again, Pen moved her head from side to side. Her hand was trembling so violently, the papers fluttered together when she handed them to me. Even though I looked down, studying the last will and testament of Gregory Robert Emerson—my father—she continued speaking.

“I wanted to make certain before I told you anything, but that guy who called you was on to something.” Pacing the living room, she dragged her fingers through her dark hair. “Are you reading it?”

Gripping the pages with both hands, I cleared my throat. “This is the exact same document I looked at in Scott’s office the day I came to L.A. to meet Margaret. Pen, I—”

“Flip to the other stack,” August spoke up, his deep brown eyes pitying. Taking his advice, I turned to the second set of stapled documents. 

It was almost identical to the first—there was my father’s name again—but instead of Margaret Manning-Emerson peppering every page, another name glared up at me.

Gemma Angelina Emerson.

Gemma Angelina Emerson.

My name. 

My head was spinning when Pen spoke up, but her words broke through the barrier. “August had a friend compare the signatures to your parent’s marriage certificate and your birth certificate. It looked legitimate because Michael Scott was your dad’s attorney and the witnesses’ names were there, but even their signatures didn’t match up to the original. The one with your name.”

I mumbled something—words that sounded like gibberish to my own ears—but my best friend must have understood because she bent in front of me, nodding slowly.

“The will Margaret and that douchebag attorney filed—it was a forgery. Gemma ... you were screwed. Just about everything that woman has laid claim to is yours.”

Part 3 

––––––––

Truth

––––––––

noun  \ tro͞oTH

The quality or state of being true.

––––––––

“The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”

-Oscar Wilde

Chapter 16

––––––––

The truth hurt.

The truth, even though it worked in my favor, burned with so much fury it nearly demolished my small body, making me want to crawl back into the shadows. 

Several minutes after Pen’s revelation, I sat on the floor in my bathroom, my knees pressed up to my chest and the back of my head tilted against the door. I could hear snippets of my best friend’s and August’s conversation on the other side, but I wasn’t even paying attention. I was desperate to wrap my head around this new truth. 

Why my stepmother and Michael Scott would do something so horrible to me. 

I’d been a child when she screwed me over, and then she’d had the audacity to offer me a settlement when I approached her for help surviving alone.

My lips parted, and I exhaled brokenly.

I’d been a child, but she hadn’t cared that I was the daughter of her dead husband. She had been more interested in what my dad had left in trusts for me. I hated her for that. 

And every tiny shred of humanity she’d shown in the last month couldn’t fix that loathing. I didn’t even want to try and let it.

Scrubbing the heels of my palms over my eyes, I swiped away the salty tears that scalded my lids and cheeks. I had what I wanted—the truth—but now I needed so much more.

I needed to know why Margaret and her attorney—the attorney my father had obviously trusted—had done this to my dad, to me?

Fisting my hands, I swallowed back the weakness, willing myself not to bow under the invisible blows of defeat pummeling my body, but it was hard. So damn hard, my stomach churned. 

“Don’t crumble now,” I told myself. When that day came—if it came—Margaret would fall right alongside me. 

I dried my eyes and picked myself up off the tan tile. With shaking hands, I fixed my appearance in the mirror, washing the mascara that streaked my cheeks—three ragged lines on each side. 

Gripping the counter, I leaned close to the mirror and glared at the delicate face staring back at me. “Uncover, expose, and get the hell out of there,” I whispered. And though my brown and amber eyes were bloodshot from crying, the terror that was there my first day at Emerson & Taylor was mixed with something new. 

Determination.

Anger.

Combing my fingers through my platinum hair, I exited the bathroom and returned to the living room. August and Pen were on the couch, their heads bowed together as they studied something on his laptop. When she noticed me, Pen snapped the computer shut and leaped to her feet.

“I figured it was best not to bother you—” she started, but I interrupted instantly.

“What do I need to do to take this bitch down?”

Wiping her palm over one of her peacock tattoos, Pen worried her lips together. She looked over at her shoulder at August, who’d started returning his laptop to its bag. Turning back to me, she took a tentative step closer. “There are a couple avenues we can take.”

“Pen, I’m heading out,” August declared from behind her as he pulled the strap of his bag across his body.  

She held up a finger and gave me a pleading look. “One second, I promise.”

While they whispered back and forth, I lowered my numb body to the chair and clung to the armrests. Ignoring the sound of my phone ringing from inside my purse, I stared at the stack of documents that were now strewn out on the coffee table until my vision turned hazy.

“Gemma,” August said loudly, breaking my daze. I lifted my chin to see him by the front door. Although we barely knew each other, I could tell he felt sorry for me by the way his shoulders curled forward and the sluggish shake of his head. “I’m sorry it took us so long.”

My chest hitched. He and Pen had done me a favor, solved something I hadn’t been able to even after I was placed right in Margaret’s trajectory, and he was telling me sorry? 

Sagging back in the chair, I cleared the dryness from my throat. “Thank you,” I said shakily. “You have no idea what you’ve done for me.”

Turning red from my praise, he dipped his head in a nod and then looked at Pen. “If I find anything else while I’m here, I’ll be in touch. I’ll call you about that Campbell thing in a day or two.”

She crossed her arms over her breasts. “Thanks for everything.” 

The moment he was gone, she locked the door and returned to me. She dragged the ottoman over to the chair. “Gem,” she started tentatively, “Are you going to be alright?”

“How do we take her down?” I asked again. I would worry about alright after this was all completely resolved. “I want to know why she did this, Pen. I have to know.”

She fidgeted her hands. “We can go the legal route. But if we do that, we’re going to have to really nail down our story because there’s a good chance we’ll be bent over if we’re not smart about it.” Jabbing her finger at the coffee table, to the paperwork, she took a breath. “That is all we have to go on, and even though I know it’s right, it’s going to be hard as hell to prove because both witnesses and your father have died. It’s our word against Margaret and a douchey attorney who was well-respected before he retired.”

“Both witnesses are gone.” I murmured, and she gave me a pained look.

“Virginia Carroll, the former VP of E & T, died of pancreatic cancer two years ago, and Nick Fairbanks passed away in a car crash a few years after your dad’s heart attack.”

“How convenient for Margaret,” I choked out, but I was thankful to Penelope Connelly for discovering all this. And I was ashamed of myself. The stranger who’d called me had been right. No matter how much I thought of my father, how much I still loved him, I hadn’t cared enough before five months ago to untangle our history.

I’d been too afraid of feeling the sharp pain of rejection again.

Bending forward, I rested my head between my knees, letting the blood flow to my face. “You want to tell Linc, don’t you?” 

When she spoke, she surprised me. “Fuck. That. Crap.”

I sat upright. “Okay,” I breathed, “so since you don’t want to involve your brother, what’s behind door number two?”

“You keep working for Margaret. You go into that office tomorrow and the next day and the day after that, and we keep digging until we figure out everything that happened. There has to be a paper trail somewhere, Gemma. There always is. We just have to find it.”

“And once we have that paper trail?”

“Then we go to Linc.” From the unease in her voice, I could tell she’d never planned to involve her older brother, but if there was one person who’d make sure we went about exposing Margaret the right way, it was Lincoln. 

“We can figure out another way,” I said, but she snorted. 

“I can handle my brother.” She touched my knee, and I examined her chipped metallic nail polish. “We’ve got this bitch, Gem. Now we just need to drag her and Michael Scott down. You’re already in, so use whatever information you can. The woman from marketing. Finley-Bitchface-Scott. O—” Before she said his name, she froze and cleared her throat. 

“Oliver.”

“Yes. Oliver.” She slid closer to me and dropped her voice to a warning whisper. “You can’t fall for him, Gem. Because the end of this will tear you two apart.”

Wrapping my arms around my body, my fingers pressed into places his hands had touched last night. I held back the shiver and tried like hell to suppress the emotion, but it didn’t work. I wanted him just as much as before.

At last, I nodded. “I know that, Pen.”

*

Margaret was out the office the next day taking care of last minute details for her Friday flight to Paris, so I didn’t see her again until our nine-thirty ritual on Thursday morning.

She was at her desk when I walked through the French doors, and rage pounded my ears as I approached her with her customary skinny latte. 

“Good morning, Margaret,” I forced through a cheerful smile. “All set for France?”

Resting her elbows on the glass surface, she pinched her nose and sucked in a breath through it. “Do I look like I’m ready, Ms. Connelly?”

I handed her the coffee, which she practically jerked out of my hand, and for the briefest moment, I pictured the lid flying off and the liquid covering her cream-colored cashmere and mink Caroline Herrera sweater. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” I offered. 

Is there anything else I can do to help you live in that house that’s supposed to be mine? To help you blow money my father left for me?

It wasn’t even about the money, but damn, this was an awful situation.

Biting my tongue, I sat across from her and folded my hands in my lap. “If you need anything taken care of for your trip today, I’m happy to run out and do it.”

Tightening her blue eyes into slits, she twitched her head to either side. “Just do your job while I’m gone. Can you handle that?”

“Of course. Did you receive the transcriptions I emailed you?”

“I did, and I have another set for you to work on in my absence.” Dropping her hand from her nose, her nostrils flared. “I was surprised to see you did such an exceptional job, I need you to fix the mess the little cunt who worked here before you made.” 

The little cunt. 

Her words brought bile to the back of my throat, and I wondered if she’d used them to describe me before. In spite of the anger that continued to throb in my skull, I could almost vividly hear the words falling from her pinched mouth.

That little cunt Gemma.

Somehow, I made a small sound of agreement and bobbed my head. “I’ll get to work immediately on them. Where can I find the—”

“I’ve emailed you the mp3 files already.” Her desk phone rang, but she ignored it. As soon as the shrill sound stopped, she continued, “The moment you’re finished, email me all the transcriptions and make sure you CC Philip and Cate. You failed to send the last transcriptions to them, and they both need them as well. ”

I made a note on my LCD tablet to email the documents to the company’s VP and CFO. “I’m right on that,” I promised through a smile that felt like it was poisoning me. “I’ll have them to you ASAP.” 

“Then, I need you to—” Her phone rang again. Letting out a sharp curse, she lifted the receiver and slammed it to her ear, knocking one of her giant pearl earrings to her desk. “This is Margaret,” she announced in a clipped voice.

I watched her face transform, from annoyance to disgust, and I wanted to know who it was. Who would cause her to feel the exact emotions she inspired in me. When she said the name a second later, I held back a gasp. 

“It is a goddamn birthday party, Finley. Not the end of the world. If you can’t handle it, please contact my assistant who will refer you to one of the event planners we’ve used in the past.” Margaret held her breath while the brunette on the other line said something, and then she laughed dismissively. “Well, Oliver knows best. Goodbye, Finley.”

Apparently, there was trouble in paradise, and my curiosity was absolutely piqued.

Making a teepee with her fingers, Margaret breathed against her hands before addressing me. “I’ll email you anything else I need, Ms. Connelly,” she said, her tone dismissing me. As I started to the door, she continued speaking, and my spine stiffened. “My house guest, Ms. Scott, may call you for help planning my son’s thirtieth birthday party. As I’ll be in Paris until nearly a week before the event, I would appreciate it if you gave her a hand.”

I opened the door and looked back at her. “I’d love to help.” 

Even though I already knew Finley would rather saw off her own arm than ask me for anything dealing with Oliver. “Have a safe flight to Paris, Margaret.”

The second I returned to my office, I sent Pen a text.

What can we find out about Finley Scott?

*

“I didn’t realize you were here. Figured you’d be working from home today with Mrs. Emerson being gone,” Carl told me the following day as I breezed past his security station a few minutes after noon. Although I was running late, I turned around to face him, the spiked heel of my secondhand Manolo Blahnik shoes squeaking loudly on the black granite floor.

“Lunch with Stella.” Switching my purse to my other arm, I pointed to him. “Do you want me to bring you something back?”

Stunned, he blinked a few times. Then he motioned me to his desk. Although I tried to keep my gaze focused solely on him, as usual, I couldn’t resist flicking my eyes to the massive photo of my mother to the left. 

God, I wished she were here.

It would make this all so much easier, so much more bearable.

Leaning his forearm on his desk, Carl lifted his eyebrow. “Where are you two going?”

“That little Italian place a few blocks away,” I replied, and he closed his eyes together in anticipation. When he dug around in his back pocket for his wallet, I touched his wrist and shook my head. 

“Don’t worry about it. Just tell me what you want, and I’ll bring it back with me.” I still remembered what Stella had told me about helpfulness being dead around here, and after the week I’d had, I wanted to at least make someone else’s day a little better—especially Carl, who’d been at this company forever.

He gave me his order, which I texted to myself. As I walked toward the main entrance, allowing myself one more peek at Mom’s picture, Carl’s words warmed my chest. “You’re a good one, Lizzie.”

When I reached the restaurant ten minutes later, I spotted Stella in a booth near the back. She waved at me, and her Tiffany charm bracelet jingled prettily against her caramel skin.

“Sorry I’m late,” I breathed, sliding into the booth, slightly exerted from the walk here. 

“Don’t worry. I ordered us garlic knots.” She gestured to the basket of bread between our seats, her elegant ponytail swishing around the Peter Pan collar of her beaded black blouse as she moved closer. “I’ve been doing carb-cycling to tighten up a bit before I head to Trinidad for Christmas, and it’s my cheat day.”

“You’re beautiful. But I’m jealous of your vacation,” I admitted. I grabbed a piece of bread, tore off a small chunk, and popped it into my mouth. “Take me with you. Please.”

“I will. Or are you going back home to—” 

For the first time since my charade started, the first city that wiggled into my mind was Las Vegas—the city I had built my life in for the last several years. So where the hell was Lizzie from? 

I’d been so immersed in being myself all week—being the name written over and over again on my father’s will—I felt like I was slowly losing my mind.

“Oregon,” I finally informed Stella, although I prayed that by Christmas next month my façade would be over. “Yes, I’ll be going home to see my mother and father.”

Stella ate another piece of bread, giving me a dark look when I grinned and lifted my brow. “Cheat. Day,” she said slowly.

After our waitress stopped by, and I ordered a drink and both my lunch and Carl’s food, Stella’s phone vibrated on the table. Nibbling on yet another piece of garlic bread, she turned it to face her and rolled her dark eyes dramatically. 

“I’ve got to figure out how to stop these damn things,” she complained.

“Don’t tell me you’re doing one of those sexting subscriptions,” I joked, quickly realizing how close that hit to home. The reason I became a phone sex operator was because I’d looked into texting jobs first. When I found a forum dedicated to both, I’d decided to go the phone route. 

And phone sex, of course, led to escort work and the creation of my girl-next-door alter ego—Alice. 

Chuckling, she shook her head. “No, I opted in for these text alerts for Lavish.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. “Don’t tell me you saw that club picture of me.”

Opening the new alert, she nodded. “Don’t worry, I scrolled right past it. Anyone seen with Oliver Manning is bound to—” She paused mid-sentence, her face knitting into a frown as she looked down at her screen. Glancing up at me, she hunched her shoulders. “Well, you get seen with him once, and you’re all over the damn place.”

I knew when someone was purposely hiding something from me, and my stomach twisted. I crossed, and then uncrossed, my legs under the booth. “Stella ... is he all over the place on your phone right now?”

“I’m sure it’s not a big deal, but—”

“May I see?”

Curling her glossy lips in disapproval, she sighed and rotated her phone so that the screen faced me. Something painful coiled in my chest when I leaned over to see a picture of Oliver and Finley. 

Together. 

I recognized the backdrop as a popular, and exclusive, sushi destination in Beverly Hills, but I was more interested by the couple themselves as they stood near the curb, their bodies so close I fisted my hands until my nails cut into my palms. 

I couldn’t see the look on his face, but the ecstatic grin on hers was undeniable. 

“Oliver Manning and socialite girlfriend Finley Scott in Beverly Hills yesterday,” I read the caption aloud, keeping my voice stable in spite of the ragged emotions storming through me. “Looks like they’re back together.”

When she answered, I didn’t miss the sympathy in her tone. “If they are, it won’t last long.”

“Why is that?” 

She waited until after our waitress had brought my lemon water to say, “I can trust you, yes?” When I nodded, she continued, “From what Dora told me over drinks one night, Finley’s got a history of just picking up and disappearing on Oliver. Even in their teens.” 

I remembered what his ex-girlfriend had said to me the morning in my father’s house about loving Oliver since she was fifteen, and I clenched my teeth, hoping it looked like a smile to Stella. 

Fucking Oliver. 

She gave the photo on her phone one final glance before taking a sip of her soda. “There’s—there’s nothing going on with you and him, is there?”

I shook my head almost too rapidly. “Absolutely nothing.” 

Stella was smart enough to see through the bullshit, but she responded with a slight tilt of her head.

I’m fine, I convinced myself. I’m fine, and he told me all along we’d only have one night together. So why am I irritated?

There was nothing between Oliver Manning and myself, and my focus needed to laser in on figuring out his mother’s motives for ripping my life apart—not ripping his impeccable clothing off his body.

But by the time I returned to the office and dropped Carl’s food by his desk, I was furious. I spent the rest of the day barricaded in my tiny, black-and-white office, transcribing like a mad woman. A few minutes before it was time to leave, I received a new text message, and when I checked it, my heart stopped as I looked down at Oliver’s name at the top of my screen.

Can I see you tonight?

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I snapped. Rolling my chair away from my desk, I glowered at the five words on the iPhone screen, the intense pain in my chest spiking a notch with every second that passed. Starting a text, my fingers flew over the tiny letters.

Why would I want to fuck you again when there’s a picture of you with your ex plastered up online? Thanks, but no thanks.

Hovering my finger over the send key, I reconsidered what I wrote. Then, releasing a sigh that made everything from my stomach to my throat sting, I erased every word, but two.

Fuck you. 

Chapter 17

––––––––

Driving my Mini Cooper into the parking garage of my Marina del Rey apartment, I was thinking more rationally. With over an hour and a half away from Emerson & Taylor to clear my mind, I’d taken a step back to revaluate the situation. My response to Oliver and Finley—whatever might be going on between them—was uncharacteristic and admittedly ridiculous. 

In my twenty-four years on earth, I had never reacted jealously over a man. For starters, I’d always been so busy with work that dealing with men in my personal life was a headache—like the guy who’d broken up with me after finding out I was an escort or the man I’d dated briefly before him. That hadn’t worked out because of distance. 

Meeting Oliver Manning, though, had twisted everything I thought I knew about myself.

In a matter of weeks, he’d worked his way under my skin and tonight—tonight I planned on shoving all that out of my system for a while.

Toting the bottle of wine I’d picked up on the way home and my Prada bag, I took the stairs up to my floor, grateful for the exercise after spending most of the day trapped behind my desk. Although I wasn’t a wino, my best friend adored the stuff, and I was determined to order some takeout and coax her into catching up on one of the many TV shows waiting on the DVR. 

But the second I opened the stairwell door and turned onto my hall I knew that Pen was definitely not at home. Otherwise, why would a six-foot-two, gorgeously tan man be leaning against my front door? 

His golden-brown hair was damp, giving me the impression he’d showered and immediately come to my place, this was the second time I’d seen him without his customary suit. He wore a casual plaid button down, dark-wash jeans, and cap toe boots. When I slowed my approach toward him, his brows arched over blue eyes that drank in the sight of me. 

I averted my own eyes down to the oak floor.

Be strong. Do not look at that man’s shoulders, crotch—anything. Get the hell in the apartment, I warned myself. 

“Lizzie.” He spoke my fake name in a growly voice that danced through my pores, shooting fireworks into every vein. “You look beautiful tonight.”

“Oliver.” I held the bottle of wine between my elbow and side. “What are you doing here? Fuck you usually means you don’t show up an hour later.”

Although he moved aside to give me room to unlock my door, I felt the hard muscles of his abs against the side of my body, and I clamped the doorknob tightly. “I took your text as an invitation,” he drawled. 

I twisted my head to the side, my blond hair falling over one shoulder, and he smirked down at me like he was the damn King of Los Angeles. Cocky smiles like those were meant for one thing, and he’d already gotten that from me. 

Rotating the knob, I straightened my back and flung the door open where it banged loudly against the wall. “It wasn’t an invitation.” 

Molding his body to my backside, his fingers spread over my chest, and he breathed against my neck. “It sure as hell sounded like one, Lizzie.” 

Screaming at myself to put on my big girl panties—the ones that also warded off men like Oliver—I darted out of his grip, my shoulders burning from the trail of heat his fingertips left. 

“Goodnight, Mr. Manning.” I started to close the door, but the boot lodged in the opening halted my plans. When he shoved his face so close to mine my small nose brushed the tip of his, I sucked in a harsh breath.

“You get pissed at me for doing something wrong, fine. But you’re not going to close doors in my face without giving me a chance to fix whatever it is that’s ticked you off.”

“You don't have to fix anything.” But I stupidly held the door open to let him in. Placing my bag and the bottle of wine on the foyer table, I faced him with my arms crossed over my chest. “What do you want, Oliver?”

“I wanted to take the beautifully frustrating woman I spent the night with to dinner. I wanted to take her back to my place again for ... dessert. And then, since it’s the weekend, I had no plan of seeing that beautiful body covered by anything other than my cock and our sweat for the next twenty-four hours.”

If I weren’t so irritated, my underwear would probably already be on the laminate wood floor. 

“You couldn’t say all that via text?” The breathlessness in my voice earned me a gleaming white smile I wanted to smack right off his face.

“You told me to fuck off,” he pointed out.

Twisting away from him, I swiped the bottle and stalked through the foyer toward the kitchen with him hot on my trail. 

“I saw a picture of you with Finley Scott online today,” I said hotly over my shoulder, ditching the bottle of wine on the counter. “Since it was taken just yesterday, I assumed you were no longer interested in any of that with me.” 

His expression amused, he accepted the fall ale I pulled out of the refrigerator. Opening the bottle cap easily with the corner of my counter, he turned it to his full lips and took a drink. Then, he made a soft noise of admonishment.

“I would have thought that after what happened the other night, you would have learned from my mistakes and not jumped to conclusions.” He reached for my own beer bottle, and I passed it to him. Using the counter as a bottle opener once again, his longing gaze traveled over all five-foot-four-inches of my body. 

“Although I have to say, the end result has left me starving for seconds all week. To answer your question about Finley, we are not together again, and there’s no possibility of that happening.”

“Alright.” I downed at least a quarter of my beer before I nodded briskly. “Alright.” 

“You still sound unconvinced.” He exhaled. “I'd be happy to take you to my mother’s house right now and have Finley explain the nature of our relationship to you herself.”

My mouth fell open in horror. “Abso-fucking-lutely not.”

“I met with her yesterday to answer questions about this damn birthday party my mother is insisting on. Trust me, there are many other ways I’d love to spend my thirtieth birthday—being trapped in a house with Finley and Margaret is not one of them.”

His birthday party. 

The same event Margaret had asked me to help Finley with if she happened to call on me for assistance. 

I felt like a fool. A blubbering, jealous fool, but when I glanced at the floor, Oliver left his beer on the counter and held my chin in his hand. I swallowed down my embarrassment, not wanting to look up at him. 

What the hell was happening to me? I sounded like the heroine of that Carrie Underwood song about taking a bat to headlights and keying cars, and I was definitely not that person.

“Dammit,” I groaned, and a soft grin touched his features. “I don’t even know what to say except you’ll have to excuse my ... temporary lapse of judgment.”

“Bring that lapse of judgment to my bed,” he advised, stroking the corners of my lips. “I've already told you your jealousy makes my cock react.” With his free hand, he spread my fingers on the hard bulge in the front of his pants. “Now that we’ve established I’m not fucking my ex, I’m not leaving here without you. We both want each other—we’ve admitted it already—so there’s no use in denying it.”

I hated that he’d worded it like that because it was the truth.

Because I couldn’t shake what Pen had told me about not falling in love with Oliver. Any man who could provoke such a volatile reaction from me all over a photo of him with another woman—well, that made him dangerous.

“I—”

He drowned my protests with his lips and tongue, drawing quiet moans from my throat as his mouth worked furiously over mine. It was possessive, almost punishing me for assuming the worst in him because I knew he wouldn’t finish what he’d started until he was good and ready. 

Breathing raggedly, he broke our mouths apart, gliding his tongue over his lips. “Don’t fight me on this, Lizzie. I’ve been thinking about you since I brought you home the other morning, and I’m determined to be with you, inside of you, tonight.” 

Damn Oliver with his pretty words and gifted body.

And damn myself for wanting to go with him badly enough to throw caution to the wind. Even though I was nodding, agreeing to leave with him, I heard myself whisper, “Then I’ll be the one whose picture is online.” 

“Nobody will take photos of you.” At my skeptical sigh, he pulled away from me. “Contrary to what you might think, they don’t follow me around. We’ll go someplace private.”

“Do I need to change?” 

He removed my hand from his zipper but not before squeezing my fingers lightly around the thick flesh. “Not if you want to stay dressed,” he warned.

*

Oliver’s private place turned out to be an incredibly busy international restaurant on Rodeo Drive. It was near the hotel where one of my top ten favorite movies—the ironically fitting Pretty Woman—was filmed. When I told him while we waited for our hostess to seat us, he looked down at me sheepishly.

“Never seen it.”

“Who are you?” I demanded. “First The Tudors and now this? You have to watch it—it’s a classic just like The Princess Bride.”

He bent his head, grazing my ear with his mouth. “You better bring bring a hell of a good negotiation to the table to get me on board with watching either of those.” I looked over my shoulder to see his blue eyes gleaming with desire, and my sex tightened eagerly. “I’m talking about—”

“Mr. Manning,” the hostess spoke up, snagging both our attention. Smiling, she held two large menus to her chest. “Your table is available.”

With his hand resting on the small of my back and his fingers drumming on the curve of my ass, I felt nearly every female eye in the building following us enviously as we were seated at an intimate table near the back of the restaurant. 

After our hostess departed, he leaned back in the scroll print Parsons chair and stared at me. Though I couldn’t read his expression, it was impossible not to wilt slightly under his intense perusal. 

“You like unnerving me,” I said to break the silence. “Don’t you?”

“If I wanted to unnerve you—” I felt his hand between my legs and before I could push it away, he flicked his thumb over the center of my panties, sending desire melting through me. “—I’d start with that.”

Keeping my face void of any emotion, I cocked my head. “What happened to what you said about not whipping your dick out at restaurants?”

Pumping my thigh, he laughed. “I never said I wouldn’t touch your pussy,” he murmured. Reluctantly, he released me and placed both his hands on the table almost dramatically, like he was trying to prove he knew how to behave. “How are things going with Margaret?”

“She left for Paris today.” I held off my next question until after our waitress stopped by for our drink order, and then I asked, “Why do you call her Margaret?”

“I’ve called her my mother before.” 

“Yes, but it’s usually said derisively.” I knew I was searching in places I shouldn’t go—and especially during dinner—but I was curious for both the cause I was committed to and for myself. “I don’t—”

“You don’t what?”

Twisting my lips, I fidgeted with the corner of my linen napkin, clanging the silverware around inside it. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that when I talk about my mother, it’s a bit softer.”

“Margaret is complicated. I’m not her biggest fan, but she’s still my mother. We’ve never been particularly close because she meddles in my life. We both have very strong personalities that tend to clash.”

“And that’s why you were closer to your stepfather?” I blurted out. 

“Yes, but I wouldn’t tell Margaret that. My stepfather had—” He paused, as if considering what to say next, then ran his palm from side to side across his somewhat scruffy chin. “—commitment issues that only made my mother colder after his death.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d heard of my father’s infidelities. I’d found that picture of him with Margaret that was dated during his marriage to my mom. And then, the stepmonster herself had exposed she and my dad were an item before Mom had sauntered into the picture and married him. 

Still, it stung because I wanted to believe the absolute best about both my parents.

Observing my silence, Oliver asked, “You think I sound like a spoiled rich boy for feeling that way about Margaret, don’t you?”

Maybe if his mother were anyone else other than the woman I’d recently discovered had bent me over and screwed me with no lube, I might, but I shook my head. “You know your story better than anyone else.”

“What about your mother?”

I thought of the beautiful model I’d shared fifteen years with, and my shoulders touched my ears. “She was—is—wonderful.” I glared at the candle in the center of the table until the flame blurred my vision. I was hardly aware of our drinks reaching the table, but then Oliver’s hand rubbed against mine.

“Do you know what you want to order?”

Ignoring his concerned expression, I looked down at the menu and back at him. “What are you having?”

“The barramundi.”

Tilting my chin up to the waitress, I nodded. “Can I get that too, please?”

“Yes ma’am. Please let me know if you need anything else,” she said with a genuine version of the accommodating smile I offered my boss everyday.

As soon as she left, Oliver resumed his focus on me. “I want to know you,” he said. “Not just every inch of your body—I want to know you. And the longer it takes me to learn, the better.”

I tried not to hold my breath, to keep my tone even, but I failed miserably when I asked, “Are you asking to see me on a regular basis?”

“I’m already seeing you.” He drank from the craft beer he’d ordered, swallowing hard, licking his lips to draw my attention to them. “Give me something, Lizzie.”

“What do you want to know?” I touched my chest, shocked at how quickly my heart was beating. “My favorite movie is The Princess Bride, I’m obsessed with TV series, and I want to work in fashion.”

He shook his head. “I already know all that, beautiful. Something new.” Before I was able to attempt to feed him some of Lizzie’s past, his phone rang. Sliding away from the table, he looked at me apologetically. “I’ve got to take this, but I’ll be right back.”

While I awaited his return, I fished my own phone from my purse to send Pen a message. Spotting a text from her already sitting in my inbox, I grinned.

Where are you, woman?!? I’m home and you’re nowhere to be found. Are you with Mr. Sex-In-A-Business-Suit? If you are, don’t forget what I said!

As if I could. I was about to respond, but then a hand covered mine. Dropping my phone into my lap, I lifted my eyes to take in the sight of Oliver, but my gaze connected with the short, good-looking man standing beside the table. He was older than me by at least twenty years—maybe mid-forties—with dark hair and eyes and a disbelieving expression.

Anxiously, I slid a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry, can I—”

“God, if I’d known you were living in Los Angeles now,” he murmured with a suggestive smile that drained the blood from my face even before he put a name to me. “It’s so good to see you again, Alice.” 

Alice. 

Not Lizzie or Gemma, but Alice.

Hearing that name instantly brought to mind the day three years ago when I’d picked a pseudonym for my job—because no escort used her real name. Pen and I were having dinner with friends at the Hard Rock, and when I quietly told her about my plan to make the transition from PSO to half-naked concierge, she’d joked about me going down the rabbit hole. Up until five months ago, the name had stuck.

Staring back at one of my former clients, I fought to maintain my composure. I couldn’t remember him, which was probably a good thing and meant he wasn’t a raging lunatic. 

“It’s ... nice to see you again, too.” I peeked around him, keeping an eye out for Oliver. As much as I wanted this man to go away, I also knew going about it the wrong way could put an end to my date if I somehow offended him. “How’ve you been?”

“Same as before. I’ve relocated to L.A. for the next few months while we finish a new development.”

I bobbed my head, hoping I resembled the good-listener the agencies always advertised me as. “Hopefully there won’t be any hiccups.” I looked past him once again.

When I returned my focus on him, he’d wrinkled his forehead. “I promise I’m not being rude! It’s just that ... I’m here with someone tonight.”

His dark eyes widening in comprehension, he reached into the back pocket of his slacks. “I completely understand. You’re a gorgeous girl, so I know you must be busy.” Mortified, I watched as he dug a business card from his wallet. My hand shook as I accepted it, and I wished to God the restaurant floor would open up and swallow me under Rodeo Drive. 

“Give me a call when you’re available.”

While I had no intention of ever contacting him, I knew that it was better to let him believe I was still in the industry. I folded the card and clutched it in my fist. “I’ll let you know.”

“See you soon, Alice,” he said, turning on his heel. He nearly bumped into my date on the way back to the table he was sharing with a few other men who were most likely business partners. When he gestured to me, and they all looked over, the flush creeping up my face flamed higher. 

I hoped Oliver hadn’t heard a word of what was said.

Hesitantly taking his seat across from me, Oliver turned a scowled to my former client’s table, looking like he was seconds away from storming over there. “Did I miss something?” he asked irritably.

“No.”

“He wasn’t harassing you, was he? I saw him giving you a card and I know the owner of this—” 

“No!” I practically shouted. “He’s a ... modeling scout. He wanted to know if I was interested in some commercial work.” That explanation sounded incredibly cocky, but after thinking of my mom several minutes ago, it was the first thing that came to mind that made any sense. 

“I told him how awkward I was behind the camera, but he insisted I take his card,” I added calmly, fidgeting with my fork’s prongs.

It was just one more lie to keep up with on top of all the others, and my head spun when I realized just how fragile the house of cards I’d built had become. 

Oliver stayed hushed for a few moments, tracing his index finger around his half-full beer glass. Eventually, he lifted his light blue eyes and offered me a slight smile. “Everyone wants you, beautiful, but you’re mine.”

“Yours?” I laughed because it was the only thing I could do not to choke. “A little possessive, are we?”

“A little.”

Through the rest of dinner, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being stared at from across the restaurant. And every few minutes, Oliver threw a curious glare of his own in the direction of my former client.

Opting to skip dessert, Oliver seemed like he was in a rush to leave. As soon as the valet brought his black Viper to the front of the building and we were safely hidden behind the protection of several tinted windows, he bumped my knees apart. 

“Scratch what I said earlier,” he growled, and I started to frown, but that expression quickly changed to one of unconcealed pleasure when the backs of his fingers caressed my center through my panties. “When it comes to you, I’m slowly discovering I’m more than just a little possessive.”

Chapter 18

––––––––

Falling back on Oliver’s mattress, I pulled the dark green sheets over my breasts the following Wednesday night, struggling to catch my breath. 

“Good God, we can’t do this anymore,” I groaned. 

We’d spent most of the evening tangled up together, but with Margaret scheduled to call me from Paris the next morning, I couldn’t afford to stay awake any longer. To say I was disappointed about that was an understatement. Being around Oliver helped me shove my problems out of my head, and I welcomed that temporary distraction. 

Grinning widely, he flipped over on his stomach, moving his lips along the column of my throat. “Quitter.” But he kissed my shoulder, his scruffy face tickling my skin.

“I’m serious, Oliver. It’s—” I lifted my head to view the clock on the other side of his bed. “—one thirty in the morning. Your mother is calling me at nine on the dot, and if I’m not there to pick up the phone, she’ll start harassing Carl and probably Dora, too.”

And the last thing I wanted was for Margaret to bring me up to Dora. I’d successfully avoided the HR director, and her requests to sign me up for a company credit card thus far.

“Poor Isadora.” He shook his head in mock remorse. “No wonder she’s so uptight. But, I can always tell Easton to forward your calls to your cell.” 

“No, don’t do that. Margaret’s bitchy-sense would automatically pick up on it.”

When he chuckled, I sighed and started to shimmy off the bed. He closed his fingers around my wrist. “Stay the night.” When I pressed my lips into a fine line, he rolled onto his back, giving me a full frontal view of his nudity, and my mouth went dry. Smirking at the look on my face, he held his hands up in surrender. 

“I’m a gentleman, Lizzie, and I promise to let you sleep.”

“I—” But the unmistakable chime of his doorbell stopped my words, and I chewed on my lower lip. “Company at one thirty? I’m guessing it’s not the pizza guy.”

He rolled off the bed, rubbing his hand over his face. “Shit, it might be important—” Pointing at me as he walked to his dresser, he warned, “Don’t leave, Lizzie.”

Admiring his body as he put on a pair of sweats, I shifted beneath his Egyptian cotton sheets. “I’m surprised you’re not tying me to the bed,” I countered.

“Maybe when I get back.” 

Letting his words wash over me, I closed my eyes and listened to the sound of Jack White’s rendition of “Love Is Blindness” playing quietly on the music intercom system. There was a good chance it would lull me to sleep before he came back to the bedroom, which was probably the reason he’d turned on music before we climbed into bed. 

He wanted me to spend the night.

And knowing that he wanted me here warmed me in a way I knew was toxic.

I hummed the chorus of the song, stopping at the part I was unfamiliar with. As soon as I went quiet, I heard the distinctive sound of a female voice coming through the crack Oliver had left in the door. 

What the hell?

Scowling, I got out of bed, quickly dressing in my underwear and the clothes I wore over here—Joe’s skinny jeans, a black tank top, and a plaid roll sleeve shirt. I edged closer to the entrance and pressed my ear to it. 

I heard high-pitched laughter, and I cringed. A few seconds later, the woman with Oliver spoke, and her words squashed down my anger before it could rise to the surface. 

“No sane man turns down a piece of ass in the middle of the night, Ollie,” Finley Scott stated. “You can deny whatever you want, but we’ve been together before, and it was—”

I hummed, running my tongue over my teeth to drown out whatever she was about to say about their former sex life. 

At one thirty in the damn morning. 

Quietly, I opened the door and stepped into the hallway. I crept toward the sound of their hushed voices, following it to the family room. 

Peeking around the corner, I saw Finley standing close to the stone fireplace with her hands on her slim hips and her head tilted back to glare up at the tray ceiling. Oliver leaned against the wall closest to the entranceway. Even beneath the recessed lighting, I could see that the muscles in his neck were taut. 

He crossed his arms over his bare chest—the same chest I’d branded with my fingernails not even twenty minutes ago. “I’d hate to drag you out, Fin, but you’re really pushing your fucking luck,” he told her tightly. “Go back to Margaret’s. Go to bed.” 

“I drove all the way here to see you,” she hissed, lowering her gaze from the ceiling. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“No. It doesn’t. I can deal with many things, Fin, but cheating isn’t one of them. We’re going on three years apart now, and I’m tired of doing this shit every time you come to town.”

She sauntered over to him, but he held her away by her thin shoulders. “You have no clue what I’ve been through!”

He sneered. “Go back to Margaret’s.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Although I absolutely wanted to hear the rest of this conversation, I realized it wasn’t a good idea. It wasn’t like he’d invited her to his place—thank goodness—but nothing good ever came from listening in on things like this. Then I realized something else. 

With Finley in the middle of a quarrel with Oliver, I had been blessed with a chance to take a look inside her car. 

Dragging my attention away from Oliver and his ex, I crept in the other direction to the backdoor, and as I slipped outside, I could hear the argument progress to yelling. Walking as fast as I could without shoes, I reached the front of the house where I found Finley’s shiny red Jaguar parked in front of the garage bay where I’d left my Mini Cooper earlier tonight. 

God, I hoped she hadn’t locked the door. 

I pulled off my plaid shirt and wrapped it around my hand. Pulling the door handle, I winced—fully prepared to take off in a sprint if the alarm went off.

To my surprise, the sleek door swung open, and I leaned into the tan leather interior, inhaling the scent of new car.

Since I didn’t have time to scan what I found, I grabbed every piece of paper inside Finley’s dashboard. Shoving them into my shirt, I closed the dashboard and the car door. Surprised at how easy that had been, and feeling a little bad ass, I was halfway across the driveway and heading to the back of the house when I heard her hiss my name.

“Lizzie?”

Freezing, I thanked all the higher powers she hadn’t walked outside a few seconds earlier. I smoothed my hands over the paperwork hidden beneath my shirt, dragged in a breath, and turned around to look at the flushed woman standing several feet away.

“It’s so nice to see you again, Finley,” I drawled, echoing what she said to me every time we came in contact. 

“What are you doing here?” she seethed, stalking across the walkway, her hazel eyes wandering to my bed hair. She glanced behind her, and I followed her stare to Oliver. He stood in the doorway, somehow looking like sex incarnate even though he was scowling. “Why is she here?”

Giving up on my plan to sneak in through the back way, I walked barefoot toward the front door, offering her a tiny smile as I passed by. “I came to run an errand for Margaret,” I explained a little too sarcastically, and I knew I’d probably pay for that.

Tomorrow morning, Margaret would be all over me.

Finley’s lips parted, and she pinged her eyes from Oliver to me. “You’re with her now? Is this the reason you’ve been so ... strange?”

It was wrong of me to feel so much pleasure at hearing her say that, but that was the exact emotion that rushed through my body. Ignoring the voice in the back of my head that told me I was stupid for feeling anything for a man I’d have to say goodbye to sooner or later, I hugged myself close. The pages beneath my shirt crackled under my arms. 

Neither confirming nor denying our involvement, Oliver gave his ex an icy smile that would have made even Margaret Manning-Emerson tremble. “Goodnight, Finley.”

When I passed the stone pillars on either side of his veranda, I heard Finley say evenly from behind me, “You probably think this is funny.”

“No.” Halting a few inches from Oliver, I twisted to see her beside her Jaguar with her hands balled into fists. “But I’m sorry if you think I do.”

She opened her door and threw her purse inside. “What was it you told me your father always said to you?” Don’t say apologize for things you’re not really sorry for?” Her nostrils flared. “Well, take your own advice.”

A few seconds after the front door closed behind Oliver and me, her tires squealed, signaling her departure from his home. His expression blank, he moved toward me, but I pressed my hand to his chest. I didn’t want him to feel what I’d stuffed down my shirt. 

Didn’t want to come up with another lie this late.

He raced the back of his finger along the side of my face. “What were you doing outside?”

“I was checking my car for an extra phone charger,” I said breathlessly. “I promise I wasn’t leaving.” Before he had a chance to form a response, I stood on my toes and kissed him. “I’m going to shower and then I’m coming back to bed. And we will actually get some sleep.”

Exhaling, he nodded. From his tight expression, it was apparent he was still irritated from Finley’s visit. “Don’t take too long, Lizzie.”

The moment I locked myself in the bathroom with the massive body-jet shower, I plucked the papers from my shirt. As I sat on tile shower bench and leafed through receipts and other frivolous documents, I felt a sharp stab of remorse. 

What if I was being suspicious of Finley for absolutely no reason? 

“What if—” I started, but then I saw something on the page in my hand that made me blink. It was a bill of sale from Jaguar for Finley’s car, but she wasn’t the purchaser.  

The stepmonster was.

Turning to the following page—the temporary vehicle registration—I found Margaret’s name once more.

“What the fuck is going on here?” I murmured, holding the papers side-by-side, studying them closely. Why on earth would Margaret buy Finley a car?

Oliver rapped on the door a few times, and my heart collided against my ribcage. “Is everything alright?”

Gathering the paperwork into a stack, I found myself bobbing my head even though nobody could see me. “Everything is ... fine.” I folded the pages inside my plaid shirt and tucked the sleeves to hold everything in. 

Then, I stepped into the shower, my thoughts all over the place.  

*

I made it through security and into my office the next morning with a couple minutes to spare. A few seconds after I’d powered on my iMac and lowered my butt to my rolling chair, the phone on my desk rang. 

Before I could murmur a greeting, Margaret’s voice boomed in my ear, going a mile a minute. I sucked on the inside of my bottom lip and waited for the verbal lashing that was bound to happen due to Finley telling her about last night. 

To my bewilderment, though, I quickly realized she was more interested in chatting about early Christmas shopping than my affiliation with her son.

“I like to mail out gifts to my favorite editors and colleagues a few weeks in advance, and I don’t have time to deal with any of that this year. I’ve sent you an email with what I need you to pick up and who you’ll be mailing what to.”

“Do you want me to work on it after Thanksgiving next week?” 

She blew a breath into the receiver, and I could just imagine the look of sheer frustration pulling at her thin lips at this very moment. “If I wanted you to do it after I returned from France, I would have asked you then. Do you understand?”

Tapping my fingers on the checkerboard paperweight, I held the phone away from my mouth so she wouldn’t hear me grit my teeth. It was only a matter of time before I blew up.

Margaret had certainly given me plenty of fuel for a meltdown.

“I’ll get started on the shopping tomorrow,” I promised, my pulse speeding as I clicked on her email and glanced over the list that would probably print out to two pages. Certain brands jumped out to me like Hermès and Givenchy, and I wondered how many thousands of dollars Margaret’s Christmas shopping would add up to. “Where can I find all the addresses?”

“Most of them should be in your Rolodex, but my assistant from last year was so flighty, you might need to do your own research.” Not bothering to cover the receiver, she barked a command to whatever poor soul was assisting her in Paris before returning to me. 

“What’s the status on that final transcription? I checked my box for it this morning, but it wasn’t there. You didn’t forget, did you?”

Rolling my eyes, I opened the transcription software. “Almost done. I’ll be sending it along by the end of the week.” 

“Good enough. Did you schedule the car to meet me at LAX next Tuesday?” 

“The car will be there at two thirty. I also emailed you the confirmation.” 

She made a tsking sound, and I braced myself for the shitstorm that would likely ensue. “One more thing, Ms. Connelly. It’s about my son.” 

Oh, hell.

I bit my tongue, realizing she was about to tear me to shreds because of Finley—the woman she’d bought a very expensive car for.

Which still boggled my mind, but Pen had already promised me she’d find out exactly what was going on.

“Yes?” I breathed, clicking on a message from Stella that popped up on my computer screen. “What about Oliver?”

“Although it’s an intimate affair being held at my home, Finley has asked that I request your assistance checking names at the door for Oliver’s party. Don’t make plans for the evening of December fifth.”

Wow. 

That was it? 

No threats or promises to end my career?

“I’ll make sure my schedule stays free.” 

“Perfect. I’ll see you next week, Ms. Connelly.”

After she disconnected the call, I stared at my screen for what felt like eons. Finally, when another message from Stella came through, I confirmed our lunch date and got to work.

*

“She’s embezzling money,” Pen told me confidently a few seconds after I dragged ass through the door the next evening. I’d spent the day hunting down Margaret’s early Christmas list—even using the gift card Oliver had given me the other month when I went over the daily limit. The last thing I expected was to come home to a greeting like that. 

“What did you just say?”

“She’s. Embezzling. Money.”

“Finley Scott?” When I’d given my best friend the contents of Finley’s dashboard yesterday morning, she seemed giddy at the prospect of new developments. She’d also promised to make sure everything made it back into the other woman’s car before she noticed it gone. I’d been skeptical, but somehow, Penelope and all her connections had come through. 

When I came home last night, she’d informed me that Finley’s belongings were back in place. And tonight, she was talking about embezzlement.

“Finley’s embezzling money?” I repeated, and my skin prickled when I said the words out loud.

Pen snorted. “She’s sure as hell spending it, so I’m positive she knows what’s going on, but I’m talking about Margaret.” When I released a strangled noise, she sarcastically added, “Mommy dearest has been one busy bitch.”

Dropping my bag on the couch, I sat on the armrest and stared intently at my best friend, who was typing away like she hadn’t just dropped a massive bomb on me. “You’re screwing with me.”

Gathering her long brown hair away from her face, she nodded to a white binder sitting on the coffee table. “There’s a lot in there, so it might take you some time.”

My ears throbbed as I lifted the binder from the table. Pacing the open living room, I drowned out the sound of The Tudors rerun Pen had playing on a low volume and flipped the cover open.

What I found inside were pages upon pages of financial reports. I’d never been a numbers girl, and all the digits seemed to meld together in a dizzying wave of black and white. “Where did you get all these?”

“Some from her laptop, others from the papers you took from her home office, and several from August. By the way, when Emerson & Taylor is yours, you should consider hiring us. We’re good at this.” 

Pausing in front of the flat screen TV, I tossed her a dark look and she sighed. “When you brought home that stuff from Finley’s car—it got me thinking. That’s when some of those numbers started to click in place,” she said and motioned for me to sit near her. 

Complying, I slid down on the area rug by the chair. She set her computer aside and took the binder from me. Holding it to where we both could see, she pointed to various figures she’d already circled. 

“For starters, in the last year alone, she’s skimmed close to eight million from the company.” Ignoring my gasp, she added, “And all these five and ten thousand dollar a plate charity functions she’s hosting? The proceeds have gone into her pocket—” She paused for dramatic effect, and I swallowed down the pain in the back of my throat, figuring out exactly what she planned to say next.

“Her pocket and the Scotts?” I whispered, picturing Michael and Finley’s faces in my mind. “God, what the hell are they doing with all that money?”

“That’s what I wondered. So ... I had August dig around a little. You know how they spent the last year in Italy?” When I moved my head up and down, she said, “All their spending can be traced back to Margaret.”

“She’s paying for them to live.” It wasn’t a question but a statement, and I looked straight ahead. “How in the hell is that possible?”

Behind me, Pen let out a frustrated noise. “Apparently, nobody has picked up on this, which seriously makes me question what kind of idiots she has handling her shit. Well, you know, if they’re not along for this crazy ride.”

Embezzlement. Although the word made me shudder, it also took my breath away as I came to terms with what Pen’s discovery meant. “When this comes out, she’s going away for a long time.”

“Yes.”

“And this is where we have to get Linc involved, isn’t it?” I whispered, and she nodded. 

“He’ll be out here the week after next. It’s going to suck to tell him, but by then I’ll have more answers. August and I are still digging, and I have a few theories, but I just wanted you to know this is almost over.”

Answers. Theories. Almost over. 

Those were bittersweet words, and I turned around abruptly, wrapping Pen in a tight hug that left her wheezing. “You are amazing. You know that, don’t you?” When I released her, I stood and gave her a meaningful look, and she responded with a smile. 

“I’m glad it’s almost over—for your sake.” Handing me the white binder, she pulled her laptop back in her lap. “We were hired to dig for information on some rich guy. It’s proven to be more difficult than I imagined, but I think I’ve made a breakthrough in that, too.”

“I ... wasn’t going to ask.”

“Yeah, but with everything going on, I didn’t want you to worry about what was going on with me.” Tilting her screen down, she twisted her lips to the side. “Are you seeing Oliver tonight? I wanted to make sure I’m not around because I’m always terrified I’ll screw up and say something I shouldn’t. He has that effect on people.”

Tell me about it, I thought. To Pen, I replied, “He’ll be here in an hour, but he’s leaving for business tomorrow.”

She patted the book I held close to my chest. “Good, then we’ll have plenty of time to go over all this this weekend.” 

*

True to her word, Pen was gone when I came out the shower half an hour later. As I’d washed my body, the full weight of what was inside the binder had finally hit me, and it left me a trembling mess. It seemed like there was one surprise after another when it came to Margaret, and I prayed we’d just reached the final one. 

Donning a simple pair of jeans and a sweater, my stomach pitched violently as I caught the reflection of the white book on my bed. 

I reprocessed Pen’s words. Margaret had moved around over eight million dollars from Emerson & Taylor in the last twelve months. And the Halloween ball she had me harass an event planner over was nothing but a farce. I wondered if my father had realized what a fucked up woman he married? 

If he’d known what a piece of work his attorney was?

My doorbell rang, and I stepped away from my dresser, rubbing shaky hands over my damp hair as I walked into the foyer. Keep it together, I told myself, opening the door for Oliver with a soft smile that belied the storm within me. 

Dragging me to his warm body, he cupped the back of my neck. “I’ve thought of nothing but this perfume all day, and it made work very distracting,” he growled against my temple. 

“Which must have been the reason you spent all day emailing me. Margaret left me with a Christmas list longer than my arm to take care of while she’s away.”

“You didn’t have to email me back,” he pointed out, leading me to my living room where he sat on the couch. He glanced around inquisitively. “Your roommate isn’t here?”

“She’s never here. Give me twenty minutes to finish getting dressed, and I’ll be ready to go.”

“Twenty minutes.” Rubbing his hand over his mouth, he nodded his approval. “After that I’m coming in after you.” As I headed toward the hallway, his voice followed me. “By the way, you look beautiful today, Gemma.”

My heart soaring in spite of everything, I called out, “Since you put it that way, I’ll be out in fifteen minutes.”

Chapter 19

––––––––

It wasn’t until my hand was on my bedroom door that I reexamined precisely what Oliver had just said to me. 

“By the way, you look beautiful today, Gemma.”

Ice rushed down my spine, freezing me where I stood. I couldn’t have heard him correctly. With everything going on, my mind had officially started playing tricks on me, and I was hearing things—things I wasn’t prepared to listen to coming from Oliver’s mouth.

That was it, right?

Breathing in through my nose, I returned to the living room to find him leafing through the copy of Stardust I kept on the coffee table. Although he didn’t glance up, his self-assured grin instantly put my fears to rest, and I relaxed my shoulders. 

“Thought you were getting dressed,” he said.

“I am.” Holding the nape of my neck in an effort to scrub away the uneasiness crawling over my flesh, I forced a laugh. “I’m just an exhausted mess and hearing things. Give me a few.”

“Wait.” He laid the book on the table and moved forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You weren’t hearing things, Lizzie. I called you Gemma.”

Someday, when I thought back on this moment, I’d immediately recall how I felt as if my heart had stopped, how we both seemed to be made of glass as his words flitted between us. 

“Gemma,” he repeated, creating the first chink in my fragile armor.

I dug my fingernails into my skin. “Another ex-girlfriend, Oliver?” 

“I know who you are. Gemma.” His words caused another crack, this one larger than the last, and I squared my shoulders.

“You should leave. It’s fucked up to come in here calling me another woman’s name.” But my voice faltered, and I had to fight every instinct in my body not to turn and go myself. “Leave!”

He drew himself to his full height. The closer he came to where I stood in the hallway, the harder my pulse throbbed, the clearer it was to see his grin was only a façade. The corners of his lips trembled. When he reached for me, pulling me to him so hard I couldn’t breathe, the rest of that glass encasing me shattered. 

Suddenly, I felt my heart again, and I swore it was seconds from exploding.

Oliver knew, and everything was ending right now. 

“We’re going to talk,” he said, his light blue eyes stabbing into mine. “And I’m not taking no for an answer.” 

But I said it anyway. I said it, and I shook my head in denial. “No.” 

With one swift motion, he scooped me into his arms like I weighed nothing. A second later, I was on the couch. My stomach tightened as he knelt in front of me, trapping my legs with his upper body. I could feel his heart beating fitfully against my knees.

I clutched my hand over my own chest.

“Stop looking at me like I’m going to hurt you,” he growled, dragging his hand over his tan face. “That’s not my intention.”

“Oliver—”

“And don’t open your mouth with lies.” Hauling his phone from his pocket, he typed in the security code before shoving the device in my direction. I looked down. And what I saw sent another tumultuous wave of emotion through me.

On the screen was a copy of my driver’s license and everything was there—my real date of birth, the address to my Vegas apartment, my name. 

“I have everything else on you, if you need more convincing.”

From the way he said that, I knew he was aware of the phone sex and the escorting, but did he know why I was in L.A.? Because I didn’t know what would happen if I opened my mouth to ask, I chose silence, glaring at his phone as the waves of nausea held me under.

“I knew there was something about you, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.” His rough voice was the softest I’d ever heard it, and it terrified me. 

“Even after you told me about that scar on your chest, and I remembered Greg mentioning his kid having to go to the hospital after something similar happened. Even after I heard some motherfucker propositioning you, calling you Alice in the middle of our date—I was still too stubborn to let myself believe you might be deceiving me.”

I finally discovered my voice, but when I murmured his name he shook his head. 

“But the other night when Finley mentioned what your father used to tell you, I knew for sure. He said the same thing to me when I told him I was sorry for getting into his liquor stash when I was fourteen.” He touched his chest, fisting a handful of fabric. “I told you I wouldn’t have Easton look into you, but I couldn’t sleep beside you not knowing.”

“How long did it take him?”

“Two hours. In two hours he had everything, and I have no fucking clue how you’ve managed to fool Margaret this long.”

“You’ve already told her?” Raking my hands through my wet hair, I released a strangled noise. “You told her, and—”

“I haven’t.” When my head whipped up to look at him, he sneered. “I wanted to know why you were doing this before I said a word to anyone. Is it more money? Is it—”

Before I could stop myself, my fingers were on his shoulders. I tugged him closer to me, my world spinning uncontrollably. “What do you mean more money?”

“The money you’ve asked Margaret for over the years.” 

I laughed, but it hurt. Everything about this moment hurt. “I’ve never taken anything from your mother other than the paycheck I earned from working.” Loosening my grip from his broad shoulders, I jabbed my finger to my chest. “I’ve never taken anything. She’s the one who’s taken everything from me!”

His nostrils flared, but his expression faltered. “What do you mean?” At my muteness, he held my chin in his hand and made me look at him. “I’m not going to let you say something like that just to back down.”

“Get out, Oliver.”

Even though he moved away from my body and stood, he didn’t head for the door like I hoped. Instead, he followed right behind me when I stumbled by him and into the foyer. 

“Get out!” I repeated, pointing at the exit.

Planting his palm firmly against the door, he swallowed hard. “Not until you tell me what you have to gain from all this.”

It was all too much. 

It had always been too much—I just hadn’t realized that before now. 

Fury beating against my chest, I shouted, “Answers!” Lowering my head to the floor, I watched as the first tear fell to the laminate between our feet. “I don’t want any money that belongs to your mother, I just want answers. I wanted to know why I felt abandoned by my father for fourteen years and why the woman he married hated me so much to turn me away. I wanted all that.”

He sucked in a breath before he implored, “Then give me answers.” 

When he framed my face with his large hands, it was to force my gaze to his. Staring up at the anger and disappointment in his blue irises, the tears started to run freely down my cheeks. 

“Dammit.” As he backed away from me, dragging his hands through his light brown hair, I wiped my eyes with the back of my hands. “Why did you come here?”

“When are you telling Margaret?” 

Realizing I wasn’t going to tell him why I came to L.A., he hunched forward and exhaled raggedly. “I’m leaving tomorrow. I’m giving you two weeks, Gemma—two weeks—to tell me everything.”

When he jerked my door open and stepped into the hall, I heard myself wheeze, “Why wouldn’t you do it now? Why two weeks?”

“Because if you’re here for answers, you’re not going anywhere.” He didn’t turn around, but I was glad he didn’t. Glad he couldn’t see the harsh emotions tearing through me. “Because the last two weeks have been the best of my fucking life.”

*

The next week floated by almost too quickly—a combination of working for a woman I couldn’t stand to even look at, and agonizing over the parting words of a man my chest ached for. Lies had backed me into a corner I wasn’t sure I could wiggle out of, and it was hell. With every day that passed, I knew I was drawing closer to the rest of my world crumbling around me.

I needed to help myself—finish what I started to stop that from happening.

“I didn’t want to give this to you yesterday because it was Thanksgiving,” Pen started ten minutes after we took a seat at a bar downtown on Friday night. “But I have a theory I thought you might want to hear.”

When she’d talked me into going out with her, I’d assumed she only wanted to get some alcohol in me to take my mind off Margaret and Oliver. Once she slid a piece of paper next to my beer, I realized she was mixing pleasure with business—business that probably wouldn’t have me dancing in excitement on the bar counter. 

“What is it?” Running my tongue over my lips, I grabbed the printout and unfolded it carefully to reveal a photo of my father. He was with a blonde I didn’t recognize—no surprise there—and on the other side of them stood Michael Scott and a brunette woman. They were all grinning and holding champagne flutes. “Where’d you get this?”

“Old newspaper clippings.” Pen tapped her finger on the picture. “I’m not sure who the woman with your father is, but the lovely brunette hanging on Michael Scott’s douchebag arm is his ex-wife, Robin.” 

“Finley’s mother,” I said, and she nodded.

Trailing her finger down the page, she stopped once she reached the center of the photo. “Look at this.” 

The bar lighting was seedy at best, and I had to lean down until my nose practically grazed the paper to see that my dad’s arm was around Robin Scott’s waist. Snorting, I took a swig of my beer. “Nothing makes the holidays more festive than having your father’s hobag status blatantly pointed out to you,” I laughed unevenly. “W-when was this taken?”

“New Years Eve in Eighty-one.” Pen opened her mouth to say something else, but she hesitated. 

“You’re about to tell me something that’s going to break me down, huh?”

“I’m sure as hell hoping it won’t.” She nibbled her bottom lip anxiously. “Do you want to hear it tonight?”

Shrugging, I sighed. “Go ahead. Give me everything.”

“I’ve been trying to get in touch with Robin for a few days—you never know if she might be a talker—but no luck so far.” Spreading her fingers on the bar counter, she blew out a slow breath. “I think Finley Scott might be your sister.”

My back straightened, and I blinked. Searching my best friend’s slate blue eyes closely, my heart dropped to my stomach. “You’re not joking, are you?” I eventually whispered, my voice hoarse.

“Afraid not.”

Over the last several days, I knew Pen had been working on figuring out the elusive Finley Scott, but I hadn’t stopped to consider she might reach a conclusion that would forever link Oliver’s ex-girlfriend to me. 

I took another careful look at the photo, focusing my attention on my dad’s hand on Robin’s waist. It was a friendly enough gesture, but who the hell knew if it had eventually crossed into something more.  Refolding the paper, I returned it to Pen.

“Dammit,” I snapped.

Grabbing her glass, she held it between us like a shield. “Don’t take out the messenger!” She downed most of her wine and placed the glass on the middle of the counter. “Trust me, I don’t want it to be true. Still ... given when this picture was taken, it’s a possibility. Your dad might have hooked up with Finley’s mother and that might be why Margaret’s funneling money to her and Michael.”

“I guess it sort of makes sense.” As much as I hated to admit that, it was the most believable theory either of us had reached to date—even if it did curl my stomach and my chest into a series of knots. “But it still doesn’t explain why Margaret would give her money. If anything, I’d think she’d loathe Finley even more.”

Like she loathes me, I added silently.

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Pen replied. When I started breathing heavily, she jerked my bottle off the counter and pressed it against my palms. “Drink.”

I didn’t argue. As soon as the beer was gone, I plunked the bottle on the countertop and signaled the bartender. “Linc will be here next week, right?”

She rolled her eyes and ruffled her brown hair. “Thank God. I still haven’t been able to get in touch with him, but my mom said he’ll be out of training soon.” When Pen had come home to find me sobbing uncontrollably last week, the first thing she suggested was that we get in touch with her brother and hand over everything we had on Margaret and the Scotts. 

Linc, however, was nowhere to be found—we’d later discovered he was doing a training exercise—and I was still cursing myself for not talking to him earlier.

“Is it sad I’m ecstatic about admitting my fuck-ups to a federal agent?” Peeling the label off my empty bottle, I twirled it around my fingers. When I continued, I changed the subject because Finley was on my mind. “You’re not going to ask me to get a piece of her hair, are you?”

Choking on her wine, Pen shook her head hurriedly. “Unfortunately, my reach doesn’t extend into the DNA world. By time we got the results back it might be too late.”

Sighing, I covered my face with my hands. I was probably smearing my makeup all over the place, but tonight I didn’t care. “Since we’ve found so much in Margaret’s home office—do you think there might be anything else in there that might confirm whether or not she’s my ... sister?”

“Maybe. Do you think you can get back in there or is Oliver going to be an issue?”

So far, he’d kept his word. He hadn’t gone to Margaret or the authorities. But he also hadn’t spoken to me. Everything that had happened was a disaster of my own making, and I’d already started paying for my mistakes.

Setting my new beer in front of me, the pierced bartender winked encouragingly before shuffling over to another set of customers. Uninterested in his attention, I traced the letters on the cold bottle with my fingertip, coping with the harsh reality of Oliver’s departure and the idea that Finley Scott’s mother might have had an affair with my dad.

The idea that Finley might be my sister. 

The hits kept coming, but to my relief this wasn’t nearly as bad as some of the others. I still had Margaret to deal with. And I had a week left before her son exposed me to the world.

Discovering I might have a bitchy sister who used to date the man I couldn’t get out my head seemed tame in comparison. 

“Gem,” Pen began softly beside me, snapping my attention back to the present, “do you think he’ll give you any trouble?” she repeated.

Closing my eyes, I moved my head from side to side. “Not yet. I’ll get back into that office. I don’t know when, but I’ll get in.”

*

Finley had spared no expense on the thirtieth birthday bash Oliver wanted no part of. With the open bar and another celebrity DJ she claimed she was a close friend of, the large courtyard at my father’s Bel Air home was transformed into a winter wonderland. Plush black and white benches surrounded the center of the square, and every twenty minutes, a cleverly hidden machine tossed out a new whisper of snow.  

After having spent some of my childhood years in wintry locales following my parents’ divorce, I had to admit it was breathtaking—even if it was simulated. Unfortunately, I wasn’t at Oliver’s soiree for the booze, dancing or fake snow. I was here to greet his guests with a warm smile and to direct them toward the party.

And once that was done, my goal was to get inside Margaret’s office while she and Finley were busy downstairs. 

Sidling up to where I was studying the guest list on the iPad I’d been provided, Finley sighed dramatically. “You’re the most overdressed doorwoman I’ve ever met.” 

Out the corner of my eye, I observed her outfit. Dressed in a gown that easily cost Margaret a small fortune, the slim brunette was admittedly stunning in a black, one-shoulder sheath dress. 

Turning to the woman who might be the closest relative I had alive, I lifted my shoulders and pressed my lips into a line. “I liked the way it looked on me.”

“It’s the wrong color,” she pointed out in a saccharine voice, gesturing to my strapless bandage dress.

The party was a black and white affair—which wasn’t a surprise considering the seventh floor at Emerson & Taylor was a tribute to both colors. Taking the rebellious route, I’d selected the sexy watercolor Ombré number for its vividness. It reminded me of the Westley and Buttercup painting that hung in my Las Vegas apartment.

Always a romantic, I admonished myself, staring quietly ahead at the stars sprinkling the night sky. “Don’t you have a party to supervise?”

“I’m looking for our guest of honor,” she responded through clenched teeth.  Smoothing her bobbed hair, she readjusted the strap of her dress. “When he gets here, let me know. I’ve got to track down my little brother before he gets into the champagne.” 

Fifteen minutes ago, I’d briefly spoken to Mason Scott when he walked out the front entrance with his earbuds and iPod in hand, but I wasn’t about to tell Finley that. The kid seemed like he wanted a break, and with nobody at the party paying attention to him, he deserved it.

Especially since Pen and I would be turning over all the documents we’d uncovered soon, implicating his father and sister right alongside my stepmother.

“Don’t forget to find me when he gets here,” Finley told me once more.

“Good luck with that search,” I said softly through my teeth as she stalked inside the house. The sound of footsteps drew my attention from the back of her dress to the task at hand—the exclusive guest list. 

Plastering on a bright smile, I confirmed the newest partygoers—one of Oliver’s former teammates who’d gone pro and his wife and explained how to find the courtyard. “Once you go in, take a left as soon as you pass the staircase. The courtyard is at the end of that hall. Just look for the garden full of snow.”

If I gave those particular instructions one more time, I just might scream.

While it was uncharacteristically warm for a December night, the chill lingering in the air was enough to cover my bare shoulders and legs with goose bumps as I continued checking in his friends and associates. A few minutes after one of the last names on the guest list arrived, I had cause to shiver for an entirely new reason when the gleaming black Viper sped into Margaret’s crowded driveway.

I hadn’t seen him in nearly two weeks, and my body automatically angled toward his when he strode toward the front of the house. With his black suit and carelessly messy golden brown hair, he was every inch Mr. Sex-In-A-Business-Suit, and I felt my breath catch.

He was checking his watch as he jogged up the stairs, so when his gaze finally pierced mine, he froze on the top step.  For a long time, it was like were seeing each other for the first time. His blue eyes seeing my brown eyes. 

His truth seeing my lies. 

“Happy birthday,” I whispered.

“Lizzie,” he drawled, the name whispered sarcastically. He ascended the final step and didn’t stop moving until I backed against the stained-glass door. I could smell his cologne, and I held the tablet closely to my chest. “I hope you’re well.”

I hope you’re well.

It sounded so formal, but I found myself inclining my head. “I am.” I flicked my attention behind him. Part of me expected another woman to step out of his car at any moment, but the passenger door never opened. 

“You’re late to your own party,” I mused.

He ran his thumb over his unshaven chin and smiled stiffly. “As I told you before, there are a million places I’d rather be tonight.” The words he left unspoken made my pulse jump.

I’d rather be with you.

Opening the front door for him, I moved aside on trembling legs. “Have a wonderful time.”

He walked inside, his eyes never breaking from mine. As he passed me by he grabbed the inside of my arm and lowered his lips to my ear. “Tomorrow is two weeks.”

“I know that,” I breathed.

“Then you know what I want for my birthday.”

Pressing my free hand to the front of my blue dress to quiet my racing heart, I bobbed my head and my loose blond curls drifted around my face. “Answers.”

He tilted away from me and trailed his fingers from my arm to my shoulder, stopping when the side of my face was cradled in his hand. I leaned into him, and the disappointment was crushing when he pulled away a few seconds later.  

“Come into the party whenever you’re ready, Lizzie.”

Chapter 20

––––––––

The birthday party was in full swing when I wandered to the courtyard just over a half hour later. Folding my thin arms over my chest to warm my skin, I looked up at the light dusting of fake snow that fell over the outdoor area, recalling memories of throwing snowballs in Central Park with my mom. 

What would she think of the lengths I’d gone to find out more about my stepmother?

Would she be disappointed?

Telling myself I wouldn’t ask those questions tonight, I lowered my eyes to Oliver’s guests. They crowded the area, a glitzy display of black-and-white, and I felt out of place among them. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been to parties like this before—I had, and it was usually on the arm of some high roller, but this was different. 

This time, I was in Margaret’s territory. 

Gazing out at the bodies dancing in the center of the courtyard and mingling along the sides, there was only a handful I was interested in.

There was Margaret—she was brushing elbows with a model I’d immediately recognized when I let her in the house earlier. Finley was at the DJ booth, and her father—the man who’d helped Margaret deceive me—was engaged in a deep conversation with another man. 

And then, I found Oliver. With his drink in hand, he was speaking to Dora and her husband, the corners of his blue eyes crinkling with laughter. He was beautiful, and I felt my chest tighten. I should have simply gone upstairs and used this opportunity to search Margaret’s office, but when he’d asked me to come—I couldn’t walk away.

Maybe that made me weak, but as his eyes met mine from across the yard, I no longer regretted coming out here. Not yet anyway, I thought, watching as he crossed the divide to be with me.

"Your guests will talk,” I said when I felt the side of his ripped body brush mine. He was warm. So warm I couldn’t resist wiggling a little closer to him. “Your mother will talk.”

He polished off his scotch, placing the empty glass on a tray when a server walked by. “You don’t give a shit what Margaret thinks, so don’t give me that excuse.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“No, I know everything about you,” he retorted. “I know your name, where you live, what you do for a living—”

Spinning toward him, strands of my blond hair flew into his face. “And you’re judging me for the way I put food on my table?”

“I could never judge you for that.” His words sent a burst of hope to my chest, which immediately dissipated seconds later when he added, “I’m judging you for lying.”

“I’m sorry I did that, but I couldn’t tell you.”

“I believe you.” But the frustration radiating from him was palpable, and I felt it too. I felt it because I’d hurt him. Because in hurting him, I’d only damaged myself. "I'm surprised you came at all tonight,” he said.

"And I'm shocked you came alone," I admitted, which made him turn until he was completely facing me. 

“There was no other woman I wanted to be here with other than you.”

“Gemma or Lizzie?” I heard myself whisper, and he smiled sardonically.

“Both,” he told me, and every thing inside me melted. “Whoever you are tonight, I’m glad you’re here.”

Damn Oliver for making my heart twist, my thoughts turn, and my body curve whenever he stepped into the room. Wrapping the delicate silver chain of my necklace around my finger, I flicked my tongue over my teeth. "Your mother required I show up to serve as a doorman."

"Shame."

I lifted my palms up questioningly, closing my hands when I realized how badly my fingers shook. "Would you have preferred I told her no?”

"I would've preferred you came because you wanted to be here." Oliver caught my fingers in his, and my eyebrows creased together. He walked backwards, toward the rest of the bodies moving on the makeshift dance floor, drawing me along with him. “I would have rather you came on your own with answers.”

“You gave me until tomorrow.”

A smile touched his lips, reaching into my chest and giving my heart a rough squeeze. "That doesn’t mean I can’t hold you—can’t talk to you—tonight. I’m dancing with you, with whoever you are this evening, whether you like it or not.”

For the first time since he strode across the snowy courtyard to speak to me, I listened to the music, registering the song that was currently playing—Incubus' "Here In My Room."

Splaying his hand on the base of my spine, he pulled my body flush against his. “Are you going to tell me no on my birthday?”

Avoiding his question, I cleared my throat. “What are you planning to do if I don’t give you what you’re asking for tomorrow?” 

He quickly countered with an inquiry of his own. “Do you want me? Or were you using me against Margaret?”

"Yes, I want you.” We moved together, our bodies possessing each other, our eyes locked. “And I’ve never used you to get to her.”

"I want you, too," he admitted, bending until our foreheads nearly touched. "It’s a struggle to keep my lips off your body. Do you know how fucking insane that makes me?”

Pain shot through my cheeks when I offered him a tight smile. "Your insanity will make everyone at this party talk.” Even now, I could feel eyes branding that awful word—IMPOSTOR—into my back.

He lifted a broad shoulder. "Nobody's paying attention to us. They're all more interested in the free booze." 

"That almost sounds convincing if it weren’t for the fact every single woman out here wants to throw her panties at you.”

"Gemma," he murmured seriously, his voice low enough where only I could hear him. The intensity behind my name—my real name—startled me. “I haven’t been able to get you out of my head since I left your place.”

Didn’t he realize that it had been the same for me? That nearly every time I closed my eyes, I saw the heartbreak that wrecked his features the night he confronted me about who I was. 

“Yeah, well ... I know how that feels,” I said at last.

“Tell me something.” His hand clenched on my back. There was something about his touch tonight—something that summed up every bit of longing going through me—and fists rammed against my ribcage.

“Yes?”

“How long were you planning to keep up this charade?”

When I didn’t reply, his hand moved from my back, finding my face. His knuckles stroked my high cheekbone. "Not going to answer me?” I shook my head, and he said, “All I can think about is ripping this dress right down the middle." 

Even though I knew he was probably telling me that to get a rise out of me, a visible shiver coursed my body, spreading like wildfire.

Dear God, I needed an intervention because all he had to do was murmur a few words and I was ready to tear the dress off for him. Pleased to have elicited the response from me he wanted, Oliver said, "But since that’s not possible and since you’re being evasive, right now I’ll just hold you.”

“And tomorrow?”

His fingers moved from my chin, to the column of my throat, and finally to my collarbone. His touch was fire and ice on my skin—a bittersweet echo that pulsed through my body—and I fluttered my lashes together. 

“If you’re not going to answer me, why would I tell you?”

“Asshole,” I whispered.

Although my eyes were still closed, I felt his heavy sigh. It rumbled against my chest, through my body, and I wanted to melt into this man. Wanted to wrap myself around him, and feel him everywhere—beneath my fingertips, on my tongue, inside my body. 

But most importantly, I wanted the man himself.

And because of that, because I knew what he was expecting from me the next day, when the song ended thirty seconds later, I left the courtyard. 

*

“Margaret’s looking for you,” Oliver informed me ten minutes later, and the manila folder I was gripping fell from my hands. Closing the office door behind him, he locked it. “Don’t worry, she won’t come up here because she assumes you’re gone, but I figured this might be where I’d find you.”

Trembling, I grabbed the folder from the floor and snapped it shut. Not only had found nothing that might help me solve the last few pieces of the puzzle, the man I’d let down so horribly had discovered me in yet another compromising position. His eyes studied me carefully as I returned the folder to its rightful spot, and I slammed the drawer shut.

Standing upright, I came around to the side of the desk. “I can’t imagine the awful things you must be thinking about me,” I said, my movements jerky as I threw my phone inside the blue satin clutch that matched my dress. He glanced at my gloved hands and then to my face. “But I’m not a bad person.”

Your mother is.

He paced the office, trailing his fingertips along the various white furnishings. “You said you never took a penny from Margaret.”

“I didn’t. After my mom died when I was sixteen, I came to Los Angeles to ask Margaret for help. I came here stupidly thinking she’d take me in, and we’d be this big happy family.”

“And what happened when you arrived?”

“She sent Michael Scott to meet with me. She sent him to tell me that my father’s will was solid and that I didn’t have the power to contest it. He offered me a settlement—I don’t know how much it was for—but I didn’t take it.” 

Gripping the edges of the desk, I let out a rough noise. “Pride can be a vicious, vicious thing.”

“Yes it can.” Focusing on the wall of bookshelves at the left of the room, one corner of his mouth moved in a grim smile. “But what I want to know is what changed for you? What made you decide to come here pretending to be someone else to get close to my mother if you’re not after money.”

Supporting my weight against the desk, I glared at the floor and shook my head. “I can’t do this,” I whispered, and I heard him move closer to me. “I can’t do this.”

“Yes, you can.” I could nearly taste the scotch when he moved his face inches from mine. As he got rid of what little space was left between our bodies, he held my face between his hands. “I want to hear what changed for you.”

I dragged a breath through my nose and replayed the call that had started this mess in my mind. I rehashed every truth—every disappointment—I’d faced since that call. And I broke. 

“Six months ago I received a call from a man who told me I didn’t know everything about my father—that there was more to his death than I thought I knew. He didn’t block his number, so I called him back. The call came from Emerson & Taylor headquarters.”

“Someone at the company called and told you that shit?” Oliver demanded, and I moved my head slowly. “Do you know who it was?”

“No. I wish to God I did, but I have no clue. All I know is I couldn’t sleep after that call. I couldn’t think clearly, or do my job, and I had to know if what he said was true.” At his blank expression, I let out a strangled cry. “I know it probably doesn’t make sense to you, but it was important to me!”

“I never said it didn’t make sense to me,” he growled against my mouth. “So after that call, you came up with this elaborate hoax?”

“Yes.” Ashamed, I squeezed my eyes closed. Saline stung the back of my eyelids, and I prayed the deluge wouldn’t spill over. “A friend helped me come up with Lizzie and the rest...”

“And did you find anything?” When I didn’t immediately respond, he tilted my face back, and I felt tears trickle from the corners of my eyes. He brushed his thumbs over the dampness. “You came all this way looking for answers. Did you find them?”

“Yes.” My shoulders drooped, and I sagged my body forward, letting him hold me. “We figured out that Margaret and Michael Scott forged my father’s will. My father left everything to me, and they took it all.” 

A harsh noise leapt from the back of his throat, and I opened my eyes just as he dropped his hands from my face and staggered back. He dragged his palm over his mouth. “Do you have proof of that?”

“I have the original will and the forgery. I have proof your mother has been doing every shady thing under the sun at that company.” And then, I found myself telling him everything from the beginning, leaving out nothing but Pen’s involvement and our suspicions about his ex-girlfriend. 

When I finished, the muscles in his neck were tight as he brought me to him again. “And you haven’t gone to the police? Gemma, this is dangerous stuff.” His heartbeat thudded through his suit jacket, pounding my chest.

“I wanted to make sure I had everything,” I whispered brokenly. “Are you happy now?”

He shook his head, his light brown hair falling into my face. “Hell no. You just told me my mother fucked over a child. How could that ever make me happy?”

I ran what he just said through my head and forced myself to breathe. “You have everything you wanted from me, so what are you going to do now?” I gripped my hands in the black fabric of his jacket. “Are you going to tell Margaret before I get the chance to finish what I started?”

“I’ve felt things for you that no other woman has ever made me feel. I’ve wanted things from you I’ve never wanted from another person. I’m pissed, but don’t think for a second I’m going to turn my back on you and feed you to the wolves.”

“Then, what are—”

Covering my mouth with his, he molded me against him. “I’m going to kiss you,” he said between hot kisses. “I’m going to be selfish and kiss you because it’s the only goddamn thing that makes sense to me right now.”

Dizzy when he drew away, I dragged him back to me. “Touch me,” I said. Because I didn’t know what would happen between us tomorrow or the next day. I didn’t know if I’d ever get the chance to feel him like this again.

“Here?” he rasped against my throat, and I nodded.

I shivered as his hands skimmed my hips, arching my back when his fingers found the hem of my dress. Burrowing his face to my neck, he inhaled my scent—the perfume that drove him crazy.

He shoved the blue and white dress up around my mid-section. “I can’t say no to you.”

“Don’t. Just ... touch me.”

He leaned me against the desk and dipped his fingers beneath the lace of my panties. Dragging them down slowly, he stopped a few times to kiss the insides of my thighs and various spots on my legs. On his knees in front of me, he touched his mouth to my hipbones, and I sucked in a harsh gasp.

“Ticklish, Gemma?” he asked, and all I could do was nod. 

He’d called me Gemma. 

Still holding my breath, I reached out to grasp his hair, but he grabbed my hand. Kissing the inside of my wrist, he ripped my glove off and then did the same with the other hand, stuffing both gloves deep in his pockets. 

“Now,” he rasped and parted my legs to tongue my clit. When I whimpered, he lazily finished, “Now you can touch me however you want, beautiful.”

Sifting my fingers through the soft brown locks, I tugged until he came to his feet and took possession of my mouth greedily. Our hands were all over the place, and a few seconds after I heard his zipper open, he picked me up. 

“How do you want me?” I whispered. 

He rubbed the head of his erection against my pussy and licked the corners of my mouth. “Slowly,” he drawled, and I tightened my legs around his waist.

“Slowly?” I panted.

“You heard me the first time, Gemma.” He eased himself inside me just a fraction before giving me a sexy grin. “Very, very slowly.”

For what seemed like an eternity, he teased me like this, gradually entering my sex—drawing the moment out until it was agonizing. Finally, I let out a frustrated noise and bucked my hips until his cock filled me. 

I sighed with pleasure, and he chuckled into the crook of my neck. “I love your impatience. Love the way—”

I brought his lips to mine to silence him.

Then, with the noise of the party that was taking place in the courtyard fading into the background, and the sound of him breathing me in, he kept his word, taking me slowly. And I realized just how hard I had fallen for Oliver Manning.

*

My tryst with Oliver was still in the front of my mind during work the following day, but if I expected my stepmother to mention the dance her son and I had shared in her courtyard, she surprised me by giving me my usual lists of tasks before waving me off. 

She’d done a complete one-eighty overnight, and it played with my head almost as much as everything else she was up to.

Focusing on Margaret’s sudden lack of interest as I drove home from work, I was still deep in thought when I entered my apartment building, so I didn’t realize someone was waiting by my door until I nearly ran over him. 

“You’re all over the place, Gem,” a familiar male voice teased, and I stared up in relief at Linc Connelly’s out-of-control beard and wide smile. “Pen told you I was coming this weekend, didn’t she?”

“She did, but I didn’t realize you were already here.” Still, I was ecstatic to see him. With Oliver’s promise to keep my identity to himself and Linc being in town, I was hopeful for the first time in days. “You don’t know how relieved I am to see you.”

He leaned his shoulder to the wall. “Apparently my sister isn’t as enthusiastic about me being in Los Angeles. She was supposed to be here when I showed up, but she’s not answering her texts. Good thing I stuck around a few minutes—I’m exhausted.”

Thinking about all the legwork Pen had done for me the last several weeks, I bit the inside of my lip. “She’s been busy,” I explained as I jiggled my key in the lock. “Stop giving her such a hard time.”

“I’ll stop giving her a hard time when she does the same for me.”

Opening the apartment door, I gave Linc a dark look as I motioned him inside. I kicked off my heels and gestured toward the living room. “Make yourself at home. When Pen comes in ... there are a few things we need to talk about.” 

I started to leave the foyer, but he grabbed my arm. “Is everything okay?” Before I could say anything, his phone buzzed, and he lifted a finger. “Hold that thought.”

“Five bucks it’s Pen,” I laughed nervously.

A second later, he wiggled the screen close to my face. “Speak of the devil.” Scanning the message quickly, he snorted. “She said she’s doing some work, but she’ll be here shortly.”

“Like I said, Pen’s been busy.”

“Hacking,” he said with a smirk, and I scowled. “Don’t even deny it, Gem, because we both know it’s true. If she doesn’t pull it together soon, she’s going to be stuck in a loop for the rest of her life.”

Jabbing my tongue in my cheek, I prepared to defend my brilliant friend, but the shiver moving down my spine stopped me. “What did you just say to me?” I asked, my voice hushed.

“I said that if she doesn’t pull it together soon, she’s going to be stuck in a loop for the rest of her life,” he repeated, and as I listened to him, I heard a similar statement in the back of my mind. 

“Unless you want to be stuck in the loop you’re in for the rest of your life. Your body will only get you so far.”

My mouth dropped open, and red spots pranced in front of my vision. 

When they faded, I stared up at the man who’d come into my life, bringing my best friend and a sense of family after I lost mine. I took in the short dark hair and green eyes that belonged to a person who’d been like a brother to me. And when those green eyes widened, and the emotions reflected in them went from surprise to recognition to shame, I knew I was staring at the person who’d encouraged me to turn my life upside down. 

Before I realized what I was doing, I heard a sharp echo through the silent apartment as my hand flew across his face.

Chapter 21

––––––––

Reeling back from my blow, Linc clutched the side of his face, his forehead wrinkled in an angry scowl. Like he should be angry. “What the fuck was that for, Gemma?” he demanded, and my nostrils flared.

“You know exactly what it was for! I know what you did.” Clenching and unclenching my hand to shake out the pain throbbing through it, I took a few steps backward, glowering at Linc until it felt like acid clung to my lashes. He didn’t move an inch. He just stared back at me, his expression crestfallen as he scuffed the soles of his Vans against my foyer floor. “What you just said about Pen is the exact wording you used the night you called me six months ago.” 

“Calm down and—”

“Don’t tell me to keep calm! Don’t you dare tell me a damn thing other than what your real reason for calling me was.”

The veins in his neck straining against his skin, he lowered his face, offering me a better view of the bright red handprint on the left side of his cheek. I was glad I put it there. It matched the smack in the face that was dealt to me when I figured out he was the person whose call had started all this.

“You disguised your voice. You tricked me.” Clearing my throat, I added, “And please don’t say it was for my own good. If that were the case, you would have come right to me.”

“I can explain everything,” he said roughly, stalking toward me. He hooked his hand under my arm and pulled me toward the couch, fending off my angry shoves the entire time. “Let me explain!”

Nausea gripped me. Turning away from him, I slammed down, holding my fist to my mouth as he paced the narrow space between where I sat and the coffee table. I counted his steps. Listened to his growls of frustration. But I wasn’t ready to meet his eyes, not yet. 

“I didn’t want you to find out this way,” he told me at last. 

“How the hell did you want me to figure it out, then? Does Pen know?” I wanted to believe my best friend hadn’t been involved with this, but I’d reached the point where nothing surprised me.

“Of course she doesn’t know!” He let out a flustered curse. “I figured you’d come to me when you found what that woman was hiding. Dammit, Gemma, I thought you’d ask for my help.”

“When you called, did you really think Margaret had screwed me over? Or were you making a wild guess.”

“I knew it was a possibility. But I knew for sure there was something going on at that company. ”

The emptiness in the laugh shoving up from my throat scared me. “Congrats, then. You called one right.” Abruptly, another thought hit me, and I jumped off the couch, planting my feet apart. “That call came from Emerson & Taylor. How the hell did you manage to make that one happen?”

“I had a—” His green eyes plunged to the floor between our feet, and I tapped my bare toes impatiently on the laminate. “I had a source who worked at the company.”

“A source?” I snorted. “And why couldn’t that person get you what you needed? When you weren’t one hundred percent positive any of this pertained to me, why didn’t you use your source to dig for information?”

“When that person couldn’t get things taken care of like I needed, I thought of you.”

I scoured my brain, thinking of everyone I’d met so far who might have helped Linc. When I stared up at him pleadingly, my arms outstretched, he sank down on the ottoman and shielded his eyes with his hand. 

“Stella Marchand.”

“Stella?” I wheezed. The woman who’d been my friend. The woman who’d taken me out for drinks, who had met me for lunch numerous times. “The next thing you’re going to tell me is that Oliver Manning is your new partner, right?” 

It wouldn’t shock me.

“I can’t go into details about Stella, but I can tell you she didn’t want to hurt you. I take full responsibility for what I did to you, but I knew you and my sister would wiggle your way in and figure out what I kept missing. I really hoped you’d find answers for yourself, Gemma.” 

“That’s disgusting,” I hissed. “That you would use Pen and me to do your job.” Biting the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood, I stepped around him and grabbed my phone from my purse.

“What are you doing?”

I turned my back to him, focusing on the green light on my cable box as I waited for Pen to pick up. When she answered on the second ring, her voice cheery, I immediately interrupted. “You should come home.” 

“Nothing’s wrong, is there?”

“Your brother is here,” I said, “And he knows everything.”

She sucked in a breath. “God, Gemma! You told him?”

“He knew all along.” I tossed a furious stare over my shoulder at Linc, who was still on my ottoman looking like he was just deceived. “Just get here so you can ask him yourself.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” Linc said quietly when I hung up.

“Did you expect me to keep it from her?” Tossing my phone onto the couch, I scrubbed my hands over my face, wishing this were just a nightmare I’d swiftly awaken from. When I dropped my arms to my sides, though, Linc was still there. 

And I was still livid. 

“What do you need from me?” I asked.

“What?”

I paced from the armchair to the ottoman, letting my head fall back so my eyes faced the ceiling. “You sent me here to dig around in Margaret’s life, so what is it you want to know? I can give you plenty. Do you want to start with how she forged my father’s will? Or how she’s been skimming money from the company and charities for the last fourteen years? Or—” 

“I already know all that. I’ve—” He paused and curled his lip guiltily. “There are surveillance microphones in here. I put them in last month.”

Recoiling, I bit the tip of my tongue. I wanted him out of my apartment. And the quickest way to do that would be to get him to come out with exactly what he required from me—how much longer he needed me to be his puppet. 

“Tell me what you want me to do.”

Clearing his throat, he looked me up and down. “I want you to get a confession from Margaret.”

“Is this a confession about what she did to me?”

“No, but it’s a start. We’ll get everything else out of her once we have her in custody.”

“When this is done, we’re through,” I said, starting toward my bedroom. “And get your fucking surveillance microphones out of my house.”

*

When my phone rang an hour later, and I saw it was Oliver, I slipped into my shoes and grabbed my purse. Pen and Linc’s argument had reached the point where I was sure the neighbors were calling our landlord to complain. Not that I planned on stopping her. As hypocritical as it sounded, I couldn’t even bear to hear Linc’s voice at the moment. If he had approached me and asked for help, I would have done anything he wanted in a heartbeat, but the way he went about it made my chest ache.

He’d been like a brother to me. At least, that’s what I let myself believe.

Shutting my apartment door, I answered Oliver’s call and held the phone between my shoulder and ear. “I didn’t expect you to call so soon,” I answered nervously. Jogging down the stairs at the end of the hall, I headed for the lobby. “Are you still there?”

“I was thinking about you, Li—Gemma.” Oliver was momentarily silent before his low growl made me shiver. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I denied, twisting my head to either side to convince myself.

“I’m looking right at you. And you look like you’ve been crying.” 

When I whipped my head up, my blond ponytail flew around my face. There he was, crossing the carpeted lobby steadily with a frown on his bronze face. I met him half way, immediately offering an excuse.  

“It was a ... family argument. Nothing to worry about,” I said lamely, gasping when he held my chin between his thumb and forefinger. 

He chuckled, and though it might have been somewhat sarcastic, that sound was the best thing I’d heard all day. It brought a touch of warmth to the coldness that had weighed me down for the last hour and a half. 

“There are so many places I could take what you just said about family, but none would be appropriate, considering how badly I want you right now.” Sucking in his cheeks, he tilted his head and examined my face. “Come with me.”

Yes, I thought. I’ll go with you anywhere. “Should I change?” When I looked down at my jeans and white V-neck I’d changed into after arguing with Linc, Oliver shook his head.

“We don’t have to get out the car. I just haven’t been able to get you out of my head, and I needed to be near you.” 

His hand firmly pressed to the small of my back, he escorted me to his Viper, which was parked illegally in front of the building. As we walked, I slid closer to him to fight off the slight chill of the early December night, and the fingers touching my back moved around to grip my hip possessively. 

It was a touch that had me wanting more, and I was reluctant when we parted to get into the car.

For the first few minutes of the drive, he was content to focus solely on the road, so I stayed quiet too. With all the thoughts assaulting my mind—Margaret’s impending downfall, Linc’s deception, and the possibility that Oliver’s ex-girlfriend might be my sister—it wasn’t hard to keep my mouth closed. Finally, he broke the calm.

“I’m not sorry for what happened last night.” He skimmed his tongue over his teeth. “If I could do it again, I would’ve spent the rest of the night with my cock buried in you. Your body was made for me ... which given our circumstances, is a problem.”

Problem or not, I felt his hand on my leg, and I pressed my thighs together, trapping his fingers in place. “I’m not sorry either.” He squeezed his hand an inch higher, coming dangerously close to my center, and I sucked in a breath. “But you’re still angry with me—even after last night.”

“I am.”

“But you refuse to go to Margaret,” I whispered. “With all the information you have on me, you refuse to go to your mother.”

“I cared about your father and I care about you.“ Watching me closely, he turned the Viper down a narrow street. “I wish the only thing I wanted from you was what’s right here—” His fingers pumped my sex through my jeans, and moisture flooded my mouth. “—but sadly, it’s not.”

“How do you do it?” I murmured.

“What?”

Turning to the window, my breath fogged up the glass as I stared at the seaside rushing by. “I was angry—furious out of my goddamn mind—and then you came in and touched me, and all I could think about was you. I should still be flying off the handle right now, and all I want are your hands on my body. You make me want things I shouldn’t want.” 

You’ve made me fall for you, I added silently.

“Looks like we have the same effect on each other, beautiful.” Several second passed, and he asked gently. “Why were you crying today?”

“Because someone I thought I knew hurt me.” In the window, I saw his reflection, feeling my chest twist at his ironic smirk. “I found out who ... made the call that sent me here.”

“And it was someone you knew?”

“The FBI is on to your mother,” I said, ignoring his question. I heard him shift toward me. “And they want me to help.”

He frowned. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I trust you.” Saying that felt so messed up, but it was the truth. A horribly sad truth that hit me right where it hurt the most. “I trust you, Oliver.”

Focusing his light blue eyes straight ahead, he drove his Viper into one of the Venice Beach private lots and turned off the ignition. “You’ve got a lot of faith in me.”

“You’re the only person in my life besides Pen who hasn’t fucked me over yet.” When his eyebrows came together, I realized he had no idea who Pen was since she’d introduced herself by her middle name, and I hated myself for deceiving him over and over. “She’s my best friend.”

Unsnapping his seatbelt, he faced me, reaching up to tangle his hand in my blond hair. “I’m not going to tell you not to go after my mother.” His mouth inched closer to mind, catching my breath. “If she’s done everything you said, I—”

“She has,” I said firmly.

“Then I’m not going to tell you to back down.” Our noses skimmed. “Get your closure, Gemma.” 

“But what about—”

Before I could continue, before I could ask him what would happen to him—to us—he stopped me with his lips. The contact was agonizing, a crashing of mouths that penetrated my mind and my body. I gripped the back of his neck, feeling his muscles tauten beneath my fingertips, and I invited him in. 

Invited him to have all of me. 

When he pulled away, his hands were still in my hair, and I refused to let go of him. “Get your closure,” he told me once more, his breath heavy, his blue eyes darkening. “Get your closure and take everything that belongs to you.”

But as we sat there mesmerized by each other, the knots twisting in the pit of my stomach told me that closure meant losing him completely.

*

When I walked through the doors at Emerson & Taylor Monday morning, greeting Carl at the security desk and trying not to stare too hard at the photo of Mom in the lobby, I knew my days as Lizzie Connelly were gradually coming to a close. I knew too much now—and the person who’d pushed me into this was also aware of everything. Now, it was only a matter of time. 

And I was ready for that day to come. 

As I finished up my lunch shortly after noon, a knock on my door interrupted me. I rolled my chair over to answer it, but it opened slowly, and my expression hardened when Stella tiptoed in. 

“Can I help you?” I said through a tight smile. 

Her shoulders quaked. “I wanted to come by and personally say I’m sorry, Lizzie.”

“I understand.” But of course I didn’t. Since Linc had refused to detail the extent of Stella’s involvement in this giant charade, I was left in the dark. “If you’ll excuse me, I have—”

My office phone rang. Grateful for the intrusion, I plucked it off the hook and held it to my ear. “Emerson & Taylor, Lizzie—”

“Ms. Connelly, I need you in my office right now,” Margaret snapped, hanging up immediately.

“Of course, I’m on my way right now,” I said to the dial tone. Standing up, I straightened the hem of my crewneck sweater. “Sorry, but we’ll have to do this later,” I told Stella, the irritation in my voice faltering. 

Even though I didn’t know her exact role in Linc’s plans, I couldn’t be cruel to her. Not when there was a possibility he’d used her too.

“Email me if you want to speak.” She paused at the door, the regret overflowing on her features punching me in the stomach. “I really am sorry.”

I watched her walk away, inhaling and exhaling. Once I gathered my bearings, I marched into Margaret’s office to find her in the process of loading her briefcase, her motions jerky and quick.

Where the hell was she going?

“Clear out my schedule for the rest of the afternoon.” She didn’t look up to acknowledge me. “I had a change of plans and won’t be in the office until much later this evening.”

I wanted to know what changed, but I moved my head up and down. “I’ll do it right now.”

“Good enough.” Holding her briefcase tightly against her body, she flicked her blue eyes up to mine and pinched her lips.  “Feel free to take the rest of the day off.”

“There’s nothing else you need me to do?”

She breezed past me gripping her purse and briefcase tightly. “No, there isn’t. Be here at nine thirty tomorrow, Ms. Connelly.”

*

I worried all the way home over whether or not I’d made a mistake telling Oliver that Margaret was being investigated. Pen wasn’t around when I stepped into my apartment, but she’d left a short note on the refrigerator. 

Off doing some work for my boss back in Vegas at the L.A. branch (yeah, I know you’re surprised). I’ll be in late this evening, so let me know if you want me to bring dinner. 

––––––––

Going to my bedroom, I changed out of my office clothes, texting Oliver in the process.

What we talked about last night—that was private, right?

I was shrugging out of my pants and reaching for a pair of PINK sweats when he responded less than a minute later. 

Easton is the only person who knows about you, but I would never share our private conversations with him. Is something wrong?

After I told him that everything was fine, he remained silent. For the next hour, I read over some of the files Pen had obtained on Finley Scott, searching for anything that might prove our suspicions right. Every few seconds, I glanced at my phone, hoping Oliver would message. 

When a text finally did come through a couple hours later, I felt giddy as I checked it, but my excitement immediately dwindled when Linc’s name showed up on my screen. Apparently, now that he’d revealed himself, he had no issue messaging my Lizzie phone, which automatically set my teeth on edge. 

Remember when you said you’d help? I’m ready for you now. Be at this address in an hour.

There was a part of me that wanted to hover my finger over the delete button and get rid of his message, but I needed this to be over. I needed the closure Oliver had suggested I get. A few seconds later Linc texted the address.

Releasing a sigh of defeat, I gathered the Finley paperwork and took it back to my bedroom where I returned it to the nightstand drawer overflowing with information. Then I re-dressed.

*

“Is this your surveillance room,” I asked Linc an hour later when he let me into the hotel room just around the corner from Emerson & Taylor. “I always thought you all did that in a van.”

“We do have a van,” Linc said, none of the emotion he’d displayed at the end of last week present in his voice because some of his colleagues were around. “But for right now, we’re going to brief you here.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Margaret is leaving in a couple days.” This was a surprise to me, but I nodded nonetheless. “She’ll be in her office tonight. It’s time for us to finish this.”

“I’m ready,” I said. “Just tell me how to do this.”

Chapter 22

––––––––

“I’m still pissed at you,” I informed Linc as the technician ran a test on the watch they’d placed on my wrist. “I looked up to you like you were my brother, and you used me. You used Stella, too, but I doubt she realizes that.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, he moved his head to either side. “Gemma, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

The technician motioned for me to move around the hotel room, and I complied, keeping my scathing focus on Linc the entire time. “Let’s just get this over with. You already have enough, so what exactly do you need me to do?”

“Make sure she admits to the embezzlement.”

Releasing a frustrated cry, I spun around to face him. “Because I can just walk in and she’ll lay all her shit out on the table.”

“No.” Linc gave me a pleading look, and for a moment, I felt horrible for giving him such a hard time about this. He wanted Margaret put away just as much as I did, but did he have to completely hoodwink me to accomplish the task? “What you’re going to do is walk in there and tell her what you know. Tell her you’re prepared to offer your silence in exchange for—”

My breath caught, and I felt a scarlet flush dance across my skin. “So go in and be a gold-digging whore?”

“Gemma—”

“Don’t worry,” I cut him off sharply. “I’m all over it.”

*

“You’re working late,” I said with a tight smile as I sauntered into Margaret’s office a few hours later. I prayed that my movements were smooth—that the tremor I felt in my muscles wasn’t present in my voice. “Getting caught up for the holidays?”

She was on the phone, and she looked up from the paperwork on her desk. “Oliver, I’ll have to call you back.” Regarding me, Margaret stretched her mouth into a thin line. “Did you leave something in the office when I sent you home for the day?” 

“I did.” Reaching inside my purse, the watch on my wrist clacked against my delicate bones when I withdrew the damning documents Linc had instructed me to give her. I shoved them across the desk until they wrinkled under her palm. 

“What is this?”

“Just read it.”

Lifting the pages close to her face, she studied them carefully, her back gradually stiffening with silent rage.  “What do you think you’re doing, Ms. Connelly?”

“I know what you’ve been doing with the charity and company funds,” I stated confidently as I took the seat across from her, sat back, and crossed my legs. “If you can afford to give Michael Scott millions, you can afford my price. Unless, of course, you want me to go public with this.”

She flashed clenched porcelain veneers at me. “You little—”

“I’d prefer not to be called names,” I told her sharply. I pulled another piece of paper—a much smaller note—from my bag and tossed it in her direction. It fluttered to rest by her keyboard. Unfolding it, she glared down at the sum and the banking information. “Five million is a drop in the bucket for you.”

“You came to my company to spy on and extort me?” Her voice was low and dangerous, and I bit the inside of my lip. 

Uncover, expose, and get the hell out of here, I reminded myself, ignoring the desire to get up and leave right then and there.

“I came here because I loved fashion. And then I found out that you’ve turned an amazing brand into a pit of lies and corruption.” I pointed to the smaller paper. “Now I want you to pay me to keep those lies and corruption all to myself.”

Breathing heavily, she flicked her thumb over the edge of the post-it. I held my breath as she considered her options. Eventually, she waved her hand almost dismissively; reminding me of all the times she’d waved me out of her office. “Done.”

I swallowed the fear in my throat. “That simple?” 

“Yes.” Her voice showed no sign of worry, and it pissed me off that she was this calm about what she and Michael Scott had done. “I have absolutely no patience when it comes to dealing with whores who march into my office with demands. If you had put half as much effort into your job, Ms. Connelly, you could have done great things with this company.”

“If you didn’t drive it into the ground before I got a chance.” At her icy stare, I leaned forward. “I want that money in my account tonight.”

“As I said before, done. Then you leave town, and you never mention my name again.”

“Deal.” I pulled my purse onto my shoulder. “I want to know one more thing before I go.” 

Waiting for me to speak, she shifted her eyebrows. “What would that be?”

“When you and Michael Scott forged your late husband’s will—what made you think nobody would ever find out?”

Finally, an emotion other than anger crossed her features. She was afraid. Her nostrils flaring, she held my gaze—her blue eyes at war with my dark eyes. I knew that Linc was probably freaking out right now, but I didn’t care. 

I’d done what he asked me to do, and now—now I was doing something for myself.

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded, shoving away from her desk. She stalked around to me, seething. “Just who the hell do you think you are?” 

Although I stood to block her blows, her fingers dug into my shirt, jerking me to her. She grabbed my wrist, and slowly, realization dawned on her face. She closed her hand around the watch. “Who are you?”

“Get off!” I shoved her away, causing her to stumble into the desk, but not before she ripped the jewelry from my arm. She hurled it across the room, where it slammed into the wall and shattered into dozens of pieces.

“You were recording me,” she stated in a dull voice. “You’re not here for money at all.”

I shook my head, following her movements as she walked to the window. She was probably looking for the agents that were bound to show up at any minute now that she’d broken the wire. 

“Gregory Emerson was my father,” I said. 

“Gemma.” Both syllables dripped with scorn. “Gemma Emerson.”

“Yes. And I want to know why you changed my father’s will.”

When she finally spoke, her words chilled my blood. “Because he was a sorry son-of-a-bitch who deserved everything that happened to him.”

I took a step backward, my hands flying to my throat. “Margaret ... did you kill him?”

Suddenly, the call from Linc crept into my thoughts. "My father died of a heart attack, and he left everything to his wife," I’d told him. But now, with her silence and what she’d said just a moment ago, I was almost one hundred percent sure I’d found another terrifying layer to the truth I’d been so desperate to uncover.

“You killed him,” I said again—this time my words a statement, the harsh reality of it slamming into me one damning blow at a time. Her comment echoed through my mind. 

Your father deserved everything that happened to him. 

She dropped her blond head against the window. Although her back was turned to me, I knew that if I could see her face right now, the expression I’d witness wouldn’t be one of denial. It would be disgust. Her thin shoulders shaking inside her immaculate designer dress, she curled her fingers on the glass. In spite of the brutal pulses pounding my ears, I heard her quiet weeping, but still there was no doubt in my mind she had murdered my dad.

Taking a shaky step away from her, I wrapped my arms over my stomach. “You killed him, and then you took everything from me.”

“He had it coming,” she muttered. Every muscle, every vein, in my body felt like it was slowly shutting down. Was it possible Linc was getting any of this? Or had I lost him when Margaret had ripped the watch off my wrist? 

“Do you know what kind of man your father was, Gemma?” she questioned.

From everything I’d heard from Margaret and had discovered on my own over the past couple months, I did. My father had been a womanizer. He’d cheated on my mother and Margaret and probably his first wife too. But God, he hadn’t deserved to go before his time. 

I took another step back and then a couple more. I couldn’t stand close to her. I wouldn’t.  Because the nearer I was to Margaret, the more likely I was to do something erratic before Linc burst through the French doors. 

“How did you do it?” I rubbed my palm harshly over my chest, like the motion would somehow force the words to break through the painful lump that had formed in my windpipe. “How was it possible for you to get away with murder and still win everything?”

Margaret turned to me slowly, the corners of her cornflower blue eyes glistening with tears. “I. Didn’t. Win.” She stalked to her desk, bending over the massive structure of glass with her head down and her hair falling over her flushed face. “You think because you lost, I won? How incredibly selfish of you, child.”

Ignoring her jab, I clutched the white sculpture in the center of the office, holding on to it for support. All I had to do was keep her talking until Linc arrived. Screw with her head while every little word she said killed a piece of me.

“Why did you kill him?” I glanced at the remnants of the watch and tremulous cry of frustration ripped from the back of my throat. “There’s nothing stopping you from telling me the truth now, so you might as well get it out.”

Casting her own gaze down at the broken wire, a smile trembled her thin lips. “Then why does it matter if you can’t prove a damn thing I say at this point?”

She was right, it didn’t matter if I could prove whether or not she played a role in my dad’s death, but I wanted to sleep at night. I wanted to sleep knowing that every piece of this awful, heart-ripping puzzle had been shoved into place. 

I dug my fingers into a jagged edge of the abstract sculpture and held my head high. “I’ve proven enough,” I sneered. “And if that sends your ass away for ten, fifteen years, that’s good enough for me. I can prove what you did to me. I can prove—”

Quicker than I could blink, my stepmother jerked open the top drawer of her desk, reaching inside. A flinch jerked through my body when the barrel of a pistol stared back at me. The triumphant twist of her mouth sent my pulse racing at an excruciating speed.   

She had a gun.

She had a gun, and she was pointing it right at me like she didn’t care that the FBI would burst in at any moment to take her down for everything she and Michael Scott had done over the last several years. I wanted to believe she wouldn’t use it—God, I wanted to believe that—but she was a captive animal right now, and that made her a terrifyingly dangerous force.

Placing her other hand on the pistol, she started around her desk, each tap of her heels on the onyx floor challenging the deafening thunder of my heartbeat.  “You broke into my business—” she began, sounding like she was trying to give herself permission to shoot me.

“It’s my company, Margaret,” I blurted out stupidly, letting go of the sculpture. Out the corner of my eye, I looked at the door, willing it to open. Linc had to know I was in trouble, right? He had to be on his way.

She inched closer until she was leaning against the front of her desk, her head cocked to one side. “You broke into my business, and you threatened me. You threatened my employees. You blackmailed me.”

I looked back at the door again, but Margaret’s soft warning eradicated any notion I had of making a run for it. “I promise I’ll shoot you, Gemma.” She jabbed the gun to the chair a couple feet from where she stood, indicating she wanted me to use it. When I didn’t rush to do her bidding, she seethed. “Sit down.”

Dizzy, I complied, and the moment my butt touched the seat, she grabbed her bag from the middle of the desk and headed toward the door. As she moved, I felt the harsh glare of the gun positioned on my back. I clutched the armrests with clammy hands.  

If she ran, how far would she get before they found her? Would she win again?

Hell, would I even live to find out?

“Are you going to shoot me?” I breathed. At the sound of her throat hitching, I worked up the nerve to turn slightly and look at her. She stood just a few inches from the door with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Or are you going to figure out a way to give me a heart attack too?”

“I don’t want to hurt you.” She sniffed loudly and slumped her shoulders. “I didn’t want to hurt him, but he couldn’t—” She lowered one of her hands from the gun. “Your father was a horrible man. He couldn’t keep it in his pants to save his life and that’s what killed him. Not me.”

“That’s not true.” At her silence, I marched on tentatively. “How’d you do it?”

“Your father loved his coke just as much as he loved his whores. I just helped him along.”

It hurt. I wasn’t even going to deny that processing those words through my brain hurt so much I nearly crumpled in my seat, but I stiffened my posture and completely let go of those childish fantasies that my dad had been a hero. 

He’d been human, just the same as Margaret and myself.

“And you laced it with something and watched him die?” I guessed. She didn’t respond, and the silence was a greater weapon than her words—her silence broke me down another notch. “And then you confided in Michael Scott because he was your lover. He turned on you.” I took another nervous glance at the door behind her. “He turned on you, and you’ve been paying him off all these years.” 

Where are you, Linc? Where the fuck are you?

“You don’t know a thing,” my stepmother sneered, but she palmed her eyes with her empty hand. “I’ve never let that man touch me. I can’t even stand him for what he did to me.”

Keep her talking, I told myself. Keep her talking and get all the answers. “What do you mean?”

She squeezed her eyes together to subdue her tears. “I’m not some whore like his—”

“Like his ex-wife?” I asked, offering Pen’s theory of Finley Scott being my sister. When Margaret’s eyes remained shut, I eased out of my seat, inching quietly in her direction.

“Like his daughter.” Her lashes parting, she looked at me hard. “Like that cunt Finley. That whore whose been living in my house, making claims to my son.”

I froze as she lifted the pistol to me again. “What?” I gasped, struggling to wrap my head around her words. “But you tried to force her on Oliver.”

“I like my freedom more than I despise that woman.” Studying my expression, Margaret raked her hand over her face, and I could see she was breaking. Why else would she still be here with me instead of running? Unless of course, she had no plans to run at all. 

Another jolt of panic pierced my chest. 

“Finley Scott screwed my husband. She was screwing my son, and she fucked my husband, and then I had to support her and your dad’s bastard for the last fourteen years. All because she and her father had the power to bring my world crashing down.” 

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

A wave of nausea swept through me, and my legs threatened to give out—not from the fact a gun was pointed directly at my chest, but at what Margaret had just told me. Finley Scott wasn’t my sister. She’d been involved with my father when she was a teenager. 

And she’d given birth to his child. 

An image of a lanky teenage boy with dark blue eyes shoved into my thoughts, and I shook my head wildly. “Mason Scott?” I wheezed, and an equally harsh noise erupted from Margaret’s throat.  

“Her father promised to help me clean up the mess, and in the end, he cleaned me out.” At last, she pulled the door open. “You want your money? Start with her.” As she exited the office, her parting words sent a chill down my spine. “If you follow me, I’ll shoot you.”

Frozen in place, I heard the sound of the elevator opening and footsteps rushing closer to the office. I was about to let her go—there was nothing I could do with a damn gun pointed on me—and hope like hell Linc was about to take her down. Then, I heard a familiar voice that tightened a vise around my heart. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Oliver shouted, and the clacking of Margaret’s pumps heading toward him hammered in my ears. 

“Get out the way, Oliver.”

My legs shakily moved me toward the door, and when I tripped into the hallway, the wide blue eyes I’d fallen for shifted over her shoulder to take me in. He jerked his head back toward the office all the while creeping closer to his mother.

“Mom ... put down the gun, okay?”

She darted her gaze between us and realized she was caged in. “Move out the way, Oliver.” When she gave him a pleading look, he responded with a stony expression. 

“Give me the gun.” 

In the distance I could hear the elevator opening yet again and footsteps—multiple footsteps. My body sagged in relief against the doorway, and I watched Oliver’s face relax too.  

Linc was here, and it was all over now.

No matter what my stepmother would be found guilty of, I had all my answers. Everything I’d come to Los Angeles for. 

Spinning toward me, Margaret’s blue eyes stabbed into me as she angled her body and lifted her hands. Everything that happened next felt like slow motion. 

The gun pointed at my head. 

Oliver yelled out something, but his voice was inaudible over the deafening rush of adrenaline pumping through me.

And then, the shot echoed everywhere.

Chapter 23

––––––––

Uncover. Expose. And get the hell out of there. 

I’d successfully accomplished two of the objectives Pen and I had come up with, but I found it impossible to do the third. And even though I’d convinced myself I’d be able to sleep at night once I discovered everything there was to know, for the first couple nights after what Pen had referred to as the “Showdown at the House of Emerson & Taylor,” rest wasn’t an option. 

There was still too much negativity haunting my thoughts.

“Are you going to stay here?” Linc asked me three days later, gesturing around the small apartment that had been my base the past couple months. “Or do you plan on moving to your old ... house?”

He was referring to my father’s house. The house he’d shared with both my mother and Margaret. Although I’d known it belonged to me for a while now, the idea of moving in still felt foreign to me. 

Running my tongue over my dry lips, I moved my head in a motion that was neither a shake nor a nod. To be honest, I hadn’t even considered taking possession of that house yet—I was too busy reeling over my stepmother’s confessions and my near death experience that had immediately followed. 

I shuddered to think where I might be right now if Linc hadn’t shown up, lodging a bullet in Margaret’s shoulder. 

“Maybe one day.” I combed my fingers through my unbrushed hair and brought my knees to my chest, scuffing my festive socks along the warm leather of the chair beneath me. “Will it take a long time for Margaret to heal?”

“Not nearly as long as you’d think.”

The vindictive part of me wished that weren’t true, but I shoved it back down. “And Oliver?” I lifted my face so I could stare into Linc’s green eyes. I’d asked this question more than once over the last couple days, and like before, the man I’d once looked up to as a brother gave me the same answer. 

“Your stepbrother—” he began, but I shook my head. 

“Oliver.” Saying his name constricted my ribs. I hadn’t heard from him since the night he came to Emerson & Taylor. Pen assured me he was giving me space, but I was doubtful.

I was sending his mother to prison.

And yet I still wanted him so much it hurt.

“Oliver will be fine.” Linc rubbed his scruffy chin thoughtfully. “He was grazed, but he’s fine. Remember, I told you he gave us his statement yesterday.” 

I remembered. And I remembered him telling me how Oliver—beautiful Oliver with his smooth words and demanding hands—had helped me implicate Margaret for everything she’d admitted inside her office.

“He had his ‘Pen’ set up a camera in her office a couple weeks ago,” Linc had informed me, unable to hold back the expression of relief. “We’ve got everything she said to you on tape, Gemma.”

“Easton,” I’d said simply, picturing the boyishly handsome charm of the IT guy who’d hacked into Margaret’s email time and time again. “So, she’ll go away for a long time, huh?”

“And Michael, too. Finley is cooperating in hopes that she can strike up a deal.”

Now, as Linc and I sat across from each other in silence, my thoughts wandered to the woman—no, the teenager—my father once had an affair with. A brutal pain clenched my stomach when I thought of the boy she and her father had passed off as her brother for nearly fourteen years. 

Although Mason barely knew me, I couldn’t stand the idea of that kid being left alone in the world. I wouldn’t have wished that on anyone.

He was my brother, and that made him my responsibility. 

“What will happen to Mason?” I heard myself say aloud. “Does he have anyone to live with?”

Linc leaned back on my couch and rubbed his hand diagonally over his exhausted face. “Finley Scott’s mother flew in from New York.”

The quietness resumed between us, but every few seconds, our eyes touched. I tried not to think of how Linc had betrayed me, starting this entire mess to benefit his own career. I tried to remind myself that, in the end, his call had helped me find answers—even if those shreds of reality were enough to break the composure of even the most solid person.  

“I have to leave soon,” he finally said, and I nodded briskly, watching him as he stood and walked toward me.

“I’m sure you have a lot of work to do since you just cracked a huge case.” When his face fell remorsefully, I shook my head to put a stop to his apology. There was only so many times I could listen to Linc tell me he was sorry without having a full-blown meltdown. “I’ll eventually figure out how to deal with what you did. I just need time.”

And I needed time to deal with the crushing fact I might not see Oliver again. The pessimistic side of me had already prepared myself for the inevitable—if he hadn’t contacted me so far, why would he change his mind?

Ducking his head, Linc did the walk of shame to my front door. “Take all the time you need. Tell Pen to give me a call when she gets up,” he said, his voice fraught with emotion.

Burying my face in my hands, I didn’t dare look at him as he silently let himself out.

*

The next evening, Pen and I were in the middle of dinner—and drinking the whiskey concoctions she swore would knock me right out the second my head hit my pillow—when the doorbell rang. 

Taking note of my slumped shoulders, she hopped from the table and held her finger up. “If this is another reporter, I’m going to shank them,” she warned under her breath. 

The media frenzy over Margaret Manning-Emerson getting arrested had been insane, and of course, I was in the middle of it all. So far I’d managed to avoid the cameras, but I knew they’d be in my face eventually.  

I tossed back the rest of the hot toddy Pen had made for me, cringing when the whiskey burned my throat. “You didn’t get lost on the way to the door, did you?” I yelled.

A moment later, I heard her soft exhale. “You should so come look at this.”

Alarmed, I pushed away from the table and padded around the corner, stopping short when I noticed the deliveryman pushing a cart full of blue and ivory flowers into my foyer.

My throat constricted. 

“Gemma Emerson?” He turned to Pen, who immediately jabbed her finger at me, widening her eyes in excitement.

With every shuffle of my feet on the laminate floor, my heart beat a little faster, a little harder. “Yes?” I breathed.

“Can I get your signature on this?” He handed me a thick tablet, which I accepted. As I moved my shaky finger along the digital line—signing Gemma Emerson, not Lizzie Connelly this time—Pen started to unload the vases onto our coffee table. Dazed, I offered the tablet back to the delivery guy who gave me a smile before leaving.

Sliding onto the couch, I stared at the five vases lined up neatly in front of me.

“Mr. Sex-In-A-Business-Suit?” my best friend wondered aloud.

I shrugged, but who else would send me flowers like these? 

I plucked the card from the arrangement closest to me, opening the envelope to find one word followed by his signature. 

What.

One-by-one, I unsealed the rest of the cards, leaving them in a pile on the table.

Fix.

I.

Break.

I.

My pulse raced beneath my skin when I pieced the puzzle together. “I fix what I break,” I whispered out loud, causing Pen’s dark eyebrow to jerk up. “He ... it’s what he said to me the first day he met Lizzie. When he made me drop my phone, he told me he fixed what he broke,” I blurted, glancing between the flowers and Pen.

My best friend’s expression softened. “Oh, wow. Gemma, this is good.” She nodded slowly. “This is romantic.”

Arranging the cards into an ordered stack, I held them close to my chest, not wanting to let go. “I should call him,” I said at last. I should have called him when I started worrying about his lack of contact, but fear was a crazy bitch. 

“Yes, you should,” she agreed. When I didn’t make an effort to move, she reached into her pocket and handed me her own phone. “Here, I’ll make it easy for you. Call him or I’ll be forced to do it for you.”

I got off the couch, a small smile playing at my lips as I walked in the direction of the hallway. “I’ll use mine this time, but thanks.” Peeking over my shoulder to examine the meaningful look she cast my way, I added, “I promise I’m going to call. I just don’t want whatever software you have on your phone recording my conversation.”

“I’m really not that bad!” she yelled behind me.

Shutting the door to my bedroom, I grabbed my iPhone off the charger. I hovered my fingers over the screen, but when I saw I already had a new text from Oliver, I eased down on my bed, releasing a heavy breath. 

The Heritage ballroom. 10 PM tonight?

Dragging my gaze to the top of the screen, I saw it was already close to nine-thirty. I knew I looked like hell. The past few days had taken a toll not only on my mental state but also my appearance.

But I had to see him. 

Rushing into my closet, I messaged him back, electricity rushing through my fingertips with each stroke.

I’ll be there. 

*

Thanks to a helpful distraction on Pen’s part, I managed to avoid the few reporters who’d been camped out in my apartment lobby hoping to get a statement from me. 

Fifteen minutes after ten, I rolled into the Heritage parking lot and left my Mini Cooper beside Oliver’s Viper at the ballroom entrance. Dropping my keys in my purse, I smoothed my palms over the plain wrap dress I’d thrown on in a hurry before heading into the glassed-in venue. 

The site of Margaret’s Halloween charity event was completely silent, but I quickly figured out where to find him. The door leading to the balcony was wide open, and my heart skipped a beat because I knew that just up those stairs—in the area where we’d once danced—stood Oliver. Waiting for me. Waves of fear crashed heavily through me, but I made it to the top of the staircase, squeezing the doorknob with all my might.

What if he asked me here only to confirm what I’d pessimistically convinced myself of?

But what if I didn’t go in at all? Could I really live with not knowing?

I turned the knob and stepped quietly inside.

Just like the first night I came up here, he was leaned against the balcony, staring down into the quietness. He was dressed simply, in jeans, his Redwing boots, and a black tee that hugged his biceps. I decided then and there that even if this were the last time we spoke, I’d remember the way he looked. The way he smelled.

The way he made me feel. 

Settling my brown eyes on the bandage wrapped around his upper arm, I pressed my hand to my chest.  “I’m sorry you got hurt,” I whispered.

He whirled around to look at me, his face an avalanche of emotion that turned the slight pull in my ribcage into a harsh tug. Why did he have to look at me like that? 

“Me?” He asked incredulously, his blue eyes narrowed. “Gemma, I’m fine.”

“You shouldn’t have come,” I said, but he strode over to me, framing my face with his large hands, bringing our mouths closer. “You should have—”

“Stayed away?” he countered, his warm breath spreading over my skin. When I nodded, he let out a choked noise. “Hell no, Gemma. I should’ve been there earlier.”

His harshly spoken whisper made me dizzy all over. Parting my lips to speak, he slanted his mouth over mine. His movements were cautious, drawing me into him with a gentleness that made me feel like I was breaking.

In a way though, I was.

I was breaking for him. 

Drawing away, he rested his forehead to mine, locks of his light brown hair blending with my own. “I would’ve came to you, but I wasn’t sure—” He squeezed his eyes together, fighting for control. “I wanted to give you the choice to see me. I didn’t want to force you.”

For the first time in days, my world was turned upside down for all the right reasons. His mouth covered mine again—this time more demanding—and I was barely aware we were moving until I felt the soft cushion of the balcony’s loveseat against my back. 

I broke this kiss, leaning away from him to catch my breath. “Linc told me you gave them your statement,” I said tentatively, and he nodded. “And that you had Easton set up cameras in Margaret’s office. You’re the reason why her confession about my dad was recorded.”

Pulling my hands in his, he kept his face an emotionless mask. “I was pissed at you for lying to me, Gemma,” he started, sending a delicious tingle down my spine at the way he said my name. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to him calling me that. “But I needed to know if you were right. After the night I confronted you, I had Easton go in and set everything up.”

“Thank you.” I realized I was crying again, my tears spilling onto the back of both our hands. “Thank you for what you did for me.”

Our eyes drinking each other in, we allowed the silence to float between us for a long time before his forehead creased into a frown. “I know about Finley and Greg.”

Dipping my head in shame, I looked down at my lap. He untangled our fingers and forced my stare back up. “And I’ve spoken to Mason” he said.

At the mention of my brother’s name, I slumped forward, hugging my arms around myself. “He hates me, doesn’t he? I broke up his family and he hates me.” I’d felt that loathing before—for Margaret—and it sickened me to know that the boy I’d only met a couple times might feel the same way about me.

But then Oliver pulled me close to him, turning my face into the soft fabric of his shirt. “He’s confused and he’s angry, but he doesn’t hate you. He wants to meet you.” My lips parted in a silent “Oh,” and he added, “His grandmother has him for now, but who knows how long that’s going to last. Apparently, she cut out after Finley gave birth to him and she might go again.”

I digested each of his words slowly, letting the harsh reality of the hand Mason Scott had been dealt seep into my skin. “I’ll always be there for him,” I murmured against Oliver’s chest. “And I want to meet him too.”

“Good.” I didn’t miss the relief in his voice, or the worry marring his bronzed features when he pushed me away and turned my attention back up to his face. “I love you, Gemma.”

It was so sudden, so unexpected, I just gaped at him, blinking for several seconds. “You ... love me?”

“I don’t give a damn if it’s only been a couple months or if you were Lizzie most of that time, I. Love. You. I’ve known it since before I figured out who you were.”

“But I lied to you.”

“And my mother lied to you. You did what you had to do to fix things, and I’m doing what I need to do to fix them.”

By telling me he loved me. When I lowered my face down to my hands again, I felt him stiffen beside me, but his next words sounded reassuring. “Gemma, you don’t have to say—”

Reaching between us, I covered his mouth with the tips of my fingers. “My life has been nothing but chaos the past few days. Over the last several weeks, I went from being Gemma Emerson the escort, to Lizzie Connelly the assistant, to Gemma the heiress.” I took a deep breath, fisting my free hand into my dress. “And through it all I haven’t been able to stay away from you. I haven’t been able to get you off my mind. I can barely breathe without thinking about you.”

He closed his fingers around my wrist and slid my hand up to kiss the heel of my palm. “This is a first for me.” 

“Falling?” I whispered. 

“Yes, falling. Wanting to be with someone so much it ripped my heart out through my throat. It’s—” 

When he struggled for the word, I looked over at him, my brown eyes stinging from the tears. “Beautiful. It’s beautiful, and I love you too.”

His broad shoulders relaxed and a soft smile lingered at the corners of his mouth. Brushing his knuckles over my face to wipe away the tears, he asked, “Where do we go from here?” At my silence, he added, “Where do you go from here?”

I let out a throaty laugh. God, I wished I knew the answer to that. “I honestly don’t know. I thought I’d go back to Las Vegas. My home, but—”

He made a sound of disapproval. “Don’t. Come home with me.”

*

When we walked through the door of his hacienda-style home in Malibu an hour later, every time we pulled away from each other to rip off another article of clothing, I saw the place with brand new eyes.

I wanted this to be my home.

I wanted to forget every awful thing that had brought me here.

I wanted to move forward, to forgive.

But first, I wanted Oliver.

As he pinned me to his king size bed, his muscled body flexing over mine, a soft sigh drifted past my parted lips. “Please don’t stop,” I moaned. He grazed my nipple with his tongue, and I lifted my hips against him. “Please don’t.”

Make me forget—at least for a little while.

“More?” he rasped against my damp flesh. 

I lifted my head a little, taking in the sight of his mouth touching my breast, and nodded feverishly. Without a doubt, I wanted more.

Relinquishing his grip on my wrists, he pushed himself up so that our tongues met. I draped my arms over his shoulders. Threaded my fingers through his light brown hair while our tongues and bodies and hearts met. 

“I want to make love to you, Gemma.”

Once again, that word—my name—coursed a tremor through my body. Love. When I came to Los Angeles, I’d never imagined my road would end with that word being spoken to me. 

“Say it again,” I whispered into the darkness as he nudged his erection between my legs, testing the wetness he found there. He slid the head of his cock into my body, and I cried out. “One more time.” 

“Which part?” he teased.

I let out a cry of pleasure as he pushed himself completely inside me, clenching my sex around him. “Love,” I moaned.

“I’m going to make love to you,” he repeated, a grin tugging his lips just before he lowered his head to kiss me again. 

Racing my hands through his hair, I pulled his head back and his dark brows furrowed together. “And my name, Oliver. Say that again too.”

“Gemma.” He opened my legs a little wider and splayed his palms on my thighs. “Gemma.”

Lowering my lashes, I curved my body to his, letting the mesmerizing softness of his husky voice creep across my skin over and over. We moved together, crashing and drowning. 

When the orgasm hit me, drawing a harsh gasp from my throat, he flipped us over so that I was on top of him. With his fingers feathering my cheeks, imprinting into my skin, we let go together, our bodies trembling.

As we lay next to each other in the darkness, he traced one fingertip around my belly button, moving it in lazy circles that brought a smile to my lips. 

I had no clue what would happen tomorrow—or the next day—but I knew that the one thing I’d unsuccessfully tried to avoid had become the thing that would keep me grounded. 

That would keep me home.

“Tomorrow, I’ll think about what to do next,” I finally said.

“Do you want me, Gemma?” At his question, I turned my head to look at him, vividly remembering when he’d asked me a similar question before.

“Yes, I want you.”

“And I love you,” he said.

“Yes, there’s that too.”

Supporting himself on his elbow, he brushed stray locks of my hair from my damp forehead. “Good.” His blue eyes penetrated mine. “That’s all I needed to know.”

-The End of Uncovered-
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Synopsis

––––––––

Kylie Wolfe and bassist Wyatt McCrae have been bad for each other for the last several years, but it’s impossible for them to end their toxic push and pull. Not when their attraction is constantly fueled by lust and proximity—she’s her older brother’s Lucas’s assistant and Wyatt is his best friend and band mate. So when Your Toxic Sequel makes a move to record a new album in Nashville, Kylie decides to make the latest break with Wyatt official by getting the hell out of town. 

She’ll spend a week in New Orleans. A week to immerse herself in the Mardi Gras scene. One week to not think about the last time she was in New Orleans, seven years ago with Wyatt. Seven days where she won’t have to see Wyatt every day just to fall ridiculously in love with him all over again—where, if she wants to, she can have a normal, no-strings attached fling that won’t end in heartbreak. 

Too bad Wyatt ruins everything by showing up, as gorgeous and demanding and awful for her as ever. Wyatt refuses to let Kylie give up on him. Not without reminding her why they both fell so far and hard in the first place. Not without making her savor the good memories and what could be their last chance with each other.

The Playlist

1. “Love Hurts” by Incubus

2. “Lonely Boy” by The Black Keys

3. “Future Starts Slow” by The Kills

4. “Say It Ain’t So” by Weezer 

5. “The Red” by Chevelle

6. “All Lips Go Blue” by HIM

7. “Falling” by The Civil Wars

8. “Crazy on You” by Heart

9. “Love the Way You Lie” by Skylar Grey

10. “I Miss the Misery” by Halestorm

11. “Send the Pain Below” by Chevelle

12. “I Get It” by Chevelle

13. “Sweet Nothing” by Calvin Harris, Featuring Florence Welch

14. “Try” by P!nk

15. “By the Way” by Theory of a Deadman

16. “Fade into You” by Mazzy Star

17. “The Promise” by In This Moment

18. “Careless Whisper” by Seether

19. “One More Night” by Maroon 5

20. “Love-Hate-Sex-Pain” by Godsmack

21. “You” by The Pretty Reckless

22. “Never Let This Go” by Paramore
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To my readers . . .

Thank you so much for reading my books, supporting my work, 

and making my life all kinds of awesome.

You guys kick ass. 

Prologue

Seven Years Ago

For the second time in less than half an hour, the ancient hotel television flickers twice and then shuts off. I hold down the remote’s power button until pain shoots through my thumb. Finally, the TV turns back on, static taking over the screen for several seconds before the picture is clear enough to watch.

“Piece of crap,” I complain, before flinging the oily remote onto the bed. Everything about this place is worn down, barely functional. 

Out of all the places in the country that I could have driven to get away from home—Atlanta—I came to Livingston, Texas. And out of all the hotels where I could have spent the night, I picked the same discount inn that I’d stayed in a year and a half ago when I’d tagged along with my brother’s rock band during their tour of a bunch of bars in the Southwest.

If anyone asked, I would claim I picked this place at random, but that’s not the truth, and I absolutely refuse to lie to myself regarding the reasons. Yesterday, when I was driving, I chose the sentimental route. I came to the place where I’d spent a few of my happiest moments with one man right before diving blindly into a different relationship—and a hasty, but thankfully brief, marriage—with someone I barely even knew.

Liz Phair’s “Extraordinary” blasts at full volume, startling me. Scooting up into a sitting position, I grab my phone, which is lying facedown beside me on the full-size bed, buried under a corner of the bedspread. My older brother Lucas’ name blinks rapidly on the display. “What now?” I growl, staring menacingly at the tiny screen.

He’s been calling for the last several hours to check up on me, blatantly ignoring all my requests to leave me the hell alone.

I irritably accept the call. “Lucas.”  My voice holds a note of warning, which he’ll probably ignore, knowing him.  Before I continue, I suck in a harsh breath to avoid coming right out and telling him to piss off. I love my brother—really, I do—but I also love my space. Which, at the moment, I’m not exactly getting, even though he’s eleven hours away. Grabbing the TV remote, I jab a button on it to mute the sound of Veronica Mars even though the damn television is probably going to give out at any moment anyway. “I’m fine. Please...stop.” 

“I’m worried about you. You and Brad are completely done, and that’s a good thing because I couldn’t stand that shithead. But then, you leave? And you go to Texas? What the hell are you doing in Texas, Kylie?”

I sift my fingers through my long black hair, letting it cascade over my right shoulder. Why does Lucas have to overanalyze everything? Doesn’t he have his own relationship with his crazy-ass wife, Samantha, to fuss over? 

“I’m not a kid. You don’t need to take care of me. Don’t you have Sam and Falling Anarchy crap to deal with?” Like always, I cringe when I say his band’s name. It’s the worst name I have ever heard, and I’ve been bugging them for a couple of years to change it.

“Are you fucking with me? You’re barely nineteen. I’ll always want to take care of you. You understand that?” 

When I grumble that I do, he adds, “Besides, Mom and Dad are freaking out, too.”

I work the outside of my upper lip between my teeth and glower up at the dingy water stains on the popcorn ceiling above me. I should have expected Lucas to bring our parents into this mess, and of course, it only makes me feel worse. Doing this is a low move on my brother’s part because he knows I hate letting them down. My parents have never judged me, never gave me anything but love, but my fear of disappointing them had been my negative driving force for years, forcing me into an unnecessary prison of my own making. Lucas doesn’t know this, but he also shouldn’t use my mother and father against me. 

I swallow hard. “Tell them—tell them I love them, and I’ll call in the morning, okay?”

Just as I’m about to abruptly end the call by flipping the phone shut, so I can go back to the high school angst playing out on screen before the TV decides to screw up again, Lucas says smoothly, “Wyatt’s worried, too.”

The instant I hear Wyatt McCrae’s name, I freeze. I haven’t seen him in months, since before I met and married Brad in a spur of the moment decision that had been fueled by a broken heart and too many shots of vodka, but the mere mention of him still shakes me to my core. Wyatt was my first everything. 

Squeezing my eyes shut, I shake my head and remove my thumb from the phone’s power button. “God, Lucas,” I snap. Why does my brother have to be such a sneaky, traitorous ass? “You told him I left, huh?”

“He was with me when Brad called asking if I knew where you went. He was—” Lucas begins. 

I don’t hear the rest because there’s a booming knock at my door. It’s rhythmic, and it takes me a second to realize that I know this beat. In fact, I know it well. It’s Chevelle’s “Send the Pain Below.” Only one person I know would be playing that song.

Dammit.

Eighteen months ago, in this same hotel, I had Chevelle playing on repeat when Wyatt McCrae had snuck into my room. I was still seventeen, but something had changed between Wyatt and me during that tour with their band. That night, he’d made love to me, slowly, hesitantly. Perfectly. The Chevelle CD was still spinning when he left early the next morning, well before the rest of the band woke up.

There’s another knock—the same Chevelle song—but this time, each beat makes my heart throb a little more erratically. A wave of nausea crashes into the pit of my stomach, and I rub my suddenly sweaty palms on the comforter beneath me. 

“You there?” Lucas demands.

“Oh yeah,” I say, immediately interrupting whatever it is Lucas tries to say next. “And, apparently, you took the initiative to tell Wyatt which hotel he could find me at.” 

My brother makes a frustrated noise. “Now, Kylie—”

But I ignore his explanations and all-around bull because I know it will do nothing but make matters worse at the moment. 

“I’ll call you back.” I hang up on him before he has a chance to argue with me. 

There’s no winning against my brother. There never has been, and I doubt there ever will be. Since he’s bound to call me back, I hold my thumb down on the End button until the phone powers off. 

Outside my room, Wyatt knocks on my door again, just a touch more urgently than the last time. 

My breath comes out in short, heavy bursts, but I will myself to calm down as I pad barefoot across the threadbare mud-brown carpet. I don’t have any other choice but to pull myself together. I fling the door open and drag my eyes up. Wyatt sags against the doorframe and exhales. That same magnetism that drew me to him over a year ago, making me tell and show him things about myself that now make me flush, is vibrating through my veins once again. 

I take a hesitant step forward despite the fact I’m not wearing anything but a tank top and boy shorts. 

Wyatt runs the palm of his hand over the top of his short dirty-blonde hair. “You divorced that motherfucker?” he asks in a low voice. He drags his hand down his face and shakes his head to each side before training his vivid blue eyes on me. “Please tell me Lucas wasn’t shitting me.”

Stepping aside, I silently let him in, pressing my back up against the wood paneled wall behind me. I slam the door shut once he’s inside my cramped room. Now that I’m facing him, I try to drop my gaze to the strip of carpet between us, but he tucks his finger under my chin, stopping me.

“Ky, did you really leave him?” he asks.

My hasty marriage had lasted a total of four months before Brad and I both realized how little we knew about each other—like how there was practically no love between the two of us. Wyatt stares me down expectantly, and I force out a hoarse laugh. When I grant him a begrudging nod, he lets his head fall back in relief, muttering a curse. 

“Yeah, I left him,” I whisper. “Turns out he was just as toxic as you.”

Wyatt’s mouth drags down into a frown. On him, even something so sour is beautiful, and it nearly yanks my heart right out of my chest. 

“Looks like I’m your toxic sequel then, huh?” 

Your toxic sequel. For some messed-up reason, the description fits him to a T. “Looks like you are. What are you doing here, Wyatt?”

He takes my hands in his, massaging feather-soft circles on the backs of them with his thumbs as if the slightest touch might break me. It won’t, and I don’t miss how his eyes dip down to my wrists. Angrily, I jerk my arms away from him, crossing them over my chest.

That he would actually look makes my throat feel like it’s shrinking while my heart feels like a clamp is bearing down on it. Months ago, on the way to this very hotel, I told him that I would never cut myself again, and thoughts to do so haven’t crossed my mind since, not even when shit hit the fan with my ex. 

“Now that you’ve seen for yourself that I can actually follow through on my promises, will you please get the hell out of my room?” 

Wyatt groans, taking a step toward me. I move away from him until the backs of my legs hit the bed, but he places his hands firmly on the slope of my hips, wraps his arms around me, and clutches me to him. 

“I never doubted you, Ky.”

“Don’t lie to me,” I say, my breath hitching on the word lie. “You can do anything else, but don’t lie to me.”

“Fine.” He bends slightly, so his mouth grazes my ear, and as he speaks, the piercing in his lip rubs against the tiny sterling hoop in my cartilage. “I came here because Lucas wants me to bring you back to Atlanta.” As he says this, his hands skim around to the front of my panties. “I came here because I know exactly why you left Brad in the first place.”

He starts to slide down my panties, but I close my hands around his wrists. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demand, my nostrils flaring. “I’m not sure if you remember, but I’m not one of your groupies. And it’s really cocky to assume I left my husband because of you. We haven’t spoken since before I got married, babe.”

“Far from a groupie.” A sexy smile crawls across his face. “I’d never tell any groupies that staying away from them has been hell. I’d never tell them that I’m not leaving, no matter how much they order me to—I wouldn’t give a fuck about what they thought. But with you, Ky ... well, you know how that goes.”

He dips his head, bringing his lips close enough to my face for me to feel his warm breath against the corner of my mouth. I suck in a gasp of air through my nose, but he stops me before I can release it, crushing his lips against mine. Even though the kiss is short, it’s anything but sweet. It’s possessive and rough. Hungry and painful and even a little mind-altering. 

But it sure as hell isn’t sweet.

Wyatt pulls back, his chest rising and falling heavily. “As for you and Brad, don’t try to pull that bullshit on me, beautiful. We could go years without saying a word, and we’d still manage to fuck with each other’s head. So, no, I’m not leaving you.”

“What if I make you?” I ask, despite how the pit of my stomach curls into a mass of knots and tangles. God, it hurts. I let go of his wrists and move my hand up to trace my fingertips along his square jawline, shivering at the contrast between his faint stubble and my soft skin. “What if I don’t want you here?”

“None of that what-if shit, Ky,” he says roughly, pushing me back onto the bed. 

As I slide backward toward the pillows, he follows, opening my legs in the process. 

“If you wanted me gone, you wouldn’t have let me in. You knew it was me before you even opened that door.”

By the time the back of my head bangs up against the faded headboard, my heart is beating as erratically as it did that first night with him. He stops in front of me, his muscular body positioned between my thighs.

“What if I ask you to leave afterward?” I demand. 

My fingers tremble as I drag his white T-shirt over his head. He takes it from between my hands and tosses it off the bed, where it hits the curtain before falling to the dirty carpet.

“You want to ask me to leave?” He lowers his head, so we’re nose-to-nose. While his thumb strokes my collarbone, he glides the rough pad of his index finger underneath the strap of my striped top.

“Maybe.”

“Then, you can go back to Atlanta and forget this ever happened.”

I consider his words for a moment, and then I shake my head. I don’t want to forget. “I can’t do that,” I say aloud. 

He already knows I can’t, or he wouldn’t have come here to begin with.

He pulls my strap all the way down and sighs heavily when my breasts push up over the fabric. He pauses once, and that’s only to make me a promise. “Then, you go back to Atlanta with me.” 

***

It’s not until late, right before we fall asleep with our arms and legs entwined, when I ask him the single question that’s been burning in my mind since the last time we spoke. “What’s her name, Wyatt?”

“Who?”

“Please don’t be stupid. You know who and what I’m talking about.” I can’t bring myself to say it out loud yet because it still burns a hole into the deepest part of my chest. 

He brushes strands of inky hair out of my face. “Brenna.”

I roll out of his arms and onto my back, squeezing my eyes tight so the tears don’t fall. “I don’t want to ruin things for you.”

“You won’t. When I’m with you...”

He doesn’t have to finish because I know where he’s going. I know how he feels because it’s the reason I came to this hotel of all places. It’s the reason that I let him stay with me tonight. When I’m with Wyatt, I lose myself. 

“Do you think we’ll be able to fix each other?” I ask.

The bed squeaks as he rolls over. When I open my eyes, he’s propped up on his elbow, staring down at my chest. He touches the blackbird tattoo that’s a few inches above my left breast, running his finger over it. “What’s it for?” 

“Changing the subject?”

“Just until you tell me what the fuck it’s for.”

“You let me down, and I wanted something to remind myself that I shouldn’t be that weak, that I should be careful.” 

Releasing a low groan, he drags his palm up and down his face before gazing down into my chocolate brown eyes. He takes me in for a long time, and I meet his gaze, studying the way his Adam’s apple bulges angrily in his throat each time he swallows hard. 

“Why do you have to say shit like that?” he demands at last.

“Because I promised you last year that I’d be honest with you. If you want, I can lie to you if that’s what makes you feel better.” 

As he shakes his head, I race my tongue over my lips. 

“Now, it’s your turn. What’s going to happen to us?” I ask. 

He kisses the blackbird and slips his fingers into mine. He frowns when his gaze lands on my other tattoo, the one of my ex’s last name encircling my ring finger. I got it as an act of defiance the day after I married Brad. Now, I regret it like hell.

“First, you’re going to get this fucking thing covered,” Wyatt growls. When I nod, he continues, “And no more blackbird tattoos. Fuck, get a bluebird or something because we’re going to try again, and we’ll get it right this time.”

I bob my head once more because I’m hopeful. I’m so in love with this man that I’ll try a million times to make things work. “Okay,” I whisper, “I’m in.”

Chapter One

Present Day

“Good god, he’s looking at you again,” Heidi says in a hushed voice. Swinging her slim hips to the techno version of Adele’s song pulsing through the nightclub, she sneaks a glance over my shoulder toward the booths lining the far wall. 

I refuse to follow her gaze to the guy who’s been eyeballing us for the better part of an hour, and instead, I choose to toss back my drink as I lift my shoulders indifferently. 

My closest friend gives me a dark look. “Kylie, he’s looking at you like he wants to peel off your jeans with his teeth.  Like he—”

“Like he’s some stranger who’ll probably strangle me to death after we get back to his hotel room.” I lift my hand to my throat, which burns like Hades from the drink I just downed, and rub my thumb back and forth across the delicate bones. “Sorry, babe, not in the mood to get choked tonight.”

Heidi’s perfectly arched eyebrows join together, but I’m not sure if it’s because of what I just said or the DJ’s newest choice of song, “Judas.” She can’t stand that song. She hates it almost as much as she loathes her ex-neighbor who played a repetitive loop of Lady Gaga on maximum volume every morning for months.

“You’re so morbid, Kylie Martin,” she finally moans, emphasizing the last name—she’s been on me for years to change it back to my maiden name. She flips her mane of loose chestnut curls over her shoulder. “You need to have fun and not think about him and his giant—”

“Don’t even touch that subject with a ten-foot pole,” I say sharply. “And I’m not thinking of him.”

Heidi presses her purple-painted lips into a fine line, but she says nothing more. Her gaze refocuses on something else. I follow it, twisting my head a little, to take in an excessively tanned short guy, making his way through the crowd with two bottles of Shiner Bock held high over his head.

Even though I’m glad he’s distracted her from talking about Wyatt, I softly point out, “He’s not your type.” Heidi’s got a thing for ink and piercings—the more of both, the better—and Shiner Bock has neither.  But then again, she did say she needed a change of pace this trip. Maybe this guy is it. “More than one beer usually means he’s here with someone,” I add, giving her a warning look.

Heidi lifts her thin eyebrow wickedly. “He’s here with those guys.” She jabs her finger toward a group of men across the club. “So, yeah...”

Before we came out to Bourbon Street tonight, Heidi and I made a deal, promising to come back to our hotel room together. But, by the way Shiner Bock’s face lights up when his eyes connect with hers, I know there’s no chance in hell she’s coming home with me. 

And that leaves me alone. 

At the risk of sounding like an eye-roll-inducing 1970’s power ballad, being by myself is the last thing I desire tonight, not when thoughts of Wyatt McCrae seem to elbow their way into my brain whenever I have a spare moment to think. At the same time though, I don’t want to stick around with Heidi and be that friend. 

I dart my eyes from Shiner Bock to Heidi, and then down to the empty glass in my hand. Be the third wheel in an innuendo-laced conversation that will ultimately lead to a broken headboard? 

Or maybe a vodka-infused drink? 

Be the third wheel? 

Screw that, vodka-infused drink, it is.

“I’m going to get a refill,” I announce loudly. 

Heidi dips her head. She’s already dancing with Shiner Bock, grinding her ass against his crotch, before I make it three steps in the opposite direction. Apparently, he’s forgotten about the intended recipient of the second beer.

Heidi generally has that effect on men.

I shove my way through the club, and by the time I reach the bar and sit down, I’ve had so many body parts brushing against my boobs and ass that I immediately ask the bartender for a double shot in my bloody mary. 

“You look bored,” a voice behind me says. 

When I look back, I’m not the least bit surprised to see the man who’s spent most of the night staring at me. He slips onto the bar stool next to me just as the bartender pushes my drink across the countertop.

Granting the stranger a little smile, I stir the stalk of celery around in slow circles in my bloody mary, clinking the ice up against the glass. “No, just tired,” I reply. 

“Tired, huh?” 

I lean over and take a swallow of my drink before answering him. “Very.”

It’s the honest truth. The vacation to New Orleans was last minute. I barely managed to book the flight. Heidi and I have been going nonstop since we arrived several days ago. But I’ll take exhaustion any day over having to be around Your Toxic Sequel, my brother’s band, as they record their newest album. Being that I’m Lucas’s personal assistant, avoiding the band would have been impossible if I didn’t remind him he hadn’t given me a vacation in over a year. 

“Ian,” the man beside me murmurs, breaking my thoughts. 

He extends his hand out to me, but I don’t move to take it.

“Kylie.”

“I’ve been wanting to say something to you, but I...” Ian’s voice trails off as he casts gray eyes down to the bar countertop.

Wrinkling my straight nose, I bite into the celery. “Yeah, instead of staring at me all night, you probably would’ve weirded me out less if you had just talked to me first.“ After I say it, I can’t resist grinning. 

He smiles, too, and it’s a sexy one—dimpled with the tiniest gap between his top teeth. The look works for him, and it must have been why Heidi was so insistent that I check him out. 

“Look, I don’t—” he starts, but I hold up my hand. 

Better get this out of the way before I let him get too far into the conversation. 

“I don’t do beads.” I incline my head toward a couple of girls dancing with each other a few feet away from where we’re sitting. Several rows of purple, gold, and green beads are dangling around their flushed necks. “So, don’t ask how far I’ll go for some. And, honestly, I think I’d better get back to my friend.”

I’m already scooting off my stool before Ian’s face falls, and I make a quick getaway before he has a chance for a comeback. When a large and obviously masculine hand touches the small of my back, I spin around, ready to put him in his place regardless of how hot his smile is. “Look, I’m sure you—”

But then I look up. And it’s not Ian’s gray gaze that’s staring down into my brown eyes. These are eyes that I could pluck out of a crowd without even making an effort to locate them, and right now, they make me forget how to breathe just right. The deep scowl on this face literally speeds up my pulse. I tighten my grip around my drink, so I won’t spill it all over my boots and his.

The sharp blue eyes glaring down into mine belong to none other than Wyatt McCrae—the ripped, tattooed, and dirty-blond bass guitarist for Your Toxic Sequel, my big brother’s band. He’s the reason I escaped to New Orleans. I needed to stay the hell away from him, yet here he is, standing right in front of me. 

I force myself to keep my voice even. “What are you doing here?” 

Wyatt leans down until his mouth is level with my ear. Despite the heat caused by all the sweaty bodies around us, I shiver when the piercing at the corner of his lower lip skims my skin. 

“Too fucking loud in here, Ky. Outside.”

Though I know I shouldn’t, I give him a jerky nod and follow behind him. Along the way, I pass my drink to some random girl gyrating on the concrete dance floor and she gladly accepts. Wyatt reaches back, wrapping his hand around my wrist, to keep me close to him as we maneuver through the crowd. I’m unable to stop myself from making a comparison between him and Ian, the man at the bar who’d backed down just as soon as he began trying. Wyatt doesn’t let me go until we’re outside and in the alley. Out here, I can hear not only the upbeat pop anthem playing inside the club, but also the music from a street festival.

Although there’s so much between us that needs to be said, and I know I’m going to have to speak to him eventually, Wyatt’s the first to say something...well, do something. He gives me an appreciative once-over, taking in all five foot four inches of me, starting at my boots and working his way up. He pauses on certain areas—the curvy hips his hands have gripped time and time again, the tiny flash of pale skin between my jeans and green fitted tee, and my small breasts—before stopping at my tousled blue-and-black hair. 

“Come here,” he orders.

When I don’t move, his hands flare over my hips, drawing me close to him until our bodies rub together. Wyatt’s touch is familiar—one I’d be able to immediately recognize even if we were in complete darkness. It’s too bad for him, but I’m not having it. I break our contact, stuffing my hands deep into the pockets of my jeans. They dip a little lower on my hips, and of course, his blue eyes takes this in.

“God, it’s been too damn long since I’ve gotten to do that,” he says. “And you’re cutting me off already.”

“Looks like I am, doesn’t it?”

It’s been two and a half months since he’s touched me to be exact. I haven’t seen Wyatt since Thanksgiving, and I close my eyes, letting my thoughts wander back to those last moments. For two amazing days, we did nothing but eat too much pie, listen to music, and make love. Or lust. Whatever the hell it is I should call it. 

I didn’t leave him until the morning after Thanksgiving, and I hadn’t felt the need to wake him up to say that I was going. It seemed like we had already said plenty. The night before, I’d told him I loved him, and he had simply stared at me—blankly. Wordlessly. Except, his speechlessness had told me volumes. 

I’d been wasting time with someone who couldn’t reciprocate my feelings. And after years of being in love with him, realizing that singed a hole into my chest.

I push the memory aside, opening my eyes, so I can confront his dark blue gaze. “Why are you here?” I demand furiously.

“Why weren’t you in Nashville?”

The muscles in my neck twitch. I take in a noisy breath, so I won’t tell him to go shove the neck of his guitar up his arrogant, perfect ass. “I’m entitled to a vacation, dickhead.”

Wyatt lets out a dangerous chuckle. “Taken the exact moment we were supposed to see each other again? That shit won’t work with me, Kylie. You should’ve known this would happen since you’ve been ignoring me ever since Thanksgiving.”

Because he’s using my full name and not Ky or Bluebird, and since we once agreed to be honest with one another—even if that truthfulness aches like a fist to the heart—I give him the closest thing to a smile I can summon. “I’m entitled to a vacation that gets me away from you because seeing you always results in me losing my head for a few days.” When a sensual grin begins to creep its way across his face, I immediately add, “And those few days always, always end with you letting me down for some reason or another and me wanting to knee you in the balls.” 

Grasping at his chest dramatically, he stumbles backward in the alley and winces, causing me to glare at him. “You’re scary when you’re pissed, Wolfe.” As I open my mouth to correct my last name—since I never changed it back to Wolfe following my divorce seven years ago—he presses his lips flat. “Don’t even fucking think about it.”

“Or you’ll what? Spank me?” 

Running his gaze suggestively up the length of my body, he says softly, deliberately, “That’s coming anyway, Ky. You know how I feel about your ass.” 

Choosing to ignore that particular comment, I pull my hands out of my pockets, grab the cigarette tucked behind my ear, and slide it between my lips. Wyatt quickly produces a lighter from his pocket and holds it a few inches from my mouth. As I lean forward, I stare up at him from beneath my lashes. 

“How’d you find me?” I ask. Taking a long inhale, I straighten my back and support my weight against the brick wall. “Well?” If he says Lucas told him, I’m going to deck my brother in his famous mouth. He hasn’t taken it upon himself to butt in for a long time, but nothing Lucas does surprises me.

“Disable the Foursquare, or I’ll do it for you,” Wyatt warns in that possessive voice that had me tripping all over myself just a few years back. “Anyone can find you with that shit.”

“Funny, thought I took you off my friends list.”

“Didn’t take Cal off it,” he says, referring to one of his and my brother’s band mates.

“Nice.” That single word sounds like poison rolling off my tongue. I take another drag of my cigarette, drop it to the black asphalt, and crush it beneath the heel of my boot. “Guess I see where Cal’s loyalty lies. So, why’d you come?”

“Didn’t want to think about anyone else’s hands digging into that hair.” He reaches out to me, sifting a few short strands through his fingertips. When I release a frustrated groan, he comes closer to me. “Couldn’t stand the thought of you getting drunk and wrapping those legs around someone else.” Everything about that—the words, the way his voice deepens when he says it—makes the pit of my stomach tighten, but I ignore it along with the sudden weakness in my legs.

“Why does it matter to you what I do in my downtime?” I question, my voice on the verge of breaking, of giving myself away. Lord knows I don’t need him pointing out how obvious he’s effect on me is. “We’re not exclusive, babe.”

“Maybe not, but it still won’t stop me from wanting to keep you all to myself.”

As if to prove his point, he squeezes my thigh, flicking the tip of his thumb back and forth across the V between my legs. My snug black jeans absolutely suck as a barrier. As heat speeds through my body, I bite my bottom lip and try to continue breathing like a normal person.

“Damn you,” I finally say through my teeth.

He groans. “Don’t be like that, Ky.”

“Like what? Irritated that you have so little faith in me.” This isn’t the first time he’s doubted me. I clear my throat to get rid of the dryness in the back of my mouth. “And now that you know my legs are safely locked at the knees?”

“I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”

I narrow my chocolate brown eyes into thin slits. He swallows, making the tattoo across his throat appear as if it’s moving. I don’t need sunlight to know what it says. I was with him when he got it.  

All Does Not End Well.

What’s especially sad is that’s exactly how things will go down if I go anywhere with Wyatt tonight, or any other evening, for that matter.

So, why the hell do I still want him?

“If I leave with you, you’ll have no reason to find me through your friends anymore. I mean, isn’t that your forte? A big jealous showdown followed by an even bigger letdown?”

The edges of his lips twitch up into an almost apologetic grin. “You forgot what happens between that showdown and letdown, Ky,” he says. “And you can’t for a second tell me that lets you down?” 

Ugh ... he would be that arrogant. 

I dig my nails into my palms, so I won’t slap him. “Nah, I just didn’t see a reason to mention that.” And that would be the angry mind-fucking sex usually fueled by one of our more epic arguments. 

Shoving my palms up against his muscular chest, I push myself away and walk around him. He grabs my wrist, the one with the nearly invisible scars racing across it, and spins me back around. 

“Talk to me.”

“You want me to talk? Well, here it is. I don’t want you here. In fact, I’d rather be the third wheel to Heidi and the guy she just met,” I say. 

He shrugs off my words. So much for talking.

“You’ve got no fucking choice, beautiful.”

“Of course I do.” 

But when I try to shake free of him again, he pushes my hands over my head, pausing when his gaze locks on my ring finger. 

“Jesus, get that thing covered already,” he snaps, his voice low but audible even over the sound of Cajun music pouring from the festival in the streets. “It’s been seven years.”

“Your point?” I skim the pad of my thumb over the tattoo of my ex’s last name. “If you weren’t here, you wouldn’t have to look at it,” I respond calmly despite the familiar harsh flash of pain in my rib cage. I want to choke this man. I want to curl my fingers around his freaking neck. I want to slap him and scream at him for all the times we’ve done this same thing.

But after the storm is over—because I’m a glutton for punishment—I want him to kiss me. I want those feelings, the love, from Wyatt McCrae that I’ve been chasing for years. But that is the precise reason I’m here in the first place. I’m over chasing him. I’ve been over it since the holidays, and I have successfully stayed away from him for the last couple months.

Until now.

The tiny lines at the corners of his brilliant blue eyes tighten as he backs me up against the brick wall. The air leaves my lungs for all the wrong reasons. 

“Do you really think I need to be with you to remember you let some fucker put his name on you?” He nudges my legs apart with his knee. 

“You should’ve done it first.” 

“I’m doing it now.”

“That would require a little more commitment than you telling me you want to take me back to your room and—”

But then Wyatt’s mouth comes down on mine, shutting off my last few words. He lets go of my hands, and I drop them to his shoulders. I dig into his flesh because I don’t want to let go. Because like so many times before, I’m so lost in him that it causes physical pain to every inch of my body. 

I need to end this now.

I need to move on just like I planned.

“Wyatt,” I start, but he rubs his thumb against the center of my lips and shakes his head. 

“Just let go, Ky.”

He replaces his thumb with his mouth, skimming his labret across my lips. The sensation of the metal makes me shiver, and I feel his slow smile. He thinks he’s got me right where he wants me. 

“I couldn’t get you off my mind.” 

It must come as a shock to him when I pull back and put my index finger over his lips. “Glad you finally started to think about me after I left your bed.” I zero my attention in on a piece of lint on my green T-shirt, taking my time to pick it off, so I can gather my thoughts. Finally, I look back up into his eyes. “But I’m still not fucking you tonight, babe.”

Chapter Two

“You think that’s what I came here for?” 

Cocking my head a fraction so that my hair falls sideways over my face, I shove my hands deep into my back pockets. “Isn’t sex what you always come to me for?”

He looks at me, really looks at me, and I can practically feel the heat from his disappointment seeping through my skin, burning its way through my body. That’s the thing about Wyatt, about love in general. It always finds a way to get under my skin, scorching the hell out of me.

I glance away and squeeze my eyes shut, but he touches my chin gently, redirecting my face. 

“If I only wanted someone to fuck, I would’ve just done it back in Nashville.” A grin that somehow straddles the line between cocky and sheepish spreads across his face. Because I know precisely what he’s going to say next, I flinch beforehand. “Instead, I declined.” 

So, there was someone else. What a load of crap. 

I tell myself to forget that thought because it’s wrong. In order for there to be somebody else, Wyatt and I would have to be something to begin with. 

I match his sarcastic grin with my own, and I pray that it makes him just as infuriated as he’s made me tonight. “Telling her you won’t spend a second night with her isn’t declining.” When I laugh, there’s a jagged edge to it. “I—”

“I didn’t go through with it at all, Bluebird. Believe it or not, I’m capable of not fucking everything with a pussy.”

Silently, I tilt my head to one side and then the other, giving him a look of disbelief. He said nearly the same thing to me several months ago, a week before Your Toxic Sequel started their last tour. We weren’t sleeping together at the time, and he sure as hell wasn’t mine to lay claim to, but I desperately wanted to believe him. 

Wyatt only lasted three days into the tour. I can’t remember her name now—because there’ve been too many during our breaks and bullshit—but she was beautiful, and my exact opposite physically. And though I shouldn’t have felt anything because I’d already expected the worse, it was impossible not to hurt when I saw her leaving his hotel room. 

The tour was one of the last major blows, and the following Thanksgiving firmly secured what I already knew in my mind. No matter how hard we try, there’s no place for me whatsoever in Wyatt’s life. 

I rub my right hand over my left shoulder. “I never said you screw everything with lady bits. Actually, I’m pretty sure you’re damn selective. All I’m trying to—” 

What I’m on the verge of saying is cut short by another couple wandering drunkenly into the alley. They’re falling all over each other, laughing and groping. They don’t seem to notice that we’re here at all. 

Shrugging away from Wyatt, I start in the direction of the club, and he follows right on my heels. 

“At least they’re having a good time,” I say under my breath. 

Of course, he hears me and snorts. “We’ll have better once we’re together again.” He pauses, giving me time to counter or look up at him. When I do neither, he walks backward, speeding up so that he can face me. “But we won’t be like them. I’m going to fuck you everywhere, Kylie, but not where anyone else will see it.”

I’m at a loss for words, completely flustered, so I edge around his tall body, keeping my gaze directed at the blur of people on the sidewalks. Our bodies brush, and he turns around to walk next to me. His fingertips find one of my belt loops, tugging me just a touch closer to him, but I still don’t budge. Instead, I meet his stare. Wyatt’s eyes—they’re the reason we’ve been on this merry-go-round so many times. They carry all his emotions— the beautiful and hideous and heartbreaking. 

“I’m exhausted,” I say, faking a yawn as the entrance to the warehouse nightclub comes into view. A long line is zigzagging around the club, and I realize there’s no way we’re getting back inside. I wrench my iPhone out of the pocket of my jeans to send Heidi a message to let her know what’s going on, but she’s already beaten me to it. I have two missed FaceTime calls and a text from just five minutes ago.

1:48 a.m.: Saw you leave with HIM, so I came back to the room. Don’t tell me Lucas ratted you out. You coming back after you’re done? Finn might be stopping by later, so text me if you do.

As I read, Wyatt stifles a noise that sounds suspiciously like laughter, and I cock my eyebrow. He’s rocking back on his heels and working his thumbs together in front of him like a diabolical asshole.

“What?”

He shrugs his broad shoulders. “I know that look from anywhere. Somebody said something that pisses you off. And I bet you the panties you’ve got on that it’s about me.”

Pressing my lips together, I run the tip of my tongue along the roof of my mouth. Even my best friend assumes that when Wyatt McCrae shows up, the probability of me falling into bed with him as soon as he snaps his musical note–tattooed fingers is pretty damn high. “No, but I am sleepy as hell. So, we’ll have to do this another time, and I’m going to respectfully keep my panties in place tonight.”

“You sure know how to kick me in the balls, Ky, but I call bullshit.” Ignoring my sharp intake of air, Wyatt runs his hand down my forearm. He doesn’t stop until our palms touch, and he connects his fingers with mine. “I’ll get us a taxi. We need to talk, and we’re going to do it in my hotel room.”

“I can get my own cab.” When his grip on my hand tenses, I release a sigh. I can stand here all night and argue with him, but it’s just going to make the situation worse. Wyatt wants to talk? Fine. I can handle conversation. “No trying to talk me into bed when we get to your room. And afterward, you’ll let me enjoy the rest of my vacation?” I have only one more night left after this one, and damn it, I want to spend it in peace.

He nods almost convincingly, and a moment later, he flags down a taxi. I climb in and slide to the far left side of the car, and he comes in right after me, intensely gazing across the seat at me all the while. Judging by the hungry look in his eyes, I’d think I was sitting on the other side of a bed, naked and jutting out my B-cups while begging him for round two. Instead, I’m scowling in a cold, dark cab. 

“Stop picturing me without my clothes.” 

Smirking, Wyatt lowers his mouth until it touches my cheek, and my shoulders lift up involuntarily. “Not naked, Ky, but fully clothed,” he drawls softly enough so that only I can hear. “I’m thinking about how creative we’d have to be to get it in right here.”

I give him an incredulous look. “What happened to the whole ‘not where anyone else will see’ spiel?” 

“Emphasis on the word creative, beautiful.”

I’m damn lucky that the cab driver chooses this second to clear his throat a few times, letting us know that he’s waiting for a destination. The moment between us is ruined, and Wyatt and I break apart, glancing up to meet the man’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “The Veranda,” we say in unison.

As I lift my chin, he grins, and—damn it—my stomach and chest constrict. “You Foursquare stalked me down to the hotel?” I ask, my voice subdued but hard. “I’ve got to say, Wyatt, your effort this go ‘round is a bit scary.”

He shrugs. “Better me than somebody else. I have good intentions.” 

No, he has sweaty intentions.  

“It was someone else who did the stalking. Cal,” I point out, rolling my eyes. When I catch the cab driver glancing up at us through the front mirror again, I lower my volume. “What time do you have to be back tomorrow to record?” The sooner Wyatt has to leave, the better, considering my heart and the short remainder of my vacation. 

“There’s not going to be any recording for a while.”

“Y’all are finished already?” I can’t keep the surprise out of my voice. The band just started to record. It’s been a long time since Your Toxic Sequel made a new album without a lot of B.S. and delays. 

“You’re sexy as fuck when you say y’all. You know that, right?” He bites his lower lip and shakes his head from side to side. Before I have a chance to smart off at him, he continues, “But, no, we’re not. Look, your brother didn’t want to mess up your trip, but Sinjin—”

The moment he says Your Toxic Sequel’s drummer’s name, I know nothing good will follow. “Oh no, what’s happened now?” I murmur.

“We talked him into in-patient.”

I bury my face in my hands. Other than Wyatt, Sinjin is my brother’s oldest friend. Cal didn’t join the band until six years ago after they had changed their name from Falling Anarchy to Your Toxic Sequel. In the fifteen years I’ve known Sinjin—fifteen years where he’s become more like a brother to me than just one of Lucas’s friends—he’s spent half of that time in and out of rehab.

“Was it bad?” I ask.

Even though Wyatt’s mouth eases into a smile, I know this has to be painful for him. I always hate it when he’s hurting because the crazy range of emotions that play out on his face makes everything from my throat to my stomach feel like it’s all tangled up in knots. 

“Not as bad as last time.”

My shoulders slump. The last time, Sinjin told me he wouldn’t make it if he had to go away, and it had scared the shit out of me. I start to tell Wyatt how relieved I am, but then I freeze. For some reason, he’s suddenly more interested in his phone than talking about Sin or ogling, touching, or teasing me. He’s holding something back, and he should know me well enough to realize I’m going to ask more questions. 

“Okay, spill it, McCrae. What else happened?”

He hesitates for just a moment, but then he looks at me directly. “He went off on Lucas’s girl.” 

“Lucas’s girl?” I repeat. “Please tell me you’re not talking about Samantha.” Lucas’s ex-wife, Sam, has been an expensive pain in his ass since they were divorced years ago, and I pray she’s not making trouble for him and the band again. And as much as I’d love to see Sinjin put that bitch in her place, that’s honestly the last thing YTS needs.

Wyatt regards me silently, rubbing the pad of his thumb over his lip ring. 

“I’m not going to beg you for information,” I say through tightly clenched teeth, and the corners of Wyatt’s blue eyes crinkle.

He’s laughing at me. We’re having a serious conversation, and this man is laughing at me.

Unbelievable.

“Yeah, Lucas’s girl—damn near six feet tall with red hair. One minute, she’s adjusting her halo, and the next, she’s telling me to fuck off.”

“Sienna,” I say. She’s the girl who’s filling in for me, as Lucas’s assistant while I’m away on vacation. 

Lucas had met Sienna a couple years ago on a video shoot, but he’d screwed things up by kicking her out of his house in the middle of a date, right after his ex-wife threatened to drop by. A week ago, when he discovered that the house he’d purchased at an auction in Nashville—a house he doesn’t honestly care for now—belonged to her grandmother, he moved in for the kill. He made her some fucked-up proposition, and he used me to help him. He used me to convince Sienna to work for him for ten days in exchange for the deed to her grandmother’s home. I love my brother, don’t get me wrong, but I despise him for exploiting her weaknesses to get what he wants. 

“Okay...what exactly do you mean Sin went off on her? What did he say? Ugh, what did he do?”

Wyatt doesn’t jump to answer me, so I bring up Sienna’s name on my iPhone. Of course, it’s much too late to call her, but it gets my point across.

“Kylie,” Wyatt says. The taxi crawls to a stop just as he closes his large hand around my small one, stilling me. “I’ll tell you upstairs.” He keeps his blue eyes fastened on mine as he digs in his pocket to pay the fare.

“I can’t stay long,” I tell him a minute later as the driver pulls away. He touches the small of my back, leading me inside the hotel lobby, which is eerily quiet. “And I’ll pay you my half of the cab when we get upstairs.”

“No—to everything you said.”

“Asshole.” 

He pretends he doesn’t hear the insult as he pulls me into the elevator with him. He chooses the fifth floor, leans back against the wall, and lifts his eyes to the glass ceiling. 

“I’ve got to say that I’m a little shocked you’re not on the second floor. You know, since you tracked me all the way to this hotel. Guess I just figured you’d be on the same floor as me, too.” 

The elevator stops, and he lowers his chin so that we’re face-to-face. “I can move rooms, Ky.” 

The door slides open to a few college boys who look stoned out of their minds. I step out first, barely missing the roving hands of the guy with the floppy hair. Wyatt comes out behind me, muttering a string of threats to the boy, and he grabs my waist to steer me in the right direction.

His suite is at the end of the hallway. As soon as we get to the door, he slides his hands into my back pockets and places his chin on the top of my head. We stay quiet for what seems like a long time as he breathes me in while I listen to the steady rhythm of his heart. The only other sound in the hall is a woman who creeps out of her room with an ice bucket, and she stops for a moment to give us a sleepy smile. 

“What’s this for?” I ask him.

“Because I told you I wouldn’t try to fuck you if you came here,” he says. Arching my body back, I look up at him and twist my lips to the side skeptically. “And because like I said earlier, I’ve missed you like crazy since you left.”

But I didn’t leave. You just weren’t there when I needed you afterward, and I gave up.

“I left because it wasn’t going anywhere, because things are holding you back. The reason I didn’t show this week is because I needed to...” I count backwards from ten. “I’ve held on to you for so many years—through Brenna and the tours and all the other bullshit. I just need a chance to catch my breath.”  

Smiling sadly, he lets me go. As he turns to slide his room key into the card reader, I have to lean in close to him to hear his response. “You mean you needed a chance to fucking forget me.”

Yes. 

“No,” I say.

“You’re a bad, bad liar.”

Despite my burning cheeks, I shiver when I step into his room. Whenever Wyatt stays in a hotel, as soon as he enters the room, he always adjusts the AC to its absolute lowest temperature, and this time is no different. 

I sit on the end of the only bed in the room and play with the edge of the white cotton duvet. “So, tell me what happened with Sinjin and Sienna.”

He sums it up quickly, explaining to me how Sin got so messed up that he not only talked shit to my temp, he threatened her, too. Since Lucas is hell-bent on possessing her, I have a feeling he was furious. By the time silence falls between Wyatt and me, my hands are balled into tight fists, leaving fingernail marks in my palms.

“And you’re sure she’s okay?” I finally ask. 

Wyatt touches the side of my face. “I promise, okay? You can call her tomorrow. Stop trying to take care of everyone, and think about yourself this time.”

I close my eyes. That’s what he doesn’t understand, what he doesn’t want to acknowledge. I was thinking about myself when I came here. “I’m trying,” I say in a strained voice. “I’m trying to do what’s best for me.”

“I’m not talking about what your head tells you is right.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to say to think with my heart.”

“You said it. I didn’t.” He drops his hand from my face and lifts my fingers to his chest. “I need you around.”

“I work for Lucas, so I’m around all the time.”

He puts pressure on my hand, pressing it firmly against his chest, so I can feel how fast his heart is racing. 

God, why is he doing this to me? Why can’t he just let us fall apart this time for good? 

“Fuck, then just give it one last time.” Before I can speak, he moves both our hands to cup my cheek and then rests his forehead to mine. His naturally tan skin is hot to the touch. “I know why you came here of all places. You can lie to me all you want, Ky, but New Orleans is really where it started for us, not Texas like you always claim. Let’s end it the right way. Spend the rest of your nights here with me, and when you go back to L.A....”

The last few words are broken off, leaving me to mentally fill them in for him.

I won’t bother with you again.

You can finally forget me.

We can pretend like you never loved me.

I wrap my fingers around his as if I need to hold on to him to stay upright. My chest is cold, and I try to figure out why. Am I scared of what will happen if I spent tonight and tomorrow night with him? Or do I fear that he’s agreeing to what I’ve already settled in my mind—to let things between us go after we’re done here? “And here I was thinking that you’d keep your word about not trying to get me into bed.”

“Shit happens.” When he grins, I smile back, but mine is shaky and unsure. “You in or not?” he asks. 

Maybe it’s because I still want Wyatt, and this might be the last time I can act on that desire before I move on. Or maybe it’s because, not even a week ago, I convinced Sienna Jensen to take a chance on helping the man who screwed her over in the past. Either way, I know that I have to do this. I need to get this man out of my system. 

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m in.”

Because Heidi soon texts me that she and Shiner Bock—or Finn as she calls him—are having “drinks” in the hotel room that she and I are sharing, staying with Wyatt tonight becomes inevitable anyway, unless I want to cough up the fee to get another room. 

To my surprise though, when he comes out of the shower with a towel slung low on his hips, he says, “Night, beautiful.”

“You’re going to bed?” I ask, surprised.

He stands on his side of the bed with his back turned to me, but glances over his shoulder to cock an eyebrow. “Thought you were tired.”

“Well, I am, but—” He drops the towel, revealing his incredible ass, and now, it’s my turn to lift an eyebrow. “Really, Wyatt?” 

He pulls on a pair of boxer briefs before turning around. Grinning, he jerks back the bedspread and stretches out on the oversized bed. What the hell is he doing? 

“Come to bed.”

I keep my eyes trained on him as I shimmy my jeans down, pull off my boots, and step out of them. I drag my T-shirt—which smells like booze, cigarettes, and my Betsey Johnson perfume—over my head and drop it beside my pants. “Got a shirt I can wear?”

His gaze dips to the tattoos on my shoulder and then to the big star in the center of my underwear. “Bag on the chair.” 

I grab the first thing I can find—a plain white T-shirt that smells like the Tide detergent his housekeeper washes his clothes in—and climb into bed with him as I finish pulling it on. When I move to lie down, he stops me, squeezing my hips gently between his hands. 

“What?” I whisper breathlessly.

“How many of those things do you have now?” he asks, a serious expression on his face.

“What things?”

“Those goddamn blackbirds.”

Unconsciously, my hand flies up to the left side of my chest to the tattoos, blackbirds in several different sizes. His T-shirt is covering most of them, but a few are still clearly visible. “Eighteen.”

There’s one for each time things have gone to hell between us and for every time I’ve screwed myself over. Even though they’re not all because of him, my tattoos feel like eighteen tiny reminders of why accepting his challenge to stay with him for tonight and the next is as much of an omen as the ink itself.

Seventeen too many tattoos.

Wyatt inclines his head, and I almost expect him to say something else about the blackbirds, but when he speaks, it’s about sex. How typical. 

“I want nothing more than to wrap your legs around my shoulders and fuck you for the rest of the night.” He pulls me on top of him, one leg at a time. “But in all the years we’ve been doing this, not once have I ever just slept with you. I figure if we’re pulling the plug, we might as well do it just once.”

The change of subject is like a fist to my stomach. It’s so painful that it comes damn close to knocking the air out of my lungs. It’s hard for me not to react, but I maintain my composure as I grip his shoulders tightly and lower my face down to his. Our lips graze briefly, softly, and I can’t help but want for more. 

“Sweet dreams.” I don’t give him time to respond. I roll off of him and curl up on my side with my back turned to his body.

We’re quiet for several minutes before he makes a noise deep in his throat. “Come closer, Ky. I need to touch you.”

His body finds mine in the dark, and he wraps his arm around my waist. He presses his lips against the tattoo between my shoulder blades—the caged bluebird. He picked it out for me a few years ago when I went with him to Atlanta for his father’s funeral. It was supposed to symbolize happiness, a new beginning, but it hasn’t done me much good. 

“This, Kylie, this is how I need to remember you, if you’re not bullshitting about being done with me.”

“I’m not.” I curl my fingers around his hand, but I say nothing. I don’t trust myself to speak.

It doesn’t take long for him to fall asleep. He sleeps hard, soundly, so he doesn’t even flinch when I untangle myself from his body to turn back over to face him. I spend the next hour studying him, running my fingertips gently over his lips and the angles of his face. I etch every detail of him into my memory.

Chapter Three

“Fuck...”

The sound of Wyatt’s voice cutting through the silence of the dark hotel room immediately snaps me out of my sleep, which is already fitful, thanks to him. 

“Don’t do that, Ky,” he continues. 

It takes a moment, which I spend with my eyes squeezed together, to realize that he’s talking to me. And it takes another few seconds to grasp that at some point since I drifted off to sleep, he closed the tiny amount of space that had been left between our bodies earlier. He’s wrapped his arm loosely around my waist and thrown one of his long legs over mine, trapping me partially beneath him. He’s also gotten rid of his boxers. 

Once some of my grogginess disappears, I realize that his very bare and—as much as I hate to admit it—incredibly epic cock is pressed against my stomach. 

“Fuck is right,” I mutter under my breath, echoing the very word he used to wake me up.

“Kylie,” he says my name again, this time in an urgent growl. 

His hold on my waist tightens, and I flinch. I just know he’ll mention how hot my skin feels, how he knows that every inch of my body is reacting to him right now. 

But he doesn’t say anything. And that’s so untypical of Wyatt that I freeze. “Hmm?” When he doesn’t rush to answer me, I drag open my eyes. “Wyatt, what the—” My words catch in the back of my throat. 

He’s asleep.

Wyatt is asleep, and he’s saying my name desperately, hopelessly. 

Call it cliché, but when the man I’ve loved since I lost my virginity to him at seventeen, the heavy sleeper that I’m just a few days away from leaving for good, calls out my name in his sleep, I’ve got no choice but to react. 

The question is: What am I supposed to do?

Blowing a short blue strand of hair up and out of my eye, I curl my fingers around his shoulders. “You okay?” I nudge him back and forth. 

He grinds his hips down and doesn’t stop moving until his erection finds the outside of my panties. My lips part slowly, and something that sounds like a rumble mixed with a moan comes out of my mouth. What the hell is this man trying to do to me? 

“Wyatt, are you okay?” I repeat.

He exhales roughly. “I’m fine.” He takes his hand away from my waist and moves it to my wrist, pulling my hand away from his shoulder. “I’m fine, but sleeping with you like this fucks me up.” He grazes the tip of his tongue over my fingers and then sucks every other one completely into his mouth, skimming his straight teeth over the ridges of my knuckles. 

Even though I know where this is going, I still gasp when he presses my palm to his erection. “Not fucking fair, McCrae,” I say through a forced smile. 

He closes my fingers one by one around his cock and then guides my hand up and down his shaft. No, this isn’t fair at all. 

“Go back to sleep,” I tell him. 

He finally decides to open his eyes, parting them lazily so that he can stare at me unblinking. The back of my throat constricts, and inadvertently, I tighten my grip on him. 

The side of his mouth with the labret pulls up into a wicked grin. “We’ve slept long enough, Kylie,” he says. In a couple of swift, well-executed motions, he pins me flat on my back and rolls over on top of me, his knees sinking into the mattress on each side of my hips. “Now, I’m planning to fuck you until my wake-up call.” 

When he tries to bend his head down to mine, I stop him, shoving my palm to his chest. I succeed at not wandering my fingertips over the defined muscles taut beneath them, but the hand that’s below his waist is not so resistant. It strokes him even harder. “And what time would that be?”

He moves his knee, and just when I think he’s about to get off me and go back to bed, he nudges it between my closed thighs. I don’t budge. 

“Ten thirty,” he says. “And your ass is mine ‘til then.”

Rolling my head to the side, I check the time on the digital MP3 clock sitting on the nightstand beside the hotel telephone. It’s 5:53 a.m. 

“Ambitious, aren’t we, McCrae?” I ask, loving the way he shudders when I move my hand that’s wrapped around him faster.

“One part ambition...” He reaches down and splays his hands on my thighs. He gives me a pointed look that clearly says he’s not going to tell me part two until I oblige. 

Sighing, I spread my feet apart, curling my toes in the crisp white sheets. “Now, part two?” 

He caresses two fingers back and forth between my legs, sucking in a breath at how wet I’ve become, and he whispers something unintelligible about how much he hates my panties. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to moan.  

I want him to feel what I am feeling. I want him to experience every flash of exquisite torture and numbing pleasure. And I want him to feel it now. I move my hand up the length of him and then back down again, and I feel a thrill spread through my veins as a slow but uncertain smile builds on his face. 

“That’s my girl,” he whispers into my ear.

“What’s the other part?” 

“Every time we see each other after this is all over, and you’re pretending like we don’t mean shit to one another, I want to think back on how tonight and every night before it, your pussy belonged to me.” 

Without warning, he dips a finger into my panties and traces a heart around my clit. Wyatt’s always hated playing his guitar with a pick, so his fingertips are rough. It’s the most erotic, addictive thing I’ve ever felt—just a little painful but incredibly satisfying. 

I’m not aware that I’ve let go of his cock, and I have started to dig my fingers into his back until a low noise slips from his lips. 

“You tryin’ to draw blood?”

I drop my hands. “Damn, sorry. You screw me up, too. You make me want—”

“What? Tell me what you want, Bluebird.”

You make me want to keep trying. 

But even Wyatt’s magic fingers, pierced lip, and unforgettable dick aren’t enough to make me want to go through all the emotional bullshit again. “You make me want to kick you in the throat for talking too much.” 

When he throws his head back and laughs, I kiss the tattoo on his throat.

“You are fucking amazing,” he growls, pinning me back down. 

He presses his mouth to his T-shirt that I’m wearing. My back arches as he skims his tongue around my breast, wetting the thin fabric. He pauses, his expression pensive for a few seconds, but then he makes up his mind. He shoves the tee up and over my head. Cupping my breast in his hand, he pulls my nipple into his mouth, sucking hard and using his teeth. 

God, he knows what that does to me. 

“You’ve always been amazing to me,” he says, in between strokes of his tongue. 

His words push so many of my emotions to the surface at once that they all seem to crash into each other, causing my head to spin and my vision to cloud. What I feel is love, but there’s something else, too—something that’s bitter and nauseating, but not quite hatred. And I realize that I need to say so much to him before we’re done. There’s so much I hadn’t even considered when I came here to get away from him. 

But putting everything out there will have to wait.

Because if Wyatt’s going to look at me a few months from now and think about what we did in our final hours, I want him to remember how I rocked his world, not how I turned into a sentimental sap. 

I curve my fingers back around his erection. Racing my free hand up his chest, I bring my face up to his. When I clench the skin close to his neck, he groans and squeezes my clit between his thumb and forefinger. 

“Fuck me,” I pant. 

He leans over and rummages around in the nightstand drawer. “Shit,” he says in a harsh whisper. When his eyes meet mine again, his gorgeous features are worked into a frown. He rubs his palm back and forth over the top of his head, mussing his short blond hair. “Ah hell, I’ve cockblocked myself.”

Because my head is obviously not in the right place, I release an exasperated moan. “Well, stop.” 

He makes a soft noise that sounds like a chuckle against the column of my throat. “Trust me, it was unintentional.” He rubs my center faster, and my legs tremble.  “Damn, I need you.”

My hand finally closes around his neck, not hard but just enough for him to growl a curse against my mouth. “Why not now?” I demand as he pulls himself out of my grip. 

He glances up at me for a moment. “Because as good as I know you’ll feel, I’m not prepared.” 

Realization dawns on me that he’s condomless. I nod my head in understanding, even though for the life of me, I can’t fathom why a rock star would leave the house without protection. Before he even has the chance to think about asking me if I’m willing to go without, I shake my head. 

“You’re not fucking me bare.”

He crawls down the length of my body and kisses the insides of my thighs. “We’ll just do this the hard way.” 

My muscles grow tense as he sucks hungrily on my clit. My next question is muffled because I cover my mouth with my wrist to keep from crying out. Once I catch my breath, I tease, “Wake-up call, my ass.”

“Don’t worry. Tonight, your ass and that wake-up call are mine.”

What exactly does he call this then? He lowers his mouth to my sex again, and I bite down on my tongue as if it’ll keep me from making a sound, but finally, I whimper. 

Because Wyatt knows me so well, he leans away from me for a split second. “Oh, you’re mine right now, Kylie. It only takes a little improv.” 

“Improv?” I repeat. 

He nods, his dark blond hair tickling my thighs. “Like this.” With one hand gripping my waist, he parts my wet slit with the other, and without warning, he pushes two fingers inside me. I ball my hands into fists, clutching onto the crumpled cotton sheets.

“And this.” The tip of his tongue races around my clit as his fingers glide back and forth inside me. 

His rhythm makes me dizzy. I buck my hips toward him. He releases a low sound that seems to hum through my body. Wyatt and I have done this more than once. We’ve fucked so many times that I’ve lost count, but this is the first time that I’ve felt like I’ll catch fire.

Keeping his fingers deep inside me, the pad of his thumb replaces his tongue as he strategically kisses up my body. With one kiss on each hipbone, I shiver. After a kiss on my belly button, he pauses to circle it with his tongue, and when I try to grasp his hair, he catches my wrist. And then he kisses each of my breasts, using everything from his teeth to his piercing to get a rise out of me. By the time our bodies are flush with each other again, I’m a wreck.

“More improv?” I moan.

He hooks his free hand under my knee and wraps my leg around his waist. I follow suit with my other leg, clenching him tight. 

“Mmhmm, like this.” His mouth covers mine, nibbling my lips and battling my tongue. 

So, when I come intensely a moment later, whispering that I love him, my words are nothing more than muffled sobs.

***

Wyatt is in the shower when the alarm on my phone suddenly goes off at exactly six twenty a.m. At first, I don’t do anything to silence it. One, my legs are still shaky from his improvisation. Two, my phone is all the way across the room, lodged down in the back pocket of my jeans. And three, I love The Black Keys, and I could probably listen to my “Lonely Boy” ringtone over and over again for the rest of the morning. But when the person staying in the next room over taps gently on the wall, I suck it up and slide out of bed. As I steady myself and tiptoe over to my pants, I try not to think about why our neighbor didn’t knock on the wall five minutes ago.

I bring my jeans back over to the bed, pluck my iPhone out of them, and drop them on the floor. As I deactivate the alarm, I pause, my gaze zeroing in on the reason for the reminder: CHECK ON LUCAS’S ATL FLIGHT! 

Last night, just as Heidi and I were leaving our hotel room, I realized that I had never confirmed today’s flight with Sienna. It was too late to call her then, so I had tipsily left a message for myself. It was a stupid move on my part because I should have taken care of it immediately.

“I go on vacation, and I’m still doing work.” As I climb back into Wyatt’s bed, I know I shouldn’t complain. Making sure my brother’s trip to Atlanta goes smoothly is my responsibility, it’s what he pays me for, and it’s something I shouldn’t have left on a to-do list for my replacement just because I was in a hurry to get the hell away from Wyatt. 

I log in to both of Lucas’s email accounts and search through the last six days of messages three times, going back to well before I left for vacation. Finally, I give up and send Sienna a text message. 

6:32 a.m.: Hey, babe, what email address did you send Luke’s confirmation for the flight to Atlanta to? Don’t see it in the regular email and was worried. 

A few more texts and a thirteen-minute phone call (where I fib and tell her I’m just checking up on her because I had a bad dream that today’s flight went horribly) later, I’m frantically scouring every travel website in existence for a couple of tickets.

“You’re sexy when you make that face,” Wyatt says, flipping over on his side. He’s been lying beside me since a few minutes into my conversation with Sienna, but this is the first time he’s faced me directly since getting out of the shower. He traces his fingers in lazy circles across my kneecap, finally pressing the end of his thumb and middle finger against the sensitive spots that make my muscles jump. 

He did the same thing and more the entire time I was on the phone with Sienna, driving me to distraction.

“Concentration is—” I start, but he cuts me off.

“If you pull a fucking Lucas and say it’s my friend, I swear I’ll lay you down right here and show you how easy it is to forget about being an assistant.”

“No protection, babe. Remember?” I refuse to go down that road with him. 

He snorts. “Ky?” 

I glance up from Travelocity.com and the roaming gnome’s creepy face to raise an eyebrow. “Wyatt?”

“My tongue doesn’t need a condom.”

Remembering precisely where his tongue had been before I started frantically searching for plane tickets makes my mouth go dry. “Don’t you have a song to write, or...I don’t know, a guitar to strum while I do this?”

“Guitar is in there.” He jerks his thumb toward the hotel closet. Laying his head on my lap, he blows on my belly button. “Besides, I’m resting. Cal and I are road-tripping it, starting tomorrow.”

I clench my phone but manage to keep my brown eyes focused on the screen. So, he’s really leaving tomorrow morning. “Really? What for?” 

“Last minute guest thing for another band.”

Now, he’s got my full attention. The search for my brother’s flight is momentarily forgotten as I place my phone down beside me and frown. “A guest gig? That’s not really your type of thing. Is everything alright?” When he nods, I narrow my dark eyes suspiciously. “Are they paying you in booze and vag?” 

“God, you’re so eloquent sometimes.” He reaches up to my face and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. When he moves his hand, I readjust the same lock of hair, putting it back where it was. He flashes me a little grin. “No, it’s for Cal’s cousin. They’re transitioning members and had some prior commitments. It’s only a few shows.” 

This is not the Wyatt McCrae I know. My Wyatt would tell Cal’s cousin to go fuck himself. “Is everything alright with the band? You and Lucas aren’t ending your bromance, are you?” My tone is playful, yet slightly serious. 

The corner of his lip tugs up just a bit. “Everything’s fine.” 

I tighten my shoulders, so I won’t drop them in relief. Your Toxic Sequel is like my family, and I’d take their breakup as badly as I would my own parents. I pick up my phone, but I can’t resist peeking over the edge of it to study him. “You and Cal are doing bar shows?” 

“Yeah.” He must not miss how my features suddenly go taut. He curls his long fingers around my hand and brings it down to rest on his chest. “What’s that look for?”

“Can’t find a fucking flight,” I say sharply. 

“You don’t want me to do bar shows.” He’s using the voice, the one that’s an octave higher than how he usually speaks. It’s tender and laced with a healthy dose of surprise. 

“Babe, you can do whatever you want.” Using the hand he’s not holding, I jab at the keypad on my phone. “I just want to find Lucas—” But Wyatt stops me mid-sentence by plucking my phone out of my grasp. “What are you doing?” I ask in a heated voice. 

Sitting up, he punches a number in before tossing the iPhone into my lap. “Helping you work out Lucas’s bullshit again.” His incredible blue eyes are full of amusement as he rolls over to the other side of the mattress. 

For a long time, I stare at his chest, specifically at the tattoo on his rib that says, Worse At What I Do Best, before I climb out of bed. 

When I turn my back to him and drop my gaze to my phone and the number Wyatt has saved as Private Jet, he adds, “How the hell do you think I got here from Nashville so fast last night?”

Oh hell. He didn’t mention he had gone through so much trouble to get to me. I assumed he flew in through Southwest, his usual airline of choice. I’m glad that my face is turned away from him, so he can’t see my look of surprise and how I then have to squeeze my eyes shut because of the sudden burn I feel from the tears threatening to escape.

“Thanks for this.” I pick up and drag my green shirt from last night over my head. “For the travel information, I mean.” My jeans go on next, and when I wiggle my bottom to finish pulling them up, he sighs. 

“Hate to see that ass disappear.” Because my bra cups aren’t exactly overflowing, Wyatt’s always had a thing for my butt. “It’s too perfect to cover up, beautiful.” 

I flush. “I’ll see you around.” 

He doesn’t respond until I’ve opened the door to his hotel room, and what he does say will stay with me for the rest of the day. “Tonight, Kylie. Tonight you’re fucking mine.” 

As if I need a reminder.

My face is still prickly when I let myself into my room five minutes later. Cautiously, I peek around the corner to where our queen-size beds are separated by only a nightstand, and I see that Heidi is alone. She’s sitting on her bed in a midriff-baring tee and boy shorts, plucking food off a tray loaded with the continental breakfast.

“You’re up early,” I say. 

She takes a long sip of coffee and makes a face at the Styrofoam cup. “So are you. Did you screw Prince Albert to get him out of your system?” When I slide down on the edge of my bed to face her, she lets out a dramatic sigh. “You didn’t, did you?”

Heidi’s been my friend for the last four years. I met her on tour when she was dating the lead singer of the band that had opened for Your Toxic Sequel. We bonded instantly over our mutual love of music. Our similar backgrounds—my parents are both youth ministers, and her dad is a former televangelist—brought us even closer. She’s been there for me through the bullshit and the tears and our inability to commit because of the past, and she gets me. 

When I glance up at her, I don’t even try to keep the misery from creeping its way onto my face. “He took the Prince Albert out a couple of years back, remember?” 

I still have memories of the tiny piercing that was on the head of Wyatt’s cock, and they’re all vivid enough to flood my mouth with moisture.

She snorts and bites into her bagel. “Sorry, I don’t keep up with what Wyatt McCrae is doing with and to his junk.” 

“Which is why we’re friends.” I scan through my phone, searching for the number Wyatt programmed earlier. “Sin is back in rehab,” I say quietly. She’s going to find out sooner or later, and it’s better if I tell her myself. 

She sinks her small teeth into her lip. Heidi’s been around for a lot of Sinjin’s ups and downs, too. “What the fuck?” she finally says. 

So, I tell her everything Wyatt told me last night, and when I’m done, she shakes her head to each side. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“I don’t know, but as soon as I speak to Lucas directly, I’ll sure as hell find out.” In the meantime, I need to handle his flight details before I can even think about confronting him. I fish my credit cards from the nightstand drawer. 

Heidi cocks an eyebrow as I take off in the direction of the bathroom. “If you want to talk dirty, I can cut you a discount,” she calls after me. 

I spin around to face her. “It’s impossible for me to take you seriously when you’ve got cream cheese on your upper lip,” I say. 

She wipes it off with the back of her hand, smearing it even more. 

“Making a call for Lucas before I talk to him about Sin. Be out in a little.” I start to close the bathroom door, but then I poke my head out. “I meant to ask you—how’d things go with Shiner Bock?”

Heidi looks confused for a moment, but then she figures out to whom I’m referring to and laughs. “Eh . . . I guess he was okay.” She lifts her hand, wobbling it from side to side. “Finn and I are having drinks tonight. You should come.”

Meaning he has a friend Heidi wants to play matchmaker for. I roll my eyes. “So-so isn’t exactly grounds for drinks and round two, babe, but I’ll think about it,” I say as I close the restroom door and dial the number Wyatt gave me. 

Arranging the flight for Lucas takes longer than I initially assumed. By the time I’m done and I’ve emailed the details to Sienna, assuring her that Lucas will be okay with the extravagant cost, Heidi is passed out in bed, making soft noises that she swears up and down isn’t snoring.

I curl up in my bed and grab my iPod and earbuds from under my pillow. Out of habit, I let the sounds of Chevelle and HIM rock me to sleep.

Chapter Four

“So, how do you and Heidi know each other?” Finn asks me after he takes a swig of his drink-of-choice for the evening, Bud Light. 

We’ve been out barhopping for at least an hour, and this is the first thing he’s actually said to me all night. All he’s talked about is the gym, and although Heidi claims he’s from Florida, I expect him to bring up tanning and laundry at any moment. 

“You two work together?” he continues before I can answer his first question. 

Across the table, Heidi’s cornflower blue eyes widen slightly. She gives a slight jerk of her head that Shiner Bock and his friend, James, don’t seem to notice. 

I down a sip of my drink before asking him, “Hmm?”

Shiner Bock curls his arm around Heidi’s bare shoulders and shifts a lock of her wavy brown hair through his fingers. “Customer service rep, right?”

So, that’s what Heidi’s calling phone sex now. Smoothing my own hair back, I shake my head, and Heidi’s nervous smile—the one that, paired with her bright red lipstick and the lighting in the bar, makes her look like a hot version of The Joker—stretches across her face. “No, I’m my older brother’s personal assistant.”

Heidi instantly relaxes and bobs her head up and down in agreement. If she felt the need to lie about what she does for a living—and she’s damn proud about her voice-banging gig—then things must have gone much better with Shiner Bock than she let on this morning.

“You like it?” he asks. 

I squint down at my drink. “Best job in the world.” Besides the fact that I’m almost always with the band. That’s one of the reasons Wyatt and I have never been able to move forward properly. I know what goes on behind the scenes. There’s always been too much temptation, and after Brenna, too much doubt on my end about what’s happening when I’m not around. And then, there’s the fact that I’ve had to watch Sin’s fast, tumultuous downfall over the last few years. 

Yes, I love my job, and I love Your Toxic Sequel, but sometimes it’s too much, even for me.

A hand brushes up against my thigh. I flinch and turn my head a fraction to James, who’s smiling back at me. He’s good-looking enough. He has a dark tan, like Shiner Bock, with auburn hair and sea green eyes. Unlike Shiner Bock, he’s taller, standing at least a half a foot over my five-four stature. And he’s got a bad case of the feels. This is the fourth time in the last hour when James’s fingers have made contact with my body, which includes two “accidental” boob pokes and one bold-as-hell ass grope. 

“You okay, Kyla?” he asks.

“I’m good.” I ignore the fact that he doesn’t know a little detail like my name. 

His hand inches down toward my knee, causing me to let out a little breath of relief. “I was just asking what your brother does.” 

“He’s in a band,” Heidi and I say at practically the same time. After running my tongue down over the center of my upper lip, I continue, “My brother is in a band, and I travel around with them.” Lifting my beer to my mouth, I drink a quarter of the contents in one gulp.

James’s eyes narrow skeptically. “Anyone worth listening to? Or one of those small town things?” 

The derision in his voice snaps my head up. Setting my drink down on the table a little too hard, I give him a withering glare. 

“Actually, I’ve found that some of my favorite bands are the ones who are small town things.” Douche bag. I’m already on edge because Wyatt hasn’t texted me, and Lucas brushed me off earlier this afternoon when I called to ask him about Sinjin, so I inhale and exhale a couple of times before I speak. “But, yeah, I think Lucas’s band is worth listening to. My brother fronts Your Toxic Sequel.”

Beneath the muted lights hanging overhead, James flushes—three different shades of red, in fact. When he moves his hand away from my knee, I scoot my chair as far away from him as the limited amount of space will allow. Across the table, Heidi glances down at her napkin, and Shiner Bock chokes on his drink and then pounds on his chest a few times. 

“You’re kidding, right?” James asks. 

As I move my head from side to side, he gives Heidi and his friend a look before turning his eyes back to me.

Heidi clears her throat. “She’s not.”

Because James and Shiner Bock more than likely think I’m the biggest bitch who ever existed, the next twenty minutes of conversation is a strained and incredibly awkward tribute to my brother’s band. Finally, James wanders off because he swears he sees one of their other friends. 

Heidi shoots me a sympathetic look and mouths, Sorry. I respond by giving her an apologetic smile. It’s not her fault that I’m in a bad mood. The last thing I want to do is ruin her final evening in New Orleans by being a buzzkill. 

When I push my chair back, she bites the corner of her bottom lip, frowning, as she starts to get up too, but I shake my head. “I’ve got to take care of a few things in the room, but I’ll be back.” Of course, I have no intention of returning, and I’m sure she already realizes that.

“Text me if you need me, okay?” she says, which actually means, Come drink with us if Wyatt lets you down again. 

“I will.” I force a smile as I pluck my thin skull-print jacket off the back of the chair and slide it on over my black lace halter top. “Nice to meet you, Shi...Finn. Tell James I had fun.” Wherever the hell he is. 

As I leave the building, I’m able to tell James good-bye myself. He’s at the bar, leaning over a shot glass and making conversation with a skinny girl who has purple-and-green spray-in color blended into her blonde hair. My eyes connect with his, and he smiles sheepishly. I raise my hand to wave, and he lifts up his chin in return. 

“Better you grope her ass than mine,” I grumble.

Stepping out onto Canal Street in the French Quarter to walk back to my hotel, I pull my jacket tightly around me. It’s unusually cold tonight, and I wish I would have brought along my coat instead. I walk faster as I dodge the crowd, hoping that I’ll warm myself quickly. 

Though I really want to, I fight the urge to stop and check my phone to see if Wyatt called. I know he hasn’t, and looking at a screen that shows nothing but the background image of me with Cal and Sinjin making duck faces and holding up metal horns in a bathroom will just turn me into a frustrated pile of whiny-ass. Plus, it’s cold as hell, and I want to get back to my hotel room sooner rather than later.

My head is down, and I’m contemplating a long bath as I dip into the front entrance of The Veranda ten minutes later. I’m not aware that someone has been calling my name until that person grabs my wrist as I skulk through the middle of the lobby. 

“You’re fucking deaf, Wolfe,” a male voice says from behind me.

I spin around so fast that my pumps make a squeaking noise on the glossy floor. I pause for a moment, taking in Cal’s lanky but toned body and disheveled shoulder-length jet-black hair, before I launch myself into his arms. He’s initially surprised, but then he wraps me up in his arms as I bury my face into the front of his shirt. 

“You do realize that I could’ve maced you, right?” I demand. “What the hell are you doing here?” 

He pulls away from me, smirking, his dark eyes amused. “Flew in, so I can head out with McCrae tomorrow morning.”

Somehow, sleep and making sure my brother made it to Atlanta in one piece completely shoved that little detail out of my head. Wyatt and Cal are going on the road together...to play bar shows. “I’m sure that’ll be fun.”

Cal winks at me. “Fuck yeah, it will. Shitty food and grimy hotel rooms.” We both know that he and Wyatt are more than capable of paying for any hotel they want while they’re on the road, so it’s my turn to look skeptical. “And before I forget and you blast me, sorry about the Foursquare thing.”

“Yeah, about that...” I pull away from him and nod my head toward the elevators. He follows alongside me. “I’d actually forgotten, but thanks for reminding me that I need to kick your ass.” 

“I had to tell him, Kylie. He loves—”

“Don’t,” I say, my voice suddenly deep and all sorts of screwed up. “Please don’t, okay?” I don’t need Cal telling me how much Wyatt loves me because it will only be an assumption. 

Wyatt has not once actually said the words to me himself. The closest he’s ever come was almost four years ago after our millionth break from each other. We lasted approximately five weeks without having any contact. Finally, he showed up at my parents’ house in Atlanta while we were celebrating Lucas’s twenty-fifth birthday. Wyatt and I sat outside, alone together, on the front porch swing with a foot of space between us.

“I fucked up, huh?” he asks me, referring to the cause of our latest fallout. 

This time, he confronted me again about cutting, something I haven’t done in years, and it wouldn’t have been so bad if he gave me a chance to speak during his rant. But he simply went on and on, reminding me of my ex, until the only thing I wanted was to get away from him and the pressure. So, rather than try to defend myself, I did just that. 

I ran like a coward.

I ran like I would never have to face him again.

I take a deep breath, focusing my gaze on the bright orange and yellow tulips in my mom’s garden. “Yeah, you did. You screwed up, and I want to hate you for it, but I can’t.” I tremble violently while I sink my nails into my palms, hoping to control myself enough to finish speaking to him. “Just because I wear long sleeves or refuse to show you my wrists doesn’t mean I’m cutting, Wyatt. Because I’m not. I’m not saying that I don’t have moments when I feel like the world is crashing down on me, that I’m nothing but—” 

As the words catch painfully in the back of my throat, he reaches out, raveling his long fingers in the hair at the nape of my neck. 

“You’re everything. At least to me. You always have been, and that’s why I said what I did. I never want you to hurt, you got me, Kylie?” 

His blue eyes are hard and honest, stripping me down to my soul, and I nod. He dips his gaze down to my shoulder, and since I know what’s coming next, I answer before he has a chance to ask.

“Twelve.” But I don’t tell him that the newest one is there because of me. I let myself down by being a coward and refusing to face him.

“Fuck,” he says between clenched teeth. “I’m sorry, Ky. I’m so goddamn sorry.”

“I’m sorry Kylie.” Cal’s voice reaches into the vivid memory, dragging me away from it. “I hate to see you hurting,” he adds. 

I nod stiffly. “It’s fine.”

Cal stops with me at the elevator door. He doesn’t come inside, but he gives my hand a tiny pump as I shuffle in. “I’m going to grab something to eat before the fucker comes back with the rental car. You coming?”

So, that’s where Wyatt went instead of keeping his word to me—to pick up a rental car, so he can go play a few shows with a band he doesn’t even know. God, I know I shouldn’t be bothered over learning that, but I am. I can’t help it. Stepping aside so that an over-glitzed woman on wobbly heels can come into the elevator, I shake my head, my movements stiff. “I’ve got to do laundry before Heidi and I pack up to go back to L.A., tomorrow night.”

Cal snorts. “You’re officially the lamest person I know.” 

As the doors close, I flip him off. Laughing, he shakes his head and returns the gesture.

“Should’ve gone with him,” Glitzy says. She’s balancing herself in the corner, squeezing her knees together like she has to pee. Releasing a massive hiccup, she adds, “He was hot and looks like that guitarist from that one band.” She bites her lip and scrunches her face, seemingly trying to remember the name of the band. 

Thankfully, the elevator shudders to a stop on the second floor before she can venture a guess. 

“Thanks for the advice,” I say as I speed walk off into the hallway. 

My room is an inferno when I step inside. My plan to sink myself into a scalding bath flies out the window, so I throw my license and credit cards inside the nightstand drawer and grab my iPod from its spot under my pillow. I drop my change purse inside my laundry bag and leave the room, and this time, I take the stairs to the dungeon-like basement where the laundry room is located.

I’m the only person in the laundry room, and it’s probably because everyone else in this city had the good sense to go out tonight. I slide in my earbuds, turn on a random playlist, and since I have access to all the machines, I sort my clothes into three piles—whites, darks, and my delicates—instead of the two loads I planned on.

While the washer runs, I wait patiently without looking at my phone, but as I load the dryers, I can’t help but finally check. Still nothing from Wyatt or Lucas. I have too much pride to contact Wyatt, so my brother is the lucky recipient of my text message.

12:43 a.m.: Call me about Sin tomorrow, okay? Love you, Lucas. 

Since it’s 1:43 in Atlanta right now, I don’t expect him to reply. I lay my phone facedown on one of the machines and crank the volume on my iPod even higher.  As I insert quarters into the gleaming white Whirlpool dryers, I can’t resist singing along to Weezer. “...my love is a life taker.” 

The next line of “Say It Ain’t So” is cut off because I notice a new scent in the small laundry room. It’s clean and masculine, and as I breathe it in, the only image that comes to mind is the top of Wyatt’s head visible between my legs. 

“I didn’t Foursquare where I was this time,” I say softly.

When Wyatt presses his tall body up against my backside, my muscles weaken. He gently removes my earbuds, and his lip ring teases my skin as he growls into my ear, “I’ve never seen someone’s hips move like that to that song.” He’s always disliked that song because the lyrics are about addiction and heartbreak, and they hit a little too close to home, reminding him of his parents. He doesn’t mention this though as he places my iPod beside my phone. He brushes his fingertips down my chest, skimming over my breasts, until they finally stop at the closure on my jeans. “And no, you didn’t have to Foursquare yourself this time.”

No, I guess not when we have a mutual friend who’s bound and determined to see us together. Cal and I are going to have a serious heart-to-heart about his inability to keep his mouth shut. 

“Did you get your car?” I breathe, turning to face him. 

He nods and returns his hands to the button on my pants. I step backward, and he follows until I bump into the dryer. 

“And I’ve got a pocket full of...” 

His voice trails off as I run my palms over his back pockets, and foil crunches in the left one. 

“I thought you forgot about me,” I admit.

He crushes my body to his and shakes his head. “Never, Kylie.” 

I reach up and touch the sides of his face, threading my fingers into his wheat-colored hair. 

“And besides, I called and messaged you many, many times.”

My lips quirk up skeptically. I ease away from him and flip over my phone to see if I have any missed calls. There are none from Wyatt. “Did you dial the wrong number?”

“Unless the wrong number has your voice on the answering machine, beautiful.” He plucks his phone from his back pocket and scrolls through a list of names. When he reaches mine, he recites the number. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

“That’s my home number, babe. I use it, like, once a year.” I pull his phone from his grip and examine the entry he’s made for me. A soft, almost nervous laugh bubbles from the back of my throat as I realize he has my numbers saved backwards—my cell phone is listed as my home number and vice versa. As I correct both numbers, letting him know about the mix-up in the process, the irritation I’ve felt the majority of the night drifts away. 

Wyatt kept his word, and he came down here to find me.

He sought me out for our last night together.

Realizing this sends both pleasure and pain throbbing through my chest. My body threatens to crumble, but I hold on to the dryer behind me for support.

“I can be upstairs in fifteen minutes, and then we can...” I stop speaking for a moment, my eyebrows pulling together, as he leans far over to lock the laundry room door. “What are you doing?” 

I gasp when he jerks me to him, finally undoing the pesky top button of my jeans with his other hand at the same time. In one rough motion, he drags the denim along with my panties down my hips. 

Oh. My. God. 

His hands spread across my ass frantically, and the initial slap he gives my backside sends a delicious sting across my skin. Bending his head slightly, he plunges his tongue into my mouth. I kiss him back just as greedily, meeting the slightest movement of his mouth with my own. As I taste Guinness on him, I remember the night of my twenty-first birthday when we downed too many Black Velvet drinks at the Halloween Rock Ball where YTS was playing. We’d had sex, hard and frantic, in the dressing room’s bathroom before they went back on stage to play.

“You taste so good,” I murmur. 

As he glides his finger between my legs, a look of satisfaction takes over his face. I fumble with the button on his jeans just as he flicks his tongue across his fingertip, savoring my flavor.

“Not as good as you taste,” he growls. “Bend over, Ky.” 

He doesn’t wait for me to comply. He simply turns me around, so I’m facing the dryer. I grasp the sides and lean over it, shuddering at how the warmth from the machine spreads through my chest, at how the vibration sends more heat spiraling to the pit of my stomach.

Wyatt draws away from me only for a moment, but when he returns, I feel him, hard and long, against my bare ass. “You know this isn’t it for us tonight,” he says, cupping my sex. 

When I mutter, “It better not be,” he chuckles into my ear and glides his cock between my slick folds. He slides himself against me, back and forth, testing my wetness, before thrusting into me.

A sigh escapes my lips, and I grip the corners of the dryer tighter. I rock my hips back and forth, meeting his deep thrusts. He presses his lips to my bluebird tattoo and groans. 

“Fuck, Kylie, you feel so good. So right.” 

Reaching around me, he squeezes my clit softly, and I gasp.

“Don’t stop. God, don’t stop.”

Because I need this from him. I need everything he can give me tonight, so I can move on and not want more. 

“Harder?” He rubs my center in quick circular motions. 

Strands of my dark hair cling to my damp forehead as I nod. “Please.”

With his free hand, he clutches my hip and slams into me. I just know that I am going to scream. I’m going to scream, and the hotel staff will rush down here to find us screwing like rabbits over their brand new Whirlpool dryer. Then, I’ll be banned from The Veranda for life.

For this, though, it’s worth it. 

As the moan builds in my throat, he lets go of my hip and slides his finger into my mouth. When I bite down on it, hard, he releases a low noise. “Come for me,” he orders roughly.

I shake my head. “Not yet, not until—”

“Come for me,” he repeats. “You’ve got me all night. You’ve got me for as long as you want. I want to hear you come.” 

I’m still moving my head furiously from side to side even as the orgasm rips through me. I tighten up around him, clenching his cock inside me, until a moment later when he trembles. We don’t make a sound or a movement for what seems like hours. 

At last, I feel his lips part between my shoulder blades. It takes a second, but I finally make out what he’s saying. 

“That’s my fucking girl.”

Breathing heavily, I turn around, so we’re face-to-face. He touches his lips to my forehead, then to my lips, and finally, to the tip of my nose. “Thanks,” I murmur. I place my palms flat against his chest, not to push him away, but so I can feel the unsteady drumming of his heart. “I mean it. Thanks.”

Keeping his blue eyes on my face, he slips my jeans back up and grins when I shift uncomfortably. “I meant what I said, Kylie. You’ve got me for the rest of the night. I don’t want there to be any—” He’s cut off by the doorknob jiggling. 

I mutter a curse and scramble to button my pants and adjust my halter-top as he pulls up his jeans. 

“Kylie?” Heidi’s muffled voice filters in from the other side of the door. “Please tell me you’re in there. I lost my key to the room, and it’s booked under your name, so they won’t give me a replacement.”

Relieved, I sag against Wyatt’s chest, and he strokes his hand down my spine. This slight motion brings me close to unraveling, even closer to spinning out of control. Gripping a handful of his t-shirt, I clear my throat before answering Heidi. “Yeah, let me grab my stuff. I’ll be upstairs in a few, okay?”

“Why’s the door locked?” 

Wyatt grins, but I place my finger over his mouth and give him a warning glare. He retaliates by squeezing my breast. 

“It locks when it shuts. I’ve got an armful of laundry, so I’ll be up there in five, okay?”

She mumbles something inaudible and then calls out, “Whatever, see you in a few.”

I count to a hundred before I yell out her name. When she doesn’t answer, I look up into Wyatt’s eyes. “You like to make your presence known, don’t you?” My voice is teasing, but the look on his face is serious. The pit of my stomach coils. I don’t want seriousness from him—not tonight.

“Where you’re concerned, Ky, yeah, I do.” 

I touch the base of my throat, massaging the area carefully, and watch him as he heads to the door. “You’ll be in your room?” 

He glances over his shoulder. “I’ll be there.”

“Cal’s not going to show up, is he?” I ask as he steps out into the hallway. 

Wyatt scratches a hand through his blond hair and cocks his head to the side, grinning. “Not if he doesn’t want his fucking fingers broken.”

“Well aren’t you Mr. Effing Possessive.”

As he closes the laundry room door, he rakes his deep blue eyes over me, sending another flash of desire speeding through my body. “Damn right I am, Bluebird.”

Finally alone, I smile to myself as I stuff my laundry, which is still slightly wet, into the bag before I take the elevator back to my room. Heidi’s standing outside of our door with her arms crossed over her chest, scowling.

I stop in my tracks. “You okay?”

“That asshole Finn bailed on me, but I’m alright.” She stretches her arms out over her head and yawns theatrically. “I just want my bed.” As I dig in my back pocket for the key card, she tilts her head to the side. “You look way too happy for having just done laundry.”

I bite my lip to suppress a grin as I unlock our door. I’m contemplating whether or not I should tell her, but then I flip on the light switch. 

And my heart sinks.

Every inch of our room has been rummaged through. There are clothes, both Heidi’s and mine, thrown all over the place, and all the dresser drawers have been pulled out. 

“What are you—” Heidi begins, sliding past me to get inside. Like me, she stops in her tracks. She sums up exactly how I’m suddenly feeling in the single word she says next. “Shit.” 

Chapter Five

Over the last several years, I’ve gotten used to dealing with cops, not because of myself but due to the notoriety of the band. There’s the loud and completely out of hand hotel parties, Sin’s drunken habit of dropping his pants and pissing on the side of the street (or wherever else he happens to be standing at the time), and of course, my brother’s foul temper, which has gotten Lucas into trouble time and time again. Still, I’ve got to admit that going through the motions of filing a report with the police officer who shows up at this hotel drains my energy.

Since we can’t go back into our room yet, the staff at The Veranda is nice enough to set us up in one of the smaller event rooms located on the main floor while they prepare us another room. A Happy Anniversary sign is still hanging at the front of the room, and napkins congratulating Moira and Tom on reaching twenty-five years together are stacked on the table where the manager left us sitting. 

“They’re probably more worried about losing guests due to a break-in than us. I mean, I’m pretty sure they don’t really give a shit about our safety,” Heidi says once the manager leaves the room. 

I roll my eyes. It’s all I can do to stop myself from saying something that I’ll later regret. For starters, Heidi’s key card mysteriously went missing while she was out with Shiner Bock. Then, while we stood outside the door of our wrecked room, the person across the hall wandered out and drunkenly told us—through sloppy bites of loaded nachos that made my stomach turn—that the guy from last night had just left. It didn’t take a detective to figure out that Heidi had been royally screwed over by Finn, the so-so one-night stand.

I hear footsteps coming in my direction, and I flick a wary gaze up from the blank police report to take in Officer Townsend, the police officer who answered the call. “Mrs. Martin—” he begins. 

I cringe but quickly jump to correct him. “It’s Kylie,” I say, glancing up at him. Out of habit, I run my thumb over the last name tattooed around my ring finger. “Or Ms. Wolfe works, too. I never got around to changing my last name after my divorce.” It was more than seven years ago, but I’m not about to tell him that.

A deep flush spreads around the crown of Officer Townsend’s balding head. “I’m sorry about that, ma’am.” 

There’s no need for him to apologize for calling me by my legal name, so I manage a ghost of a smile and shake my head. 

When I drop my attention down to the sheet of paper sitting on the banquet table, Officer Townsend adds, “You’ll want to call your credit card companies and let them know your cards have been stolen. You’ll need to keep a copy of the report for your bank and a copy for your reference because it has your case number on it.”

I slump in the folding metal chair. For a long time, I simply stare at the police report, letting the typed words blur together into a dizzying cluster of black and white. My brain is such a catastrophic mess from what happened in the laundry room with Wyatt to finding out my room was robbed that I didn’t even think about taking precautions to make sure my bank account and my brother’s business account won’t be wiped out.

“Mrs. Ma—Kylie?” Officer Townsend takes the seat directly across from me, and I lift my face to his. “Do you need help filling out the report?” His heavy accent is gentle, but I shake my head.

“No, I’m fine, thank you.” I pick up the pen to begin writing out my statement. It won’t be much, considering I was bent over a running dryer with my jeans pulled around my knees while my room was being ransacked. As I scribble my signature and the date across the bottom of the page, I work my bottom lip between my teeth. “Can you show me what I’ll need to do to follow-up on this?”

Officer Townsend spends the next few minutes showing me where my case number is located on the report and what phone number I’ll need to call in order to check the status. When he’s finished, he asks, “Will you be in the area for a while?”

I rake my hands through my blue-and-black hair, pulling it up into a stubby ponytail on top of my head before dropping the strands to fall around my face. “No, I’m heading back to Los Angeles in the morning.” 

The moment those words fall from my lips, realization hits me hard, making me wince, but Officer Townsend doesn’t seem to notice. He’s speaking to Heidi, explaining everything to her now.

Shiner Bock has my credit cards, which would be okay because I can get back home without my Visa or American Express. I’ve survived traveling without money before, and I can easily do so again. But when he cleaned out my room, he took everything in the nightstand drawer, including my ID.

I’ve had my entire makeup bag confiscated by TSA. There’s no way in hell I’m getting through the gate tomorrow without my license.

Or renting a car. 

Or even boarding a Greyhound bus.

Fuck.

Clenching my teeth together, I amend my statement with Officer Townsend. “I might be going back to L.A., in the morning.” My breath hitches, but I swallow down the anxiety, making myself continue. “My license is gone, so I don’t think I have a way to get on my flight.”

He gives me a sympathetic nod. “We’re going to do everything we can to recover all your belongings, ma’am.”

As Officer Townsend escorts us out of the banquet hall, so we can book a different room for the night, Heidi shoots me a pitiful look. “I’m so sorry, Ky,” she whispers. 

Since most of my initial irritation with her has evaporated, I lift the corner of my mouth and shrug. “Shit happens, babe. I’m just glad he wasn’t dangerous.” 

My words must do her in because by the time we reach the entrance to the empty lobby, tears are streaming down her face, leaving dark eyeliner smudges that ruin the rest of her makeup. Miserably, I lower my brown eyes to the polished black floor just as I hear Wyatt call out to me from the concierge desk. 

“Kylie?” The panic resonating in his deep voice causes my throat to swell. He reaches me in a few long sprints and yanks me to his muscular chest. Cupping the sides of my face between his large hands, he bends down, so our eyes are level. “What the fuck?” 

I’m startled by how wild his blue eyes look, and I immediately blurt out, “I’m alright.” 

I dart my gaze to Officer Townsend and whisper a thank-you. He gives me a nod of his head before taking off to talk to the manager on duty. Heidi slinks off toward the front counter, looking behind her in my direction once before dropping her eyes to the floor. 

Pushing my shoulders back, I turn my gaze to Wyatt, and he straightens, dropping his hands to my waist to encircle it. “I’m fine,” I say once more.

He slightly loosens his hold on me, only moving his fingers to the small of my back. It’s as if he’s unable to let go, and I find it comforting. As he guides me toward the couches in the lounge area, I stay as close to him as our bodies will allow because, truthfully, I don’t want him to let go of me either. 

Not just yet.

“Don’t put me through that shit again.” His voice is hoarse. Before I’m able to respond, he continues, “I text you, on the right number this time, and I get nothing back. When I go to your room, a fucking cop is there, and still, nothing from you. And then these fuckers at concierge refuse to tell me what’s going on.”

“I was filling out a police report.” We sit on the couch at the same time, and I accept his hand when he reaches for mine, linking our fingers. I tell him everything that’s happened before and after we met up tonight, leaving out the part about the disastrous double date with Shiner Bock and James. “I honestly didn’t even think to check my phone.”

He brings our hands to his mouth, running his lips across the backs of my knuckles. My chest expands, my muscles relax, and I squeeze his fingers. 

“Don’t say sorry, Ky. Just don’t fucking...scare me again.”

Wyatt McCrae. Scared. Something about him admitting that to me tonight—on the night that we’ve agreed would be our last—sends multiple emotions pummeling through me, beating against my heart like a strong fist. 

I pull out of his grip and scrub the heels of my palms over my eyes. “God, why do you have to say things like that now?” I drag my hands back, slicking tears through my hair as I push it away from my forehead.  Asking him this makes my thoughts flash back to a string of days and nights we’d spent together a few years back, and for the briefest moment, I let myself relive the memory. 

Wyatt had come to me after my brother or Sinjin—I can’t remember which one, not that it matters now—had told him I was sick with a particularly nasty strain of the flu. He’d let himself into my apartment where he found me lying on the couch, and I’d shivered violently as soon as his fingertips made contact with my feverish body. When I finally found the strength to ask him to leave, fearing that he might get sick and be out of commission, he’d swooped me up effortlessly in his arms and taken me back to my bedroom. 

“Breaking and entering is illegal,” I had coughed into the front of his tee-shirt shirt. “So get the hell out.” 

“You gave me the key, beautiful,” he’d pointed out, holding me closer. “I’m not going anywhere with you feeling like this.”

“I’m not kidding,” I’d argued, each word practically wheezed. “Go home, McCrae, before you catch this crap, and I have to hear Lucas’s mouth about getting you sick.”

“You mean more to me than a goddamn fever,” he’d told me as he dropped me on the bed and then reached for the bottle of Nyquil on the nightstand. “And I don’t give a shit what your brother has to say—never have. I’m not leaving until you’re better, beautiful. And even then I don’t want to go.”

“Why do you have to say things like that now?” I’d asked, causing him to smile.  

“You want me to tell the truth, don’t you? Well, there it was.” 

But despite what he’d said, combined with a couple days of feverish sex and cough syrup-induced conversations that blew my mind, the moment my fever broke, he’d bolted without as much as a goodbye. It had taken me a few weeks to convince myself to see him again, and even then, neither one of us had brought up the time he spent at my place while I was sick.

Now, a look of regret, which is quickly replaced by tenderness, flashes in his eyes. “Because it’s true.” He tugs me back to him, cursing. “And don’t do that. I can take tears from anyone but you, Ky.”

“I swear I’m fine.” I feel a little ridiculous...okay, incredibly ridiculous. I’ve never actually cried in front of him because he’s usually not around by the time the letdown kicks in and the waterworks begin. “I just need to go to bed.”

I stand to go join Heidi at the front desk, but he closes his hand around mine. “You’re not sleeping anywhere but with me tonight.”

As much as I want that to happen, as much as I want him, I can’t in good conscience leave my best friend alone. “I should stay with Heidi.”

Wyatt’s blue eyes scan the lobby until they zero in on Heidi. She’s kicked off her stilettos and is leaning against the front desk with her eyebrows pulled together as she signs a receipt. She was lucky. When Finn ditched her in favor of raiding our room, she had her license and bank cards on her. Instead of going directly back to our room, she’d stopped for a pity party shot at the first bar she found. I hate to think of what would have happened if she came straight to The Veranda. 

Heidi’s right up there with my parents and Lucas and the band for me, and to think of anyone hurting her makes me feel physically sick. 

“I can’t leave her alone, Wyatt,” I say, my voice brimming with so much emotion that he draws his thick eyebrows together. 

“I’m going to text Cal.” He reaches into the pocket of his jeans for his phone. 

I stop him, grabbing his hand, before he can send the other guitarist a message. “They hate each other.” 

The last thing I want is to hear Heidi and Cal bicker, and they’ve been doing it for years, ever since he hurt her feelings by turning her down after a show. A vicious migraine is starting to make my eyes burn, and I doubt listening to them angrily spit out douche bags, hoebots, and fucksticks every few minutes will make it feel any better.

“And?” Wyatt’s smile is cocky and infuriatingly handsome. He shrugs out of my grip, his fingertips skimming mine in the process. He doesn’t seem to care that I’m glaring flame-tipped darts into his forehead as he sends Cal a message. “At least she won’t be alone.”

“Your tenacity is unnerving.”

“I want to do so many fucking things to you when you talk like that.” 

“Let me talk to her, okay?” Sighing, I start toward Heidi, turning around to glance back at him a couple times. His eyes follow me, doing a double take when they drag over my ass. He’s probably just now realizing that I’ve not showered or changed since he left me, and knowing Wyatt, it’s probably giving him more ideas. “You shouldn’t look at me like that,” I hiss over my shoulder. 

“Why the hell not?” he drawls. Running the tip of his tongue over his bottom lip, he gives me a confident smirk. “Trust me, she’ll say yes.”

I turn to face Heidi, whispering under my breath, “We’ll see.”

But, in the end, Wyatt is right. Heidi feels like she’s screwed up my night enough, so she doesn’t want to ruin what I had planned. Without so much as an eye roll, she quickly agrees to sleep on the extra queen bed in Cal’s room. 

Wyatt and I go with her to grab her bags...well, bag because that’s all that’s left of her designer suitcases in our room. Most of my luggage is still there, and I pack my remaining belongings quickly. When Wyatt excuses himself to return to his suite, taking my stuff with him, I walk with Heidi to Cal’s room on the sixth floor.

On the third knock, Cal flings open the door, wearing nothing but a towel. A toothbrush is in his mouth, and his black hair is clinging to his damp shoulders. Leaning against the door frame, he gives Heidi a head to toe once-over. While under his scrutiny, I feel her fidget beside me. 

Through a mouthful of toothpaste, he says, “Your mascara looks like shit.”

And here we go. 

Heidi sneers. “I’m only staying with you because I love Kylie, limp dick.” She shoves past him, snapping the towel away from his waist in the process. 

I’ve been on the road with the guys so much that there’s nothing I haven’t seen, but I still cover my eyes, feeling heat creep up my neck. 

He chokes on the toothpaste and garbles something. 

I’m laughing as I back away from the door. After the night I’ve had, it feels good to laugh. “Good night, y’all.”

Cal is still coughing when I begin to head down the hallway, but before I hear his door close, he says in a clear enough voice, “Bet you’re not going to try your small-dick-phone-sex humiliation shit on me now.”

***

For the next forty-five minutes, I sit in the hotel’s business center, canceling all my credit and debit cards. It’s a pain in the ass because it’s so late, but I finally get it done and order replacements to be delivered to my apartment in L.A. 

By the time I’m ready to go upstairs to Wyatt’s room, I’m so exhausted that I practically drag myself across the lobby, and I lean against the wall of the elevator as I ride up to the fifth floor.

The door to Wyatt’s room is propped open with the hotel’s binder that’s filled with information about local restaurants and the cable channel lineup. I pick it up as I go inside, and then I lock the dead bolt and throw the binder on the chair by the door. I follow the hum of the pipes into the bathroom, walking into a haze of fog from the steam.

Wyatt pokes his head out from behind the shower curtain while he’s scrubbing shampoo into his scalp. “You. Naked. In the shower. Now.” 

“You. Caveman. Go screw yourself.” I shed my clothes anyway and kick them under the sink. I take his hand and carefully step into the shower. I recoil at how hot the water is, but he pulls me to him, shielding my body from the stream, as he adjusts the temperature. 

“It took you fucking forever.” He lathers soap over my breasts, testing the weight of each, as his thumbs trace around my nipples. His hands move to my belly button, and when he glides a soapy finger around it, I shiver. “Thought you forgot about me.”

He’s echoing my sentiments from earlier tonight, and I smile slightly. “No, that’s impossible. I had to cancel my cards linked to Lucas’s accounts before someone steals all his money, and he decides to strangle me.”

“He’s too busy with Red to notice anything, except for her pus—”

I flare my palms down his slick abs and his toned V to grab his cock. This must catch him off-guard because his lips part. “I don’t want to hear things like that about my brother.”

Wyatt laughs but then asks in a serious voice, “Did you get everything handled?”

“That idiot stole my ID, too.”

He bends his head, so he can run his tongue around my lips. “You know what has to happen, Kylie,” he says. I start to move my fingers away from him, but he closes them back around his length. “It’s not like Lucas is expecting you back anytime soon—who knows how long he’ll be in Nashville. So ... you know that you’re coming with me tomorrow, don’t you?”

Yes, I know. I’ve known that’s how things would go down the second Officer Townsend mentioned my credit cards, and I realized there was no way I could board my flight tomorrow. I study Wyatt’s shit-eating grin. “You planned this, didn’t you?”

“For some motherfucker to screw you over? No. But for you to come with me? Yes. That was my plan all along.”

“And the fact that someone broke into my hotel room makes it easier for you.”

He pins me against the shower wall, hitching my leg around his waist, and I let go of his erection, so I can grip his tattooed shoulders for support. Water is beating down on my face, but I don’t blink as I wait for him to answer. 

“Did you really think I’d give you up so easily, beautiful? Did you think I’d let you go without reminding you why you fucking fell in the first place?”

I swallow hard and nod. 

Before he lowers his mouth to mine, he shakes his head in disappointment as he murmurs, “Then, you must not know a goddamn thing about me.”

Chapter Six

Generally speaking, I hate the way the insides of rental cars smell. I don’t know anyone who gets excited about the stale musk scent of dusty vacuum cleaner and Windex. But when I open the Suburban’s passenger door early the next afternoon, I pause. And I inhale. This particular vehicle smells like Wyatt’s cologne, Jean Paul Gaultier’s Le Male. I bend and put my nose closer to the seat. This time, I breathe in the scent as deeply as my lungs will allow. He must have spritzed some all over the leather when he was loading our bags. 

A shiver courses down my spine.

“Are you...” Heidi’s voice coming up behind me startles me, and I jolt up to see her and Cal walking up to the Suburban together. As I shuffle away from the car, he gets inside, moving all the way to the back row, but Heidi doesn’t budge. She raises her thinly arched eyebrows and slips her hands into the front pockets of her floral-print skinny jeans. “Holy shit, Kylie, you’re sniffing the seat.”

“No, I—” 

But she pokes her head into the car and breathes in. “Ooh, that does smell good. Wonder what you’re thinking about right now?” She climbs into the Suburban through the back door and plops down in the middle seat, folding her skinny arms across her chest. Cal snorts from the row behind her, and even though her eyes narrow dangerously, she ignores him. “This will be fun,” she says to me, a little too cheerfully.

Instead of holding back the nervous laugh building in my chest, I let it out as I slide my sunglasses over my face. There’s nowhere near enough sunshine today to need the oversized aviators, but they’ll help me sleep on the ride. At least, that’s the plan. 

“I sure as hell hope this’ll be good,” I say.

“There’ll be music. What’s not fun about music?” Heidi asks. 

Cal says something to her from the backseat, and though I’m not a hundred percent positive, I’m pretty sure he said, “And the dicks attached to the guys who play it.” 

Whatever it is was, it earns a hissed, “Fuck you,” and the bird from Heidi. 

Biting the inside of my cheek, I rub the back of my neck. I’m already dreading the fact that I’ll be forced to listen to Heidi and Cal’s back-and-forth until the end of the week, which is three days from now.

When I spoke to Heidi about my plans to travel along with Wyatt and Cal this morning, she promptly volunteered herself for the trip. I was quick to point out how unnecessary it is for her to spend her free time with me on the road, and of course, she was quick to argue, claiming that not tagging along isn’t even an option.

“You don’t have to do that, babe. I don’t have a choice, but you do,” I tell her. “Catch your flight and get back to sexing up drunk guys.”

She responds by ripping her itinerary into tiny pieces and dropping them into my hand. “You’re stuck with me now.”

“You do know that you can just print another one, right?”

Flipping her chestnut waves over her shoulder, she presses her lips together. “It’s...what? Only four days, counting today? And it’s not like the phones are going anywhere. It’s my fault that you have to be with them, so I want to go.”

Though I should have, I didn’t tell her the sad, twisted reality of it all. 

A part of me is thrilled that I’m going along for the ride and ecstatic that I’ll have these few extra days with Wyatt just so I can get everything off my chest. Even if he will be busy driving and performing the majority of that time, we’ll have the opportunity that was taken away from us last night. 

But then, a part of me aches inside because I know that prolonging my time with him will just slice open my heart a little more. He didn’t tell me the exact plan for this trip until this morning, and when he did, I was speechless for a long time. 

The first leg of our trip is the same route that we took eight years ago when I realized that I loved him. It’s the same route where I went from the girl who coped with her insecurities by physically hurting herself to the woman who’s spent the last several years carving deeper emotional wounds into her body. 

Wyatt’s breath on my neck separates me from my thoughts. I face him with a forced smile on my face. 

“Ready?” he asks. 

I tip my head back before I answer him, glaring up at the overcast sky through my sunglasses. “Yeah, I am.” Taking a small step toward the car, I say, “But fair warning—if you end up asking me to chauffeur you around, I might break that pretty blue Kramer of yours over your head.”

He inclines his head toward the back compartment of the SUV where his Kramer guitar is safely stored. “I’m not Lucas, beautiful.” He grabs my waist firmly between his hands, and lifts me off the ground, placing me into the Suburban.

“I’m capable of lifting my leg high enough to use the step rail.”

“Trust me, I know exactly how high those legs will go.” Before he closes my door, he winks and says, “By the way, Ky, you couldn’t hurt that pretty blue Kramer even if you tried.”

Using the rearview mirror, I catch Cal and Heidi stifling laughter from their respective rows. “Stop encouraging his bull,” I say a little too sharply. But at least they’ve found common ground. It just blows that it’s in the form of the tension crackling between Wyatt and me.

Wyatt slams down into the driver’s seat, pops open the biggest Monster Energy drink I’ve ever seen, and starts the ignition. He glances over at me, wearing a grin that’s far too sexy. “Let’s do this shit.”

“Let’s,” I agree sarcastically.

I’m silent as he pulls out of the hotel parking lot. Because he hates GPS, he has to turn around at a gas station a quarter of a mile up the road. 

“Babe, you do know that Garmin isn’t actually watching every move you make, don’t you? It doesn’t have a camera recording every messed-up thing you say. So, trust me, if you use the damn GPS, I swear everything will be alright.”

He rubs his tongue up and down the labret in his lower lip as if deep in thought before gesturing to the folded piece of paper lodged into one of the cup holders. “If you insist, Ky.”

My nose wrinkles up when he gives in so easily, but I say nothing as I unfold the paper, which turns out to be the location of the Houston hotel. I alternate between punching the address into the GPS and glancing at him. “Done.”

“If a close-up of my dick ends up on YouTube, your ass is mine, Kylie.”

“Didn’t you already claim it as yours anyway?” I challenge in a voice quiet enough for only him to hear, and he nods slowly. “Ugh, just drive.”

I sit back in my seat and press my forehead against the cold window, watching New Orleans fade away, as Wyatt speeds the Suburban onto I-10 toward Houston. I don’t know if he planned the road trip like this on purpose, but if he wanted me to remember everything, he’s succeeded.

Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse at him. His blue eyes are glued on the road, and one of his hands is gripping the steering wheel so tight that I swear I’ll hear the leather split apart at any moment. His expression is suddenly unreadable, and I wish like hell I knew why. 

Silently, he reaches past the center console and creeps his hand across my lap, not stopping until his fingertips brush the inside of my left wrist. Gasping, I jerk away as if he’s scorched my skin with fire. I close my eyes, and I can practically feel the way his hand closed around my wrist when we left New Orleans all those years ago. It was before Your Toxic Sequel— at the time, Falling Anarchy—made it big, and I was huddled up against him in the backseat of Sinjin’s Ford Expedition. I can hear the words he whispered to me, just as clear and startling as ever.

“Does Lucas know?”

“God, no.” 

He let go of my arm and moves his hand to my thigh, squeezing just a touch too hard. The pressure makes my heart race, but in a good way. This isn’t the first time Wyatt McCrae has touched me, but I know from this moment on, I’ll consider it the beginning. It’s not an accidental brush or an awkward hug from my brother’s best friend. This is something else entirely, and it’s both confusing and intoxicating.

“So why the fuck do you do it?” he demands, catching me off guard. 

I stare at him, open-mouthed, for what seems like an eternity. His midnight blue eyes study me with care, and he waits impatiently for me to give him a response. Sliding a strand of my hair behind my ear, I flick my gaze to the front of the vehicle, where my brother is deep in conversation with Sinjin. When I face Wyatt directly, I’m as honest as I can be.

“Because I’m not good enough. Because my parents have Lucas, and I can barely manage to—”

“You’re everything. Don’t believe for one second he’s any better than you or that you don’t deserve just as much love.”

I start to speak, but he cuts me off. “Kylie, the cutting?” His voice is soft and dangerous, possessive and sexy, and I lean closer to him. “Don’t ever fucking do it again.”

I swallow hard. Fall hard. And I never look back. 

“I promise. I won’t.”

I kept that promise, only wavering once since then. 

Now, I open my eyes and make myself a new vow—to stay away from all these memories and make it back to L.A., without dredging up more of our history. 

He rests his palm on my thigh, and I lower my brown eyes to it, relieved that I had the good sense to wear sunglasses. Dragging in a harsh breath of air, I cover his hand with mine. 

***

Heidi absolutely refuses to stay with Cal another night, and because I’m virtually broke and without an ID until I return to L.A., I agree to share a room with her when we reach the Onyx Hotel in Houston five hours later. With an atrium lobby and floor-to-ceiling windows, the place is far more luxurious than the hotel we stayed at in New Orleans. The Onyx also comes at an extravagant price, and Heidi has no problem letting us know during check-in.

“Could you have picked anything more expensive?” she asks Wyatt as she slides the front desk clerk her MasterCard. “I mean, I realize you make a gazillion dollars a year, and I think that’s good for you and all, but some of us aren’t famous.”

Rolling his dark eyes, Cal grabs his bag and guitar from the floor. As he walks past us, he says in a voice loud enough for even the clerk to hear, “Guess you’ll be pulling a double shift on the phone-fuck line, huh?”

Heidi takes her card from the clerk’s outstretched hand, ignoring the look of mortification on the poor man’s face, and she gives Cal a tight smile. “You’ve got my number, asshole. Just make sure there’s enough money on your credit card.” 

“Please just bone it out of your system already,” Wyatt growls under his breath, taking the words right out of my mouth. He works his way between them and grabs my bag and Heidi’s. When none of us race to follow him, he glances back. “You coming?” His blue eyes linger on me for far too long when he says coming, and I don’t miss the double entendre. 

I fall back to walk beside Heidi. “I’ll pay you back when we get home, or I can get Lucas to Western Union you the money.” If I can even get in touch with him. 

My brother has been missing in action ever since Wyatt showed up in New Orleans, and I don’t know if it’s because he doesn’t want to talk about Sin or if he’s simply busy with Sienna. Sienna, on the other hand, has no problem answering my messages. She sent me multiple texts while we were on the way here. While I’ve left messages for Lucas about the crap that went down back in New Orleans, I haven’t mentioned it to Sienna because the last thing I want to do is bring her into my drama. 

Heidi waves her hand in the air, dismissing my offer to pay her for the hotel. “I refuse to take money from you.”

“You just whined about the cost of the hotel.”

“I whine about a lot of shit. It doesn’t mean it actually bothers me.” 

I should have expected her to say this, but I still make a mental note to pay her back. I won’t be able to sleep worth a damn at night, knowing I owe my closest friend.

Wyatt drops our bags in front of our door, which is thankfully on the first floor this time. He takes the key card from Heidi, pops open the door, and then scoots the luggage inside. Reaching out in her direction, he begins to place the card back into her hands, but then he pauses. He widens his stance and holds it over her head, earning a pissed-off glare from Heidi.

I cock an eyebrow and fall back onto the bed closest to the door. “She’s on heels, McCrae, so please don’t make her jump and break her neck.”

While she’s tapping her foot impatiently, he stares in my direction, drinking in the sight of me on the bed, as he tells her, “Please don’t lose it this time.” 

Jerking the key out of his hand, she rolls her light blue eyes. “What time are you and Cal playing tonight?” 

It’s the first time I’ve heard her address Cal by his actual name. 

Wyatt must also realize it because he grins. “I’ll text Kylie with the time.”

As soon as he leaves, she crawls onto my bed and collapses next to me. “You were so quiet the whole trip.” 

“You were asleep most of the time, and besides, I was tired.” 

I slept half the time on the way here, and the other half was spent texting back and forth with Sienna. She and Lucas are heading to my parents today as part of a documentary Lucas is taking part in, and she’s worried my mom and dad won’t like her. I told her the truth—if my parents accept and love Lucas and me with all our problems, then they’ll love her, too.  Of course, Sienna’s messages also tell me that she and Lucas have obviously gone beyond the boundaries of professionalism. 

“I’ll be better after I get some sleep.”

“But are you okay?” Heidi asks. 

I hate the way she says okay.

My face is numb as I shake my head. “I’m a wishy-washy mess.” I close my eyes and take a calming breath. When I glance at her again, Heidi’s lips are curled down into a frown. She places her head on my shoulder, and we both stare up at the ceiling. “So, no, I guess I’m not okay.”

“You will be.” 

I know that I will eventually, and it’s for this reason that I bob my head slowly. “Thank you for coming with me.” I smile tentatively. “Even if the reason for my vacation showed up, and things went to shit.”

She grabs her chest theatrically and blinks back mock tears. “Thank you for still loving me after my douche bag one-night stand broke into our room and stole most of our crap.”

My shoulders relax, and a couple seconds later, I’m laughing, and so is she. 

“At least, I still have my iPod. I can play good music while I starve.” As if on cue, my belly rolls. I skipped breakfast this morning, and I didn’t pick up anything at the convenience stores along the way. 

“And apparently you are starving.” Heidi rolls onto her flat stomach and grabs a tall brochure off the nightstand. “Room service, it is.” She knows me like the back of her hand because she orders me a cheesesteak and fries, my favorite. When she’s done, she leaves my bed in favor of her own. As we wait for room service, she checks her voice mail to see if anyone from New Orleans has called about Shiner Bock. 

They haven’t, and after she hangs up I clear my throat, getting her attention. “Can I ask you a question?”

“You can ask me anything.”

I bite my lip, hesitating, but when she nods her head to encourage me, I start, “You and Cal...have you ever—” My words are cut short when her face flushes bright red. My conflict with Wyatt is temporarily forgotten as I scramble into a sitting position. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

She lets her head loll off the bed. “Rock Fest, two years ago.”

“And?”

“Your Toxic Sequel’s show in Seattle last March.”

“And last night?”

Snorting, she gives me a look. “Um, no. I was staying with him because the guy I slept with the night before broke into our room. Hooking up with Cal so soon after that would have been awkward not to mention an open invitation for all kinds of drama.” 

Good point. Still, with their outrageous bickering, I should have already known what was going on between them, and I mentally kick myself in the kneecap for failing to notice. “And you’re just now telling me?”

She shrugs. “You never asked.”

Chapter Seven 

It’s eight thirty in the evening on the dot, and I’m dragging a striped, nautical print T-shirt over my head when my iPhone starts ringing from its spot on the dresser. “Shit,” I snap as I shimmy the close-fitting top down my torso and over my belly button. Stepping over a small pile of Heidi’s shoes, I snatch up the phone just before my ringtone, Chevelle’s “I Get It,” moves to my favorite part of the song, the line about living in an imaginary life.

I flip the phone right side up and mutter a soft curse when I see that it’s my brother calling. After sliding my finger across the screen to accept the call, I tuck the phone between my ear and shoulder. “About damn time.”

“I’ve been fucking busy, Ky. Sorry I haven’t called you back.” His voice is so strained that I immediately feel for him. “Besides, you said you wanted to be left alone while you were gone.”

Before I left Nashville to go to New Orleans, I told him that I would quit if he so much as bothered me while I was away. I made a few more threats, but of course, he merely brushed them off. 

“Since when do you give a crap whether or not I want to be left alone?”

“Since I decided I don’t want to be bothered either.”

Well played, big brother.

“Right...Sienna.” I lean close to the mirror to determine if I want to spring for makeup tonight. One look at the dark smudges under my brown eyes is all the convincing I need. “How’s that going?” 

“She’s good.” 

Leave it to Lucas to tiptoe around my question. He knows that I have a soft spot for her. There are few people I want to see at the receiving end of his bullshit, but Sienna’s one of the people that I would actually step in front of to protect from my brother. I told Lucas as much when he first realized that he had a potential second chance with her. 

“She’s got everything taken care of here,” he assures me.

I bet she does. “Don’t fuck things up with her,” I warn. 

He sucks in a breath. “Jesus, Kylie, stop that shit.” 

I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I know. Stay out of your personal life. I get it.” 

When I hear a shuffling noise across the room, I look up to see Heidi in a giant robe, padding out of the bathroom. As she wraps a towel around her wet hair, her eyes find mine in the dresser mirror. She shifts one of her eyebrows curiously. 

I turn my head around to face her. “It’s my brother.” 

“Finally.” She grabs her underwear and a bundle of clothes from her bed before returning to the restroom. 

Focusing my attention back on Lucas, I ask, “How was the thing with Mom and Dad today?” While I wait for him to respond, I put my phone on speaker and leave it on the dresser, so I can finish getting ready.  It’s eight thirty-five now, and Wyatt and Cal’s set with the band is supposed to start in twenty-five minutes. If I’m going to make it on time, I’ll have to rush.

“It was alright, I guess. I mean, it’s a fucking documentary about music. I don’t really know why they wanted to talk to Mom and Dad, but I guess they were happy to see me.”

Of course, our parents were happy to see him. Neither of us returns home to Atlanta enough, so my mother and father roll out the red carpet each time we decide to make an appearance. Compared to Wyatt, who rarely mentions his childhood or his parents, Lucas and I are fortunate. I didn’t realize that for years because I had spent so long feeling like I was the kid my parents never wanted. I’d forced myself to believe that until I made myself physically sick. 

But I’m lucky. 

And I haven’t smothered myself with that type of poison for a long time. 

I clear my throat a few times, hoping it will relieve the tightness in the back of my mouth. “I’m so glad it went okay.”

“Remind me why you wanted to let a film crew follow me around again,” Lucas complains. 

I can easily imagine the look on his face right now, with his jaw clenched and lips pressed thin. 

“Because it’ll be good for your career.” This isn’t the first time I’ve told him that Rock on the Road, the documentary he’s being featured in, would do nothing but help him, especially since Your Toxic Sequel is going on tour at the end of this coming summer. 

“My career is fine.” 

I hear the squeak of his guitar followed by his sharp exhale. I tighten my grip on the pair of red skinny jeans that I plucked from my bag, bracing myself for whatever it is he’s about to say. 

“Mom wants to know what’s going on with you.”

“What? I’m fine.” I sit on the edge of my bed and slide my pants up my legs. They’re so tight that I have no other choice but to lie back to button them. “I’m really, really good in fact.”

Lucas is always the first to pick up on my bullshit. It’s an unnerving ability that he shares with Wyatt. They’re both able to peel away my layers, go past the convincing smile, and figure me out. “What the fuck ever. She says you’ve been rescheduling trips back home since before Christmas.” 

Pushing myself up into a sitting position, I freeze, staring at the phone in horror at the thought of Lucas—who has a shitload of his own problems—and our mom having a lengthy conversation about me. “Did you tell her what I said? About coming to Atlanta for Easter?” 

He snorts. “Yes, I told them both exactly what you asked me to.”

“Well, then drop it. I keep my promises.”

Maybe Lucas can hear the irritation in my voice, or he’s just ready to get our conversation moving, so he can end the call. Either way, he changes the subject, transitioning easily to my vacation in New Orleans. “How was your flight back to L.A.?”

“God, do you ever check your text messages?” Doing a set of lunges toward my suitcase in hopes that my tight pants will loosen up, I say, “My flight was nonexistent.” I bend over my bag and rummage around until I find my music note–print makeup case.

Lucas groans. “Don’t make me play guessing games, Kylie. What’s going on?”

I toss the makeup onto the dresser and begin to pin my chin-length hair back from my face. “Some asshole robbed our room last night and stole my license and credit cards.”

“Fuck,” he growls. Lucas surprises me then. Instead of immediately jumping down my throat and making sure that anything affiliated with him is safe, he goes into protective older brother mode. “You’re not hurt, are you? He didn’t touch you?”

My gaze lowers to the phone on the dresser, and I stare at it, rubbing my lips together. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re worried about me.”

“Just answer the damn question.”

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I reassure him. “I was doing laundry when he broke in.” And banging your best friend in said laundry room. 

My brother releases a moan of relief. “So, what the fuck are you doing to get home? Do I need to send someone out there to get you? Do you need money to—”

“Calm down, okay? I’ve got everything ... under control,” I say. I’m grinning like an idiot as I dab concealer beneath my eyes. Lucas has his moments when I want to strangle him, but times like this remind me that he actually has a heart beneath his many layers of vice and all his growly impossible orders. “I’ve already scored a ride.” 

He doesn’t respond, and there’s nothing but silence between us. Since I hate when people are too quiet, and because I’m sure he’s imagining me hitchhiking from New Orleans to L.A., with bearded men who call me Little Girl, I give in and tell him who I’m with. “Cal and Wyatt are bringing me home.” 

There’s more silence on Lucas’s end because, apparently, his band mates are no better than random men. 

“You called them to come and get you?”

“No,” I reply calmly. “They were already planning to drive from New Orleans to L.A.” 

“What the fuck for?”

My teeth sink into my bottom lip as my brow pulls together. Lucas doesn’t know about Wyatt’s deal to go on the road with Cal’s cousin. Suddenly, this entire arrangement just screams shadiness. Even though I was not told by either Wyatt or Cal to keep my mouth shut about the shows, I skirt around the subject with my brother. “They’re not entitled to a vacation, too?”

“To each his own.” There’s a sound on Lucas’s end of the line, like he’s rubbing his hand over his face. “One, I’m going to find that little shit who robbed you and break his fucking legs. And two, I’m going to call Wyatt.”

I grip the handle of my mascara, and when I stare at my reflection in the dresser mirror, I realize that I’m holding it like a weapon. My brother nudging his way into my personal life tends to bring out that type of response from me. “I don’t need you to baby me, Lucas. I can take care of myself.”

“Oh, I know you can, but it still won’t stop me from calling him,” my brother says in a rough voice. I hear Sienna murmur something to him in the background, and he releases a low noise of frustration. “You be good, Ky. I’m going to get off here.”

I try not to think about the multiple meanings behind those particular words. “Hey,” I say quickly before he has a chance to hang up. Lucas pauses. “Sinjin ... how’s everything going with him?”

He’s quiet for a long stretch, as if he’s contemplating exactly what to say next. Exasperated, I drop the tube of mascara on top of my makeup bag. My hands are already shaky enough as it is. If my brother says something that’ll piss me off, the last thing I want to do is poke myself in the eye. 

“I think he’s going to be alright this time.”

“You said that the last time.” And we argued about it that time. In fact, Lucas was so moody about me confronting him and acting like he didn’t care enough that he handled all his business transactions himself for a week before finally caving and apologizing to me. 

“Yeah, well, I think this is it. He scared himself.” 

Lucas leaves it at that, but I understand what he’s saying. 

Even before Wyatt confronted me about the cutting eight years ago, I was determined to stop. I was afraid of where my mission to cope with all my shortcomings—no, what I felt were my shortcomings—through little slices of pain would take me. I knew that I was messed up, and more than anything, I wanted to fix myself. But even determination has boundaries, and I’m still thankful that Wyatt McCrae caught me before I could break through those. 

Heidi pokes her head out of the bathroom door. “Hey, ask him if he knows Sin’s address.” Once again, she disappears, and the soft roar of the hotel’s blow dryer kicks in. 

Lucas doesn’t have the exact address, but he tells me the name of the rehab, Melody’s House, which I jot down using a blue eyeliner pencil and the back of a flyer advertising a local pizzeria. Then, he says he needs to go help Sienna arrange an appointment for tomorrow morning. Considering it’s close to ten in Atlanta, it’s, without a doubt, the lamest excuse I’ve ever heard. 

“Have fun with that,” I state dryly. I start to ask him how things are going with her just to see if he’ll give me a straight answer, but then I decide against it. He’s anxious to get back to Sienna, and that tells me he’s getting his way. 

I just hope he doesn’t treat her like crap, and drive her away again, like he had two years ago. 

Lucas ends the call on a positive note. His “I love you” makes my head suddenly start spinning. I sink down on the edge of my bed, tapping my fingers together anxiously, until Heidi comes out of the bathroom and calls me out.

“Kylie?” 

I lift my gaze to her. She’s managed to coax her curly hair straight, and she’s dressed simply, wearing dark jeans and a red silk bustier that my boobs could never pull off. She’s also frowning at me. 

“Why are you staring at a blank TV screen?”

“My brother just said he loves me.”

She shrugs, undaunted. Heidi has four brothers and a very close-knit family, so I love you was a common phrase in her house when she was growing up. Don’t get me wrong. My mom and dad are quick to tell me that. But Lucas? Not so much. 

“That’s a good thing, right?” Heidi questions tentatively.

Pressing my palms into the mattress, I push myself to my feet and return to my makeup. “I think he’s falling in love with Sienna Jensen.”

Heidi slides into the chair on the far side of the dresser and begins rubbing globs of Victoria’s Secret lotion on her bare arms. “The chick filling in for you? He’s known her for...what? Maybe a total of three weeks if you count whatever happened between them a few years ago?”

I brush bronzer across my cheeks and shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. Lucas doesn’t act like this. Ever.” As I drag the hairpins out of my hair, I watch Heidi’s face as it draws into a network of worried lines. I can only assume she’s thinking about my brother’s ex-wife, and I swallow hard. “Yeah, I’m hoping it works out, too.” 

“Sam’s been quiet lately. Maybe she’s gotten over him.”

Or Lucas is paying her off again. 

I force a smile as I turn to face Heidi and then twist around in a slow circle. She rakes her eyes over me before giving me a slow nod of approval. 

“Ready?”

“We’re late,” she points out as we leave our room. After I slide into my jacket, she squeezes my shoulder reassuringly. “Hey, stop worrying about your brother. He’s a big boy, so you don’t have to play relationship police. Samantha’s crazy ass has probably moved on, making some poor loser miserable.” 

For Sienna and my brother’s sake, I hope Heidi is right. 

***

Since Wyatt and Cal are long gone, and at this point, probably playing the second or third song of their set, Heidi and I walk the four blocks from our downtown hotel to the bar, huddled up close to each other despite the muggy Houston night. I don’t even think about my missing license until we’re about to be carded at the entrance, but then a willowy blonde with giant green eyes, who reminds me of Taylor Momsen from The Pretty Reckless, sidles up to the door supervisor. 

“It’s alright. They’re with the Toxic Sequel boys,” she says in a husky voice. Raking her hand through her platinum hair, she winks a heavily lined eye at me. “Heidi and Kylie, right?” When I nod slowly, cocking one of my eyebrows, she shrugs. “You’re the only chick with blue hair who’s come in all night. I’ve been keeping an eye out for you for Wyatt and Cal.”

Moving aside, the bouncer jerks his head back into the bar, and Heidi and I step inside. Because it’s already steamy in here from the friction of so many scantily clad bodies, I shed my jacket and ball it up under my arm. 

“Thanks,” I tell the blonde.

Her lips curve into a little smile. “Don’t mention it. Wyatt said you lost your ID, and I’m pretty close to the staff.” 

It’s impossible for me not to notice the way her voice slides over his name. It’s the same way mine does when my legs are wrapped around his shoulders while my nails are digging into his back. I swallow hard but blame my sudden discomfort on thirst and the guy who accidentally bumps into me. “Glad he’s looking out for me.”

She tilts her head to the side, sizing me up, before she motions for Heidi and me to follow her. As she leads us through the throng of drinkers, she peeks back over her shoulders. “I’m Terra, Hazard Anthem’s manager.”

I’m not terribly old myself—only twenty-five—but Terra hardly looks old enough to be in this damn bar, much less be the band’s manager. I nod anyway as I step over a puddle of what I hope is booze on the floor. She stops to talk to some guy who stumbles all over her. When he grabs her ass, I can’t help but be a little envious. I modify my initial assessment of Terra.

She’s Taylor Momsen with Kim Kardashian’s ass. 

“I want a drink,” Heidi says loud enough to be heard over the screech of the guitar and the lead singer, who is a screamer and a damn good one.  “Want me to grab you something?”

“Corona?” 

“You got it, babe. Get us a table?”

I slink away from Terra, who’s still in deep conversation with the groper, and find a spot close enough to the stage to get a good view of the band but far enough away so I won’t have groupies bumping into me every five seconds. When Wyatt’s eyes meet mine, he grins and winks. He strokes the tip of his thumb over the neck of his Kramer in a slow, deliberate movement meant to make me think of his fingers between my legs. 

He succeeds.

“So, you’re Lucas-Fucking-Wolfe’s baby sister?” Terra slips into the seat meant for Heidi.

I give her a polite smile. “Unfortunately.”

“I met him once...in...” Terra darts her green eyes upward, trying to recall the exact location, and then she lowers her gaze, grinning. “2010.”

“At your high school graduation party?” I mean to keep that to myself, but somehow, it slips out. 

She’s obviously not offended because she throws her head back and laughs.

“Rock Fest, but I’m pretty sure I’m older than Lucas and Wyatt.” 

She says Wyatt’s name the same way she did at the door—with that desperate hush of admiration mixed with desire. I glide my tongue from side to side between my teeth. Plenty of women are attracted to Wyatt McCrae. There’s no reason whatsoever for me to have a negative reaction to this particular one just because she can appreciate a sexy, talented man.

Heidi’s hand reaches down over my shoulder, plunking a Corona with lime down in front of me. “Here you go, love.” I glance back at her just in time to see her give Terra a long look that’s one part curious and the other part aggressive. “Sorry, did you want me to grab you something, too?” 

Sliding out of Heidi’s chair, Terra shakes her head. Her mane of blonde hair flies around her face like a slow-motion shampoo commercial. “I’ve got...” She flicks her green eyes toward the stage. “Band stuff to do, but I’ll catch up with you bitches later.” She winks again. 

Somehow, Heidi holds in her snort until she’s out of earshot. “She’s cute.” She takes a swig of her banana bread–flavored beer. I’m a big fan of trying new flavors, but I can’t help but wrinkle up my nose at the bottle. “Bet she gets them a bunch of gigs.”

“Maybe.” I focus my eyes back to the stage. The band has changed songs, and now, they’re playing a metal version of Heart’s “Crazy on You” that literally gives me chills. It’s a feeling that very few bands have been able to bring out in me, and I’ve got a good feeling about Hazard Anthem’s future. “They could probably be managed by a fucking ogre and still hit it big.”

As my gaze skims back over Wyatt, I bite the inside of my lip. He’s sweaty from the heat and exertion. When he’s in his element like this, playing incredible music, it takes my breath away.

With a thoughtful look on her face, Heidi runs her finger in a circle around the neck of her beer bottle. “You think that’s why Cal and Wyatt are helping them out? I mean, you don’t think they’re thinking about leaving Your Toxic Sequel, do you?”

Wyatt told me before that he has no plans to leave the band, so I decide to take him for his word. “I think YTS will be alright.”

She breathes a relieved sigh before twisting around in her seat to watch the band perform. She taps her fingers on the table, singing along with the lyrics but getting seventy-five percent of them wrong. “You’re right. They are kick-ass,” she says once the song ends.

My sight is still connected with Wyatt’s midnight blue eyes as I murmur, “Absolutely amazing.”

Chapter Eight

My appreciation for Hazard Anthem’s music only grows over the next hour during the band’s seven-song set. The lead singer has a range that reminds me of M. Shadows, and I find myself developing a bit of a voice crush on him. The band performs a little of everything from the angst-filled and powerful to a couple more covers to even the upbeat innuendo-laced music that put Your Toxic Sequel on the map. 

The moment their set is finished and they’ve torn down their equipment for the next band, the lead singer maneuvers through the crowd in our direction, seemingly oblivious to the female hands grasping at various parts of his body. Before I can say a word, he jerks me into a hug. 

When I go entirely still, he pulls back a little, narrowing his dark eyes. “Ah shit, please tell me you’re Kylie.”

“Yeah, I am.”

He wraps his arms around me again, and Heidi makes a face at his back. “I’ve been wanting to meet the infamous Kylie Wolfe since Cal started playing with YTS.”

“You’re his cousin?” It’s a stupid question. They look similar, except this guy is built and has short, spiky black hair as opposed to Cal’s lanky stature and shoulder-length locks.

“Nate Romero,” he says. When his dark eyes brush over Heidi, he grins. “You must be—”

Since none of us know exactly what Cal has told his cousin about Heidi, she clears her throat. “Heidi Wright. Nice to meet you.” She lifts her chin slightly to take in Cal, who’s walking toward us and clutching two bottles of some specialty beer.

“What?” Heidi’s voice has dropped to the low, seductive purr she no doubt uses on her customers. “No PBR tonight?”

Cal’s lips jerk into a grin. “Fuck you, Heidi.”

“You were right.” When Nate glances back at his cousin, I swear Cal’s olive complexion goes scarlet. “She is fucking hot.” He dips his attention back down to me. “I’d tell you the same, but McCrae would fuck me up in the parking lot.”

Wyatt has mentioned me. In a way, it makes Nate assume that we’re a couple.

Good God, what has been said about me?

I pull at the neck of my T-shirt, stretching out the tip of the sequin anchor on the nautical print. “Where’s your drummer?” I peek around the crowd in search of the bald man who was on stage up until a few minutes ago. As much as I hate to admit it, his skill is almost as mind-blowingly good as Sinjin’s. 

Nate turns and scans the area before he finally points to the far corner of the bar. “Ben’s over there with Terra and Wyatt,” he says. Of course, hearing that Terra’s with Wyatt makes my stomach clench. Looking back at me, Nate mistakes my abrupt smile for something else—anticipation. “You wanna go over?”

I consider this for a moment, but then decide against it. There’s a nearly full bottle of Corona on my table—my fourth drink in the last hour—and I’ve gotten to the point where I’ve started to want to hug the bottles. “Maybe in a few.” I jab my index finger toward the small group of women who’ve edged their way up to Cal. One is glancing in Nate’s direction, tapping the cap end of a permanent marker against her hip. “I think you’re being summoned.” I want to advise him that he’s going to need more security soon, that there should already be more security since my guys are playing, but I stop before I say anything. I remind myself that I’m here as a music lover and not my brother’s assistant.

Nate flushes, racking up a few more good points with me because he obviously hasn’t let this world go to his head yet. “Looks like I am. See you in a little.”

When I shimmy back onto my seat, Heidi casts a sharp look in my direction. 

“What?” I ask.

She runs her thumb around the neck of the bottle she’s been nursing for twenty minutes. “We’re going over there.”

I put my Corona to my lips and tip it back, drinking it entirely too fast. My nose is burning when I slap the empty bottle onto the wooden table.  “If you feed me that bullshit about claiming Wyatt, I’m probably going to—”

She cuts me off. “Hey, Kylie.” I press my lips together, waiting for her to continue. “You need to get your tipsy ass over there and claim Prince Albert.”

“He got rid of that,” I say through clenched teeth. 

“Whatever. Point is, you’ve said it yourself, that this is it for you guys, that you’re done with the games once we go home. So, why the fuck are you just sitting around and wasting the time you have left?”

This is another reason why Heidi and I get along. I’m not close to many women because I’ve felt the bitter sting of disloyalty, and it’s left a foul taste in my mouth, but Heidi tells me like it is. She doesn’t hold anything back even when her thoughts are all over the place. 

“I’m not tipsy,” I tell her. 

She stands and adjusts her tight jeans. “And I’m not sober, Ky.” She grabs my hand, hauling me off in Wyatt’s general direction. As she passes Nate, Cal, and the women they’re mingling with, she skims her hand across the crotch of Cal’s jeans. 

He stiffens and screws up signing the R at the beginning of his last name on the breasts in front of his face. 

Wyatt’s eyes drink me in long before I step into his bubble. “Bluebird.” His hands touch the first thing he can grab, my forearm, and he brings me to his side. This is such an intimate gesture that my lips part slightly. Completely hypersensitive to my every move, his head bends a little. “You’re fucking me up again,” he says so softly that only I can hear him.

Right. And he’s not doing the same thing to me? As his delicious scent of cologne mixed with sweat teases my nose, I dart my tongue across my lips. Before I can make a fool of myself, I glance away from him to Hazard Anthem’s drummer. “Your sound is incredible.” 

Wyatt’s mouth moves against my ear, and I can feel his labret slide up against one of my earrings as he opens his mouth to say something. I go perfectly still because I know he’s about to say something that will result in him owning my panties by the end of the night. 

Then, he pulls away, grinning suggestively. As he introduces me to the drummer, I realize he’s thinking of a hundred creative ways to fuck me in this bar, and it sends a thrill of pleasure through me. 

“You’ve already met Terra, but this motherfucker is Ben Dillinger. Ben, this is Kylie and Heidi.” Wyatt jerks his head from me to my best friend, who’s standing a couple feet away, typing something into her phone. 

Ben, who’s short and muscular with a shaved head, lifts his chin a little, acknowledging us. “Good to meet you,” he says to Heidi as she slides her phone into her bag. 

She takes his outstretched hand and gushes over how much she loved the set. Then, she excuses herself and struts away, her mission to find Cal obvious. 

Ben turns to me. “Been wanting to meet you since this shithead joined up with us in Albuquerque last year.”

This catches me off-guard, and I’m unable to keep a frown from making a momentary appearance across my face. When did Wyatt go to Albuquerque? For that matter, why did Wyatt go to Albuquerque? I dart my eyes up to him quickly, but he’s focused on something else. Typical dick move, Wyatt.

Because I can feel Terra’s enormous green eyes burning into me, I steer the subject in a slightly different direction. “You’re playing there in two nights, right?”

As Ben bobs his head, a tiny pierced woman with a shock of platinum and jet-black hair slips between us. She murmurs, “Excuse me,” and then slides a shot glass into Ben’s hand. After he downs the amber-colored liquid, he gives her one of those looks that makes me melt. It’s the look that’s not only full of desire but also that chaos-free kind of love that I crave. 

“Thanks, babe,” he says. 

She grins and wipes her fingers down the front of her ripped jeans before holding out a hand to me. “I’m Ivy, Ben’s girl.” 

I grasp her hand, surprised at how firm her grip is. “Kylie Wolfe. Good to meet you.”

I can’t help but like Ivy because instead of mentioning my connection with Lucas, she immediately replies, “You play pool?”

“I’ve played.” And I have, just not well.

She inclines her blonde-and-black head to the opposite corner of the bar where a tall woman dragging on a cigarette ducks into a dimly lit room. “Play with me?” She jerks her thumb from Ben to Wyatt. “You and me against them.”

“Ky always loses,” Wyatt tells her. He bites the corner of his lip when I glare up at him. “But, fuck yeah, you’re on. You in, Bluebird?”

I glance around the bar in search of my best friend, but she’s nowhere to be found, and neither is Cal. I lift my shoulders. “Guess I am.”

I quickly learn that Ivy’s a bit of a pool shark and a whole lot competitive. She easily makes up for everything that I lack in the game, which is a lot unfortunately. She sinks billiard ball after ball into the table pockets. Each time, she rubs our winning streak in Wyatt and Ben’s faces while pumping her fist to the raunchy anthem about getting drunk and waking up naked that’s blasting from outside the poolroom. I’m ecstatic when I manage to knock one, the red 3, into the hole.

Between games, Wyatt has disappeared to get himself a drink, and Ben is talking to some of the band’s fans, the three women who stalked Cal and his cousin for signatures a little earlier. 

“You going to Albuquerque with them?” I ask her.

Ivy downs her Jagerbomb and shudders from the aftereffect. She rubs her hand back and forth over her mouth, bothering the hoop at the end of her nose, before she shakes her head. “No, I live in Katy, half an hour from here, so I can’t go.” She stares longingly at the empty shot glass and sighs. “Plus, I’ve got work in the morning. Guess I should’ve thought about work before I dived into the Red Bull, huh?”

“Nah. I mean, just drink a few more, and you should be good.” I lean against the pool table, sliding my bottom up to the edge. Cocking my head to the side, I take in the women crowding around her boyfriend. “How long have y’all been together?” 

“Four long-ass years.” She glances over at Ben, who’s signing right above one of the girl’s lower back tattoos. “Wonder if she realizes how long it takes to get Sharpie off?” 

If watching other women fawn all over Ben fazes Ivy, she doesn’t show it. She seems entirely at ease with the multiple sets of breasts being shoved in his face, and I find myself studying the obvious trust she has for him, asking myself how the hell she does it.  

Even though Wyatt and I have promised not to lie to each other—and there have been those times when he’s been so brutally honest that my chest aches for days—I’ve always hated the doubt that comes along with what he does for a living. 

My thoughts are still conflicted when Ben and Ivy drop out of the next game, and Terra and Nate take their place.

“Wyatt says you sing,” Nate says shortly after the new game begins. “Here, like this.” He comes around the pool table and leans over me to reposition my grip on the pool stick. He’s careful not to touch the intimate parts of my body, keeping his crotch several inches from my ass, as he guides my arm forward. “You wanna get up there with us during the next show?” 

“Yeah, I sing...in the shower.” I glance back into his teasing wide-set eyes. “And I’d ruin your show, babe.”

“Bullshit,” Wyatt says from across the table. When I lift my head, I flinch at how hard his eyes are despite the laughter in his deep voice. “She’s goddamn amazing—everything about her is—but she’s even better on the guitar.”

“You play?” Nate asks, standing upright.

During the tour that changed everything for us eight years ago, Wyatt showed me how to play on Lucas’s old Gibson. I’ve always been a quick study, so I picked it up easily. I’m not horrible, but I don’t think I’m goddamn amazing either. Besides, I haven’t played in well over a year.

“She’s better than Lucas’s ass,” Wyatt answers for me, his tone a little mocking. 

Jamming the bottom of my cue stick to the floor, I straighten my back and narrow my eyes at him. Other than with my ex-husband, this is the first time in years when Wyatt’s played the jealous card around me. Because his intentions are obviously not to get me into his bed, Nate doesn’t notice Wyatt’s sudden mood change, but Terra does. She’s standing on the far left corner of the table, taking in the exchange, as she slides the tip of her tongue back and forth between her lips. 

“Actually, I haven’t played in so long that I think I’ve forgotten how,” I say. 

Wyatt glides his pool stick forward, managing to knock the cue ball into a red stripe ball. It stops a few mere inches from the pocket. He straightens and glowers across the table at me. “You forgot?” 

My shirt has crept up on my waist, so I pull it back down before I focus my gaze on Wyatt. I nod, slowly and deliberately. “Yeah, I did.”

Our eyes never waver away from each other even as Nate and then Terra take their respective shots. By the time it’s his turn again, Wyatt slams his cue stick into the rack by the wall, and then he turns to me and jerks his head toward the door leading to the bar. 

“Be right back,” I tell Nate.

Terra answers quickly, beaming at both Wyatt and me with her megawatt smile, “We’ll be here.”

Wyatt’s fingers close around my wrist, and as soon as we’re out of earshot, he mutters, “There’s no way in hell you’re going anywhere tonight other than my bed, Kylie.”

Yeah, we’ll see about that.

Ivy stops me halfway across the bar. She’s already wearing a jacket, and she yawns as she wraps a fringed scarf around her delicate neck. “I’ve got to go, but friend me, okay?” 

After I get her last name and tell her that I will, I follow Wyatt into a quiet nook located in the other corner of the bar. It looks like it used to be a spot for pay phones, but now, there’s only a dirty ashtray and a crumpled Winston Lights package.

“You trying to drive me crazy?” Wyatt bends his head, leaning in close to me, with his nostrils flared. When his short wheat-blonde hair brushes the top of my forehead, I automatically reach up to touch it. “You trying to see what kind of rise you can get out of me?”

I jerk my hand away from his hair. “By what? Playing a game of pool? Abso-fucking-lutely not.” 

He stares at me for a long time before shaking his head. “I’m taking you back to my room, and then I’m fucking you until the only thing you can think about is me.”

It’s not necessarily his jealousy that makes me want to strangle him. It’s the fact that he’s already the only thing I think about, and he doesn’t realize it. “I’m going to find Heidi.” I start to walk around him, but he swings me back around. 

“Heidi and Cal are long gone. It’s just me and you, just like it’s always been. Why the fuck don’t you get that, beautiful?”

His words snip a nerve—and believe me, it’s sharp and just a little excruciating—but I grab his forearm and stand my ground. “If you don’t let go of me, I will headbutt you in your perfect teeth, McCrae.”

He doesn’t seem to care because his lips come down hard on mine, and his tongue is just as rough. Almost effortlessly, he shrugs out of my grip, and his hands travel to the sides of my back and slide into my jeans, pushing down my flimsy panties, so his skin is against my skin. “I hate this.”

“Touching me?” I demand breathlessly. “Because, trust me, you don’t have to.”

“No, wanting to fuck-up every man who touches you. It’s—”

“I don’t know whether to be flattered or freaked out that you’re so jealous,” I taunt. 

He releases a sound and rests his chin on top of my head, but I’m so heated that I can’t bring myself to return his embrace. 

“Come back to the hotel with me.”

“Why? So, you can beat up the front desk clerk when he looks at me for longer than ten seconds?” I start to ask him if he’s planning to challenge my gynecologist to a parking lot duel, but I stop as his hands travel from their spot on my ass to the inside of the front of my red jeans. Despite how tight my pants are, he manages to maneuver his fingers between my legs. I gasp, tightening my thighs, but it’s no use. 

He’s already found what he needs in the form of my damp panties. A self-assured smile builds on his face. “Because of that. Because no matter how pissed you are right now, your pussy still wants me.”

I grip his wrist and tear his hand out of my jeans, trembling when his fingertips drag over my clit in the process. Wyatt thinks he has me figured out. He thinks that just because my body responds to him, I’ll fall into his bed tonight, and I’ll get over him being a dick. 

This time, when I step around him, he doesn’t stop me because he’s certain I’m ready to go back to his hotel room. He’s certain we’ll end the night with angry sex and start the morning with it, too. 

So, it must be a shock to his system when I say, “Have a wonderful night, McCrae. Let’s try this again in the morning when you’re not planning on taking your frustrations out on my girlie bits.”

***

When I let myself into my empty hotel room half an hour later, I tumble into bed, and it’s a shame that my thoughts are still focused on the way his hands felt. Unable to sleep, I take a shower, standing beneath the steady stream of piping hot water until my skin starts to burn. 

“Get out of my head, McCrae,” I complain aloud as I dress and get back into bed.

Of course, he doesn’t. And this time, when thoughts of Wyatt assault my mind, I stupidly allow my brain to take things a step further. I think back to the night he showed up at my hotel door—the first time, right after he confronted me about my cutting in the back of Sinjin’s Expedition. When I close my eyes, and let myself be dragged into the memory, I can almost hear Wyatt’s knock on my hotel door—that night is still that vivid in my head. 

“Who is it?” I ask, getting up off the creaky hotel bed. On my way to the door I stop and turn down the volume on the CD player, which is blasting Chevelle. I look out the peephole, expecting my brother to be there. It’s not him. Instead, Wyatt McCrae is outside my door, his hands deep in the pockets of his jeans. I draw back in surprise. A few seconds later, when he knocks again, I finally find my voice. “Wyatt? Are you—is everything alright?”

His lips move into a grin, and I lean my shoulder against the door as I watch him. Wyatt McCrae is breathtaking. I’ve always known he was gorgeous—I mean, it’s obvious—but suddenly, it’s impossible for me to simply look the other way. 

“You worry too much. Everything’s fine,” he promises. Twisting his lips to the side, he leans closer to the door, like he’s trying to see what I’m doing through the other side of the peephole. “You gonna let me in the damn room, Kylie, or do I have to beg you?”

I throw the door open without thinking, not stopping to care that my long black hair looks messy, or that I’m not wearing a bra beneath my Yellowcard tee shirt. Not that it matters. I don’t exactly have very much going on in the boob department.

“What the fuck are you listening to?” he asks as he comes inside. He shuts the door behind him before turning to me and making a face. “You bailed on dinner with me to hole up in here and listen to Chevelle? You sure know how to stomp on my ego, don’t you?” 

He’s just teasing me, right? When he called my room nearly three hours ago, I declined going to dinner with him and the rest of the band because my thoughts were still reeling from our talk earlier this afternoon. 

“Is there something you need from me?” I blurt out, lifting my gaze up to his, letting myself be pulled in by his stunning blue eyes.

His expression is unreadable for several seconds, but then he shakes his head. “I don’t always need something from you, beautiful. I just wanted to check up on you. Make sure you’re alright.”  

Beautiful. He’s calling me beautiful.

Dear God.

I turn my back for just a moment in order to catch my breath before facing him once again. Sitting on the edge of the hotel bed, I bring my knees up to my chin and pretend like his eyes don’t follow my every move. “I wasn’t hungry when you called. And I was reading,” I finally say. 

“You’ve gotta eat, Kylie.” He rocks back on the balls of his feet and then leans against the desk on the other side of the room. “So, I came by to walk you to—” But then his eyes land on the balled up fast food bag in the wastebasket by the door, and to the drink sitting on the nightstand, and he shrugs his shoulders. I can’t help but notice the sudden look of disappointment on his face. “And you’ve already gone by yourself.”

“Sorry.” And I am. I would have never walked across the street to grab something from McDonalds if I’d known Wyatt would show up at my door like this. Alone. Even if my brother did more than likely send him to check in on me. “You can tell Lucas that—”

Wyatt quickly interrupts me. “He doesn’t know I’m here.” As my lips form into a silent “Oh,” he winks at me and pushes himself away from the desk. Panic rises in my chest as he walks over to the door. “Alright, beautiful, I’ll see you in the morning when we leave for—.”

Before I can stop to think, I’m on my feet and halfway across the room. “Don’t go, Wyatt. Please just ... stay.”

He drops his hand away from the door handle, and suddenly, he’s in front of me, towering over me before I can process that he’s moved. “You okay?”

“No. I mean, yes. It’s just that ...” How the hell do I tell him I don’t want him to leave because he’s all I’ve thought about since we stopped in Livingston and checked into this hotel. That, I can’t remember a word of the book I’d been reading tonight because my thoughts were solely on him. “You called me beautiful,” I say hoarsely. 

“Yeah, you are.”

“Why?”

He offers me a crooked grin. “You’re asking me why you’re beautiful or why I called you that?”

Both. But instead of answering his question, something compels me forward, as close to him as I can possibly be, and I stand on the tips of my toes and lift my mouth. I don’t know what I expect—for him to push me away or for him to kiss me hard and passionately—but he surprises me when he murmurs against my lips, “You’ve fucked with my head this entire trip, Kylie. I feel like a dick for wanting you, for ...”

I close my eyes. “For what?”

“Look, if I kiss you, if we do this, there’s no way I’m walking out that door tonight. I won’t be able to keep myself from touching you. I want you, Kylie. You have to have realized that by now.”

No, I hadn’t.

But then again, I’ve never been good at paying attention to what’s right in front of me. Maybe, I never will be.

I reach up, draping my arms over his toned shoulders and linking my fingers together behind his blonde hair to pull him to me. When our lips meet seconds later, it’s electric—lovely, mind-altering electricity. After he pulls away from me, I open my eyes sluggishly, not wanting to lose the moment I have with him. 

“I don’t want you to leave tonight,” I say, my tone confident despite how fast my heart is racing. “And I don’t want you to stop touching me.”

Now, more than eight years later in another hotel room and a different city, those memories are still powerful enough to make my eyes burn. I fist my hands into the sheets and squeeze my eyes tightly together. 

“You’ve fucked with my head this entire trip,” I whisper aloud, “so give it a rest, McCrae.”

Chapter Nine

Shortly after four thirty the next morning, I hear a key card slide into the lock to my room. I’m still so wired from the night before that I’ve yet to fall asleep. The slight clicking noise on the other side of the door makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Fully alert, I slide myself into a sitting position and grab the first weapon I can find—my boot. After what happened back at the hotel in New Orleans, no one can blame me for being on edge.

My fear quickly dissipates when Heidi creeps into the room, holding her pumps to her chest with one arm, as she eases the door gently shut behind her with the other. She turns around and starts tiptoeing across the floor, but then she freezes as I flick on the lamp between our beds.

“Well, hell, I thought you’d be tied to McCrae’s bed or something right about now.”

I toss the clunky shoe down on the floor. “Surprise, babe.”

She drops her shoes and kicks them, one by one, beneath the desk. “So, why aren’t you in McCrae’s bed?” She wrinkles her nose. “Is everything alright?”

Bringing my knees up to my chest, I circle my arms around my shins. I’ve spent the last several hours lying in the dark, my brain pinging between needing Wyatt and wondering whether or not everything will be fine with him until we return to L.A. I’ve yet to come up with a solution to either. 

But to Heidi, I tip my head. “We’re good. We have to leave so early that we decided to call it a night.” 

She pauses for a few seconds, like she’s about to say something earth-shattering, but then she unzips her strapless top and pulls it off. Rolling my eyes, I glance away from the pierced boobage on display until she clears her throat. When I turn my head back to her, the red silk bustier is draped over the back of the chair, and she’s stretching a tank top down her waist. 

“You don’t think I’m stupid enough to believe that, right?” She loops a ponytail holder through her dark hair, which has started to frizz.

I rub my hands up and down my legs. “Not at all, but I think you’re smart enough not to make a big deal out of it.”

“Oh, I am.” She pulls off her jeans and tosses them on top of the red top before she climbs into bed. Adjusting her pillows, she looks up at me from beneath her long lashes. “And before you start making a big deal, no, Cal and I did not sleep together.”

Stretching my legs back down the sheets, I flex my feet and hold up my hands defensively. “I wasn’t even going to bring it up.”

“You were thinking it. We just went to a few more bars.” She grabs the remote from the nightstand, but before she switches on the flat screen TV, she cocks her eyebrow. “You tired?”

With thoughts of Wyatt still strumming their way through my brain? Hardly. 

For an hour, Heidi and I sit in complete silence, which is a feat for us, considering we both loathe quiet situations. The only thing she finds worth watching is a rerun of Game of Thrones that she’s probably seen no less than ten times. Midway through the episode, she crawls to the bottom of her bed, lies on her stomach, and refuses to look away from the TV, acting as if she hasn’t already witnessed her favorite character’s death.

“I hate this scene,” she whispers. “I’ll never watch this show again. Never. It rips out my fucking heart.”

“You said that last year.” 

After the end credits play, she turns off the TV and blinks, her head lolling forward a bit. She’s seconds away from passing out. Then, I’ll be up alone, thinking about shit that I shouldn’t, like thoughts that I would have been over by now if I didn’t accept Wyatt’s deal back in New Orleans. 

Heidi returns to the top of her bed and stretches out on the pillows. Though her eyes are closed, she turns her head in my direction. “Do you think this is actually it for you and McCrae?”

“Yes,” I say too quickly. The muscles in my face stiffen, but I continue. “Maybe. At some point, we have to stop trying if it’s not going anywhere.” Wyatt and I had reached that point a long time ago, but I didn’t realize it until last year, a couple of weeks after our Thanksgiving Day hookup. 

“You said that last year,” Heidi says sleepily, repeating my earlier statement.

Yes, but this year is different. 

Although Heidi is probably planning on having a ten-hour sleep marathon, her chances of accomplishing that are cut short when Wyatt shows up to our room a little after nine. He leans against the door frame, his body relaxed, as if we didn’t argue last night.

I match his nonchalance and give him an easy smile that’s the complete opposite of how I’m feeling. “Morning,” I say.

He glimpses over my head and snorts when he eyes Heidi passed out on her bed, curled into a fetal position and breathing heavily. “Did you get my text?” 

“Turned off my phone.” 

“Avoiding me?” 

I lick the corner of my lips. “Dodging drama.”

He curls his hand into the hem of my shirt and inches into the room, closing the space between us in a series of deliberate short steps. The sound of his boots dragging across the carpet is loud enough to mask the deep breaths I’m taking. 

“Drama’s not all bad, beautiful.”

Shaking my head, I stare him down. “It is when I end my night wanting to murder you.”

Wyatt’s gaze lowers. His eyes are intense, unblinking, and the apology that I want from him is there, clearly visible behind the turbulent blue depths. I’m just not sure if it’s enough.

“We’re leaving in an hour.” His fingers creep beneath my tee, splaying out on the smooth skin just below my belly button. 

I mirror his movements, pressing my palms on the sides of his abs. “I’ll wake Heidi up.”

As he drops his mouth a little closer to mine, his warm breath fans across my face, and I tilt up my chin. “Not yet.” His fingers trace the length of my torso, all the way up to the sensitive spot beneath my breasts, and then they move back down, cupping the wide curves of my hips. “You’re still angry.”

Why does he have to make everything so difficult? Why does he have to tear me down at every turn just to make me want him at the next? “Of course I am,” I hiss, suddenly out of breath. “You acted like a jealous idiot.”

The muscles in his neck tighten. “And you haven’t?”

I lower my chin, scowling up at him from beneath my lashes, which are still coated in the mascara I used last night. “I’ve never insulted anyone speaking to you in a bar, not even when it was anything but innocent.”

He mutters a curse, and just when I expect him to get the verbal apology out of the way so we can be on our way, he surprises me. He picks me up, and he literally hauls me over his shoulder. 

“Put me down,” I warn.  

Ignoring me, he moves out of the doorway and uses the toe of his boot to close the door quietly. 

“Wyatt, so help me—” 

“You’ll what, beautiful? Hit me? Scream?” His pierced lips drag up into a wicked grin. “You know I love it when you do both.”

Because I don’t want to give Heidi the shittiest wake-up call ever, I don’t scream at him. Instead, I rake my sorry excuse for fingernails up his back through his soft black T-shirt. When he chuckles, I can feel it vibrate through my body. “You think that’ll stop me from talking to you?”

No, because he’s probably getting a boner from it.

He doesn’t let go of me until we’re behind the bathroom door, and even then, he sits me on the beige granite countertop, locking my legs between his. I hit him in the chest, hard, but he doesn’t budge. 

“You’re letting it all out now, aren’t you, babe? First, jealousy, and now this?” I demand. “You must truly want me to experience everything you’ve got to offer before we go back to L.A.” 

Wyatt’s hand inches up my back, finally tangling into the tousled hair on the nape of my neck. “I was out of line last night.” When he tilts my head back a little, giving my hair a tug, a shot of pleasure pours through me, and I make a soft sound. He must take it for a sound of disgust because he drags his other hand through his hair. “I fucking overreacted, Ky. I’ve never done that.” 

“No,” I say, squeezing my eyes shut. “You haven’t.” 

“It’s getting closer—us getting back to L.A. And this is the first time I’ve ever believed you when you said you’re through.”

I panic because I don’t want to hear him talk about the end. I feel like a strong hand is clenching my heart, stopping it from beating just right. I smooth my hand up his chest to the hollow of his tattooed throat. 

“Don’t do that,” I whisper. He starts to say something else, but I move my other hand into his jeans and wrap it around his cock. It’s a coward move, but I never said I was opposed to taking the easy way out sometimes. “Don’t,” I say once more, gripping him firmly.

I feel him go hard slowly beneath my touch. He slumps forward, placing his palm flat on the bathroom mirror behind me. “You’re killing me.”

Acknowledging what he’s just said with a stiff nod, I stroke my hand up and down his length, pressing my thumb to the top of his shaft.

“Open your legs,” he breathes into my ear.

My chest is rising and falling heavily, and I want him—oh god, I want him—but I press my lips together. “No.”

“I need to touch your pus—” 

I slide my fingers from his neck to his lips. “No.”

His long legs go weak, and I use this opportunity to loosen their grip on my legs. I place my feet on each side of him, nudging his jeans and boxers down his hips. When I pull him closer to me by enclosing his body with my legs, he sucks in a harsh breath. 

“Fuck.” His fingertips find their way back to my hair. “Your nipples are hard, and I know you’re wet. Lie all you want, Ky, but I can see that shit in your eyes. You can’t tell me you don’t want me to touch you.”

I curl my other hand around his length, and the fact that all my fingers are on his cock, stroking and squeezing, causes him to tremble. 

“No, I can’t tell you that because I am wet. I do want you to touch me,” I say breathlessly. He groans, his lip piercing teasing my ear. “But now’s not the time.”

He leans back, the smile on his face a mixture of pleasure and pain, as he shakes his head. “Of course it is, beautiful. It’s always the time.”

But he respects my wishes. He doesn’t try to touch me as I guide him to an orgasm. He buries his mouth against my neck, releasing a low animalistic sound on my skin. As he starts to untangle his fingers from my hair, he backs away, but I jerk him toward me, skimming my hands over his muscular shoulders. 

“Kiss me.” 

His tongue parts mine, thrusting into my mouth, punishing me for not allowing him to touch me. He sucks on my bottom lip and then my tongue, but it doesn’t bother me. In fact, it’s addictive. When he draws back, I’m slow to open my eyes. 

He’s grinning, but the look in his eyes drops a brick into my stomach. It’s the look of bitter defeat. “We’ve made a mess,” he says. 

I don’t fail to catch the double meaning. “Yeah,” I say softly, “we have.”

Chapter Ten

After Wyatt leaves my room, I decide to wait to try and wake Heidi, so I take a long shower that would deplete all the hot water back in my L.A., apartment. By the time I’m done, I’ve managed to calm my nerves, the trembling in my legs have stopped, and I’m articulate enough to understand. I can look my best friend in the eye without raising her suspicions about what Wyatt and I did a mere fifteen feet away from her while she was sleeping.

I spend a solid ten minutes trying to coax her out of bed, and Heidi doesn’t take the disturbance well. Eventually, I look up a Lady Gaga song on my phone. 

Fifteen seconds into “LoveGame,” Heidi jolts up with bloodshot eyes and her hair flying everywhere. “That’s so fucked-up, Ky.”

“We’re leaving.”

She fumbles under her pillow for her phone. As soon as she checks the time, her expression goes blank. “You’re kidding.” 

“You can sleep on the way there,” I promise. “Trust me, you’ll be fine.”

But a few minutes later, while she’s packing her belongings, she’s still irritable and drowsy. “This is bullshit.” She grabs her outfit from last night from the back of the chair and tosses it onto the heap of clothing in her suitcase. “They’re not playing in New Mexico until when? Tomorrow night?” 

I roll a pair of my jeans into a compact bundle and slide them neatly into my bag.  “Albuquerque is nearly a thousand miles away from here, babe. With traffic and stops, it’s an easy fourteen hours.” Thinking of it in hours suddenly makes my ass sore, and I grimace. 

“I should probably call my parents and let them know we’ll be in Phoenix on Saturday morning, huh?” 

She straddles her bag between her slim long legs, squeezes it tightly together, and tugs at the zipper. If my phone wasn’t on the other side of the room, sitting on top of the mini-fridge, I would record this. 

Finally, the zipper gives, and Heidi stumbles back, glaring at it. “I hate packing.” 

“What you just did was disturbing on so many levels.” I rise from my spot on the floor and check my appearance one final time in the mirror. The effect that Wyatt has on me is obvious, at least in my opinion, as I study my reflection. I’m able to look past the circles beneath my almond-shaped brown eyes to see how my cheeks are flushed and how my lips seem fuller from kissing him earlier. My hand shakes a little as I trace the outline of my mouth.

Heidi clears her throat. “And you call me disturbing.” I see her reflection in the mirror as her head cocks to one side. She shuffles closer to me, stopping just a few feet away from the dresser. “So, about visiting my parents—yay or nay?”

Because she’s studying me so carefully, I respond quickly. “You should probably go see them.” I twist away from the mirror, facing her directly. “They’d be pissed if you came to town and didn’t at least meet them for dinner.”

“Probably,” she agrees, making me wonder why she asked me in the first place. “I haven’t been home since Christmas.”

“Then, you should definitely go.” 

Of course, advising Heidi that she needs to visit her parents once we reach Phoenix for the last show makes me feel like shit. Over the past two months, my mom’s been good enough not to put pressure on me about coming to Atlanta, but sooner or later, her patience will wear out. 

“I’m probably going to go home next month. To Atlanta,” I say. 

Heidi nods her head, a smile of approval flitting across her glossy lips. “Good. I would invite myself, but you’re probably afraid I’ll meet some loser who’ll steal your parents’ car or something.” 

Rolling my eyes, I shove myself away from the dresser and bend down to zip my luggage. It closes on the first try without taking as much effort as it did her. “Stop giving yourself such a hard time.” I sling the heavy bag over my shoulder, and I start coughing when it knocks the wind out of me. 

Heidi’s already waiting at the door, and once I catch my breath, I join her. 

“You look thrilled,” she says in a dry voice. 

“Is it wrong that I don’t want to do this today? You’d think I’ve never had to sit my ass on a tour bus for days at a time,” I mutter.

“See, told you it was too damn early for this.” She twists around to give me a sympathetic look, curling her bottom lip. “I’m going to sound like a complete tool, but it’s not too much longer until we’re home.”

I’m right on her heels as she leaves our room, but I take one final peek inside before I let the door close behind us. I’ve left too many personal belongings in hotels across the country not to be cautious. 

“And once we’re back, I get to do this all over again, except I’ll be taking orders from Lucas.” My voice is sarcastically chipper.

Heidi stops in the middle of the hallway, earning a frustrated glare from the housekeeper who’s trying to maneuver an oversized cart stacked high with cleaning supplies and toilet paper. I grab my friend’s bony elbow and guide her out of the way. 

As soon as we get to the staircase that leads down to the parking garage, she confronts me. “You’re not fed up with your job, are you?”

I jog down the steps, taking them two at a time, so I’m out of breath by the time I reach the bottom. “I love my job.” 

Still, for the first time since I started avoiding Wyatt near the end of last year, I’m wondering how working for Lucas is going to affect me once I’m back in L.A. Isn’t the proximity and common ground the precise reasons why I let Wyatt back into my life time and time again? Even if I can go through with cutting him out this time, every moment we’re together, even the toxic ones, I know I’ll doubt myself.

When I open the door to the parking garage, Heidi stops me, flattening her hand against the metal, as she slams it shut. “Ugh, the look on your face right now.” She shakes her head, pressing her lips together, as if what she’s looking at is the most pitiful thing she’s ever seen. 

Maybe, just maybe, it is. 

“Heidi,” I warn. “I’m not doing this with you today.”

She ignores me. “You do realize that I can get a rental car, right? I’m perfectly capable of driving us back to L.A., so you can get away from McCrae right here and right now.”

“You don’t have to do that.” Then, I pause. Despite what Heidi has said about wanting to take this trip with me, maybe she’s ready to go home. “Do you want to go back right now?”

She takes her hand off the door and holds it open for me. “I do phone sex, Kylie. My customers aren’t going anywhere, and besides, I really do want to see my folks. But I’m offering to take you home. I don’t want to see you hurt, and now, you’ve got me all worried.”

We walk side by side through the muggy carport, and in the distance, I can hear Cal and Wyatt’s voices as they load their luggage and guitars into the back of the Suburban. I stop Heidi when we’re several feet away from the SUV, clamping my hand down on her wrist. “Don’t.” My voice is hushed and more pleading than I intend for it to be. “Don’t worry. I want to do this.”

She drags her hand through her long brown hair, exhaling. “I know you do, but for the first time since you told me what your plan is, I actually believe that you just might go through with it, that you’re done with him.” 

What she’s saying is so similar to what Wyatt said this morning that I feel a cold pain spread across the inside of my chest. 

“I hate when you don’t get enough sleep because you’re way too emo.”

She pushes her shoulders back. “I’m worried because you’re drawing this out, and it’s going to be hell to walk away. I’m worried because, in the end, you’ll hurt so much worse.”

She’s right. I am prolonging my time with Wyatt. I’m savoring him, feeding my addiction until the very end. It’s twisted and unhealthy, but it’s also something that I need. I drop my hand away from her arm. “Heidi, I’m good.”

Instead of arguing with me or giving me her typical “I’m right because my last name is Wright” line, she only blinks and nods. A dangerous moisture is building up at the corners of her blue eyes, and I have to look away from them. 

“Let’s go to Albuquerque then,” she says.

***

After we grab breakfast at a restaurant Heidi swears she has to try because she saw it on the Food Network, we get on the interstate toward New Mexico. Cal drives this time, but instead of sitting in the back with me, Wyatt opts for the passenger seat to keep him company. 

Thanks to all the pancakes she ate at breakfast and her lack of sleep, Heidi immediately passes out in the back of the SUV in a carb-induced coma. I stretch out in the second row, placing my feet against the door, and slide my earbuds in. A moment after I put The Kills playlist on shuffle, the powerful beat of “Future Starts Slow” pumps into my eardrums. Closing my eyes, I softly hum along while tapping my fingers on my thighs in time with the rhythm.

I’m not sure when I fell asleep, but the next thing I know, Wyatt’s touching my shoulder, shaking me awake. He’s standing with the door opened wide, leaning back, as his eyes skim over me. 

“Cal needed a Red Bull. You want anything?” 

I blink up at him a few times until my dark brown eyes adjust to the light. Groaning, I shake my head and pull my earbuds out. “I’m good. I’m just going to go back to—” 

He reaches into the car for my hand, brushing against my breast in the process. It’s an innocent touch, but it’s still enough to make me shiver. “It’s a long drive, beautiful. Come out for a few minutes.”

“There’ll be another stop.” I yawn, and then I realize that I don’t hear Heidi’s soft snoring from the backseat. I sit up and see that she’s gone. If Heidi figured it was a good idea to get out of the Suburban for a break, it must mean Cal’s not planning on making another stop for several hours, so it’s probably a good idea for me to get out too. “What time is it?”

“Noon.” 

Reaching around on the floor for my aviator sunglasses, I glimpse up at him and lift an eyebrow. “Cal couldn’t even last two hours without having to stop?” Wyatt’s lips quirk up, and I laugh as I scoot to the end of the bench seat. “God, maybe I should drive.”

“We’ll probably get there faster.” Holding my knees between his legs, he slides his fingers down my forearm until they find my hand. I swallow hard as he lifts my fingers to his mouth, rubbing his lip ring along my knuckles.

“You shouldn’t do that.”

“Believe me, beautiful, I know. It’s been hell not climbing back there with you after the shit you started this morning.” He drops my hand and begins to help me out of the Suburban. 

“How long are we stopping—” I start, but I’m unable to finish as I step around him. Instead of a convenience store, I’m facing the front door of a crappy motel room. I clench my fists, digging my nails into my palms so deep that pain shoots up my wrists, as I take a hesitant step forward. When I speak, my voice is strained. “Where are Heidi and Cal?”

Wyatt comes up beside me, and I feel the lines of his body press against my side. I stiffen and turn my face away from him a little. “Where are they?” I repeat.

“At the convenience store across the street. We need to talk.” Despite my cold shoulder, he grabs my hand and leads me to the front of the Suburban. He leans against the grill, but I stand with my back straight, glaring at the door to the motel room as if it’ll fly open at any second and slap me across my face.

In a way, it already has.  

“Why would we stop here?” I demand. “Why would you want to talk here?”

“You remember this place?”

How the hell could I forget? This is the same motel where we first made love. It’s the place where he found me after my four-month marriage to Brad came to an end. While I was asleep, our trip had taken a detour, and now, we’re in Livingston. 

“Do you remember?” he asks again. 

I nod slowly, and each tiny movement of my head makes me feel like I’m going under. “I stayed in that room down there the first time.” I point my finger to the left toward the room at the end of the row of identical doors. “And in this one the last time.” I incline my head to the door in front of us, room number 32. It’s sad that I still remember both rooms. “You play so fucking dirty.”

“I told you I was going to remind you why you fell, Kylie.”

My breath hitches. “By bringing me back here? Do you think it was worth adding extra time to your trip?” 

“I have so much to say to you. It seemed like this would be the best place to do it.” 

“We’ve already said enough here.”

He’s quiet, and I know he’s thinking about the room at the end of the row. He’s thinking about how I told him everything about myself, how I showed him each tiny scar, five of them in all, and how I tried my best to explain why I did it. That same night, he told me how he aspired to be a better man than his father, a womanizing drunk who hadn’t made it as a guitarist, who flaunted women in front of Wyatt’s mother until she took off.

“I didn’t even mind him beating the shit out of me,” Wyatt says, pulling me closer to him in the hotel bed. He inhales my scent, Ralph Lauren’s Romance. 

He’s quiet after that, and the only sound in the room is Chevelle’s “The Red.” He waits until the song is finished, and then he says, “But the way she left without even giving me a second thought...it still fucks me up, Kylie. She didn’t give a shit about me.”

“I’m so sorry.” Tears are forming in my eyes because I feel selfish. I feel like the most selfish bitch in the world for complaining to him earlier about not meeting anyone’s expectations and retaliating by punishing myself. I cried about disappointing my parents when his had let him down too many times.

He pulls away from me, cupping my chin. “Don’t be sorry, beautiful. I’ve got you, don’t I?”

“Yeah, you do.”

His chest rises heavily, and he makes a noise that sounds nothing like Wyatt McCrae. This is the first time in all the years I’ve known him that I’ve seen him nervous, and it sends a wave of anxiety through me. I pull the sheets up to my chin. “Is everything okay?” I ask hesitantly. 

He snorts. “Yeah and fuck no. Lucas will fucking kill me for going here with you.” I start to respond, but he shakes his head. “It’ll be alright.”

“Alright,” I whisper despite the pain in my throat. Wyatt’s right about Lucas, and it’s impossible for me not to dart my gaze at the door as if my brother will barge in at any moment. 

“Relax,” Wyatt orders. He brings my hand up to his lips and turns it slightly to kiss my wrist. “I meant what I said in the car, Kylie. Don’t ever hurt yourself again. You want to get rid of the pressure? You take it out on me. Hit me, scratch me, do whatever the fuck you want, but don’t do that shit to yourself again.”

“Alright, then don’t lie to me,” I counter, staring at him hard. 

If he were honest about his home life before tonight, I wouldn’t ask. Instead, he lied to me and to Lucas for years. He led us to believe that his relationship with his father was perfect, instead of a heartbreaking tangle of deteriorating knots. The man lying next to me has felt abandoned and beaten and unwanted. I refuse to let him feel any of those emotions again, especially after tonight.

“Then you’ve got to tell me the truth, too, beautiful.”  

I nod. “No matter what we are after this tour ends, don’t ever treat me like I’m fragile.”

He nods. “I won’t,” he says. Before he closes the space between our mouths, he adds, “But I’ve never thought for one moment that you’re fragile, Ky.” 

Eight years later and judging by the strained, distant look on his face, he’s thinking about all that. When his nostrils flare and his gaze darts to the door directly in front of us, my mind goes to our second time at this motel—when we talked about Brenna in room number 37.

“Fuck, I’ve taken you for granted, Ky,” he whispers harshly.

I stare down at a crack in the asphalt. “Yeah, you have.”

He reaches out to me, and maybe it’s the effect of being back at this hotel, but I step toward him, closing my eyes when his rough fingertips knead into the nape of my neck. “This is the last time I’ll try to remind you, Ky...if that’s what you want.” His forehead touches mine. “But, God, I had to show you.”

“Show me what?”

“That when I think about the happiest times of my life, I think of this shithole right here.”

Me, too. I dip my head, too afraid to try to manage words right now.

“I want you with me the rest of this trip. Sleeping in my bed. Waking up next to me. My girl, just this last time.”

Like the memories of our past, I can almost clearly see our future—a future where we’re not together, where other people will give us exactly what we’ve been looking for with each other. 

And I loathe it. 

I loathe it so goddamn much that I speak without thinking.

“I’ll stay with you until we get back to L.A.,” I whisper.

He lowers his lips to my temple, blowing strands of blue-and-black away from my face. “And if I’m what you want by the time we get back, if we can finally fix ourselves, what the fuck then?”

I can hear Cal and Heidi coming across the parking lot, arguing loudly about the original lead guitarist of some band, and I swallow hard. “I...I don’t know.” Once again, the words tumble out before I have an opportunity to consider them, and his face cracks into a smile. 

Damn it.

He backs away, slow to take his hands away from me. “It’s not what I wanted to hear, Ky,” he says just before Heidi and Cal come within earshot. “But that’s so much fucking better than hearing never.”

Chapter Eleven

Because of the detour and then the long dinner break we take six hours into the trip, we don’t arrive in Albuquerque until close to two the next morning. Though I’ve tried several times, I haven’t slept a wink since we left the crappy hotel in Livingston. That place brought out so many memories—both good and bad—and I’m still restless as we check into the hotel.

When Wyatt opens the door to our room, I brush past him and step inside, my eyes scanning around the place we’ll be staying at for the next couple of days. 

The room is beautifully decorated in shades of royal blue and turquoise, but it’s small compared to the last hotel. There’s a mini-fridge, a flat screen television on a massive cherry wood cabinet, and a matching dresser and nightstand. The bed itself takes up the majority of the room’s limited amount of space. 

As Wyatt adjusts the thermostat to freezing, I sprawl out on the king-size mattress and close my eyes in pleasure as the memory foam hugs the curves of my body. “I swear you’re trying to freeze me.”

“Are you fucking with me?” He snorts and cocks his head to the side. “It’s unbearable in here right now.”

From where I’m lying, I can easily see the current temperature on the thermostat, and seventy degrees is anything but unbearable. “Maybe I should go sleep with Heidi and Cal,” I tease. He comes to stand at the edge of the bed, smirking. “At least then, I won’t wake up shivering.” 

“You’ll wake up shivering but not because of the AC,” he says, dragging his T-shirt over his head. He tosses it to the far side of the room, and it hits the balcony door. 

He’s about to climb onto the bed with me, but then his cell phone vibrates. Releasing an irritated sigh, he takes it out of his pocket. As he studies the message, pacing the narrow space between the end of the bed and the dresser, I prop myself up on my elbows. 

After several seconds of silence, I blurt out exactly what I’m thinking. “Who’s that?” I shouldn’t ask—god, I know I shouldn’t ask—but curiosity will keep me awake all night for all the wrong reasons. “Well?”

Digging his fingertips into his short blond hair, he shrugs. “Terra.” He places his phone on the TV stand without replying to Hazard Anthem’s gorgeous manager.

“Terra,” I repeat, only it sounds like terror. I lie back down and whip the edge of the neatly tucked comforter over myself, but it only covers half my body. “She knows it’s ridiculously late...or fuck, early, right?”

Wyatt yanks the blanket off me and joins me on the bed. He straddles my hips, and I stare up at him, keeping my gaze neutral. It’s hard, considering he’s moving his fingertip up and down the top of my thigh. 

“She’s having a party at her place and wants us to come by,” he explains. “Nate’s there.” I don’t miss the vicious way he says the front man’s name. 

I know that Wyatt has been to Albuquerque recently. I don’t know the reason why because, technically, it’s none of my business since he and I have never officially been a couple. I know I shouldn’t ask him what he came here for, but now that I know Terra has a place in this city, only one thought is rolling through my head. 

“Have you fucked her?” I demand.

“Are you serious, Kylie?”

I scoot up and slide my back against the headboard. This just causes him to move closer to me. He keeps his face level with mine, so I can smell the Mentos he chewed while we checked in. I touch his chin. He didn’t shave this morning, and it’s obvious. 

“Have you and Terra ever had sex?” Each word is forced out, like seven single-worded questions.

If there’s one thing I can say about Wyatt, it’s that ever since I asked him never to lie to me eight years ago, he’s been honest with me—heartbreakingly truthful at that. His blue eyes are hard as he shakes his head from side to side. “No.”

Bowing my head briefly, I’m relieved that I’m sitting down, so he can’t see how wobbly my knees are. How would I have reacted if he told me that they have been together? What would I have said? Would I have walked out if he said yes?

“Sorry I asked,” I reply. When he strokes the right side of my face, I tilt my head slightly, welcoming his touch, moaning as his fingertips brush over the sensitive spot behind my ear.

“Terra’s just with the band, Ky. After we’re done here, you’ll never have to see her again.”

In this business, there’s a slim chance of that happening, especially if Hazard Anthem goes mainstream. As long as I work for my brother, there’s pretty much no chance in hell I’ll be able to avoid Terra in the future. I narrow my eyes at Wyatt. “Why are you telling me this?” 

He releases a rough sound, dragging his large hands over the strong features of his face. “Because you looked like you wanted to choke the shit out of her when you said her name.” 

Based on the way he reacted last night, if Nate—or any other man—texted me well after midnight, he’d wear the exact same look. Still, I suck my cheeks in, and I deny that crap. “I don’t know Terra well enough to want to choke her, babe.”

Wyatt’s eyes challenge mine, but I glare back until he rises from the bed. “If you say so.” When my eyebrows crease together, he takes my hands in his, pulling me roughly to my feet. “Come on. Shower.”

As I search through my bag for body wash, he claims to have left one of his bags inside the Suburban. When he returns five minutes later, I’m already standing beneath the showerhead, washing my hair and softly humming “Crazy on You.” He sets something on the outside of the tub before stripping down.

“Find what you were looking for?” I ask when he parts the curtain. I glance around him to see what he brought into the bathroom, but he jerks the fabric closed, his blue eyes dancing with amusement and desire.

“Looks like I have.” Pressing his hands into the small of my back, he yanks me flush against his naked body. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous, Ky.” He lowers his mouth to my nipple, tugging it between his straight teeth, gently at first and then a little harder.

“My boobs weren’t in the Suburban,” I point out between gasps. Dragging my hands across his chest, I squeeze one of his nipples and then the other. He curses in surprise and catches my hands, linking our fingers.

“Smartass.” He kisses my fingers before releasing them. “Close your eyes.”

Sinking my teeth into my bottom lip, I shake my head. “Absolutely not, not until you—” 

He spins me around, so I’m facing away from the showerhead. He covers my eyes with his hand. “Can you just listen for once?” 

Pressing his body up against my back, he traces his tongue along each of my shoulder blades, sending all my senses into a chaotic frenzy, before kissing the spot in between. My muscles go taut as his mouth continues to move against my damp skin. 

“I wouldn’t be nearly as fun if I followed orders,” I say despite my shallow breathing.

“So fucking true.” Lowering his fingers from my eyes for a second, he leans over to grab whatever it is on the other side of the tub. He’s back behind me, blindfolding me with his hand, before I can sneak a quick glimpse.

The surprise angle is getting really annoying, really fast. “So, why are we—” And then, I feel something new, something startlingly frigid. It’s being held between his fingers against the folds of my sex, and I cry out. When I start to shiver away from the chill, he uncovers my brown eyes, moving his hand down to cup my breast. 

“Ice?” I gasp.

As if to answer me, he traces the cube around my clit, grazing it back and forth until all that’s left are his fingers stroking my center. He builds me up quickly, and I begin to shudder. 

And then, suddenly, he stops. “Not yet, beautiful.” 

“Dick,” I say between clenched teeth. 

He slaps my ass and then flings aside the shower curtain. He dips his fingers inside the metal bucket full of ice. When he stands upright, I glance back over my shoulder, letting my eyes fall to his palm and the two cubes he’s holding. 

“Remember that night in Ohio a couple years ago?” he demands.

“Thought you said no more reminding me of the past.” 

“You want me to stop?” he whispers into my ear. Hesitantly, I shake my head. “Didn’t think so.”

He reaches around me, slicking the cubes over my breasts until my nipples tighten, and I realize that this is incredibly different from the night we spent in Ohio after a show several months ago. It was directly following one of our reconciliations a few weeks after blackbird tattoo number sixteen. Once the argument about his latest one-night stand was over, the lovemaking began, and we quickly forgot about the ice. By the time we fell asleep, it was nothing more than a bucketful of water. 

Tonight, on the other hand, he seems to have the intention to use every single piece on my body. As if he guesses my thoughts, he glides a piece down my spine and stops at the small of my back, letting the remaining coolness trickle down. I suck a breath in through my teeth. 

“I want to see the look on your face, Ky.”

Another piece of ice slides between my thighs. This time, he holds it against my center until I reach both hands behind me, searching for anything to hold on to. One hand finds his hip while the other grips his dick, feeling it strain against my palm.  

“Fuck,” he says in a low voice. “Turn around.”

I know what he’s about to do the second he grabs a small handful from within the ice pail. He begins to kneel down in front of me, but I stop him and bring his hand to my mouth. Keeping my chocolate brown eyes glued to his, I wrap my lips around the ice, my fingers clenching on to his wrists as I slide each piece inside my mouth.

Before he can stop me and before the frigid sensation is gone, I skim down the length of his slick body until my knees touch the warm shower floor. As soon as I take his cock into my mouth, gripping his hips hard as I adjust to his size combined with the ice cubes, he cups the sides of my face, gazing down at me. 

“God, Kylie,” he groans as I move my mouth faster, harder around his cock. 

Once the ice melts away, I grab more, but my lips never break contact with his body. I touch the ice directly to his erection, and he makes a noise in the back of his throat as I trace cold circles around him. 

Finally, his hands knot into my hair. “This is dangerous,” he warns.

I glide my tongue over all the spots where the ice has just melted, and then I lean back, staring up at him. His blue eyes are soft with desire and fatigue. 

“I want it to be dangerous,” I whisper before lowering my lips. 

He holds my face between his hands, massaging my temples, as my mouth explores him while my fingers continue to dig into his hips. He moans when I encircle my hands around the base of his cock, pushing and pulling him to me, and when he releases, he says my name. He’s still saying it as he pulls me to my feet. 

He wraps my legs around his toned waist and pins me roughly to the shower wall. “Let me touch you, beautiful.”

I clutch on to his shoulders, nodding. “God, I need you to.”

He pushes his fingers between my slick folds, thrusting two in and out of me. As he moves his hand in a quick tempo, his palm teases my clit until I climax. 

Even then, he’s left me begging for more. “I want all of you,” I whisper frantically against his mouth. “I fucking need you.” 

He doesn’t say a word as he carries me into the other room to the king-size bed, our bodies still dripping wet from the shower, but his eyes tell me exactly what I want to know. 

He needs me just as much.

***

A few hours later, we’re still awake as the first glimpse of the Albuquerque sunlight creeps into our room. The side of my face is pressed against his chest, and I listen to him quietly hum something that sounds like an off-key Chevelle-inspired medley featuring “Send the Pain Below” and “Wonder What’s Next.” He adds in words every once in a while I rub my thumb and forefinger in gentle circles over the All Does Not End Well tattoo on his neck. 

Sleepy laughter bubbles from my chest as I prop myself up on my elbow. “You’re the worst singer I’ve ever fucking heard.”

“The worst?” He shoots me a look of disbelief. “I’m sure you’ve heard worse.”

I shake my head slowly. He caresses my shoulder and the curve of my ass, causing a delicious tingle to spread through my body, as he guides me on top of him. 

“Sorry, McCrae,” I say. I move my hips against him, and he slides his fingers from my shoulder down to my side, so he can grip my ass with both hands. “Stick to using your hands.”

He doesn’t respond. Instead, he sucks on the tip of his thumb before pressing it to my clit, and then I’m blissfully lost.

***

As much as my body and brain is desperate for some rest, I get very little. Heidi surprises me by showing up at my room at 9:47 a.m. She’s dressed for the day and wearing a satisfied grin that can only come from one thing—sleep. 

“Where’s Wyatt?” she questions, trying to peek inside my room. 

I ease the door closed until nothing more than a tiny sliver of light is between us. She narrows her eyes but doesn’t try to sneak another glance.

“You look...perky today.” And I’m not talking about her bright pink top or her even brighter pink lipstick. This is the most well-rested I’ve seen Heidi since we met up in New Orleans a week ago.

Apparently, rooming with Cal is good for her.

“Sleep is your friend,” she says. 

I roll my eyes up toward the ceiling. “Thanks for the pointer, Lucas.” 

“I’m going out for breakfast,” she announces. When I give her a blatantly unexpressive look, she clenches her teeth into a pleading smile. “You’re hungry, right?” 

Actually, I’m starving, but I’m tired, too. I spent fourteen hours inside of the Suburban yesterday. Not to mention, most of the night was spent with Wyatt inside me. I should sleep. I should turn her down and take my ass right back to that amazing memory foam mattress and the naked man currently lying on it. 

But then my stomach makes a noise, and Heidi nods her head slowly, her brown waves swooshing back and forth over her face. “There’s a place next door. Just go throw on some pants, and we can walk over.”

Groaning, I glance down at the Motionless In White band tee I threw on just before I answered the door. I’m braless and pantyless, and there’s no way I’m leaving my room without a shower. “Give me twenty, okay?”

“Any longer and I’ll leave your ass,” she warns as she heads toward the elevator. 

I don’t buy that for a second. I take as many shortcuts as possible to get dressed, including a shower that’s so quick I’m not sure the pipes had time to heat up to their full potential. As I drag another band tee over my head—the colorful Three Days Grace shirt that’s by far one of my favorites—Wyatt wakes up.

He sits up in bed and watches me intensely, his vivid blue eyes following my every movement. As I adjust my thong, he releases a string of curse words. “Get back in bed, Kylie.”

I give him a pointed look and shake my head. “You’d think you’ve never watched a woman get dressed.” The instant the words tumble from my lips, I regret them. Wyatt has watched plenty of women, including myself, get dressed. Dropping my gaze to the carpet, I run my tongue over my lips. “I’ve got to say, you’re freaking me out with all the staring, McCrae.”

“Because I want to wrap that fucking thong around your wrists and keep you here with me.” 

Despite the harshness of his words, his voice is tender, and I’m a little shaky as I squat down to poke my legs into a pair of ripped-up jeans. As I stand and button them, pleased that this pair actually fits without cutting into my girlie parts, I slide my bare feet into a pair of pink Chuck Taylors. 

“Where are you headed?” he asks.

“Breakfast with Heidi.”

He makes a sleepy noise and stretches his arms over his head. The sheets pool around his waist, dropping to show off his tan, muscular V.  “I want you for breakfast.”

My mouth goes dry because I want him too, but I turn away from him as I gather my hair into a short ponytail on top of my head. I’ve composed myself by the time I face him again. Leaning my butt against the cherry wood TV stand, I cock my head to the side. “You’ll be here when I come back?” There’s a hopeful edge to my voice, but what’s surprising is the way the question comes out so easily. Then, I realize that for the first time, this screwed-up thing between us seems like a real relationship.  

“No.” He shakes his head, and his full lips draw down into a frown. “Setting up with Hazard Anthem and running through the set. Then, I’ve got a few more things to take care of. Won’t be back until right before it’s time to get you tonight.”

I try not to think about if Terra will be there, considering her late-night party invitation. “Okay, well, I’ll text you if I need anything,” I say. When he cocks an eyebrow suggestively, I groan. “That’s all you think about.”

“Your ass is too good not to.”

***

I’m still feeling the effect of his words as I sprint down the stairs to the lobby. 

Once Heidi sees me, she pops up from her chair and meets me halfway. “What took you so long?” She looks me up and down, examining everything from my clothes to my messy hairstyle, before she cocks an eyebrow.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” I ask breathlessly. When she shrugs, I release a frustrated moan. “It’s Wyatt. He touches me or talks to me, and I’m a total wreck.”

“Yikes, I thought we weren’t supposed to touch the subject of Wyatt touching you with a giant pole,” she reminds me, her voice lowered to a whisper. As we take the revolving door to the outside of the hotel, she glances over to me. “Something’s happened since yesterday morning.”

“I’m batshit insane.”

“He wants a second chance?” She points her finger to the right toward the restaurant next door. As we walk across the hotel parking lot, she asks another question before I have the chance to answer the first. “And you’re seriously thinking about it?” Heidi’s soft voice is full of amazement. 

I slide my hands up the front of my jeans, wiping off the perspiration from my palms. “He doesn’t want to give me up.”

“Because he’s not stupid, Kylie,” she says as I hold open the restaurant door for her. She dashes inside and then smiles at the hostess, holding up two fingers. Lowering her voice as we follow the woman to our table, Heidi says, “He’ll fight for you, but if you decide you don’t want to be with him, what then?”

I wait until we’re alone to answer her. “If I’m happy, he won’t pursue me.”

Her pink lips press into a thin line, and I know she’s calling bullshit. “Did he tell you that?” When I nod, she shakes her head. “Do you think that’ll actually happen? He’s addicted to you.”

Our waiter, a skinny guy with tattooed wrists peeking out from his long-sleeved button-up, stops by our table to take our order. I point to a random spot on the menu that turns out to be the western omelet. I barely even notice the way the waiter’s eyes scan over me as he takes our menus and promises to return shortly with our drinks.

Heidi sighs. “And you’re obviously too addicted to him to notice anyone else.”

I trace back and forth over the corner of the napkin wrapped around the silverware, my finger skimming the prongs of the fork. There’s no point in denying what she has just pointed out now and so many other times before. I’m addicted to Wyatt on so many levels that it’s apparent to anyone who sees us together and who knows what we’re like apart. 

We hurt each other. 

Then, we mend ourselves.

And then, we do it all over again, only more violently.

Wyatt and I are our worst enablers. We always have been. If I didn’t go to New Orleans, I probably would have been fine. If I had gone to him instead, this wouldn’t be a conflict. 

But I didn’t go to him. I didn’t meet him halfway. 

He came to me—something he’s only done a handful of times since we had started this twisted thing.

Our waiter returns to the table, and a dimpled grin slides easily over his features as he sets my orange juice down in front of me. “Need anything else?” he asks. 

Heidi covers her mouth and coughs.

I ignore her. “Thanks, but I’m good.” 

He asks Heidi the same but with a little less enthusiasm, and when he leaves, she eye-humps him until he turns the corner. “I swear, Kylie, you’re like sex on a—”

Chevelle blasts loudly from the inside of my pocket. I scramble to grab my phone as several people around us turn in our direction, their eyebrows gathering together at the noise. Pressing my thumb to the button on the side of the iPhone, I manage to silence it. I flip the phone over and wrinkle up my nose when I see Unknown flash on the screen. 

“It might be Officer Townsend calling about our stuff.” I stand up, and Heidi bobs her head enthusiastically as if she truly believes that all our belongings have been recovered and aren’t currently in a New Orleans pawnshop. “Be right back,” I promise, leaving her at our table.

I accept the call, but I wait until I dart out of the front double doors to say hello.

“I’m trying to reach Lucas Wolfe,” a crisp female voice says. 

If someone is calling this number for my brother, it’s no doubt a business call. I turn on my professional voice, smiling widely to sound more pleasant. “This is his assistant, Kylie. I’d be more than happy to help you.” As I pace back and forth in front of the bench that’s beside the cigarette receptacle, I hear the sound of the woman’s fingers rapidly flying over a keyboard. A moment later, she asks me to verify the last four digits of both my and Lucas’s social security numbers. Once I do so, she tells me who she is—a representative from his business banking account.

And then, she delivers news that I just know is going to bite me in the ass. 

“Due to the most recent transaction, Mr. Wolfe’s checking account is currently overdrawn by $1,347. Would you like to transfer money from one of his other accounts to cover the overdraft?”

Chapter Twelve

“It’s going to be alright,” Heidi reassures me twenty minutes later as we hurry through the door of the room she and Cal are sharing. She’s been telling me the same thing since I sat back down for breakfast. Each time, she gives me her soothing voice that I’m sure she uses on her phone sex customers. Still, I only manage to down half of my western omelet before my stomach starts to pitch violently. 

All I can think about is how Lucas will react once I break the news to him that Shiner Bock had somehow managed to break into his bank account before I canceled my cards. 

“Kylie, I swear, it’s fine.” Heidi puts the small handbag she bought in the hotel’s gift shop into a compartment in the closet.

I sit down on the floor by the mini-fridge and start pulling up the bank’s website on my iPhone. “He’s going to flip the fuck out.”

She kneels down in front of me, taking my chin in her hands. “Relax. Banks fix this kind of thing all the time. Especially since you’ve got a police report. Just take a deep breath and get it figured out.”

I start to nod, but then my phone beeps three times. I drop my gaze, letting out a curse when I see the low battery indicator flashing across the screen. “Do you have a charger I can use?”

“I think Cal does.” I watch as she goes to the queen bed on the right side of the room. She glances around until she finally spots what she’s searching for on the side closest to the wall. As she brings me Cal’s phone charger, I realize that both beds look like they’ve been slept in. 

When I’m not freaking out about my job, I’ll mention that to her.

Plugging my phone into the wall outlet, I log in to Lucas’s bank account, using the username and password he set up for me a few years ago. Almost immediately, I receive an error message—Incorrect Username or Password. 

“Calm down,” I tell myself although my voice sounds anything but cool and collected. The last thing I want is to fumble with the keyboard so many times that I’m locked out for the next twenty-four hours.

“Yes, keep calm, babe,” Heidi says as she fishes a cigarette out of her luggage. 

She hasn’t smoked in days, and I feel bad for stressing her out to the point where she needs to temporarily pick up the habit again. 

As she darts out the balcony door to smoke, I try to get into the account again, typing each letter and number slowly. Once more, I’m denied access. “Shit.”

I close the Internet and open the Notes app, sorting through rows of reminders until I find the one I’m looking for—Lucas’s personal login. After I commit the details to my memory, I retry logging in to the bank account. 

“Thank God,” I whisper when I’m not kicked out.

A few different accounts are listed on this page, and I click on the one the bank representative mentioned when I talked to her. I scroll through and study the recent transactions, and I feel absolutely sick to my stomach.

Several recent transfers have come into this particular account, each one from Lucas’s accounts at other banks, equaling more than $200,000 in all. At the top of the screen under pending transactions, there are two purchases—one for the flight I secured for him the other day and the other for an outbound wire transfer in the amount of $250,000.

It’s a ridiculously insane amount of money.

And deep down, I know this is something that Shiner Bock definitely has nothing to do with. 

Money like this has Samantha Wolfe written all over it. 

“Heidi,” I call out. 

She peeks her head back inside the room. “Yeah?”

“I’m going to go back to my room to call Lucas, okay?”

“Are you sure you’re ready to talk to him?” Frowning, she steps inside. Her cigarette is still in her hand, and even though it’s one of my vices too, I cough when the smoke curls around my face. “Sorry,” she says, stretching the offending hand out the door as she waits for me to respond.

Gripping the mini-fridge, I pull myself up to my feet. “I’m sure I’m ready.” Just to reassure her, I muster a confident smile. “I think I figured things out, and we’ll probably be able to fix it fast.”

She releases a deep breath. “Thank God.”

***

As I take the stairs back to my room, I try to call Lucas. I’m not surprised when I’m redirected to his voice mail. Over the next hour, while anxiously watching a horror movie on HBO, I attempt to get in touch with my brother three additional times. I’m debating on whether or not I should call the one person Lucas will answer for—our mom—when my phone rings, and I see his name on the screen.

He doesn’t say hello. He doesn’t say anything, and I take it upon myself to initiate the conversation. 

“Lucas,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm, “why is there a huge chunk of money missing out of your business account?” 

A quarter of a million dollars isn’t just a huge chunk of money though. It’s several years of my income, and it’s gone from an account that I’m supposed to be monitoring.

The man who answers me a few seconds later doesn’t sound like my older brother at all. He sounds broken, like a wounded animal. “It’s nothing. Mind your own fucking business, Kylie.”

The fear that has seized my chest for the last hour and a half suddenly shifts, and now, it feels like poison rippling through my body, wrapping around my bones, and slithering through my veins. “Not on your life, Lucas. It’s Sam, isn’t it? Are you paying that bitch off again? Where’s Sienna? What the—”

When I hear the faint click, I know that I’ve lost him. I know that whatever it is my brother’s gotten himself involved with has only gotten worse since he and Sienna took off for Atlanta.

I feel like I’m dying inside from worry.

For several minutes, I sit silently on the bed, inhaling the faint masculine scent Wyatt left behind. I know what I have to do. I know that I have to call Sienna to find out what she knows about my brother, but I also know that I’m not going to like what I hear. I know that there’s a 99.9 percent chance she’s been burned by all of this. 

By the time I work up the nerve to call her, I’m crying.

“Please tell me he didn’t?” More than ever before, I want to be wrong. I want her to tell me that she’s still with Lucas, and he hasn’t kicked her out. 

But I’m not wrong.

Her voice sounds like she’s a million miles away as she answers me, “Why does it matter?”

It matters because I wanted my brother to take care of her. I want him to be happy. It matters because I was the one who convinced her to go along with him. I was the one who told her that taking Lucas up on his offer would be all worth it. 

But judging by the way Sienna sounds today, I was wrong about all of that. 

“He’s letting her control him,” I explain. “I checked his...” I pause and take a deep breath, squeezing my eyes tight in hopes that it will keep me from picturing Samantha’s fucked-up sneer. “He sent her a wire this morning for two hundred and fifty grand, and then I called him.”

There’s more silence on Sienna’s end of the line. I climb out of the bed, barely feeling the thick carpet beneath my feet as I pace the short width of the hotel room. I try not to imagine what he could have said to Sienna before he made her leave him. I try not to think about what she must think of me right now for convincing her to be with him. 

But it’s impossible for me not to think about these things.

Finally, the sound of nothing but heavy breathing does me in, and I lean against the dresser, gripping the edges of the wood. “She’s got something on him, Sienna. I’ve got no fucking clue what it is, but she threatened him. She doesn’t want him to be happy. She’s—”

Sienna makes a soft noise, a sound of acknowledgment. “Kylie, I’ll call you back.” 

“Let me talk to him. Let me figure out why she’s screwing him over, and I can fix—”

Then, I realize that she’s ended the conversation, and I’m making promises to nobody other than myself. Even though I desperately want to, I don’t call her back because it won’t help either of us right now. Hearing my voice again so soon will only make her hurt more. So, I call the source behind all of her pain. 

He doesn’t answer my call, and I start to leave a message. More than anything, I want to let Lucas know exactly how I feel about him at this very moment, but then I realize that it won’t do me any good. If he responds, it will only be in defense. He’ll only remind me of just how messed up my own relationship with Wyatt is. I end the call and clench the iPhone as tightly as possible to resist the urge to hurl it across the room. 

As I ease down onto the edge of the bed with my face buried in my hands, I’m not sure if I’m crying more for Sienna and my brother, or for myself and Wyatt McCrae.

***

For the remainder of the day, I put on the most believable facade possible. Heidi and I explore Albuquerque since this is her first visit here, and she ropes me into doing everything from shopping to trying to get past the ID verification at a casino she’s read good reviews about. It doesn’t work, and we’re turned away.

As we take a taxi back to our hotel to get dressed for tonight’s show, she finally brings up Lucas. I tiptoe around the topic for several questions until she asks, “So, I’m guessing you got everything worked out for him.”

I tighten my hands into fists in my lap, giving Heidi a nod. “Wrapped up neatly and tied with a bow.” An incredibly sad and frayed bow that will unravel into a million pieces at any moment.

“Thank God. I’d feel like shit if Finn messed something up for Lucas.”

A tiny smile crosses my lips. “Finn would feel like shit if he screwed with Lucas.” Saying that only makes my thoughts ping back to Samantha. 

My brother is hotheaded, moody, and commanding. He’s the first to start a fight and the last to say sorry. So, why the fuck is he pouring his money into Samantha’s hands the moment she snaps her claws?

After the taxi driver drops us off at the hotel, I attempt to think about anything but Sam and Lucas and Sienna. Of course, the second Wyatt comes back to the room, striding across the floor with his hands pushed deep into his pockets, he blows that to hell.

He stands behind me as I apply my makeup in the bathroom mirror. “Something’s wrong, Ky.” The alarm is back in his voice. It’s the same panic that was present back in New Orleans on the night Shiner Bock ransacked my room.

I look up, glancing at his reflection and mine. “Had a fight with Lucas.”

“He say something fucked-up to you?” he demands, leaning his muscular long body up against the door frame. 

I shake my head. Regardless of how angry I am with my brother, there’s only so much of his personal life I want to put out there, not even to Wyatt, who’s Lucas’s best friend. “He hurt Sienna.”

Wyatt mouths her name a couple times before recognition dawns in his blue eyes. “And she came after you for that?”

“No. That’s just it. She didn’t say anything.” 

I carefully apply my lipstick, an electric blue I found at Sephora that matches the blue in my hair, before I turn to face him. His gaze slides up my body from the blue patent stilettos to the leather-looking leggings and finally to the asymmetrical black top that brings out every positive aspect of my figure. His eyes are appreciative and hungry, making my eyes drop to the tile floor. 

“Don’t look at me like that when I’m angry.”

He crooks his finger, beckoning me to him. Tentatively, I step forward until his strong hands circle around me, clasping on to the sides of my bottom. “You’re not angry at me, beautiful.” He backs me up against the door frame. “Are you?”

Thoughts of how I cried over him earlier this afternoon force their way into my head. I jab my tongue into my cheek. “I’m trying not to be.”  

Burying his face into my hair, he slides his palms up and down my hips. “Then, don’t be. Deal with your brother’s shit tomorrow. Be mine tonight.”

Arching my back, I lean away from him and slip my fingers into his hair, tugging hard. His eyes watch mine for what seems like hours before he bends his head to press tiny kisses all over my face and neck and chest, ruffling the flimsy fabric of my shirt. 

“Deal with Lucas tomorrow,” he says again in a more forceful voice. “You’re mine tonight.”

I don’t correct him and let him know that tomorrow is Saturday, the last show before we go back to L.A. It could potentially be the last show of our relationship if we choose to go our separate ways.

“No,” I tell him, “you’re mine.”

Chapter Thirteen

The Twisted Keg, the bar where the band is playing, is located in downtown Albuquerque. It’s twice the size of the bar in Houston, and there are at least three times as many people inside. After Wyatt smooths things over with security at the door, I’m allowed entry without my ID. He kisses me longingly before disappearing to join the band, and I find myself wanting to go with him.

“Thought you guys weren’t into PDA,” Heidi says loudly from behind me as we squeeze through the crowd of tightly packed bodies. 

“We’re not.” I shoot a glance over my shoulder to find her grinning. Turning my gaze back to the crowd in front of us for a moment, I ask, “Why do I feel like this is a screwed up riot just waiting to happen?” 

She sucks in a breath, and I glance back to see her making a face at a woman who’s a few feet away from us. Judging by the way she’s moving her foot, I can only assume Heidi’s toe has fallen victim to the other woman’s lethal-looking stilettos. “Because you’ve been to these types of things enough times to know how quickly crap can get crazy.”

I scan the crowd, playing Where Are the Bouncers?, and I quickly come to terms with the fact that there’s little security. I shift uncomfortably, watching the stage as the band is introduced. “Let’s hope this isn’t one of the crazy ones.” Still, I suddenly wish I didn’t wear such impractical shoes.

Fanning her flushed face, Heidi nods her head toward the teeming bar, and I groan. “It’s a mob. Do you really want a drink that bad?”

“Would you prefer to sit around thirsty all night? Besides, I hate to say this, but you look like you need a beer or two.”

Good point. After all the drama from earlier today, battling a mob of bargoers to get a drink doesn’t seem so bad. As we push our way through the crowd, the band starts the first song of their set. It’s a cover that I know better than the back of my hand, and when I start to hum along with it, amusement flickers in Heidi’s cornflower blue eyes.

“You think Lucas would shit a brick if he knew Hazard Anthem is playing ‘All Over You’?”

Because I don’t want thoughts of my brother and his overall stupidity to screw with my night, I shrug. “He shouldn’t be. It’s a compliment.”

Focusing her eyes on the stage, she cocks her head to the side. “Nate’s almost as good as him.”

“Nowhere near it, babe.”

There’s still a line for drinks when we finally push our way up to the bar, but luckily, it only takes a couple minutes before one of the bartenders—a woman wearing a vintage polka dot halter that I have in my closet—takes our order. “What can I do you for, ladies?” Her scarlet-painted lips drag up into a smile. 

Heidi twists her mouth like she’s trying to decide, but of course, she already knows what she wants. If she doesn’t order beer, she always springs for a 7-and-7. Tonight is no different, and since we’re staying inside of our comfort zone, I ask for a bloody mary, triple shot.

The barmaid’s penciled-in eyebrows jerk up. “In the mood to fuck something up?” She supports her elbows on the bar counter, staring back and forth between Heidi and me. 

“Nah,” I say. “I just like my vodka.”

She leans back, shaking her head and laughing. “Yeah, me too. I’ll make you a double, hon.” She gives me a look that screams I should have known better than to ask for more.

As soon as we have our drinks in hand, Heidi leaves the barmaid an incredibly generous tip, and then my best friend looks at me, mouthing something. It takes me a few tries, but I finally make out what she’s yelling over the deafening sound of voices and music. “Let’s move closer!”

We squeeze through the mass congregating around the stage, and I grit my teeth when someone jostles into me, causing me to spill a few drops of my drink on myself. Great, now I’ll smell like Betsey Johnson perfume, cigarette smoke, and Tabasco sauce for the rest of the night.

Heidi and I don’t stop moving until we’re near the front of the fray, jammed between a few people wearing T-shirts from Your Toxic Sequel’s last tour. Once the tall guy standing in front of me moves out of the way, my brown eyes instantly locate Wyatt. He doesn’t see me, but every few moments, his eyes flick around the crowd. 

Cal manages to spot us though, and he gives us a wink that I’m certain is meant for Heidi. She must also see it because she grins like the Cheshire Cat before tucking a lock of her curly hair behind her ear. 

I lean in close to her. “You’re disgustingly cute.”

She rolls her eyes, holding her hand in front of her defensively. “Trust me, it’s not even like that. He just likes to get a reaction out of me.” Her cheeks are tinged with color, and I’m guessing Cal’s getting exactly what he wants. Before I can say another word, she nods her head to the side of the stage. “There’s Terra.”

My gaze wanders over in the general direction, and I spot the blonde woman holding her phone up high, recording the show. She’s with some man, and every few seconds, she glances up at him and says something. I work my lip between my teeth, trying desperately to remember where I’ve seen the guy before. When it doesn’t come to me, I focus my attention on the music.

The band is halfway through a song they didn’t play in Houston when I feel a hand touch my ass. It’s not a brush or an innocent jab but a rough squeeze. Gripping my drink tightly, I count to three before I turn to face the guy who’s feeling me up.

If I were into backwards-baseball-cap-wearing douche bags who’ve had too much to drink, I might consider him decent-looking enough. Since I’m not, I tilt my head to the side. “I don’t like being touched,” I say loud enough to be heard by several people around us.

He grins down at me. At first, he doesn’t make a move to take his hand away, but then the guy with him says something in his ear. He shoots his buddy a sharp look as he drops his hand to his side. 

“You’re empty.” He tries to take the clear plastic cup away from me, but I tighten my grip around it. “Hey, I just want to buy you a drink,” he says defensively.

“Thanks, but I’m DD,” I lie, lifting the corners of my mouth. “So, sorry.” I glance over at Heidi who’s already jerking her head in the opposite direction, her light blue eyes wary. I turn to follow her, but the guy grabs my wrist. When I confront him this time, I ditch the smile. Going about things the polite way with this asshole is getting me absolutely nowhere. “Get your hand off me.”

“I’m trying to be nice to you.”

I shoot a look at his friend and see his face is slowly turning red. “You should probably take him on home.” To the drunken idiot, I jerk my arm away from his grip. It hurts like hell, but I keep the badass expression on my face. “You can be nice by fucking off.”

Heidi practically wrenches me toward her, so we can get out of this situation, but when the guy grabs me again, I turn around and slam my fist into the first thing I can easily hit, his stomach. He doubles over, wheezing. As I open and close my hand by my side, I instantly regret punching him.

I should have kicked him in his balls.

“You fucking bitch,” he growls. 

His friend instantly steps in. “Dude, Dillon, leave her alone. She said—” 

Dillon shrugs off the other man. He’s about to say something to me, maybe even try to touch me again, but then two hands clasp on to his shoulders, spinning him around. I’m just now aware that the sound of the bass guitar is nowhere to be heard as I take in Wyatt standing inches away from me with all his features drawn into tight lines. I also realize how quiet the crowd seems despite the fact that the rest of the band is going on with the show. 

“You want to put your hands on someone?” Wyatt asks Dillon, leaning close to him. “Try me, motherfucker.” 

Over his shoulder, I spot a big bear of a man stalking toward them. He’s wearing a black T-shirt that has Security written in large bold print across the front of it.

“And I think I just wet myself,” Heidi hisses into my ear, holding on to my forearm. 

“Well?” Wyatt challenges again. When Dillon flips him the bird, I hold my breath, hoping McCrae’s smart enough not to fly off the handle. Glancing at me for a second, he tells Dillon, “Yeah, fuck you, too.” 

My heart is beating so hard that I swear it’s louder than Ben’s drums. Wyatt starts toward me, wearing an apologetic smile, and because Heidi chooses that exact moment to say something right into my ear, I don’t hear everything Dillon says next. 

But I hear enough.

“...groupie slut.”

I lose my breath for a moment just as Wyatt whirls on him. Dillon is lucky because the bouncer finally intervenes, wedging himself between them, breaking up what could have been a night in jail and a lawsuit for Wyatt. 

“Show’s over,” Wyatt growls the moment he reaches my side. He pulls me to him, crushing my body against his. 

I shake my head. “Absolutely not, McCrae.” 

The band finishes up the song they’re currently playing, and Nate leans into the microphone, announcing that they’re taking a fifteen-minute break before starting the next set. 

Wyatt cocks an eyebrow mockingly. “Show’s over for fifteen minutes then.”

I feel multiple sets of eyes burning into us as Heidi and I follow close behind Wyatt to the bar manager’s office. Cal and the Hazard Anthem boys are already inside the room. 

Heidi plops down into the chair behind the giant U-shaped desk, exhaling and inhaling a few times. She glances around to each face, including mine. “Remind me why I go to bars again?” 

“Well, that was fucking interesting,” Ben comments, scratching the tip of one of his drumsticks against his shaved head. He winks at me. “I think you could’ve taken that shithead down, but I can’t say I wasn’t happy to see McCrae jump off that stage.”

Wyatt grins, but I can tell he’s still angry. It’s in his blue eyes and the way he keeps clenching and unclenching his fists. “A hundred bucks says the only thing Kylie was thinking about was bailing me out tonight.”

I jerk my head from side to side, but it’s mostly because I’m a shaky mess right now. “Please, I don’t even have a debit card.” When he rolls his eyes, I add, “But if you have to know, I was thinking of the lawsuits.”

“You ever stop working?” Cal chimes in. I shake my head at him as he backs up toward the door. He makes a face and then glances toward the desk to my best friend. “Hey, Heidi?”

She leans forward. “Yes, douche bag?”

He grins. “You and me. Shots before we go back on?”

She’s already on her feet, heading toward the door. She gazes back at me, widening her eyes like she still can’t believe what just happened. Hell, neither can I. “You’re buying. You know that, right?” she asks Cal.

“Please, I know how much money you make,” he counters as he closes the door behind them.

Wyatt flicks his eyes between Nate and Ben until they take the hint to leave. 

“Sorry about McCrae’s stage dive,” I apologize as they head to the door. 

Nate waves it off. “Shit, he probably just got us a bunch of new fans with that move.” He starts to say something else, but then he bites the corner of his lip and shakes his head. “Ten minutes left, fucker,” he calls out to Wyatt as he and Ben exit the office.

Finally, I let my shoulders drop. When Wyatt leans back against the desk, I lay my head against his chest. “Lucas would’ve had your balls if you pulled a stunt like that on stage with YTS.” 

I feel him shrug. “There are more important things to me than music.”

By the way he’s looking down at me, like I’m the only thing he needs at this very moment, I believe him. “Careful saying things like that,” I whisper.

He lifts my fingers to his lips. “But, god, it’s true.”

“Is it okay to come in?” a voice says from the door.

We slowly break apart and turn together to face Terra. She’s leaning against the door frame, looking like a rock goddess in a black sequin tank top and dark skinny jeans. Crossing my arms over my chest, I jab my tongue inside my cheek and stare Terra down. There’s no way ten minutes have already passed. 

“I know I’m a little early,” she starts, her voice apologetic, “but the crowd is going insane. The band’s ready to go back on.”

Wyatt dips his gaze back to mine, his blue eyes promising me that we’ll continue later. “I’ll see you after the show,” he says before he sprints out of the manager’s office. 

For a few seconds, Terra’s green eyes linger on his departing form before she turns to me. “So, that was interesting.” Then, she blushes and shakes her head. “The, um...little conflict back there, I mean.”

I slide my hands into my back pocket and give my shoulders a little shrug. “That’s the same thing Ben said.”

“I’m just glad you’re alright.”

She sounds like she genuinely cares that I’m safe, so I smile graciously at her. “Thanks.”

“Do you want to head back out and listen to them? Or do you want to stick around in here? It’s totally up to you.”

“I’m good to watch. I’m so used to this kind of thing happening that I can almost predict how the night will end before the band starts playing.”

“Shithead radar,” she says as she walks out the door. “Nice.”

We walk together toward the stage, and the crowd is so wrapped up in the band’s current song that they seem to have moved on from the confrontation between Dillon, Wyatt, and me.  I spot Heidi on the opposite side of the stage, close to where Cal is playing, and she waves me over. Before I can leave, Terra stops me. 

“I know you couldn’t make it out last night, but I’m having some after-show cocktails at my place.” 

She glances up at the stage, and though I don’t follow her gaze, I know whom her eyes focus on. I struggle to keep my smile in place. It’s all I can do to not say something negative, knowing it would damage Wyatt and Cal’s relationship with Hazard Anthem. 

“I hope you and the boys can make it out.”

“We’ll try,” I promise before leaving her to join Heidi.

***

For the next forty-five minutes, I think of ways to avoid going to the after party without offending the rest of the band. When none come to mind, I decide that I can deal with Terra eye-humping Wyatt—at least for a few hours.

When the band’s set is finished and they’ve loaded their equipment, Wyatt finds me in the crowd. He pulls me to him, looking at me like I’m the only person in the bar, even though Ben and Terra are only a few feet away from us. 

“You know what I said about you being mine tonight?” he asks in a low voice. I nod. “That starts right fucking now.”

Chapter Fourteen

“Where are we going?” I demand as he pulls me toward the Suburban. It’s located at the far end of the bar’s parking lot, and I find myself glancing around cautiously to make sure Dillon’s not waiting out here with a crowbar, wanting to start a fight with Wyatt. Fortunately, we make it to the SUV without running into trouble.

He presses the unlock button on the remote and opens the door for me. “You’ll see when we get there.”

I cross my arms over my chest, glancing at the entrance to the bar. “Should we at least tell Heidi and Cal?” 

“You really think either of them care? Trust me, Ky, they’re big kids. They can take care of themselves.” He points to the leather passenger seat and gives me a wicked smile. “Now, get in.”

He’s quiet as we leave The Twisted Keg. He speeds past our hotel and the restaurant where Heidi and I ate this morning, continuing his silence. 

As we exit the city limits of Albuquerque, my eyebrows shoot up. “I don’t like surprises.”

He tilts his head slightly, his blue eyes burning into me, as he grips the steering wheel with one hand. “But it’s taking your mind off of Lucas’s newest bullshit.”

Well, yes. Tonight has been so hectic that I haven’t had time to think about what’s going on with my older brother. “So, you think that taking me to God-knows-where will keep me from reality?”

“Of course it will, Bluebird.”

“It might help if you at least clue me in on where this escape is going to take place,” I reply. He responds by lifting his shoulders, and I sit back in my seat, letting the sound of whatever’s playing on Octane, my favorite Sirius station, fill the silence inside the Suburban. 

I’m humming along to an Evans Blue song, staring out my window, when Wyatt drives past the Welcome to Santa Fe sign. Turning to look at him, I scoot as far as I can toward the center console and lean over so that my lips graze his ear. “Babe?”

His back straightens, and he glances at me from out of the corner of his eye. “Hmm?”

“Why the hell are we in Santa Fe?”

He twists his face to mine, leaving less than an inch between our mouths. As he accomplishes this, I’m amazed at how he manages to stay on the road.  “Because I want to fuck you in every city I can before we go home in a couple days.” When he laughs after he says this, I know he’s screwing with me.

At least, I think he is.

I quickly find out what his plans are when he takes a series of turns. He finally swings the Suburban into a parking lot that’s hardly large enough to fit the massive SUV. One corner of my mouth quirks up as I glance at the fluorescent lights on the building right in front of us. 

“Piercings and tattoos,” I say, and he grants me a nod. “So, which are you here for?” My eyes automatically dip down to his crotch, and I think of his Prince Albert. 

He touches his right hand to the left side of his chest. “And before you ask...” He opens his door and gives me a cocky grin. “No, this isn’t one that can wait until we get back to L.A.” 

“I wasn’t going to ask,” I say as I get out of the SUV. I join him at the front of the building where he slides his hand into my back pocket and stares down into my brown eyes. “It’s late. You sure you want to do this tonight?”

“Corey’s already expecting us. Best fucking artist I’ve ever met, beautiful, and he’s only available right here.” 

He holds the door open for me. The second I step inside the tiny parlor, I’m immediately greeted by the aroma of green soap, fresh ink, and witch hazel. I inhale and exhale several times, letting the intoxicating familiar scent wash over me. 

Wyatt lowers his mouth to my ear. “Does it to me, too, beautiful.”

As I glide the tip of my tongue over my lips, he draws in a deep breath. 

“Know what you’re getting?” I ask.

He nods confidently just as a short man with surprisingly very little ink darts out from behind the curtain across the room. “Wyatt!”

Wyatt quickly introduces us. “Kylie, this is Corey. Corey, this is—”

“Bluebird,” Corey says simply. 

I swear I flush all the way down to the tips of my toes. When did Wyatt tell this man about me? More importantly, what did he say?

“Nice to meet you, too,” I reply. I glance back and forth between them, hoping that Corey will tell me what Wyatt’s said about me. 

He doesn’t, and while they talk, I wander to the lounge area and sit in a plush suede chair. Every few moments, I catch Corey or Wyatt glancing over in my direction, and it’s unnerving. I pluck a giant binder from the coffee table and begin to flip through it, running my fingertips over each page of intricate tattoo designs.

After several minutes, from across the room, Corey asks me, “See anything you like?” 

My lips curve into a smile as I nod my head. He’s prepping the ink on his worktable, but he takes a moment to shoot me a curious look. “Too many. Your work is absolutely amazing.” 

Wyatt makes a little sound in the back of his throat that resembles a chuckle, drawing my attention to him. He’s already in the chair with his shirt off, and his blue eyes rake over me.

“Want to watch?” Corey asks as he cleans Wyatt’s skin. 

I shake my head. For me, watching lost its novelty years ago, and besides, no artist wants somebody staring over his shoulder while he works. I reach for the next binder, and when I’m done with it, I pick up the next one. Once I’m out of photos to look at, I flip through the pages of Inked while listening to the soothing hum of the tattoo gun as Corey runs it across Wyatt’s skin. 

I’m on my fourth issue of the magazine, admiring a tattoo of a skull surrounded by orchids, when Wyatt finally calls me over. Glancing up, I realize that the sound of the machine has stopped.

Standing, I stretch out my legs, which have gone stiff from sitting so long. I cross the linoleum floor slowly, squinting at the design on the right side of his chest until I come right up on it. At the moment, it’s just an outline. His skin is splotchy, but this is something I’ve seen before. It always heals.

What stops me from immediately saying anything is the design itself. It’s a bird descending, and I study it carefully, starting from its tail feathers close to Wyatt’s muscled left shoulder to its beak in the center of his chest. At first, I think it’s a crow because of the creature’s fierce features, but then I notice where the color is partially filled in along the wings.

And I realize that it’s a bluebird.

An aggressive and powerful and utterly sexy bluebird.

Words finally find me. “It’s gorgeous.” I look up from the tattoo into Wyatt’s eyes, feeling my throat swell at just how vulnerable they suddenly look. “It’s my favorite.” 

And that’s the truth. Out of every mark of ink on his body, this bird is the one that has the most significance to me. It’s the one that I’ll dream about.

Wyatt and I don’t say too much to each other as he pays Corey, but when we get to the door to leave, I pause. “You okay, Ky?” he asks, touching my shoulder.

I grip the doorknob and shake my head. Turning around to face Corey, I clear my throat. He glances up from where he’s cleaning his equipment and cocks an eyebrow. “Is it too late for you to do one for me?” 

Corey’s eyes dart from Wyatt to me, and he laughs. “If this motherfucker is paying, then hell no.”

I draw my hand away from the doorknob to head over to speak to Corey about the design I’m looking for, but Wyatt stops me. “It’s not over yet,” he says in a pained voice. “No more fucking blackbirds, Ky, not yet, not until you give me a chance.”

I peel his fingers away from my arm, one by one, shivering when his thumb brushes the tiny scar on my wrist as he lets go. “No, no blackbirds.” 

It doesn’t take Corey long to sanitize his work station, and once he’s finished and I quietly tell him what I want, it takes him a total of fifteen minutes to draw up a sketch for me. Thirty-five minutes later, when the needle cuts into my finger like a razor blade, I suck in a deep breath of air. I can feel Wyatt’s intense eyes on me from the other side of the room, but I keep my focus on watching Corey’s boot work the foot pedal on the floor.

I go through the different emotions as Corey turns my skin into his canvas. At first, there’s the pain. It builds up slowly until it feels like he’s piercing everywhere at once. Then, there’s the high, the sudden rush of adrenaline. It doesn’t kick in until I’m numb to the needle, and the only thing I’m able to feel is the vibration from the tattoo gun. And last...there’s the feeling of release. That doesn’t come until Corey finally leans away from me, and I hold my hand in front of my face to examine the tattoo. 

Gone is the name Martin, which has branded me for more than seven years. In its place is a knotted design. It races around my ring finger with a tiny bow in the center. My new ink is nowhere near as intricate as the bluebird between my shoulder blades, nowhere near as painful as the blackbirds on my collarbone, but it symbolizes something none of the others do. 

Letting go of the past.

It’s 2:49 a.m., when we climb back into the Suburban. Wyatt takes an alternate route out of Santa Fe, a back road, which causes the GPS to reset and estimate our time of arrival to 3:53 a.m. 

He reaches into my lap and pulls my hand into his, being careful not to squeeze my wrapped-up finger. “I’ve been amazed by you since the first time I touched you, Ky. I’ve wanted every part of you since that day,” he starts in a rough voice. “Do you know what the bluebird is for?”

“Happiness,” I say, repeating what he explained to me about my own a few years ago. “A new beginning.”

He shakes his head. “It’s for you. You’re my happiness, and I’ll fight until the end to make sure you know that.”

In all the years we’ve played this toxic game, in all the years when we’ve sworn off being a real couple, this is the closest he’s come to telling me that he loves me. It’s even closer than the time on my parents’ porch four years ago, and it leaves me speechless. 

I turn down the radio volume, canceling out the bittersweet grittiness of “By the Way,” my favorite Theory of a Deadman song. I can’t listen to a song about being ripped apart and saying good-bye to the one you love when Wyatt’s sitting right next to me, telling me all these things. 

“I can’t let you go,” he continues. “Not when you’re the only goddamn thing on my mind. It’s impossible.”

I rub my hands back and forth over my face, letting his words seep in. He glances over at me, waiting, and I take a deep breath. “I can’t promise you anything, but I know how I feel about you.” 

I know that I’ll hate it if he’s with anyone else. I know that if I walk away from him without trying, I’ll spend the rest of my life hating myself, regretting what could have been. 

I know that despite it all, I love Wyatt too much for things to be as simple as a good-bye.

I should have realized this all along. 

“Come here,” he growls. 

“You’re driving,” I point out. 

He’s silent for a couple of minutes, but then he eases the Suburban down a narrow dirt road shrouded by pine trees. He cuts the ignition and the lights. “Come here.” This time, his tone is far more demanding, and it makes my pulse race.

I crawl across the center console, and my breath catches when he jerks me into his lap. It’s a tight fit, especially between the seat and the door, but I manage to place my legs on each side of his body.

“I can’t be in the same room as you without wanting you close to me,” he murmurs against my chin. He traces his lips down the column of my throat, the labret tickling my skin, and I shiver. “I can’t even be in the same car without keeping my hands off you.” His mouth touches the top of my left breast. He runs his tongue along it, and I arch my back until the steering wheel digs into my skin.

“We’re probably in someone’s driveway.” Yet, I’m moaning and already moving my hips against his, heat pooling in the pit of my belly, as his cock grows hard beneath me.

“If I can’t do anything without wanting you near me...” He reaches between my legs, ripping my leggings at the spot between my thighs. “Then, why the fuck do you think I’ll ever stop trying?”

“You won’t.” I gasp when his fingers find my clit. He touches me through the outside of my panties, grinding the pad of his thumb against my sensitive flesh. “Unless I’m happy. If I were happy with someone else, something else, you’d stop wanting me.”

He kisses me greedily, skimming his fingers inside my panties, as he digs his other hand into the small of my back. I move my hips in time with his every movement, sucking on his bottom lip after he’s done the same to mine. 

Finally, I grasp his cock through his jeans. “You’d stop wanting me then, wouldn’t you?” I repeat what I said before he distracted me.

He drops his eyes to my hand on his dick. “Don’t start shit you’re not going to finish,” he whispers. “But to answer your question, I’ll never stop wanting you, even if you are happy. I’d just know when to leave well enough alone.”

His words make my head spin, and I drop my forehead to his shoulder. He continues to touch me as he whispers unintelligible things into my ear. I’m on the verge of climaxing when he pulls my hand away from the outside of his jeans. His fingers wrap around mine, and, carefully, he helps me guide his zipper down.  

“You’re not going to come unless I’m fucking you,” he says as I reach inside his boxers to stroke his cock. He touches me between my legs again, and I pull in a deep breath when I hear my panties rip apart between his strong fingers. “I want to feel everything, beautiful.”

“I want you inside me, Wyatt,” I whisper. 

I lift my hips a little, so he can dig into his back pocket for the condom in his wallet. Once he’s ready, he motions me forward. Gripping his shoulder with one hand, I guide his cock between my legs with the other, but he stops me before I can push him inside me.

He holds my hips tightly. “You’re mine. No matter what you decide or who the fuck you end up with, you always will be.

“Is that right?” I tease. 

A self-assured laugh comes from the back of his throat. “You’ll always be mine.”

“Show me.” 

Releasing a rough sound, he thrusts his cock deep inside me, and I dig my knees into the sides of his body. “I want to fuck you harder, Ky.”

I cry out as he grasps my hips, rocking them fast and hard up his length and back down again. I hold on to his shoulders, not caring when pain streaks up my ring finger or when my back slams into the horn behind me. It beeps loudly, and it’s the only sound other than our heavy breathing and the rhythm our bodies make with each other.

When I feel myself on the verge of an orgasm, I clench my pussy around him, and he buries his mouth on my shoulder. He murmurs something against the fabric of my black shirt as I come, and a moment later, he releases a groan, shuddering and driving himself into me until he reaches his climax. 

As we catch our breath, I realize that he’s right. 

I am his.

Chapter Fifteen

The sound of my phone ringing on the floor beside the bed wakes me up the following morning. I roll over to grab it, groaning when I see that it’s another unknown caller. Even though I’m still livid with Lucas, I answer it immediately, almost expecting it to be his bank with another overdose of horrible news.

Instead, it’s an officer from Louisiana, a female this time, calling with a status report on my case against Shiner Bock. I can’t help but be impressed that someone is contacting me on a Saturday morning, even if her call did drag me out of bed an hour earlier than I intended.

According to the officer, Finn and his grope-happy friend, James, have been caught. I let my shoulders slump forward in relief. “So, are they in custody?” I ask.

“As of yesterday afternoon, yes.”

Even though I’m sure there’s a slim chance in hell, I can’t resist asking her whether or not any of my stuff was recovered. 

“One moment, please,” she says. I can hear her leafing through a stack of paperwork. Using the silence to my advantage, I mute my phone and dash into the bathroom to brush my teeth. I have a mouthful of toothpaste when she speaks again, surprising me. “Based on the report you filed, a few of your belongings were found on Finn Graham’s person.”

Rinsing out my mouth quickly, I take my phone off of mute. “Can you tell me what all you found of ours?”

“Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to give you details about the belongings Ms. Wright’s reported missing due to our privacy policy, but I’d be happy to tell you which of your items were found.” 

“Thanks, that would be great.” 

I listen carefully as the officer reads through the list, which turns out to be a total of four things, about a quarter of my belongings that I reported stolen. The canceled credit cards and my driver’s license were nowhere to be found, but I didn’t exactly expect to get those back. I’m pretty sure they’re all in a dumpster somewhere by now, and I make a mental note to put some type of alert on my credit report.

“Are you going to call Heidi? Or should I tell her to get in contact with you?” I ask as I wipe my mouth with a warm washcloth.

“We’ve already contacted Ms. Wright, and she’s aware of the procedure to pick up her belongings.”

I examine my smile in the mirror before I flip off the light switch and return to bed. “So, how exactly do we go about doing that?” I ask. “Is there any way I can get it shipped to my home address?”

“Do you have something to write with?”

“Just a second.” Leaning over, I find the hotel’s complimentary stationery set, which is just a stack of promotional sticky notes and a pen, inside the nightstand drawer. I grab a phone book and place one of the Post-its on it. “Okay, I’m ready.” 

As she speaks, I jot down a few things, but the gist of the whole recovery process is pretty simple. My belongings are in New Orleans, and they can’t be mailed to me in California, meaning I’ll have to physically go into their station with my ID—which I don’t currently have—and sign a form. Since going back to Louisiana isn’t in my plans for the near future, I ball up the note and toss it in the wastebasket as soon as the call ends. “Guess I won’t be getting that crap back for a few months,” I say under my breath.

“What crap?” Wyatt asks drowsily from beside me. 

Placing the phone book back inside the nightstand drawer, I lean against the headboard and pull my knees to my chest. “The cops picked up the assholes who robbed my room.”

“Assholes?” He stares at me incredulously. “I thought there was only one guy.”

When I shake my head, holding up two fingers, he continues, “And I’m guessing they found your stuff?”

Massaging my temples, I shrug. “Some of it—a pair of shoes, a handbag, and my camera and its bag. Maybe they’ll find some of the other things in pawnshops, but I seriously doubt it.”

Wyatt yawns into his palm and then scratches his head. “At least they found the shitheads who did it,” he says, and I nod my head in agreement. He stretches his arms over his head but then winces and glances down at the bandage over the right side of his muscular chest. “God, this hurts.”

“Stop being such a baby, McCrae,” I say, sticking my ring finger up at him. “I don’t even feel a thing.” Of course, that’s a lie because as I move my finger around, pain shoots through my hand.

Snorting, Wyatt gives my thigh a squeeze, but I stop his fingers before he can go any further. “Really, Ky?” At first I think he’s referring to me not letting him touch me, but then he grins and dips his head toward my new tattoo. “That little thing took all of thirty minutes.” 

It might have, but I can still tell from the look in his eyes how thrilled he is that I finally got Brad’s last name wiped away from my body for good. 

As I slide out of bed, Wyatt gives me one of those lingering looks that just makes me want to crawl back in and bury myself under the covers with him for the rest of the day. Taking a deep breath, I move my head slowly from side to side. “Don’t you dare look at me like that,” I warn. “Phoenix, remember?” I bend over to grab a change of clothes from my bag, feeling his eyes skim up my bare legs.

“Oh, I didn’t forget about Phoenix. I’m just trying to figure out if you’re wearing panties right now.” 

Tucking my clothes under my arm, I lift the hem of my oversized T-shirt to show him that I am, in fact, wearing underwear. 

He flicks his tongue over his lip piercing as if I’m not. “We don’t have to be in Phoenix until—”

Since I’m already making my way into the bathroom, I wave him off. “Get the hell up already.”

He doesn’t actually get out of bed until I come out of the shower, and I’m not surprised when he corners me in the bathroom. Instead of trying to convince me to keep my clothes off, he comes up behind me to help snap the closures of my delicate pink bra. 

“I fucking hate Victoria’s Secret,” he murmurs when he fastens the last hook. He walks around my body, his palm skimming around my waist as he does so. When he kneels down in front of me, my breath catches, but then he reaches past me to grab my underwear from near the sink. 

“But they have such pretty things,” I tease.

“Yeah, but for me, it’s torture.” He strokes the outside of my foot, and I step into the pink panties he’s holding out for me. He glides them up my smooth legs carefully, stopping just once to touch his lips against the inside of my thigh. I gasp, and then he gently tugs the flimsy fabric into place. “The worst type of torture imaginable.”

“Sorry, I can’t just go commando all the time, babe.”

Examining me for a long time, he finally lets out a low noise. “Hurry up and finish getting dressed before I rip those off of you and fuck you right here.”

Cocking my eyebrow, I back away from him slowly, feeling the heat from his gaze as I grab my clothes from the hook behind the door. I shrug into them quickly, and he groans as I wiggle my hips a little to slide up my jeans. 

“You’re fucking killing me, Bluebird,” he says, pulling me to him by my belt loops. 

“You should get dressed.” Running my fingers along the elastic of his boxers, I slide my tongue over my lips. “By the way, you need to be more careful with all the ripping of the clothes. I’m starting to keep a mental note, and I’m billing your ass when we get to L.A.” When I let the elastic snap against his waist, he sucks in a breath through his teeth.

“Bill me all you want, as long as I get you in the dressing room.” 

If he’s trying to make me blush, he succeeds. He grins as he turns on the faucet, and I leave the bathroom quickly before he has a chance to try and talk me into taking a shower with him. With all this talk about ripping underwear and banging in dressing rooms, chances are I’d take him up on it.

***

As soon as he’s finished showering, he sets about getting dressed. I watch him as he puts on a pair of relaxed dark jeans and a black T-shirt that not only accentuates his toned biceps, but will also hide any bleeding ink on his chest. As soon as he’s finished, he crosses the room to where I’m sitting on the edge of the bed. Leaning over me, he cups my face between his hands and kisses me. “You look beautiful, Ky.”

“Didn’t you know, McCrae?” I start, unable to keep the breathlessness out of my voice. “Your pretty words don’t always make me drop my panties.”  

“Fuck . . . apparently not.” He takes my hands in his and guides me toward the door to our room, tucking his hand into my back pocket as we walk down the hallway together. When I glance up at him, he grins at me, giving my ass a firm squeeze. “I’ll try again after breakfast.”

“You’re a determined thing, aren’t you?” I ask as we leave the hotel and walk in the direction of the restaurant where Heidi and I ate breakfast yesterday.

“Always.” Just before we step through the restaurant door to join Heidi and Cal, he stops me, pulling my body flush to his. “But Kylie?”

“Wyatt?” We step to the right in sync to avoid a group of people making their way into the building. Our gazes stay locked for a long pause of time, until I lift an eyebrow. “You plan on speaking or continuing to creep me out with all the silence?” 

He lowers his mouth to my ear. “Even if we don’t fuck this morning, you’re still beautiful.” When he draws away from me, taking in my slightly stunned expression, a slow grin drags across his face. I make a noise in the back of my throat in an effort to clear away some of the tightness as I slide past him.

“So are you,” I finally reply, pulling the restaurant door open.

Once we’re seated, I order the same thing as before, the western omelet, and I promise myself that I’ll actually enjoy my breakfast no matter who calls me. In fact, if my phone does ring, I’ll send whoever it is directly to my voice mail. 

Cal and Heidi are in deep conversation about something, but when I lift my coffee mug to my lips, he pauses. “What the hell is wrong with your finger?” From the way he’s narrowing his brown eyes at my newly inked skin, I’d think he didn’t have a dozen tattoos of his own.

I take a sip of my coffee before answering him. The steaming liquid burns the tip of my tongue, and shooting Heidi an apologetic look, I grab her orange juice and take a giant sip in hopes that it will cool my mouth. Once I’m able to speak without slurring my words, I say, “New tattoo.”

Despite being on the opposite side of the table, Heidi bends as close to me as she can to examine my finger. Her eyes widen, and she blurts out, “Jesus, Kylie, did you two get married last night?” 

Beside her, Cal chokes on his unsweetened tea and then garbles something incoherent.

Before either of them have a meltdown in the middle of the restaurant, I jump to correct Heidi’s assumption. “I can promise you that we’re definitely not married.” I glance over at Wyatt. Although his shoulders are shaking from laughter, something flashes in his midnight blue eyes—curiosity. 

My mind has wandered there before, thinking about what marriage would be like with Wyatt, but I won’t let it go there again. Not when all the events of the last couple days have brought me closer to wanting to give things between the two of us one more try. Not when he’s yet to tell me that he loves me.

No, marriage probably won’t be something I stop and think about for a long time. 

“I’m glad you didn’t get married,” Heidi announces, taking her orange juice away from me. “I would have punched you in the boob if I didn’t get an invite.”

***

Once we’re done with breakfast, we head back to the hotel to pack for Phoenix. We’re on the road well before noon, and as Wyatt and I sit in the backseat together, his hand finds mine, clasping my fingers tightly.

“Last stop,” he whispers, and I can only nod my head.

***

Heidi has to leave almost the moment we reach Phoenix six hours later. One of her brothers is already waiting for us at the hotel when Cal parks the SUV. She leaps out of the front seat of the Suburban and sprints across the parking lot, laughing as her brother gathers her up in a giant hug. 

“He’s fucking big,” Cal says from beside me, eyeing Heidi and the tall beefy guy standing next to her. I tip my head in agreement. “I could probably take him.”

Cocking an eyebrow, I glance at him from out of the corner of my eye. “Thought there was nothing going on between you two.”

“Oh, there’s not.” He starts unloading our luggage, giving me a wink as he sets her suitcase on the asphalt. “But you never know what’ll happen once we get back home.”

Right. As I walk over to Heidi, I glance back at Cal once, and when I catch him staring at her, he drops his eyes. 

Heidi reintroduces me to her brother, and as he climbs inside his ironically small sports car, she gives me a pained look. “So, apparently, my mom really went all out because I’m in town, and the entire family is coming over.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

She shakes her head, and I stifle a laugh at how dramatic the sad expression on her face is. “My nieces and nephews are possessed. After the last time you came home with me, I swore to you I’d never put you through that again.”

I can’t resist grinning. “Want me to wait around for you before I head over to the bar tonight?”

She bobs her head a little too enthusiastically. “I’m hoping it’ll be sooner rather than later, but you know how my folks are.” When her brother honks his horn, she rolls her eyes. “Ugh, see you later.” 

Before she gets into the car, she waves her arm dramatically to Wyatt and Cal to signal that she’s leaving, and then I watch as her brother’s sports car speeds away. Heidi can complain all she wants about her family, but I know better than anyone how much she adores them. Seeing them will be good for her.

Since Wyatt and Cal have a few things to take care of with the Hazard Anthem guys, I stay in our room after we check-in. The moment that Wyatt leaves, after promising me that he’ll be back as soon as possible, I adjust the thermostat back to a normal temperature. 

When I lie down to watch a marathon of The Walking Dead, I don’t plan to fall asleep, but it’s pretty much inevitable. The sound of Wyatt returning to the room gets me up, and I flick my eyes to the clock by the bed to see that it’s 8:37 p.m.

Yawning, I sit up and swing my legs off the side of the bed. “Didn’t realize it was so late.” I smooth a bunch of stray pieces of my hair behind my ear. “Do I have time to get ready?”

He nods. “I’ve been calling you,” he says, sitting down in the armchair across the room. “We go on in a little over an hour.”

I grab my phone from the nightstand and release a groan when I realize it’s dead. Since it’s useless, I throw it down on the bed. “The battery in that thing sucks.” If Wyatt’s been trying to get in touch with me, chances are Heidi has too. I rub my hand over my face in frustration. “Hey, you don’t happen to have Heidi’s number saved in your phone, do you?”

He shakes his head but pulls out his cell. He runs his finger up and down the screen, probably scrolling through his contacts. “Nope, but Cal does. He’s having drinks with Nate and Ben, but he’ll answer.” He presses a button and then tosses the phone to me. I reach up and catch it easily with my right hand. “Going to wash my face before we get going. Be right back,” he says, disappearing into the bathroom.

Just as Wyatt promised, Cal answers on the fourth ring. After he teases me about not knowing my best friend’s number, he promises to text it to me as soon as we hang up. A moment after I hit the End button, the message comes through. “Impressive, Cal,” I say, opening the text.

It takes me approximately five seconds to figure out that the string of messages I’m staring down at isn’t from Cal, and even though I jab the Home button quickly, the last three texts between Terra and Wyatt have dug their way into my head. 

6:29 p.m.: You don’t even want to know the room # in case you change your mind?

7:01 p.m.: I won’t, so let’s not waste our time. I told you the other night that it was one time. Fucking drop it.

8:42 p.m.: You know what? Go fuck yourself, Wyatt.

I hear the bathroom door ease open, and he’s talking about Your Toxic Sequel’s summer tour as he rounds the corner. My face must say it all because the moment he looks at me, his words fade away, and the color drains from his naturally tan face. Struggling to keep my breath steady, I stare into his eyes, and I repeat the question I asked him a couple nights ago, the question that I’m absolutely certain he answered with a flat-out lie. 

“Did you screw Terra?”

Chapter Sixteen

He lowers his dark blue eyes to the phone that’s lying on the bed just as another text message comes through. I know that this time, it’s probably Cal getting back to me with Heidi’s number, but right now, that’s the furthest thing from my mind. Right now, I desperately need to know the truth from the man standing in front of me. 

“Did you lie to me?” I ask, standing. I take a tentative step toward him and then another, feeling my heart race faster and faster with each movement. Once my bare toes hit the toe of Wyatt’s boot, I straighten my back. “Did you fuck Terra?”

Drawing his eyebrows together, he pinches his bottom lip between his thumb and forefinger. I never let my gaze fall even though I want to. At last, he swallows hard, giving me a brisk nod. “Yeah, I did.”

I feel like something has collided into my chest, and I rub my hand back and forth over the center, hoping it will lessen the pain. It doesn’t. “And you’ve done it again since we came here? Since you and I have been together like this?”

Sucking in his upper lip, he shakes his head vigorously. “Absolutely not.”

“Then, why not just tell me when I asked? Why make it a big secret?” He’s had one-night stands before—and even though we weren’t a couple, all those times ripped out my heart—but this is the first time he’s lied to me. “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth when I asked?” I demand, my voice cracking.

“Because you said her name like—”

My nostrils flare, and I hold up my hand. “Like what? Like I wanted to choke her? Who gives a damn how I said her name? All I wanted was for you to tell me the truth, to be straight with me. I can handle everything else, Wyatt.” My shoulders begin to shake, and I drop my eyes to my bare feet. “When?” I ask.

“What?” he asks, his deep voice breaking.

“When did you do it?”

“Kylie, please.” He holds out his hands, wanting to touch me, but I shove them away. I ignore the dull pain in my ring finger as I wait for him to answer me. When I release a sob, he exhales. “Why would you want to put yourself through that? Why does it even matter now?”

Of course, he doesn’t understand. Maybe he never will. I take a few steps backward. “Because. You. Lied.” 

He drags his hand over his face, releasing a strangled noise from the back of his throat. “The end of last year.”

I press myself against the wall for support. “Let me guess, it was a couple of weeks after Thanksgiving, huh?” His expression is blank, and I immediately realize that I’ve called it accurately. Clenching my teeth, I shake my head to each side. “You are so goddamn unbelievable, Wyatt.”

His face flushes as he takes a step toward me. “You push me away at every turn. You told me you wanted to see other people. What the—” 

“You’re right,” I say, nodding my head. “You’re absolutely right. But if you still want to know why I stopped calling you after Thanksgiving...there, you’ve got your answer. I thought...” I pause and take a deep breath. “I guess you were too busy fucking Terra when I needed you.”

This time, when he reaches out to touch me, he succeeds. He draws me to his chest, not seeming to care about the pain it might cause the area where he got the bluebird tattoo last night. “What were you going to say, Ky? You thought what?” he demands.

Since we’re laying it all out on the table tonight, I glare up at him. “I thought I was pregnant. I thought that I was going to have a kid with someone who can’t even say he loves me, and I panicked.”

His grip tightens on the small of my back. “You’re not, are you?” The tone of his voice is low and dangerous, and I know he’s thinking about all the partying we’ve done over the past few days. “Are you?” he says more urgently. 

I shake my head. “Do you really think I’m that stupid and selfish?” I ask. I close my eyes, squeezing them so tight that the tears have no other choice but to stay put. He releases a long exhale, but when I speak a moment later, he loses his breath once more. “Wyatt...I really can’t do this anymore.”

He clenches his jaw. “Yes, you can. I fucked up. I know that I did, but that doesn’t mean we can’t fix ourselves.” When he touches his forehead against mine, I pull away from him, pressing my back to the wall again.

“I’ve done exactly what I told you I’d do. I came here with you. I let you remind me of our past, the good and the bad. But, Wyatt, I just can’t anymore.” Each word takes an excruciating amount of effort, and I know that if we don’t end this soon, I’m going to be sick to my stomach.

“We can fix this, Ky,” he says. 

I shake my head again, wiping tears from my cheeks. “We’ve been doing this for so long,” I whisper. “After Brenna and my ex and so much bullshit, it’s amazing we didn’t already give up on each other years ago. Don’t you see it? If we haven’t fixed ourselves by now, how the hell do you think we ever can?”

“I refuse to believe that.” He’s breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling against mine. “I love you, Kylie.”

The sob that I’ve been so successfully holding back finally makes its way past my throat, and I gasp. I lower my head, shaking it slowly, as my shoulders tremble. He’s dealt me the most painful blow of all, and surely, he must know that because he backs away from me slowly. When I manage to lift my gaze, the agony in his blue eyes matches the sting spreading across my chest, consuming me. 

“Fuck ... I mean, you had to have known that already,” he says hoarsely. 

I press my hand to my chest for a moment, pushing hard as if it will stop my heart from pounding so rapidly, as if doing so will keep me from crumbling apart. Once I’ve managed to control my tears, I say, “I have waited so goddamn long to hear you say that, and now that I have...it just hurts.” It hurts because of all times to tell me that he loves me, he picks the one moment when losing me is a certainty.  

Closing his eyes, he fists his strong hands. “That’s not my intention.” 

“If you say so, Wyatt,” I say in a detached voice. Rubbing the heel of my palm over my eyes to wipe away the remaining dampness from my face, I take a deep breath. “Your show starts soon.”

“It can wait.”

I think back to the day I asked him if he planned on leaving Your Toxic Sequel, and my vision blurs. “Did you lie about that, too? About quitting YTS?” His lowered blue eyes and silence is all the answer I need. “God, Wyatt...”

“I’m not,” he argues. He eases down onto the edge of the bed, darting his blue eyes over to where I’m still standing, clutching the wall. “Things were going shitty, okay? Lucas is a dick, and Sinjin’s always fucked-up. Cal and I were both thinking about bailing last year, but we changed our minds, okay? When Hazard Anthem called us about doing these shows, I figured we owed them one for leaving them high and dry.”

I fold my arms over my chest, giving him a tight smile. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me. I get it. It’s business.” I’m not going to argue with him anymore. There’s no point because I already know that I’ll have to leave. 

“Will you be here when I get back tonight?” 

His eyes are pleading, and I have difficulty speaking past the pain in the back of my throat.

“You already know that I won’t.”

“God, Kylie. Don’t do this,” he begs. “I’m sorry.”

“Have a good show, Wyatt,” I say softly, turning away from him. 

I feel like weights are tied to my shoulders as I walk into the bathroom. I close the door behind me, lean my head against it, and start counting as I wait for him to leave. I hear the door to our room slam shut when I reach 150, and I press my fist to my mouth as sobs shake my entire body. 

***

I’m packing and crying when Heidi shows up at my door an hour later. Her grin quickly fades as soon as I open the door. She doesn’t ask questions. She doesn’t try to give me advice. She simply yanks me to her, wrapping her thin arms around me.

“Is that ride back home still on the table?” I whisper.

She nods against my shoulder. “For you, babe, anything.”

Chapter Seventeen

I’m back in L.A. before the sun even rises the next morning, and I spend the rest of my weekend alone, leaving my apartment only once to go to the market around the corner. It’s not as if I’m in a catatonic state because I’m a seasoned pro at dealing with this type of bullshit, but the last thing I want is to bring someone else’s mood down with my moping around. 

Later that night, I make plans with Heidi to take me to the DMV office first thing tomorrow morning. 

***

When my doorbell rings at seven thirty in the morning on the dot, I’m already dressed. After brushing the tangles out of my black-and-blue hair, I fling open the door, and I’m shocked when I see my brother standing on the other side, holding a box from my favorite bakery. 

“I didn’t realize you knew where I lived,” I greet him sarcastically, ignoring the way my stomach growls as I step backward to let him inside. 

Ducking his head because he’s so damn tall, he comes through the doorway and makes a face at me. “Don’t look so fucking happy to see me next time.” He follows me into my den. “Brought you your favorite,” he says as he slams down into the chair at my computer desk, setting the box beside my laptop. 

“Heidi’s taking me to the DMV to get a new license in a little bit, so can you make this quick?”

He grabs my phone from the desk and then rolls the chair forward until he stops right in front of me. “Call her and cancel.”

I take the phone, but instead of making the call, I cross my arms over my chest. “Lucas, I take my job very, very seriously, but it’s impossible for me to drive your ass around if I don’t have a license.” 

“Cute,” he says, dragging his lips up into a strained smile. “But I’m here to take you to the DMV myself.”

I’m momentarily stunned. Being up so early is typical for my brother—he works out for a couple hours every morning—but for some reason, he’s taken it upon himself to visit me. And now, he’s offering to help me complete a tedious task that I don’t even want to do myself. Cocking my head to the side, I pull my eyebrows together. “Dude, you’re scaring the shit out of me. Is everything alright?”

His smile suddenly becomes more forced, and he leans forward, supporting his arms on his thighs. “Abso-fucking-lutely not, Kylie. I’ve made a mess of things.”

Taking the bakery box off the desk, I go to the other side of the small room and sit down on my couch. Half a dozen glazed doughnuts are in the box, and I sigh, inhaling their sweet scent. I eat two before I ask him about Sienna. “Have you talked to her?”

He squeezes his hazel eyes closed and shakes his head, dragging one of his hands through his shaggy dark hair. “You know better than I do that she’s already changed her number.”

I nod my head in acknowledgment and swallow hard, nearly choking on a piece of my doughnut. “Did you try to call her before she changed her number?”

“No. What the fuck would I say?”

“Sorry is a good start.” 

He snorts. “Sorry doesn’t even begin to cover what I did to her, Kylie.” Sitting upright, he checks his watch before giving me a pointed look. “DMV opens in twenty minutes. Let’s not bullshit, so we don’t have to stick around there all day.”

“I didn’t ask you to take me,” I say in a heated voice as I pull up Heidi’s number on my iPhone. 

She answers drowsily on the third ring. “Ah, shit.” She yawns, and I hear her roll over in her bed. “I worked late and forgot to set my alarm.” 

“It’s okay! Lucas is here to take me to get my new license, but I’ll stop by your place tonight or something.”

My best friend is quiet for several seconds, and I imagine she’s just as stunned as I am about my brother showing up at my apartment. “Um, okay. Let me know how that one goes.”

I glimpse over at Lucas as he’s rubbing the pads of his thumbs against his temples in frustration. “It should be interesting.” After I promise Heidi that I’ll call her the moment I’m done taking care of my personal business today, I end the call.

Lucas stands up, taking his car key out of his pocket. “You done?” His voice is sardonic. 

I hold back a sharp reply as I nod and close the doughnut box. “I’m ready.” As he heads to the front door, I grab my folder of paperwork from my desk and start to join him, but then I stop. I glance down at my ring finger, which has started to scab. There’s no point in me going to the DMV just to get another license that says Kylie Martin. “Hey, Lucas?” I call out.

“Yeah?”

“How long does it take to do a name change on your social security card? Is it right away?”

Even from the other room, I can hear him make a frustrated noise. “Google is your friend. Look it up yourself.” Even though he can’t see me, I glare daggers in his general direction, literally biting my tongue, as I sit behind the desk and open my laptop.

After a few minutes of research, I discover that getting a new social security card will take several days. Since I obviously can’t wait for a new license, I make myself a note, so I’ll remember to take care of the name change another day. The sooner, the better.

***

Instead of using the parking garage, Lucas has left his car on the curb, and I lift an eyebrow as we walk down the steps toward the brand new Audi. This is the first time I’ve seen it. I didn’t even realize he had bought a new car. 

“Sam get you a gift with your money?” I ask. 

He narrows his hazel eyes into dangerous slits. “Kylie, I swear to God—”

I climb into my seat, cutting off his threat by slamming my door. As I wait for him to get inside the car, I turn toward the driver’s seat. He’s still glaring at me when he closes his door and presses his fingertip on the push start.

“Maybe this was a bad idea,” he growls, but I shake my head. The more I think about it, Lucas randomly picking me up is a very good thing. 

“No, this talk has been a long time coming. I can’t believe I waited so long before saying something, but I am now.” 

In typical Lucas fashion, he automatically gets defensive. “You want to talk about Wyatt then? Since we’re sharing our feelings.”

I press my lips into a thin line. Of course, I don’t want to talk about Wyatt. It hurts like hell to even think about that man, but I know it’s something that I’ll eventually have to acknowledge. Just because he lied to me doesn’t change the fact that I still love him. Just because I walked away from him doesn’t change the fact that I’ll have to see him again when I’m working. 

“Ask away,” I tell my brother, squaring my shoulders.

He pulls the Audi into traffic. “Alright. What happened?” 

“Why would you assume something did?”

He gives me a hard stare. “Because he called me and wanted to know if you were okay. Apparently, I’m the go-to guy on all things Kylie Wolfe.”

My chest tightens as I run my fingers through my hair nervously. “And?”

“I lied. I told him I saw you yesterday morning, and you were the happiest I’ve ever seen you.” 

For what seems like an eternity, we sit in traffic, completely silent. Once I digest what Lucas has just told me, I clear my throat. “I’m not sure if I should say thank you or be irritated.”

“Irritated because I finally stepped in and tried to do something to stop you two from hurting each other?”

“Yeah, irritated that after eight years, you’re just now showing an interest in your kid sister’s personal life.”

“You don’t think I give a shit about what’s happening with you? You’re my sister. Don’t ever think for one second that I don’t love you, you got me?” When I nod, he adds, “I just want you to be happy.”

My throat constricts, and I clench my fists. “Thanks, Lucas.” My voice is hoarse, and he turns his head slightly, giving me a sad smile, as he touches my shoulder. “I love you, too,” I say. 

Even though I want nothing more right now than to stay with him in the car and talk to him about Samantha, he pulls the Audi into the DMV lot, parking the car in the farthest spot from the entrance. 

“Lucas,” I say before I get out. He cocks one of his thick eyebrows. “When I’m done in here, we’re going to talk about you.”

He doesn’t move or say anything, but he doesn’t have to. I know that I’ll be able to get something out of him even if it’s not the absolute truth.

***

Since I have all the documents I need to get a new license, the whole process from start to finish takes less than an hour, which is like a miracle for the DMV. My brother looks surprised when I slide into the Audi. 

He tucks his phone back into his pocket. “Let me guess, you’re missing shit?” he demands. I shake my head and flip open my wallet to show him my new card. He moves his head from side to side incredulously as he starts the car. “And I can bet money when I have to come in and get my renewal, it’ll take me all day long.”

During the short drive back to my apartment, I think of several different ways to approach the subject of Sam with Lucas. It’s so ridiculously easy to ruin my brother’s mood that I want to approach it carefully. 

Then, I look at him. I study the way his shoulders sag and how his hazel eyes just seem tired. And I realize that there’s no way in hell I can ruin his day any worse than he already has. 

“We’re a fucked-up pair,” I say quietly after he parks near the curb. 

He releases a strangled laugh. “Yeah, we are.” He leans his head back against his headrest, inhaling and exhaling deeply. “I wanted to make things work with her so fucking bad,” he says, referring to Sienna. 

I nod. “You still can, but you’re going to have to let go of whatever it is Sam’s got on you. You know that, don’t you?”

“It’s not that fucking simple.”

“Then, let me help you. Tell me what she has on you, so we can figure it out together,” I plead. He shakes his head, refusing me. “I promise I’m not going to stop loving you.” When he doesn’t reply as he stares straight ahead through the windshield, my chest clenches. “Lucas, it’s not something that will make me stop loving you,” I say again, but this time, it sounds more like a question than a statement.

He’s quiet for much longer than necessary, and when he answers me, my heart aches so much more for him. “No, it’s not, but only because it’s not in you to stop loving someone.”

Chapter Eighteen

For the next week, Wyatt calls my cell phone twice a day, once in the afternoon and then again at night. He doesn’t leave messages, and he doesn’t send texts. I’m sure he knows that I’m purposely missing his calls every time I send him straight to voice mail. It’s so hard to do that to him because each time I hit the top button on my iPhone to ignore the call, it feels like a hole is being burned into my chest.  

Nine days after my return from Phoenix, my brother calls me a little after noon. “You busy?” Lucas asks the moment I pick up. He sounds out of breath, like he’s been lifting weights. Before I can answer him, he continues, “I got an email this morning about some sponsorship thing you signed me up for. Want to check into it for me?”

Lucas has been trying to keep me as busy as possible since I came home to L.A., and while I appreciate his concern, his hovering is starting to become slightly annoying. I save the letter that I’ve been writing to Sinjin. “I’m on it right now,” I say as I pull up his Gmail account.

“Call me after you figure it out, okay?” 

After I promise that I will, he ends the call, and I scroll through his inbox in search of the email. I find it near the top of his message list, where he told me it would be, so I open it up and begin to read. 

According to the email, the organization, which provides sports equipment to disadvantaged kids, has left a message for his assistant. Wrinkling my forehead, I bite the inside of my lip because I haven’t received any calls from them. I head to the kitchen and grab a bottle of water, and then I sit back down to do a little more research. 

It’s not until I find a thread of old correspondence with the group from months ago that I realize I gave them the direct number to my apartment instead of my cell phone number. The only phone I keep in my place is located in my bedroom, and since I went the quirky novelty route when I purchased it, it’s corded. I sit on my bed with my laptop in front of me to take notes as I check the message. 

Sure enough, there’s a voice mail from the organization that’s dated back to a week ago. I listen to it twice, typing down all the pertinent information I’ll need for Lucas to make a donation. I erase the message, and I’m about to hang up, but then the next voice mail automatically starts playing. 

The voice on the line sends chills through my body. It’s Wyatt. For ten minutes, I find myself listening to messages he left for me while we were in New Orleans before he realized he was calling the wrong number. It isn’t until I reach the sixth voice mail that I feel as if my lungs have completely failed me.

“Do you ever pick up your goddamn phone, beautiful?” Wyatt asks in a low, sexy voice, and my breath catches painfully. “I need you to be there next week, Ky. I need to know that I’ll see you when I come to Nashville to start recording because this separation bullshit has been going on for too long. Look, I know that you’re pissed because of my last message, but I can’t help the past. I can’t change how fucked-up we’ve been to each other. I just want to make things right now.” There’s a muffled noise, and I hear Cal’s voice. Wyatt mutters something under his breath, and then he clears his throat. “Call me when you’re ready. And Kylie?  I love you, okay?”

It feels like butterflies are racing though my stomach as I wrap my fingers around the cord tightly, listening carefully as the automated voice speaks the time and date. He left the message the last week of January, a couple of weeks before he found me in New Orleans. My mouth goes dry, and I swallow several times.

Saving the voice mail, I start the next, which turns out to be a telemarketer. I go through two more spam calls before I find Wyatt’s other message.

“I fucked up. I’ve fucked up, and it’s something I don’t ever want to do again. I don’t want other women. I want you. It’s been that way for as long as I can remember, and it’s going to stay that way. We need to make a decision. We’re either together or apart, but no more of this bullshit that we’ve been doing to each other for the past few years. It’s destructive, and it’s time we stop pretending like we can just be friends with benefits or whatever the hell you’re calling it now. 

“I love you, Kylie. You know I have a hard time saying that, but I do. Stop ignoring my calls, stop being so afraid of getting hurt, and let’s figure this out.” 

The message ends there, and I feel numb as I listen to the date and time, learning that he left this particular voice mail back in December. I slide my laptop to the other side of my bed and carefully place the phone back on the receiver, as if it will break at the slightest harsh movement. I stare at the nightstand, at the phone. And I sit in silence like I’m waiting, like I’m expecting the phone to ring at any moment. 

When nothing happens and the quietness continues, I close my eyes tightly. I can almost hear Wyatt’s voice in my head, telling me over and over again that he loves me.

“I love you, too,” I finally whisper. 

***

Wyatt’s messages stay in the front of my mind for the next few days, and it’s nearly impossible for me to get much done besides writing Sinjin two more letters and going to the gym with Heidi once. 

When my cell phone rings on Friday afternoon and my mom’s voice comes on the line, a wave of relief washes through my body. She’s got this way of making me feel better by just saying a couple of words, and I stretch out on my sofa as I talk to her.

“You sound tired,” she points out in a worried voice. 

Even though she can’t see me, I shake my head. “Just a little stressed.”

After she reminds me that I need to take better care of myself, she changes the subject to my upcoming trip to Atlanta to see her and my dad. “Are you still planning to visit in a few weeks?” 

“I’ll be there, driving you insane,” I promise. When she laughs, I imagine her grinning face and how she’s probably waving her hand, shaking my comment off.

“You could never do that, baby. Me and your dad just really...” She pauses for several seconds, and a sob hitches in my throat. The moment she opens her mouth to speak again, the concern has returned along with the firm voice she used on us when we were kids. “Alright, spill it now.”

And I do. Even though my mother is a youth pastor, I leave nothing out, telling her about everything from the cutting to all the years of constant drama with Wyatt and even about the messages I recently discovered. When I’m done, she’s quiet for a long time. 

“Do you love him?” she asks. “Are you still in love with Wyatt McCrae?”

Lucas’s words from the day at the DMV come to mind, and I swallow hard because my brother was right. It is impossible for me to stop loving someone. “Of course I do. I’ll never stop.”

My mother makes a squeaking noise, like she’s worrying her lip between her teeth. I hear her say something to my dad, and then I hear the sound of a door closing. “Then, you need to tell him that. If you both love each other, you need to be committed. And if he’s not willing to do that...well, the least you can do is get everything off your chest.”

“I don’t even know if it could work,” I say.

I can practically hear her shaking her head when she responds to me. “You don’t know anything until you try. No relationship is perfect, and there won’t ever be one that is. You just have to figure out how to fix yours.” 

“I’ll contact him.”

“You don’t sound so sure,” she says, so when I respond, my voice is firm and convincing. 

“I’m going to go see him, Mom. Even if we can’t be together, you’re right. Not trying will hurt so much worse than talking to him and agreeing that it’s best we stay apart.” 

She releases a sigh of relief. “Good, I’m so proud of you. I’ve got to hang up now—your dad and I have made plans this evening, but I love you. I’ve loved you and Lucas since the day you were born, been proud of you both since I first laid eyes on you, and nothing will ever change that.” Before we end the call, she clears her throat softly. “And Kylie? There’s so much we need to talk about in person when you come home.”

I’ve given her a lot to think about and said things I never planned on revealing to her, so I know by the time I go to Atlanta, we’ll have hours of conversation ahead of us. There might be tears and maybe even some angry words, but I nod my head, welcoming it. “I know, Mom. I love you, too.”

***

For the next twenty-four hours, I let myself absorb my mom’s words, and by the next evening, I know that I’m ready to face Wyatt. I don’t want to lose my nerve, so I don’t call him to let him know I’m on my way as I make the drive to his West Hollywood bungalow. 

His car, a fully restored classic Chevelle, is parked in his driveway, and I pull my blue Yaris right behind it. Taking a deep breath, I walk up to his front door. I ring the bell and then clench my fists by my side as I wait for him to answer. 

When he pulls open the door a moment later, he’s speaking to someone over his shoulder, but his words are cut off the second he lays his intense blue eyes on me. 

Slowly, I take in the sight of him. He’s barefoot, wearing nothing but a pair of gym shorts. My gaze traces over the bluebird tattoo on his chest. It’s healing fast, and I feel a sharp pang in my rib cage. “Hey, I hope you don’t mind me—”

“God, no. Never. Come in.” He’s hesitant to touch me at first, but then he places his palms to the side of my face, pushing back soft wisps of my hair with his thumbs. I tilt my face up to his, not caring that it’s obvious I’m breathing in the subtle scent of his cologne. “I can’t believe you’re here,” he murmurs at last, as he lowers his hands. 

He moves aside, and I smile and step into his foyer. He stares at me for a long time until a noise from the hallway makes him turn his eyes away. “Be right there,” he calls out over his shoulder. 

“You’re busy,” I say, suddenly feeling stupid. “I can come back later. I can—”

But the other person in the house hears me and cuts me off by saying my name loudly. “Kylie?” 

It’s Brenna’s voice, and I lift my head to take in the sight of her just as she comes rushing from the hallway. She runs into me, hard, knocking the air out of my lungs.

Chapter Nineteen

“Jesus, kid, you’re getting tall,” I say. I close my arms around the girl clinging to my waist and hold her close. “Next year, you’ll be my height.”

Pulling away from me, she makes a face, and I screw my own into a dramatic pout. We both hold the looks for a long time before she gives up and laughter bubbles from her chest. I’m too nervous to laugh, so I manage a little smile as I tuck a lock of her dark blonde hair behind her ear. 

“You’re just fun-sized,” Brenna says. She glances over at Wyatt, who hasn’t moved since she came sprinting into the foyer. “You said Kylie was gone on vacation, Dad.”

He lifts his shoulders slightly, and his eyes search my face, waiting for me to have some type of reaction toward him. “Guess she came back early.”

Brenna beams up at me. “Did you have fun?” 

I fold my arms across my stomach, holding myself together. “It was...” I search for the right word, but it doesn’t come to me. I lift my eyes, finally meeting Wyatt’s deep stare head-on. “I’m glad to be home.”

She bobs her head up and down, grabbing my hand to lead me into Wyatt’s living room. Knocking a couple of PlayStation 3 controllers aside, she motions for me to sit beside her on the tan leather couch. Since I’ve never been able to say no to Brenna, I comply. “So, where all did you go?” she demands.

“New Orleans.”

“Lots of good food?”

“Are you kidding? Some of the best.” I catch Wyatt’s blue eyes as he eases down onto the matching loveseat across from us. I wonder if Brenna knows he was in New Orleans with me for a short period of time, but when he gives me a slight shake of his head, I figure he hasn’t told her. “Your dad will have to take you there some day.”

She looks at him expectantly, and he gives her a halfhearted grin. Returning her attention to me, she proudly declares, “Mom’s planning on taking me to Orlando this summer while Dad’s on tour.”

“You going to ride the teacups until you get sick?” I tease.

She wrinkles her nose. “I’m too old for that. I do get to go and see Hog—”  

“Baby,” Wyatt says softly, cutting off Brenna. She lifts her eyebrows impatiently, waiting for him to continue. Wearing that tender smile he’s always reserved exclusively for her, he comes across the room to kneel down in front of us. “Kylie and I need to talk right now. Can you go in your room for a little bit?”

She presses her small lips together and starts to shake her head. Then, she reconsiders, and a slow grin that looks just like his builds on her face. “Pizza for dinner? And then you help me beat that level in my game?”

He groans, moving his head from side to side, as he contemplates her offer. “Deal,” he says, surprising both Brenna and me. He’s never been a fan of pizza or video games. “Give me twenty minutes, okay?”

Wearing a look of sheer satisfaction, she leaves the room, and I watch her disappear down the hallway until she closes the door to her bedroom. I rub the pad of my thumb over the first blackbird tattoo, which is located a few inches over my left breast. I got it after Wyatt had confessed to getting a one-night stand pregnant. He’d met her a few months after we’d first made love in that hotel in Livingston, and even though we hadn’t been a couple and we’d agreed that we weren’t seeking a relationship, finding out that he had a baby on the way stung so much that I didn’t speak to him for months.

I didn’t actually meet Brenna until a couple of months after he had come looking for me once I had divorced Brad. Seeing her in person made me instantly regret that first tattoo. Brenna wasn’t one of the letdowns over the last several years. 

She’s a piece of him that I’ve always loved fiercely.

“She’s an amazing kid,” I murmur, rubbing my hand across my chest.

As he slides down beside me on the couch, I drop my eyes to his hands. They’re in his lap, clenched, and I can almost guess he’s wondering why I’m here. “I’m not sure what to say, Ky.” His midnight blue eyes skim over my face, as if he’s trying to read my expression. “I fucked up, and I’m sorry.”

Because I’m not ready to touch what happened in Phoenix quite yet, I change the subject quickly. “Courtney dropping her off for the night?” I ask, referring to Brenna’s mother. 

He makes a noise in the back of his throat. “Courtney’s taking a vacation with her new boyfriend. She’ll be back in a few weeks.” 

I frown because I know that the obvious irritation in his voice doesn’t stem from jealousy or not wanting to take care of Brenna—he adores that kid. I’m almost one hundred percent sure he’s frustrated with Courtney because of the way his own mother left him when he was a kid. His bitterness over those memories is one of the reasons why he’s always been such a huge part of Brenna’s life. “I’m glad I got to see her. I’ve missed her,” I say, staring in the direction of the hallway. I can hear music blasting from Brenna’s room, some bubblegum boy band. “I’m surprised you even let her listen to that while she’s here,” I tease, trying to lighten the mood, and he laughs.

“You’re all she’s talked about since she came here. She’s missed you.” He lifts his hands, dragging them through his blond hair. “Fuck, I miss you, Ky.”

“It’s only been eleven days,” I point out, my voice shaking.

“That wasn’t eleven days, not when I’ve spent them thinking you were gone, Kylie. That was fucking agony.” 

I stand, clenching my hands together, as I pace in front of the big screen TV. “I didn’t plan to come here, McCrae. I was more than done with you because you lied to me, and then...” My chest tightens up, and I take a deep breath, staring at his bare feet, as he gets up and comes to me.

When he touches my shoulders, I shiver. “So, what changed?” He glides his hands up, so that he can tilt my chin, and I’m forced to meet him eye-to-eye.

“I checked my home voice mail, and message after message was from you. You said things that I’ve only imagined you saying.”

“And so you came here?”

I laugh, but it sounds more like a hysterical gasp. “No. I rearranged my apartment. I wrote a bunch of letters to Sinjin. I played my guitar. Finally, my mother called—” 

He stops me from continuing, pressing his rough thumbs to my lips, as the rest of his fingers massage the sides of my face. “Thought you forgot how to play,” he says in a low voice. “At least, that’s what you said back in Albuquerque.”

“No.” I shake my head. “I’d never forget.”

He releases a deep exhale, crushing me to his chest. “Everything that I said in those messages? I meant every goddamn word. For you and that kid in there...” He points in the direction of Brenna’s bedroom. “I’d do anything. I’d give up the music and the lifestyle if you asked me to.”

A bitter ache spreads across the center of my chest. “I would never ask you to do that. You know that, don’t you? I would never make you choose between me and what you love.” 

“You are what I love, Ky.” Dropping his hands to my shoulders, he continues. “I don’t know what you want from this anymore, but I know what I need. You. And don’t try to bullshit me into thinking that you don’t need me, too. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.”

“It’s not that simple,” I whisper. 

He shakes his head. “I don’t believe that for a second.” His voice, eyes, and even his touch are slowly breaking my heart. “All I know is that you’re all I think about. I can’t not have you in my life because you and Brenna are the only two people who give a shit about me.”

“Still doesn’t make it simple, babe.” Dragging my palm across the center of my chest, I close my eyes. “I was stupid for thinking that I could just walk away from us and pretend like the last eight years had never happened. It’s impossible.”

He bends his head, so our lips are practically touching. “Then, we start over and fix things.” 

“It won’t be easy, and it sure as hell won’t be quick,” I point out. 

He shrugs. “Nothing worthwhile ever is.” As I take a second to digest what he just said, he inches his mouth a little closer. His piercing touches my bottom lip, sending a ripple of pleasure through me. “I fucking love you, Ky. That’s about all I need to know. We can work through all the other shit as long as we have that.”

Even though he’s said it before, both in the messages he left for me and on the night we argued in Phoenix, hearing him tell me that he loves me now takes my breath away. Somehow, I manage to force my voice to sound confident when I respond. “I love you, too.” So much that I’ll put myself out there one last time to see if one four-letter emotion is enough.

His muscular shoulders sag in relief as he drags me closer to him. He kisses me. It’s a simple yet powerful touch that lasts no longer than ten seconds. “I’m not perfect, Ky. I’ll never be because I’m fucked-up, but I don’t want to hurt you again.”

“I know you don’t,” I say. Ignoring the nervous fluttering in the pit of my stomach, I circle my arms around him tighter, losing myself in the way he holds me to him.

“Can I come out now?” Brenna shrieks from the back over the sound of boy band falsetto. 

“Not listening to that you can’t,” he bellows, and she cuts the music abruptly.

“Happy, Dad?”

I can’t help but laugh as I wipe the backs of my hands over my cheeks to get rid of the tears that have started to fall. 

“We’re good now,” Wyatt yells back. 

Her bedroom door flies open, and she races down the hallway, jumping onto the couch. She ignores Wyatt’s pointed frown and eyes me suspiciously. “Is everything okay?”  

I glance at Wyatt and then to her. “It’s going to be.”

“Are you staying for dinner?” 

“If your dad is paying.”

We both focus our gazes—her blue eyes and my brown—on Wyatt until he nods his head. “But we order in tonight,” he says, and she suppresses a groan. “And no making Kylie play that fuc—”

“Dad!” she says sharply. 

He groans. “Your video game.”

***

Much later in the evening, after Brenna falls asleep on the floor playing her video game, Wyatt goes to the back room. He returns a few minutes later, holding two guitars, and then he extends one out to me. At first, I start to decline since Brenna’s only a few feet away, but he places the Fender in my lap. Taking my hands in his, he wraps my fingertips around the neck of the custom black guitar. 

He sits across the room from me on the loveseat, gripping his guitar, and a tiny smile builds on my lips when he strums the opening of “Send the Pain Below.” It’s one of those songs that I’ll never forget, that will always have a special meaning for me, but it seems so wrong when we’re supposed to be trying again.

Grabbing my pick off the side table, I start playing a new song. He pauses, and it takes him a moment to figure out the chords I’m struggling to strum through. Even though he doesn’t know it well because he’s never been an Incubus fan, he catches on quickly as we pick through the song about love surviving the bad things. 

When we reach the last line of the song, I can’t help but sing along softly. “Without love, I won’t survive.”

His eyes never leave mine, and I think about our bad times and our good. I’m hopeful that, this time, things will work, so we can make new memories that won’t hurt so damn much. 

Still, I savor every part of our past.

-The End of Savor You-
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Synopsis

––––––––
Two years ago, Evie’s sister died, leaving her lost. Existing without really living. Coping the only way she knew how: by wrecking things. 
Last year, Evie exposed her dad’s affairs, finished ripping apart her relationship with her longtime boyfriend, and completely ruined her music scholarship. 
But today, she’s reinventing herself at her new university. Desperate to break away from all the destruction she’s caused, Evie’s ready to start over. For her sister, who never even had a chance. And for herself. 
Then Rhys, her new voice instructor, happens. 
He’s gorgeous and insanely talented, but he’s also a part of the dark past Evie is trying to overcome. Rhys’s brother is the reason why her life went up in flames, the reason why Lily, Evie's sister, is dead. But even though Rhys is the last person Evie should ever want, for the first time in two years, wrecking things seems...right. 

The Playlist

––––––––

	“Hanging On” by Ellie Goulding

	“Riverside” by Agnes Obel

	“Wrecking Ball” by Miley Cyrus

	“Human” by Civil Twilight

	“All the Right Moves” by One Republic

	“All Falls Down” by Kanye West

	“Adolescents” by Incubus

	“Delicate” by Damien Rice

	“Lovesong” by 311

	“Counting Stars” by One Republic

	“Mirrors” by Justin Timberlake

	“Heartbeat” by The Fray

	“Avenue” by Agnes Obel

	“Breathe (2 AM)” by Anna Nalick

	“Fix Me” by Ten Years

	“Yesterday” by The Beatles

	“Lonely Boy” by The Black Keys

	“The Monster” by Eminem ft. Rihanna

	“Heaven Knows” by The Pretty Reckless

	“Between the Raindrops” by Lifehouse & Natasha Bedingfield

	“Say Something” by A Great Big World

	“Slowly Freaking Out” by Skylar Grey

	“Stay” by Rihanna & Mikky Ekko

	“Don’t Say A Word” by Ellie Goulding

	“Everlong” by Foo Fighters

	“Under the Milky Way” by Sia

Dedication

––––––––

To the Your Toxic Sequel Support Group -

You girls kick ass and do Lucas proud everyday.

Thank you for your awesomeness.

Prologue

Two Years Ago

––––––––

“You sure she won’t figure out I’m here?” my boyfriend, James, murmurs into my ear. His warm, minty breath fans strands of my long chestnut brown hair, coursing a tingle down my spine. Tilting my head, I look back into his gray eyes and notice the flash of pleasure in them because of my visible reaction to him. There’s a definite note of apprehension there, too, thanks to his odd fear of my mom. 

She’s too scared to kill a spider, much less come after him with a weapon just because she catches him inside my bedroom. “Evie?” James groans. “I’d hate for her to start shooting at me.”

I throw my head back and laugh. “My mother doesn’t own a gun, but she does keep a butcher knife under her bed.” His blond eyebrows knit together, and I’m sure his head is now full of images of my delicate PTA officer mother going stab-happy with a dull Bed, Bath, & Beyond utensil. 

“Evie, this shit’s not funny.”

I snort and roll my eyes. “Calm down. She’s got one of her book club meetings tonight. She’s probably down stairs Googling spoilers so her friends won’t realize she hasn’t picked up a novel in weeks.” 

“Until she comes up here.”

Flipping over onto my stomach, I prop myself up on my forearms and give James the most serious look I can muster, which is laced in laughter. “I promise, promise, you’re safe.” 

From the skeptical look he’s wearing, he doesn’t fully buy my words, but he forces himself to relax, linking his fingers together behind his head. He lies back on the plush pillows and looks up at me. “Not going to lie, I’m still nervous as hell.” He dips his smooth chin toward the iPod dock on my dresser, which is on the other side of the room. “Maybe you should turn that up a little more. Just in case.”

A laugh rumbles deep in my chest as I push myself up. “You are a big, fat chicken shit.” As I make my way over to the sound system, I swing my hips in rhythm to the Kings of Leon song that’s currently playing. I am definitely not a dancer, but I hear James’ sharp intake of air as he watches my movements. 

After I adjust the volume so there’s no way my mom will be able to hear anything other than my “Relaxation” playlist, I spin around to look at him, noting the appreciative glint in his eyes that’s taken precedence over any fear that was there before. “I’ve missed you,” he mouths. “Get over here.”

Without warning, I jump onto the bed beside him, the mattress sinking a little at the sudden motion and my weight. I squeal when James tackles me, drags me beneath his long, lean body, and pins my wrists to the mattress. 

“Now who’s being loud?” I demand breathlessly, releasing a soft noise from the back of my throat when his lips lower to mine. After he draws away—much to my disappointment because he hasn’t kissed me like this in almost two weeks—I clear my throat. “What are you doing?”

“Looking at you.” 

“What time do you have to be—” But the sound of my phone blaring on the nightstand beside the bed interrupts my thought process. We both turn our heads to where the phone is buzzing fiercely on the antique white wood, and I sigh. “I’m not answering that stupid thing.”

“It might be important.” James’ lips twitch. “But, to answer your question, I told my mom I’d be home by seven. I parked a mile away, so you’ve got me all to yourself for”—he looks at my alarm clock, and cocks his head to the side like he’s calculating how long it will take him to sprint to his car and get home before his mom starts bitching—“another hour and a half.”

When my phone starts vibrating again, he lifts his eyebrows. “You should answer it, might be Lily again. Or your other boyfriend?”

“Don’t care if it is her.” Still, I grab the phone and check the number on the screen. “And I’m too lazy to manage another boyfriend, I can barely keep up with you.” I flash the phone in his face, wiggling it around so he can see the smiling face of one of my friends. “It’s Sophie.”

Letting out a low whistle, he moves his head to each side. “God, you hold a grudge. Hard to believe y’all have been fighting this long. Usually you kiss and make up after a few days.”

He’s referring to the epic fallout I had with my older sister two weeks ago. Honestly, just thinking about it right now pisses me off. 

When my mom had woken up in the middle of the night after a bad dream only to find that I was nowhere to be found, she’d automatically confronted Lily. Being the worst liar, a born worrier, and a natural avoider of confrontations, Lily had accidentally revealed that I might be with James. Mom had freaked out, of course, and when I finally made it home shortly after three AM, there was a cop car waiting in our driveway. 

Although Dad had only suggested a week without driving privileges, Mom had upped that punishment to a month. Then she’d thrown in a teen pregnancy movie marathon to try to scare the hell out of me along with a strict No James Without Parental Supervision policy for good measure.

Obviously, I’ve managed to get around at least one of those punishments, but since my mother came down on me, I’ve only said a handful of words to my sister. 

“I’ll get over it when I get my keys back,” I inform James hotly. When he rolls off of me, I grab the pillow closest to my face and crush it to my chest. His gray eyes search my face until I finally groan. “Okay, I’ll talk to her and apologize tonight. Are you happy now?”

His answer is muffled by the sound of my mom frantically yelling my name from downstairs. “Great,” he whispers harshly, his gaze darting anxiously to the door. “Maybe I should go.” He starts to get up, but I press my palm against his chest, shoving him back down.

“Calm the hell down.” I push myself upright, swing my long legs over the side of the bed and hop off. “If she thought you were in my room she would already be in here telling you what a manwhore you are. Since she’s not, I’m going to run down there before she gets worked up enough to come get me. I probably left an empty Coke can lying around and seeing it set her off.” 

Grabbing a stretchy hairband off the nightstand, I fist my brown hair into a high ponytail and pile it on top of my head. “Sit tight, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Once again I dance across my room, winking at James when he gives me another longing look. 

“Thanks for being a tease.” He hurls the pillow I was just holding in my direction, but I easily catch it before dropping it in my computer chair. “Hurry back.”

My mood is the best it’s been in weeks as I jog downstairs, grinning and humming Fuel’s “Shimmer,” which I can hear coming from inside my bedroom. That feeling of invincibility, however, takes a backseat when I reach the landing. My mother’s standing at the front door, her shoulders sagging forward and her hand gripping the doorframe for support. 

What’s going on?

Curling my bare toes against the hardwood floor, I let my gaze slip past her to stare out toward the early autumn evening. And to come face-to-face with the cop standing on the front porch with a grim look on his weathered face.

I feel my heart lurch. “Mom, what’s going—”

Slowly—so slowly that I have a difficult time managing to breathe while I wait for her—she turns to look at me. This is when I notice that she’s trembling, the yoga body that she’s absolutely proud of shaking so violently I’m surprised she doesn’t tumble over. 

“Is everything okay?” I whisper.

But when I squint, I realize she’s crying. I see the tears glistening on her cheeks. Finally hear the soft gasps coming from her parted lips. She lifts her hazel eyes, and as I register how wide and terrified they are, I know something awful has happened. Something that will obliterate me.

Suddenly, all thoughts of James waiting for me upstairs in my bed disappear and gnawing panic sets in.

Oh god. 

Oh god. 

I try to force my body to move, to finish walking down the stairs to get to my mother, but I’m frozen in place, my legs bogged down by some invisible force.

Fear.

No, terror.

I’m scared to death of whatever it is she’s about to tell me.

“Mom?” I whisper brokenly. I look from her stunned eyes, to her speechless, trembling lips, to the solemn face of the police officer and then back again. “Is it Dad?”

But somehow I know it’s not, even before she tells me in the calmest voice possible that she needs me to give my father a call at the car dealership he owns and tell him to get to the local hospital, NOW. 

I know what she says next. The name is already racing through my mind, shattering all my control to bring me crashing to my knees. For some reason, though, I don’t hear her say it because the only sound  entering my ears is my erratic breathing and the last thing I said to my sister. “You’ll be fine.” 

I was wrong. 

Chapter One

Now

––––––––

Last night, I dreamt of my sister. Lily. It was the second time she’s crept into my dreams since I lost her nearly two years ago.

She looked the same as she did the last time she talked to me, with her straight, golden-brown hair pulled into a taut ponytail at the nape of her neck, her red and white track windbreaker partially unzipped and exposing her plain white t-shirt, and the corners of her chocolate brown eyes crinkled because she was wearing a big, cheesy smile. Lily was always, always smiling. That single expression had been what everyone else loved about her the most, and yet it had frustrated the hell out of me while she was still here. 

My sister was an eternal optimist.

I’d been too much of a bitch to appreciate that. Even after I realized just how much I lost the day she was ripped away from me, I was too selfish not to feel sorry for myself. 

That was me. Evie. Always, always selfish.

But that messy and screwed-up part of me had never seemed to bother my older sister, and in my dream, she’d flung my tie-dyed bedspreads off of my body and onto the carpet before jumping on the bed next to me. 

“Get up, and get it over with, Evie,” she sang, her typically quiet voice booming, strong.  Crossing her slim arms over her chest, she stared me down, her ponytail swishing as she twisted her face into a dramatic scowl. 

“Look, I don’t care if you’re still mad at me. Get up. You’re gonna thank me when your lazy ass graduates. So, come on before you completely wreck your day.”

Before everything had changed, she said the same thing to me just about every morning—well, minus the part about me being mad at her, which was something that was sprinkled in whenever we had an argument. 

So just like I did back then, I got out of bed. The only difference was that for once it wasn’t begrudgingly, and when I opened my eyes, my sister was gone. With reality now facing me, sleep was an option that could go screw itself.

Wiping cold beads of perspiration from my forehead with a towel I found balled up on the floor beside my bed, I slid my feet into a pair of worn flip-flops. I’d crept silently downstairs, taking care not to bump into any of the boxes and suitcases in the dark foyer waiting to be toted off to my new college in the morning—the second school in less than twelve months. 

In the kitchen, I downed a glass of OJ, cringing at the citrusy burn in the back of my throat as I slid down on the floor beside the fridge. For the longest time I sat there, the hardware from one of the cabinets digging into my back, and the blinking light on the stove directly across from me causing the edges of my vision to blur. I sat there with my regrets and memories of my sister tumbling through my brain. 

“Don’t worry,” I finally promised aloud, the sound of my voice in the empty kitchen slowly piercing my chest. “I won’t screw up this year. I won’t. I will not wreck things this time.”

Now, several hours and a lonely drive from Bristol to Richmond later, that mantra still pings sharply through my mind, a slight distraction to the task at hand—getting to my academic advisor’s office for our four o’clock meeting. 

Telling myself that I wouldn’t screw up seemed to help during summer break. I hadn’t purposely gone out of my way to see how far I could push myself away from everyone I knew, everyone who was left. Of course, the fact I had exiled myself to my parents’ house all summer couldn’t exactly be described as progress. 

Still ... this year is going to be different.

If I don’t tell myself that every single day, I’m just giving myself permission to mess it all up again, and with my track record, I need all the motivation I can get.

Shuffling across the grass and into the courtyard teeming with students back from summer break, I squint down at the campus map. I’d picked it up this morning during the mandatory student orientation I attended, along with the rest of the residents of Campbell dorm’s seventh floor. Once I attempt to commit the shortcut to the music department to my memory for the third time since leaving my room, I fold the map into an uneven square and shove it into the side pocket of my crossbody purse.

This campus is at least four times bigger than the one I attended last year and, to be honest, this morning was the first time I ever laid eyes on the place. It was also the first time I’ve ever stepped foot into Richmond. I’ll never tell anyone here that. 

Especially not my new roommate Corinne, who spent most of the afternoon drilling me with question after question.

I’d applied to the school last minute without visiting, letting the photos on the website and my aunt’s enthusiastic claim that this was the best college in the history of all colleges act as my guide. The fact that I was accepted despite my awful grades from last year—well, that was a definite plus. 

The biggest draw, however, is being four hours away from my former college, and nearly five hours away from Bristol, where most everyone I know lives. 

Because nobody here knows me.

Smiling to myself and fussing with my hat and hair, I jog up the back steps to cut across the dining hall; only to jerk to a stop a moment later when I ricochet off a tall, incredibly toned, masculine body attempting to leave the building. 

I know the collision is my fault. My thoughts and actions have been all over the place since last night, but that doesn’t stop me from hurling out the first thing that comes to mind as I try to regain my footing. “Holy shit, watch where the—”

The Body’s quick apology, murmured in a slight Southern accent, brings my angry words to a jolting halt. “You all right? Sorry ‘bout that.”

Oh.

Oh.

Holy shit is right. 

I haven’t seen his face, but there’s one thing for certain about this person who nearly knocked me on my ass: his voice is drop dead sexy—baritone and more than a little intoxicating.

A few years ago, I picked up my mom’s copy of A Literate Passion, her book club’s flavor of the month. I’d flipped through it, pausing briefly on the line about voices reverberating against bodies like a caress. I knew what it meant, but hearing that voice speaking to me now, asking me once again if I’m all right—I understand Anaïs Nin’s words so much more. 

That voice is just enough to make me want more of him. 

When I whip around to face him, his mouth is the first part of his body my gaze settles on—full lips framed by the faintest shadow of dark stubble along a strong, square jawline—followed by a straight nose, high cheekbones, and the faded remains of a rounded scar right beneath his right eye. The scar automatically yanks my attention to his eyes. 

Set in a face that’s still a little tan from summer, those eyes are haunted, beautiful. They’re not quite green or blue but an unsettling place in between the two.

Come to think of it, everything about this boy, this man, is just a touch unsettling and without a doubt beautiful.

And also, oddly familiar.

His eyebrows, the same off-black as his messy, medium-length hair, arching together in genuine concern. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No, I’m fine, I swear.” But I take a few steps back until my shoulder blades bump a wall covered in flyers and brochures. A few drift to the floor, but I don’t break eye contact with the man standing right in front of me. I know I’ve seen this guy before. The question is ... where?

When?

Oh, great. He’s not from Bristol, is he? 

“You dropped your hat when you tripped over your own feet.” He gestures down on the floor between us but doesn’t budge move to pick it up.

I belatedly realize my wavy brown hair is everywhere, a frizzy mess obscuring parts of my face, and my hands fly up to smooth down the untamed locks. He’s watching me carefully, smiling like he knows a secret, which means I probably look like a certified dumbass.  

“I’m pretty sure your feet tripped me,” I argue, but he moves his head from side to side.

“Right. It’s not like you were staring down at the floor—” He cocks his head to the side, squinting at my student ID dangling from an orange and blue lanyard I’m wearing around my neck. “—Evelyn.” Very few people other than my dad and a few of my former teachers have ever called me that, but hearing him do so sends a shiver coursing through me, despite the stifling late summer heat inside the dining hall. 

Before I can move, he kneels, keeping his eyes fastened on mine. I should look away, at anything and everything else besides him, but I can’t. Why should I when he won’t stop staring? 

“So I guess I just won the graceful freshman award, huh?” I question nervously.

“I’d blame it on your shoes, but it looks like they’re innocent.” His words cause my toes to curl in my flat sandals. Standing, he places my floppy fedora in my outstretched fingers, his thumbs skimming along my palms as he pulls away. When I dust the brown felt material off, my hands are trembling. 

“I like you better without it,” he admits the moment I start to pull the fedora over my hair. “Like seeing your eyes.”

For a moment, I freeze.

I’ve always been pretty happy with my features—I’m tall with long legs, a small C-cup that I’m incredibly proud of, and clear olive skin—but my eyes have always been my favorite thing about myself. They were the only similarity I shared with my sister. My mom always claimed that it was like Lily and I were from completely different families because we were so different, but when she looked into our eyes, it was impossible to deny we were blood. 

I tremble slightly because I can’t think of a moment since Lily’s death that my mother has looked at me, really looked into my eyes, for longer than a few seconds.

“And I like to hide my shitty hair days,” I finally tell him, dragging the hat over my head, and lowering my gaze so I won’t have to directly face his penetrating stare any longer. “And, you know, my clumsy shame face.”

He steps away from me, drawing his bottom lip between his straight white teeth like he’s fighting the urge to smile. Or laugh in my face. “If it makes you feel any better, I can name about ten people right off the top of my head that I’ve seen here over the last few years who’ve got you beat.”

The last few years. So what does that make him? A junior? Senior? Better yet, why do I care and where the hell have we met before? I cross my arms over my chest, and tilt my head to the side, sizing him up.

“It doesn’t help,” I let him know. “Not even a little.” 

At last, he smiles—a crooked, sexy turn of his lips that probably draws this campus’ female population to him in droves—before taking another step away from me. “Try not to attack anyone else, Evelyn.”

“I’ll do my best.” I only make it a few feet before I turn back around, determined to ask him where we’ve met before. If I don’t, it’ll drive me up the wall trying to figure it out. “Hey, do you—.” 

But I’m too late. He’s already ducking through the double doors and heading outside. All I see is the back of the plain gray t-shirt expertly hugging his ripped shoulders and biceps. 

“Who are you?” I murmur.

At the bottom of the brick steps, a beautiful brunette girl flags him down, and he stops to talk to her in the courtyard. They go back and forth a few times before she says something to make him laugh and shake his head. He does that thing with his mouth—that smile that’s bound to screw with her breathing—and then he looks down at his watch. I watch as he sprints across the courtyard. Like me, the other girl doesn’t move until he’s out of sight.

Obviously I’m not the only one affected by him.

I inhale harshly, wait a few seconds, then exhale, irritated with myself. The first hot guy I run into, literally, and I fall all over the place thinking I somehow know him. I’m probably getting him confused with some actor I saw during one of my Netflix binges this summer—he did have that look. The only thing I know for sure is I can’t afford falling for anything this year. 

“I can’t screw up. I won’t,” I mutter in a fierce voice. “I will not wreck things this time.”

I turn away from the doors before the brunette girl comes inside the D-hall, and finish cutting through the cafeteria and out the front of the building. Pulling my map out of my purse once again, I hurry to the music building, which ends up being a five-minute walk away. I’m sweaty and out-of-breath when I reach the third floor, but I have two minutes to spare. There’s an Advising - Please Sign In & Have a Seat sign hanging on Professor Cameron’s door, so I write my name on the clipboard and sit in the seat provided.

Whatever’s going on inside that office doesn’t sound good. I can hear raised voices, but I try to tune it out. After ten minutes of waiting, though, I fish my phone out of my purse and check my messages. 

There’s one from my dad that, in less than a hundred characters, tells me that A) I shouldn’t avoid his calls because B) I’m at school on his dime this year, which really serves to remind me that C) he’s still livid that I blew the whistle on his affair five months ago, he doesn’t think I deserve shit, and I need to call and let him know that I made it to school in one piece.

I’m fine, I message to him.

“And you can wait until tonight for a phone call,” I say as I open my other text. A picture from my closest friend. With her nose wrinkled and her lips twisted down in a dramatic pout, I almost miss that Kendra’s holding up a flash card. The message she’s written on it is short, simple, but it makes my chest clench.

Miss you. Be good.

We hadn’t become close until our senior year of high school. Before then, she was my sister’s best friend, and we’d tolerated each other for Lily’s sake. But here’s the thing: Loss does one of two things to those it leaves behind—it meshes us together, forcing us to let go of every feel we know so we can try to form some semblance of existence again, or it tears open the wounds, widening the divide so much that we’ll do whatever it takes to try and pretend the pain’s not real. 

Losing Lily had done both for me, but Kendra ... she was one of those things that had worked out. 

Last year it was Kendra who talked me into pursuing the music degree. Even though my training before then consisted of a handful of private voice lessons and a few semesters in the honor’s choir—definitely not the makings of a voice major—she thought I’d make it. And then, when I started spiraling out of control, she was also the only person who told me to slow my roll.

I hadn’t listened. Which is why I’m here. Sitting outside of a new advisor’s office, listening to her rip another girl—someone who’s probably a classmate—to shreds. 

My fingers feel wooden as I text my response to Kendra. Miss you, too.

Professor Cameron’s door creaks open, and I look up. A petite blonde who looks like she walked right out of Bring It On darts out of the office, bright patches of red blooming on her cheeks. She gives me a look that tells me I should probably escape while I can, and then she rounds the corner. Before I have a chance to consider taking her wordless advice, a bespectacled woman with a salt and pepper pixie cut pokes her head out the door and glances down at the clipboard.

“Evelyn Miller?” Professor Cameron doesn’t meet my gaze as she scratches out my name with a fine-tipped black permanent marker. 

“Yes, that’s me.”

Crooking a scarlet-nailed finger, she motions for me to follow. “Come on in.” 

In spite of her almost chilly attitude, there’s a warm vibe inside her office. Photos are everywhere—everything from what appears to be family pictures to snapshots of her in costume for several musicals. She takes her place in a vintage-looking, yellow and brown striped chair behind the desk, and I sit on the edge of a smaller, matching seat across from her. I focus my gaze on the tabletop fountain sitting on the corner of her desk until she clears her throat.

“For a voice student, you’re incredibly quiet. My students are usually talking before they make it through the door.”

“I—” But she immediately stops me, shaking her head and leaning forward to look me directly in the eye. Instead of wilting under her stare, I straighten my back and plaster on a confident expression.

“Why are you a voice student, Ms. Miller?”

I think on it for a moment before I answer. “Because music has always been my life.”

The corners of her mouth tug, but I’m not sure if she’s trying to smile or frown. “Honestly, I’m looking for a response that’s different from what you put on your entrance questionnaire.” She waves her hand down to a bunch of papers spread out on the desk. “I can’t tell you how many girls—and boys—have sat in that chair, telling me that music is their life only to change their mind a semester or two down the road.” 

“Well ... I was a music major last year, too.” 

“I’m aware. I’m also sure you’re aware that I didn’t think you were ready for my program.”

I’ve known that ever since my aunt Janine, my dad’s older sister who studied piano here in the early eighties, had approached the head of the entire music department about my acceptance. I was lucky to get into the school, period. The fact that I was let into the voice program with only an audition tape that was made two years ago was a miracle. A miracle that I’m starting to worry might be my downfall with Professor Cameron. 

“Yes, I’m aware,” I say softly.

I don’t want to be known as that girl, the one who moved forward thanks to connections instead of hard work. Maybe a couple years—or hell, even a year ago—I would’ve been fine with it, but now the thought makes my stomach twist into knots. 

I refuse to be that girl no matter what it’s in reference to.

“You can’t sight sing, which is so essential,” she points out gently, and I nod in confirmation, my face tingling more and more with each bob of my head. “Your grades last year were—excuse my language—bullshit. Your application left much to be desired. But—” She pauses, makes a teepee with her hands, and rests her bow-shaped lips against it. “You have the right voice. You can be amazing at anything else involving this program, but if you don’t have the talent ... well, there’s no point in racking up thousands of dollars in student loans, is there?”

“Glad to hear that.” My voice is tinged in sarcasm, which she obviously notices because she purses her lips. She gathers all the paperwork before her into a neat stack and drops it in a file organizer. 

“I don’t think that—” she begins, but I’ll never know what she was going to say next because someone knocks on her office door. A split second later, before she can give the word for whoever is outside to come in, it opens. I’m stunned to see The Body from the D-hall on the other side staring back at us. 

When he looks at me, a slow grin slinks across his face. “Sorry I’m late,” he drawls, taking the seat beside me. He’s changed into a pair of cargo shorts and a turquoise polo shirt that highlights his piercing blue eyes. I stare at him dumbly and try to process why he’s here until Professor Cameron speaks up.

“Evelyn, this is my TA—one of my best students, and your new best friend for the next semester. Although you’ll be working with me as well, you’ll have additional lessons with him each week—on Mondays and Fridays—to get you up to snuff by finals this December.” At my raised eyebrow, she explains, “Your fate in this program depends on how you do during the music department exams, your midterms, and your recital performance.”

The last time an advisor told me that, this spring, I lost my scholarship. I nod slowly, but next to me, The Body doesn’t seem the least bit phased.

“She’ll kick ass,” he promises Professor Cameron, earning a tight, disapproving smile. Then, he turns to me. I can tell he’s trying like hell to work his features into a professional mask and not say anything about our earlier encounter as he holds out his hand. 

"Nice to meet you,” I say. “And thanks for the vote of confidence.”

He takes my fingers in his. Once again, his touch causes my skin to warm. “Rhys Delane,” he says, pronouncing his first name like “Reese.” “And just to be clear, you are going to kick ass.”

Rhys Delane.

Delane.

I pray he doesn’t notice when I snatch my hand away a little too quickly. I hear my voice as I formally introduce myself. Hear Professor Cameron begin talking again and myself respond almost robotically. I hear all of this, and yet, I’m not sure I’m altogether present.

Because the moment I can finally put a name to The Body, my brain wraps around how I know him and my mind is no longer in the music building or even on this campus. 

My thoughts are in a funeral home in Bristol two years ago, as Rhys Delane introduced himself and told my family how sorry he was for our loss. Right before my mother’s hand flew across his face in rage because of what his brother did to my sister.

Chapter Two

Two Years Ago

––––––––

“I-I don’t think I can go,” I tell my mom, looking directly at her and wanting nothing more than for her to meet my gaze. She won’t—I already know that—because looking at me would mean facing the inevitable.

Lily’s gone for good.

Mom drums her nude, gel-manicured fingernails on the thatched placemat, the beat uneven and rushed. “The car will be here to pick us up in an hour.” Her hazel eyes, red-rimmed and swollen, focus on the kitchen window. From the looks of it, she’ll start crying again at any second. 

Five more taps of her fingers. A sniffle. Then two additional beats against the table. 

She turns her head slightly in my direction, and I get a clear view of her face. My mother’s always been beautiful. Even with her skin splotchy from crying and her short, mocha-colored hair unbrushed, she’s still stunning in that tragic, ethereal sense. 

“The car comes in an hour,” she repeats before pushing away from the kitchen table and shuffling away, her bedroom slippers dragging on the hardwood floors. Even though it never left her mouth, I know the exact word rolling through her mind while I listen to her climb the stairs and slam her bedroom door. 

Selfish.

Maybe she’s right. But maybe, if she’d just looked at me, she would have seen that selfishness is rooted in an even deeper emotion: fear.

I don’t want the last time I see my older sister to be ... this. 

I don’t even want to face the memory of my last real encounter with Lily, but this—this is not a memory I think I can deal with. 

In the end, though, my dad, who’s always taken my side on any and everything, stalks into the kitchen and motions for me to follow him. He gives me a gentle nudge toward the staircase with the instructions to get dressed and do it fast. Skin flushed, I find myself in my room. By the time I’m ready there are clothes and jewelry all over the place and my chest is heaving up and down. I glare at myself in the mirror, at my chocolate brown eyes that are clear because I’ve been too numb to cry. 

Eyes just like Lily’s.

“You selfish bitch,” I mutter and make myself look away. “You’ve wrecked everything.”

On the way to the funeral home, none of us say a word to each other. The closer we get, the more I don’t mind the silence. Maybe quietness, solitude, is what I need to make it through today.

I sit on the front row with my parents, unable to cry or breathe or think clearly as, one-by-one, people who knew my sister—who adored her—tell us how sorry they are for our loss. 

There’s her overachieving snob of a best friend, Kendra. Tyler, the boy who broke Lily’s heart a year ago; the same one who tried, unsuccessfully, for the last eight months to win her back. There are teachers and teammates and her closest friends and those who knew her in passing. There’s my own boyfriend, James. When he walks past, he stops for a moment to give my hand a reassuring squeeze, but I don’t say anything to him.

I don’t trust my words.

So I watch in stunned silence. There are so many people I don’t personally know that I barely notice the tall man who stops to talk to my parents. He’s speaking in a hushed voice, but the moment, “Rhys. Owen Delane is my brother,” tumbles from his lips, my horrified gaze snaps up. I don’t see very much of him through the sudden haze of tears, but I listen to every word, each one catching my breath. 

“...so sorry for what happened. For what this has done to your—”

Before he can finish, my mother—who’s never physically disciplined me a day in my life, the same woman who hasn’t been able to look me in the eye since we received the news about Lily—is on her feet, her eyes meeting his as she swings her hand roughly across his face.

The slap sends a jolt through my body. Like everyone else, I’m frozen in my seat, shocked at the harsh exchange playing out before my eyes.

“What gives you the right to think you can come here?” Mom demands, shrugging off my dad who stands and tries to take her by the shoulders. “Will it help you sleep better at night? Do you think I give a shit if you or your brother is sorry?” With every word, her volume rises, until she’s practically screaming. 

Every emotion that Delane is feeling passes over his tan face, and I can’t help but feel for him, the brother of the man who killed my sister. Driving my eyes down long enough for me to catch my breath, I dig my fingers into the pew beneath me. What happened to Lily wasn’t this man’s fault. Mom must know that. But the more I try to reason with myself, the more bitter I feel , the more tightly the knots threading through my ribcage pull.

It’s not his fault, I silently yell at myself.

When I look back up, Delane’s back is straight, and his expression is unreadable. His eyes sweep over me for a brief moment, just long enough for him to give me an earnest nod, and then he turns on his heel and walks away. I know every head inside the funeral home is turned on him, so I look at my mother instead.

Dad has pulled her back down on the bench beside him, and she buries her face in the crook of his neck, sobbing uncontrollably. He looks ahead—quiet and tearless—his gaze zeroed in on the white casket that’s not even ten feet away. Behind us, I know there’s more crying and hushed whispers because my mom just decked a guy, but there’s a blaring in my ears that tunes it all out. 

And then I’m on my feet, looking down at my parents with wide eyes that burn at the corners. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, finally breaking my silence. 

I don’t fully realize that I’ve left the building until the brisk fall air hits my face. It, combined with the tears that have begun to fall, stings my cheeks. As soon as my foot touches the bottom step, a hand clamps down on my shoulder. I half-expect it to be my father, but when I spin around, I’m staring in to Kendra’s dark brown eyes.

In spite of everything she must be going through herself, her jet-black eyebrows are pulled together in concern for me. I’ve been nothing but a bitch to this girl since she and my sister became friends, but now she’s looking at me like I’ll break at any moment. 

Kendra presses her lips together for a moment and then releases a breath. “Evie ... where are you going?” 

The sad reality is, I don’t know. 

“Oh God,” I whisper. “I’ve fucked everything up.” Before I can murmur another word, her arms are around me, drawing a gasp and a guttural sob from the back of my throat. I drop my head against her shoulder. “I don’t even have the—”

“Shut up,” she orders in a calm voice as she holds me even tighter. “Shut up and stop trying to do this on your own. You shouldn’t.” She releases me, takes a step back, and braces herself. “I don’t want to do it on my own either, okay? If you want to walk, I’ll go with you. If you want to talk, I’ll do that too. But it’s better if you go back inside. Here—” She sits on the bottom step—“I’ll stay with you until you’re ready.”

For the next ten minutes, she and I sit together on that bottom step. We say nothing—I’m almost certain neither of us manages more than a few breaths—but she doesn’t leave and neither do I. Finally, at the sound of Lily’s favorite Regina Spektor song that I’d suggested we use for the slideshow, Kendra stands and jerks her head to the front door.

“Hey, Evie?” she whispers tearfully. “We can help each other, okay?”

Nodding, I stumble to my feet, brushing my palms over my black skirt to dust off any dirt. But as I go back inside and take my spot beside my parents, letting a song about not saying goodbye blaze through my brain, I can’t help but wonder what Owen Delane’s brother would have said if he’d been able to finish speaking.

Chapter Three

Now

––––––––

“Rhys Delane is my academic advisor’s assistant,” I gasp into the phone the second Kendra returns my call. The moment I broke free of Professor Cameron’s office five minutes ago, I made a hasty beeline to the exit to avoid coming in contact with Rhys again. I’d dialed Kendra’s number as I raced out of the building. The call went straight to her voicemail, but she quickly called back as I was leaving her a message. 

“Kendra,” I hiss frantically, “Rhys Delane is at this college!”

“Um—” she starts, but I rush on.

“Professor Cameron wants him to give me extra lessons this semester, but I can’t.” Taking in a shallow breath, I stop in the courtyard and sink down on the short brick wall surrounding it. “I don’t know if I can be around him after everything that happened.”

“Wait—back up just a little and calm down, okay?” she sighs. “Who are we talking about?”

Taking her advice, I give myself a few seconds to catch my breath. “Rhys Delane, Owen Delane’s brother. The guy who ... the reason why Lily’s gone.” 

She’s quiet for a long pause until she finally asks, “Are you sure it’s him?”

“Yes.” I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. 

“Oh, Evie,” she whispers. Now, it’s her turn to drag in a few breaths. “I’m so sorry. Did you ... did you tell him who you are? Or did he figure it out, or—?”

“No. I didn’t tell him. He didn’t figure it out. I mean, Miller’s such a common last name.” Not like Delane, a surname name that I’ve only heard twice—once with Owen and now with his brother. My hand trembles when I switch the phone to my other ear, nearly dropping it on the hard ground below because my palms are sweaty. 

“What do I do?” I ask.

Kendra is momentarily silent, as if she’s going over all the possible solutions in her head. Finally, she evenly tells me, “Go back to your advisor and tell her you don’t think private lessons with him are going to work out. Just be honest. Trust me, it’s better that you are.” She sucks in a breath. “Unless you think you can handle being around him. And if that’s something you want to do, you need to come right out and tell him who you are. Again, it’s—”

“Better that I do,” I interrupt. Leave it to Kendra to always be the voice of reason and all that’s good when I’m freaking out. Squeezing my eyes together, I lower my face until I’m staring at concrete. “And no, I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to work with Rhys. Every time I look at him I’ll just think of her.”

I don’t blame Rhys for Lily’s death—I’m not that naïve—but I also won’t be able to focus on anything other than my sister’s passing when he’s around.

“Being around him might break me,” I whisper.

“I understand. You know what you have to do then.” After this, she expertly nudges the conversation away from the Delane brothers and our shared history. While we talk, I start my trek back to my dorm room, being careful not to run into anyone else today. That’s the last thing I need—to bump into another person from my past and be faced with more horrible memories. 

Kendra’s telling me about her new roommate, a girl I met a couple of times during my days partying at James’ fraternity last year, when I walk into my suite to find the door to my room wide open. There’s a guy lounging on my bed, chatting with Corinne.

“Shit,” I curse under my breath. Ugh. This is just what I need right now. A new roommate with no understanding of boundaries. “Let me call you back in a few, okay?”

“Got it,” Kendra says.

“And Kendra?” I stop her before she can end the call, and she greets my question with a hmm. “Thank you. For listening.”

“Oh god, anytime. Make sure you call and tell me what happens with the advisor. Just remember—be honest.”

Hanging up, I toss my phone into my purse as I walk into my bedroom. Corinne is sitting with her legs crossed on her own bed, laughing at something the blond guy is saying. Now that I’m closer, I decide he looks like he walked straight out of the pages of a Hollister catalog. 

Clearing my throat, I rest my back against the doorframe, lifting my brows. “Don’t mind me, I’m totally cool with your ass being all over my bedspreads,” I say in the most even voice I can manage, which at the moment, is tinged with irritation.

Corinne stops mid-sentence, her bright green eyes flashing over to me. The guy, realizing that I’m pissed about his placement on my bed, springs to his feet. I was right, he has Hollister written all over him. Slightly taller than my five-foot-eight, he has those classic good looks: brown eyes, curly blond hair, and an athletic body clothed in gym shorts and a college baseball tee. 

“Damn, I didn’t think that—”

“What? I’d mind?” I question. “Because I do.”

“Ohhh, I’m so sorry Evie,” Corinne murmurs, worrying her glossy pink lips together. “Daniel came over to introduce himself, and we really didn’t think you’d care—”

Holding up my hand, I jerk my head from side to side. “You know what? It’s fine this time. Really.” I step around Daniel and toss my bag on the foot of my bed before grabbing a bottle of water from the mini fridge in the middle of the room. In the short amount of time I was gone to meet with Professor Cameron, Corinne’s already decorated her side of the room in a vibrant, tropical splash of teal and pink, complete with photos and inspirational posters.  

“For reference, though, there’s a chair right there.” I jab my finger at the rolling chair that’s slid partially under my desk. “You know, in case you visit again.”

Wincing, he gives me a sheepish look. “Sorry again, Evie.” To Corinne, he grins as he backs up to our door. “Text me about tonight?”

She says something that’s a little garbled, staring after him as he exits the suite we share with two other girls. Crossing her short legs at the ankle, she skims her teeth over her bottom lip nervously. 

“We’re really getting off on the wrong foot today, huh?” she asks softly.

Sadly, she’s right. During orientation early this afternoon my mind was still on my dream from last night, so I heard very little of what Corinne was saying as we followed around the poor resident advisor tasked with introducing our hall to the campus. When my roommate had to say my name several times to get my attention, she finally threw back her brown and henna red corkscrew curls and asked me if I was ADHD.

She’d known me all of an hour and she was already calling me out for being distracted. It had reminded me of my parents, who spent the summer pointing out that my lack of focus was the reason why I failed so horribly last semester. I hadn’t liked it one bit then, and I hated it just as much coming from Corinne.

I’d immediately glared her down and snapped, “Having a filter and knowing when to use it will take you pretty far in life, I promise. But, no, I’m not ADHD. Are you?” She had visibly recoiled at my words, and although I apologized soon after, it probably left a bad taste in her mouth. 

Now, I try my best to smooth out any wrinkles in our new relationship. While I doubt I’ll ever be “besties” with Corinne—or anyone else at this university, for that matter—I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot. Especially when my present foul mood has little to do with her and everything to do with Rhys Delane.

“Look, in the future just ask me before you let someone lay on my bed, alright?” I pull the comforter off my bed and readjust it. “See? Now I won’t be putting my face near where Hollister’s ass was.”

“Hollister?” 

I manage a small smile. “He reminds me of a Hollister model.”

“He’s hot, isn’t he?” she proclaims excitedly. “Totally different from the guys back home.” This is the second time since noon she’s said this—the first time about the “hot” juniors who helped her move her stuff in. 

Shrugging, I sit down at my computer desk and take a sip of my water. “I guess, if that’s your thing.” An image of stunning blue-green eyes flash in my mind, and I swallow hard. Forcing the thoughts of Rhys out of my head, I focus my attention on what Corinne is telling me.

“And if you’re not busy—and I totally get it if you are—he invited us to a party at Baseball House tonight.” At the silence that greets her, she drops her gaze to her plain teal comforter and fusses with the edge of it. “I’m going.”

“Daniel invited us?” I ask because I missed the first part of what she was saying and she bobs her head eagerly. 

Maybe it’s because I’m still so flustered due to Rhys or because I know the crap that happens at these parties, and Corinne is so new to all this—so much younger than I am—that I nod my head distractedly. “Whatever, I’ll go for a little while.”

A broad grin stretches across her face. “I think I’m already in love with you.” The corners of her green eyes crease, and for the briefest moment, her expression reminds me so much of Lily that all my senses go numb. 

But then, that resemblance is gone, and I’m left looking at the girl who will be living with me for the next year, not the one who should be. 

***

“This is it?” Corinne questions disbelievingly as she clomps over to where I’m standing beneath the soft glow of a street lamp. Muttering something about her shoes—lace-up cork wedges she swore up and down she absolutely had to wear tonight because they make her look leggy—she leans against the pole, adjusting her boobs in her low-cut tank top, before she looks up at me and continues. 

“You didn’t put in the wrong address, did you?”

The bitch in me wants to point out that she’s breathing like a chain smoker after walking only ten blocks from the main campus gate. Instead, I hold my tongue. Keeping my expression neutral, I hold my phone closer to my face and study the walking GPS app on the screen. The flashing blue arrow says we’ve reached our destination, and the app has never failed me. Pressing my lips into a thin line, I shove my phone into my front pocket. 

“No, I didn’t. This is definitely it.”

It being the Baseball House—a white, three-story Victorian situated at the end of one of the streets surrounding main campus. Other than a couple of girls who are smoking on the front porch, the place looks completely lifeless. Nothing questionable—like empty beer cans or prank toilets—litters the front lawn, and the exterior looks well maintained. After all the parties I’ve been to, and I’m ashamed to say there’ve been more than I can remember, even I’m a little doubtful as Corinne and I pad up the concrete walkway to the front stoop.

Finally, when we reach the bottom step, I hear the sound of One Republic from inside and the busy hum of voices. When the door flings open, an Axe-scented guy breezes past us, talking on his phone about the upcoming baseball conditioning that was scheduled for next week. Giving Corinne a grin, I gesture for her to go up the four steps first. 

“See? We’re fine,” I say.

“Just wanted to make sure, I didn’t want to—” She stops short, nearly tilting over in her outrageously high shoes, when the big guy standing in the doorway bars us from entering. “Um, excuse me?”

“You got your ID?” he asks.

Corinne blinks a few times. “What?”

“Have to see it before I let you in,” he drawls.

“I’m not—” She takes a step back, a bold flush creeping across her round cheeks, as she shoots me a flustered look. “I don’t have it. Daniel Hanson asked us to come, and—”

“He’s just screwing with you.” I point to the red Sharpie in his left hand. “It’s some bullshit accountability thing they like to do in case they’re busted by the cops. They check your license; stamp your hand if you’re under twenty-one. Trust me, it means absolutely—”

The stamper shushes me loudly, but his shoulders are shaking from muted laughter. He motions me to him with a jerk of his head. “Goddamn, girl, you’re giving away all our secrets.” Curling my lips into a frown, I stretch my arm out, and he pulls my fingers into his roughly. When he’s done writing, I roll my eyes at the words he wrote on the back of my hand. 

Do Not Water the Freshman. 

On Corinne, he settles for the simple but effective: Under 21.

Flashing us a wide grin, he steps aside so we can move through. “Enjoy your evening, ladies.”

“Gotta love the dicks,” I mutter as soon as we’re out of earshot. 

Corinne giggles nervously. “You’re good at this stuff.” She gestures around us, nearly hitting a couple coming from the opposite direction. After she gives them a quick apology and earns a nasty look from the girl, she continues, “Did you go to a lot of the parties in ...” 

All evening and even throughout dinner a few hours ago, my new roommate had probed me for more details about my life. Even though I haven’t directly asked, I now know everything there is to know about Corinne Mayer. She’s seventeen, she graduated a year early, she’s taking a break from her boyfriend because they both want to be able to fully enjoy the college experience, and she’s a communications major but is seriously considering education because her entire family teaches.  

Up until now, I’ve successfully evaded talking much about myself but as we come up to a table full of drinks, I finally let my guard down just a little. 

“Bristol. I grew up in Bristol, on the Virginia side. And no, I didn’t really go to a lot of parties—well, at least none there.” I look back and forth between a giant bowl of jungle juice that reeks of 151 and a half-empty case of cheap beer, making it seem like choosing one or the other is a night-altering decision. “I went to a different college last year.” 

Corinne starts to make a comment, but I quickly add, “I’m repeating half of my freshman year because I screwed up. A lot.”

“Oh,” she says.

To my relief, instead of asking me more questions, she grabs a can of beer and pops the tab. I study her pinched expression as she takes the first sip, and I cringe along with her. She must notice, because she quickly downs another drink, keeping her face completely void of emotion this time. “It’s good. Really good.”

“Never heard anyone call piss-flavored water good before, but hey, who am I to judge?” Still, I grab a can for myself because I can feel the body heat coming from the person who’s shuffling impatiently behind me. Cupping Corinne’s forearm, I steer her out the way. 

Just when I think she’s given up on hounding me with questions, she turns to me and asks, “So, where exactly did you go to college last year?” 

Chapter Four

––––––––

I should’ve known the silence was too good to be true. Positive that I’ll have to come up with a fib so Corinne won’t go digging around, I glance over only to find her darting her gaze everywhere but on me. It’s obvious that she’s trying to find Hollister in the crowd. She’ll probably forget the name of the school as soon as I say it, but that’s still not enough for me to tell her.

I’m an idiot for opening this conversation in the first place.

So, I do what I do best. I change the subject. It takes me five seconds to spot Daniel. “Look.” I point across the room to where he’s standing in front of a closed door with an oversized Keep Calm and Play Baseball poster hanging lopsided on it. He’s busy talking to two girls—the same who were smoking on the front porch when Corinne and I arrived. 

They seem to be hanging on to his every word.

What the hell was the appeal with this guy?

“We should go over and say hi,” Corinne says, unable to keep the eagerness out of her voice. 

I decline quickly. “You go ahead. I need to use the bathroom, but I’ll catch up in a few.” 

Before she can offer to tag along, I take off in the other direction. When I reach the nearby hallway and glance back, I’m relieved to see that she’s made her way over to Daniel and is beaming up at him as he teases one of her springy curls.

Although every door is closed, the bathroom is easy to find—there’s a sloppily written sign that reads Don’t Piss in the Garbage Can taped to the center. Glancing down at the penmanship on the back of my hand, I’m 99.9 percent sure the guy guarding the front door made this sign, too. 

When the door opens, a face I’ve seen before stumbles into the hallway. It’s the blond girl who came out of Professor Cameron’s office earlier this afternoon. She gives me a friendly smile and a nod before rushing away, leaving behind the scent of vanilla-scented body spray. Before I have a chance to go inside, a guy with shaggy brown hair and a giant grin comes out behind her. He doesn’t spare me a second glance before he takes off in the direction the girl went. 

I’ve seen this so many times before that I don’t blink an eye. As soon as I’m finished, I adjust my hat in the fingerprint-smudged mirror. Behind me, there’s a frayed The Hangover poster and a wastebasket overfilled with crushed beer cans, paper towels, and God knows what else. 

“Just like every other damn party,” I say. 

Grabbing my untouched can of warm beer from the back of the sink, I follow the sound of music, which is louder than when I arrived, back to the party. Krewella booms from the sound system plugged in by the couch, and the musician in me feels every beat vibrating off the beer-soaked floor as I make my way over to Corinne and Daniel. 

While I try not to run into anyone or anything, something hits me: This is the first time in the history of Evie vs. Parties that I’m not the cliché drunk—the one stumbling around, breathing beer breath in everyone’s face. Of course, the night is so young that nobody is at this point, but it’s bound to happen.

It always happens.

It just won’t be me.

The blond girl I’d seen in the music building and then in the hallway here a few minutes ago walks past me, but instead of continuing on, she freezes and faces me. 

“You look totally bored.” She holds her cup to her lips, smiling over the rim as she inches closer to me. “I’m Mac, by the way.”

“Evie.”

Nodding, she mouths my name, committing it to memory as she races her hand through her chin-length hair. “Look, Evie ... what you saw back there—”

I shake my head quickly. “You don’t even have to explain.” 

“—was my boyfriend, Eli,” she continues. “I was trying to talk him into coming back to my apartment with me tonight, but he thinks he’s got to be here with his team.” Rolling her eyes, she tilts her cup back. As soon as she’s finished chugging her drink at record speed, she crumbles the plastic in her hand. 

“You can close your mouth now; it’s just water. Professor Cameron seems to know exactly when I drink because she swears she can hear it in my voice. Says it makes me sound like a drunken lounge singer.”

“Wow.”

With a giant grin, she shrugs. “She doesn’t hold anything back.”

“So I take it you’re a voice major, too?”

“It’s my minor, actually. I switched majors at the beginning of my sophomore year.” Mac gives me a shrug before adding, “Minor or major?”

“Major. First year.”

She grins. “Welcome to the jungle. Get ready for life with the mega bitch.” The last two words are sung in a soft high soprano. “Don’t get me wrong—Cameron’s good, insanely good, but she’s also tough. She was my advisor freshman year but now she just does my voice lessons. Still ... she just keeps offering me advice. No matter how much I tell her I’m A-okay without it.”

“Thanks for making me feel better.”

“You’ll be alright,” Mac promises. “Plus, her grad student this year is hot. His body is in-cre-di-ble.”

Rhys Delane. Even at a party that has nothing to do with music, he still manages to affect me. God, I can’t imagine the carnage that’ll be my mind and heart if I go through an entire semester working side by side with him. 

I force a smile. “Can’t wait to meet him.”

“Who’s hot, babe?” Her bathroom partner from earlier comes up behind her, wrapping his arms Mac’s tiny waist and resting his chin on the top of her head. 

“Eli, this is Evie.”  After her boyfriend and I exchange pleasantries, she twists her head back to stare at him. “And we’re talking about that guy I introduced you to at the Red Denial show.” When he doesn’t immediately grasp whom she’s referring to, she lets out a little huff, blowing up a few unruly wisps of golden hair. “Your memory blows. Glee on the juice?”

Recognition dawning on his expression, Eli grins. “Ah, yeah. That guy.” Before I can ask if Glee on the juice is a reference to Rhys’ physique—which, even knowing who he is, I can’t help but echo Mac’s sentiments that it’s killer—Eli says, “Listen, I’m thinking about cutting out of here in a few minutes ...”

“Uh huh,” she says dryly, and he lifts his shoulders sheepishly before offering her a promising look and backing away. He grants me a smile as he immerses himself in the crowd of gyrating bodies.

“It never fails, he always waits until I find someone I really want to talk to and then decides he’s tired.” She starts digging around in the big purse slung over her shoulder.  “Ah ... there they go.” When she pulls her hand out, she’s holding an enormous set of keys and her phone, which is enshrouded by a bright pink case. She hands the phone to me. 

“Add your number. We can do lunch or something and talk about how batshit insane Cameron is after she makes you sing “Sento Nel Core” eighty million times because she doesn’t think you quite grasp what pianissimo stands for.”

Arching my eyebrow, I work my fingers over the smooth screen, typing my number quickly. “You have officially made me not want to go to class on Monday. Thanks a million.” 

“Tell her you saw her on Broadway sixteen years ago and that she was brilliant. Cameron’s a compliment whore—she eats that shit up.” As I make a mental note to research musicals my professor performed in while I was still in Pull-ups, Mac takes her phone back. She makes a few strokes across the screen, and a second later my own phone vibrates within my pocket. “There, you’ve got my number.” Boosting herself up on her tiptoes, she glances across the room to the front door where her boyfriend is talking to the stamper and rolls her brown eyes before taking off toward him. “Text me!”

Nobody else stops me as I return to my roommate, and the moment Corinne sees me, she throws her arm around me, causing me to go completely still. “God, you disappear too much,” she laughs when she lets go of me.

Automatically, my shoulders relax. “I met a girl who knows my advisor.”

“A good thing?” Daniel questions, and I shrug. 

“We’ll see on Monday.” 

Corinne shoots a look between us, and then finally heaves an exaggerated sigh. “Come on, let’s play beer pong.” 

For someone whom I’m pretty sure never had a drink before tonight, she doesn’t show any hesitation as she drags me off to one of the adjoining rooms where several people are taking turns playing on a makeshift table—an old door lying across what looks like two dressers. I’ve never been very good at beer pong because my aim sucks. Last year all I wanted to do was get right to the drinking, but I make an effort when Corinne and I play against Daniel and his roommate Elliot. By the time our second rotation to play rolls around, and Corinne starts to slur, I decide to call it a night. 

“I’ve got to get up at seven to call my dad,” I lie, prying away her beer and tossing it in the nearest trashcan. “Walk back with me?”

“You go ahead, I’ll walk back with Daniel, and—”

“I’m leaving, too.” He yawns, and I glance over my shoulder and shoot him an appreciative smile. He winks at me before telling her, “I’ll walk you both back.”

The ten blocks back to our dorm is traveled in awkward silence, besides Corinne who returns a call she missed while we were at the party. She immediately darts in our room the moment we reach our hall, but Daniel stops me at our door, placing his hand on my shoulder. 

“What?” As I turn around, I maneuver away from his touch. “Do you—”

“You’re not really tired, are you?” He gives me a smile that’s meant to impress. “Because I’ve got a movie that—”

Oh, hell no. 

“Can Corinne come?” I interrupt. He blinks a few times, and then I add, “Because, you know, you just spent most of the night talking to her. Plus, the only time you and I’ve really said anything was when your ass was parked on my bed.”

Smiling sheepishly, he runs his palm over his face and shrugs. “Guess she’s just not my type.”

And you’re definitely not mine, I add silently. Giving him a little wave, I open my door. “Goodnight, Daniel.” Before he can protest, I’m already in our room with the door securely closed and locked behind me.

I stop short when I see Corinne lying on her bed with her forearm resting over her eyes. “Are you alright?” I ask, and she comes to a slight sitting position and nods.

“Tired.” 

And drunk. Very, very drunk. Grabbing two bottles of water from the mini-fridge, I start to toss one to her, but then I think better of it. The last thing I need to complete this epic suck of a day is to knock her in the head with a full bottle of water. I cross the room and place it beside her. 

When she gives me a quizzical look, I open my own and take a drink. “Trust me, you’ll thank me in the morning.”

She scoots all the way up and rests her back against the plain wood headboard as she takes slow sips. “So ...”

I lift an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Do you miss the school you went to last year?”

Instead of getting exasperated that we’re back on this subject, I think of Kendra. I haven’t checked my messages in the last hour or so, but I can almost guarantee she’s sent me another word of encouragement. 

Turning my back to Corinne, I slide off my shoes and kick them under my bed. “I miss some things,” I say as I start rummaging through my top dresser drawer for my shower supplies. “But mostly it doesn’t bother me being somewhere new.”

As drunk as she is, the slight shake in my voice must give me away. “That bad, huh? I might talk a lot but I’m a really good listener, too.” She releases a hiccup. “If you ever want to talk, that is.”

Clutching my towel close to my chest, I shake my head. “Like I said, I screwed up last year. Time to make things right. But before all that, you should get some rest.” I dip my head to the nearly full bottle of water she’s nursing. “Try to drink that so you don’t feel like crap tomorrow morning.”

When I return from my shower twenty minutes later, I’m grateful Corinne is already asleep. 

***

Aside from exploring Richmond with our suitemates, Hannah and Lara, who are both from Charlottesville, the rest of my weekend is, thankfully, uneventful. Of course, that’s also a bit of a curse. It gives me plenty of time to go to battle with myself about the Rhys Delane situation. 

And this is one of those situations where there are only two actual solutions. Either I can go directly to Professor Cameron—who’s already let me know she doesn’t think I deserve to be in her program—and tell her I’m unable to work with her trusted assistant. Or I can suck up all my apprehension about Rhys, try my hardest to overlook our mutual connection, and get the hell through this semester.

Both solutions royally suck.

After spending most of Sunday driving Corinne to the nearest Ikea and helping her put together a small bookshelf, and then getting all my stuff prepared for the upcoming week—printing out my schedule and tracking down a book that I didn’t order along with the rest of my course materials—I’ve almost convinced myself to take the more difficult road. 

Almost.

Then again, that may be the exhaustion screwing with me. It’s nearly eleven-thirty. Corinne’s been asleep for almost an hour, and Facebook has sucked me in for the last twenty minutes. I’d stupidly reactivated the account I cancelled last spring, only to get an eyeful of all the dumb crap my ex-boyfriend James is doing already on his first weekend back to school. The sentimental fool in me wants to feel some type of emotion—anger or longing or even a desire to send him a message. I can see that he’s logged on, and despite the rocky way our relationship had ended, I know he’ll respond quickly if I contact him—but I don’t feel any of that. 

As I scroll past a picture of James giving a thumbs up as he and one of his frat brothers hoist up a skinny girl for a keg stand, my phone rings. Startled, I nearly drop my laptop in my effort to grab it before the noise wakes up Corinne. Once it’s silenced, I flip it over to see my mother’s name.  Mom’s old school—she holds fast to the belief that after nine, you don’t call people unless it’s an absolute emergency. 

I quickly accept the call.

“Mom? Are you okay?” I breathe into the receiver. 

The voice that greets me, however, doesn’t belong to my mother but to my father. Shit. Yesterday morning I’d sent him a message to let him know that I’d call him soon to catch up, but I never heard back from him. I assumed he was pleased that I even responded. 

"A call would’ve been nice," he tells me in a tight voice. “But I’m glad to hear you’re alive and kicking.”

The exact wording he uses sends a jolt through my body but I shake it off as I quietly come to my feet and tiptoe out my bedroom. My suitemate, Hannah, is coming out of our shared bathroom as I head inside to talk, and she gives me a sleepy smile, murmuring, “’Night, Evie.”

When I tell her the same, Dad releases a breath. “Oh no, not yet you’re not.” 

"Sorry, I was talking to one of the girls who lives in my suite,” I explain as I sit down on the bench seat right outside the standup shower. It’s wet, and I shift uncomfortably in my now damp pajama pants. “I’ve been busy with settling in, and—.” Something hits me, and I bring my knees up to my chest, wrapping my free arm around them. Dad’s calling me from Mom’s phone. “Wait. Are you back at home?” 

"Evelyn,” he groans. I purse my lips, expecting him to start with the evasive maneuvers at any moment. Unfortunately, that particular habit is something we have in common. "I know you have some ... issues with me right now, but at some point you’re going to have to let your mom and I work out our own lives. This has nothing to do with you."

For some reason, I expected a better line of bullshit from him, but maybe he’s losing his touch. "Oh, I’m sorry that you’re a compulsive cheater," I retort sharply. "But she’s my mother. I think that has everything to do with me." 

There's a brief moment of silence between us before I say, "So, are you living at home again?" While I was home for summer break, he’d spent maybe a total of seven days at our house. He had girlfriends, and yes, I do mean in the plural sense, and since I’d gone ahead and blown the whistle on his first affair, he didn’t see any point in hiding that truth any longer.

Growing up, it was never a secret that Mom favored Lily and Dad me—my mother and I seemed to clash at every turn—but after the last several months, I couldn’t be in the same room with him without feeling bitter. 

“Did I lose you?” I say through clenched teeth, half-hoping that he did hang up on me. 

To my disappointment, he says, "Let's talk about you instead. How are you liking the place so far?"

"It’s fine.” When he sighs, frustrated at my short response, I add, “What do you want me to say? That I'm settled in? Or that I'm all ready for my classes tomorrow morning and I have every intention of going this year? Or, even better, that I'm not hung-over?" 

"Do you have to be so sarcastic about everything?" he demands.

"But it's all true. Besides, you’ve been quick to remind me about all my shortcomings whenever you want to get your point across.”

"I've apologized to you, Evelyn." As soon as I remind him about the text he sent me not even two days ago, he quickly corrects himself. “I’ve apologized to you about what happened with your mom.”

But you’re still seeing other women behind her back, I want to say. There’s no point in arguing. He’ll just feed me the same lines of crap he’s been doling out to her. I slide off the bench and to my feet. “Look, I’m currently in a bathroom talking to you because everyone in my suite is asleep. I should probably get to bed too because I have a nine AM class, and I really, really don’t want to be late on my first day. If you are with Mom, tell her I said goodnight and I love her.”

As I walk back to my room, the next thing my father says makes me consider turning right back around just to argue with him. “It’s complicated. I know you don’t understand, but it is.”

I've always loathed that word. When I was a kid, and Dad wanted an easy out on something he couldn’t explain or didn’t want to deal with, he was quick to throw it around. Back then I had no problem accepting it, but now not so much. I stop right outside my door, placing my forehead gently against the wood. 

“Complicated, huh?”

“When you’re older you’ll understand.”

I swallow hard. “Yeah, sure. Goodnight. I'll call you ... soon, okay?" I don't give him the chance to stop me before I disconnect the call.

After I’ve once again deactivated my Facebook account and put my laptop back on my desk, I lie in bed reflecting on all the things I’ve screwed up over the last year. For starters, there’s my parents’ marriage—but of course, that was broken long before I found out about all the affairs and told my mom. She deserved to know, deserved better. And yet, she would’ve preferred to remain oblivious. I’d seen that much in her eyes as she avoided my gaze all summer long. 

And then, I’d wrecked what was left with James. Don’t get me wrong, we were never perfect—we had a relationship that began in high school and was based around too much sex, smoking pot, and drinking ourselves into oblivion—but the end still hurt. When I’d retaliated after our breakup, I only managed to damage myself. 

Even if my grades hadn’t gotten me kicked out of school, the slut shaming I faced from James’ fraternity after that “retaliation” probably would have sent me on my own way. 

Yawning, I roll over on my side and face the wall. 

Screw Dad.

Screw James.

And most of all screw Rhys Delane. 

Chapter Five

––––––––

Last year, I was sure I lucked out with my relatively light class load. During first semester, I only took fourteen credits and second semester, due to my already failing grades, I enrolled in even fewer—twelve in total. Thinking back on that now, as I rush to get ready for my first day, I decide that maybe so few classes was a curse. Maybe if I’d registered for as many courses as I’m taking this year—eighteen credit hours just this semester—I might have had a little less time for messing up. 

“No point in worrying about that right now,” I tell myself as I shimmy into the longest pair of shorts I can find in my wardrobe, which, thanks to my long legs, barely graze my fingertips. Taking a swig of the Red Bull sitting on my desk, I pull my flowy, Bohemian-esque shirt from the back of my computer chair and drag it over my head as I shove my feet into a pair of plain nude flats. Grabbing the same messenger bag I used last year from the center of my bed, I drop my phone and two textbooks inside as I head out the door. 

I race across campus to make it to my first class, which to my extreme displeasure is Professor Cameron’s Sight Singing and Dictation course. Although the whole tardy and absent thing is an entirely different ball field in college, I absolutely don’t want to be late to a class that is not only taught by my advisor, but is also my worst subject in my major.

I’m early—the class is only partially full when I walk in—and I let myself relax. I take a seat a couple rows from the front, beside a freckled, shaggy redhead who automatically makes me think of Ed Sheeran, and behind a girl who smells like the perfume department at Sephora threw up on the front of her bright pink hoodie. 

Turning his head to look at me, the redhead gives me a smile. “Nathan Stone.”

“Evie Miller, nice to meet you.”

Pulling out his laptop—which I doubt he’ll need in this particular class—he asks, “You liking it so far?”

“Not sure.” Grinning, I lay my hands down flat on my desk, rubbing my thumbs together. “I’ll tell you how I feel about it after this class is over, though.”

Chuckling, he moves his head to either side. “No, I mean the first real weekend back. This place can get a little crazy.” 

“Oh ... this isn’t your first year?”

“Nope, I was here last year.” He drags a bottle of green tea out the side of his laptop bag and downs a quarter of the contents before adding, “I decided in the middle of March that I wanted to screw myself and double major, so here I am.”

“Nice.” 

“Yeah, I—” His gaze leaves my face for a second, looking over my shoulder, and he lifts his eyebrow. “I swear that guy makes the rest of us look like ass. I’m glad my girlfriend doesn’t go here,” he jokes. 

Oddly enough, I already know precisely who Nathan is referring to without having to look behind me, and I automatically feel my body go taut as my mind wraps around thoughts of Rhys Delane. Since half those thoughts are the kind that will easily get me in trouble, I squeeze my hands together and give a noncommittal shrug. 

“He’s alright, I guess.”

“Well, that’s the first time I’ve ever heard that happen,” Nathan mutters, shaking his head incredulously. He looks over my shoulder again, and this time when our eyes meet, he gives me a serious look. “The succubus is here. She’ll go Leonidas on us if we’re talking while she’s explaining the fifty page syllabus.”

Between Mac’s description of Professor Cameron as the mega bitch and Nathan now referring to her as the succubus, I’m seriously ready to pre-empt the pity party for myself for the next several weeks. 

Giving me a little wink, Nathan turns forward in his seat. When Professor Cameron starts to talk a moment later, her tone just as crisp and detached as it was during our meeting last week, I have no choice but to follow suit. 

I automatically regret it because the moment I do, Rhys passes by my desk, dropping the syllabus on the corner. Our eyes lock, and despite not wanting to show any reaction to him, I swallow hard, causing the corners of his lips to move just enough for me to notice. He probably believes I’m thinking of our brief encounter before formally meeting last week. And while I’m sure there are—judging by the number of female gazes that follow him longer than necessary as he finishes doling out paperwork—plenty of women who would easily react to him, sixty-five percent of my response is rooted in something entirely different. 

As both Professor Cameron and Rhys introduce themselves and start to go over the syllabus, Nathan gives me a look from across the aisle. “He’s alright, I guess,” he whispers, mimicking my nonchalant words from a few minutes ago. “I’ll pretend I didn’t see your face light up the second he opened his alright mouth.”

“If she doesn’t Leonidas kick you, I will,” I promise sweetly, and his shoulders shake with silent laughter. He lowers his gaze back down to the bullet point on attendance. 

“You’re still leering at him,” Nathan whispers.

With fifteen minutes to spare, we reach the end of the syllabus, which is the section I dread the most—midterms in October and final exams in December. Sitting behind the desk at the front of the room, Professor Cameron slides her glasses up on her nose and looks over to Rhys, who’s on the stool beside the desk. 

“Anything you want to add?” she questions him.

Glancing from Cameron out to us, Rhys tilts his head to the side, examining everyone carefully with his piercing blue-green eyes. When they skim over me, I feel a jolt in my chest. I look away just as he clears his throat. 

“I know most of you’ve already been fortunate enough to meet Professor Cameron,” he begins, and I bite my lip when Nathan snorts just loud enough for me to hear him, “but since we’ll be together all semester and, hopefully, next, I want to know more about each of you. I’ll start. From the syllabus you already know I’m Rhys Delane. I’ve been a student here for almost five years, since I transferred from Georgetown as a sophomore.” 

Rhys starts to say something else, probably something about himself, but then he rubs his hand thoughtfully over his mouth, and points to one of the girls in the very front row. “How about you? Who are you and why’d you pick this place? What’s your goal?”

She giggles—actually giggles—and then says, “I want to teach music.”

After a few more of my classmates have introduced themselves, Rhys focuses his attention on me. Blatantly. I feel every eye in the room turn in my direction. There’s a part of me that wants to pull the woven fedora I put on this morning as far down over my head as it’ll go, but I manage to face his questioning gaze head on. 

“And you?” he asks.

“Me,” I breathe. What does he expect me to say? Hell, there’s so much I could say, want to say. But the first thing that comes out is, “I don’t know.”

His eyebrow jerks up. “You don’t know your name? What you did before you came to this program? Or what—”

“My name is Evie Miller, and I wreck things.” Before he can respond, I look around at all the confused faces and immediately add, “But I’m working on fixing everything. Singing has always been something that’s therapeutic for me. It’s what I’m good at, but I know I’ve got a lot of work to do while I’m here.” 

“I see,” Rhys says, his stare unwavering, sending fire to scorch my skin. 

“Yes.” I try like hell to smile as I look away from him again, coming eye to eye with Professor Cameron. Her chin is propped in her hands, and she’s leaned forward, listening to me intently. I return my gaze to Rhys and tell him confidently, “So my goal is short term: Pass finals this year. I don’t want to be the girl who screws everything up anymore.”

He stares at me for a moment longer before dipping his head into a nod and moving his attention to Nathan, who turns out to be from right outside of Las Vegas and a bit of a piano prodigy, from what I manage to make out from his humble introduction.

As we leave class together, he brushes off the fact that he almost decided to go to Julliard, so I quickly change the subject. “You moved from Vegas to come to Virginia?” He nods, and I snort. “I’m guessing that by now you realize that winter in this place over the last few years made Elsa’s wrath look tame, right?” 

“Whatever.” He throws his head back and releases a laugh. “We lived in Michigan until I was five, so this is kid stuff.” Before we reach the steps to go to the exit, a male—and impossibly undeniable—voice calls out my name. I stop in my tracks.  

“Not only is he alright, but he’s also personally summoning you,” Nathan teases, lifting his eyebrow. “I’ve got to head to my next class, but I’ll see you around.”

“I’ll be around,” I say a little too brightly. I keep my back turned on Rhys, trying to even out my breathing, to think clearly, before I turn around to face him. When I do, he’s a few feet away from me near a bulletin board. My legs tremble as I walk over to him. 

“What do you need?” I ask lamely. 

“I sent you a message to your student email about lessons, but I wanted to make sure you received it before this afternoon. Does four o’clock today in Practice Room four on the basement floor work for you?”

I know I should make up my mind, but I’m still wishy washy about Rhys’ role in my future. When I speak, though, I can’t bring myself to tell him that I’m not sure I can work with him and the exact reasons behind my indecision. 

Coward.

I’m a big, freaking coward.

“Yeah,” I breathe, “Four o’clock is perfect.”

“Good. See you then.” As he starts to walk off in the opposite direction, he gives me one more look, staring at the top of my head for a long time. 

“What?” I demand, causing him to grin. I shouldn’t have said anything because he strides back over to me, leaving only a few inches of space between our bodies. From where I’m standing, I decide that his eyes are definitely more green than blue, and that his lips look entirely too soft. Not only is he gorgeous, but he also smells like trouble—some cologne that’s sexy and exotic and ... 

Ugh. What the fuck am I thinking? 

“What is it?” I repeat.

“This is the third time I’ve seen you with a hat on. I’m trying to figure out if this is a regular occurrence or if I’ve just been unlucky.” 

“Unlucky?”

“I told you—I like seeing your eyes.”

I swallow back the lump forming in my throat. “How many times have you fed that line to girls on campus?”

Shaking his head, he laughs. “Just the one who wore a damn hat around everywhere she went.” Giving me an unapologetic final smile, he adds in a professional voice, “Don’t forget, four o’clock.”

“Sure.”

As I walk down the steps, breathing shallow breaths, I once again try to wrap my head around what twisted stroke of fate brought us to the same place at the same moment in time, knowing I won’t forget our lesson this afternoon even if I spend all day trying to drill it out of my brain.

I just won’t be going.

And for the next ten days, until my second lesson with Professor Cameron in her office on the following Wednesday, this is how my relationship with Rhys plays out. We see each other every Monday and Wednesday in class and in the hallways of the music building, but I miss each of our lessons—three in all so far. He doesn’t confront me on why; he just gives me a shrug or a nod when I approach him to spout off some bullshit excuse about forgetting or something coming up. 

But when Professor Cameron interrupts my lesson for the third time in fifteen minutes, she’s clearly irritated. Shutting off the metronome, she takes off her glasses and massages her fingers over the bridge of her nose. 

“That was horrible. We have more work to do than I thought,” she says bluntly. 

I stare up from the sheet music on the stand in front of me. “What?”

Releasing a sigh, Professor Cameron stands up from the upright piano situated in the corner of her office and cracks her knuckles. “This is a basic piece. Rhys had me under the assumption that you were progressing quickly with the private lessons and with sight singing, but I’m not entirely sure I believe him. So I want to know what’s going on, and I want to know now.”

Chapter Six

––––––––

Too stunned to react just yet, I simply stare unblinking across the room as she stares back at me expectantly.

Wait.

What?

Rhys had lied and told her I’ve been coming to my lessons with him? Why would he do that when it’s also his ass on the line? Rolling my tongue over my lips, I pretend to study my sheet music. “It’s coming along,” I say carefully, not wanting to get him in trouble. “Slowly.”

“Slowly,” Professor Cameron repeats, drawing that single word out. She taps her index finger thoughtfully against her sharp chin. “I’m going to check your schedule and then, if your other classes allow it, I’ll speak to Rhys about you taking a third lesson with him on Thursdays.”

Shit.

Another lesson added to the two that I’m already avoiding at all costs. 

Wonderful.

After a few moments of awkward quietness between us, Professor Cameron asks me in the gentlest voice I’ve heard her use to date, “You don’t have a problem with Mr. Delane, do you?” 

After that first day of class and missing my lesson with Rhys, I fully planned on meeting with her to discuss my issues. I was going to take Kendra’s advice, tell Cameron discretely what my problem was, and hope that she’d understood. That was until I had dinner with both Mac and Nathan—who already knew each other from the music department choir, which is obligatory for all music majors and minors—last Tuesday night. 

Even though they knew nothing about my specific situation, their discussion about my advisor’s quick dismissal of what she deemed “petty problems” swayed my plans. Like a coward, I simply chose to avoid the situation instead of confronting it directly. 

Now, with Professor Cameron’s frustration at my lack of progress and her preparing to speak to Rhys directly about her dissatisfaction, I realize it’s time for me to do something. 

“There’s no problem,” I rush to assure her. “But, I ... I can send an email to Rhys to see if we can make our lessons a little longer.” Closing my eyes for a second, I curse myself for being too stupid to realize this would happen. “If that’s alright with you, of course.”

When I open my eyes, I see that she’s giving me one of her rare smiles—or at least, what closely resembles a smile. 

“I can always appreciate initiative, so yes, it’s fine with me. I’ll check in with Rhys as well.” Assuming her seat behind the piano again, she slides her glasses back on and flips to the beginning of the sheet music. “Let’s see if you can sludge through this a couple more times in the next fifteen minutes.”

Flustered, as soon as my lesson is over I search the music building for Rhys. I want to get to him before Cameron has the opportunity to. When I’m unable to find him, I take off for my dorm room, passing by Nathan and promising to text him later along the way. When I reach my room, pausing for just a moment in the doorway to let the air conditioner blow over me, I’m not at all surprised to find Daniel with Corinne. They’ve been spending a lot of time with each other lately—which means she’s had less reason to dig into every detail of my personal life—but I’m reserving my opinion on him. 

He hasn’t tried to talk me into going to his room again since that first night, but he reminds me so much of James, my douchey ex, that I can’t help but distrust him.

“Trying out for cross country?” he jokes from his spot on Corinne’s bed where they’re playing some PS3 game. I shoot him a sharp look because the first image that pops into my mind is that of my sister in that red and white cross country tracksuit. 

“Evie swears she hates sports,” Corinne states, and Daniel grabs his chest in mock injury.

“You’re killing me, Miller,” he says as I slide down behind my computer chair and flip my laptop open. “Besides, I could’ve sworn I saw you wearing a Duke basketball shirt last week.”

“I like Duke.” I cast a wary glance over my shoulder, not missing the way Corinne flashes a slightly hurt look at him. “Lend me that kickass memory of yours for my world history test tomorrow,” I say jokingly, trying to lighten the mood. 

I turn back to my computer. It takes me a few tries to access my campus email—I’ve only checked it once since the first day of class—but once I’m logged in, I see there are two new messages from Rhys, one for each lesson I skipped after the first. 

“Let me guess, late assignment?” Daniel asks, and I nod, glad he can’t see me rolling my eyes. 

“Tell you what, you let me get this in on time, and I’ll come with Corinne to all your baseball games and show tons of ... school spirit, okay?”

Temporarily placated, Daniel returns his attention to the video game, but I can feel his eyes on the back of my neck as I open Rhys’ first message. 

From: rhys.delane01@founders.edu

To: evelyn.miller13@founders.edu

Date: Fri, Aug 23, 2013 at 4:42 PM

Subject: Time

It’s now past 4:30 (your lesson started at four, in case you were curious) and I’ve made a list of all the things I could have done with my time while I waited for you to stand me up again.


1. Go to my other job. Yes, I have two. It’s one of those sacrifices you’ll eventually make when you grow up.

2. Clean my apartment. Yet another sacrifice.

3. Get a head start on grading for next week.  

4. Are you getting the gist of this yet? Let me know what your plans are for Monday.




In the second email, the one sent Monday around noon, his message is much less scathing—a simple request for me to let him know by three if I’d be at our four PM lesson, otherwise he would assume I didn’t plan to show up. 

Staring at the words on the screen, I feel my face heat up at the shame that starts to roll through me. Selfish. Always, always selfish. Hitting reply to the email he sent me two days ago, I type a quick note, Rhys, I was wondering if you might have a chance to talk this afternoon? and then hit send. I barely have enough time to check my Gmail account before I see a new email from him pop up in my campus email. 

From: rhys.delane01@founders.edu

To: evelyn.miller13@founders.edu

Date: Wed, Aug 28, 2013 at 5:03 PM

Subject: Re: Time

Will twenty minutes from now in PR#4 work for you?

It takes me a minute to grasp that PR#4 refers to the practice room that I should’ve been to at least three times by now. I respond that I’ll see him there. Shutting my computer, I grab my purse and room keys from my bed and head toward the door. 

“Oh, you’re already going to dinner?” Corinne asks, her dark eyebrows knitting together. Pausing her video game, she glances down at the phone beside her on the bed. “It’s early, but we can come with—”

“No,” I say quickly, the word a little too harsh even to my own ears. Shaking my head, I backtrack. “I mean, I’m not going to dinner yet. I’ve got to go meet my advisor but after that—say six-ish?”

“Definitely.” Her shoulders sag in relief and as she grabs the controller, she tells me, “Good luck with your advisor. I have Communication Theory with one of her old students, and I’ve heard nothing but absolute horror stories.”

I give her a cool smile, tell her thanks, and wave goodbye to Daniel. Racing back to the music building for the third time today, I go over what I’m going to say to Rhys. In the back of my head, I can hear Kendra’s cool voice of reason telling me that the truth is always nice. 

Too bad the truth is often crippling.

When I arrive, I find the door open and Rhys is already sitting behind the piano, touching the keys carefully. At the sound of me rushing into the room, he lifts his chin, a wave of surprise passing over his face because he probably didn’t expect me to show up. He quickly replaces it with a cordial smile. 

“Shut the door behind you?” he requests. 

“Yeah, of course.” I close it with the heel of my foot and then press my back up against it, wringing my fingers together. “Look, let me start by saying—”

Giving me a view of the top of his dark hair, he keeps his gaze down on the piano keyboard as he interrupts me, explaining in his soft Southern accent, “My wording on that email last week was all wrong.” I finally recognize the song he’s playing as a version of “Yesterday,” stripped of any extra accompaniment, and I can automatically hear the lyrics in my head. “It wasn’t the best of days for me, and I took it out on you. I’m gonna be honest and tell you that I don’t regret calling you out, but I do regret the manner in which I did it.”

Well, hell. Can he be any more blunt? “I—”

“I know I’m not Professor Cameron, and  I might not look like what you’d expect from a voice instructor, but I know what I’m doing. I’m fucking good at what I do. If you’ve learned anything about Cameron, you’ll know she doesn’t screw around when it comes to this department.” 

“I know.”

Drawing in a harsh breath, he stands up, leaning against the backside of the piano and standing close to me. I blink, unable to form a response. “I’m not gonna beg you to come to your lessons, Evelyn. I don’t beg, and I’m sure as hell not gonna do it when it comes to something that only serves to benefit you, but I would think you’d want to improve.”

“I do.” I splay my palms out against the door behind me, pushing as hard as I can. “I’m sorry I missed our lessons.”

“Do you plan to start coming?”

“I—” I feel my face heat up under his intense scrutiny. I’ve wrestled with this in my head since figuring out who he is, but this is something I have to do. Not only if I want to end this year on a positive note, but also if I want to grow up, as Rhys had put it in his email. No matter how much it screws with me, I can’t spend my life maneuvering out of everything that makes me face my past and all my screw-ups. 

I can get through this year. 

And I can do it without ever telling Rhys about our shared history. 

I have to.

“Yes,” I say in a small voice, “I’ll be here on Friday.”

“Next Tuesday,” he corrects me. When I lift my eyebrow, he continues, “I’m leaving town Friday for the long weekend, and Monday is a holiday.”

Damn. I’d almost forgotten about the long weekend, and neither of my parents has made a move to even ask me if I had plans to come home during it. 

“And then,” he tells me coolly, “We’ll meet again on Thursday because Cameron asked me to add in an extra day of lessons with you.” 

Crap. I had hoped to get ahold of him before she did. “Oh, wow ... she works fast.”

Confused, he narrows his eyes. “She asked me yesterday.” 

I give myself a chance to process the fact that my advisor went to him well before talking to me about an extra day of lessons, and then I accept defeat and nod. “Rhys? Why did you tell her I’ve been coming to practice? I mean, what do you gain from it?”

Shaking his head, he laughs as he goes back behind the piano to grab his laptop bag. He strides back over to me wearing a sardonic grin. “This is my job. Nobody wants to admit to screwing up when they don’t even know why it’s happening. So that’s why I want this from you: If there’s something about me that has you doubting my abilities, or doubting your future here, get it the hell out right now.”

Tearing my gaze from his, I stare at a mismatched tile on the floor right at the corner of the piano. “There’s nothing,” I lie.

He cocks an eyebrow. “Of course there isn’t,” he drawls. “But in case there is, let me get this out there for you. If you don’t show on Tuesday, I won’t come back. Like I said, I’m not going to beg you to come to me.”

Inadvertently, he’s giving me a chance to get all my baggage out in the open, but I still hold on to the idea that I’ll be able to handle my personal issues without involving him. He has yet to figure out who I am thus far so there’s no reason in making him uncomfortable too, is there? 

“What are you thinking?” he murmurs, twisting his head a little so he can get a good look into my eyes. 

“Hmm?”

“I’ve been trying to figure out what your problem is, and it’s killing me not knowing.”

He’s spent his precious time trying to figure me out? The mere thought of him doing that sends a trill of electricity coursing through me. “And you have theories?” I whisper.

“Besides you doubting me? The only other one I could think of is—” When he cuts himself off, sliding the tip of his tongue over the corner of his full lips and then shooting me a cocky grin, I suddenly have to know the rest. There’s no way I’m leaving this room without him coming out with it. I gesture for him to continue and under his breath he mutters that I asked for it before saying, “I thought you might be afraid to be around me because you couldn’t resist ... my natural charms.”

His natural charms.

Dear lord. Did he really just say that? Giving him a tight smile, I shake my head. “Fortunately for you I’m very much immune to your natural charms, so I think we’re good for Tuesday.”

Looking unconvinced, he points out, “You asked me to tell you.”

“And now that you have, and I’ve told you that’s the least of your worries, we can get through this semester.” 

He motions for me to move away from the door, and as he exits, his body skims mine, waking every nerve ending, every pulse point, in the process. From the way his gaze lowers to my face, I have a feeling the touch was intentional just to test me. 

“Trust me, it makes things so much easier,” he says. “I’ll see you Tuesday at four. And, Evelyn?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t forget what I said. I’m not going to beg you to work with me. It has to be something you want for yourself or we’re not going to get anywhere.”

“Noted.” I nod. “I’ll be there.”

As I walk back to my dorm to meet my roommate, and probably Hollister too, for dinner, I do my best to ignore the fact that the right side of my body is still tingling from rubbing up against Rhys.

Chapter Seven

––––––––

“You know, you’ve never mentioned where home is,” Nathan says from his perch on my computer chair late Friday morning as I pack a few pairs of shorts in a tiny duffle bag. 

After Ensemble Choir—which is the only class either of us has on Fridays—we ate a late breakfast together along with my suitemate Lara, who’s also in choir, before she took off for her next class. I’d invited him back to my room to help me pack. 

Nathan is officially the first guy I’ve personally invited inside my room here—another record for me compared to last year after my breakup with James—but there’s also not an ounce of attraction between us. While I have no intention of prancing around in my bra and panties in front of him, I also know he has no ulterior motives. I can always appreciate that in a guy, especially one with a longtime girlfriend.

“Can you hand me that?” I gesture to the straw hat sitting beside his bottle of green tea. He tosses it to me like a Frisbee where it lands on the top of my bag. “And I know I haven’t mentioned where home is.”

“I can’t even find you on Facebook. Or Instagram. Would it offend you if I ask you if you’re from one of those The Hills Have Eyes type of places?”

I grin and toss my toothbrush in the front pocket of the bag. “No, but only because I’ve never seen the movie.” Pulling each zipper closed, I push myself to my feet and stretch my arms and legs. “I live on the border.”

Nathan lifts both his reddish-blond eyebrows. “There are five borders.” This isn’t the first time he’s rattled off geographical info at the drop of a hat, and I shake my head incredulously. 

“God, it’s like you’re a walking, talking map.”

“We’ve gone over this, my father teaches Geography—I have no choice. It was either conform or be cast out,” he teases, rolling the chair over to the wastebasket to throw away his now empty bottle. 

“Alright, let’s lock this place up. If I don’t get out of here now, I’ll probably hit traffic and won’t get there until after dinner.” Hoisting my duffle bag on my shoulder, I start for the door with Nathan right behind me. As I lock my room from the outside, I swear I can see the wheels in his brain turning while he tries to calculate distance and times to various border locations.

Although he doesn’t have to, he insists on walking the mile to the off-campus freshman parking lot with me because he wants to check out the music store right across the street. When I hit the unlock button on my key fob, and the front lights flash on my car, Nathan releases a low whistle. Abandoning the subject of tests, he walks in a slow circle around my black Hyundai Genesis Coupe. 

“You take the bus everywhere and you have this sitting out here?” he laughs.

“Richmond traffic scares me,” I admit, tossing my duffle bag in the tiny backseat and my purse in the front floorboard. “It’s much calmer in Bristol.”

Lifting his gaze from the rear spoiler at the mention of my hometown, Nathan grins. “Bristol, huh?”

“Uh huh, though I’d appreciate it if you’d keep that to yourself,” I say seriously, and when he nods, I relax my shoulders. Once I’m inside the car with my seatbelt secured and the ignition started, he comes around to the partially open window. Disheveled red hair falls over his eyes when he leans over. “See you on Monday, friend. And please don’t get into too much trouble this weekend.”

Shoving his hands in his pocket, he rocks back forward on the balls of his feet, laughing. “I’ve got too much to do to have time for trouble. If you need me, I’ll be making practice room three my bitch for that sight singing test next Wednesday.” 

Ugh, I’d almost forgotten about that. Giving Nathan a grateful smile, I wave goodbye and pull out of the jam-packed parking area, watching in the rearview mirror as he jogs across the street and disappears through the double door of the music shop. 

As soon as I stop at a gas station and fuel up, I plug in my iPod, singing along with everyone from Civil Twilight to Pink Floyd to Sia all the way home. Luckily, I miss the bulk of the traffic, and it’s a few minutes before five when I pull into my parents’ circular driveway. 

There’s a white Infiniti SUV boasting a thirty-day tag parked in Mom’s usual spot, which is right in front of the triple garage. After walking around it a few times just like Nathan had done to my car several hours ago, I finally go inside the house.

I find my mom in the living room. She’s vacuuming, with her back turned to me. 

Since she’s not expecting me, I quickly announce my presence, but I still startle her because she spins around to face me, her hazel eyes wide. 

She shuts off the vacuum cleaner, nearly knocking it over in the process. “Jesus, Evie, you scared me!” Holding her hand over her chest to still her racing heartbeat, she eases down on the couch. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming home?”

“It was kind of last minute.” Shifting uncomfortably, I drop my bag behind me in the foyer. “Sorry.”

“Why on Earth are you saying sorry?” Mom laughs a little too hysterically, motioning for me to come and sit beside her. “This is your house, too. I just figured that since you didn’t come home last Labor Day that ...” Her voice trails off and she smooths her small hands down the front of her khaki Bermuda shorts. “I’m glad you’re here.”

I believe her, but it’s the edge and hesitation in her voice that gives me cause to worry. Drawing my eyebrows together, I walk all the way into the living room and take a seat on the opposite side of the couch. “Is everything okay?” 

“It’s—” She struggles to find the right word, and I notice her fingers are taut as she taps them against her slim legs. “It’s fine. Everything is great, in fact. I’m guessing you saw the gift from your dad out front.” 

My mother’s birthday isn’t until January and their anniversary was a couple months ago, so I can easily guess that the brand spanking new SUV must be some type of reconciliation gift. A very extravagant reconciliation gift. I guess Dad really is trying to move back in. 

I try not to show any type of emotion—surprise or bitterness or anger—when I say, “It’s gorgeous.” Mom and I have enough issues, like the fact that she still has a hard time looking me in the eye, for me to go and offend her minutes after coming home. 

The sound of “Crazy Kids”—the ringtone I’d assigned to Kendra just this past week after she called me crazy in a text message—starts to play, and I give my mother an apologetic look before excusing myself to the kitchen. 

“I’m running late,” Kendra complains as soon as I say hello. “My brother didn’t get here to get me until an hour ago, so I’ll be there around—oh, I don’t know—seven thirty or so?” 

I grab a Coke from the fridge, biting the inside of my cheek at the full shelf of Dad’s favorite beer. “Sounds good,” I tell Kendra. Even though we haven’t made any concrete plans for the night, the fact that she’d changed her mind late in the week to come to Bristol this weekend had been the driving force behind my decision to come home. “Just text me when you get here?”

After we hang up and I finish my drink, I go back to the living room to find my mom finishing up her housework. After Lily died, Dad had hired a housekeeper to come in three times a week, but my mother wasn’t having it because she hated the thought of someone else cleaning the house, even if she and my father did have the means. As she adjusts a turquoise and mustard yellow throw pillow on the couch, she lifts her head a little until her gaze meets my lips. 

I sigh, but say nothing as I support my back against the doorway.

“Do you have any special plans this weekend?” Once again, there’s a note of hesitation in her voice. 

“Kendra and I are probably going to catch a movie, but tomorrow I’m all yours. Maybe we can do a movie, or—”

Standing upright, she chews nervously on her bottom lip. “You didn’t tell your dad you were coming, did you?” she questions softly.

“No, why?”

A slow, deep flush creeps up her neck and face as she informs me, “We actually made weekend plans to head to Myrtle Beach tonight. Well, your dad made them and surprised me with the news two days ago. I’m supposed to be picking him up from the dealership at seven.”

Apparently my dad has been just full of surprises lately.

When I open my mouth to speak, she rushes forward and for the briefest moment, we lock stares. There’s a momentary flash of longing and regret in her eyes, but then it’s quickly replaced by genuine concern. “I promise it’s not going to be a problem to cancel. Or you can come with us. Just let me call Matthew and—”

“No!” I shout. She stops in her tracks on her way to the phone in the foyer. Once again, she’s staring directly into my eyes, unblinking as she waits for me to say something. As unforgivable as I think some of my dad’s actions have been, the fact that my mom looks so thrilled about taking a getaway with him is something I can’t overlook. “Seriously, there’s no need to do that. You go on to the beach, I promise I’m fine here.” 

“Are you sure, I really don’t—”

I reach her in three long strides and pull her to me. At five-foot-four, she’s shorter than me by four inches, so her head lies awkwardly on my neck for a moment before I release her. “Mom. Go.”

When she leaves the house an hour and a half later, I casually ask her not to mention to my father that I’m here in town. She’s so eager to get on the road, she doesn’t even see through my request. 

I don’t want to have a run in with him that leaves my mother upset.

With Kendra still not quite in town, and the house so empty I can’t quite stand being alone, I grab my purse intent on getting some food. Even though Friday night is always its busiest time, I can’t resist heading to my favorite restaurant—a throwback 1950’s style diner that’s a mile and a half from the high school I attended. 

But the moment I walk inside and spot James on the other side of the restaurant with two of his friends, I consider walking out. Unfortunately, the bell at the top of the door has already announced my arrival, and he’s looking right at me. He dips his chin in recognition, so I push forward and take a seat in an empty booth as far away from him as I can. I pretend to study the menu that I already know by heart. When another body scoots into the booth across from me, I smell the familiar sent of the Fahrenheit cologne I bought him two years ago for Christmas. I press my lips together. 

“Can I help you?”

“I haven’t heard a word from you in months and you wouldn’t answer your door all summer. How do you think you can help me?”

Scowling, I whip my gaze up. “You have ketchup on your chin.”

He swipes a napkin over the spot but offers me a crooked smile nonetheless. “You’re not still mad, are you?” Considering the last words we said to each other prior to tonight, this is an odd question for him to be asking me. 

“Oh, I don’t know. Your fraternity called me out—very publicly, might I add—for being a hobag, and you went right along with them. So ... I guess I’m a little mad.”

“I swear you hold a scary grudge.” 

Two years ago, he said nearly the same thing to me just before my mom called me downstairs to let me know what had happened to Lily. For more reasons than one, those words have so much more meaning after everything that’s happened, both with my family and between us. 

“No grudge here. Just a little smarter.”

“You fucked two of my friends. I had to listen to them tell me how hot your goddamn body was and—” James takes a shuddering breath and then scrubs his hand over his face. “What you did was wrong, Evie.”

My gaze zeroes in on the slight bump on his nose, the result of an elbow to the face during a basketball game during our sophomore year. At the thought of my fist making contact with that bump, I smile sweetly. 

“We were broken up,” I remind him through clenched teeth. “And you hooked up with more girls than that—way more. A lot of them while we were dating. You can lie all you want and tell me you never cheated, but I know better. I’ll take being called a hobag over actually being a cheating shitbag any day of the week.”

He doesn’t confirm or deny my allegations as he crosses his arms over his chest, wrinkling his gray t-shirt. For some reason, I can’t help but picture Rhys Delane, of all the people, in that gray shirt that hugged his body like a glove on the day we ran into each other two weeks ago. 

James reaches out to touch my face, but I quickly recoil. “You changed.”

“Yep. That’s what you told me.”

“It was like you had a goal to see how much shit you could screw up after your sister died.”

“Unless you want your balls in your throat, be careful what you say.”

“Damn, Evie.” At my stony expression, he bends forward, gripping the edges of the table. “I’m not telling you this to hurt you but because I love—I loved you. I’m sorry things went the way they did with us. I overreacted, but you pushed me away at every turn.”

“I’m doing it again right now.”

“What?”

I get up from my seat, feeling several eyes turn in my direction. Not that I care. “I’m no longer hungry.” 

“Evie,” James groans. He’s right behind me when I stalk out into the parking lot, and before I can open the door of my car, he pulls me around, dragging me to him. I shove my palms against his chest, pushing him away, watching the hurt look take over his face. “I’m trying to say sorry to you and you’re being difficult. You need to learn to let go.”

“Apology accepted, but trust me, the grudge I have for you is nowhere near as big as you try to make yourself believe. No hard feelings—just not very pleasant ones at the moment.” 

“Wait ... what are you doing tonight?” There’s a sudden suggestive lilt to his voice, and I swallow back the bile in my throat. Jabbing my tongue in my cheek, I shake my head, saying nothing, and my ex gives me a pleading look. “Oh, come on. It’s not like we haven’t—”

Leaning in close to him, I point my finger at the front of the diner. I can see James’ idiot friends looking out the window at us, leering. “They’re waiting on you. So go on inside and feed them a lie about how I couldn’t keep my hands off you.” The last word is nearly shouted as I slam into my seat and start the Hyundai. I can practically smell my tires burning as I speed out of the parking lot. 

What the hell was I thinking even talking to James?

A year ago when we first headed off to school together, things had been shaky between us at best. Even though a year had passed, I was still reeling from my sister’s death, and I thought getting away was what I needed. In spite of Kendra’s influence, I’d turned into a full-on party girl. At some point, I stopped caring whether or not James was actually around because there was something about going out Wednesday through Sunday that numbed away all my guilt. I knew he was messing around on me—I would have been an idiot not to know that—but I numbed the feelings associated with that away too.

He did us both a favor by ending the relationship, and up until tonight, I was pretty sure I’d cemented my “do not call again” status by sleeping with two senior members of his fraternity. He sure as hell earned himself a spot on my list thanks to his reaction.

My head pounding, I drive past the road leading to my house and get on the interstate, taking the first exit to go see my sister. I’m humiliated to admit I’ve only been to her grave once since she passed away, but fifteen minutes later, as the sun starts to disappear from the sky, I find myself sitting in front of her headstone. There are fresh flowers here, and guilt pierces my chest at the thought of my mom coming out here alone. 

“How does this work?” I ask aloud, my voice breaking. “Do I tell you I miss you? I do ... but is that enough?” Burying my face in my hands, I shake my head. 

“I’ve thought about you every time I close my eyes here lately. Owen Delane’s brother ... I see him now. Everyday.” Raking my hand through my hair, I release a painful laugh. I don’t say another word for several minutes and when I do, they tumble out one after the other in a raw, desperate whisper. “He doesn’t remember me, but I sure as hell remember him. He’s going to help me get everything back on track. I’m tired of screwing up.”

Over the next half an hour, I tell Lily as much as my voice will allow, realizing it’s the closest thing I’ll ever get to the girl in the red tracksuit sitting on the edge of my bed, telling me to wake up and stop being a lazy ass. By the time my phone rings and Kendra’s name scrolls across my screen, the corners of my eyes are wet. 

“I’ll come back sooner next time,” I whisper, pushing myself to my feet. “I swear.”

***

With my parents off on their weekend getaway, and Kendra leaving to go back to school on Sunday because of cross-country conditioning, I cut my trip a day short and drive back to Richmond on Sunday morning. 

The hall I live on is eerily quiet, with only a few people around. Neither my roommate, who went to Farmville with some girls from one of her classes, nor my suitemates are back yet, and I don’t expect to see them until tomorrow night. I text Nathan inviting him to dinner, and he tells me he’ll meet me at the D-hall in an hour after he finishes practicing for the upcoming sight singing test. Since I haven’t even begun to prepare for it, I begrudgingly gather my textbooks and make the walk over to the music department.

I can hear Nathan’s powerful tenor voice as I pass by practice room three, and my lips move into a smile. I resist the urge to interrupt him. Because the campus is so empty right now, I assume the room next door is available, so when I open it to see Rhys Delane of all people behind the piano, scribbling on a blank sheet of staff paper, I freeze in the doorway. 

His playing comes to a sudden halt, and he turns those amazing blue-green eyes on me, his expression just as stunned as mine. Although he’s been freshly shaven every time I’ve seen him the last couple weeks, he’s got that sexy, shadowy thing going again—the same way he looked when we first met. 

“Your lesson isn’t until Tuesday. So why are you here, Evelyn?”

Chapter Eight

––––––––

My eyes fall to his full lips as they move, and I immediately wonder how he kisses. Is it slow? Each flick of his tongue torturous, each movement of his body carefully orchestrated. Or is it desperate? Hard and fast, rough.

Biting my tongue, I lift my eyes until they’re level with his. 

“I—” Though I should turn around and leave, I take a step inside and hold up my Sight Singing and Dictation books and the frayed sheet music I’ve been going over with Professor Cameron. “I came to practice for next week,” I admit. When his lips part in a silent “ah,” I move closer, until the edge of the piano is jabbing against the side of my body. “I thought you’d be gone all weekend.”

His lips press into a thin line, and I jump when he palms several bass keys. “It didn’t work out. What about you?”

I shouldn’t—God, I know I shouldn’t—but I wonder if his issue is female-related. The thought of it being so makes me a little jealous. “I only left to see my best friend and she had to go back today, so here I am.” 

“To practice.” His lips move into a smile that gives me heart palpitations. “You can always go to another room. Or wait until I’m done with this one.” Then, a little softer, he says, “Or I can give you that first lesson.”

The way he says “lesson” pulls my eyes back up to his. From where I’m standing, I take in the sight of him, from the top of his off-black hair to his plain white t-shirt to his jeans. I look at him, and no matter how wrong it is—especially after going home this weekend—there’s no denying that Rhys Delane has some kind of effect on me. And it’s powerful, at that. 

When I don’t answer, he stands up and reaches for my books and music, which I quietly hand over to him.

I glance back at the clipboard by the door. “Do I have to sign in?” I whisper as he plays the key my first piece is in.

He shakes his head. “Not tonight.”

***

“You’re going flat again, Evelyn,” Rhys interrupts me two days later, on Tuesday, as we have our first official lesson. When I don’t immediately stop singing, he scoots the piano bench around just a little so that I have a clear view of him. He leans forward to rest his forearms on his knees. I look at him, from the khaki-colored pants to the black Polo shirt that keeps drawing my attention to his broad shoulders and chest and up to his blue-green eyes, which at the moment, are zeroed in on me. 

If I thought Professor Cameron was bad about stopping me mid-measure, Rhys Delane is that much harder. We’ve been together for the last twenty minutes and after he had me do a warm-up, he immediately asked me to pull out “Florian’s Song,” even though I’ve never looked at that particular song before today. The first time he stopped me, I’d only been able to sing through the first four measures. This time, I at least made it to the second page of sheet music, but that’s not saying much. 

“You know, maybe I’d be able to get through the damn thing if you didn’t keep telling me that.” 

“I’d rather you get through it right then at all.”

Already, I’m starting to question any sanity I might have had when I made the decision to put aside my apprehension to work with Rhys. The nearly forty-five minutes we spent in here on Sunday night had lulled me into a false sense of security. Irritated, I shove my hands in the front pockets of my shorts, rock back on my heels, and glare at the bottom of the black music stand for a moment before lifting my narrowed eyes at him. “Alright, we’ve got another ten minutes, let’s do this—” My words catch when he abruptly stands up, his full lips twisted to the side as he examines me closely. “Why the hell are you looking at me like that?” 

“I want you to try something for me,” he says. I shift my eyebrow, so he moves in close to me. My body is instantly aware of him, and goose bumps pucker across my skin. Since he’s a few inches taller than my five-foot-eight, I tilt my head back to search his gaze. He points to the knit black beanie holding in my mess of wavy chestnut hair. 

“Take the hat off.”

“What? No.” At his insistent nod, I demand, “Why?”

“Because you’re hiding beneath it.”

“Told you, I’m having a—” I gasp when his fingers skim the sides of my face as he carefully plucks the hat off my head.  Before I can protest, he shoves the cap in the back pocket of his khaki pants and starts to walk backwards. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I snap.

“What’s the deal with the hats? You’ve got one for every day.”

“There’s no deal, it’s called frizzy hair,” I shout, trying to reach around him, but he effortlessly blocks my hands. Straightening my back angrily, I run my hands self-consciously through my long strands of hair, my fingers shaking violently. Who the hell does Rhys think he is? 

“You had no right to touch me.”

Dragging the piano bench back to its usual spot, he sits down and readjusts his sheet music. “Start from measure one,” he orders, like he didn’t just come over to me and physically remove an article of my clothing. To be honest, I’m still so stunned that I find myself touching my hatless head again just to make sure it actually happened.

When he plays the key the song is in, I give my head a jerky shake and cross my arms tightly over my chest. “You’re going to give me my shit back.”

I’m not the least bit surprised that he ignores my request. “I’ve noticed something about you.” Staring directly at the sheet music, he plays the first chord of “Florian’s Song.” 

I release an exasperated noise, and his long fingers spread to play the second and then the third chord. “What would that be?”

“You hide behind all those hats. I was gonna say something about the one you had on Sunday—the red fedora-looking thing—but you showing up here caught me off guard.” 

The red fedora-looking thing. Now, I’m caught off guard that he even remembers what I was wearing two days ago. Swallowing the lump that’s pushing its way to the back of my throat, I force myself to focus on the issue at hand. “You still had no right to touch me,” I say again.

“I’m not going to apologize, if that’s what you’re waiting for.” Playing the next few chords, he skims his stunning eyes over the length of my body, from the toes of my black flats to the tiny strip of skin exposed between my skinny jeans and pale pink t-shirt and finally to my face, where he stares into my dark brown eyes. 

“You sure are cocky, Rhys.”

“I think you’re more pissed at me taking away your security blanket than the fact I touched you. Here’s my issue with all your fucking hats: If you’re hiding behind them, you’re uncomfortable. If you’re uncomfortable, we get nowhere. Now we can finish.” 

Once again, he’s rendered me speechless, and I make a little noise in the back of my throat as I stalk back over to the music stand. He plays the key again, before saying, “You can do this.”

I have to grip the edges of the stand, I’m shaking so much as I power through the piece. I know I don’t nail it—even I can hear all the notes I struggle with—but to my surprise, he doesn’t stop me like before. With my chest heaving up and down, I walk over to the side of the piano. Rhys gives me that look again, the one that feathers over my body and does something warm and uncomfortable to me beneath my skin.  

“Happy?” I breathe, glaring down at him.

He pushes his face close to mine, and his lips carefully curl into a cocky grin. It makes me sick to my stomach that I find the way he’s looking at me so tempting.

“It’s a start. But you’re mine for five more minutes.”

I keep a close eye on the clock hanging on the far side of the room, and as soon as our thirty-minute session is up, I all but race toward the door. I need to get away from him. If I don’t, I’ll end up saying or doing something I regret. His voice stops me before I can stumble out into the hallway, reverberating against my skin. 

“To have made such a big deal about it, you’re quick to forget it.” 

I spin around to see him approaching me with the beanie. He holds his hands out to me, like he’s presenting me with a peace offering. When I don’t move to take it, he takes it upon himself to return it to the exact place he got it. Closing my eyes, I hold my breath as he tucks my hair beneath the soft fabric. 

I know this is wrong. And it’s wrong on more than one level. Not only is Rhys technically my teacher and also the brother of the man who killed my sister, but I also know very little about him besides those two things. They should be enough to send me running in the other direction, and yet here I am, with my back against the wall and the rough pads of his thumbs brushing my temples just before he drops his hands by his side.  

“So it’s not that I touched you?” he muses, and before I can stop myself, I move my head in a negative motion. “Why do you wear them? What are you hiding from?”

“Myself.” From you. Hats became my thing a few months after Lily died. I open my eyes to see him staring at me thoughtfully. “See you Wednesday.” 

I’m in such a hurry to get away from the music building that I nearly run right past Mac. She’s outside on one of the benches, her phone positioned between her ear and the crook of her neck as she jots something down in a little notebook. As soon as she spots me, she waves me down.

“One sec,” she mouths, holding up a finger. I cast a wary glance at the front doors of the building, but I nod and stick around as she says goodbye to whomever she’s talking to. 

When she’s done, she bounds over to me, the wide smile that stretches across her face revealing shallow dimples. “Thanks for waiting—my little brother talks my damn ear off. I was going to send you a text, but this is even better.” At the questioning look I give her, she quickly adds, “What are you doing this Thursday night?”

Out the corner of my eye, I see the door to the building begin to open. Not wanting to face Rhys, I gesture for her to walk with me, and I take off. After a few steps, Mac catches up to me. 

“Let me guess. Just got out of a lesson with Professor Cameron?” When I don’t confirm or deny, she laughs. “I run the hell away from the building after spending thirty minutes with that woman, too. Of course, I’m usually bleeding by then because her talons have ripped my soul out.” 

I almost want to tell her that compared to Rhys, dealing with Professor Cameron is a breeze. I can deal with her scrutiny a lot easier than Rhys’. 

“No, I’m just hungry,” I lie. Moving my legs a little faster in the general direction of the main courtyard, I dip my gaze to hers, anxious to change the subject. “What’s going on Thursday?”

“Red Denial is playing at Ippy’s, and I was wondering if you wanted to come with me. They’re this little band, but they’re really, really good.” While I’ve yet to go to Ippy’s, a little bar that’s a few miles from campus, I’ve heard from both Nathan and Mac that the entertainment is usually amazing. I must be silent for too long because she tucks a strand of her short golden hair behind her ear and lifts her shoulders in a shrug. “I just remember you saying you’re big on Fuel, so I figured you’d like them. If you don’t have time, I understand, but know that I will definitely kidnap your ass to go to one of their shows at some point this year.”

“No, you’re right. I’d love to go.” 

Clapping her hands in excitement, Mac gives me a thumbs up. “Yay! A few of my friends are tagging along, as long as you don’t mind.” When I shake my head, she promises to text me what time the show starts, and we make plans to meet at the bar Thursday night. 

“Awesome,” Mac beams at me before taking off. “Trust me, you’re going to love them.”

Chapter Nine

––––––––

Two nights later, though, I definitely don’t love the fact that Corinne has invited herself to go with me to the show. It wouldn’t be so bad if she hasn’t spent most of the night pre-gaming in one of her friend’s room for some party she plans to go to at Baseball House immediately after. There’s a part of me that wants to tell her no when she comes into our room to find me getting ready, but when she shoots me a pleading look, her green eyes hopeful, I know I’ll feel like a jerk all night if I shoot her down. 

“We never do anything like this together,” she says excitedly as we walk to the freshman parking lot to find my car. “You should come out with me after this is all over with, too.” 

Searching my purse for my keys, I shake my head. “Trust me, I’m like the walking dead if I stay out too late on Thursday nights.” When her face crumbles in disappointment, I tell her, “Maybe this weekend, though?”

She seems pleased with this response as she scoots into the passenger seat of my car. All the way to Ippy’s, she talks about nothing but Daniel and the baseball team. I want to roll my eyes, but for some reason, this feels like déjà vu as I make the three-mile drive.  

If I close my eyes so I don’t see Corinne’s curly red and brown hair and green eyes, and pretend like her voice is just a touch deeper, I don’t feel like I’m talking to a girl I barely know at all but to one I’m very much familiar with. 

The Evie Miller from just a year ago.

And that scares me more than I ever thought imaginable. 

I’m biting the inside of my cheek by the time I find a parking spot—about a block up from Ippy’s on the street—and as I search the ashtray for quarters for the meter, I carefully ask Corinne, “So, you and Daniel—are y’all serious?” 

I try to remember the last time I’ve seen him come around our suite, but to be honest, I’ve been so busy with all things music related that I can’t recall seeing him lately. 

Shaking her head, she shuts her door and comes around to join me on the sidewalk. “No, we’re just friends.” She produces a water bottle out of her giant purse, and makes a face as she takes a swig of whatever is actually inside it. Oh yes, this is definitely déjà vu. Giving me a suggestive grin, she loops her arm through mine and pulls me in the direction of the bar. “But, God, you should see him without his shirt on.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” 

We walk to the back of the line formed outside of Ippy’s, Corinne hobbling on another pair of her scary heels and me in my flat ankle boots. 

While we wait behind a couple girls who are talking so loud I have to lean in to hear Corinne, my roommate informs me, “You look hot tonight, by the way. No wonder that redheaded guy is always coming around.” 

She must be talking about Nathan. After I assure her that he and I are nothing but friends, and that I have no idea what he looks like without his shirt on, I smile and say, “But thanks. So do you.” Since this is the first time I’ve really gone out since that first night, I put a little extra effort in my appearance. At any moment the weather is going to take a turn for the worse, so tonight I’m taking advantage of a cute fit-and-flare dress I bought during the summer. It’s cream-colored and lacy, hugging my body in all the right places and showcasing my long legs. 

I’d fully planned on wearing one of my customary hats, but when I started to slide one on, something stopped me. For a few minutes, I stared into my mirror, hearing Rhys’ words echo around my brain about hiding, and ended up tossing the floppy beret back onto the top of my closet. 

Before we reach the front of the line to get our hands stamped, I grab Corinne’s shoulder and turn her slightly toward me. “Look, I don’t want to be a buzzkill, but you might want to throw out that water bottle. They might not let us in if they check your bag and think you’ll be drinking.” 

I can vividly recall a time last year when I managed to sneak my own bottle full of vodka into an on-campus concert. Although my group was walking and nowhere near the wheel of a car, it hadn’t stopped the campus police from stopping us on the way back to our dorms late that night—something about making too much noise—and I’d received the first of my three underage drinking violations. 

Corinne stares at me dumbfounded for a second, but then her springy curls move around her face as she nods in understanding. When we pass by a large trashcan that’s nearly overflowing with fast food wrappers and energy drink cans, she tosses the half-full bottle on the top. 

After I pay both our cover charges, we push our way inside the bar. It’s nearly filled to capacity, which immediately speaks volumes for the band’s popularity. I spot Mac easily thanks to her high, stubby blond ponytail and the fact that she’s standing up scanning the crowd for me. She introduces Corinne and me to her three friends, two of whom I recognize from Ensemble Choir, but there’s no Eli in sight. 

“Is he coming?” I ask as I sit beside her at the round table. She shakes her head and grabs a chip from the giant nacho appetizer parked in front of her. 

“They’ve got some Thirsty Thursday party going on there tonight, so he begged off.” Leaning in to me, she tells me in a conspiratorial whisper, “But between us, he thinks the guitar player sucks. That’s how we met, by the way. In a camp for gifted musicians—he played guitar, I sang arias. It was awkward lust at first sight.” She pushes her plate of nachos toward Corinne and me, and my roommate grabs a few as Mac continues, “I think he’s just being an elitist asshole about the guitar thing, though.”

Corinne holds a napkin over her mouth to hide her chewing. “How long have you two been together?”

Mac pretends to think but I can tell from the way she smiles that she has her dates memorized like the back of her hand. “Since the start of my junior year of high school and his senior year, so a little over four years.” A second later when a tall girl with the brightest red hair I’ve ever seen bounces over to our table to talk to Corinne, stealing my roommate away only a moment after that, Mac lifts her eyebrow. “She’s dating that one guy on the team, right?” I watch her eyes roll up as she tries to remember Daniel’s name.

“They’re friends.” When she gives me a slow nod, I cast a quick glance at her friends who are currently engrossed in something one of them is showing off on her phone before scooting in closer to her. “This is purely me being curious but since Eli’s a baseball player ...”

“Oh, I’m all over it. There are way too many jerks on that team for me to let that girl get screwed over. I had my heart ripped out by a douche master before Eli and I started dating, so I don’t stand for that crap.” When I shoot her a grateful smile, she gives my hand a hard pump. “I’d do the same thing for you.” 

With that said, we spend the next few minutes talking about music before the band comes on stage. As soon as they play the opening number of their set, I can quickly see why Mac was so insistent on me coming. The talent pulsating from them is undeniable, and I watch transfixed as the guitarist—who turns out to be a gorgeous strawberry blonde with boobs that somehow make me feel inadequate with my small C-cups—scans the crowd, her gaze turning sultry as she rakes it across the very back of the room. 

Turning in my seat, I follow her eyes. My breath catches when I take in a very familiar, very infuriating, face that’s currently in the middle of pouring drinks behind the bar. Rhys Delane is officially everywhere for me. 

“He works here?” I blurt out, causing Mac’s eyebrow to shoot up. Turning around a little, she gives him a onceover before returning her focus to Red Denial. 

“Yep, I wasn’t sure he was working tonight because I didn’t see him when I came in.” Pointing at the stage, she looks at me out the corner of her brown eyes. “Before he was sucked in by the dark side known as Hilary Cameron, he used to front the band during my freshman year. Now I’m going to sound like the elitist ass, but I think he was better. Way better. Plus it doesn’t hurt that he’s—well, sexy.”

I steal another glance in his direction, feeling a little pang in my chest as I watch him wink at some girl who’s practically throwing herself on top of the bar. “Why’d he quit?”

The second she answers me, I immediately regret the decision. “Some big family emergency. I don’t know the details, but I remember that all the shows were cancelled for a couple months while they found a replacement.”

Tight knots form in the bottom of my belly because I already know that his family emergency is the same thing that ripped my family apart. Clenching my fists in my lap beneath the table, I tell myself not to think about that. I came out tonight to have a good time, not to let myself be beaten down by thoughts of the past. I close my eyes for a second and when I open them, Mac regards me with a curious smile on her face. 

“Cari’s”—She nods to the guitarist, who’s now focused intently on her instrument—“his ex, in case you’re wondering.”

Well that sure as hell explains why she was eye-humping him a couple minutes ago. Pretending to be indifferent, I shrug. “I don’t wonder.” Still, I can feel my skin heat up as I mutter the words. 

“I just figured since you keep looking back at him. And because I, you know, saw your name on the Tuesday sign in sheet for the practice room I usually use and kind of figured he was the reason you were—” Her voice trails off at the sight of my wide eyes, and she quickly holds up her thin fingers defensively. “Look, I wasn’t spying. Like I said, I practiced in there yesterday and when I saw your names I automatically assumed he was the reason you were so worked up the other day.”

“Or maybe it’s because he busts my ass every time we have a lesson.” I don’t add that at the moment, there have only been two official lessons, because Corinne comes back to the table. Instead of sitting, she leans over me, her slinky V-neck top riding down and showing me so much boob that I can’t help but reach out and adjust it.

She giggles. “Hey, I’m going over to Baseball House with Ella.” She points and I follow her finger over to the girl she’d disappeared with ten minutes ago. “If you decide to come, send me a text, okay?”

I have no intention of going to Baseball House, but I quickly say, “If you need a ride home, call me, okay? I don’t care how late it is.”

“Or I can do it,” Mac speaks up beside me. She gives my roommate a stern look. “I’ll be over there a little later, so just find me if you need anything.”

As soon as Corinne promises she will and she leaves, I tell Mac, “Thanks. Seriously.”

She waves it off. “God, of course. The campus cops are dicks, and I’d hate for her to get one of their gross tickets. Speaking from firsthand experience here.” 

At the sound of the band taking a break, Mac flicks her tongue over her teeth. “I’ve got to use the bathroom, so can you grab me a virgin ... you know what, surprise me?” She doesn’t give me time to protest as she slips ten bucks in my hand and shoves her way through the crowd.

I consider keeping my ass exactly where it is and making her get her own drink upon her return, but finally, I release a relenting sigh and push away from our table. Rhys is busy taking another drink order when I slide on one of the bar stools, so I wait patiently, tapping my fingers on the countertop in sync with The Black Keys song the house DJ is playing. 

“Bored?” the guy on the stool beside me asks, and I shake my head, keeping my gaze straight ahead. “You at least going to look at me?”

A sound of exasperation escapes the back of my throat, and I turn my eyes up to the ceiling before I look at him out the corner of my eye. He’s good-looking enough—but so are so many other guys on this campus—and I’m in no mood for chitchat right now. “I’m seventeen,” I lie, but from the way he blatantly checks me out, I don’t think he cares.

“And they let you in?” When I lift my shoulders a little, he laughs. “What’s your name, beautiful?”

I plaster on a smile. “Statutory.” I glare ahead at Rhys’ back, wishing he’d hurry up so I can get back to my table, but the guy beside me pushes his face close to mine.

“Well fuck you too,” he sneers.

“Hey!” Rhys’ smooth voice snaps my gaze up. Those eyes that seem to pierce right through me every time I’m around him are stabbing daggers into the guy to my right. “You hassle my customers, you get out.” As the guy slaps his money down and takes off in a huff, Rhys tells me, “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”

“Sorry about that, he’s—” But then he finally looks at me, and he swallows the rest of his words. As he collects the money from the bar top, he shakes his head and squeezes his eyes shut. “Of all the people ...”

Clasping my hands together, I nod in agreement. “Same thing I said when I saw you were bartending.”

He touches my hand, examining the bold black X on the back of my left one, and smirks. “What can I get you, Evelyn?”

“Something sweet and virgin.”

“Sweet and virgin?” he drawls, and a grin that’s way too sensual crawls across his face. Warning bells go off in my head, but I ignore them as I give him a smile that I know is a mistake. “And here I was thinking you’d try to talk me into something else.”

“It’s for Mac.”

He drags his stare from me for a moment to search the crowd until he spots her. “You should tell Mackenzie she should fetch her own drinks,” he advises, filling a glass with ice. A couple minutes later, he slides something that smells fruity and delicious in front of me. Even though he’s busy as hell, he bends over the bar until our faces are close to each other. “Will I be seeing you tomorrow?” 

I flick my tongue over my lips, an automatic reaction that draws his attention to my mouth. “Are you going to be a dick?”

Tugging his bottom lip between his teeth, he looks at me long and hard before tossing his head back to laugh. It’s a sound that warms my skin. “Always.” He takes Mac’s money and quickly gives me change, but as I slide off the bar stool, he stops me. 

“No hat tonight,” he muses.

I lift my shoulders. “Couldn’t find any to go with the dress.” 

“Start doing that more often,” he tells me gently, the words more of an order than a request.

Despite my olive complexion, I’m pretty sure I’m as red as her drink as I plunk it down in front of Mac and sit beside her. Taking a sip, she closes her eyes and releases a moan. “Ahh, so good. Drinks like this don’t even make me miss alcohol.” She holds it in my direction in offering, but I quickly decline. “Rhys didn’t give you a hard time, did he?”

“No,” I say almost too fast. 

Before she turns around to watch the band as they come back on stage, she gives me a smile that tells me she thinks I’m full of crap. “Of course he didn’t.”

Chapter Ten

––––––––

We stay until the end of the set, and after telling Mac goodbye, I excuse myself to the bathroom. As I start to leave, I hear voices outside—one of them distinctively Rhys’. I hate eavesdroppers as much as the next person, but I’m a big ass hypocrite as I stand with my side pressed against the door, listening. 

“I’m not taking you home with me, Cari,” I hear him groan right before there’s a loud thud against the wall. “Not tonight, I—”

“Don’t be stupid,” the female voice whispers, breathing heavily. I swallow hard as I hear the undeniable sound of kissing. Whether it’s her all over him, or vice versa, it does nothing good for my sanity. “I’ll be at your place after your shift ends and—”

“You’ll be sitting outside alone,” Rhys replies sharply. 

There’s more heavy breathing on her part, and a moment later, the door flies open and Cari stares back at me, stunned. Before I have a chance to move, she barrels through the door, her strawberry blond hair leaving a fruit-scented trail. “Excuse me,” she snaps. 

Rhys is standing directly across the hall, rubbing his hand over his face, but when he hears his ex shout, he looks up. He swallows hard when he realizes it’s me. 

“Christ,” he breathes heavily as I force my legs to move out of the bathroom, “You’re everywhere.”

“So are you.” I wish he knew how true that is for me. I’ve lost sleep thinking about him, lost minutes and hours and seconds of my day.

The sound of a few people coming into the hallway draws our eyes away from each other, and we each press our backs against our respective walls so they can pass through. His lips part to say something, but before he can and I have a whole new reason to think about him, I turn on my heel and rush past him. 

Because Corinne hasn’t texted me, and I don’t expect her to anytime soon, I drive directly back to campus. With the can of pepper spray Kendra had given me for Christmas last year in my hand, I walk from the freshman parking to my dorm, my thoughts on Rhys the entire time. How can he remind me so much of my past, of Lily, and yet make me want to kiss him at the same time? 

What the hell is wrong with me?

“I’ll sleep it off,” I say as I walk past a crowd of smokers under the smokers’ hut at the front of my dorm. Waving to a few people I know from class, I scan my student ID and go inside, convincing myself that I’ll really be able to sleep Rhys off tonight, and I won’t even think about wanting him tomorrow at our lesson. But as soon as I come off the elevator to see my suitemates sitting outside in the hallway on their laptops, I quickly realize that my plans for a relatively early bedtime might be shot all to hell.

Before I can ask them what they’re doing, Hannah loudly declares, “Your roommate is having really, really loud sex.” 

“Oh.” That explains why Corinne hasn’t contacted me—she’s in the middle of shirtless Daniel sexy time. Hannah presses her already thin lips into an even thinner line at my flippant response. Does she expect me to say something else? Or to go in there and interrupt them? Smoothing the skirt of my dress, I sit on the opposite side of the door and start to take my phone out of my bag. If I’m going to be stuck out here for another fifteen minutes, I can at least see if Kendra’s awake. After I send her a text, I look at Hannah and Lara and shrug my shoulders. 

“I actually can’t hear them, so you two are probably safe in your room.”

“Stick your head inside,” Lara chimes in. Unlike Hannah, her tone is indifferent as she reaches up behind her to open the suite door. Cursing under my breath, I decide to humor her, and sure enough, I can hear the distinct clack, clack, clack of the tiny twin-sized bed banging on the floor. I wrinkle my nose, but I meet Hannah and Lara’s stares with a straight face.

“Honestly, I’ve heard worse.”

“I have a paper due tomorrow,” Hannah states vehemently.

She’s really starting to piss me off with the prude act. I send her a hard glare. Early this year, it was people exactly like this who were quick to talk crap about me behind my back after the fallout with James, and the last thing I’m going to do is sit around and let her turn this into a big deal. Besides, I’m the one who has to wait in the hallway when all I want to do is sleep and forget Rhys. 

“Did you know there are dorms on this campus where you don’t even have to see a penis?” When Hannah’s mouth drops open, I continue, “You have ear buds plugged in your computer already. Use them and pretend like you don’t hear anything. I can suggests some good music if you need help.”

Giving me a withering stare, my suitemate clambers to her feet, clutches her laptop close to her chest and stomps into our suite. I hear three rapid taps on wood and then her shout, “Keep that shit down!” before she slams her bedroom door. 

Lara gives me an apologetic look. “Ugh ... sorry, Evie. She’s just in a bad mood about that paper, and then now with Corinne in there with Elliot...”

Who the hell is Elliot? Suddenly, all thoughts about Rhys Delane fly out the window as my eyebrows jerk together in confusion. Lara flushes and stares down at her screen to avoid making eye contact. 

“Daniel Hanson’s roommate? You know him, right?” I rack my brain for a second until a vague memory of the short, dark-haired guy I played beer pong against once pops into my head. Since then, I’ve seen him with Daniel, and I’ve seen him around my suite a couple times, but never with Corinne. And when I realize why I’ve seen him, I keep the muscles in my face relaxed as Lara expands, “He’s been hooking up with Hannah.” 

She stands up and peers into our suite at my closed door before shaking her head, the tail of her loose French braid swinging against her back. “Guess that’s over. Night, Evie.”

***

To my relief, and disappointment, Rhys is distant the next day and during our next lesson on Monday, so I’m not left thinking too hard on him. I’m grateful for this because, though I swore up and down to myself I wouldn’t let anything like this happen to me this year, I find myself caught in the middle of a rift between Corinne and Hannah. Although there are no actual words exchanged—except for on Saturday night when my roommate stumbles in drunk after partying and Hannah flips out about all the noise she makes—the atmosphere in our suite is frigid all weekend. 

I’ve been avoiding saying anything directly to Corinne. For starters, I don’t exactly know what to say. I don’t want to come off preachy—because, with my history, that’s the last thing I am—but I also know that unless Hannah stands down soon, I’m going to have to eventually say something. 

It’s not until a week later on Friday, when Corinne finds me in the D-hall, that she finally talks to me directly. Sitting down in front of me, she buries her face in her hands before pushing back her curly hair and coiling it into a knot on top of her head. 

“What’s up?” 

“What do I do about Hannah?” she sighs, releasing her hair to tumble around her delicate features.

I trace my fingertip along the cold rim of my Coke can. “Do you think you were wrong?”

“They weren’t dating,” she quickly assures me, which I already know. Lowering her green eyes to her hands, she shrugs. “I know what she’s saying about me. She won’t say it to my face because I’m guessing she’s afraid I’ll go off on her or something, but I know she’s telling anyone who’ll listen that I’m a slut.”

Even when it’s not being directed at me, I hate that word. Hate it with a passion. I stab my plastic fork into my untouched hamburger and shake my head. “She hasn’t called you that to me.”

Corinne releases a hysterical noise from the back of her throat and laughs. “Because you’re hostile and like a foot taller than she is.” I press my lips together at her description of me, but she doesn’t seem to notice as she implores, “Evie, what should I do? It was one time, I swear, and I was just pissed because of Daniel.”

Daniel. Learning that Corinne and Elliot went down because of something that has to do with Daniel instantly ruins my appetite, and I lean back in my seat, dropping my fork. There’s a lot I want to tell my roommate. I want to tell her that even though this campus is big—much bigger than the school I went to last year—even the slightest ding on her reputation might have a ripple effect. I want to tell her that no matter how good retaliation might feel when it’s happening, there’s always something that will come along to wipe out that satisfaction. 

I want to tell her that all of this has happened to me, and I don’t want her to screw herself up like I did. 

But before I can say anything, she sucks in a deep breath and when I lift my eyes from my tray, I realize that her expression has fallen. “You know what? Never mind.” Grabbing her bag, she jumps up from the table. “Forget I asked. I’ll figure it out on my own.”

“Wait.” I come to my feet ready to go after her, but she continues to walk quickly, nearly knocking over Nathan as he walks toward my table. 

“Shit,” I grind out, slamming back into my seat. I massage each of my index fingers over either side of my nose and shoot a look over at him, meeting his questioning blue eyes. “It’s not you, it’s just—”

“Trouble in paradise?”

I groan. “Even worse. Fight between her and one of our suitemates.”

“That bad?”

Rubbing my hands over my face, I nod. “So much that I’m actually foaming at the mouth for fall break to come in a few weeks,” I admit, hating that my words are actually true. Since returning to Richmond after Labor Day a couple weeks ago, I’ve talked to my parents a total of two times. Still, I’ll take their love-stoned, let’s-pretend-nothing-ever-happened and my father pointing out how lucky I am he picked up the tab after my music scholarship was cancelled any day over living in my hostile suite.

At least at home, there are two other floors I can exile myself to if things get out of hand.

Cringing, Nathan takes a bite of his steak wrap. “Fun times. Sadly—and I guess, luckily—I’ve seen my suitemates maybe once, and my roommate is always gone.”

I swirl one of my fries around in ketchup and then wipe my hands on a napkin. “I’d go with luckily.” 

We finish lunch together in silence, before I head to my last class of the afternoon—English. I’m distracted the entire time, mostly because of Corinne, but also because voice lessons are next. Although the last week has been pretty tame, Rhys always manages to unnerve me. 

I’m in my own world as I leave Stanfield Hall and cut through the student union to get to my lesson on time, so I don’t hear my name being called until strong fingers touch my shoulder. I jerk around in surprise, relaxing just a little when my eyes skim over Daniel’s face. 

“Seriously. That is the quickest way to get pepper-sprayed, Hollister,” I inform him hotly, spinning back around. He catches up quickly, his long stride matching my own. 

“Hollister?”

Dodging his question, I point up ahead to McGregor Hall, the music building. “I’ve got a voice lesson and my instructor is a real bitch if I’m late, so what’s up?”

“Corinne—” he starts, and I slow my pace significantly, my breath catching as I wait for him to finish. I’m guessing that with Elliot being his roommate, he’s already well aware of what’s going on. Even though I know very little about Elliot, I’m willing to bet money that the first person he went bragging to was Daniel, which pisses me off. I turn and lean in toward him, not caring that the people walking behind us have to break to move around. Glancing away from my stare, Daniel sheepishly rubs his palm over his short blond hair. 

“Can you let her know she doesn’t have to avoid my texts?” he finally asks. 

My lips part in surprise, but I quickly blurt out, “Sure. I mean, of course. I’ll tell her when I see her tonight.”

I start to tell him that my undecided opinion of him just went up ten notches, but then he flashes me a straight white grin, his eyes dipping to give me a swift once-over, from the brown suede toes of my flats to the hat on my head, taking in every inch of my olive skin that’s visible along the way, and I scale that back to five notches. 

He starts to say something else, but then he shakes his head. “I appreciate it, Evie,” he says before taking off in the opposite direction. 

But I’m smiling when I enter the practice room a few minutes later with thirty seconds to spare. After five minutes of sitting at the piano bench, waiting alone, though, that smile begins to fade. 

And after fifteen minutes when there’s no sign of Rhys, and I pull out my course material to start rehearsing on my own, my fingers are shaking as I put the limited skills I’ve learned so far this year in my beginning piano course to the test. 

But irritation—and I can’t help but admit, concern—doesn’t set in until I’m on my way back to my dorm and I check my campus email on my phone to find a message from Rhys.

From: rhys.delane01@founders.edu

To: evelyn.miller13@founders.edu

Date: Fri, Sept 13, 2013 at 4:49 PM

Subject: Sorry

Evelyn, 

I had an emergency come up, so I had to leave campus for the weekend. Practice this weekend and we’ll touch base next week. Again, sorry for standing you up.

Rhys

Disappointment spirals through my veins as I go into my suite. Hannah’s yelling from her room when I walk in, and when I go to my own room, Corinne pops up from her computer chair. Her face is pale and drawn as she apologizes for walking out on me earlier in the D-hall. 

“No skin off my nose,” I promise as I sit in the center of my bed and take off my shoes. Before I grab my computer to write Rhys back, I tell her about running into Daniel. When I’m done, and she looks just as surprised as I was earlier, I say, “Can you call him? He’s worried about you.”

She rushes off, leaving our door partially open. The second I hear Hannah loudly declaring that the “skank is probably gone for the night,” I abandon my reply to Rhys and stalk to the doorway. Blushing, she prepares to speak to me—probably to defend her assholery—but before she can, I slam the door so hard the few bottles of perfume that are sitting on my dresser tumble over.

Chapter Eleven

Nine Months Ago

––––––––

I already know why James is at my door even before I step aside to let him in, before he opens his mouth to speak. Still, it doesn’t quite mute the sharp pain I feel when he sits on the edge of my bed, looks me right in the eye, and says, “You and me can’t do this anymore, Evie. I’ve tried—I’ve been trying for over a year now—but I can’t.”

Sliding my butt onto the desk directly across from where he’s sitting, I raise my beer to my lips and drink quickly. I’d dug into my private, under-the-bed stash earlier this afternoon, right after Kendra left to go home for the weekend. 

“Do what?” My words are a little slurred. I set the can down on a folded sheet of paper I’ve made into a coaster. “What are you talking about?”

James’ face creases into a frown. He leans forward with his elbows on his knees. “We need to take a break.” 

I clear my throat to shove down the bubble forming in my chest. This has been a long time coming, especially after he disappeared over Christmas break, and I heard a rumor from a mutual friend that he was messing around with any and every thing with breasts and a decent ass. 

“So you can see other people. And not feel bad about it.” I rub my palm over my chest, wishing it were possible for me to rub away the burn flaming through my ribcage. “I get it.”

“Evie,” he groans, his voice impatient. “Don’t be like this.”

“I’m not being like anything. What? Am I not allowed to understand and accept it?” I start to take another sip of my drink, but suddenly he’s on his feet, standing in front of me and holding my wrist. “Get out of my room,” I order.

“You need help.”

An angry hiss rushes past my lips, and I jerk my wrist out of his grip. Somehow he manages to maintain control of my drink. “Are you screwing with me?”

“This—this—is exactly what I’m talking about. You’re all over the place.” His jaw sets in a hard line as he studies my face. “When was the last time you actually went to class?”

“You sound like Kendra. But unlike her, you really have no room to talk.” I also don’t want to slap Kendra when she gives me unsolicited advice. “If you want a break, fine, I’m good with that. But stop trying to analyze me. You blow at it.”

He drops the nearly empty beer can in the wastebasket by my desk before turning back to me. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he promises as if he didn’t just end our relationship. 

“Don’t bother.” 

“Evie, Lily would—”

At the mention of my sister, I jump off my desk and shove my hands against his chest, pushing him hard in the direction of the door. “If you even think about going there you won’t walk out of here with your junk intact. Good night, James.” 

But after he leaves, mumbling how much he still loves me and how he wants things to go back to how they were before, I lock my door and ease down on my bed. Out the corner of my eye, I can see myself in the full-length mirror that’s hanging on the wall beside my desk. I stare numbly at my reflection, at the brown eyes staring back at me. And I can vividly hear James’ unspoken words.

Lily would never be doing this.

Lily would want you to deal with your issues the right way.

Lily would be so disappointed in the wreck you’ve become.

Digging my fingers in the mattress beneath me, I drop my head between my knees and release a sob. I stay like this for so long a headache starts to form between my eyes.  Although it’s the last thing I should do, when I finally talk myself into getting up, I get dressed and soon after, I leave the building with the group of girls I usually party with. When I come home without them a few hours later, I don’t care that I’ve only spoken to the guy I’m kissing a handful of times, or that he knows James. All I want to do is drown out the memories. 

I don’t care when the same thing happens once again a couple weeks later.

But a week after that, when I come out of my room and there’s a message scribbled on my whiteboard in permanent orange marker—the board that everyone on my hall can see—that blatantly calls me a whore, something inside me snaps.

And I start to give a damn again.

Chapter Twelve

Now

––––––––

With things somewhat fixed with Corinne—at least where Daniel is concerned—I try to put all thoughts of my own screw-ups out of my head to focus on my schoolwork for the rest of the weekend. I do a half-ass job dealing with things on the memory front, but I catch up on just about all my assignments. By the time I enter the practice room Monday, I’m feeling confident with myself.

Of course, that confidence is immediately tested when Rhys points out that I’m five minutes late. I toss my messenger bag in the chair by the door and start getting my books out. 

“Blame your boss then,” I say. He lifts both eyebrows, studying my movements carefully as I set up my sheet music on the stand. “Cameron wanted to reschedule my lesson with her to Thursday. And she wanted to ask me how things are going with you. You’ll be happy to know that I gave you a glowing review.”

Linking his fingers together and placing them behind his head, Rhys leans back. “Glowing, huh?”

“The very best. I told her things are going swimmingly. Now, are you ready to start?”

He glances at the top of my head. As usual, I’m wearing one of my many hats, and as usual, he’s not happy about it. For once, though, I’m having a genuinely bad hair day. “As soon as you take that damn hat off. Then we’ll begin.”

“I’m not hiding beneath this one,” I argue. “My hair really does look like shit today.”

“Don’t care if you’re hiding or not. Take it off, Evelyn.”

A surge of frustration whirls through me. “You give voice lessons, bartend, and now, here you are trying to tell me what to wear. Again. Wow, Rhys.” My heart flies into my throat as he stalks over to me, and I take a step backwards toward the piano when he stops right in front of me. “Is there anything you don’t do?” I question softly.

Ignoring my question, Rhys slides his strong fingers beneath the brim of my newsboy, pulling it off in one easy motion. My hair falls around my face in a curtain of natural waves, and he sucks in a breath at the sight of it. 

Reaching behind me, he drops the hat on the piano’s smooth mahogany lid and I let out a little moan when I hear him inhale my scent. He catches my hands in his before I can reclaim the newsboy. “You are beautiful, Evelyn. No matter how your hair looks.” Moving in toward me so that my butt is pressed up against the piano and I have nowhere to go, he links his fingers with mine, one at a time, each motion careful and taunting. 

With him staring at me, standing this close to me, I feel like I’ve been stripped bare.

“If I was going to tell you what to wear – and if there was a chance in hell you’d listen – believe me, the hat would be the last thing to go.” Releasing my hands, he touches my chin gently, tilting my face up until we’re eye to eye. “But I want to see your face when you’re singing to me. I like trying to figure out what’s behind your eyes.”

My nostrils flare. I run my hands over his chest, feeling his muscles beneath my fingers. This is something I’ve wanted to do since the first time I saw him—well, the second time—and to my relief, he doesn’t stop me. I dig my fingers into the soft fabric of his blue t-shirt as his hands move from my face to my hair, gathering it in his fist and then releasing it. After all the memories of my past here lately, it’s almost as if his touch—no matter how confusing or crazy or wrong—is the only thing holding me together. 

I trail my tongue over my lips. “You won’t like what you find behind my eyes,” I inform him. 

“You’re wrong.” Tracing the tip of his thumb back and forth from my chin to the corner of my mouth in a slow, hypnotic rhythm, he dips his face close to mine, his sea blue eyes flashing a challenge.  “I don’t just want the beautiful, the happy-go-lucky, or even the sarcastic bullshit from you. You’re so much more than that. The pain and fear and anger—that’s the part of you I need to unravel.” 

“The pain and fear.” I swallow hard. “And the anger.”

“Yes ... it’s the only way you’ll survive going back in front of Cameron during mid-terms in a couple weeks and then again at the end of the semester. She wants to see real emotion, and I’ve yet to get that out of you.”

Professor Cameron. He’s touching me and talking about music. More specifically he’s talking about my future in the music program. Now, I feel like an idiot for the uneven hitch in my breathing. The way my body has, inadvertently, curved in to his. The way I’m hoping our lips might touch, if even for a moment.

“You sound like a masochist.”

“Hmm,” Rhys murmurs thoughtfully. When he doesn’t say anything else, I jab the tip of my tongue into my cheek and glower at him. This is when his face begins a slow transformation. From intense and pensive to a broad, mocking grin. “And there we have it. Real emotion. About goddamn time.”

I start to give him another sharp retort, but then I look him directly in the eyes. “Are you going to kiss me?” I demand, and he presses his forehead to mine. “You want to.”

He tilts his head back and his expression changes, the mockery edging away into a guilty smile. “Is it that obvious?” Before I can answer, his lips touch the tip of my nose. Then I feel them against my temple as his hand cups my neck. And finally, he hovers his mouth right over mine and my breath hitches. “And what happens after we do this?” he wonders aloud. 

“We pretend it never happened,” I suggest, feeling my head go cloudy when he finally—finally—skims his lips across mine before immediately drawing away. “We pretend that—”

“Do you think you’ll come in here three days a week and not want to do it again? Or that you won’t want more?” At my silence, he shakes his head. “Because you will. We both will. And if my boss, as you call her, finds out what we’re doing...”

I lean away from him as what he just said has a chance to drown into my brain. Crap. Here I am coming on to him and I never stopped to think that it might impossible for him to act on anything because of Professor Cameron. Turning away from him, I nod my head fiercely, wanting the floor to open up and swallow me whole.

“I won’t lose my job if that’s what you’re thinking,” he says quietly, “but it’s still unprofessional.”

“Oh.”

“Come here,” he orders, pulling me against his hard body. My chest hits his, and he feathers his fingers across my skin to touch my cheek and tilt my face up to his. “I want to touch you. Want to kiss you.” When I nod, his tongue flicks out and drags across the center of my lips. “Jesus, I’ve been trying not to do this.” I don’t have time to breathe before he covers my mouth with his. 

As his lips learn mine, I mold against him. I open my mouth just slightly, giving him a chance to slip his tongue inside. Our lips and tongues crush against each other, tasting and exploring. My hands grip his black hair, and I pull him deeper into me. He taste good, smells even better, and ripples of pain and pleasure shoot through me as I feel his hands all over me. 

“You feel so good, so right, Evelyn,” he groans against my lips. “I want you more than I’ve wanted anything in a very long time.”

Suddenly, that wary part of me—the one that was reluctant to even be around him in the first place—snaps awake. And I can’t help but wonder if he would be kissing me now if he knew everything there was to know about me? Breaking away from him, I stumble backwards. We’re both breathing heavily, our skin flushed and our lips swollen, and we stare at each other for several seconds. 

“Fuck, Evelyn—” he begins, but I shake my head.

“I’m sorry,” I gasp, shoving past him. I grab my bag from the chair and burst out the room, struggling to breathe as I run down the steps and leave the building. He doesn’t follow me, but I also don’t stop moving until I’m in the freshman parking lot. I sit in the front seat of my car with my stereo volume cranked to the max and Skylar Grey serenading me about slowly freaking out. 

The song is ironically accurate for my current situation.

“Shit. Shit!” I yell at myself, gripping the leather steering wheel. He had given me exactly what I asked for, and more, and the second it was over, I bolted like a fool. Catching my reflection in the rearview mirror, I make a face at myself. “Get a grip!”

As if agreeing with me, my purse starts to vibrate and when I pull my phone out, I see that it’s Kendra. Jabbing my radio’s power button, I answer. “You sound like you just finished running a marathon,” she says, her voice full of curiosity. “Alright, you’re upset. What’s up?”

I run my hands over my face. “I ... I just kissed my voice instructor.” 

“The fifty-year-old woman who scares the hell out of you?” I can clearly picture her eyebrow lifting into a perfect arch. 

“No.” When I finish answering her, I feel my frustration with myself spike with every word. “Her twenty-something assistant who I shouldn’t want to be around in the first place.”

“Ohhhh.” I hear a rustling noise and then she says in a soft voice, “I thought you pulled out of lessons with him. At least, that’s what you said you were doing last month.”

I roll my gaze up to the tan-colored ceiling of my car and hunch down in my seat. “I caved.”

“And then you kissed him. And since you’re breathing like that, I’m assuming you ran.” When I don’t answer because I’m close to tears, she releases an understanding sigh. “Why did you run?” 

“I never said anything to him about meeting before,” I say, and before Kendra can give me one of her speeches on telling the truth, I defensively add, “I figured all it would do is make things awkward between us.” 

“So, what are you going to do?”

I don’t know, which scares the ever-living crap out of me. It’s taken all my willpower not to act hastily because whenever that happens—well, that’s when everything goes to hell for me. Closing my eyes, I rest my head forward against the steering wheel’s smooth leather. Almost instantly, thoughts of how Rhys’ forehead felt pressed against mine hits me hard. I blow out a harsh breath and shake my head in hopes it’ll help knock the images from my mind, but of course it doesn’t. The memory is firmly cemented there now—a brand new addition to both the vault of What-the-hell-was-Evie-thinking? and Why-the-fuck-doesn’t-Evie-ever-follow-through?

“You’re letting me be selfish again,” I suddenly tell Kendra. Plus, I’m more than ready to steer this conversation to something else. “What’s going on in your life?”

She sounds reluctant to change the subject but after a little coaxing from me, she asks me what my plans are for Founders’ Oktoberfest, which is coming up in two weeks, before giving me the best news I’ve heard all day. “Save me a spot on your floor. I’m hitching a ride with a guy from my Spanish class, and I’ll be there all weekend long.”

“Are you kidding?” I don’t even try to hide my excitement because this is something I absolutely need. When she assures me that she’s definitely coming, I realize I’m grinning. “And now the next two weeks will officially be the longest of this entire year.”

“I know. As soon as he told me he’d be coming up to Founders for the weekend, I practically stalked the poor guy. He thinks I’m certifiably insane.” For the next few minutes, the focus of our phone call is strictly Oktoberfest until she has to go to head to an evening class. Before she hangs up, she offers me one last bit of serious advice. 

“Talk to the guy. You’ll feel so much better if you do.”

Chapter Thirteen

––––––––

Kendra’s wise words are still weighing heavy on me an hour and a half later when I go to dinner at a tiny sandwich shop right off campus with Nathan, his roommate from last year Harrison, and Corinne. But while Kendra’s words play in my mind, so does vivid images of Rhys himself. 

Every time I close my eyes, I can picture him right in front of me, his off-black hair messy and just screaming for me to run my fingers through it as his own hands entwine in my hair. His soft lips demand everything from mine. It’s both distracting and unnerving, and it takes so much more effort to relax enough to carry on a normal conversation. Even then, my roommate is quick to point out how preoccupied I seem.

Raking my mind for something that will firmly shove my ass into the dinner table conversation and appease Corinne’s nosiness, I finally say, “Tell me about Oktoberfest.” I move my gaze from Nathan to Harrison and note the massive shit-eating grin that springs onto the former’s face. The corner of my mouth twists up. “Okay, you look way too happy about this.”

“Best weekend of the year,” Harrison promises me. “Best parties, best looking girls, best—”

“He’s been coming for Oktoberfest since he was in high school and his brother went here,” Nathan interrupts, “So it’s like Christmas for him. It was good last year—well, the parts I remember at least. Michaela’s coming in from Vegas for the weekend.”

“Nice. I can’t wait to meet her.” I take a bite of my meatball sub and wash it down with a sip of my Coke. “My friend Kendra is coming too.”

Nathan widens his blue eyes in mock surprise, and I can already guess what he’s about to say. “What’s this?” He gazes around the table in shock before leaning forward to get closer to me, and I give him an unimpressed look. “The elusive Evie Miller will be letting us meet one of her friends? I’ve got to admit, I’m kind of scared.” 

Chucking my balled up straw wrapper at him, I laugh. “Whatever. And besides, I never said anything about you meeting her.”

Corinne looks up from her phone and lifts her shoulders. “You’re probably the most mysterious person I know.”

“Oh come on, is everyone going to start piling on me?” I clear my throat uneasily, and Harrison holds up his hands and shakes his head. Rubbing my tongue over my teeth, I heave a deep sigh and glance from Nathan to Corinne. “One thing. Ask me one thing and I promise I’ll answer it.”

Nathan jumps all over my invitation before Corinne has a chance to process it. “Why’d you come to Founders?” At the hesitation that must be obvious on my face, he shakes his head impatiently. “Don’t look at me like I just sprouted a damn horn. You said one question, so there it is. There are so many colleges around Bristol—why this one?”

Twisting my napkin, I tilt my head to the side. “Because I went to one of those colleges last year, and I flunked out,” I admit matter-of-factly, surprised that I don’t feel any of the shame that used to come along with owning up to the bad situation I’d created for myself. 

“By the end of the first semester I lost my scholarship, and then when my final grades came through we found out that I was put on academic suspension. My parents freaked, of course, and they gave me a choice. I could sit this semester out, stay at home with them and try again next spring, or I could see if there was another school that would take me. My aunt went here and I grew up listening to her praise this place like it was Hogwarts or something, so I applied. I guess it’s bad to admit I didn’t think I’d get accepted.”

“You’re not going back to that other place next year, are you?” Nathan demands, narrowing his clear blue eyes into thin slits. “I’d miss hearing you give Rhys Delane smart ass answers in class every other day.”

Grinning in spite of the rush that goes through me at the mere mention of Rhys’ name, I start to tell him I have every intention on coming back but then Corinne mutters a curse. 

With every eye at our table now directed on her, she offers me a contrite smile. “I suck at messages,” she explains, bowing her curly head. “One, that guy Rhys is gorgeous—like I-couldn’t-figure-out-what-to-say-at-first gorgeous.  And two, he came by looking for you this afternoon.” 

I shoot her a warning glare in hopes she’ll get the hint and finish giving me this message later, when we’re alone, but I have no such luck. “He wanted me to tell you to check your email when you get a chance. I wrote a note and put it on your laptop, just in case I forgot.”

“Thanks.” I pretend my half-eaten sandwich is the most interesting thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. I hear Nathan’s low, questioning rumble. “Don’t touch it with a ten foot pole,” I warn.

Signaling for our waitress and the check, he pulls his wallet out of his back pocket. I can tell he’s holding back a huge smile as I glare across the table at him. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it.”

I personally don’t touch the email until more than twenty-four hours later after Rhys doesn’t even make eye contact with me when we brush up against each other in passing. I’d turned around and followed him with my gaze until he disappeared from sight, instantly feeling a bitter twist in my stomach when he didn’t spare me a second glance. I spent the rest of the day struggling with the urge to go track him down, but in the end, I figured I’d wait to see if he came to me again. 

When it’s obvious that he’s not going to do that, I open his email.

From: rhys.delane01@founders.edu

To: evelyn.miller13@founders.edu

Date: Mon, Sep 16, 2013 at 5:08 PM

Subject: 

This is far from over. Far from it. If you want to figure it out before our next session, you’re more than welcome to call me. 

Plus, I have your books and music. You left them when you raced off.

Even though I’ll see him tomorrow in class and I know I’ll be able to get my stuff back then, I realize I won’t be alone with him again until Friday afternoon since Professor Cameron has claimed my time on Thursday afternoon. I massage my temples. I’m not sure I can wait until Friday to clear the air with him. He’s already affecting my thought process, so the sooner I talk to him the better.

When I shut my computer and start to go through the stacks of papers on my desk in search of my Sight Singing and Dictation syllabus, Corinne glances up from where she’s lounged across her bright teal comforter working diligently on a paper. 

“Lose something?” she shouts over the sound of the music streaming from her ear buds. It’s so loud that even I can hear Demi Lovato singing about skyscrapers from the opposite side of our room. 

I finally spot the syllabus at the bottom of the pile. I flip through it until I find Rhys’ number and plug it into my iPhone. “Nope. I just found it.” I scoot the syllabus back to the bottom of the stack. I change out of my ratty old choir fundraiser tee and into a pair of jeans, a soft black flutter sleeve t-shirt, and a pair of flats. As I dab gloss over my lips and check my appearance in my mirror, I see Corinne pluck out her ear buds one by one behind me. 

“You’re going out?” She checks the time on the bottom of her laptop screen and then stares back up disbelievingly at my reflection as I drag a brush through my hair. “It’s a Tuesday. You don’t even go out on the weekend.”

Grabbing my bag and keys and shoving my phone deep inside the back pocket of my tight jeans, I flash a quick smile. “I just have to grab something for one of my classes tomorrow. It shouldn’t take me long.”

Her green eyes follow me to the door. “You look really awesome for a Wal-Mart run,” she calls after me.  

My stomach is tangled into a mess of nervous knots as I text Rhys from the elevator, asking him where I can met him to get my books. Before I reach the bottom floor, he responds with an address. A few seconds later, another text comes through.

10:39 PM: I’d meet you somewhere, but my roommate’s having a going away party tonight. This time, you come to me, Evelyn.

That last line—that’s the one that screws with me all the way there. 

My GPS has me getting to his place in five minutes, and I realize pretty fast that he lives only a few blocks from Ippy’s, which is probably convenient for when he’s bartending. Thanks to the cars filling the driveway and parked along the street, it’s simple to determine which side of the duplex he lives on. I park my Hyundai about a hundred feet down the street, hoping I’m not taking someone else’s usual spot as I walk up the sidewalk to the brick two-story building. 

Although the door is wide open and I can see right in through the screen door, I can hear my mother’s voice yelling how impolite it is for me to just prance right in someone’s home without an invitation. I ring the doorbell. A few seconds later, a huge guy built like an offensive lineman answers. 

“Damn, I don’t know you either.” He looks behind him at a dark-haired woman with bright red lipstick who’s just as tall as him and model thin. “Another one of your friends?” he asks, and she pokes her head out the door to stare at me inquisitively. 

“Nope, not this time,” she informs him in a surprisingly sexy, deep voice. “You lost, honey?”

I move my head to either side, trying to get a peek inside. “I’m actually here to see Rhys. He’s expecting me.”

“Ahhh, Delane. Why didn’t you say that?” The big guy moves aside so I can come in and turns his attention on the ruby-lipped woman. “Do me a favor, babe, and tell Rhys there’s someone here for him.” He looks me over carefully and then shakes his head, changing his mind. “You know what, just take her directly to him.”

“Come on.” She motions for me to follow her, and I stay as close as possible to her skinny body as we maneuver through all the bodies packed inside the small apartment. “I saw him go into his bedroom a couple minutes ago, so he’s probably still in there.” She looks over her shoulder, leans her head to the side to size me up and then smiles at me. “I’m Daisy, for what it’s worth.”

“Evelyn.” For some reason it feels right to use my whole name when it comes to anything dealing with Rhys. When we shuffle past a face I recognize—the strawberry blond guitarist from Ippy’s, Rhys’ ex-girlfriend—before entering a short hallway, my back straightens. Daisy’s eyebrow jerks up. 

“Are you and Delane together?” Then she squeezes her eyes shut for a moment and shakes her head quickly. “Shit, sorry. That was nosy, wasn’t it?” 

“No ... he’s just my voice instructor.” 

Stopping outside a closed door at the very back of the hallway, she releases a low whistle and rests her hand against the wall to stare down at me. “First time I’ve ever heard him referred to as a just anything in the four years I’ve known him.” She bites the corner of her lip, flashing me a smile that’s surprisingly not covered in lipstick a second later. “But if that’s the case, nice to see someone not here just to throw pussy at him.” 

Ignoring the fact that my mouth drop opens, she turns and bangs hard on his door. “There’s someone to see you, Rhys,” she shouts, pronouncing his name like “Rice.” When the door opens, and he greets us there in the doorway, he’s shirtless with his jeans hanging low on his hips and his black hair is disheveled. 

Daisy bobs her head at me. “Good to meet you, Just-A-Voice-Student.”

Once she’s gone, he and I stand on either side of the threshold staring back at each other. It’s a struggle to keep my gaze from drifting down over his chest. Really, Rhys ... really?  He’s all hard, lean muscle, with one of those delicious “V’s” that I’ve only seen in magazines up until now, and I can’t help but wonder when he has time for working out, what with the music and bartending. 

And then, I also can’t resist wondering how his chest would feel under my lips. 

“I came for my books,” I tell him. But I’m totally cool with ogling you. 

He walks backward inside the room, which is dimly lit by a single lamp standing in the corner. It’s sparsely furnished—a queen size bed, dresser, and a nightstand, and there’s a guitar propped up on a stand in the far right corner—so it’s nice and tidy. 

“No you didn’t.” He crooks his finger, moving it slowly, motioning me to him. “I promise you’re perfectly safe.”

I don’t doubt for a second that I’m safe—at least physically—but I still stand close to the door after it’s shut behind me. “Of course that’s what I came for,” I say when I finally find my voice.

“There you go.”  He gestures to the dresser a few feet away from where I’m standing. My books and sheet music are sitting in a neat pile beside a stack of unopened mail. “It’s all there.”

“Perfect.” But I don’t move. “Thanks.”

Turning away from me, he gets on his bed and rests his back against the plain oak headboard. Shooting me a cocky smile, he nods to the door behind me. “Now that you’ve got what you came for, I’ll see you tomorrow, Evelyn.”

Dammit. 

Why does he have to look at me like that? Peer pressure is the biggest bitch I’ve ever met.

Dragging in a deep breath, I hesitantly walk over to the bed where I sit on the edge to keep a safe amount of distance between myself and his partially nude, and very distracting, body. “I’m sorry I took off like that yesterday.”

“It could have been worse,” he says, and at my raised eyebrow, he drawls, “You could’ve done it after we were naked.”

Ugh. The images that comment brings to my mind, especially when he’s already halfway there and I’m in his bed. Fussing with my bottom lip, I weigh my next words carefully. “I don’t think I would’ve had the willpower to leave if we were that far.”

He glances down at the bed beside him before grinning. “Normally I’d suggest we try it, but I don’t think my pride can take it if you run out on me with so many people here.” 

“Normally?” 

“Are you gonna overanalyze everything I say while you’re here tonight?” he challenges.

I can feel his eyes burning into the side of my face, so I stand up with my back to him. “Your roommate’s the big guy, right? Daisy’s boyfriend?” When he confirms with a murmur, I steal a peek over my shoulder at him. “Where’s he moving to?”

“Jase is leaving for a five month gig in Brazil as a freelance interpreter in a couple weeks.” 

Impressed, I nod. Silently, I pace his bedroom, feeling his gaze hot on my back. Out the corner of my eye, I spot the only photo in the entire room. It’s sitting a few inches from my books on his dresser, and I lean down to study it. Rhys is smiling with a couple that look to be in their late 50s, early 60s, and wedged between them is a little girl with short dark hair. Her lips are smooshed up against Rhys’ cheek. 

“My parents,” he says from behind me. 

Although I stand upright, my eyes are still drawn to the smiling faces staring back at me. “This your sister?” 

“My niece, Stacey. My mom takes care of her.”

“She’s gorgeous.” When it hits me that I’m more than likely looking at Owen Delane’s daughter, a chill goes through me, and I hug myself tightly. “Y’all must be pretty close.”

“That was taken about a year ago, a couple months before my dad passed away. But yeah ... me and Stacey and my mom—we’re close. We’ve had no other choice because we’re all we’ve got.” 

“Sorry to hear about your father.” I turn to face him. I can tell it’s a hard subject for him because of his pained expression. Clearing my throat, I kneel down beside the guitar in the corner of the room, running my fingertips gently along the smooth neck. “Can you actually play this thing or is it for looks?” I question, attempting to keep my voice light and teasing.

I hear him roll off his bed, and a second later, feel his body close to mine. When I stand, the back of my body glides up his until I can feel his lips touch my ear. I shiver. “Are you asking me to play?” he whispers against my skin, his breath blowing stray strands of my loose hair. 

“Since I didn’t come here for my books.” I turn my face to the side to meet his vivid blue-green eyes. “And because all I keep hearing about is how amazing and incredible Rhys Delane is, and yet I’ve never actually heard you sing.”

Moving his body even closer to mine so that I feel every hard muscle and taut angle, he grabs the guitar and motions me over to the bed. He seems to think on what to play for a moment, before he positions his long fingers on the fretboard and strums the beginning of “Yesterday,” the same song he was playing the day I finally met him about working together. 

“That song always rips me apart,” I say as his eyes find mine. 

“I hated it when I was younger,” he admits with the tiniest hint of a smile. And then he starts to sing, softly, tentatively, and I’m unable to speak or move as I listen. He has one of those voices that slowly digs its way beneath my skin. It moves through my body and into my mind, making the tiny hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand to attention. His voice haunts me, hurts me, and I know this moment will mess with me long after I leave this room. 

We’re quiet for a long time after he’s done, until I finally clear my throat. “You’re incredible.”

He lays the guitar face up on the other side of his bed and shrugs. “I probably should’ve told you I’m a shitty guitar player.”

“To be honest, I wasn’t listening to the guitar.”

He ducks his head, but I see the full smile teasing his mouth. “I took a few lessons here and there, but I was in high school then and all I wanted to do was play sports so my older brother wouldn’t give me shit and call me a pussy.” At the mention of his brother, his smile goes hard and so does the pain within my ribcage.

I move my palm back and forth over my chest, trying to rub away some of the hurt, but it doesn’t work. It never does. “And yet here you are, playing music.”

“Eventually I got smart and realized I wanted to be nothing like my brother.” He races the tip of his tongue over his teeth. “But enough about that. I want to know about you. I want to know why you came tonight. Most importantly, I want to know what we’re going to do about—”

“Our mutual attraction?”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” He moves his face close to mine. “So what are we gonna do about it, Evelyn?”

“We’re such different people.” At the amused jerk of his eyebrow, I continue. “And then there’s your job with Professor Cameron.” To my own ears it sounds like I’m trying to convince myself so I can’t imagine what I must sound like to him. I want to convince myself not to have anything to do with him—to convince my body to ignore him when he’s around. 

“I should probably get back before my roommate starts freaking out and calling campus police,” I reply softly. 

Before I move, he traces his knuckles over my cheekbone and locks his eyes to mine. “You didn’t come here just for your books. And if I was worried about Cameron, I wouldn’t have given you the address,” he reminds me. “But ... goodnight, Evelyn.”

With nothing else to say, I stand and walk slowly to the door. I give him one final look, and my heart clenches at the unreadable expression masking his strong features. I want to stay. I want to turn back around, climb onto that bed and make him give me more bad guitar playing and breath-catching, heartbreaking singing that tears my soul apart. And after that, I want to tear off the rest of his clothes and leave them in a pile on the floor with my own. 

God, wouldn’t that be beautiful?

I press my lips together. Then, as much as I end up hating myself for it, I grab what I didn’t come here for off his dresser, keeping my gaze off the picture of his family, and leave. 

Chapter Fourteen

––––––––

If I expect Rhys to give any further mention to anything that was said when we were alone in his bedroom, I quickly discover how very wrong I am. For the next week and a half, he’s the epitome of professionalism—no touching, no innuendo, and definitely no kissing. I make an effort to comply with his silly hat rule, but every time our eyes meet, whether it’s during Cameron’s sight singing class or while he’s giving me feedback at one of our lessons, I wonder what he’s thinking. If his mind is on me, or if he’d simply shrugged me off completely the second I left his apartment with my books and music. 

I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I think of him—when I’m lying in bed at night; when I’m alone with my music; when I listen to “Yesterday” on repeat for no reason other than wanting to imagine Rhys’ voice wrapped around the lyrics; as I realize that in two weeks Lily will have been gone for exactly two years. 

That’s the worst one. I think about Lily and my parents and then I think about him and the picture of him with his brother’s kid. I process just how many lives were scooped up and crushed into nothing but dust two years ago. Then I open my eyes, breathe in and out, and I still want more with him. 

And every time I watch him, letting that want burn a little deeper within me, I get a little more frustrated. 

“You can’t expect the guy to chase you around,” Kendra scolds me as I lay in bed talking to her on Sunday morning. There’s less than a week left before she comes to visit. After I woke up an hour ago and finished a paper on Voltaire’s Candide for English—which I’ve already read many times thanks to my obsession with the operetta—I’d called her to make sure she’s still coming. 

She barely took a breath between assuring me that she is and asking me how things are going with Rhys. 

“Evie ... you don’t blame him for Lily’s death, do you?”

“I don’t,” I say through my teeth. Hell, I blame myself more for my sister’s death than Rhys. I start to tell Kendra exactly that but then I glance over at Corinne. She came in late last night and is still passed out in bed in the clothes she went out in. Her brown and red ringlets cover her face, moving slightly as she snores. Her ear buds are connected to her phone, and I can hear Kacey Musgraves blasting—which makes me wonder how she can even sleep—but I don’t want to risk her hearing anything. 

Flipping over on my side, I press my head up against my wall. “I just... I feel like I’m screwing up again by wanting to be around him,” I whisper.

“Ummm, elaborate, please?”

“I feel like a traitor for wanting him. Not necessarily to her but to my parents. You saw what happened when my mom met him two years ago. I can’t even imagine taking him home and introducing him. She would flip her shit.”

In the past Kendra’s been the voice of reason, which is probably why it took us so many years to become friends. When she quietly says, “You’ve got to live for yourself, Evie,” she surprises me. She mumbles something else, but my phone beeps loudly, interrupting her. 

I look down and see that it’s my dad. 

Déjà-freaking-vu.

I’ve been trying to do better with answering his calls, so I tell Kendra I’ll call her later to which she gladly agrees since I woke her up so early.

The moment I swap calls, Dad gets right to the point. “Did you get the money your mom put in your account on Friday.” My parents have had the same archaic bank for years—no online banking and no problem a representative is able to fix over the phone—so I have to rely on ATMs to keep up with my balance.

“Hello to you too, and I’m not sure.” I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed, sliding my feet into a pair of flip-flops. “I haven’t used my card in a few days, but I’ll walk over to the student union ATM in a little bit just to check.”

He laughs in surprise. “Who is this and what have you done with my Evelyn? Surely this creature can’t be my child. What happened to the girl who maxed her card the second it was loaded?” 

I remember a time last year when he asked me similar questions in anger, but now his voice is completely relaxed. This is the first time he’s talked to me like this in a long time, but I guess it’s because I’m not being hostile with him today about cheating on Mom. 

“I’ve been busy with school work,” I say.

“Look, Evelyn, the reason I called you is this: Do you plan on coming home for fall break? Your mom and I are trying to make sure we plan accordingly.”

“Haven’t decided yet, why?”

“It’s right around the anniversary of Lily’s death.” At his own words, he sucks in a breath. “God, it feels strange calling it that.” To my ears, it sounded even stranger because anniversaries seem like something that should be celebrated and not a cause for pain—but I let him continue, “I think it’s better for your mom, better for myself, if we get away. Take our minds off everything.”

I start to tell him that no matter how much they do to try to completely distract themselves, it’s never enough. I’ve tried and failed, rinsed and repeated. Instead, I promise to let him know my plans before Oktoberfest begins next weekend. 

As he ends the call, Dad tells me quietly, “I’m proud of you this year, Evelyn. Now, I haven’t seen your grades yet, but it’s nice not to have gotten a call from the cops or your RA at three in the morning because you’ve been arrested or gotten in some other trouble.”

It feels like a bit of a jab, but I suppress my usual sharp retort. “Sadly, I’m the boring kid who’s so lame my resident advisor doesn’t even know my name,” I admit, to which Dad tells me to keep up the good work. 

Tossing my phone on my bed, I stand up and start to gather my shower supplies to head for the bathroom. Since the door is open and the shower’s not running, I’m positive I’m alone. I hang my towel and clean underwear on the towel rack and start to get undressed.

My shirt is off and I’m pulling my pants down when I see a set of male feet step out of the shower and onto the cushy red bathmat. Shrieking, I spin around, but not before realizing that it’s blond-haired, Hollister-esque Daniel. He gets a flash of my bare ass for just a second before I jerk my pants back up. My tank top is a few feet away from me on the floor, so I grab my towel off the rack in front of me. 

I face him, my skin on fire as I take in how his mouth his hanging wide open. “What the hell are you doing in my bathroom?” I grind out, keeping the towel wrapped tightly around my chest. When he doesn’t immediately answer, I start to reach for my phone but then his eyes slip over my shoulder.

“Hannah said I could use the shower. Damn, Evie, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

As soon as he says Hannah’s name my nostrils flare. “Really?” Giving him a cold stare, I jerk my thumb to the bathroom exit, walking in a slow circle as he moves toward it. “Get out of here.”

“Ahh, hell, I—”

“Get the fuck out!”

Since none of the suite bathrooms in Campbell dorm have doors that lock, I shower quickly, peeking around the corner of the stall every time I hear the slightest noise. As I creep back to my room fifteen minutes later, I hear the sound of a comedy movie playing loudly from inside Hannah and Lara’s room, and I hope Daniel’s not in there. In spite of the Elliot fiasco, I know my roommate still carries a torch for him. I also know that if Hannah let Daniel spend the night, it has a lot to do with Corinne. I’m around my room way too much not to notice that neither of my suitemates have ever had a guy spend the night until now. 

Fucking retaliation. 

I tiptoe into my room and close the door as quietly as possible, but when I turn around, I jump when I see that Corinne’s sitting up in her bed sleepily looking at her laptop screen. 

She giggles at my reaction and pushes her curls away from her face. “Morning.”

“Good morning.” Going through my drawers, I grab a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. “Did you have a good time last night?”

“Ehh, it was okay. I went to some frat party—and I can’t for the life of me remember their name—with Ella.” She gives me a curious look as I step into my jeans. “Why were you yelling a few minutes ago?”

I stare down at my pants, focusing way too much attention on buttoning them. “There was a douchebag in our bathroom.” 

As I get finish dressing, I can feel Corinne’s bright green gaze regarding me inquisitively. When I get a bottle of water out the mini fridge, she leans over the side of her bed and grabs my wrist. Swallowing hard, I pull away. 

“Evie? There’s something you’re not telling me.” I don’t meet her gaze, so a moment later, she tentatively asks, “It was Daniel, wasn’t it? The douchebag in the bathroom. He spent the night with Hannah.” 

My lips curve downward into a frown. “I’m sorry, Corinne.”

She simply lifts her shoulders, but the fact she feels wounded is clear as day on her soft features. “It’s not like we were ever dating. Just friends, and if I look at it that way, I guess I kind of deserve it after what I did with Elliot.” I open my mouth to tell her exactly what I think about her believing she deserves to be hurt, but she cuts me off, adding, “Plus they’ve been spending a lot of time together lately, so it was bound to happen.” 

“You deserve better.”

“Right.” Rolling out of her bed, she stretches her short arms over her head and yawns. “Alright, I better get dressed. I’m supposed to be meeting a few people from Communication Theory in the library to work on a group project”—she glances over at the alarm clock sitting on the edge of her desk closest to her bed—“fifteen minutes ago.”

Five minutes later, I watch in concern as she rushes out our door with her energy drink in hand. Shaking my head in anger, I finish getting dressed to go to brunch with Mac and Nathan. On the way out, a sound in the storage closet right outside the bathroom door stops me. I turn to see Hannah on her hands and knees looking through the bottles of cleaner and rolls of paper towels. 

“We’re out of TP,” she tells me. When I keep walking past her, she clears her throat. “You don’t have anything to say?”

I look over my shoulder just in time to watch a satisfied grin stretch slowly across her face. I give her a cool smile, thinking how the Evie from last year would’ve probably knocked her ass in the closet and propped a door against it. “No, nothing to say today.”

***

Because Nathan backs out of eating with us to meet a deadline for an online linear algebra test, Mac suggests we go off campus and to one of the local malls. I’m thrilled when she offers to drive, and after we pick her Jetta up from the junior parking lot, she takes me to a little coffee shop downtown. It’s overcast out but warm—probably one of the last really warm days of the season—so we sit outside talking about music. 

“Cameron handpicked songs for me in every language I failed in Diction,” Mac informs me, referring to her mid-term recital. At the skeptical look I give her, she nods slowly. She picks off a chunk of her blueberry muffin and pops it into her mouth. “You think I’m bullshitting you, but I’m not—“Das Veilchen” and a Russian piece I still can’t pronounce, and I’ve been trying to sing it since the start of the year. I swear everyone’s ears will be weeping blood. What does she have you doing?”

“I seriously doubt anyone’s ears will cry blood, but she gave me “Florian’s Song” and “Vissi d’arte”.”

“Bitch,” she hisses and then shakes her head and laughs. “Not you, but Cameron. Ugh ... that woman hates me. I think she wakes up in the morning and her hatred of me is the only thing that powers her through the day.” Polishing off the rest of her muffin, she raises her brows at me. “All right, quit nursing that scone. I need to go spend my entire paycheck to make myself feel better about failing mid-terms.”

Four hours later, after we’ve spent most of the afternoon at Short Pump Mall and I’ve scored a few new hats for my collection and a couple things to wear during Oktoberfest, Mac drops me off in front of my dorm. 

“I’ve got to go pick up Eli from baseball conditioning.” She scrunches the tip of her nose like she can already smell his sweaty body in her front seat. “Text me later and maybe we can get together this week to rehearse. Lord knows I need every ounce of practice I can get.”

Promising her that I will, I return to my room. Corinne’s still out and there’s nothing but silence coming from Hannah and Lara’s room, so I assume and hope they’re gone too. Alone with nothing but my thoughts, I make an effort to take a nap to sleep away the dull headache forming between my eyes. When I wake up an hour later, covered in sweat after dreaming about Rhys Delane, I take the fact that my sheet music is the first thing my eyes land on as a sign. 

Looking at the short text thread he and I exchanged nearly two weeks ago, I consider sending him a text. I could ask him to meet me or tell him that I’d like to talk tomorrow after practice, but the thought of him misinterpreting anything I might write makes me cringe. Finally, I suck it up and hit send. The response doesn’t come through immediately, like before, but finally I let out a breath of relief when my phone beeps.

6:18PM: At Ippy’s. 

I take those two words as an invitation and thirty minutes later, my heart is in my throat when I walk into the bar. I shove my hands into my back pockets to stop them from shaking. Although there are not nearly as many people as the last time I came here, the place is still busy for a Sunday night. I comb my gaze around in search of him when I see that the bartender on duty is a petite girl with a shock of orange and red hair— à la Hayley Williams. 

Did he leave already? I start to text him but then another thought enters my mind, and I jab my tongue into my cheek. Was he just never here and sent me that message in an effort to tell me to screw off?

I glance around once more and I’m seconds from leaving when I hear his voice as he greets someone else. I follow the sound to the bar, where he’s on the receiving side with a couple of shot glasses—one empty and the other full—in front of him. Slowly, my disappointment begins to fade away. 

“I won’t screw up. I won’t wreck things this time,” I lecture myself under my breath, walking toward him. I pull my hands out my back pockets and smooth them over my hair. God, I wish I had one of my hats right now.  

“You’re killing me,” he says. I slide onto the barstool. His eyes fall on mine, penetrating and unblinking, as he waits patiently for me to say something. When I don’t, he tosses back his drink and swallows hard. “So what angle are you going for tonight? Gonna tell me how different we are? Or are you—”

“Shut up, Rhys.” I move my face closer to his, a little wave of pleasure rippling through my veins at the flash of surprise on his face. I shouldn’t admit it, but I like catching him off-guard. The look is gone almost as quickly as it appeared, though. “Maybe I came to say sorry. Did you ever consider that?”

“This must be the part where you ask me to take you home?” His tone is teasing. It’s also just the slightest bit cruel. Same as his smile. “Tell me one thing, Evelyn. That whole spiel you gave me last week about being too different—you don’t for a second believe that, do you?”

The back of my mouth goes dry as I lean away to search his gaze. Maybe I’d believed what I’d said to him once, but that was before I began untangling him. Before he succeeded in getting to me. The truth is, Rhys and I are just the same—messy and fragile. 

“No, I don’t,” I finally tell him. “So now that I’ve admitted that, I can leave you to drink alone or you can accept my company.”

He lifts his lips and cocks his head to one side, and all of a sudden, the only thing I can think about is digging my hands into his thick black hair. “What makes you think I’m drinking alone?”

I look around at the rest of the bar stools and then back at him. “Oh, I don’t know. Just a wild guess.” 

“That would make you wildly fucking wrong. I had a parting shot with Jase before Daisy took him to the airport.”

I run my finger along the rim of one of his empty shot glasses. “Sad to see him go?”

“He’ll be back soon enough.” He signals the girl with the flaming hair and she immediately comes over giving him the smile he manages to elicit from most women. “One more fireball, Hazel, and something sweet and virginal for Evelyn.”

“Sure thing, Rhys.” She winks, but before she leaves, she stares from him to me and then back again. “She’s gonna drive you home?”

He turns to me, his dark eyebrow lifting questioningly, and I nod. As soon as Hazel scurries off, I lift my own brows. “How were you going to get home if I hadn’t shown up?”

“Hazel would’ve taken me.” I feel a stab of jealousy, wondering if he’s ever slept with the other bartender. Taking in my drawn expression, he laughs. “The whiplash is killing me, beautiful. For what it’s worth, you’re getting worked up over something that was well before your time.” 

Butterflies settle in the bottom of my stomach, and I suck it in an effort to try to still their erratic flight. “I didn’t realize I had a time.”

The second Hazel places our drinks in front of us, he tips back his shot and shakes his head. “You wouldn’t have come in here if that were true.” 

Thinking on his words in silence, I sip my mocktail. As soon as I’m done, he motions me close to him. “I want you to take me home, Evelyn, but before we leave I want you to know something else,” he says in a voice low enough for only me to hear. “If you get out your car and come into my place, I want more from you. I want to be inside you, taste every inch of you, and if you come in that’s what’s gonna happen tonight.” 

Oh. Wow.

Panties, meet your destroyer, I think at the pressure his words build inside of me.

I swallow past the lump in my throat. Scooting off the barstool, I start for the door, glancing back to see if he’s coming. He falls in step right beside me, and I feel his fingers splay on the small of my back. I suppress a shiver as I lead him to where my car is parked in a lot a block away. 

“Did you know this thing is in Forza?” he asks me once we’re both inside. I give him a disbelieving stare. Not even two minutes ago he was telling me how this night would end with me in his bed, and now his expression is calm and collected and he’s talking about my car and a video game.

“I know now,” I say, checking my mirrors as I pull onto the street in the direction of his apartment. When I park in his driveway behind a silver Impreza that I assume belongs to him, my dark brown eyes lock with his blue ones. I start to grab my purse as a slow, sexy grin forms on his face. 

“God, Evelyn, I—” he begins but his words freeze when an electric blue Fiesta pulls into the spot right next to mine. I watch in horror as Cari, his ex-girlfriend, gets out. She stares over at us, a momentary flash of surprise registering on her face before she smirks, sticks her epic rack out, and then walks up the drive to Rhys’ side of the duplex. 

“What the hell is she doing?” he growls as we watch her let herself in. 

“Well, apparently she has a key.” My jaw clenches, and I fold my arms over my chest and flick my gaze over to him. “So what is she doing?” 

I see his muscles tighten up as he gets out of my car. Supporting his weight on the open door, he leans down and gives me a warning look. “Don’t you think about moving. I’m going to settle this and figure out what’s going on.”

Biting the inside of my cheek I follow his toned back as he stalks into his house. As each second passes by my face grow hotter and hotter in shame until my entire body feels like it’s on fire. There’s nothing quite like sitting outside a guy’s house—a guy I fully planned to sleep with—as he tries to diffuse a situation with his former girlfriend. 

If that’s even what this is.

Who’s to say he didn’t ask her over himself?

Finally, when there’s still no sign of either of them and my stomach pitches violently because of the road my thoughts have swerved on, I jab my keys back into the ignition and drive away. 

Chapter Fifteen

––––––––

“Hey, do me a favor?” I stop Nathan just before he walks into sight singing the next morning. Side-stepping a girl who’s trying to get into class, he turns to me and waits for my request. “Can you text me the assignment? I’ve got a migraine from hell, and I’m going to run back to my room and take something before my afternoon class.” 

He turns his lips into a sympathetic frown and nods. “Feel better. I’ll let you know if you miss anything important.”

Moving away from the door so a few people can walk through, I give him an appreciative look before heading down the hallway toward the stairs. Although I’m still pissed at Rhys, livid actually, I’m honestly not avoiding sight singing because of him today. I fully intend on going to our lesson this afternoon and telling him exactly what I think of him—as soon as I get rid of this headache. I’m massaging my fingers over my temples with my eyes partially closed, so I’m caught completely unaware when a strong hand closes around my wrist and pulls me into the concert band’s instrument room on the first floor. 

Fear spirals through me. I pound my fists against a rock hard chest until fingers feather across my cheek and tilt my face up and Rhys’ beautiful blue-green eyes stare down at me. Sucking in a breath to calm my speeding heart, I close my eyes. Then I hit him one more time. To my satisfaction, he winces and backs up.

“You scared the hell out of me,” I gasp. He’s a couple feet away from me now, in front of a metal shelf lined with woodwind cases, with his dark eyebrows drawn together over his eyes. I settle my gaze directly on his eyes, and I quickly realize it’s a stupid, careless mistake.

An angry scowl creases his forehead. “You left without even telling me you were going. 

“Our lesson isn’t until this afternoon. And you’re supposed to be teaching.” I cross my arms over my chest, digging my fingernails into the backs of my arms. “So what do you want?”

“What happened to you last night?” His voice is low, and when I don’t answer he strides over to me and cups the side of my face. There’s no hesitation in the fingers splaying over my skin, no asking for permission. My body betrays me almost immediately, and I turn my head, letting his palm mold against my cheek. “Evelyn?”

My breathing comes out in shallow spurts, and my chest feels like it’s about to explode. Everything is weighed down because of this boy—no, this man—and it shouldn’t be. 

“Your girlfriend showed up,” I say hotly, taking a defiant step toward him. My breasts brush up against his chest, causing his body to jerk. “I wasn’t going to just sit there twiddling my thumbs like an idiot.”

“You are impatient.” He traces his thumb over my upper lip. “As soon as I sent Cari on her way—and we’re not together, nor did I touch her last night—I came out to get you. I meant what I said about wanting you. Imagine my surprise to find you gone.”

“How the hell could you be surprised when—”

Drawing my lip between his thumb and forefinger, he shakes his head. “Again, Cari’s not my girlfriend. I had no issue telling her that and telling her to leave.” 

Running his gaze over the full length of my body, one corner of his full lips tilts into a smirk. His warm breath tickles my face when he says, “You stood me up again.”

“It was on your personal time, so I’m pretty sure it’s not against the rules.” 

Dropping his hands to my hips, he yanks me to him so hard we stumble back against one of the shelves, sending a box of reeds tumbling to the floor. 

“You didn’t give me a chance,” he tells me again. He crushes his mouth against mine in a kiss that’s too short and yet far too long. A kiss that tastes bittersweet, beautiful, and makes my chest seize up in the worst pain I’ve felt in a long time. 

Rhys drags himself away from me, leaving me dizzy, and I trace my nail around the outline of my lip. Once he catches his breath, he leans close to me again. “But since you asked, yeah, it’s sure as hell against the rules. Everything with you is against the rules, and I’m kicking myself for breaking them. You’re eighteen—”

“Nineteen,” I correct breathlessly, “My birthday was August tenth.”

“Still, you’re almost five years younger than me,” he growls, “And yet, all I can think about is you.” He shakes his head, and I’m unsure if it’s at me or himself, before he tells me, “When you’re ready to finish this, just tell me.” 

***

“I’ve missed you, woman! God, it feels like I haven’t seen you in years!” Kendra shouts four days later, on Friday, when I meet her at the front of my dorm. She all but tackles me as she launches herself into my arms.

“It’s only been six weeks,” I point out, laughing, but I hug her back as tightly as I can. I pluck her duffel bag out of her grip and swipe my student ID over the scanner by the front door. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you—I’ve been a mess without you.” And I have. Ever since Rhys pulled me in that music room four days ago, I haven’t been able to think clearly.

We take the elevator up to my room where we find Corinne trying on outfits for one of the many parties that will be going down tonight. When I shut the door behind us, she pops her head up, grinning broadly. “This must be the fantastic Kendra.”

“Oh God.” Kendra’s brown eyes shoot over to me. “What’s she been telling you about me?”

“Not nearly enough,” Corinne promises her before holding up two shirts for my inspection—one black and lacy and the other a fluorescent pink tube top. I point to the black one. “So, where all are you two going tonight?” 

There are several bands scheduled to start playing in the next couple hours, and after that, I’ve been invited to parties all over campus—from Baseball House to the music fraternity and even to a few in-room parties from people I know from class. “It kind of depends on what she wants to do.” I glance at Kendra who lifts her shoulders slightly before I ask Corinne the same question. “What about you?”

She rattles off a list of parties she’ll be hopping to with her friends, and I get dizzy just thinking about it. After she finishes dressing, she stands in the center of our room and spins in a circle, and I give her an approving nod. “Be safe tonight,” I say, sounding exactly like Kendra, who gives me an amused look. 

Grabbing her room keys, Corinne waggles her eyebrows suggestively. “Always. Have fun tonight, Evie.” To Kendra, she waves and says, “I hope we’ll be able to do something tomorrow so you can tell me all about Evie—she always tells me to piss off when I ask questions.”

As soon as my roommate is gone, Kendra spins in my computer chair, taking in Corinne’s tropical-themed side of the room before she rubs her chin thoughtfully. “She’s very nice,” she tells me carefully, but I clearly hear what she’s trying not to say.

“She reminds you of me, doesn’t she?” Squinting, she holds her purple-painted thumb and forefinger a few centimeters apart, and I groan. I throw myself on my bed and prop my chin up in my hands. “Yep, that’s what I was afraid of.”

We spend the next hour and a half catching up. I learn that my ex is dating a girl I was friends with in high school and that Kendra’s been seeing a guy I’ve never met—some basketball player from Denmark. “Oh, and I’m thinking about trying out for the tennis team next year. I was pretty good at it in high school, so I figured why the hell not.”

Flipping over on my back, I stare upside down at her. “You make me feel lazy, I haven’t worked out in months. I think about it and then I end up downing a Coke. My mother would be so proud,” I say, thinking of how even in the weeks following Lily’s death, and after the revelation about my dad’s affairs, Mom still attended her yoga and spin classes religiously. 

“Whatever,” Kendra snorts. “You and Lily were always freaks of nature. I used to be so jealous of you two because you ate as much as my dad and didn’t gain a pound.” My phone beeps on my desk, and Kendra leans over. “Nathan?”

“Yeah, we’re supposed to be meeting them for the show tonight.” 

Fifteen minutes later as we walk across campus to the courtyard to meet up with Nathan and his girlfriend, we talk about plans for winter break. We’ve almost settled on a spot to head to for a weekend trip during that time, when I see Rhys. And he’s coming directly toward us. I almost lead her in the opposite direction, but then I pull in a breath and face him head on. I feel Kendra go still beside me as he grants her a brief smile. 

“You got my email?” he asks me, and I nod. His request to cancel our practice this afternoon had come through early this morning, but it had actually worked out to my advantage since Kendra was in town. His eyes touch my floppy black fedora, and he twists his full lips to the side in amusement. 

“One of these days,” he promises. 

“I stopped wearing them around you,” I argue, and then I realize how rude I’m being and twist to look at Kendra. “Rhys, this is my best friend Kendra,” I tell her and she smiles broadly at him. Clearing my throat, I tell my best friend, “And this is my advisor’s assistant.”

After they’ve exchanged greetings, Rhys lifts his eyebrow at Kendra who responds by doing the same. “Does she wear these ridiculous hats everywhere?”

“Even in the shower,” she jokes, and he nods his head as if she’s confirmed all his suspicions. 

“Thought so. Look, I’ve gotta meet some friends, but let me know if you need anything before midterms, okay?” I don’t miss his longing look or the words left unsaid as he brushes past us, his arm skimming my wrist. Letting me know that his invitation to come to him is still open.

Kendra pulls me close to her, and I pump my legs faster to keep up despite the fact that she’s a little shorter than me. “I think my own underwear just melted at the way that boy stared you down,” she whispers, sounding nothing like the Kendra I’ve known for so many years. “Good God. You didn’t mention he was that gorgeous. None of the voice guys you were friends with last year looked anything like that.” 

“Rhys is—” I struggle to find the right word. “Different.” 

“Yeah, I kind of figured that out,” she says. 

Luckily, I spot Nathan then. He’s with a girl who reminds me a lot of Corinne except she’s a good six inches taller—slightly taller than Nathan—and her wild curls are dyed completely black. I wave them down and start to go over, but Kendra’s hand closes around my forearm, stopping me. “I just thought you should know that when you look at him—at Rhys—it’s obvious.”

“What?” I ask, but before she can respond, Nathan and Michaela come over. Nathan grabs Kendra into a bear hug like they’re long lost friends as I introduce myself to Michaela. I’m relieved to find that she’s just as easy-going as he is as we pick an empty spot on the grass and the shows begin a few minutes later. 

There are a few bands I’ve heard of, like Red Denial, but also several that are new to me. I make it my personal goal to check out some of their shows over the next several months before summer break. When the music is finished shortly after eleven and the crowd starts to thin out, Michaela stands up, brushing the grass off her jeans. She turns to Nathan and says something very softly that makes him grin like the Cheshire cat. 

To Kendra and me, he offers an apologetic look that’s not fooling either one of us. “Sorry, Evie. She had a long flight, and—” But I hold my hand and shake my head.

“No need to explain. Seriously, I really don’t want to know what’s going to happen in your bedroom tonight.” If I spent months at a time away from my boyfriend, the last thing I’d want to do is spend one of my only two nights with him hanging around other people. “Goodnight,” I sing. Smiling genuinely at Michaela, I add, “It’s good to finally meet you.”

“You too, Evie,” she murmurs sweetly, “I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

Once they disappear in the crowd, I turn to Kendra. “There’s a party that another one of my friends asked us to come to.” I fold my arms over my chest, trying to warm my bare arms with my hands. “I think you’ll like Mac, but if you’re tired we can just go back and watch movies.”

She rolls her eyes. “Are you kidding? I slept all week to prepare for going out with you. You tell me where to go and I’ll follow.” Even though Kendra was never much of a drinker, that didn’t stop her from coming out with me many nights last year. I feel a lump form in my throat as I think of all the times she helped me back to our room, and I link my arm through hers and lay my head on her shoulder. 

“You scare me when you’re this sweet,” she says suspiciously. “What’s up?” 

“Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you for always looking out for me and—”

Coming to a halt on the sidewalk, she plants her hands on her slim hips and shoots me a warning glare. “Stop it before you make me get all emotional. If you do that you know I have a hard time stopping.” 

I remember all too well, so for the rest of the trek to Baseball House, I bore her with the details about the two pieces I’ll be performing for my midterm next week. When we finally reach the party, Kendra stands on the sidewalk, giving it the same disbelieving look I did the first night I came here. 

“We’re in the right place, trust me.” I head toward the porch, motioning for her to follow. “It’s terrifyingly quiet, huh?” But as I get closer to the front door, not only can I hear the sound of music from inside but also someone’s harsh, racking sobs coming from the dark corner of the wraparound porch. Biting down hard on my lip, I try to remember the last time I cried like that and why. When I do, my stomach pitches because my thoughts immediately hone in on the vicious slut-shaming from several months ago.

“I’m looking for someone to take you home, okay?” I hear a girl whispering softly. I edge closer to see she’s leaned over a much smaller girl sitting on the porch floor. “Let me just call—” When she steps out the shadows, I get a glimpse of her face, and I feel something sharp squeeze my heart. It’s Corinne’s friend Ella and panic automatically sets in as she and I lock eyes. 

“Are you here to pick her up?” she asks me, sounding almost hysterical herself. 

“What happened?” I ask calmly. At the sound of my voice, I hear shuffling. My breath catches when my roommate comes out of the shadows, her face wet and mascara running down her cheeks. She throws herself into my arms and buries her face against my chest.

I stand motionless for a few seconds, staring back and forth helplessly from Ella to Kendra before I touch Corinne’s shoulders and push her back just enough for me to get a good look at her tear-streaked face. “What happened?” I repeat, each syllable ground out. 

“Oh my god,” is the only thing she manages to say before the frantic sobbing starts once again. By now, the door to the house has opened and a few people are looking at the situation unfolding out here, murmuring amongst themselves. This time, I hold her to my chest, hoping to shield her from their stares. 

I glare at Ella over the top of her head. “Can you tell me something?” I snap at her as Corinne’s tears soak my shirt. “Did someone hurt her?”

Corinne leans away from me. She swipes the back of her hand over her face, clenching her fingers as she takes a deep breath.  Her words are garbled, but I still manage to make out, “My dad, Evie. My dad is gone,” before she leans over and vomits all over my shoes.

Chapter Sixteen

––––––––

“He had a heart attack right after he got home from work. In the garage, of all the places. It took my mom awhile to get ahold of me because my stupid phone went dead and I couldn’t turn it on until I borrowed Ella’s charger,” Corinne tells me much later after Kendra has fallen asleep in my bed. 

I’m sitting on the floor with my back against the edge of the footboard, facing my roommate. She turns her head from me for a moment, releasing a choked sob. I wrap my arms a little more tightly around my knees and close my eyes. 

“I can’t believe he’s gone. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, a sharp pain piercing my chest. I hate this. I hate it so much that I hurt for her. “I’m so damn sorry, Corinne.”

“Thank you. And sorry for puking on your shoes.” 

“They’re just shoes.”

She doesn’t say another word to me after that, but I can hear her crying into her pillow until finally there’s nothing but silence in the room. My body feels stiff when I push myself to my feet, and I have to practically drag myself out of the room so I can take a shower. Before I retreat into the bathroom, I hear my suitemate’s door open and Lara pokes her head out.

“I know Corinne’s leaving in the morning, but can you let her know that both me and Hannah are keeping her family in our prayers? I know the two of them aren’t on the best of terms, but Hannah’d never wish this on anyone.”

I nod. “I’ll let her know.” 

I relay the message to Corinne early the next morning as we sit on the benches just outside our dorm. Her older sister is due to show up at any minute now to take her home until after fall break. 

“Tell them I said thanks.” Leaning forward on her forearms, she shakes her head, making her curls fly around her face before she whispers, “I appreciate you staying with me last night. Your best friend is here, and you ended up spending most of your night with me.”

“Trust me, Kendra completely understands.” 

“Are you sure?” 

I debate with myself for a split second before I tell her, “Kendra was my sister’s best friend growing up.” When Corinne’s green eyes narrow in confusion, I hear her gasp a few seconds after I continue, “My sister died a couple years ago. She was hit by a drunk driver while she was jogging home from cross country practice. So please believe me when I say that Kendra understands. For a long time, it felt like she was the only one who did.”

“Oh God, Evie ... I didn’t know.” Reaching across the bench, she gives my hand a hard squeeze, and when I look over at her, I see there are fresh tears in her eyes. 

A minute later, a black Honda SUV pulls up on the curb in front of the building. Corinne releases a sigh and stands up. She grabs her rolling suitcase and gives me the same defeated look I’ve seen while looking at my own reflection way too many times. 

“That’s my ride.” Before she can take off to leave, I wrap my arms around her. Over her shoulder, I watch as her sister gets out of the Pilot and walks slowly toward us. 

“Be strong,” I say before letting Corinne go. “And if you need anything, call me. You told me before that you’re a good listener, but I can be one too.” 

She’s scrubbing her palm over her eyes as she meets her sister halfway on the sidewalk, but the moment she gets into the car I can tell that she breaks down again. 

“Is she going to be alright?” Kendra asks me as soon as I’m back in my room. 

“God, I hope so,” I whisper, finally realizing that I’m crying myself. 

***

The rest of the weekend flies by too fast, and I’m sad to see Kendra go on Sunday, even though we’ll see each other again soon—very briefly on Thanksgiving. I’ve decided against going home for fall break, but then during winter break we’ll each be home for a month. 

I don’t have to worry about keeping myself occupied for the next few days because midterms consume all my time. I’m either taking an exam, holed up in my room studying for one, or staring at my sheet music until my eyes cross. By the time my performance midterm rolls around on Thursday, though, I’m done with the rest of my testing. 

On my way to the music department’s smaller auditorium to take my exam, I hear footsteps behind mine and when a body brushes up against me, I look up to see Rhys. “Relax,” he tells me. 

“I am relaxed.”

Clearly unconvinced, he blocks me from entering the auditorium. “Don’t lie to me. You’re going to nail this. Just remember, eye contact.” He dips his head close to mine so that our noses skim and our gazes lock. “And good posture.” His hand splays over the small of my back, pushing just enough that I stand up straight and my breasts press flatten against his chest. “You look beautiful.”

Wanting to make a good impression, I had dressed with care, in a pair of black flare pants I ordered from Victoria’s Secret using my mom’s credit card, a fitted black and white striped shirt, and pointy toe pumps that give me just enough boost without being high enough to affect my breathing while singing.

“You just wanted to touch me,” I whisper, mostly because I want that to be true, but he shakes his head and smiles.

“I’m not going to play these games with you today, Evelyn.”

The auditorium swings opens and Rhys and I break apart abruptly as Professor Cameron glances out. Heat flames across my skin as her gaze sweeps over us in surprise. 

“We’re ready for you, Evelyn,” she says, holding the door open for me. “I hope you don’t mind that Mr. Delane will be observing?” She nods to Rhys, giving him a smile that’s tight at the corners, and I shake my head as I go inside. 

Last year, I didn’t even put forth the effort to go to my voice midterm—I slept through it—so I have no idea what to expect when I walk slowly onto the stage. A copy of all my music is already waiting for me in a folder on the music stand, and I nervously finger the edges of the paper. 

Not just Professor Cameron, but all five of the vocal department’s professors sit on the second row in front of me, and I can feel their stares burning into me along with the stage lights directly above my head. 

Holy hell, no wonder I skipped last year. 

Taking in deep breaths, I run my fingertip along the edges of the stand until Professor Cameron’s voice pulls my attention on her. “Please state your name for the grading panel.”

I clear my throat. “Evelyn Phoebe Miller.”

After Cameron asks me a few questions that I’m sure are supposed to make me relax instead of clam up even more, she asks me, and the department pianist, to pull out the first piece of music in the folder—“Vissi d’arte”. We go through the same process for the second song I’ve been rehearsing with Rhys, and as soon as I’m finished, Professor Cameron leans forward in her seat.

“Very nice, thank you, Ms. Miller.”

“That’s it?” I blurt out. No sight singing? No scary ass surprises? 

Professor Ackerman, who teaches my Diction course, chuckles and shakes his head. “Would you like for us to make you sing more? I’m sure we can find something for you to perform.” 

My surprised gaze meets Rhys’, whose lips flit into a satisfied grin, before I shake my head. “No, thank you,” I murmur before gathering my music and leaving the auditorium. Beads of perspiration dot my forehead, which I wipe off with the back of my hand. I lean against a bulletin board right outside the door, and when it opens, I can smell Rhys’ delicious, exotic scent even before I look over to him.  

“You did well,” he says. “And now, to celebrate, you’re coming to dinner with me.”

“Are you asking or telling me?” I laugh past the nervous lump in my throat. I’m on such a high right now from performing that I’ll probably accept either, but he lifts his muscular shoulders.

“Take it however you want, but you’re mine for the next couple hours.”

“Don’t you have papers to grade? Performances to sit in on?”

“You’re my last.” Something about the way he says this in his sexy Southern lilt causes the back of my mouth to go dry. 

Straightening my shoulders, I stride over to him, feeling my heart pound harder and faster with every step because of the way he’s grinning at me. 

“Alright,” I say softly, “where are we going?”

***

Once we’re outside and he tells me that his car is parked on the other side of campus, I offer to take mine. By the time we reach the Hyundai, the sky has opened up and tiny droplets of rain kiss my face, intermingling with the cool October day and cooling my flushed skin. 

“Here,” I tell Rhys and toss him my keys, which he catches effortlessly, even as he cocks a dark eyebrow. 

“You must still be rattled from the exam,” he teases as we climb inside and he cranks the car. “You’re not one to give up control like that.”

“Hmm,” I murmur, closing my eyes and taking in a deep breath of relief at being done with exams—at least for the time being. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. Mac had me all nervous thinking Cameron would slam me with a big surprise, and then ... nothing.” Opening one eye, I add, “And when it comes to driving in Richmond, I’ll gladly give up control. I get too distracted to deal with traffic.”

Surprisingly, though, he leaves Richmond altogether. I touch my forehead to the cold window and silently listen to the ethereal, haunting sound of Agnes Obel’s voice playing from the radio and the windshield wipers flinging the rain away from outside. I watch the fall colors swirl together as he takes a scenic route to Williamsburg. When we arrive at a little bistro on Main Street around five and we’re seated near a window that gives us a clear view of the storm, I finally speak.

“You know, there are plenty of places we could’ve gone in Richmond,” I tell him as I open my menu. Still, I can’t deny that aroma drifting from the table next to ours makes my mouth water. I’d skipped eating this morning and afternoon so I wouldn’t have a complete Pitch Perfect moment the second I stepped on stage. I’ve regretted my decision to not eat all day. 

“You’ll like this place,” he assures me. After we order, we make small talk, focusing on everything from our plans for the long weekend to the aggressive approach he’s planning to take to get me ready for finals in early December, and even to his assessment of my improvement in Sight Singing and Dictation. We talk about everything but the elephant in the room—our attraction to each other—that he doesn’t bring up until our waiter brings the check.

“Here’s what’s gonna happen, Evelyn,” he tells me after he slides his credit card in the thin black binder and places it on the edge of the table. “In a few minutes, I’m taking you back to Richmond, picking my car up, and going back to my apartment. I’m not gonna be at the bar tonight or tomorrow night, and there is nothing I want more than to spend every waking moment naked with you.”

My mouth floods with moisture as he continues, “I’m telling you this because it’s the last time I’m gonna bring up the fact I want you.” He pauses for a moment to hand the waitress the payment before he continues, “Remember that day you told me how I wanted to kiss you?” 

I nod, gasping a second later when his hand finds my thigh beneath the table and he cups my sex. “God, Rhys,” I breathe as heat rushes through my body. Carefully, I look around to make sure nobody’s watching us, but they seem oblivious to where his fingers are at the moment. 

Giving me a wicked, heart-stopping grin, he gets to the point. “Well, now it’s my turn to tell you what I think. What I said about you and me naked in my bed? You want this too.”

Chapter Seventeen

––––––––

I do want him. Badly. So much so that I have a hard time sitting comfortably at all during the ride back to Richmond because all I can think about is his hand between my legs and his eyes tracing over my skin, committing each part of me to his memory. 

He thinks he’s won, and maybe—maybe he has. 

True to his word, an hour later, Rhys drops my car and me off on campus. My legs are trembling as I stalk into my room, and toss my purse and keys on my desk and throw myself on my bed. I stare up at my ceiling. 

Did all that really just happen?

There’s a knock at my door, and I prop myself up on my elbows when Lara pokes her head inside. She tilts her head to the side, causing her loose bun to flop forward. “Hannah and me are about to take off for Charlottesville,” she announces and then worries her bottom lip between her teeth. “You sure you don’t want to come home with me? I hate to think of you being all alone here all weekend.”

When I told her last night that I had no plans to go home for fall break, she had stared at me like I was the most pitiful thing she’s ever laid eyes on. Immediately, she invited me to come home with her—much to Hannah’s disappointment—but I had declined. Lara probably thought I had nowhere to go, but my parents had given me several chances to travel with them to Louisville. 

Saturday will be two years since Lily’s passing, and Mom and Dad have decided to stay away from Bristol until Wednesday. It’s their way of coping with her being gone, but me being here is mine. 

Because there truly is no such thing as escape. 

The only way that would happen is if we put Lily out of our minds completely, and that’s not something I’m willing to do to numb away all the hurt. 

“Evie ... are you sure?” Lara probes.

“I’ll be fine,” I promise my suitemate with a smile, finally coming to the decision that I’m absolutely not spending the weekend by myself. “See y’all next week.”

As soon as she and Hannah are gone, and I leave a message on Corinne’s voicemail to see how she’s holding up, I shower and get dressed in tight black skinny jeans, a white V-neck that makes my boobs look amazing, and my bright red rain boots. Donning my jacket, I head out into the rain.

***

When he pulls open his apartment door ten minutes later, he stands frozen, staring at me like he’s never seen me before. I clear my throat uncomfortably, wondering if I’ve made a mistake in coming. 

He could have changed his mind by now. After all, I hadn’t called to warn him ahead of time. But he looks so good, like he just stepped out of the shower—barefoot, in a basic brown American Apparel t-shirt that clings to his slightly wet skin and jeans—that I have to touch him. Just once, even if he does immediately respond by telling me to get out of his apartment. 

Reaching up, I run my fingers through his off-black hair, until he gathers me to him and jerks me inside. 

“You weren’t expecting me?” I whisper breathlessly as he pins me up against the door, the impact making me dizzy. Tangling my fingers in his damp hair, I draw his face closer and he kisses me roughly, rolling his tongue around inside my mouth. I’m a mess when he drags his mouth away from mine, but I put on my calmest face. “Oh God, Rhys? Where’s all that confidence?” I wonder. 

His hands flare over my hips and around to my butt. Cupping it, he picks me up like I weigh absolutely nothing. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he groans. 

“Trust me, it’s all here,” he speaks against my lips, his sweet, minty breath fanning over my skin. “I just didn’t think you’d come this soon.” 

I shift my hips, and a thick noise eases from the back of his throat as he moves me up against him and buries his lips to my slim neck. Closing my eyes, I throw my head back, my body on fire as he trails hot little kisses over my collarbone. When I can’t take it anymore, I lower my face to his so that our foreheads touch and my hair covers both our faces.

“I want you, too, Rhys,” I whisper, staring right into his eyes. “Right now.”

The short trip to his bedroom is the longest journey of my life, but once we’re there, he drops me on the bed and looks down at me, his blue-green eyes full of desire. “Goddamn, you’re beautiful.” 

My breath lodges somewhere between my chest and throat as I watch him drag his t-shirt over his head and toss it onto the floor. He’s perfection—long, lean muscles covered by tan skin, and tonight that perfection is all mine. Pushing my knees apart, he jerks off my shoes one-by-one before he crawls between my legs. I sit up slightly so that my chest is against his. Fisting my t-shirt in his hand, he kisses me over and over, his mouth hot and wet and delicious as he removes my top. 

“I’ve thought about this,” I admit when his fingertips trail under my bra strap. He releases it, and I shiver at the little pinch against my skin. “Too many times to count.”

“And how does it end?”

Cupping the back of my neck, he somehow manages to get my bra off with one hand and discards it. When he pushes me back on the bed, praising how perfect my breasts are, I feel one of the soft, lacy cups beneath my naked skin. “It always ends well,” I murmur and buck my hips so he can drag my jeans down. 

Sitting back, he pauses for a moment to take in the sight of me in nothing but the scrap of black and green lacy material covering me. 

“Only well?” he questions, his Southern accent lowered to a dangerous whisper. “I’ve gotta fix that then.” Leaning forward, he bends over my body and pulls one of my nipples between his straight white teeth. Sucking hard and fast, he stops just once to grin up at me when a gasp of pleasure rips from the back of my throat. 

“That feels—” I shiver when his lips trail over to my other breast, and he circles his tongue around my nipple until it tightens—“mmm.”

“Mmm? You’ve always got so much to say and you’re only response is mmm,” he teases between little torturous flicks of his tongue. As I close my eyes and dig my fingers into his sheets, I try to come up with a witty comeback. When he starts to make a wet path around my breasts and then to my belly button, though, I tell wit and charm to go fuck itself.

I can be witty when my body isn’t about to explode. 

“Open your eyes,” he whispers. As soon as I do, he gives me a sensual grin as he stares between my legs. Pressing his lips to my kneecap, his eyes never leave mine as he brushes his knuckles over the center of my panties so slowly it’s agony. 

“You are a tease,” I gasp, causing him to laugh against the inside of my leg. “A really big tease.”

“I want to see you tremble,” he quickly counters. “Evelyn?” When I answer with the mmm he finds so damn amusing, he adds, “I want to taste your pussy, beautiful.”

Before he can lower his head, however, I close my knees tightly together and shake my head. Surprised, he looks up at my face. “Kiss me first,” I order and he gives me an impatient stare.

“What do you think I’m trying to do?”

“No,” I whisper even as he begins to move his mouth back up the path it had taken earlier. “You know exactly what I mean,” I say as his hands frame my face. His lips slant down hard over mine, sweet and demanding, so I take this opportunity to get rid of all his extra clothes. I unzip his jeans.

“It’s gonna be hard as hell for you to get those down,” he warns, but I shake my head and wrap my legs around his waist. He alternates between little noises of pleasure and surprise as I use my feet and legs to drag his pants down around his knees along with his boxers. 

“See? I’m talented,” I whisper as I feel his erection against my leg. Oh, holy hell. Desperate to feel him in my hand, I thrust my arm between our bodies and run my fingers up and down the length of him. 

He responds by racing his hand from my face, to my throat, and then to my breasts. His eyes challenge mine as our fingers tease each other’s body. Finally, relenting, I gasp, “Fine. Fine! Kiss me there!”

Climbing off of me, he smiles in satisfaction and finishes kicking off his jeans. Completely naked, with every inch of his incredible body exposed to me, he tucks his fingers under the low band of my panties and yanks them off. 

They disappear somewhere on the bed, but I don’t give them a second thought because a moment later, his face is right between my legs and his tongue is moving inside of me. 

“Ohhh, wow,” I cry out, curling my toes and moving my hips to meet the frantic movement of his mouth. “Rhys!” I tremble, and when my legs threaten to close, he spreads them apart and licks me. 

“You taste just like I imagined you would,” he informs me between nips and kisses. Sucking roughly until I’m whimpering, he leans back and shakes his head in amazement. “So delicious and all mine.”

I grasp at his muscular shoulders, digging my nails into his flesh. “I need you inside of me.”

Turning his face to the side, he kisses my thigh, his fingertips rough on my hips. “Say it again.”

“Inside of me. Now,” I hiss through clenched teeth, and he chuckles against my damp skin. “You think this is funny?” I demand. 

Ignoring my question, he sits up and skims his blue-green eyes over my naked body before questioning me in a low voice, “Tell me how you want it.” He strokes my opening, circling it deliberately with the pad of his thumb. My body jerks to him, pulling his finger inside me just long enough to drive me a little crazier before he draws back. I watch as he rakes his tongue over the tip of his thumb, his expression one of pure bliss. “Tell me, Evelyn.” 

“I don’t care,” I pant, and very slowly, he motions for me to turn over. As soon as I’m on my stomach, he presses his lips to the small of my back and gives my ass a hard squeeze.

Leaning over the bed, he fishes around in the nightstand drawer. A moment later, I hear the rip of the condom packet, and I peek around to watch him put it on. Fully prepared, he comes up behind me, gripping my hips and lifting them a little higher. Then, he presses the head of his cock against the opening of my sex. 

I’m about to lose control. I am seconds away from coming undone, and here he is denying me the one thing that’ll make everything better. 

Looking over my shoulder, I stare at him pleadingly. I open my mouth to tell him how much I want him, but then he pushes himself deep inside my pussy, and I swallow my words. 

“Goddamn,” he groans, clutching the headboard with one hand and my hip with the other as he moves within me. “God. Damn.” I bury my face into his pillow and inhale. He’s everywhere now—filling my nose with his delicious scent and my body with his cock—and I am lost. 

Owned.

Wrecked.

Releasing a cry from the back of my throat, I lift my hand to the headboard and tangle my fingers with his as he drives himself harder and faster into my body. He nudges my legs as far apart as they’ll go with his and slows his tempo. Steady but still forceful enough to evoke a stream of moans from me. I love this—the sound of skin slapping together and the slick of bodies as our sweat mingles together. 

“You want to come, don’t you?” he rasps in my ear, and I shake my head even as I feel the orgasm building deep inside me. “Don’t lie to me, Evelyn.”

Continuing to shake my head, I rock my hips against his, meeting each thrust. We challenge each other like this for a long time—push and pull, moan and sigh—until finally, it’s impossible for me to hold back. When I whisper how close I am to reaching the edge, he moves his fingers from my hip. He touches them to my lips, and I glide my tongue over his thumb before he presses it to my clit, rubbing it in tiny circles until I’m on fire.

“So good,” I sob as he thrusts harder. The release hits me hard and quick, leaving me trembling and grinding my hips against his. He moves my hand from the headboard, pressing both our fingers to my chest so I can feel my heartbeat. He wants me to be fully aware of what he’s done to me. I tighten my pussy around his cock, dragging out a low, animalistic sound from deep within his chest. 

“I’ve got to come, baby,” he says. Suddenly, I feel every muscle in his body go taut before he releases. He pumps into my body a few more times, and then he goes perfectly still, breathing heavily. For a long, beautiful moment, we stay like this with our bodies still meshed together. Finally, he races his fingers down my spine and flips me over so we’re facing. 

Before I can say a word, his mouth covers mine.

Chapter Eighteen

––––––––

The thing about sex is that it instantly changes things. People will say it doesn’t—and even I’m guilty of muttering those words once or twice—but there’s no way to give someone control of your body, to take over theirs, and not be transformed in some way, whether that change is small or significant.  

As Rhys and I lie beside each other with the tips of our fingers touching and the sweet sparks of electricity bursting between us, there is no doubt in my mind that everything is different for us.

“That was—” He releases a breath, breaking the silence. “God, girl, you’re amazing.” I smile to myself and drag my feet back and forth over the rumpled sheets until he stills me by trapping my legs between his. “Did you hear me? You. Are. Amazing.”

“Oh, yeah? So are you.” His hand finds my hip, and he turns me toward him, rubbing his lips over the tip of my nose. “And just think,” I whisper, “we could’ve been amazing each other all along.”

He throws his head back and laughs, giving me the chance to push my lips to the rough column of his throat as I skim my nails over the muscles of his chest. He catches my wrist with his hand. Holding me close to him, he lowers his chin until his sea blue eyes are staring right into mine. “We should have.”

For a long time after that, we’re quiet until the sound of his phone vibrating on the nightstand pulls us out of the daze. Leaning over me, he grabs it and touches his finger to his lips for me to keep quiet. 

“Hey, beautiful,” he answers with a smile, and I feel my own expression of pure satisfaction fade into a frown. At first I feel a surge of panic, and anger, but then I can clearly hear an enthusiastic child’s voice on the other end, and I relax against the pillows. “My niece,” he mouths.

Not wanting to sit in on a private conversation with his family, I climb off the bed and pad out of his room in search of the bathroom. I’d been too preoccupied on the way in, but I find it relatively quickly—a couple doors down from his bedroom. Grabbing a washcloth from the neat stack piled up on the storage rack, I clean up carefully, wincing at how sore and tender my flesh is when my fingers touch it. 

“Rhys Delane,” I whisper softly, glancing back in the direction of his bedroom, “you are most definitely incredible.”

Dropping the cloth in the brown wicker hamper by the door that’s halfway full of used linens, I examine myself closely in the mirror. I trace my finger around my kiss-swollen lips. Glide my knuckles across my hot, flushed skin. And finally, I touch my hair, which is framing my face in messy waves. I start to run my fingers through it to give it some order, but then I decide against it. When I return to the bedroom, he’s off the phone and is sitting up in the bed. 

He’s gotten rid of the condom, but he’s still stark naked with no sheets or bedspreads covering him—which, of course, I don’t mind at all.

He holds out a muscular arm to me, beckoning me to him. “Come here,” he says and drags me onto his lap to straddle him when I comply. “Sorry about that. She always calls before bedtime, and—”

I had forgotten just how early in the evening it still is, which only manages to make me crazy with anticipation. God, what’s he done to me? “Don’t say sorry.” I press my lips to his, but pull back when he hesitates to respond. I bite the inside of my cheek, studying his face carefully, before I finally ask, “What’s wrong?”

The corners of his lips twist into a tight smile. “Just family bullshit. It never ends.”

He told me once before that his mother and niece were the only family he has left, so I shift one of my eyebrows in concern. “Everything alright?” At first, he’s reluctant to say anything, but at my urging he pulls me closer and lets out a frustrated breath against my chest.

“I talked to my mom for a couple minutes. My niece’s mother is trying for custody again,” he explains, rubbing his hands up and down my bare arms. I shiver and mold against him. “She lost custody of Stacey a few months after my brother went to prison. Then she married a mean ass drunk—and she’s not much better herself—so there’s no fucking way I’m letting that happen.”

“Oh,” I whisper, tilting away from him and hoping he doesn’t see how rigid my body has gone. No. No. NO. Suddenly, I regret asking him to tell me what was bothering him because I absolutely do not want to discuss his brother right after what we just shared. 

He only takes my silence as an invitation to continue baring his soul to me. “My brother Owen was a drunk, too.” He touches the tiny scar beneath his right eye, feathering his fingers over it. “A gift, after we got into a fight right after Stacey was born. He tried to take off with her in the car after downing a bottle of Jim Beam.”

Oh God. “Rhys, I—”

“And then, he ended up going to prison for running some poor kid down a couple years ago and leaving her for dead,” he tells me brokenly, and I feel my head start to shake from side to side. “My niece’s mother is the same way, and she thinks she can drag Stacey back into that shit.” His jaw clenches in anger, and deep inside of me, I feel that same fury hurtling through me.

Because that poor kid Owen Delane had run down was my sister—older than me by a mere 10 months. What Rhys says next only makes everything worse, makes my heart fall to the pit of my stomach.

“I used to bail him out. I was stupid enough to bail that motherfucker out time and time again because I thought he could change. He didn’t change, which is why I cut him out of my life.” 

I can’t breathe. I can’t. Fucking. Breathe. Somehow, though, I manage to blurt out, “What?” 

“He’d get picked up for drunk driving, and I’d scrimp together whatever I had to get his ass out. The week before—” he starts, but I can’t hear any more of this, and I cover his lips with my fingers. “Jesus,” he growls and rubs his hand over his face. “What the hell am I doing? I’m ruining this for you, Evelyn, and I’m so sorry—”

But I’m already stumbling off of him, shaking my head. “This can’t happen again,” I say, my voice anything but confident, my breathing anything but calm. Calm and confident flew out the window the second Rhys pulled me through that door earlier and into his arms. I swing my legs over the side of his bed and slide my feet around on the thin carpet in search of my boots. “This will never happen again.”

Ugh, where the hell are those shoes?

“Is it because I’m letting you in?” he demands angrily, coming up off the bed after me. “Letting you into my world?”

Oh Rhys, you don’t even know the half of it. 

“I just—” I struggle to find the right word, and then I drag my hands through my hair and release a sob from the back of my throat. “I’m sorry, Rhys. I’m so sorry.”

“I hear you.” He flicks on the dim lamp, and I finally spot the bright red toe of one of my boots poking out from beneath the bed. I can feel his gaze—full of heat and anger and pain—tracing my every movement as I finish getting dressed. My face is on fire, and to my mortification, so is my body.

The same body that, not even a half an hour ago, Rhys had laid claim to. 

I need to reestablish those invisible boundaries I should have placed between us the moment I realized who he was. But first, and this is so damn important, I need to get the hell out of Rhys’ apartment. My sanity depends on it. 

As I jerk my second boot on and stumble to his bedroom door, Rhys’ voice pours over me. “Before you go ... I wouldn’t be a gentleman if I didn’t let you know I’m holding your panties.”

My words are clipped and low as I stalk over to his bed. “We shouldn’t do—”

“In case you haven’t figured it out, I don’t care about what we should or shouldn’t be doing anymore,” he says, and for a moment, I want to tell him everything so he’ll understand. Instead, I hold my hand out. To my surprise, he immediately drops my panties in my open palm. Then he looks me square in the eye and says, “Stay the night.”

This is so wrong. So wrong. I came here to escape from my reality tonight, and this is where I am: diving face down in it. As I shake my head, my hair falls over my eyes. 

“I’ll call you later,” I mutter.

Once again, he stops me just before I can open the door, his voice low and taunting when he says, “Guess you called it right, Evelyn.”

Even though I know it’s exactly what he wants, I flash him a look over my shoulder. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, his forearms on his thighs, his bare, muscular shoulders relaxed and one of his eyebrows arched high as he regards me carefully. 

God, he looks so ridiculously sexy. 

And forbidden.

“Excuse me?” I demand.

“First day I sat in on Cameron’s Sight Singing & Dictation course and we were introducing ourselves. When I asked about you, you looked at me and said, ‘I wreck things’. That’s what you’re doing right now, isn’t it?” 

Shaking my head, I release a harsh laugh. “There’s nothing between us to wreck, Rhys.” 

But there is. 

There is so much, and he knows it. 

He must realize what I’m thinking because there’s a look of accomplishment in his sea blue eyes that drives me crazy and makes me want to slap him.  “Maybe.” The corners of his mouth twitch into a beautiful, sardonic grin that rips me to shreds. “Still doesn’t change the fact that you came here tonight,” he muses aloud. 

He’s tearing me apart here, and I cover my face with my hands. “What do you want from me?” I moan into my palms, and his reply is simple. 

“More of you.”

My lips part slightly, but I stop myself before I say something I’ll regret. I pull in a short breath that sets my throat on fire. Finally, I meet those unnerving blue-green eyes, and everything else fades, no breathing, no sound of the rain outside his window—nothing exists when he’s looking at me like I owe him something. 

And then, I realize something: I will lose with Rhys Delane. 

I will lose my head, my heart. He’s changed everything, and I don’t know how or why or when I let this happen. 

Rhys wants to take things from me that I absolutely can’t give him.

“You’ve already slept with me.” My voice is purposely void of any emotion, and although his face remains calm, I know I’ve managed to cut him. It’s obvious by how quickly his stare turns frigid. “You have enough.”

And he does. Because now that I think about it—and even though he’s yet to realize it—I’ve already lost with Rhys Delane. It just took me this long to figure that out. 

“Come back to bed. Come back to me,” he implores softly, his touch even gentler when he comes across the room to pull me to him. I don’t fight him. I can’t. Because it goes back to that thing about everything changing with sex—now that I realize I’m lost, I don’t even stand a chance.

And because in some messed up, awful way, Rhys and I need each other—we’re both stuck in a repetitive loop, blaming ourselves for things we no longer have the power to change.

Chapter Nineteen

Two Years Ago

––––––––

Ever since the bus dropped me off two hours ago, I’ve been telling myself that in just five more minutes I’m going to start my trig homework. Instead, I spent an hour of that time screwing off on Facebook, another thirty minutes making two new playlists, and then the other half hour on the phone with my friend Sophie. At this point, I’m about 99.9 percent sure no productivity will be happening on the school front tonight, so I shove my textbook and untouched worksheet back inside my backpack and drop the bag in my closet. 

“Everlasting Light,” the ringtone I’ve assigned to my boyfriend James starts playing, and I answer with a wide grin. “You in Kingsport yet?” He was supposed to be riding to a nearby town to look at a car this afternoon, and I didn’t expect to hear from him until late tonight.

“Change of plans,” he informs me, and I raise my eyebrow, waiting for him to continue. “Can you distract your mom long enough for me to come in through the basement?” 

Grinning, I let out an excited shriek, and I’m already nodding before I say, “When will you be here?” 

“Give me fifteen?” 

“Alright, I’m going downstairs right now,” I promise. As soon as I hang up, I check my hair in the mirror hanging over my dresser, dousing the unruly locks with frizz tamer. The sound of my phone going off again stops me before I can put my hair into a ponytail holder, and I press my lips into a tight line as I listen to OneRepublic’s “All the Right Moves”—the ringtone I’ve set for my sister. 

What the hell does she want?

I almost don’t answer her call, but then I release an irritated sigh, sink down in my computer chair, and hit Accept. 

“What?” I answer sharply. I can barely hear what she’s saying because the only noise coming from the other end is that of wind, and I jab my tongue in my cheek. “Can you not call me when you’re out running? Speaking of which, why are you still running? Isn’t your meet already over?” 

The fussy noise slowly fades away, and then I hear Lily breathing heavily. “I’m not running, I’m walking,” she explains. “Hey, can you do me a favor and come get me? I was supposed to get a ride home with Meredith, but she didn’t show up to school today.” My sister’s own car had been in the body shop at my dad’s dealership for the last couple days, and she’s been relying on rides from her friends to get home. 

“I’m grounded from my car, remember?” I tell her dryly. “So unless you want me to borrow Mom’s bike to come get you, I think you’re screwed.” Of course, we both know very well that our mom would gladly hand my keys over when it comes to Lily. 

In Mom’s eyes, Lily can do no wrong. 

“Don’t be like that, Evie,” my sister says gently, and I feel a pang of guilt for being so rude to her. “I didn’t mean to tell her. It just ... happened.” 

Biting the inside of my cheek, I check the time on my alarm clock. “You know, I wouldn’t have sold you out.” Closing my laptop and getting up, I shrug. “But it is what it is. Should I tell Mom to come pick you up? Or better yet, why don’t you just jog since you like running so damn much?”

She seems to think on both of my suggestions for a second before dragging in a deep breath. “It’s not a big deal. I’ll just walk—it’s not that far.”

“Exactly,” I say, “you’ll be fine.”

Lily laughs softly, and I can imagine she’s shaking her head right now. “I love you, beautiful sister. Even if you are being a baby right now. I’ll talk to you tonight, okay?” 

Whatever. Rolling my eyes, I hang up. Then I leave my phone face down on my desk to go downstairs and distract my mother while James sneaks in. 

Chapter Twenty

Now

––––––––

The second “anniversary” of my sister’s death comes almost too quietly, and I leave Rhys’ apartment as soon as the first strains of light peek through his bedroom window. Although I know I’ll probably spend the majority of my fall break with him, this is the only day that I reserve exclusively for myself. He’s grieving too—I saw that much in his eyes last night as he held me close to him. Still, I can’t quite trust myself to be with him today when the only thing I’ll be able to think about is Lily. 

It would be unfair to them both.

For the umpteenth time in the last several months, I reactivate my social media accounts but this time with the sole purpose of hunting down photos of my sister. My Facebook page is full of pictures of me with my friends, and I feel a pinch in my chest as I realize that I haven’t spoken to many of these people in months, haven’t even given them a second thought. But that pain in my heart—it’s nothing compared to the raw, desperate ache that encompasses me when I realize that I only have three pictures with my sister.  

Just three, and in two of those we weren’t even focused toward the camera. 

“What the hell was wrong with me?” I ask myself aloud in the emptiness of my room. 

My hands are shaking as I click on her old page. She stares back at me from her profile picture, her dark blond hair tousled and flipped over her shoulder, her index finger held beneath her nostrils with a moustache drawn on it with a Sharpie. She’s intentionally making a duck face, and I vividly remember the day she asked me to take the photo. 

“You look like an idiot,” I’d told her as I took her phone from her outstretched hand, and she grinned before resuming her ridiculous expression.

“That’s the point. Now, hurry up and take it before my lips go numb.”

As agonizing as it is, the memory still manages to bring a smile to my lips as I scroll through all the recent posts on her Wall from people who knew her, who haven’t forgotten her. Who’ve hung on to those memories she made with them. Reading these posts only make me miss her that much more.

I startle when I hear a loud ding. Dropping my gaze to the bottom of the screen, I cringe. James has sent me a message. 

James Rowan: Hey, Evie ... I saw you were on—it’s been awhile. I know I’m probably the last person you want to hear from today, but I wanted to let you know that I’m sorry. I miss Lily too. No matter what happened between us, I am always around if you need me. You take care of yourself.

He probably expects for me to flat out ignore him, but I’m feeling sentimental today. My reply is quick and simple—Thank you, James. You take care of yourself too. Then I turn off chat because there’s really no point in saying anything more. 

After I turn on some music, I slowly start the process of going through Lily’s photos. There are so many folders and tags that I nearly miss the folder titled ME & E.V. I open it, feeling a fist grinding inside my ribcage as pictures of us smile back at me.  She’d posted a little of everything—the two of us fully decked out in winter gear and covered in snow during the ski trip we took during freshman year; a picture of me flipping off the camera with Lily giving me the side eye; a photo of us at junior prom taken just five months before she passed away. 

I save every single photo of us together and choose a silly shot of us posing like Bond Girls by the pool at my parents’ house for my desktop background. I stare at it until my vision begins to blur, and finally, the tears start flowing freely down my cheeks.

I miss her. And I would give anything to change things, to change how I treated her. 

***

In the days after that, things slowly start to creep back to normal. My suitemates and Corinne all come back to school on Tuesday along with everyone else returning from fall break. Although I miss her arrival thanks to being with Rhys at his apartment, as soon as I step into our room a little after ten, Corinne hops up from her bed with her curly hair flying all around her face. Her embrace knocks the wind out of me, and I stagger back.

“I got your messages,” she says breathlessly against my shoulder, “but things were so crazy I didn’t have a chance to call you back. I’m sorry.” 

I lean away from her to find that she’s wearing a tiny smile. Still, the pain of the last week and a half is clearly visible in her green eyes. My chest is tight as I shake my head. “Don’t even worry about it.” Releasing her, I sit on the edge of my bed, and she follows suit. “How are your mom and sisters doing?” 

Swallowing hard, she tilts her head to the side. “A little better. My mom is going to stay with my oldest sister and her family for a few weeks so she can get her head on straight. She asked me if I wanted to take a little time off school.” Letting out a choked sound, she shakes her head like she’s still trying to convince herself it’s a bad idea. “I think that would just make things worse for me. I’d rather be around other people who can take my mind off things.”

“Sounds smart.”

“What about you—what did you do during break?”

Aside from that one day I spent alone, my break was full of Rhys Delane—so much that my body is still feeling the effect of him. In an attempt to hide the flush that stains my skin, I glance down at my lap. “I played catch-up on some school work.”

Corinne doesn’t look the least bit convinced, and she inhales deeply. “You smell like cologne,” she points out. 

“So.” I give her a piercing look. “Do you go around randomly sniffing cologne?”

Granting me the first genuine grin I’ve seen from her since before the break, she rests her forearms on her thighs and laughs. “No, but I do sniff good-smelling guys when they come to my room asking me to give my roommate a message.” Before I can get in a single word, she holds up her hand and squeezes her eyes shut. “You don’t even have to tell me. As long as your break was amazing—that’s all that matters.”

For the most part, it was, and I nod swiftly.

Stretching out on her bed, she stares up at the ceiling. “My boyfriend—or ex-boyfriend, whatever you want to call him—came over while he was in town for break. We talked for hours, and I told him about Daniel and Elliot and he gave me his ... list.  I think we’re going to try to make the long distance thing work.”

“Really?”

“Mmm hmm. The way I see it, it’s kind of silly to care about someone—genuinely care about them—and force yourselves apart just because you don’t think you can handle things.” 

Stunned, I shake my head. “You leave for ten days and come back all philosophical.”

She’s quiet for a few moments but then she finally props herself up on her elbows and smiles sheepishly at me. “Actually ... he said that, I’m only paraphrasing.” 

***

After Professor Cameron introduces me to the music she’s expecting me to sing for finals at the end of the semester—two pieces that are significantly more challenging than what I performed for my midterm—I finally get a taste of what Mac’s been warning me about. 

“I’m terrified of this one,” I tell Rhys nearly three weeks after fall break is over. I try like hell not to start banging my forehead against the metal music stand in front of me. “I sound like a dying animal,” I add, and he chuckles from his spot behind the piano.

“You’re dramatic.” His lips move into a slow grin at the pointed look I give him. “You aced your performance midterm, so what makes you think you won’t do it again?”

Swiping up the sheet music, I wave it around. “Oh, I don’t know. The fact I can’t even hit half the notes.” 

His thick eyebrows arch. “You did just fine a minute ago.” He spreads his fingers apart and plays a few notes, which I instantly recognize as Sia’s “I Go To Sleep”—one of the songs that had been playing on the iPod in my car just a few days ago when we somehow managed to turn the backseat, and part of the front, into a makeshift bed. It had taken some extreme acrobatics on my part, and the thought makes the back of my throat go dry. 

“You will do fine,” he promises, his blue-green eyes hot against my skin as he continues to run his fingers over the keys.

I clench my thighs together, trying to deny that he’s made me wet just by banging on a few keys. “Do you have to play that song?” I demand pleadingly. He nods, changing the tempo. Each stroke of his fingers speeds my pulse up a notch. Turning away from him, I start to pace the tiny room, from where he sits to the time log hanging beside the door and then back again. Finally, I rest my elbow on the piano and slide my knee onto the bench until it bumps his leg. 

He’s grinning.

Wickedly.

“I don’t think about practicing with you playing that song,” I warn him. “We should get back to work before I end up jumping you right here and now.”

He responds by playing something different. I hear the first few chords of “Everlong” which only makes the need coursing through me so much stronger. He tilts his head to the side, gazing at me. It starts at the ripped denim at my left thigh, drifts past the soft slope of my hips, and, finally, lingers on the swell of my breasts beneath my fitted black tee. 

I draw in a deep, impatient breath. “Dammit, Rhys.”

“Want me to play something else?” he asks in a low voice as our eyes meet. When I shake my head, he gives me a wounded look and nods to the sheet music I’m gripping. “I guess you’re right. We should get back to work.”

“Screw work,” I mutter and drop the sheet music. I’m on him before he can protest, straddling him on the piano bench and wrapping my long legs tightly around him. I close my eyes and let him take my breath away with his mouth. 

“You. Are. Killing. Me,” he grinds out. “I can’t get enough of you.”

“Please don’t,” I whisper breathlessly as he scoots the bench back in one swift motion. I give his zipper a hard jerk. Rolling myself off his body, I drag his pants down just enough for his erection to spring free and sink down on my knees in front of him. “I don’t want you to get enough of me,” I say as I lower my face and place a demure kiss on the head of his erection. 

“You drive me crazy,” he swears. He fists my hair in his hands and draws my head back, so I use my hand instead—wrapping my fingers around him tightly and jerking hard. He draws in a breath, and a little wave of pleasure crashes through me. Never blinking, I stare into his eyes and move my hand up and down his shaft.  

Finally, letting out a deep sound of frustration, he pushes my head down so that my lips skim his flesh. “Suck,” he says simply.

I push him into my mouth until he’s pressed against the back of my throat. Gripping the pockets of his jeans for support, I bob my head up and down. There’s something about doing this to him—listening to his thick moans of gratification and belligerent words of desire—that does it for me. I get off on feeling his hands in my hair and his eyes staring down on me, as I taste him. 

“Jesus, Evel—” he groans, but the soft creak of the door opening followed by a sharp gasp muffles whatever he’s saying. It takes me a moment to process that we’ve been caught, and then, I stumble away from him. Covering my mouth with my hand, I start to turn my back to the intruders in embarrassment but not before I meet Mac’s wide brown eyes and that of the tall, skinny guy standing beside her. 

“Ahh shit,” she mutters. Then, shoving the guy out the practice room, she slams the door behind them. 

Chapter Twenty-One

––––––––

“Hey, can you give us a few?” Mac questions Nathan two nights later after she tracks us down at the D-hall. He looks from her to his half-eaten tray and then back again. Releasing a sigh, Mac sits down across from me and supports her chin in her hand. 

“If you’d like to hear about how heavy my flow is this week, you’re more than welcome to stay, Nathan.” Glancing at me, she adds, “I’m really thinking about upping my birth control and—”

“And I’m leaving.” Nathan rolls his blue eyes as he grabs his tray. “Don’t forget about meeting me in the library tomorrow morning,” he reminds me, referring to our current Sight Singing and Dictation assignment—finding a song that’s in a unique time signature. He makes a face at Mac. “Thank you for officially fucking up my meal, Mackenzie. I can always depend on you to make things awkward.”

She shrugs. “Anytime. Always more than happy to enlighten you with entries from my Kotex Diaries.” Wiggling her fingers at him, she watches as he disappears from earshot, and then she twists around in her seat to narrow her brown eyes at me. “You, my friend, have been avoiding me all day.”

Of course I’ve been avoiding her. She’d walked in on me with my face jammed between Rhys’ legs. I’m not ashamed of what we were doing, but the fact we’d been caught literally with his pants down—well, that’s an entirely different story. 

“If I told you that it wasn’t what you thought it was, would you believe me?”

“Umm, no.” She leans in to me, dropping her voice to a gentle whisper. “I’m not a virgin, Evie. It’s not like you were doing something I haven’t done or seen—yes, that is me admitting that I watch porn.” When my lips twitch into a smile, she sighs. “Look, there’s no need for you whatsoever to think I’m judging you or thinking badly of you. I’m not. If anything, I should be saying sorry to you. My dumbass didn’t even pay attention to the Occupied sign on the door.”

“We should have been more careful,” I say softly. I was stupid to go after him in the music department practice room of all places. What if one of my professors had walked in on us instead?

Twisting her pink lips to the side, she lifts her shoulders. “Things happen. I mean, unless you’re holed up in a room somewhere with all the doors locked, there’s always the chance of someone walking in on you.” When my worried expression doesn’t change, she continues, “During my freshman year, I had a roommate who’d always pick the exact moment Eli and I were in bed to come home. It never failed.”

I snort. “So, what did you do about it?”

“Let’s just say poor Eli suffered quite a bit that year.”

Poor guy, indeed. I can’t help but feel sorry for him. “Still, I’m sorry you had to walk in on that.”

She brushes off my apology and plucks a fry off my tray. “What I’m more interested in knowing is how long you and Rhys have been dating.” Chewing the fry slowly, she rubs her chin thoughtfully. “Were you two together when we went to the Red Denial show? I definitely noticed you two doing that undressing thing with your eyes, but I didn’t think that—”

“No,” I cut her off quickly. “Rhys and I—it’s something recent.”

“Nice.”

Of course she’d say that. “You’re not going to say anything about what you saw, are you?” 

She scrunches her features into an offended look. “Why would I? You’re both consenting adults. It’s none of my business what you’re doing behind closed doors.” She steals a few more of my fries. “Your sexy love affair is safe with me.”

After she finishes polishing off the rest of my fries, she walks with me on my way out of the D-hall. The sun has already started to go down, and it’s chilly out. I stare longingly at Mac’s thick hoodie, wishing I’d left my dorm wearing something more than a thin t-shirt and jeans. 

“Alright,” she says, “I have to go home and start writing this Behemoth of a paper I’ve got due tomorrow. If you see me tomorrow and I seem all cracked out, rest assured that it’s all the 5-Hour Energy I’m about to consume.”

“Good luck, and please, please don’t start texting me when you can’t sleep tonight.” 

“Thanks, I’ll need it. I promise you’ll be the first person I text when I’m all jacked up on energy drinks.” Flashing me a parting grin, she turns in the opposite direction to leave, but then something hits me—I haven’t even considered the guy who walked in on us yesterday. I call out her name, and she turns slowly. “Yes?” 

“That guy you were with yesterday?” 

She sucks in her cheeks. “Adam. We’re planning on giving “Make Our Garden Grow” a whack for Cameron. So far it’s not sounding so good.” 

Because the song is from Candide, which is my favorite operetta, it takes a lot of effort for me to not ask her a million questions about how the piece is coming along. I know she’s in a hurry to leave. Plus, there’s the big question burning on my mind. 

“He’s not going to say anything either, is he?”

Giving her blond head a quick jerk to each side, she scrunches her nose. “I don’t think he can manage more than a few words when he’s not singing, but I’ll give him a call and make sure he knows how badly I’ll crush his balls if he opens his mouth.” Waving goodbye to me, she turns on the heels of her boots. “I’ll text you after I get in touch with him.”

Of course, when Mac actually does follow through on her promise of sending me a late night text, she tells me that she hasn’t been able to get in touch with Adam. I spend the rest of the night tossing and turning, unable to sleep because I’m suddenly worried that he’s going to out my practice room romp to anyone who’ll listen. Even though Rhys assures me that Adam is a good guy—Professor Cameron is his advisor, too—it still doesn’t stop the gnawing fear deep in the pit of my stomach.

And after classes are over and I’ve practiced with Rhys only to go back to my room to find an email from Professor Cameron, I start to freak out.  

From: CameronH@founders.edu

To: evelyn.miller13@founders.edu

Date: Thu, Nov 7, 2013 at 9:55AM

Subject: Meeting

Evelyn,

I hope this message finds you well. I would very much like to meet with you to discuss a few concerns. Will this afternoon at five PM be possible? Please let me know soonest.

Best Wishes,

H. Cameron

When I release a curse, Corinne glances up hesitantly from her homework. “Are you al—” She scrunches the tip of her nose. “Wow, you look like you’re about to puke.”

“I’m not,” I snap. Taking a deep breath to calm my racing thoughts, I shoot Corinne an apologetic look before checking the time on my phone. Damn. I only have eight minutes to make it across campus to the music department. “Meeting with my advisor. Be back soon.”

“I’m going to dinner with Ella, so I might not be here when you get back,” she calls after me as I sprint out the door. I run like a woman possessed to get to Cameron’s office on time, but she doesn’t even mention that I’m a couple minutes late as she closes the door behind us. 

With a deep frown creasing her face, my advisor sits down across from me in her yellow and brown chair. She taps a pen against her lips for a few moments, which only makes my palms sweat even more. I keep my gaze off hers, focusing instead on the top of her graying pixie cut.  

Finally, she drops the pen and splays her hands down flat on her desk. “I’m very concerned, Ms. Miller. I’ve already spoken to Rhys about those concerns, but I wanted to approach you as well.”

Oh. God. 

“I can explain,” I blurt out, even though there really isn’t an explanation for Rhys and me besides the truth. Professor Cameron isn’t having it though, because she shakes her head.

“I honestly meant to pull you aside yesterday during our lesson, but you left before I had an opportunity.” She takes a breath, like she’s about to come down on me hard. I glare down at the corner of her desk, waiting for the shit storm to begin, but then she says, “As you are aware from your midterms in my class, you’re struggling with dictation. I just want to make certain that you have all the tools you need to finish this semester successfully.”

“What?” I ask breathlessly, and she shoots me an exasperated look.

“Dictation.” She emphasizes each syllable slowly. “Believe me, I’m also surprised given how much you struggled with sight singing at first. While you’ve improved significantly in that regard, you really need to focus on your ear training. I would like to see you bring your grade up during finals next month.”

I feel numb all over. She doesn’t know about Rhys and me. For the first time ever, I’m actually ecstatic to be getting a lecture about school. “Sure,” I say, pushing past the nervous lump in my throat. “Do you have any suggestions?”

After Professor Cameron gives me a few pointers that she’s convinced will help me, she dismisses me from her office. Despite the sudden drop in temperature, I practically dance back to my dorm because I’m so relieved she hadn’t called me out about messing around with Rhys. Just before I go into the building, my phone buzzes in my pocket, and I can’t keep the stupid grin from my face when I see a text from Rhys.

5:48 PM: No lesson tomorrow. Pack a bag.

Ducking into my dorm’s lobby, which is nice and warm, I take a seat outside the resident advisor station and type my response. I JUST left a meeting with Cameron about focusing harder on music and you’re cancelling practice?

5:50 PM: Yes. Yes I am.

I glide the tip of my tongue over my teeth, wondering if he was joking or being serious when he asked me to pack a bag. Where are we going? I message him. Getting up, I start to head to the elevator to go upstairs to my room, but then someone falls into step beside me. When I glance over to see Daniel, I roll my eyes. Judging by his Under Armour t-shirt and gym shorts—and the fact there’s sweat dripping from his short blond hair—he looks like he just finished a hard work out.

“I can’t say I’m not slightly happy to say this—but long time, no see,” I say as we pace toward the elevator. Since we’re the only two who go inside, we stand on opposite sides. I press the seventh floor button and lift my eyebrow at him. 

“Ten,” he says and doesn’t take a breath before adding, “How’s Corinne.”

I punch the button for his floor and lean my back against the elevator wall. “I think she’s handling things pretty well.” Jabbing my tongue in my cheek, I cross my arms over my chest. “I’m sure she’d appreciate it if you came by and asked her yourself.”

Rubbing the back of his neck, he looks down at the space between us. “I tried, but she’s never there when I show up. She doesn’t even come to Baseball House anymore.”

Since I’m sure my roommate’s lack of partying lately has a little to do with her current relationship status, which I fully approve of, I shrug. “She doesn’t have to get drunk with you for you to tell her you’re sorry about her dad.” The elevator comes to a stop, and I walk off, turning around to face Daniel. My phone vibrates in my pocket again, but I ignore it for a moment to say, “I’ll let her know you asked about her.” 

Once I’m inside my room, I check my final text from Rhys. 

5:53 PM: Just pack the bag, Evelyn. I’ll pick you up at four tomorrow.

Chapter Twenty-Two

––––––––

It’s a few minutes after seven PM when Rhys enters Roanoke and five minutes after that when he slows his silver Impreza to a crawl right in front of a red brick, ranch-style home. He backs into the driveway, parking his silver Impreza directly behind an older model Kia SUV.

I pull in a deep breath through my nose.

Maybe it’s just the fact that I’m a bad driver, but I never back into someone’s driveway unless they’re close family. Since he’s been mum about our destination since we left Richmond three hours ago, a sudden burst of nervousness takes over me, sending waves of panic through me. That old, selfish part of me is screaming in the back of my head how much she hopes he hasn’t brought me here to meet his family.

When he comes around the car to open my door, I gaze up at him, whispering in a small voice, “Where are we?” He holds his hand out to me. I take it, and he pulls me out the car, his big hands gripping my hips. Bending his head, he kisses me once, twice, before sucking my bottom lip between his teeth. Since I still have no clue where we are, I resist the urge to dig my fingers into his black hair. 

Surely he wouldn’t be kissing me like this right in front of his mother’s home, right? 

But then he reluctantly pulls his beautiful mouth away from mine and immediately confirms all my suspicions. “My niece’s birthday is on Monday. Since I’ll be working at the bar most of the week, I wanted to take her out to do something special tonight.” I squeeze my eyes together, and he cups my cheek, stroking his thumb along my smooth skin. “Get that worried look off your face, Evelyn. I promise I’m not gonna try to talk you out of your panties while we’re here.” 

“Thanks for the reassurance,” I say between my teeth, causing him to chuckle. After he grabs our bags, he guides me up the narrow walkway to the front door and rings the bell. While we wait for someone to answer, I turn to him and ask in an even voice, “Why did you—why didn’t you tell me you were bringing me here? To meet your family?”

“Would you have come if I told you I was taking you to see my family?”

Although the answer to that question is a firm hell no, I swallow hard and say, “I’m not sure.”

My heartbeat races as he leans his face close to mine, examining my expression. “I can take you home.” It is not a threat but a question, but I shake my head. At last, the front door swings open. The woman I recognize from the photo on his dresser is staring back at us and beaming. In person, Rhys’ mother is stunning—tall with black hair streaked with strands of gray and the same startling eyes that haunt me even when he and I aren’t together. 

Her blue green eyes move cautiously from me to him, and then she smiles and motions us inside. “I thought you said you couldn’t make it!” she exclaims once we’re standing in the small living room. She jerks Rhys to her, and I look away. Focus on a wall full of photos in front of me. I can easily recognize a younger Rhys in several pictures thanks to his striking sea blue eyes, and I can only guess that the boy is Owen. 

Unlike my parents, I never went to any of the hearings following Lily’s death. The only image I have in my head of Owen Delane is the tiny mug shot that appeared in the newspaper when he was charged with hit and run and manslaughter. 

The ache in the back of my throat that comes from looking at these photos, from being here in this house, makes it difficult for me to swallow. To breathe. 

“Evelyn.” Rhys’ breath warms my ear, and I untangle myself from my thoughts and face him with a hesitant smile. He gestures to his mom who gives me a friendly nod. “This is my mother. Mom, this is Evelyn Miller.”

She holds out her hand to me and gives my fingers a strong squeeze. “I’m Sarah Delane, it’s so nice to meet a friend of Rhys’.” 

“Thanks, I—”

But I’m cut off when a shrieking child cuts between us in a flash of purple clothes and black hair. She propels herself at Rhys. “You said you weren’t coming for my birthday!” she accuses, and he leans away, giving her a mock-aggrieved look.

“Jesus, Stace, you didn’t really think I’d blow off your birthday, did you?”

She rolls her dark eyes dramatically before turning to Rhys’ mother to say something. When she notices me, she pulls her bottom lip between her small teeth. “You brought your girlfriend?” 

Since I’m not sure what he’s told his family about me, I quickly shake my head. “I’m Evie, your uncle’s friend.” Before I realize what I’m doing, I kneel down so that we’re at eye level. “How old are you going to be on Monday?”

“Seven,” she whispers. 

Twisting my head slightly, I look up at Rhys. His hands are stuffed in his pocket and his expression is unreadable, but a tiny smile cracks the corners of his lips when I scrunch my nose and say, “I hope you got her seven really amazing gifts then.”

***

Although Rhys doesn’t actually give Stacey seven gifts, I have to give him credit for his selection a few hours later after he tucks her into sleep and his mother heads to bed. As we lay in each other’s arms in the den with reruns of some HBO show playing in the background, I turn to him and say, “I begged for a karaoke machine when I was a kid.” I glance longingly at the giant machine he gave Stacey immediately after we celebrated her early birthday with pizza and cake. 

“Did you get it?”

“My mom refused. She said I’d make too much noise.” 

“You do make a lot of noise,” he admits and nudges his knee between my legs, rubbing it against my sex. Sliding my hand between us, I block his advances and give him a warning glare.

“I’ve already been caught giving you a blow job once this month,” I whisper. “I won’t be able to look at myself in the mirror if your mom walks in on us.” But I’m still breathless when he takes his touch from me, and I crave that dizzying satisfaction. 

“You know,” he says, a serious expression on his face, “that’s the first time you’ve ever mentioned either of your parents to me.”

“Because there’s not much to tell about them.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“My mom works from home, and my dad is in sales.” I suck on the inside of my lower lip. “I love my parents, if that’s what you’re wondering, but we have issues.” Issues that began with your family, I want to say. I know that he’ll have to find out eventually, but I’m not ready yet. Especially not while we’re here under his mother’s roof, with his brother’s child sleeping in the other room.

He frames my face with his strong hands and offers me a smile that makes me weak all over. “All families have issues.”

***

As if she somehow senses that I’m out doing something I probably shouldn’t be doing, my mother calls me the next morning while Rhys drives us back to Richmond. I don’t want to answer her call with him sitting right beside me, and I plan to call her back as soon as I get back to my dorm. After she calls two times in a twenty-minute stretch of time, though, I finally answer.

“Thank God,” she whispers, her voice low and trembling, the moment she hears me. “Where have you been, Evie?”

I twist my face into a frown. “Um, why? You’re not sitting at my dorm or something, are you?” That had actually happened last year, with my dad showing up at school when I ignored his calls for too long. 

“Should I be?” 

Forcing out a laugh, I try to sound nonchalant, telling her, “No. I’ve been in the library studying for a test I have coming up next week.” When she lets out a sniffle, alarm bells sound in my head. “Nothing is wrong, is there?”

“No ... nothing like that. I’ve just been trying to call you. I kept getting voicemail, and I thought—”

Her voice trails off, and I can easily finish the sentence for her. She had tried to get in touch with me, and when I didn’t answer she automatically assumed something bad had happened to me—like it had to my sister. Out the corner of my eye, I look at Rhys and clench my fingers around my phone. 

“I haven’t seen any missed calls from you,” I admit, which is the truth because I’ve honestly only noticed the last two. “My service isn’t always the best here. Why didn’t you leave me a voicemail? If you had I would’ve called you right back.” 

“I ...” She swallows hard and then clears her throat. She lets out an uneasy laugh, and I can picture her shaking her head nervously, her hazel eyes avoiding mine as she speaks. “It wasn’t important. I just wanted to make sure you’re alright. Are you still coming home for Thanksgiving?”

Her question sounds like a plea, and that scares the hell out of me. Has something new happened between her and my father? “Of course I’ll be there.” Then, I ask tentatively, “Are you sure everything is alright?” Once again she assures me that she is fine, and then she tells me she has to get ready for her book club, which I know is a lie. They’ve been meeting on Thursday nights, not Saturday mornings, for years. 

Dropping my phone between my legs, I rest my face in my hands. “Is something wrong at home?” Rhys’ Southern accent breaks through the silence, and I shake my head.

“Honestly, I have no idea. My mom sounds like a wreck, and whenever that happens I just know my dad has fucked up.” 

After a few minutes of stressing, I can no longer keep myself from calling Dad directly, but of course he doesn’t answer. I leave a voicemail. Then, just for good measure, I send him a text message. 

“I’m worried about my mother,” I say softly to Rhys. He turns his head to look at me, and I release a frustrated noise from the back of my throat. “Dad isn’t exactly faithful. They’ve been doing better lately, but for a while he was screwing everything that moved.”

“The thing is, my mom and I have never been close—I was always my dad’s favorite. But when I found out what he was doing behind her back ... I loathed him. I didn’t want anything to do with him.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I look out the window. I can see Rhys’ reflection in the glass and every now and then, he casts a concerned glance in my direction. 

“I’m sorry for complaining.” 

His hand finds my thigh, the touch gentle and protective. “I’ll listen to every word that leaves your lips.”

My father still hasn’t called or messaged me by the time we get back to Richmond. When Rhys parks in front of my dorm, he cups the back of my neck and turns my face to his, moving his head from side to side. 

“Come home with me,” he says, his voice thick with emotion and desire and need. “You don’t need to go in there, just come home with me.”

And before I realize it, I’m nodding. “Okay.”

Chapter Twenty-Three

––––––––

As the days grow colder and the end of the semester gradually begins to creep closer, I discover my feelings for Rhys growing stronger. It’s beautiful and intense, but it’s also terrifying. I’m losing myself to him slowly—piece by piece—and I know that at some point, I’m going to have to let everything out if I want this thing to keep going. 

And I absolutely want more of him. When I tell Kendra that he has become a necessity that I can’t see me going without, she laughs at me and tells me to slow the hell down, but it’s true. Rhys Delane has become that presence in my life that reverberates. 

“What are you going to do after you finish up here? I mean with working as Professor Cameron’s assistant?” I ask him late one night, the weekend before Thanksgiving break, as he leads me through his dark apartment and into his bedroom. Even though I hadn’t planned to see him until our lesson on Monday, I’d caved and picked him up from Ippy’s after his shift ended fifteen minutes ago.

“Eventually, I’ll teach. My mom has taught music for thirty years, so I guess you can say it’s entrenched in my brain.” He splays his hand over my breast, testing its weight, before groaning and motioning for me to lift my arms over my head. 

“Entrenched in your brain. That’s a strong way to put it,” I say thoughtfully as he gives my red long-sleeved shirt a harsh tug up and over my head, messing my hair in the process. 

“God, I’m so happy you finally stopped wearing all those stupid hats,” he murmurs in appreciation.

I shiver as the chilly air breathes against my bare skin, but then he drags me to him, warming me with his muscular chest. “You know, I wish I had teachers like you when I was in school.” 

“I’m glad you didn’t.” He jerks my jeans down around my hips and palms my sex, ripping a gasp from within my chest. “You’re mine now, Evelyn.” 

“That’s an even better word,” I exhale as his finger glides inside of me, and I nearly lose my shit from the slightest touch. There’s so much more to come—there always is with Rhys—but somehow he manages to turn me into a wet, quivering mess before we’re even close to that part. 

In perfect sync, we walk backward together, his hand never leaving my pussy, his finger continuing to pump quickly inside of me. Falling back on his bed, a harsh moan escapes my lips. “I love how wet you are.” Shoving my legs apart as far as they’ll go with my jeans still on, he exposes me to him. He rubs his thumb over my clit, flicking the tiny nub deliberately. “I love—”

I close my eyes and throw my head back. Powerless to stop myself from writhing in pleasure against the sheets, I wait for him to finish speaking. And I hope he’ll say those three words that I’m absolutely terrified to say to him first. 

I love you.

Because that’s what this is, isn’t it? If it’s not, I don’t know what the hell is. 

But then he shoves my jeans and panties down to my calves, and I finish kicking them off. I hear them fall to the floor. Leaning over my body, he strokes his free hand gently over my flat belly and up to my breast. Licking my nipple greedily through the soft cotton of my bra, he says, “I love everything about you.” 

The bed creaks slightly when he climbs on beside me. He touches my skin gently as his fingers continue to work inside me, but the moment he sees that I’m close to going over the edge, he pulls them free. I barely have time to catch my breath between him putting on a condom and pulling me on top of him, positioning the head of his erection between my folds. 

“I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want you,” he admits, squeezing my breast.

“Anything?” I demand, and he lifts his hips a little, his cock squeezing into my opening. I close my eyes and count to five in an attempt to regain some of my self-control. “That’s a strong word.”

When he sits up abruptly, he fills me completely. I bury my face into his shoulder and cry out, but he laces his fingers into my hair and forces my gaze to his. “More than I’ve ever wanted anything,” he says once more in a low growl.

From that point on, everything is a slow, delicious blur. From the way his fingertips presses gently against my hips as he rocks me against his erection, to the soft kisses he drags all over my sweaty body after we both come and I’m still shaking all over. And then to the way his hands frame my face, touching my skin like everything about me is brand new and I’ll suddenly break at the slightest bit of pressure. 

After we’re both clean from a shower, he pulls me to him. He twists strands of my damp chestnut hair through his fingers, and I listen to the steady beat of his heart. 

“I love everything about you, Evelyn,” he tells me again before drifting off to sleep.

For now, I’ll take this. I can accept it. Because maybe—maybe he’s just as scared as I am. 

***

I need to pick up a few of my books for an English assignment that’s due tomorrow and a few clothes, so Rhys goes with me to my room first thing the next morning. We’re quiet as we tiptoe into my suite. Hannah and Lara’s door is open just a bit, and I can hear the sound of Top 40 pop and smell lemon-scented cleaner as they perform their usual Sunday morning cleaning ritual. Expecting Corinne to be sound asleep with her ear buds in, I touch my finger to my lips and lead him into my room. I’m surprised to find it empty, but there’s a note from my roommate sitting on my desk by my laptop.

Decided to go to Farmville with Ella. If you need me, you know how to find me. XOXO

I refold the note and slip it on the giant stack of papers already littering my desk. “This shouldn’t take long,” I promise Rhys as I rummage through my drawers for clean underwear and clothes. 

“Take your time. I love watching you.”

There’s that word again—love. A sweet pressure pools in the pit of my stomach, and I shoot him an impatient look. “I’d rather get you back to your place.”

Still, he continues to study me from my computer chair as I fold my clothes neatly and shove them into my duffle bag. After a few minutes, though, he finally casts a dark look in the direction of my suitemate’s room and releases a breath from between his teeth. 

“Alright, change of plans because I can’t listen to the shit they’re playing anymore. Either hurry up or put on something good.” 

“Now who’s being impatient?” I tease. Tossing my wavy hair back away from my face, I stuff a handful of underwear into my bag before nodding at the laptop on my desk. “The password is ABCD95.” He gives me a look that screams how incredibly lame he thinks that is, and I lift my shoulders guiltily. “It was easy to remember—the first four letters of the alphabet and the year I was born. Nobody’s figured it out yet.”

Grinning, he opens the screen and starts typing in the password. “Until you just handed it over to me on a silver platter,” he drawls, and I press my lips into a smirk.

“I think I’ve been doing that a lot here lately.”

“Don’t worry, as soon as we—” But then his words catch in his throat. Cocking my eyebrow, I look up from my bag to see him staring at my computer screen, unblinking.

“What’s wrong—” I start, taking a few steps in his direction, but then I stop as he silently turns the laptop toward me so I can see the screen. Suddenly, I have a clear view of what has affected him so much.

It’s the smiling photo of me with my sister. 

A dull pain settles on my chest as he comes to his feet and backs away from my desk, shaking his head. “Miller,” he whispers harshly. “Miller.” He drags his hand roughly over his face, as if he’s forcing what he’s seeing into his brain, and then he turns his gaze on me. I’m struck by the look in his eyes. “You know—knew—this girl?”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Who was she to you?”

I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe, and I’m suddenly shaking, but I finally let out, “She was my sister, Rhys. Lily was my older sister.”

He turns toward Corinne’s bed and his shoulders are hunched as he takes in heavy breaths. “And you already know who I am, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I say, and he releases a broken noise that reaches into me and breaks me apart.

“Did you know before you fucked me? Or did you figure it out when you let me spill all my shit to you?” 

I take a hesitant step in his direction, and when I reach out and feather my fingers over his shoulder, he rips himself away from my touch. “Rhys, I—”

He turns to me, his face a mask of anger and pain, and he leans away from me. “Don’t dance around the goddamn question, Evelyn. Did you know who I was when you came over that first night?”

Hanging my head in shame, I stare at the floor. I should’ve known this would happen. Hell, I realized he would eventually have to find out that I’m Lily’s sister, but I didn’t want it to be like this. This is just ... wrong.

“I figured it out the first day we met in Professor Cameron’s office. That’s why I didn’t—” Clenching my hands into tight fists by my side, I release a tremulous breath. “That’s why I didn’t come to lessons with you at first. Because I was angry and afraid. I thought being around you would make me think of nothing but my sister.” 

He reaches out as if to touch my face, but then he winces and fists his hands. “And you didn’t say a word?” he demands. “You didn’t think that it would be important to me? All this time I let you avoid telling me anything about yourself. I let myself believe you had a good reason. But this—” Closing his blue green eyes, he lets a rush of air filter from his flared nostrils. “I never expected this. I’m a fool.”

“I didn’t want to make things awkward,” I explain, and I feel the first tears start to race down my cheek. “We weren’t supposed to end up like this. I didn’t want to hurt you anymore than you’ve already—”

“Evelyn.” This time he touches my face, his fingers warm and gentle, comforting, in spite of his anger. “My brother killed your sister. I was the reason why he was back out on the streets to begin with, and yet you’re talking about hurting me? What about you? What about your family?”

“I don’t blame you,” I blurt out. “I don’t blame you because I’m just as guilty. If it hadn’t been for me she wouldn’t have been walking home. I told her to walk home because I was pissed at her, and then she died.” The last word is practically screamed, and I’m trembling so much that I have to fold my arms around my stomach to still myself. “I. Don’t. Blame. You.”

“I wish you would.” Dropping his hands from my face, he backs away from me slowly, each step breaking my heart into tiny pieces. I don’t want him to go. I don’t want us to end this way. I don’t want us to end at all. “I wish you would’ve told me the truth because maybe—” But he cuts himself off with a harsh laugh that pierces me to my core.

“Maybe it would’ve changed things?” I ask softly, but he moves his head from side to side. His eyes burn in to mine as he reaches for the doorknob.

“No,” he tells me, “I would still be in love with you. So telling me wouldn’t have changed much of anything.”

Chapter Twenty-Four

––––––––

My pride, and the fact that harsh, broken sobs rock my body, keeping me firmly rooted in place, stops me from going after Rhys. I sink down on the edge of my bed. There are so many more things I want to say to him. I want to tell him that I have fallen in love with him too. That I don’t want to let him go because I haven’t felt anything like this since before Lily died. I want to tell him that since I met him, he’s woken me up, breathed new life into me—made me feel alive. 

I want to tell him everything, but as the pain clouds my vision, I can’t. 

My chest hurts, like someone has reached into it and given my heart an angry twist. And as I lie curled on my side with my knees pulled against my chest, I know this is a mess of my very own making. 

I won’t screw up this year. I won’t. I will not wreck things this time.

Somehow, I had done exactly what I swore I wouldn’t do. I have fallen headfirst in love with the one person who could wreck me—the only person I can wreck just as easily. 

When Corinne returns to our room, she’s chattering about how ridiculous Daniel is, but she stops short, her breath catching at the sight of me crying. “Evie?” she finally whispers hesitantly, and I hear the door ease shut behind her. I see the toes of her pink and white Chucks as she comes over to my bed. I close my eyes, and when I open them, she has kneeled down in front of me so that her bright green eyes are level to mine. 

She tilts her head to the side, her red and brown curls falling against her shoulder as she looks at me in concern. “Do you want to talk?” she asks. “I can listen. Or I can just stay here with you. Just let me know.” When I don’t say anything and only shake my head, she touches my wrist, her small hands oddly comforting. “I won’t leave, okay? You stayed with me when I needed you, so I won’t leave.”

She keeps her word, sitting on her bed and listening to music until I finally sit up. I brush the strands of hair that are clinging to my face away and flick my tongue over my dry lips. “I should start from the beginning,” I say before I answer every question she’s ever asked, every question I’ve successfully evaded. As soon as I’m done, she crosses her arms over her small chest thoughtfully.

“You just have to talk to him, Evie,” she tells me.

So, I do.

***

On Monday afternoon, Kendra tells me the exact same thing when I return her call after I finish showering. For the second time this semester, I’ve skipped Sight Singing and Dictation to try and regroup my thoughts, but it hasn’t helped. If anything I just feel worse. 

“I tried to call him.”

Kendra sucks in a breath. “Well then try again. You messed up before by not telling him the truth but you can fix things. You can always fix things if you just suck it up and put everything out there.”

Of course that’s always easier said than done, but I agree with her. “I should have told him.” I squeeze my eyes closed and I can still see the hurt look on Rhys’ beautiful face when he discovered that Lily was my sister. No wonder he doesn’t want to answer my call—he feels betrayed. “He blames himself just as much as I’ve been blaming myself.”

“You shouldn’t be doing that either.” My best friend is quiet for a long pause before releasing what sounds like a sob, and I realize that she’s crying softly. “Evie, listen to me. I loved Lily like my own sister, but you can’t keep blaming yourself. You can’t change it. You can’t go back. The only thing you can do now is try and move on with your life. Tell Rhys everything. If he doesn’t want to hear you out—if he can’t see that you two might be good for each other—he’ll never deserve you.”

“I’m going to go to our lesson this afternoon,” I say in an effort to convince myself to make a move. Scooting off my bed, I pace my room from corner to corner, pulling my towel tighter around my body. “I’m going to get dressed and tell him everything, and if he doesn’t want me—then I’ll be alright.”

Saying those words aloud, though, doesn’t feel alright. They make me nauseous, and I tilt my head back to stare up at one of Corinne’s ceiling stars and release a heavy breath. 

“Exactly,” Kendra soothes. “Everything will be alright.”

But when I get to our usual practice room at four PM on the dot, Rhys isn’t there. He’s not there on Tuesday either, and because he hasn’t answered the text or email I sent, I find myself standing outside of Professor Cameron’s door. 

She looks surprised to see me, her eyes narrowing for a moment behind her designer glasses, but instead of telling me to send her an email to schedule a time to meet following Thanksgiving break, she gestures for me to come inside. “Please have a seat.” 

As soon as my butt makes contact with one, I open my mouth to speak. “I’m just wondering if—” I flick my tongue over my lips, attempting to come up with the best way to ask her about Rhys without ruining his reputation with her. Finally, I squeeze the edges of her desk and ask, “Do you know if Delane will be around next week for lessons after we come back from Thanksgiving break? Exams are right around the corner and then I’ll be singing for y’all again. I just want to make sure...”

My words trail off. I just want to make sure that, wherever Rhys has gone, he’s coming back.

Rubbing her palm over the back of her neck and ruffling her short hair, Professor Cameron appears to give my question a lot of thought before she responds. “Rhys had to return home to Roanoke because of a family emergency, but he will be returning as soon as he has everything sorted out.” Her eyebrows pull together when my face falls, and she scoots her seat closer to the desk. Leaning in close to me, she offers me a sympathetic tilt of her bow-shaped lips. “I can assure you that Mr. Delane’s emergency is genuine—he’s helping his mother maintain custody of his young niece.” 

Remembering Rhys’ words about Stacey’s mother, I nod. “I understand.”

“I know you were depending on him for your finals, and I’m more than happy to schedule an extra private lessons with you. I believe, though, that at this point you’re either ready or your not.”

“Yes, that would be perfect,” I say numbly. “Thank you for your time.”

When I get up to leave, she clears her throat. I turn to face her to find that she’s still staring at me understandingly. If Mac could only see Cameron right now, she’d drop to the floor convulsing. 

“I have dedicated many years to this music department,” Professor Cameron begins carefully, linking her fingers together. She rubs her thumbs together, drawing my attention down to her red-painted fingernails. “I like to think that I know just about everything going on here. With that being said, I’ve been aware of your relationship with Mr. Delane for some time now. While I don’t approve—and Rhys knows that I don’t support it—I would advise you against bringing your relationship through those double doors.”

I don’t deny what she just said. She’ll only call me out immediately if I do, and besides, I doubt there’s much of a relationship left between Rhys and me. “He’s not going to get in trouble, is he?” I ask, terrified of the possible consequences.

Leaning back, she smiles in surprise. “You’re not a child and Rhys isn’t your professor. Will I look at him differently?” She lifts her shoulders. “Probably not.  He doesn’t go into anything lightly. He was one of my brightest students, and he’s easily one of the most talented musicians I’ve ever met. That was why I asked him to work with you. You have that same talent, even if you don’t realize it. I give my best students the hardest time.” Then the corner of her mouth twitches. “Like your friend Mackenzie.”

This time as I start to leave, she doesn’t stop me, but I turn at the door and give her a grateful nod. “Thank you for seeing me today.”

“My pleasure,” she says and despite the detached tone that’s returned to her voice, I believe her. “That’s what I’m here for so never hesitate to come see me. If it looks like Rhys will be delayed next week, I’ll send you an email to let you know what days I’m available for practice.”

I leave Professor Cameron’s office feeling both relieved and heartbroken—relief because Rhys will maintain his position despite our relationship and heartbreak because he had left without telling me goodbye. 

He is gone.

And I have screwed up everything. 

***

I go home for the holiday a miserable mess, and my mother seems to notice as soon as I walk through the door because she studies me carefully with a frown marring her smooth face. After she hugs me to her, she holds my shoulders on either side. 

“We need to sit down and have a talk as soon as you get settled in,” she says, her face suddenly void of any emotion. Her voice, however, sounds slightly off—just like it has the last couple times we spoke on the phone. 

There’s a part of me that’s terrified of what she might say, but I nod. “I’ve got a couple things I need to say to you too.” Glancing up the stairs and then back to her, I give her a questioning look. “After I shower and unpack my bag?”

“That sounds ... perfect.”

When I find my mom an hour later, she’s sitting in the kitchen at the circular table Lily and I used to eat breakfast at every morning. She’s slowly sipping from a coffee mug, and there’s a copy of her book club’s current read open in front of her. As soon as she sees me standing in the doorway, she dog-ears the page and sets the book aside. “Will Dad be home from work soon?” I ask. I’m not sure I want to tell him everything I’ve resolved to say, but Mom presses her glossy lips together into a close-lipped smile.

“Sit down, Evie.”

As I take the chair right next to her, she pulls in a deep breath before informing me, “Your father and I are getting a divorce.” My mouth drops open and I struggle to find my words, but she quickly shushes me. “I’ll go ahead and let you know right off the bat that I am the one who filed. I have done a lot of soul-searching over the last several, but it’s for the best. I realized that when he moved back home and I couldn’t find anything to be happy about.”

I dig my fingernails into my palms. “Mom ... I’m so sorry.”

“Believe it or not, I’m okay. I know that it’s the holidays, and news like this isn’t something you want to hear when you’re trying to be festive, but it needed to be said. I wanted you to understand why your dad might not be around this Thanksgiving.”

“Is that why you’ve been so upset the last few times you’ve called?”

Her lips quiver into a smile. “Yes.” 

A heavy weight settles on my chest, numbing me. “This is my fault, isn’t it? If I hadn’t told you that Dad was having an affair, you would still be happy and—”

“And I’d still be stupid. I’d rather deal with pain than false happiness.” Rubbing her hand over her heart, she lets out a coarse laugh before drawing back and narrowing her hazel eyes. “You’re taking this much better than I thought. You and your dad have always been close, and—”

Now it’s my turn to cut her off. “I don’t like cheating. It doesn’t matter how close Dad and me were, I wasn’t going to let him cheat on you and get away with it. If I hurt you when I told you what was going on, I’m sorry. It just needed to be said.”

Mom squeezes her eyes shut, and when she opens them she’s staring directly into mine. She doesn’t look away, and there’s a painful catch inside my chest. “Thank you for looking out for me, Evie. It ... it means a lot to have someone on my side.”

But now, I can’t help but wonder how she’ll feel after I’ve said what I need to tell her. I had hours to think on my way home from Richmond to Bristol, and I decided to come clean with my mother. From Rhys to the role I feel I played in my sister’s death—I was going to tell her everything.

“You might not like me very much after this, but here’s everything,” I whisper, and she stares at me confused. As I tell her about my relationship with Rhys, she listens without saying a word. She’s still staring into my eyes when I finish, and I wish I knew what emotions are pummeling through her. It might help me decide what I should say next. “Say something, Mom.”

“What do you want me to say?” Her voice is barely a whisper, and yet it seems to echo all around us. 

“I don’t know. That you’re angry. That you hate me. That you think I betrayed Lily by wanting to be with Rhys.”

Mom races her hands over her face and through her brown hair. “Oh, Evie,” she sighs, “I’m not mad at you if that’s what you’re thinking.” She tilts her face down to look at me, revealing the tears threatening to spill at any moment. “It hurts—I’m not going to lie and say it doesn’t—but only because it makes me think of your sister. I am not angry at you, though.”

“It doesn’t matter anyway. We broke up, so I think you’re safe,” I choke out, and before I realize what’s happening, Mom is out of her seat with her arms tucked tightly around me. It feels right, comforting, and I return her embrace, letting my mother hold me like she used to when I was smaller.

When Lily was still alive and nothing was a mess.

Cupping my chin, Mom bends her face close to mine. “I could never get any kind of satisfaction in you being unhappy. Surely you know that already.” When I nod, she clears her throat. “You said you have something else to tell me?”

Panic washes over me, but I force the words out before I’m unable to say them. “The day Lily died—it was my fault. She called me to pick her up, and I refused to do it. I told her to walk home.”

Mom blinks several times, and the next thing she says obliterates me. “I already know what you told her.”

Chapter Twenty-Five

––––––––

Neither of us breathes as we stare at each other. “What do you mean you already know?” I finally manage, and my mother releases me. She sits back down, keeping her stare straight ahead. Looking at the window like she had the day I told her I didn’t want to go to Lily’s funeral. “Mom?”

“You called here last year when you were drunk,” she explains. “It scared the hell out of me getting a call from you that late, but I listened to everything you had to say. You were inconsolable, crying about how Lily’s death was all your fault.” Mom takes a sip of her coffee and then wraps her trembling fingers tightly around the mug. 

“I don’t believe that, just in case you were wondering. I blame Lily’s death on one person—and that’s neither you nor the boy from your college. I know it probably seems like I did, but I handled your sister’s passing ... badly.” She looks over to me, her eyes touching mine again and gives me a sad smile. “And I’m sorry for the way I handled things.”

So am I, but I push forward. “Did you tell Dad what I told you?”

She moves her head from side to side. “Some things are just better left unsaid.” With those words, Mom gets back up, smiling at me with tears racing down her face. “I’m starving. Maybe ... we can go grab something together? Just the two of us. And then after that we should probably figure out what to do about Thanksgiving.” She laughs sheepishly. “I haven’t even bought a turkey.”

Nodding, I swallow past the giant lump in my throat to say, “I’d love that.”

With the air clear between us, Thanksgiving goes smoothly. It’s just Mom and me, and we skip the traditional meal in favor of steak that she burns on the grill, but I don’t mind. As I prepare to go back to school on Sunday morning, she hugs me tightly. “I love you, Evie.” She clasps my face between her hands and kisses my forehead before adding, “I know you’ve doubted that, but I do.” 

“I love you too.” 

***

I return to Founders feeling like a thousand pounds have been lifted off my shoulders and I jump into the last full week of classes determined to, as Nathan always put it, make finals my bitch. Rhys doesn’t come back, but I try to tell myself that it’s for the best as I leave Professor Cameron’s office a few days before my final exam. 

“What’s for the best?” a voice speaks up from beside me, and I look over to take in Nathan’s unruly red hair and bright blue eyes. 

“That I transfer next semester,” I say gravely, and when his eyes bug, I grin. “Haven’t you learned by now—I’m too lazy for all that.” 

“How are you feeling about the final?”

Grasping the bannister, I walk quickly down the stairs. “Hmm, considering Cameron just told me that my interpretation of the melismatic passage in “Vittoria Mio Core” reminds her of a baby goat—” I turn toward him, holding my thumb and forefinger apart and squinting at it—“I guess you can say I’m just a little bit nervous.”

He laughs, but when he sees that I’m one hundred percent serious, he shakes his head. “A baby goat? That’s a new one, even for the succubus.”

Putting Professor Cameron’s comment—which Mac later assures me is tame—out of my head, I practice like crazy over the next couple days. When it’s time for me to go back in front of the vocal department professors again, I’m nervous and shaking. 

“You’re going to do great,” Corinne promises me, sipping slowly on her Red Bull as I get dressed for my performance. “Just don’t forget to breathe. I’d give you more advice than that, but since I can’t sing ... just breathe.” 

The corners of my lip drag into a grin, and I face my roommate, holding my arms out. “Do I look professional?” She quickly takes in the sight of me from my cream-colored flats, to my slim chocolate brown pencil pants, and finally to the lacy blouse that matches my shoes, and nods. “Alright, if I’m not back before your next final, good luck!”

“You too. Seriously, you’ve got this.”

Grabbing my coat and an oversized knit beret to protect my ears from the chilly day, I head over to the music department. As I sit outside the smaller auditorium and wait for my turn to perform, I play on my phone, checking my email out of boredom and nervousness. 

And then my heart stops when I find a message from Rhys. 

From: rhys.delane01@founders.edu

To: evelyn.miller13@founders.edu

Date: Fri, Dec 06, 2013 at 3:37 PM

Subject: Wrecked

Evelyn,

I’ve sat here typing and re-typing this message. My words have been angry, bitter, and guilty, but what it all tells me is this:

You have twisted yourself around my mind, and nothing—who you are or who I am—is enough to take that away. Even if it were possible, I don’t think I’d want it to happen. I can still feel you, taste you, smell you. You are everywhere, and I’ve thought about you until it seemed like you were the only thing that exists. 

You have wrecked me—body and soul—and I know that can only mean one thing. 

I am in love with you.

I am so in love with you I can’t even think straight anymore.

So the question is—what happens next? 

My fingers are shaking so much that I nearly drop my phone as I read his message a few more times. He loves me. This isn’t the first time he’s told me that—he said as much the day he walked out of my room—but this is the one that really counts, the one that lets me know that maybe he and I aren’t done. It’s the one that gives me hope. I start to send him a message back asking when we can actually talk and sort through this, but then Professor Cameron comes out of the auditorium. 

“We’re prepared for you, Evelyn,” she tells me, motioning me inside. While she takes her seat amongst the other professors, I stand on the side of the stage, removing my coat. I’m tucking my fingers beneath the brim of my slouchy beret when I see a familiar body duck into the auditorium. 

Rhys.

He’s here. 

His searching sea blue lock on mine and then he gives me an encouraging nod. “Take off the hat,” he mouths before going to sit behind Professor Cameron, who turns and hands him a clipboard. My hands are so numb I barely feel my fingers as I place my hat by my coat. 

The performance is similar to my midterm—I take the stage and state my name and sing each piece of music—but everything else seems to fade as I look out at Rhys. 

When did he get back? Why didn’t he at least warn me he’d be here? And most importantly, will he stay?

When he leaves during my last song, my chest burns. My heart is beating erratically by the time I sing my last note, and Professor Cameron gives me one of her tight-lipped smiles. 

“Thank you so much, Ms. Miller. Your final grade will be posted in the student portal shortly after the end of the semester.” With those words, she releases me, and I burst into the hallway breathing harshly. 

My phone vibrates in my coat pocket. I pull it out and glance down at it. A surge of uncertainty mixed with anticipation and fear goes through me at the sight of Rhys’ simple text.

Will practice room #4 work for you?

Taking the path that I’ve walked so many times already this year, I get down to the basement level in thirty seconds flat. I’m almost afraid that he won’t be here yet, but when I open the door to the room where I first fell all over myself for him, Rhys is sitting behind the piano. He’s playing a song—“Yesterday” again—and I stand perfectly still in the doorway, letting his voice and the music and my own feelings wash over me. When he’s finished, he looks up at me, his eyes full of emotion.

“I didn’t think you’d come,” I whisper brokenly, and he shakes his head and scoots the bench away from the piano, giving me a clear view of every inch of him.

“I couldn’t stay away.”

Words like this are dangerous, and I run my hand over my chest as if it’ll smooth out my heavy breathing. “You didn’t say goodbye,” I say carefully. “But I understand why you left.” 

“Evelyn—”

“What happened with your niece?” His eyes follow me as I walk slowly toward him. My chest tightens with every step, and I swear I can hear my heart beating in my ears—it’s racing that fast, pounding that hard. “Your brother’s ex-wife isn’t going to get custody of her, is she?” I question, and he shakes his head. 

“No. No she’s not.”

Then, taking a deep breath that sends a shiver through my entire body, I close the distance between us. He reaches his hand out to me, and I take it, gasping for air when he pulls me between his strong legs. I cup his face gently between my hands, looking down at him. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth,” I whisper, my voice breaking. “I’m sorry that I led you on and that I—”

“Stop apologizing.” He twists his head to the side and kisses my wrist. “God, don’t ever apologize for that. I know why you didn’t tell me—knew why even as I stood there angry with you—and all I could see were my own problems. That makes me fucked up, doesn’t it?”

But I move my head from side to side, my hair falling over his face. “I think we’re both fucked up and a little broken, but I think we could be alright.”

His hands slide down my sides, his fingers kneading into my lower back as he presses his forehead against my stomach. “I love you, Evelyn. I’ve loved you for a while now, and I don’t care who you are or who I am. It’s not going to make me feel any different.”

Those words terrify me—dig their way into my soul. Those words give me hope. “I love you too, Rhys.”

***

Later that night, we sit facing each other on his bed and tell each other everything. He tells me about his childhood and Owen and his many regrets. And I tearfully tell him everything—starting with the stupid argument that had driven a wedge between Lily and me, to the awful words I said to her the day I lost her, to the guilt that had settled on my heart for two years. I tell him about everything I wrecked and everything I’m trying to fix, and when I’m done, he holds me close to his chest. 

I hear his heartbeat. Feel his warm skin pressed up close to mine. And I am lost. 

“Did you mean what you said in your email?” I whisper much later, and I feel his face tilt down to mine. 

“Which part?”

“That I’ve wrecked you—body and soul.”

His lips find my temple, and he chuckles against my skin. “Yes. I meant every word. You have done things to me that I didn’t think were possible. It scares the shit out of me, but I wouldn’t want any of that to change.”

Squeezing my eyes closed, I let my head wrap around the twist of fate that brought us together as our bodies entwine with each other. 

“I love you, Rhys. So much it hurts. So much that—”

But he covers my lips with his, drowning out my words. I let him because I’m not sure I can speak anymore. He’s right, this is scary, but it’s also right. 

“I love you too, Evelyn.”

Epilogue

The Following Spring

Early this morning, I dreamt of my sister. Lily. The girl I lost nearly three years ago. It was the fourth time I’ve dreamt of her since she passed away—the second dream from this year alone—but just like always, seeing her and hearing her voice was enough to stun me. That was probably something that would never change, no matter how often she visited me in my dreams.

For once, Lily didn’t have on the red and white tracksuit she was wearing the day she was killed. She looked completely different—dressed in the navy blue bikini she bought the summer before she died. Instead of a tight ponytail, her golden brown hair was piled on top of her head in a messy knot, and she looked relaxed. Happy. She stood at the side of my bed, adjusting the top of her bathing suit and muttering how much she wished she had my boobs before lifting her gaze to mine.

“Now I’ve got your attention,” she teased, jumping beside me on the bed and sitting on her knees. Staring down at my reclining body, she narrowed her eyes sternly. “Were you planning on sleeping all day?” As she flung my bedspreads off the bed, the clean scent of her sunblock filled the air around us. “Oh come on, Evie. You have to get up and get it over with. You’re gonna thank me when—”

You’re gonna thank me when you graduate.

Though I'd hated those words coming from her mouth when she was still with me, there was nothing I wouldn't give to hear Lily admonish me face-to-face one more time. 

“I’m up.” I slid my body into an upright position and rested my back against the headboard. Lolling my head to the side, I gazed at my sister who almost immediately offered me that heart-stopping, breath-catching smile. The one that crinkled the corners of her chocolate brown eyes. The one immortalized in the form of a girl just a few weeks shy of her eighteenth birthday. It was the smile that, even though I was dreaming, sent a harsh blast of pain through my chest.

Still, if this were all I have left of Lily, I’d take it.

I’d rather have this than nothing at all.

“You just closed your eyes again!” my sister shrieked in mock outrage. I felt her hand on my shoulder, shaking me gently. “Evelyn!”

“Lilianna,” I countered, fluttering my lashes apart and giving her a look that would rival the Cheshire cat. She hated being called by her full name almost as much as I did, and she responded to what I said by crossing her bare arms over her chest and twisting her lips to the side. “See, they're open now. Happy?”

“I’ll only be happy when you get out of bed before you screw your day to pieces.” A few seconds later after I swore up and down that I was definitely getting up, she slid off the mattress and padded across the carpet toward the closed door.

That was when panic hit me full-force, and I'd scrambled off the bed to follow her. “Where are you going, Lil?” I demanded, nothing the desperation dripping from my voice. With her shoulders trembling slightly with laughter, she shook her head and tossed a mischievous grin behind her.

“I’m wearing a bathing suit. Please don’t tell me you’ve lost all your common sense since I left?”

Ignoring the rare display of what Lily had always called “Evie-esque sarcasm” from my soft-spoken and sweet sister, my next question stopped her in her tracks. “Will ... will you be back?”

She faced me slowly, a few strands of hair tumbling out of her hairband as she moved her head up and down in an effort to put my mind at ease. Her grin faded away to a sad smile that sent every feel imaginable tumbling through me. “You know I will,” she swore. Then, rolling her brown eyes, she’d shrugged her shoulders. “You know, as long as you get your lazy butt out of bed.”

Those words, and Lily’s promise to return, ripped me out of my sleep. I sat up in bed abruptly, dragging in a deep breath, my hands reaching out in the darkness as if I’d be able to touch my sister if I tried hard enough. It wasn’t possible, and I hugged my arms around myself and squeezed my eyes together because she was gone. Again. And no matter how much I dreamt about her, how much I thought about her, that would always be our reality.

I’d stayed like this for a long time, with my breathing pushing in and out slowly, until a strong hand touched the small of my back. It ran carefully up my spine before touching my shoulder.

“Are you alright?”

Forcing my eyes open, I glanced down at Rhys’ sleepy, confused smile. “I am,” I said.

“You don’t look alright, Evelyn.” He’d started to sit up beside me, but I stopped him, pressing my palm against the middle of his ripped chest. “What are you doing?” he yawned.

Glancing at the alarm clock on his nightstand to see that it was only a few minutes before five and we had a few hours of rest left, I leaned in close to him. He feathered his fingers over my cheek before tucking a strand of long chestnut hair behind my ear. “I’m going back to sleep and so should you. I promise I’m fine.” Because even though dreaming about Lily tore me up inside, there would always be something so comforting, so beautiful, that came with those moments with her.

“I’m up,” I’d whispered to myself after Rhys quickly fell asleep. “And I promise I’m not going to mess everything up.”

Now, two and a half hours later, Rhys looks across his tiny kitchen at me as I walk into the room and take a seat at the small breakfast nook. “Good morning,” he drawls.

Though I didn’t actually go back to sleep after dreaming about Lily, I only climbed out of his bed ten minutes ago. After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I took a few minutes to respond to an excited email from Kendra, who I’ll be seeing next week, before coming in here to join him. “I have finals today. There’s absolutely nothing good about it.”

Downing the rest of his energy drink, he leans back against the counter and lifts one of his off-black eyebrows. I know what’s coming—he’s going to ask me about this morning. Keeping my gaze down for a moment, I open my unrefrigerated bottle of water, which Mac swears up and down is more beneficial to my singing voice than my usual tea and honey, and take a sip.

Finally, I meet his sea blue eyes head on and work my lips into a reassuring smile. “Okay, let me start over since that was pretty bitchy.” I cross my bare legs, which draws Rhys' gaze down for just a second before he searches my eyes again. “Morning, Mr. Delane.”

“You were talking in your sleep, Evelyn.” He crumbles the energy drink can and sinks it into the trashcan a couple feet away from me with ease. “Don’t tell me you’re nervous about today.”

I start to tell him about Lily, but then I think better of it. For starters, I’m selfish. That moment, even if it was all a dream, is something I want solely for myself. And then there’s the fact I have my voice final in an hour and a half. Somehow, I don’t think me showing up red-faced and flustered due to the tears I’ll be unable to stop will do anything to help my performance or grade. And I’ve discovered that those grades mean a lot to me. While I did okay on my final performance last semester—a very high “B,” as Professor Cameron loves to remind me—I want to ace it this time.

I need to do better.

Rhys rubs his thumb and forefinger over his chin, his eyes questioning. “I'm assuming that silence is a yes.”

“Cameron is scary as hell sometimes,” I reply, pausing for a second as he starts across the kitchen, striding directly toward me, “so of course I’m nervous. I told Nathan I’d switch advisors with him, but I’m pretty sure Ackerman is easy on him, so he’s not going for—” My breath rushes out of my body when Rhys’ hand closes around my wrist, and he jerks me out of my chair and up against his naked, muscular chest. He’s warm and hard, his incredible scent screwing with my senses, and I clear my throat. “If you make me late for my exam, I swear I’m moving back in with Corinne next year.”

“Bullshit, Evelyn.”

“I’m being serious,” I warn, pulling my brows together and pressing my lips into a thin line.

But his cocky grin, and the way his eyes seem to see right through me, tells me he doesn’t buy that for even a second. I’ve spent this entire semester splitting my nights between his place and the room I share with Corinne, and having my belongings all over the place is a nuisance. Last month, when Rhys asked if I’d move in with him next year since his roommate’s contract in Brazil was extended, I was apprehensive at first. The only thing I could think of was my parents, most specifically my mother’s reaction—although she likes Rhys and had even spent part of our spring break with us in Key West, I didn’t think she’d go for me living with him. When I pulled her aside to talk to her on the last day of the break, though, she surprised me. Instead of freaking out about me moving in with a guy I’ve known for nine months, she gave me her silent blessing.

And then she sent me a link of all the teen pregnancy movies on Netflix. It was typical of my mom, but I welcomed it. At least we’re getting our relationship on track, even if my dad has been hot and cold with me ever since Mom filed for divorce last year.

At the tiny smile that flits across my lips, Rhys frames my face with his hands and tilts my gaze up to his. His stare is intense as he studies my expression, looking for answers. “Since you’re not gonna tell me what’s wrong, let me ask you this: You won’t be this distracted while you’re singing today, will you?”

Heat tingles down my spine as his fingers massage against my temples, but I manage to shake my head. “Mmm, no.”

“There’s that mmm again.” Laughing, he lowers his forehead to mine, the tips of our noses together, our lips nearly touching, and our eyes locked. “You’ll do great.”

“You have to say that. You’re my voice instructor,” I say, and he releases a little growl before turning us around. Lifting me up, he sits me on the nearest countertop, almost knocking over a carousel of coffee pods in the process. “You have to be in the music department soon to help Cameron with finals,” I remind him, a pang of regret crawling through my chest. It settles in the pit of my stomach, causing me to heave a tiny sigh. “Rhys, I—”

But he cuts me off. His lips skim mine, soft and warm, turning that regret into a wave of longing that crashes through me. When he starts to draw away, I shake my head fiercely, digging my fingers into his black hair and pulling him closer to me. His tongue spreads my lips, plunging roughly into my mouth. He tastes like the energy drink he just finished, and as we wrap ourselves around each other, I decide it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted. Period.

At last, he drags himself away from me, backing up a few steps to put a safe amount of distance between our bodies. “Damn, I’m not gonna be able to focus on anything but you today,” he murmurs, running his hand over his face. I respond by touching my own lips, and his eyes darken. “I need to shower and get the hell out of here, but you’re mine tonight, Evelyn.”

Scooting off the counter, I adjust the oversized t-shirt of his that I’m wearing, pulling it over my ass as I start to walk past him. A frustrated groan ripping from the back of his throat, he yanks me to him yet again. “You know I love you, and—”

“I love you, too,” I whisper a little breathlessly, and a full grin spreads across his gorgeous features.

“Good, because I have no patience this morning,” he informs me, pressing my hand to the front of his boxers so I can feel his erection. “I need you in my shower in the next three minutes or I’ll end up taking my time, and Cameron will have both our asses when we're late.”

“I’ll be there in two,” I promise.

I can hear the sound of the shower running as I race to Rhys' bedroom to grab my body wash from the bag I brought over the night before. Just before I leave to join him, I catch a glimpse of my laptop, which is still open on his dresser from emailing Kendra earlier.

My latest background image, the one of Lily and me at prom three years ago, stares back at me and though I can’t remember anything we talked about that particular night, I can vividly hear my sister telling me many, many times how I’d thank her when I graduated.

“I haven’t screwed anything up in a long time,” I start in a low whisper, my voice heavy from all the emotion suddenly weighing my chest down. “I haven't gone out of my way to see what I can wreck. Let’s see how long I can keep this up. If you catch me trying to fuck everything up—well, knock some sense into me, please?” 

Before I close the screen, I brush my thumb over my sister’s smiling face and give the image of her an appreciative nod. “And thank you. For everything.”

Then, I leave the room and head for the one thing I’ve wrecked that turned out right.

-The End of Wrecked-

Acknowledgments

––––––––

Thank you so much to my readers for being so amazing. Your enthusiasm and support for my books amaze me on a daily basis, and I feel so blessed to have you. Thank you for all the emails, reviews, and Facebook messages. You rock my world!

To Michelle Valentine and Kristen Proby— Thank you ladies for putting up with my randomness and making me laugh. I love you two.

To Holly Malgieri and Jenn Foor: YOU TWO ROCK. Thanks for making me grin all the time!

Christine Bezdenejnih Estevez, you are one amazing chick! Thank you for keeping me organized and for loving my books. BIG HUGS for everything you do (and it’s a lot)!

Thanks to Letitia Hasser at RBA Designs for creating such a beautiful book cover. And to Stacy Kestwick for her wonderful beta-reading skills and Jenny Sims with Editing4Indies for her unbelievingly quick proofreading—you two rock!

To Cris Hadarly, Becca Manuel, and Abbie Dauenheimer—Thank you ladies a million times for being so effing creative. I love the trailers and collages, and I smile like an idiot every time I look at them.

To all my amazing author friends—you guys kick ass. I’m so blessed to be a part of such a great, caring community. Lots of love to you all.

To the bloggers in the romance community—THANK YOU! Your support and love for my books mean so much to me. I appreciate you all more than you could ever imagine. Thank you for taking such good care of me and all the other indie authors.

Sneak Peak: Bad Advice

Turn the page for an exclusive sneak peek at BAD ADVICE—a romantic comedy coming in 2015 from Avonlea Cole and Emily Snow!

[image: image]

Chapter One

Dear Avery,

First of all, I’m a huge fan of your column. I’ve been reading it from the start, and your advice seriously ROCKS! Now for the hard part ...  I have been dating this guy for several months. We can call him “Ed.” So, “Ed” and I have been spending the night with each other a few nights a week. He is ALWAYS happy and in a good mood when we’re together, BUT he hasn’t introduced me to any of his friends. He hasn’t changed his Facebook status, and we NEVER go out in public. 

What’s going on? Does he even like me? Do I embarrass him? Please help; any advice would be appreciated.

Sincerely,

Confused in Richmond

––––––––

Dear Confused Denial in Richmond, 

This is your conscience saying you need to wake the hell up. Is the truth that unclear that you need to write to a stranger for advice? The dude is cheating on you. You are his sidepiece—his mashed potatoes. His steak has already met his friends and, hell, probably even eats Sunday brunch at the country club with his parents. 

He doesn't want to know your feelings, doesn’t care about them, and he sure as hell ain't gonna tell you how he feels. Chalk it up to a booty call and move along. There are plenty of other douchebags in the sea that will actually tell you how they feel. 

Keeping It Real In Raleigh,

Amanda Truthslayer

*

For the third time since sitting down on the other side of my boss’s desk, I read through the post she’d taken the liberty to print off for me, screaming out thoughts as they popped into my head.

“Mashed Potatoes? She called my reader mashed-freakin’-potatoes! How in the hell could any woman have so little class or courtesy? Doesn’t she know this is someone’s life she’s talking about? Someone’s dreams she’s crushing?” I crumble the print-off and slam it into the wastebasket by my editor’s desk. “Of course, she doesn’t because she’s a mega-witch!”

Perched across from me in her cushy leather chair, Barb looked none too pleased at my outburst, but really, who could be calm at a time like this? This she-devil—this Amanda Truthslayer—was ruining my career, one nasty keystroke at a time.

“Avery, I know you’re upset.” Actually, I was pissed off, but I bit my tongue. “And I know this is a big deal.” Barb paused for another moment, tapping her long red nails on the edge of her desk. “But apparently, the public is interested in what she has to say.”

I sucked in a harsh breath. Did she have to knee me below the belt so soon? “Really, Barb?”

Ignoring my exasperation, she bobbed her head a little too enthusiastically, causing her elegant black bun to bounce. “Amanda’s gotten almost eighty thousand hits on just this one post, not to mention the thousands of comments, shares, and likes. And this one just went live last night.”

Eighty. Thousand. Hits. 

Wow.

Had I ever even gotten close to eighty thousand hits? 

Sure, I have... if you combined all the advice articles I’ve written since starting here a little over a year ago, multiplied the total by two, and then added that number to Amanda Truthslayer’s least popular skewering. 

Coming to terms with that particular fact gave me a headache, as if Amanda had just shoved another pin in the voodoo doll she must keep of me.

“And,” Barb added in a low voice, “she’s trending on Twitter and Facebook.”

Was it just me or did she sound more and more excited with each piece of crappy news she decided to share with me?

Focusing my gaze up at the tiled ceiling, I tried to calm my nerves by counting to ten, which immediately sent me into the third stage of panic.

Defensiveness.

“Pardon my French, Barb, but this is complete bullshit.” I stood and began pacing, biting my already ragged nails. Barb’s sharp brown eyes followed my erratic movements, but she said nothing. I had never been this unhinged, but damn if what I’d just read hadn’t given me cause to drink. And eat. It was almost a given that I’d have a date tonight with a box of craptastic wine and a medium supreme pizza. 

Fisting my hands, I paused in front of the window and stared down at the busy street seven floors below. “I just can’t believe this is happening again,” I said robotically.

Amanda Truthslayer had not only taken another question one of my readers had sent to me—she’d once again flipped my advice, turning it into an all-out bitchfest. 

And somehow, her current bitchfest had garnered eighty thousand hits and was now trending on social media.

“How can people even like that sort of thing?” I asked myself aloud.

“Avery!” Barb snapped. I turned to face her, cringing at the sight of her thinned red lips and narrowed eyes. “This is an office, not solitary confinement. Stop talking to yourself and sit down so we can discuss this.” 

She swept her hand out at the seat across from her. Reluctantly, I sat, smoothing my flowy black skirt beneath me.  “How do I fix this?” I whispered. “What do I do?”

She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her desk. “Look, Avery. Your column is good, and your advice is sweet, but hers is edgy and entertaining. You just have to be ...better. Spice up your column, add a little sass, make readers want to hear what you have to say.” 

Was my boss telling me to add a dose of bitchiness to my column?

When I’d gotten the job last year, Barb had given me the history of The Azalea Post. The lifestyle and entertainment paper had been established by her grandfather a few years after World War II ended. It wasn’t until college, when Barb had stumbled upon old copies of the paper that had snagged her interest had she wanted anything to do with her family’s legacy. 

“Your advice,” Barb had told me the day she hired me, “reminds me of the Resolutions from Ruth feature that was in my grandpa’s paper.  Your view is that sweet throwback this paper desperately needs.” 

Apparently, that sweet throwback had gone stale at an alarming speed. 

“Avery, are you paying attention to anything I’m saying?” Barb demanded.

I swallowed the tennis ball-sized lump lodged in my throat.  “Of course. And I apologize for my brief moment of insanity.” Barb smiled at me like I was a certified fool and clasped her hands together, patiently waiting for me to give her a play-by-play on how I could turn my sugary advice into something that was ... edgy and entertaining. Something that would get our site a gazillion hits overnight. 

Something that wasn’t my advice at all.

“I’ll do some research and see what the public is looking for, and I can revamp if necessary,” I promised, standing. I didn’t want to wait for her response. I wasn’t ready for more ultimatums or bad news. Reaching the door to her office, I grabbed the knob, took a deep breath, and then looked over my shoulder. “I’ll let you know what I come up with.”

Barb had returned her attention to her computer, but I noticed her dismissive smile. “You’re a brilliant young woman, Avery. I’m sure you’ll do just fine!” For a moment, I waited for the “Or else” but it never came, so I crept into the hall with my shoulders hunched like an admonished child leaving the principal’s office.

I headed back to my corner cubicle and plunked myself down in the chair. Turning off my screensaver—the not safe for work shirtless picture of Henry Cavill—I checked my email. After seeing that vomit-inducing blog, the full inbox was somewhat of a relief. My column was still a success. Just because some pseudo-advice giver had been twisting my work for the last few months for a website that catered to the miserable didn’t mean my career was over. 

Even so, I wanted to kick Amanda Truthslayer’s ass.

Pulling up her page on Snarkjunkies.com, I re-read her advice to my reader once again, and then compared it to my answer to the same question, which had been published three days ago.

Dear Confused,

I know that relationships can be difficult at first and they require a lot of change and compromise. I would say that maybe you should address these feelings with “Ed” and let him know how you feel. Sometimes guys, like girls, can feel torn or shy and they don’t want to put themselves out there for fear of being rejected. I wish you the best of luck and feel free to update us on any new developments.

Lots of love,

Avery

Beneath my answer, the number of hits on my own post curled my lips into a harsh frown. Thirty-five hundred. That wasn’t even a tenth of Amanda’s hits for this week’s bashing.

Crap. 

I couldn’t lose this job. I had just moved into my condo and bought a new car. I needed the income. But most of all, I liked my job. I loved giving advice. I’d been doing it for as long as I remembered, and I enjoyed the emotions that came with helping women feel empowered and confident in their relationships. For Amanda to do this to me—again—well, it was enough to knock me down a few notches. 

Disgusted at how easily a woman I didn’t even know had managed to shake me, I slammed my laptop shut and closed my eyes.

Massaging the bridge of my nose in a useless effort to ease my pounding headache, I checked the clock on my desk. One-fifteen. I’d already missed the first fifteen minutes of my lunch obsessing over Amanda Truthslayer. Sighing heavily, I shrugged on the purple cardigan hanging on the back of my chair, grabbed my oversized purse, and headed down the hall. I ignored the knowing looks of my coworkers who’d probably already read and shared a chuckle over Amanda’s post. To avoid any awkward conversations, I opted for the stairs instead of the elevator, taking them two at a time because I was so desperate to get outside. 

As soon as I exited the building, I stopped on the sidewalk and inhaled deeply. Even though it was the dead of winter, Charlotte was warm. It was a far cry from Grand Forks, the North Dakota town I’d grown up in.  

I first fell in love with Charlotte while attending Queens University, but it wasn’t until a year after I graduated—when I came back to visit my friend Tessa—that I decided to make it my home. Tessa had helped me get started with The Azalea Post when she’d introduced me to Barb, who was a friend of Tessa’s mother. I was beyond excited to move back to Charlotte and, up until a few months ago, this job had been everything I could ask for. The public—well most of them—had responded well to my advice. 

So who in the hell was Amanda Truthslayer anyway to downgrade my opinions? 

Shoving my hands into the shallow pockets of my cardigan, I walked slowly down the sidewalk, being careful not to get my stilettos stuck in the cracks as I made the six-block trek to the little café on East Trade Street. The place had the best milkshakes I’ve ever tasted, and this was definitely a sugary dairy kind of day. Screw the diet.

When Gabby, my favorite waitress, spotted me settling into a booth at the front of the shop, she bounced over, pen and pad in hand. “Told you resolutions were meant to be broken,” she teased, reminding me of my declaration that I was taking a break from their addictive shakes and fried pickles a few weeks ago. “I’ve missed seeing you around, Avery.”

“Yeah, I’ll give that resolution another go next year.” I shook my head when she offered me a menu. “Can I just get a blueberry shake?”

“You got it, babe.” She winked. “For what it’s worth, you so didn’t need that resolution. You’re gorgeous, girl!”

A flush crept across my skin. “Thanks.”

Alone again with my thoughts, I pulled out my phone and spent several agonizing minutes reading Amanda’s comment section. The “Truthslayer” was personally responding to some of her readers, whose feedback on her newest post ranged from smiley faces to “Amen” to several that were flat-out ridiculed by not only my reader but also my original advice.

Dejected, I slid my phone into my purse and waited for Gabby to return with my milkshake. The first few sips were painfully cold, but soon the blueberry goodness took over my senses, temporarily smothering all thoughts of the other advice column. Sighing, I glanced up at the television mounted over my booth. It was tuned to a Charlotte-based station, which was featuring a local success story. 

“... Earned his fortune in the mobile gaming market, but Max Bradbury has expanded his reach in a way that has the Internet abuzz,” the reporter said from where she stood in front of a massive slate-colored building. “Just last year, Bradbury Enterprises unleashed Snark Junkies. Max Bradbury boasts that this entertainment and social networking website allows content providers the freedom to speak their mind.” 

The logo for the website partly responsible for my blueberry milkshake binge flashed on the screen, and I gritted my teeth at the sight of the Snark Junkies dog—a smirking Siberian husky. 

Dear God, Amanda Truthslayer was everywhere today.

Glaring at the reporter as she praised Bradbury and his company, I made a mental note of the address on the building behind her. I’d mentioned going to the website’s headquarters before, but Barb had shot down the idea. She’d told me to leave the confrontation to her lawyers, but they weren’t exactly doing a great job getting through to Bradbury. At this point, I couldn’t see things getting any worse, so what did I have to lose by going to see him in person about Amanda and her posts? And besides, the fact the TV was tuned to a story about Snark Junkies was a sign I couldn’t ignore. 

Waving to catch Gabby’s attention, I motioned her over. 

“Just a sec,” she mouthed. While I waited for her to come to my table, I built myself up about confronting Bradbury. Regardless of whether or not my complaints bothered him, if his “content provider” could speak her mind, so could I. 

Stopping next to my booth, Gabby grinned. “Did you change your mind about the fried pickles?”

“Can I get the check, please?” I pointed to my shake. “And this in a to-go cup?” Glancing up at the Bradbury Enterprises employee being interviewed on screen, I stiffened my spine as she gushed about how awesome the company was. Yeah, awesome my ass. “I have an errand to run before I head back to the office.” 

Chapter Two

When the receptionist informed me that Max was out of the office for the rest of the day, I refused to lose my confidence. Determined to meet the man behind the rude website face-to-face, I left my condo earlier than usual the next morning and returned to the corporate park that housed Bradbury Enterprises. After the doorman let me pass, I stood in the corner of the elevator, breathing unevenly as I counted the floors to Max Bradbury’s office. 

One. Had I been this nervous yesterday? Two. Three. No, I hadn’t been, but what if he’s not here again? Or what if he just refuses to see me. Four. Not even twenty-four hours ago, the receptionist had looked at me like I was a shoe-in for the next Idiocracy movie when I had asked to see the CEO without an appointment. Five. If Barb found out I had visited Bradbury, she’d freak out. Six. Maybe, just maybe, I should take the elevator back down after it stopped. 

I stared at my reflection in the gleaming doors. In spite of my professional exterior—a black pea coat over a crisp tucked-in blouse and pinstripe pencil skirt, black pumps, and my simple but effective auburn up-do—the confidence I’d shown yesterday wavered. My hazel eyes were unsure, nervous.

Seven.

Eight.

Clenching my hands into fists, I released a deflated breath as the doors shuddered open. I crept from the corner and hovered my finger over the first floor button to take me back to the lobby. Just before I pushed it, the bottle blond receptionist from yesterday afternoon glanced up from her cherry red, U-shaped desk, simpered at me, and then went back to her call. 

You know what, screw leaving, I thought. 

I forced myself into the lobby of the CEO’s personal suite—which was surprisingly bright and cheery considering the nature of his website. The bold shades of red, yellow, green, and blue reminded me of the candy-coated color scheme of one of Bradbury Enterprises’ oldest and most popular games—which, to my embarrassment, I had on my phone and found myself playing in moments of extreme boredom. 

Stopping at the receptionist desk, I waited for her to finish her call, wringing my hands together so I wouldn’t gnaw anxiously on my nails. My focus drifted to the giant TV on the wall behind her. A trailer was playing, advertising the company’s newest mobile game—some epic fantasy that looked like a mishmash of World of Warcraft and Halo. A gun-toting elf pranced onto the screen, and I wrinkled my nose. 

Geez, no wonder Bradbury had decided to launch the Snark Junkies website. 

His games were ... well, his newest games looked just plain shitty.

“Hello,” the receptionist said loudly. Dragging my stare from the trailer, I took in her arched eyebrows and thinned lips. She tapped her fingernails on the glossy red surface of her desk. “Are you here to see Mr. Bradbury again?” I nodded, and she looked at her laptop screen before giving me a skeptical smile. “Do you actually have an appointment this time?” 

“No, but I’m hoping that he can fit me in.” Ah, there it was. The look that told me she thought I was an idiot. I released a heavy sigh and tilted my head to look at the glass nameplate on her desk. “Look, Deana, my name is Avery Collins, and I work for a local paper. I just need to speak to him for five minutes. I have an issue that I need sorted out—I swear it won’t take long.” 

Deana had stared at me for a few seconds before realization dawned and her eyes widened. “Ohhh, you’re that girl!” A grin the size of Texas spread across her face. I blinked. Did I even want to know what had been said about that girl—about me—in the Bradbury Enterprises offices? “Yes, I’m sure you would like to talk to him. I’ll see if he’s available.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

She typed something then closed her laptop. “You’re welcome to wait...” Her voice trailed off, but I followed her hand as she gestured to the adjoining waiting room. 

“Great!” I replied with lackluster enthusiasm.

“Coffee and donuts are on the counter; feel free to help yourself,” she called after me. I barely made it into the next room before I heard Deana say in a hushed voice, “Caitlin? Stop flirting with the sexy mail guy and listen to this! You will never guess who just stepped off the elevator and asked to see—”

Ugh. Was she serious with that crap?

I skulked over to the counter and made a cup of coffee, reluctantly bypassing the glazed donuts that seemed to be pleading with me from their pink and white box. Sitting on one of the most uncomfortable seats I’ve ever sat on—seriously, a jagged rock would have been more enjoyable than the blue chair that looked like it was a prop from Star Trek—I rolled my eyes at the sight of the receptionist snickering into the phone. 

“Did you see the one from the other day?” she whispered. “I about pissed myself at the mashed potatoes bit!”

Worst. Admin. Ever.

Ears burning, I glared at her darkly, but she must not have felt the radioactive heat from my eyes because she kept talking. About me. I sighed, took a sip of my coffee, and grabbed a magazine from the pile on the table beside my chair—the latest edition of Modern Gamer. I leafed through the magazine quickly, stopping every few pages if a beautifully illustrated game snagged my interest.  

I’d played video games only a handful of times in my life—Super Mario Brothers with the twins who grew up next door to me in North Dakota and later, one of the many Call of Duty games to impress a guy I dated in college (I sucked at it and kept getting knifed from behind by some middle school kids from Germany). The Wii my parents had gotten me for Christmas a couple of years ago was sadly neglected and used solely for streaming Netflix and YouTube. 

When I heard the elevator doors open, I glanced up from browsing through an article about an upcoming role-playing game, and then nearly dropped my coffee on my lap as the sexiest man I’d ever seen stepped into the lobby. Dressed casually in motorcycle boots, a heather blue tee, and jeans, he was at least six feet tall and toned. No, not just toned. 

Ripped. 

His physique reminded me of a professional soccer player’s—long and lean with just the right amount of muscle showing through his short-sleeve shirt—and his face brought to mind the lead from some superhero show my best friend was forever gushing about. I lifted my eyes higher to his flawless bronze complexion, disheveled brown hair, and light-colored eyes that crinkled at the corners when he grinned at the receptionist. 

Were they blue? Or green? I was too far away to tell, and craning my neck did nothing but make my shoulders hurt, but I wanted to know.

He stopped at the receptionist’s desk and handed her several large envelopes. Wanting to get a better look, I got up to throw my coffee cup in the bright red trash can by the waiting room entrance. They were talking in low voices—and the receptionist was busy batting her eyelashes and chewing on her bottom lip—so I took advantage of the opportunity and openly ogled him.

Hey, stop judging. You would’ve stared, too.

Was he the sexy mail guy Deana had told Caitlin to stop flirting with? If that were the case, I would’ve never answered the phone, much less listened to the receptionist drone on about Amanda Truthslayer’s bitchy blog post. I started to look away but then my eyes lowered to his butt.

Jesus. 

The man was not only ripped and gorgeous, but he had an ass that made me and my pitiful buns of flatness jealous. I silently thanked the designer who had made his jeans.

Deciding it was probably best to quit while I was ahead, I dropped the empty coffee cup in the trash can. The sound made him freeze and, instinctively, so did I. He turned away from the receptionist slowly until he was staring right at me. 

Blue.

I swallowed hard.  

His eyes were blue. Not just any blue, but midnight—a stormy shade that seemed even more startling thanks to his thick, dark lashes. My best friend Tessa had always said I was a sucker for eyes, and this guy was no exception. If anything, he exemplified why I was drawn to a man’s eyes. 

This one’s gaze, everything about him, was paralyzing.

Deana cleared her throat loudly, ruining the moment. She shot me a nasty look as he turned back around to face her. 

Mr. CEO really knew how to pick them.

With the guy’s attention on her again, I returned to my seat and pretended that Modern Gamer was as captivating as the newest issue of Cosmopolitan. I didn’t dare look up for fear of embarrassing myself, but when the receptionist called my name a couple of minutes later, I was disappointed to see that he was gone. 

The receptionist smirked as I approached her desk. “Mr. Bradbury’s office is the last door on the right.” She turned slightly, looking down the long hallway behind her desk. Clasping her hands together, she faced me with an arched eyebrow. “Good luck.”

About a million snippy retorts streamed through my head, but I held them all back as I walked toward Bradbury’s office. Since the door was wide open, I stepped inside. I briefly took in the office, which echoed the same theme as the rest of the floor. Bold colors, a big blue desk fit for a king with not one or two but three computers on it, and floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of the other office buildings situated around the business park. 

The office was also empty. 

“Mr. Bradbury?” I tiptoed to the center of the room, standing beneath a gigantic GAMER fluorescent sign that hung from the ceiling. Frowning, I crossed my arms over my chest and a thought struck me. Had the receptionist sent me back here just so she could laugh at me a little more? Hell, was Bradbury even coming into the office today? 

The sound of someone clearing their throat behind me cut through my thoughts like a knife. I turned around, and my pulse raced. Leaning a broad shoulder against the doorframe, the sexy guy from the receptionist’s desk stared back at me. “Can I help you?”

“What are you doing back here?” I asked. He lifted an eyebrow, crossed his shiver-inducing arms over his chest, and grinned broadly. When he simply stared at me, I felt like my heart dropped to the pit of my stomach. “Oh my God, you’re Max Bradbury.”

“In the flesh.” He approached me, turning my breath to puny little puffs at the scent of his cologne. He smelled good—fresh, subtle, and one hundred percent male. Whatever scent he’d rolled that insanely good-looking body around in, I wanted it all over my pillow and sheets and everywhere else. He stopped right in front of me, and I lifted my chin to stare up at him. “I have a meeting at ten, so let’s make this quick.” 

I couldn’t imagine the kind of meeting that would allow motorcycle boots and jeans, but hell, he was the boss. I nodded and held out my hand. “I’m Avery Collins. I work with—”

“The Azalea Post.” He flicked those dark blue eyes down at my outstretched fingers and then shoved his own hands into the front pockets of those epic jeans. Jerk. “I know exactly who you are. What I don’t know is what you need.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I wanted to discuss one of the columns on your Snark Junkies website.”

He rocked back, cocking his head to the side and giving me an excellent view of his smooth, broad chin. I gulped at his amused expression. “And by discuss, you mean you’re going to complain about one of our most popular content providers? You’re going to ask me to remove Amanda from my site because she hurt your feelings?”

I jabbed my tongue into my cheek. “I wouldn’t exactly say she hurt my feelings—just plagiarized my hard work.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I tilted my own head to one side. “But yes, I guess I am complaining.”

“Amanda published your column to our site and claimed it was her work?”

“No, but—”

He shook his head. “Not even once?”

“No, Mr. Bradbury, but she—”

“So this isn’t about plagiarism but about what I first suggested.” He smirked. “She hurt your feelings by shitting on your fairy tale and now you want to cry about it.”

My mouth fell open. What the hell was the matter with this guy?  “Excuse me?” I raged. He was so gorgeous that I should have known he’d be an absolute ass—I mean, the fact he started a website that was like Buzzfeed on a marathon bender should have been some inclination that Max Bradbury wasn’t exactly Prince Charming. “I’m not crying about anything, thank you very much. I’m trying to have an adult conversation.”

“Really?” He licked his lips. Oh God, he licked his lips. How was it possible that such a full, sexy mouth could spew so much sarcasm? I quickly jerked my focus back up to his deep blue eyes, but it was too late. The shit-eating grin that had taken over his strong features told me that he knew I was checking him out. 

“An adult conversation would’ve been you keeping your ass behind your desk and dealing with my content provider by modifying your own work. Not storming into my office and pointing fingers, expecting me to act as a guidance counselor. I’m not, Ms. Collins.”

“She’s ruining my career,” I said desperately through gritted teeth, hugging my arms more tightly around myself. “I’m sure the website is just some side project for you, but how would you feel if some game company did this to you? I’m sure you’d be furious.”

He shrugged. “Happens every day. So, we adapt.”

“By what? Creating games with AK-47 carrying elves?”

Snorting, he walked around me, the side of his body brushing mine. A jolt of energy pulsed through my body, and I swallowed the gasp that followed. “There’s a complaint box on the website. You’ll find it under the little link that says contact us,” he said. Pushing the brief moment of electricity from my mind, I whipped around to stare at him. 

“A complaint box,” I repeated in a monotone voice.

Stepping behind his desk, he nodded and opened the laptop closest to him. “Someone will respond within forty-eight hours.” He focused his attention on the screen, and my chest burned at his calculated dismissal. “Have a good day, Ms. Collins, and thanks for visiting us here at Bradbury Enterprises.”

-End Sample-
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