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AUTHOR’S NOTE

	 

	The Beginning Of Us serves as a prequel to the actual romance. This book is more than the love story within in, more than ColtonRiley or GraysonRiley. Or the love triangle.

	It’s about character's growth.

	It’s about learning to love yourself. It's about how you step out of the cage that restricts you.

	It’s about how the choices and decisions you make now is solely base on how your past has shaped you.

	It’s about anger, frustration, anxiety and bitterness.

	It’s about learning your self-worth.

	It’s about a journey of friendship, love, heartbreak and second chances.

	I've never written a book like this before.

	I’ve never written characters like Riley, Colton and Grayson before. But the moment I wrote their names on the pages of my book, I knew they needed their stories to be told.

	While you get to see the characters romancing each other, the “romantic content” is limited to the second half of the book and is not the focus of this story.

	You have to watch these characters grow, watch them fall in love and watch them sink into heartbreak.

	Colton, Riley and Grayson are so special to me.

	I hope you love this book as much as I do.

	 

	 

	
Content warning:

	 

	This story includes multiples scenes that readers might find triggering. Some chapters are written in explicit detail, and triggering themes include: 

	eating disorders, parental/physical/emotional abuse, parental death and foster care, sexual abuse, and drugs/substance abuse.

	If you find yourself uncomfortable reading such material, please proceed with caution.

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	Riley

	 

	The skies are empty, without any stars. And here I am, standing on a hill of misery of my own making. 

	The night is cold and it reminds me of how heartbreak feels. Because you see, the thing about love and heartbreak is that they are beyond similar, yet also dissimilar. They both collide into your life, so unexpectedly, it leaves you breathless. For two very different reasons. 

	Breathless in love.

	Breathless in agony. 

	It’s weird when I think about it now. 

	I fell in love when I was too young to understand what it really meant. The feeling that made me all giddy and fuzzy inside, had my stomach in permanent knots — but it was an exquisite feeling. 

	And then I was met with heartbreak: ugly and bitter.

	It was unexpected, just like when he came into my life. 

	But the thing about young love and first love is that you never truly forget it. He burrowed himself into my bones, into the marrow of me — even when I tried so hard to erase every part of him from my life. He was there, unwavering. Under my skin, huddled in a deep, dark corner of my heart.

	The second time I fell in love, it was just as unforeseen. He was everything that I knew was bad for me; yet, he was there. Like a shadow following me, like the starry sky holding the clouds away. He sheltered my soul from the storm of grief that threatened to consume my miserable life.

	All epic love stories have two things in common: havoc and anguish. They all need a catalyst of some sort.

	That catastrophic moment for me was when my first love and my second chance collided. Now, the three of us are entangled in a web of broken promises, unspoken vows and devastating oaths. 

	The thing about loving two men is that it will always end in… heartbreak and tragedy. Maybe for all of us. 
 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Riley — 16 years old (Sophomore year)

	 

	The moment Jasper rolls over, I practically jump off the bed and blindly grab for my jeans. This isn’t what I was expecting, or thought it would be like. 

	Every girl dreams for their first sexual experience to be romantic and special, right? Okay, fine. It doesn’t have to be romantic or special. Those things are reserved for books and movies, apparently. But at least the sex is supposed to make you feel good.

	This was just…disappointing and painful.

	“So, happy birthday?” Jasper says, his words laced with amusement. “Give me another minute, and I’ll be ready for another round.”

	Another round? What? It feels like my whole downstairs area is on fire, and he wants to go again?

	“I’m a little sore,” I respond begrudgingly. 

	He turns on his side, regarding me with a lewd smile. “Yeah? Well, the first time is supposed to hurt anyway.”

	It’s only supposed to hurt this much if I’m not fully prepared, which means that Jasper didn’t even bother making sure that I was ready for him. Sure, this was my first time, but I’m not completely uneducated on the matter. 

	I read romance books; I watch porn — so I knew what to expect. 

	My thighs rub together, and I wince at the painful twinge that comes with the friction. I so did not imagine my birthday sex would end up like this. Once I’m dressed, I grab my wallet and phone. “Do you mind driving me home?”

	His eyebrows furrow in confusion. “Home? I thought we were spending the day together.”

	Jasper convinced me to skip school today. It’s my first time missing class since the academic year started. But he coerced until I relented. It’s your birthday. I planned something special for you.

	His something special was this — bringing me to his parents’ cabin and birthday sex. Takin my virginity was his birthday present to me.

	It’s not like I was expecting roses or a cake; Jasper is not that type of romantic guy. But this has been underwhelming, to say the least. I missed my classes for shitty birthday sex.

	“Yeah, and the day is ending. I have to be home soon.” I exhale slowly, feeling another dull throb in the back of my head. This tells me that I need to get someplace quiet and dark, to ride out the dreadful storm in my brain. The pain would soon ebb into a lonely haze. Because my headache comes and goes. “You know the rules.”

	“Jesus, you’re sixteen now. Your curfew is still 7 p.m.?”

	Of course I still have curfew. I probably will for the rest of my life.

	Parenthood is the ultimate power trip for Thomas and Nora Johnson. They dictate every aspect of my life. What I eat, how I speak, who I talk to, how I dress, when I wake up, where I go, when I sleep. It’s a tight leash they have around my neck, and it’s something that I’ve involuntarily grown accustomed to.

	My lack of freedom. 

	The only reason they allow me to date Jasper is because his father is the Chief of Police. Thomas Johnson wants to have a connection in every corner of the state, maybe every corner of the damn country. Me dating Jasper benefits my dad, therefore, for once, I’m doing something right in my life.

	Something beneficial for the family, as my mother would put it. That’s the responsibility of a Johnson, as the only child of my parents: to be of use to them. 

	So, here I am.

	Giving Jasper the one thing he has been after since we started dating.

	My virginity. 

	To please him, to keep him around — so I can please my parents.

	“My mom is practically my manager. I’m a busy girl, what can I say?” I give Jasper my best pageant smile and my face almost cracks under the weight of it. “You will soon be dating Miss New York Teen USA. Having me as your girlfriend has its perks, doesn’t it?”

	Jasper makes a show of looking me up and down, but by his expression, I’m not sure if he is liking what he sees, or if he’s judging my body. Does he see my imperfections the way I do? “You’re so sure you’ll win?”

	“Of course I will.”

	I always win. It’s not arrogance; it's merely a fact.

	I have never lost any pageant, since I was one year old. My mother was a pageant queen, turned actress, and now a politician’s wife. She was the definition of a trophy wife when she got married to my father. Nora Johnson is obsessed with beauty and being the center of attention.

	When she started to lose the fame that came along with her beauty — I became the avenue to her obsession. 

	I rub my temple, where a headache is forming. “Are you going to drive me home or not?”

	“It’s not like I have a choice,” he grumbles under his breath. “You’re coming to the party tomorrow night, right? Don’t be a bore and cancel on me, Riley.”

	A birthday party that Jasper is throwing for me. Because his parents are out of town and he has the house to himself. The perfect opportunity to have a party. 

	“Yeah, I’ll be there. Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” I affirm, my voice filled with fake excitement. The smile is still plastered firmly on my face, and I worry it will crack any second now. The pain between my legs throbs insistently. “Let’s go?”

	 

	***

	 

	I wave at Jasper as he drives away, and the moment he is out of sight, I practically run inside. They say the person you love is supposed to bring you comfort, make you feel good and safe. But right now, I just want to wash him off my skin.

	His smell invades my nose and I want to gag. 

	So I guess this confirms it. 

	I don’t love Jasper. I never did. 

	Sure, I “liked” him enough to date him, but this can’t be love. This is not what I read in my books — the great feeling of love and adoration, and today confirmed it. 

	I don’t know if it was his lack of care toward me today, or him fulfilling his selfish needs, without making sure I was okay. But today has left me with more than one uncomfortable feeling. Jasper isn’t always attentive, but he is usually sweet. 

	The Jasper in the cabin was different. He was being extra-convincing, but the actions accompanying his words were completely different. Careless and unpleasant. Insensitive. 

	“Riley, your dinner is ready,” Miss Miller calls out from behind me, as I run up the stairs.

	Pausing on the last step, I turn around to face the housekeeper. “My parents—

	“They will be home late,” she answers stoically before I can even finish my sentence. Olivia Miller is a tall, middle-aged woman. Her reddish hair is piled up on top of her head, in a tight, sleek bun and her dress has no wrinkles. She is the perfect image of immaculate and flawless. She was forty-five when she first started working for us, and at first glance, I thought she was a sweet, kind woman. That impression barely lasted a week. Now, ten years later, I can reaffirm that Miss Miller is simply my mother’s shadow. Her smile is sweet, yet empty, but her eyes — it’s always been her eyes. They have no trace of warmth in them. 

	I nod. “I’ll have dinner in my room then.”

	I don’t wait for her answer before walking away. Once I'm in my room, I rush to the bathroom and lock the door behind me. I practically tear off my clothes, and in my haste, I stumble into the shower. The water is almost scolding, but I can’t bring myself to care.

	Scrubbing myself with urgency, I don’t stop until my skin is red and sensitive to touch. Then I wash between my legs, where I’m still sore and hurting. I stay under the spraying water until it turns cold, and only then do I shut it off and exit. 

	After toweling myself dry, I take a step toward my full-length mirror and step on the scale naked. I never weigh myself in clothes. I need the numbers to reflect exactly what I weigh, and clothes could potentially deceive that. My heart thuds in my chest, and my body quakes at the idea of looking down at the neon numbers on the glass scale. 

	It’s okay, I just have to look down. 

	My flesh rises with goosebumps as the cool air caresses my skin. 

	I can’t do it.

	Squeezing my eyes shut, I take a deep breath and hold it. My lungs expand, and I hold in my breath until dizziness fills my head, making me unsteady.

	Only when my body starts swaying do I exhale and then take another sharp inhale, practically thirsting for oxygen. 

	I cautiously peek down, and the numbers on the scale have me choking back a sob. 

	No.

	How is this possible?

	Tears fill my vision, but I keep staring at the numbers until I can’t see them anymore. How did I gain two pounds in a day? I barely even had two bites of food yesterday. I haven’t eaten anything today either. 

	How? HOW?

	Two pounds is too much. No, half a pound is already too many. I’m supposed to lose weight, not gain. I’m supposed to be the perfect weight for the pageant this summer.

	My mother always said that people don’t see what’s on the inside. 

	They only see the outside, the image of us and what we present ourselves to be. We are heavily analyzed by our words, the shape and size of our bodies. We are judged, scrutinized, and dissected. We are nothing short of animals in a lab. It’s simply human nature, isn’t it?

	Our value is solely based on what people see. 

	And what do they see?

	The vessel that carries us, the body that breathes, the shell that walks. 

	That is what they see and this is my value.

	Somewhere in the back of my head, I recognize how wrong this is. But I am consumed with my obsession — to be perfect. To look perfect.

	I am my mother’s daughter, after all. People look at me, and they see someone in control. The personification of beauty and apparently that makes me worthy. 

	This is my value.

	My eyes catch the reflection in the mirror. My reflection — my pale body. Am I bloated? My stomach looks slightly distended. My waist is bigger, and my thighs appear thicker than yesterday. And my breasts. They are not perky — no, my boobs are too large, too heavy, and the slopes are disproportionate. There’s nothing attractive about my body. 

	My flaws glare back at me through the mirror, and I fight back a gag, the feeling of pure disgust coursing through me. 

	What is wrong with me? Am I not exercising enough? Not purging enough? Am I not controlling my urges enough? 

	What people see is the perfect facade I’m showing them. A pretty illusion of what Riley Johnson is. In reality, my value is that of a disintegrating butterfly. Worthless and grotesque.

	My body is a sinking ship, and I am drowning in the wreckage of it. 

	I step off the scale, avoiding the mirror. I mechanically get dressed and walk back into my bedroom to find a tray of food on my nightstand. A tray of perfect portions of food. With exact calories and proteins that my mother instructed Miss Miller to give me. My mother controls every bite of food that I take — or so she thinks. 

	In goading silence, I shove the food in my mouth. Knowing exactly what I will be doing afterward. The laxatives in my nightstand are practically mocking me. I barely taste the food, barely chew, just forcing everything down my throat with the help of water. Once my tray is clear, I grab the small bottle of pills from my nightstand and find my way to the bathroom. 

	This is my value. 

	Worthless and grotesque.

	


















 

	


CHAPTER TWO

	Grayson — 15 years old (Freshman year)

	Naomi pads barefoot around the living room, gathering her multicolor hair ties as she goes before coming back to me and dropping them into my lap. 

	I grin, knowing exactly what she’s trying to tell me, without actually saying the words. “You want your hair done?”

	She nods, a smile playing across her lips. “What kind of braids do you want?”

	My heart thuds in my chest, as I wait anxiously for her response. Just a word, sweetheart. One word, that’s all I’m asking. 

	She looks over my shoulder, avoiding my eyes. And then her gaze falls to our mother, who is sleeping on the bed in the corner of the trailer. Noami looks back at me, fidgeting with the pink hair tie in her hand. 

	Speak to me, please.

	A minute passes, and when she remains consistently silent, I realize that maybe today is not the day I’ll hear her voice. She continues to fidget with the hair tie, but her movement is more agitated now. Her lips twist grumpily and she stares at me, her eyebrows furrow with great impatience.

	“You won’t speak to me, huh?” I ask, as a prompt. She only has to say the word “no” and that will be more than enough for the rest of my miserable life. 

	She pushes her hand forward, waving her hair tie in my face. As in to ask, “Are you going to do my braids or no?”

	Such an impatient, sassy little thing. 

	“Come here. I’m ever at your service, Your Highness.” I pat the spot in front of my crossed legs, and wait for her to sit down. Once she is tucked against my legs, I hand her Mr. Snuggles, the teddy bear. Mr. Snuggles was mine when I was her age. And it was my first present to Naomi when she was born. The only real ‘present’ I could ever give her. The teddy bear has been washed countless times now, and the color has faded to something dull and lifeless. But Naomi is super attached to it. I don’t have the heart to take it away, and I don’t think I’ll be able to afford to buy her another.

	Naomi gives me a little excited wiggle, signaling me to start. “Yes, yes. Patience is a virtue, Your Majesty.”

	There’s a breathy laughter from my sister, and my heart expands ten times bigger. Goddamn it, I love her little giggles. I want to bottle them up and keep them somewhere safe.

	I grab the wide-toothed hair comb and start on the top of her head. Her hair feels like fluffy cotton: thick and soft. Naomi was born with a head full of beautiful black hair, and as she grew, so did her hair. There are no defined curled patterns; it’s just fluff everywhere. 

	While my mother used to say that I’m a perfect mix of her and my father, Naomi is a carbon copy of our mother. With her round face, rich cinnamon skin and her dark hair. She even has our mother’s nose and eyebrows. But her eyes — she got her silver-blue eyes from our father. 

	A father she has never met. 

	But I don’t think she cares or feels his loss. Naomi has me…and for a while, I think that’s enough for her. 

	She has seen pictures of him, photo frames that are now lost somewhere in the small living space. The last time I saw my father, Naomi was two months old. That was four years ago. He’s never been around much since I was a kid, but this has been the longest stretch since he disappeared. 

	I comb through Naomi’s hair, carefully detangling any knots I find. There is so much hair, sometimes I don’t know what to do with all these beautiful curls.

	After combing through the strands, I reach for the spray bottle, but Naomi is already grabbing it and handing it to me. “Why thank you, little Miss Helper.”

	I can’t see her expression, but I know my sister is preening at the praise. She loves compliments, as much as she loves marshmallows. 

	In the bottle, I mixed water, conditioner, and coconut oil together. It’s like a natural styling spray and damn, it saved my struggling ass many times. What do I know about styling little girls’ hair? Not much. But I’m learning. 

	Especially with a demanding princess like my baby sister. She keeps me on my toes, wanting new hairstyles every now and then. And I can’t say no to a pouty Naomi. 

	Naomi is four years old, and she has never spoken a word to us. I would have thought she was mute, if I hadn’t caught her speaking quietly to her dolls one day. It was a one-time thing, though, and it never happened again. But it was enough to let me know that my sister can speak. She just chooses not to.

	So, every day, I try to get her to speak. Whether it’s striking up random conversations, or bribing her with marshmallows. For some reason, Naomi thinks she can’t speak in front of me or our mother. 

	“I’ll do two pigtails today, okay?”

	She nods silently, and I continue with my task. Naomi opens her storybook over her lap and after scanning over the pictures and words, she turns the page. “Do you want me to read you the story?”

	She lets out a quiet exhale, which only I know is a happy sigh in her language. She goes back to the first page, and I start with the story, while continuing to style her hair.

	I don’t have to look at the pages. I have the story memorized by heart, since I’ve been reading it to her since she was a year old. The Princess and the Pea. It’s her favorite story, along with The Little Mermaid.

	They were her bedtime stories, as she cried through the night, and the only thing that ever soothed her was me reading to her. Our mother once said that Naomi must have found my voice calming. I like that idea.

	I like knowing that I can soothe her — when our mother won’t.

	Not because she can’t.

	It’s because she won’t bother trying.

	My gaze moves to her sleeping form, a few feet away from us. She’s facing the other side, where the twin mattress is pushed up against the wall. Mothers are supposed to be nurturing, the source of love and affection for their children. Hadley Avery is none of those. 

	 

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake, make her stop!”

	I bounce my baby sister in my arms, trying to get her to stop crying. She’s been in tears and screaming at the top of her lungs for hours now, and nothing will make her stop. I changed her diaper, offered her milk, tried to put her to sleep — but she just won’t stop crying.

	“She might be in pain,” I whisper, absolutely terrified at just the thought of Naomi hurting and the fact that I can’t help her. I’m her older brother; I’m supposed to fulfill her needs. I always have—

	But right now…

	I don’t know what to do.

	“No!” Our mother growls, stalking across the room of our very small living space. She rummages through our clothes, but I’m barely paying attention to her. “She’s just a fucking brat!”

	I have Naomi in the crook of my arm, holding her firmly to my chest. Her tiny face is scrunched up, her lips pursed in a forceful cry. “She’s only seven months old,” I say, defensively. 

	Our mother huffs impatiently, and then walks back to the mattress. She lifts it up, makes an outraged sound in the back of her throat before dropping the mattress down again. She’s done this three times already, and I have an awful feeling that I know what she’s looking for. 

	Her fists are clenched, and I can see the visible furious lines of her rigid body. 

	My fingers brush against Naomi’s cheek, and I swipe away her tears. She looks up at me, her dark eyes blinking tearfully. She hiccups back a sob, and I swear it breaks my heart seeing her like this.

	“What are you looking for?” 

	“The money I kept under the mattress.”

	Time to rip off the band aid. “I needed it to buy her milk.”

	“That was my last stash,” my mother hisses, her eyes dark and wild. Crazed. “I needed that money, you complete fool!”

	Naomi needs it more, but I choose not to say those words out loud. 

	I know when to keep silent.

	Aggression rolls off her in waves, as she runs her fingers through the hair. I’m afraid she’s going to yank it out. “I should have gotten rid of her when I had the chance,” she mutters under her breath, and it feels like I’ve been punched in the gut. “Now, it’s just another useless mouth to feed.”

	What?

	My arm tightens around Naomi. 

	I must have misheard my mother. 

	She’s not affectionate, and can be mean sometimes. But she’s not cruel. These words can’t belong to her. I don’t believe the cruelty in them. 

	Naomi cries harder. 

	My chest tightens painfully.

	I think… 

	I’m going to be sick.

	“Make her stop!” my mother screams. 

	I lurch forward, my feet moving before I can stop myself. Running out of the trailer, the door slams behind me, but I don’t stop running until I’m far enough, away from the trailer, until my lungs burn and my body tires.

	Naomi is quiet in my arms, and I bring her closer to my face, holding her wet cheek against mine. “I have you. I promise, I got you.”

	I’ll never let her go.

	Never. 

	 

	I think I remember a time when she was a good mother — caring and protective, sweet and patient. But maybe that time was just an illusion I created in my head.

	Once I’m done with Naomi’s hair, I give her a pat on the head. “Okay, done. Stand up and let me see.”

	She does so, and gives me an extra happy twirl. Her two pigtails are slightly sloppy, but I think she looks even cuter with them.

	Naomi raises her arms over her head, and her round little belly pokes out from under her shirt. A shirt that’s too small for her now. I make a mental note to make a run to the thrift store tomorrow. I should be able to find something cheap. 

	I look down at my own faded shirt. The kids at school mock me — trailer trash, they’d say, snickering as I walk by — but I’m used to it now. Opinions of strangers don’t affect me anymore. I only care what my sister thinks of me and to her — I’m the slayer of dragons. 

	It’s the only thing that matters.

	I know I can’t afford to get both of us clothes. Not with the little money I get from working part-time at the junkyard. Kenan doesn’t pay me that much. What I get is barely enough to feed us bread and cheese. I’ve made sure to carefully hide the money from my mother. 

	“You look like a princess,” I praise, and Naomi’s little face instantly lights up. I swear I’d burn the world down for that innocent smile. 

	When I stand up, she rushes over to me and wraps her arms around my waist. My throat closes up, emotions clogging my senses. 

	Sometimes I wonder why I was given such a cursed, worthless life.

	Sometimes I think it’d be so much easier if I ran away.

	But Naomi is here. 

	So I can’t leave this place behind.

	We share the same parents and experiences. But the thread that binds us goes beyond our shared blood. It’s her innocent adoration for me and my utter devotion to her that keeps us linked. Our lives are interwoven in the most sacred of ways — the innocent bond of siblings. 

	The greatest gift our parents gave us is each other.

	And as long as she is with me, I’m not lonely. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	Colton — 15 years old (Freshman year)

	The cheers of the crowd vibrate through my body, igniting my adrenaline, but my head is not here. My gaze keeps moving to the bleachers, where Cole is sitting in the crowd. I can’t see him from this distance, but I know exactly where he’s sitting. Second row, two seats from the left. I can feel his eyes on me, burning through my football uniform and my helmet. 

	He should have been here. 

	On the field, with us — his team. 

	He was our trusted wide receiver, a savage on the field and probably one of the best. Definitely better than me. I enjoy playing football, but Cole breathes life into this sport. 

	But he can’t play tonight.

	He won’t ever play again.

	Not with his limp. 

	The bones in his right leg shattered in three different places. He took off his cast a month ago, and after some physical therapy, he’s able to walk now. But he has a limp and he’ll never be able to get on the field again.

	His football career is over before it could even really begin. 

	I trip over my own feet and one of Hallows High’s players tackles me to the ground. My head smacks onto it and if it isn’t for my helmet, I’d probably end up with a concussion. I hear a whistle and the opponent moves off me, and even though I can’t see it, I know he’s smirking as he swaggers away. Asshole.

	Maddox, our infamous quarterback, jogs over to me, and he slaps me on the back. “Get your head in the game, Colton.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, chewing on my mouthguard. 

	Sometimes I wonder if Cole wishes it was me. If he is ever angry, or envious, that I get to play football and he has to sit on the bleachers and watch. Does he hate me for it?

	But Cole is the good brother, the one with a soft heart. He’d never think that. 

	Frustration clogs my veins when I miss another chance at a touchdown, the ball ending on the sideline. Fuuuck.

	I hear the half-time whistle, and then Coach is summoning the team his way. I swagger over to him, taking my sweet-ass time to join the rest of the team and making me the last one to enter the locker room. I shoulder past Maddox, who’s blocking the entrance with his body. He spears me with a dark, confused look. I know he’s pissed at me, for potentially ruining the game for the team. For him.

	Like Cole, football is his life.

	The only thing he has going for him. The only thing that truly matters to Maddox Coulter. He doesn’t give a shit about any girl, or the money in his back account, or the fame that comes with being a Coulter. He only cares about football.

	My best buddy can’t read my mind, but he knows something is up. If there’s another person who gets me after Cole, it’s Maddox. I guess you could say, we’re the same peas in a pod. We have everything we could ask for — money, chicks, fame. But we bonded over the fact that we both live to piss off our parents. It’s probably the only reason we’re even friends in the first place. 

	We understand each other.

	So, I have his back. And he has mine. 

	“What is wrong with you, Bennett?” Coach Reagan practically roars in my face when I’m close enough to him. 

	I rock back and forth on my heels. “I only missed a touchdown, relax. We’re still leading.”

	“You missed two touchdowns,” he snarls, his face red and veins bulging in his neck. Oh yeah, he’s pissed. “And you missed three passes. That ball hit you right in the damn chest and you let it drop like a hot potato!”

	Jesus Christ, why is he turning this into a huge deal? It’s not like we’re losing the game. Our opponent, Hallow High, is nothing up against our team. We’re going to win our first game, even if I’m fucking up all over the field.

	Coach gets right in my face, and I meet his eyes. I don’t back down or cower at his glare. “You either focus, or I bench you for the rest of the season,” he threatens, his voice low and dark. 

	Yeah, he won’t do that.

	His glare sharpens when I scoff. “You think I’m bluffing, boy?”

	I simply shrug. He knows I’m good, an asset to the team. My nonchalant response is only pissing him off more and I can’t help but grin. Apparently, angering people has been my favorite hobby lately. “You lose my game, and I’ll make sure you say goodbye to your future football career, Bennett.”

	Maddox grabs me by the collar and pulls me back. “Sorry, Coach. He’ll focus now.” I lower myself onto the bench and stretch my legs out in front of me. “You will, Colton. Won’t you?”

	Maddox’s shadowed gaze is imploring. Don’t fuck this up, he’s trying to silently tell me.

	I release a deep breath and then nod. “Yeah, okay. I lost focus for a minute there. I’m sorry, Coach.”

	Coach glares one more time at us before stalking away. I tear off my helmet as Maddox sits down beside me. He quietly hands me a bottle of water and I take it. Chugging half of the bottle, I close my eyes and inhale. Then exhale another deep breath.

	“Are you going to say something to me?” I ask, keeping my eyes closed.

	Maddox chuckles drily. “I would talk if I thought you’d listen. But I have a feeling I’m only going to waste my breath right now.”

	“We’re still winning the game,” I complain, almost petulantly. “I don’t understand why Coach has to chew my ass out like that.”

	“You know damn well why he’s mad.” Maddox knocks the back of my head with his fist. It’s both playful and a warning. “Don’t be a little shithead. This is not like you.”

	“You focus, and we win the game. Then, we party.” Maddox stands up, pushing his messy hair back into a sloppy man bun. And then he puts his helmet back on. 

	I roll my eyes. “By party, you mean—

	“Pussy.” Maddox winks. 

	I ignore the way my stomach revolts at the idea. Giving my best friend the smirk he expects, I follow him out of the locker room and back on the field. 

	 

	***

	 

	The moment I get home, I know something is wrong. It’s late, almost midnight, but the lights are still on. I bite back a curse. 

	I guess Coach called my father already. He probably enjoyed ratting my ass out to Daddy Dearest. Fuck.

	Maybe if I sneak back out, I’ll avoid the drama tonight. But it’s too late. He already knows I’m home. In my peripheral vision, I see his shadow looming at the top of the stairs. “In my office, now.” His voice is cold and furious.

	Irritation bubbles through me. But fear also accompanies it. I hope Cole is already sleeping. I don’t want him to hear what’s about to go down tonight. My fists clench in apprehension. Jesus Christ, I really fucking hope Cole is asleep. 

	He doesn’t need to see any more of this. 

	I drop my bags in the foyer and walk up the stairs. My muscles are sore from the game tonight. And even though we won, my focus didn’t get better during the last half of the game. Coach was so pissed, I think he blew a blood vessel. Maddox was annoyed, but he didn’t chew my ass out. 

	I wasn’t even in the mood to party tonight. Cole left as soon as the game ended. He didn’t even bother waiting for me. I was going to suggest he come to the bonfire party tonight, like always. Like how it’s always been before the accident. Maybe a change of scenery would do him good, but he disappeared as soon as the crowd started cheering for Berkshire’s victory. 

	I know he still mourns for Josie. But it’s more than that.

	He also mourns for his lost football career. 

	He mourns for his leg…and the limp that will accompany him for the rest of his life. He mourns for what could have been and what it is now. 

	Even as his twin, I can’t do anything to pacify my brother. Fuck, he barely even talks to me anymore. He’s just there…a walking shell, a living corpse. 

	I enter my father’s office, and my breath expels out of me in a loud whoosh. Cole is inside, sitting on the couch. He’s gripping the armrest so tightly, his knuckles are white. 

	Sienna is also there, leaning against the shelves in her robe. The belt is undone, and her maroon silky night dress peeks out from underneath. She’s still got a face full of makeup and her hair is nicely styled. This only means one thing, and my heart dips in the pit of my stomach. 

	I close the door behind me. Cole is staring at the ground; his body so tense I can see the rigid outline of his muscles through his shirt. My father pours himself a glass of whiskey and he takes a slow sip, his gaze on me. He watches me closely, taking his sweet time with his drink. 

	He does this often. It’s a show of power, a way to drag out the suspense, to remind me that he’s in control and that I should be cowering. His face is cold, devoid of any gentle expressions. As if he was cut from stone then put perfectly together, resembling a human. But he’s only perfect on the outside. On the inside, he’s hollow. Empty and dead. 

	I don’t bother sitting down next to Cole. I stay standing by the door, and wait for my father’s verdict. Henry Bennett is, after all, judge, jury and executioner. And he likes to remind us of that quite often.

	He takes one last sip of his whiskey, and then finally speaks. “I got two phone calls today.”

	Just get to the point, do what you have to do and let me get some fucking sleep.

	“Your guidance counselor called.” 

	Mrs. Hudson is a goddamn traitor. She told me she’d give me another chance to make progress before calling my parents. But I guess not. She had to rat me out. 

	“You’re failing two classes,” my father continues, stoically, “and then surprise, surprise. Your coach called. He’s benching you for the rest of the season.”

	Fuck.

	I should have seen this coming. 

	But I thought Coach Reagan was a pussy. Thought he was only bluffing when he threatened me. I was wrong. Again.

	“Do you know how embarrassing it was to take those calls?” He grits out, taking a threatening step toward me. “My son, a Bennett, is failing two classes at Berkshire Academy, and he’ll be sitting on his ass while his team is going to be on the field. Winning games that you will not be part of.”

	He places his glass on his desk. “I keep waiting for the moment you’ll prove that you are, indeed, my son, but you just keep on disappointing me, Colton.”

	You’re a disappointment, Colton.

	You a worthless piece of shit.

	Are you even my son?

	His words echo in my ears. I’ve grown used to hearing them over the last few years, but after the accident, it seems Henry Bennett has reached the end of his ropes. 

	I am his loser son, and sometimes, I wonder if he’ll just kill me in my sleep. 

	It’ll probably be easier for him. To deal with my death rather than having me be an embarrassment to him on a regular basis. 

	“All I have ever asked of you two is to continue my legacy.” His eyes darken. “My sons can’t be failures. Is that too much to ask?”

	I hold his gaze, keeping my back straight. Unease creeps through me, because I know what’s coming, but I push it all down. Into a dark abyss, where no one can see it. 

	His hand goes to his belt and my jaw clenches. Sienna pushes herself away from the shelves and her fingers brush against my father’s shoulder. “Do you have to do this tonight? We can finish talking about this tomorrow,” she says, her voice a soft rumble. “The boys must be tired tonight.”

	My father’s eyes flash darkly. “No, he needs to learn. They both do. He keeps disappointing me, over and over again. It’s always the same fucking shit with this boy.”

	He aggressively pulls his belt from the loops of his pants and folds it in half. “Take your shirt off, Colton,” he spits out. 

	I’m well-acquainted with pain and what’s going to happen next. I take my shirt off and kneel in the middle of his office. The floors are new and shiny, completely spotless, not even a speck of dust. Everything has to be perfect in Henry Bennett’s home — in his life. Nothing is out of place; nothing is unruly, and no one disobeys him.

	Cole inhales a sharp breath and I hate the way he’s being forced to watch this. Knowing that I was in his place before. When he used to cover up for me and take the beating to pacify our father.

	The first lash of the belt has me flinching, as pain ripples through me. My back strains when the second lash falls, hitting in the same exact spot as before.

	SMACK. SMACK. SMACK.

	My jaw tightens, and I hold my breath, waiting for the next one. Somehow, I’ve grown accustomed to physical pain, but it’s the humiliation that follows that has me defeated.

	“You ruined your brother’s chance at a football career,” my father roars, his voice shaking with fury. “Look at him. Look at what you’ve done. He’s a cripple! But that wasn’t enough. You have to continue fucking up our name and prestige. My dignity!”

	The sharp blow of the belt keeps raining down my back without mercy, and my muscles twitch with each hit. My gaze drops low, and I start counting the lines in the hardwood flooring. One. Two. Three. Four.

	The belt strikes my back again. “You are so worthless, even I am embarrassed to call you my son.”

	Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

	My back burns, and the pain is so intense, I can barely breathe at one point, but I keep counting. Some lines are straight, but there are a few that are curved. I recognize each line; I have them memorized. Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. 

	“You have everything, but you’re still an ungrateful piece of shit!”

	I have nothing.

	Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. 

	“You would have been a nobody if my name was not attached to you!”

	I am a nobody. 

	Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

	I bite my tongue until the metallic taste of blood fills my mouth. My fingers clench into fists as I force myself to stay in place, holding myself off the floor. The leather belt continues striking my back, until my agony morphs into resentment. 

	I don’t know how long he keeps going for, but eventually, the beating stops. Two hundred and fifty-two. That’s how many lines I was able to count. 

	My father’s breathing is ragged and I hear him buckle his belt again. My body is tense, but my insides are shaking so much, I feel like I’m going to retch all over his polished floors.

	“Get him out of my sight,” my father sneers, his voice filled with unadulterated hate. 

	Cole rushes to stand up, and I see him reaching for me, but I shake my head sharply. No.

	I force myself to my feet and straighten my back. Pain digs under my flesh, but it’s a companion that I welcome with open arms. The pain reminds me that I’m at least still alive. Still breathing. 

	Sienna is standing by the shelves again; her face is expressionless. Sometimes she reminds me of an unfeeling mannequin. 

	I pull my shirt back over my head before walking out of my father’s office. The door closes behind me with a soft click and I inhale a shuddering breath.

	The flesh on my back feels like it has been torn and shred open with a decaying knife. By the time I make it to my room, my feet are dragging behind me before I fall into my bed. 

	Burying my face into my pillow, I let out a silent, hollow scream. Hate and misery claw under my skin and dig into the marrow of me. 

	I haven’t moved yet when my door opens and then closes again. My bed dips under a heavy weight. “I’m going to tell him the truth,” Cole finally speaks, after a long minute of silence. 

	“No,” I deadpan.

	“He thinks the accident is your fault. But it’s all lies!”

	Lifting my head from the pillow, I look at my twin. He has his face in his hands, and I hear a muffled cry. “It’s not fair that you have to take all the blame. I hate that you won’t let me tell him the truth.”

	The plan was to completely hide the accident from my father. He was out of the country for two weeks, and we thought it’d be enough time for us to heal. And we would come up with a lame excuse for Cole’s broken leg and the plaster. 

	But when Cole’s injuries turned out to be more severe than expected…and with his limp, we had to quickly come up with a story while still covering up the truth. Sienna is the mastermind behind our lies. She said she’d protect us — to leave everything in her hands, even handling my father and his anger.

	So, Cole and I went along with whatever lies she told our father. 

	I drove the car. We hit a tree because I was stupidly speeding.

	I caused the accident that left Cole with a shattered leg. 

	I am the reason why Cole’s life is ruined. 

	Our father doesn’t know about Josie. Or how she died. He doesn’t know about the other car, the other victim. 

	Who turned out to be the mayor’s daughter. He doesn’t know that it was our car that killed her. No one knows — except me, Cole and Sienna. 

	It’s a truth we will take to our grave. 

	My twin brother rubs his face tiredly. “Why are we even lying?”

	“Because if the truth comes out, our reputation will be ruined.”

	“We already are ruined.” He laughs humorlessly. “Look at us, Colton!”

	“And if Dad finds out the truth, he’ll probably kill us in anger.”

	Cole goes silent at my words. Only he and I know what our father is truly capable of.

	He is a murderer. 

	He killed our mother.

	Violently pushed her down the stairs, and then cried over her dead body as if he didn’t just kill her himself. Cole and I saw. We heard it when her neck snapped.

	I still remember that day as if it was yesterday. I can still hear their arguing, echoing in my ears, her screaming at my father for being a “heartless bastard” and him calling her a “cheating whore.”

	And I can still hear his fake crying as the cops stormed in. How he manipulated them and how they believed his lies when he told them she slipped down the stairs.

	That day, he hissed in our faces, practically spitting in fury as he told us to stay quiet, to not say anything to the cops or we would end up just like our mother. 

	So a terrified eight-year-old Cole and Colton obeyed. 

	Many times I’ve wanted to tell the truth. I remember the kind eyes of the officer as he asked me questions, and I wanted to tell him. The words were right on my lips…but I just couldn’t.

	I kept my mouth shut and allowed my father to get away with his lies.

	And in doing so, Cole and I became his unwilling victims. 

	He is a heartless bastard, just like our mother called him.

	But she paid the ultimate price and left us behind. In the lair of the devil. For him to use as his pawns. We were an outlet for his hatred and frustration.

	Cole and I are simply puppets to our father.

	“You remember what he did to Mom,” I remind my brother. “We know what he’s capable of.”

	Cole runs his fingers through his shaggy hair. “Sometimes I wonder if it’d be better off if we were dead. If we had died along with Mom. Maybe death would have been a better ending for us.”

	I snap up and clasp my brother by his shoulders, shaking him. “Don’t you ever dare say that again!” I say, choking on my words. “I need you alive, Cole. We survive, that’s what we do.”

	“But I can’t watch you take a beating for me. I won’t. I can’t.”

	“You’ve done it for me before. Many times.” I try to smile, in a way that will calm my brother. But I can’t even fake it for him. My smile shakes and he sees it. “When I was sneaking out and you’d take the fall for me. You’ve always protected me from our father’s wrath because you knew he’d go easier on you than me.”

	He shakes his head. “No, it’s not the same. He wasn’t this cruel before.”

	“Cole,” I say, my hand still on his shoulder. He lifts his eyes to mine, and it’s like I’m staring into the mirror. He’s a reflection of myself. “You’ve always played the role of the good brother. But don’t forget, I’m older than you by four minutes. Let me do the protecting this time. Let me be the older brother you need. I got this and I got you.”

	Cole is quiet for a long minute, before he reluctantly nods. He chews on his lip, and then gestures to my bruised, welted back. “Does it hurt?”

	“No.”

	He laughs quietly. “Liar.”

	I smile, before admitting the truth. “It hurts like hell.”

	But we survive — because that’s what we do.

	We will always survive.

	 


I can still hear Cole and Josie’s cries echoing in my ears. Fuck, I don’t think I’ll ever forget those horrified and haunted screams as the car drove into us. Or maybe we drove into the other car. 

	I blink, forcing myself to breathe. My lungs contract with such a force that I’m afraid they will fold in on themselves and my vision blurs. 

	I wish I could pretend everything is just a bad nightmare, but the pain in the back of my skull cruelly reminds me that it is real. My head feels like it is on the brink of exploding, the pain insistent and fierce. But I know it’s nothing compared to what Cole’s going through.

	I heard the doctors talking.

	Badly broken arm, three fractured ribs and a possible fractured skull. 

	My only consolation is that he’s passed out, so maybe he’s not in pain right now. 

	As for me, somehow, I’m okay. 

	Physically, I guess.

	I don’t think anything is broken; except, my fucking head hurts like hell. But I’m the only one who walked away fine from the accident.

	Josie… 

	I lick my lips and swallow down the acidic bile before I gag on it. Shit, I’m going to be sick. Why wasn’t she wearing a seat belt? Fuck. 

	I close my eyes, but there’s no escaping the bloody images of her. Her mangled body and swollen, disfigured face. The force of the impact had sent her flying through the windshield. I heard her petrified screams, and then complete silence. 

	Josie’s dead.

	We killed her. 

	I don’t know, I can’t remember everything clearly. It all happened so fast. But I know one thing for sure, we shouldn’t have let Josie drive. 

	 

	“I’m not drunk,” she argues. “I only had like two drinks. Maybe just a little tipsy.”

	Cole shakes his head, reaching for the steering wheel. “Just stop the car, Josie. Let me drive.”

	“You don’t even have a license.” She laughs, but there’s something off about it. Shit, Cole is right. But neither of us have our license yet. Cole would say this is the advantage of having an older girlfriend. Josie is sixteen; she just got her driver’s permit. But she definitely shouldn’t be driving right now. 

	“Stop. The. Car.”

	Josie looks back at me through the rearview mirror. “Colton, talk some sense into your brother.”

	“Cole is right,” I finally say, “stop on the side of the road. I’ll call Sienna and have her come and pick us up.”

	“Oh c’mon. I thought you were the fun twin, Colton,” she practically croons. 

	“Josie!” Cole bellows. “NO!”

	Before I can process what’s happening, I hear her horrified screams. 

	My brother calling out his girlfriend’s name in panic. The screech of tires. The feeling of being airborne. The sound of crushing glass and the distinct cracking of bones breaking. 

	Cole says my name. I have a vision of him reaching out to me.

	Pain comes next…

	Before the world goes black.

	 

	Cole didn’t want to go to the party. But after Maddox bailed on me at the last minute, I convinced Cole to go. Then Josie joined us, because she never says no to a party. 

	Now I wish we had never sneaked out. 

	This is my fault.

	It’s my fault Josie is dead.

	It’s my fault Cole is now in critical condition.

	And what if he doesn’t make it?

	No.

	No, that can’t happen.

	He’s my twin. I can’t lose him. 

	I can’t…lose him.

	Cole always has my back. Maddox is my best friend, but Cole…he knows me. I thought it was always annoying how he could so easily read my every thought, but it’s a gift as much as it’s a curse. 

	They say every twin comes as a pair – an angel and a devil. 

	Cole is the good one. The mature, smart and responsible twin. 

	He has a possible football career ahead of him. Cole is a fucking genius. 

	I’m the fuck-up. The mistake, and the one that should have never happened. My father reminds me of that every chance he gets. Not that he loves Cole more. He’s not an affectionate or loving father to either of us. In fact, he’s a father by title only. 

	But he tolerates Cole more than me. 

	If someone has to die tonight, it needs to be me.

	A hand cups my cheek, hurling me out of my thoughts. “I think you’re going to need stitches,” Sienna says, her fingers brushing along my hairline. Just below the bleeding gash. “You might have a concussion too. I’ll have the doctor check on you.”

	“What about—

	“He’s in surgery right now.”

	“Will he be fine?” I choke out the question. 

	“I don’t know.” Sienna sits down next to me and grips my hand in hers. Her hand is cold and clammy. She has never been very touchy. In fact, we’re not close to Sienna. It’s weird having a stepmother who is half the age of your father, and barely ten years older than you. “What were you guys thinking?” 

	I can hear the incredulous judgment in her voice, but I don’t respond. There’s something else gnawing at me. Something more important than the gash on my head and the possible concussion. “What about the other person?”

	I don’t have to elaborate because Sienna knows who I’m referring to. The other driver. 

	She’s silent for a second, and my blood rushes between my ears.  “He didn’t make it,” Sienna whispers, her voice slightly trembling. 

	The floor sways underneath me, and I’m glad I’m sitting down, or else I’d be flat on my ass on the ground. The throbbing in the back of my skull intensifies. The ache is acute and my body tenses as another spasm of pain wracks through my bruised body. 

	Guilt and regret.

	I never thought guilt would be such a heavy burden to bear, but it feeds on itself. Guilt is ugly, regret is  And it grows heavier and heavier. 

	Two people are dead tonight. 

	Because of one wrong decision. 

	All it took was a fraction of a second — that’s how fast our lives can change. 

	“You’re lucky you called me instead of nine-one-one,” Sienna continues. “Josie was drunk. You and Cole had both been drinking too. I was able to get you and Cole out of there before the cops got to the scene.”

	For the first time in my life, real fear crawls through my veins. A bullet of panic rises in my throat as I run a hand over my face. “Are we in trouble?”

	“You and Cole were not driving, so I don’t think you’ll be in any trouble. But there’s underage drinking in this scenario. And you knowingly got in the car with Josie while she was drunk. You could be charged with gross negligence or reckless disregard of others’ safety. But, then again, you are minors. So you might get away with this. It just depends on how this goes in court.” She shakes her head, her eyes darkening. “But I’m not worried about any of this right now.”

	“What?”

	She tsks, her expression reproachful. “Do you realize the scandal that would have happened to our family if you and Cole had been found at the scene of the accident?” Sienna quibbles. “Your father—

	“Would have probably killed us, even if we had survived the accident.”

	And that’s a fact. 

	If he didn’t kill us, he’d most likely disown us. 

	Sienna sighs softly, and squeezes my hand. I’m not sure how I feel about her affection. She’s not really mother material. And the last woman who was more of a mother to Cole and me left without a second glance. “I don’t think he’s that cruel.”

	A humorless laugh bubbles from my throat. “I know what he’s capable of.”

	“He’s out of the country for two weeks. He doesn’t need to find out about what happened.”

	That makes me pause, a flicker of uncertainty filling me with anxiety. “What are you talking about?”

	“I got you and Cole out before the cops and paramedics got to the scene. No one knows you were in that car with Josie except your two and me. And no one else has to know. The truth of this night stays among us.” She pauses, and her lips twitch with a faint, encouraging smile. But unease slides through my veins, and my chest tightens with something I can’t really explain. It’s almost like a feeling of dread, but I don’t know why. “Josie was driving the car. She’s dead, and the other driver is dead too.”

	Sienna mentioning their deaths reminds me of how Cole and I have just evaded the unthinkable and yet Josie was not that lucky. Neither was the other person. 

	Is this what they call fate? 

	But how cruel can it be?

	I lick my lips as my skull throbs with another dull pain. “What about the E.R. doctor who’s treating us?”

	“He’s a friend of mine. I have connections, Colton. I can cover this up, and it will be as if nothing ever happened.” Sienna releases my hand and cups my cheeks with her palms. Her skin is clammy over my too-warm flesh. My body is overheated, and I let out a guttural wheeze. 

	“I can protect you and Cole,” Sienna vows with certainty. “Just trust me, okay?”

	My lungs seem to succumb under my rapid breathing, making me wonder if I might be hyperventilating.

	Consumed with paranoia and paralyzed by fear, all I can do is breathe, “O-okay.”

	I’ve never had to depend on anyone before. Sure, Cole has always been there to back me up. But we’re brothers — twins, and we always have each other’s back.

	Sienna finally lets go of my face and wraps her arms around my shoulders, pulling me into her embrace. Her fingers curl around the nape of my neck. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll take care of everything.”

	I close my eyes, and for the first time, I pray. With a heart full of dread and fear, with apprehension and uncertainty crawling through my veins. 

	Please let Cole be okay.

	Please let him live.

	








 

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	Riley — 16 years old (Junior year)

	I scrub my uniform, trying to clean the stain as much as I can. Except I know I can’t hide this big blob of Bolognese sauce that was purposely spilled on me. My clean, unwrinkled uniform is now sullied and I don’t even have a change of clothes in my locker. 

	Damn it, the teachers are going to get on my case and probably give me detention. For being “unclean” and not looking like the school’s best standard. Berkshire Academy is unrivaled and well-known for being the private school for the rich. We have a certain standard here, and it needs to be kept at all times. Anyone who breaks those fundamental and unspoken rules becomes an outcast — both by teachers and students. 

	Our uniforms are new and pristine.

	Our shoes are polished, without a stain on them. 

	Our hair is perfectly-styled, without a single strand out of place.

	Our sports teams are unrivaled.

	Our students have the best grades in the whole damn country.

	Berkshire Academy breeds the next generation of famous CEOs, surgeons, lawyers, scientists, and politicians. Anyone who walks out of here after graduation is unstoppable.

	But a lot of times, it’s without merit, and more so because of family name. Nepotism is a harsh reality of Berkshire Academy and its students’ futures. 

	Once I’m done scrubbing, I drop the toilet paper into the trash. My uniform now has a big wet stain, right in the middle. There’s no way I can hide it, and it’ll take forever to dry. I can’t skip my next class either, since we have a test. 

	Goddamn it. 

	Mrs. Solvana, my Pre-Calculus teacher, is a bitch. She’ll probably give me an earful about my “dirty” uniform right in front of the class, to humiliate me further, and then send me to the office. She hates me. And knowing her, she’ll find any reason to stop me from taking my test. 

	How quickly I’ve fallen…

	I went from being the Cheer Captain, one of the most popular girls at Berkshire that everyone respected and looked up to — teachers and students alike. And now look at me.

	Someone that doesn’t belong here anymore.

	I’m fighting to survive in this shithole. Only because my father won’t allow me to leave and go to another school. He says I either continue at Berkshire or I dropout. But he won’t accept a dropout as a daughter, so here I am. 

	He says a Johnson never cowers, never runs away, and never fails.

	But this Johnson is.

	Riley Johnson is everything but respected now.

	I still remember the day when I told my father about Jasper’s betrayal.

	“He deleted the photos and videos, and that’s it? No consequences?” I question incredulously. “He shared them publicly without my consent. He took them without consent. He should be facing some kind of repercussions. This is not okay!”

	My father’s eyes darken. “You want me to file a case against the Chief of Police’s son? You’re more delusional than I thought, Riley. Do you realize how much power Jasper and his father have? I refuse to become an enemy of Matthew Baker because of you. I’ve spoken with him and Jakob both. Matthew promised his son will delete the photos and videos he took of you. And it’s done. There’s no need for us to keep going back and forth with them.”

	“But my reputation—

	“Wouldn’t have been tarnished if you hadn’t whored yourself out in the first place!” my father roars.

	I flinch, taken aback by his unmasked fury. Why is he angry at me? 

	I didn’t…do anything. My heart thumps in my chest, and pain grips my stomach, revolting, and I strain against it. 

	“I didn’t whore myself out,” I whisper, both hurt and confused. “You told me to please Jasper, to keep him happy and interested in me.”

	Please Jasper, to please my father. 

	Keep him happy, to keep my father happy.

	My father gets right into my face and I lean back against the chair, trying to put some space between us. But he doesn’t allow me that reprieve. His hand holds my face, his fingers digging into my cheeks, so painfully, I have to blink back tears. The backs of my eyes burn, and my flesh, where his nails are digging into, stings heavily. 

	“Are you suggesting that I forced you to become a slut for Jasper?” he hisses menacingly, his spittle landing on my face. “You did this to yourself, Riley. You irresponsible, little bitch. You tarnished your own reputation, and with it, you tainted mine too. Jasper doesn’t have to bear the consequences of this. You have. And you will.”

	He releases my face roughly, and my head snaps back. Sniffling, I look down at my lap.

	Is this what my father thinks of me?

	A whore…?

	Someone this unworthy?

	Defeated, I close my eyes as the sound of his footsteps drift away and I am left alone, sitting in this dark, cold house.

	People say that your house and your family are the place you feel the safest, where you belong. The place where you run to, to hide from the storm, to survive the hurricane.

	But this is not a home.

	It’s a tomb — a sophisticated, glamorized tomb that keeps up the illusion. But it’s a grave, nonetheless. And I’ve merely been rendered to a living corpse, waiting to be buried under this cursed land.

	 

	“Oh, look who’s hiding in the bathroom. Smelly, slimy Riley.” 

	Mocking voices snap me out of my drifting thoughts. Jenny and her circle of mean girls join me in the bathroom. Great, as if them tripping me earlier and having me spill my Bolognese spaghetti all over my uniform was not enough. Not that I was going to eat it, anyway. I don't have lunch at school. I never eat in front of anyone. 

	They think I eat.

	But I’ve mastered the act of faking it.

	When my photos and videos were leaked by Jakob, we only had a month left of Sophomore year. So, while the rumors spread like wildfire, the bullying wasn’t that bad. I was able to avoid it as much as I could. Anyway, I still had Elaine and Blythe on my side then. 

	And when summer came, I hid away. In my bedroom, surviving within my four walls.

	If I wasn’t at home, my mother was dragging me to whatever modeling gig she could get her hands on or she was able to get me some random cameo roles in TV shows. 

	My summer was busy and away from Berkshire’s bullies. Everything was almost tranquil for a short period of time.

	Except, that didn’t last long.

	We had to return to school again and that’s when the real bullying began. The name-calling, more rumors — all of them fake, were spread, and then what started as verbal soon transcended into physical. My pinky still throbs with a phantom pain, a reminder of how it was fractured. The cast was removed two weeks ago. 

	After a while, it wasn’t just the students. The faculty of Berkshire Academy turned on me too. And that’s when I learned that once the number of bullies becomes large enough, it’s easy for the faculty to blame the victim both for psychological and practical reasons.

	After all, I am the nexus of all trouble caused by the bullying, and regardless of whether it is my fault or not, it’s easy to blame me, the one who is always there when trouble happens. Especially when the majority of students are pushing the narrative that I am actually the one who is causing the problems.

	So, at some point, I stopped reporting the bullies. 

	I stopped fighting back.

	When I started my junior year four months ago, I became a social pariah at Berkshire Academy. But I was also a reject in my own home, with my own family. 

	An outcast, through and through. 

	“Did you clean your vagina properly this time?” Rita sneers, disdain apparent on her face.

	“This is getting old now. Do yourself a favor and find a new rumor to spread,” I snap, glaring at Jenny and her “new” friends. 

	A few weeks ago, Jasper told his fellow football friends that the only reason he couldn’t bear to have sex with me again is because I have terrible vaginal odor.

	Hence the nickname: Smelly, slimy Riley. 

	I cried the first time I heard the rumor, and then I laughed. Because the rumors were becoming more and more detailed, yet so inaccurate that I had to applaud their imaginations. 

	I try to move past them, but they block my path to the door. I roll my eyes, faking nonchalance, but icy fear spreads through my veins. Last time they ganged up on me like this, I went home with a black eye and a fractured pinky. It took a lot of makeup to cover the marks they left on my face. 

	“This is getting quite predictable now.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I stare them down. I don’t cower, because a Johnson never cowers. “Get out of my way.”

	Jenny lets out a throaty, taunting laugh. “Or what? What can you possibly do, Riley?”

	“Ganging up on me like this? Five against one? Who is the coward now, Jenny?”

	My muscles tense because I know I’m making this worse for myself, fueling their hatred and their need to force me to my knees. It’s a game of authority — the ultimate power trip. To make me bend, to have me quaking and cowering at their feet. 

	To humiliate me.

	“All of this for what?” I plaster my fake pageant smile on, knowing it will just piss them off even more. I refuse to beg for mercy. 

	They won’t break me. 

	They can’t break me. 

	“A tiny two-inch dick?” I continue, with a humorless laugh. “Please, Jasper is not that good of a lover for you to go that hard for him.”

	Jenny growls and lashes forward, backhanding me in the face. The copper taste of blood instantly fills my mouth and I lick my bruised lips. Bethany, Jenny’s younger sister, kicks the back of my legs and I fall on my knees. Her two other friends circle around me, grabbing my arms and tugging them roughly behind me. Forcing me to curve my shoulders low to avoid them pulling my arms out of their sockets. 

	Jenny bends low, putting her face close to mine. “You’ve always fancied yourself a mighty princess, invincible and on the top of the ladder. But you’re easily disposable, Riley.” Her long, perfectly manicured nails dig into my cheeks, and I know she’s cut me when my skin starts to sting. Pain throbs through my face. “Where did your beauty get you? Being called the school’s whore. Where did being rich get you? Being the school’s clown. Where did your so-called popularity get you? Friendless and a sad reject. Even Elaine and Blythe want nothing to do with you anymore. You’re nobody.”

	The bullying doesn’t hurt. The rumors and all the embarrassing shit they’ve forced me to endure. None of that caused me more pain than Elaine and Blythe turning their back on me when I needed them the most. 

	Once I became an outsider within Berkshire Academy, they refused to be associated with me anymore. To save their own reputation. 

	While they didn’t actively participate in the bullying, they watched as I was pushed into the lockers. They watched as I was tripped and made fun of, and sometimes, they joined in on the laughing and mocking.

	I guess we were friends only because it benefited them, not because they cared about me.

	My eyes flash toward Jenny. “I’m nobody and you are just a jealous skank.”

	Outraged, she backhands me again. 

	I laugh. “A dirty traitor,” I spit through the bloodied lips. “You are jealous because I caught Jasper’s attention first. You’re jealous that even though it was for a bet, I was his girlfriend first. You’re just jealous because you’re second best.”

	This time, her slap has my head snapping back and I hit the wall. My ears ring and there’s a dull pain in the back of my skull. The ground underneath my knees spins until my stomach revolts as they drag me across the bathroom floor on my knees. Jenny is screeching something, but her words fall on deaf ears. 

	The only time the world stops spinning is when my head is submerged in cold water. 

	My body automatically reacts, adrenaline flowing through my icy veins, and I start struggling against their captive hands, struggling to breathe, but I only end up choking as I run out of breath. 

	Fingers dig into my scalp, painfully and mercilessly, as they keep me under. 

	My struggles turn violent, and then my head is being lifted away from the water. I’m only allowed a brief reprieve, one single inhale before Jenny dunks me back into the toilet bowl.

	Water rushes through my ears, and I hold my breath. 

	My heart thuds loudly against my rib cage, almost like it’s trying to break free from its confinement and my muscles seize.

	The humiliation.

	The heartbreak.

	The hate.

	The emptiness that swallows me. 

	Everything crashes through me like a messy tirade, unstoppable and destructive.

	My mind shuts down, and the next time she lifts my head, I close my eyes. Water sluices down my face and I feel her warm breath next to my ears. “I’ll make your life a living hell, Riley. Do you know why? Not because I hate you. It’s because of that petty arrogance you have. Even now, when you’ve fallen so low, you still walk with your head high. That confidence of yours? It won’t last, as long as I’m your enemy.”

	She releases my hair and her friends drop me to the floor. My face, my hair…my uniform, everything is wet and dirty. 

	Closing my eyes, I take in several deep breaths. My nose is running, and my sniffles echo around the four walls of the bathroom. Their footsteps fade into the background, and I briefly hear the door closing.

	Silence fills the bathroom. There are no more voices. No more laughter, jeers, screams or mocking giggles. I can almost hear the dust particles float around the room.

	Rubbing my hand over my face, I try to wipe away the water residue that’s left on my skin. So, me not cowering to my bullies is arrogance?

	I am ruined, but I refuse to let them win.

	Poor, little, insecure Jenny and her asshole boyfriend.

	I open my eyes, staring at the ceiling, and a cold laugh escapes my bruised and still bleeding lips. “I guess I’m failing my test,” I say out loud, to no one specific. 

	There’s an awful feeling pricking my chest, a mix of despair and frustration. Anguish and rage. So much rage. At them, at my parents, at myself.

	Struggling to my feet, I move to the sink. The girl staring back at me in the mirror’s reflection is unrecognizable. My hair is drenched, messy strands plastered to my face. My mascara has left black streaks down my cheeks, and my eyes are bloodshot. My lips are swollen, and bruised. My face is pale, except for my right cheek that’s turning an ugly shade of purple from Jenny’s slaps. Her rings must have caught my skin, because there are two rough cuts on my cheek.

	I hate this…

	— this feeling of worthlessness.

	What is my value now?

	 

	***

	 

	The rich, savory taste of pizza fills my mouth and my taste buds are tingling. Soft, springy texture of bread, sweet and savory tomato and cottage cheese. Salty olives, sour pineapples and chewy, roasted meat. 

	Everything tastes like heaven, and the euphoric feeling of binge-eating courses through my body. Even though I know once I’m done, I’m going to be filled with disgust and the need to purge will overcome my senses.

	But, right now, I just can’t stop stuffing my face with everything flavorful and gourmet.

	My brain barely registers the lack of control, and my hands — shaky but desperate to reach for the next pizza slice. I can’t stop. I need this.

	I can’t get my hands on this food, that food and all the food in front of me. It’s a buffet, yet not enough. A buffet that I can’t eat fast enough. 

	My brain doesn’t even recognize the calories I’m stuffing in my body. All my senses are filled with pure bliss — the delight that comes with indulging.

	I need more.

	It’s okay if I eat another slice…it’ll be the last piece I eat.

	Lies. Lies. Lies.

	Half of my tray is cleared, and that’s when it starts hitting me. The euphoria and adrenaline that accompanies my eating is replaced with guilt and shame. Sadness and anger.

	Yet I can’t stop.

	This is wrong.

	But I can’t stop.

	I shove another spoonful of whip cream in my mouth, and I don’t stop until the container is empty. 

	I need to stop. This is bad. 

	Sniffling, I drop the empty whip cream container, and grab the Oreo package. I shove three Oreos in my mouth, chewing until my jaw hurts and my stomach cramps.

	Why am I doing this?

	Why can’t I fucking stop?

	No more pizza, no more Nutella, no more whip cream, no more Oreos, no more bread and carbs and calories. No more—

	A loud urgent knock interrupts my thoughts, and I drop the package onto my lap. “Riley?” my mother calls from outside the door. “What are you doing? We have to leave in five minutes.” Her voice is cold and stern.

	Wait…what?

	“What?” I ask, loud enough for her to hear me through the door. “Leave, where?”

	She bangs on the door again. “Open this door right now!”

	My eyes grow wide, and panic surges through me. Jumping off my bed, I drag everything down, hiding the tray and all the trash from my binge-eating under the bed.

	I can’t let my mother see this. 

	She can never know.

	No one can ever know.

	This is my ugly secret. 

	I quickly rub a hand over my face, catching any leftover crumbs to make sure I am presentable enough for Nora Johnson. 

	When I open the door for her, she barely spares me a glance, pushing past me to stomp into my room. “Why are you not dressed yet?”

	Confused, I can only stare at her. My stomach is bloated, and I feel a rumbling deep inside me. I’ve never had someone walk in on me while I was binge-eating. And I’ve also never had someone interrupt me before I can purge. 

	Blood roars between my ears, and I feel sick.

	“Riley! Are you listening to me?”

	I can barely focus on my mother’s irritated voice as she speaks to me. “What?”

	“How can you forget about the Christmas gala?”

	I blink. “I thought it’s tomorrow.”

	Her eyes sharpen with a deadly glare. “No, you stupid girl. It’s tonight.”

	It’s now that I notice my mother’s attire. She’s wearing a silver evening gown, with her favorite black fur wrap around her shoulders. She has a cloud-pearl embellished clutch in her hands and a heavy diamond necklace around her neck. 

	She looks posh and elegant — expensive, exactly like the Nora Johnson she’s known as. The perfect image of a rich, billionaire wife. 

	She stares at me exasperatedly, as if I’m a naughty, unruly child.

	“The gala is tonight,” I say blankly. How did I forget such an important event? My father has been mentioning it every chance he gets. The charity gala is the event for him to gather more social connections. He needs all the support he can get since he’s running for Senator.

	My mother sighs in frustration before she heads to my walk-in closet and starts rummaging through my various evening gowns. 

	She walks back out with a plum-colored strapless gown thrown over her right arm and a pair of black heels in her left hand. 

	I take a step back, shaking my head. My stomach churns with nausea, and I need to get rid of all those calories I forced into my body. The food I consumed was more than what my body can hold, and the desperation to release it claws under my flesh. “I need to use the bathroom first.”

	My mother scoffs and grips my elbow. “We don’t have time for this, Riley!” She drags me to my white vanity and forces me to sit down on the plush stool. “Your father is already waiting downstairs and we’re going to be late. You know very well how much your father hates lateness!”

	No, she doesn’t understand.

	I need to purge, or I won’t make it through the night. The food has settled roughly in the pit of my stomach, and it’s causing me uncomfortable cramps. 

	“Mom!” I yell, tears burning the back of my eyes. “I need to use the bathroom! Just give me ten minutes, please.”

	The image of me bending over the toilet, retching as I dig my fingers down my throat fills my mind. This is what I need right now.

	My gaze falls on the scrapes on the backs of my knuckles, and I try to hide my hands in my lap. I know some people can purge without using their fingers, but as much as I’ve tried, I just can’t do that. It’s also the reason why I always keep my nails short, much to my mother’s dislike, to avoid injuring my throat or causing any infections.

	My mother’s hand tightens around my arm, and she pinches me, right above my elbow. It stings and I wince. Our eyes meet through the mirror, and her face is flushed with anger. “I’ve had enough of your attitude, young lady. Get undressed, now! We literally only have five minutes to do your hair and makeup.”

	I swallow down my nausea and do as I’m told. I am my mother’s dutiful daughter.

	Compliant, faithful and docile.

	Once I’m dressed, she’s pulling my hair into a neat bun while I try to quickly do my makeup. She studies me through the mirror, and I wonder if she can see all my imperfections, all the ugliness that I keep inside me. 

	“You are lucky you got your natural beauty from me,” she compliments haughtily, but I know the praise is more for her than me. “Here, use the red lipstick. Bright red lips always complete any look.”

	I’m dressed and ready to go in exactly eight minutes.

	My mother rushes me out of my room and down the stairs, where my father is waiting in the lobby. He barely spares us a glance. “You’re late.”

	“I’m sorry,” I mutter in apology under my breath.

	“Lateness is unladylike,” he grumbles harshly.

	“I understand, I won’t be late again.” The diamond choker around my neck feels more like a restraining collar than a pretty, expensive necklace that was gifted to me on my birthday.

	 

	On our way to the venue, my stomach feels bloated. It’s painful and profoundly uncomfortable, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I fidget in my seat, and the lulling movement of the Range Rover has my stomach roiling with nausea, but I keep swallowing it down. 

	My throat burns with acidic bile. Deep breath, I remind myself. Just like I’ve read online.

	Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale.

	When the car comes to a halt, I release a shuddering breath and plaster on a fake smile before stepping out. It’s a smile I’ve mastered. The one that tells people that Riley is in control, even when she’s spiraling out of it.

	The one that speaks of confidence, even though she’s shriveling from the inside.

	I am Riley Johnson: poised and confident. Calm, cool and collected. The perfect lady that my mother raised and my father expects me to be.

	They see what I want them to see.

	And it’s always been like that for as long as I can remember. 

	Dutiful, quiet, ladylike.

	My mother and father walk inside, her hand around the curve of his elbow. They truly look like a power couple, walking with utmost confidence and authority. 

	I follow quietly behind them, ignoring the camera flashes. 

	Only I know that their marriage is loveless. An arrangement to further my father’s political career. My father needed an upper-class bride, and my mother needed a man with great wealth and social standing. Their marriage is a sham, and I am the unpleasant result of their fake love.

	The air is cool inside, but I tense when I see the people — all of them in their fancy dresses and suits, champagne glasses in their hands and judgmental looks in their eyes. 

	The temperature rises in my body, and I suddenly feel suffocated.

	I’m always on my best behavior during any social gathering, with my pretty smiles as I converse with anyone who approaches me. But I hate it.

	I hate the crowd.

	I hate the voices.

	I hate the soft playing orchestra in the background.

	I hate every sound that mingles together and my ears start to itch. My throat closes up, and I have to force myself to swallow past the heavy lump that’s lodged in my throat.

	But my smile never once falters.

	Socializing is a skill I’ve mastered since I was a little girl, but I don’t enjoy it one bit. 

	A server hands me a fruit punch mocktail and I take it with a sweet smile, quietly thanking him before finding myself a lonely corner to stand. I watch the people interact with each other; except, I can’t help but think how all of this is so…fake.

	These events are the ultimate power trip. A place where gossip festers, secret rivalries are made and worst of all — reputations are ruined by extremely judgmental, rich brats. 

	I’m sipping on my mocktail when my gaze falls on someone familiar. Someone I recognize. Someone I never want to see at these types of events. 

	Our eyes meet from across the room, and I blink in astonishment. The social mask I’ve been wearing, the one that covers my emotions and the ugliness that resides in me, cracks open. 

	He sees it — my shock and dismay at seeing him.

	And Jasper smirks knowingly.

	But how can I be so stupid?

	I should have known he would be here. I should have expected it, at least. Except it completely slipped my mind earlier, while my mother was rushing me to get dressed. 

	Now Jasper is here. We’re in the same room, and this is not Berkshire Academy, with students our own age. This is a public gathering, with cameras and disparaging eyes from well-established adults. 

	Shit.

	Fear creeps back into my heart and I lick my lips. Gripping my glass harder, I try to hide the way my hands shake. I move toward my father, and when I’m close enough, I grab onto his elbow. More for support than anything else. I need something— someone to keep me upright.

	“Did you know Jasper was going to be here tonight?” I whisper to him, as he briefly gives me his divided attention.

	He stares at me blankly, and I already have my answer before he responds. “What did you expect?” His tone is stiff, almost as if he finds me bothersome. 

	I swallow, almost choking on my saliva. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

	“What’s there to warn you about?” he scoffs. “Stop acting like a petulant child, Riley. Don’t embarrass me here.”

	I’m not trying to! I want to scream. 

	But he won’t listen.

	My father never listens, unless whatever he wants to hear benefits him in some way.

	I let go of him, and he goes back to his conversation with whoever he was talking to. Suddenly, everything begins to sound louder. The voices, the laughter, someone’s coughing; I even hear a distant sneeze. 

	My heart thunders against my rib cage, and I stride away to the bathroom. My legs are shaking so bad, I have to grab onto the sink. 

	Breathe, Riley. I remind myself. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale.

	I eye the toilet through the mirror’s reflection and the insistent need to purge fills me again. The need to get rid of all the disgusting shit I consumed earlier. I can almost imagine the grease of the pizza, the calories that came with the whip cream and Oreos that I ate, building into my stomach. Festering like a raw, hideous wound inside my flesh. 

	The bathroom door clicks open. “I have to say, you look pretty ravishing in that dress.”

	My stomach sinks before I ball my fingers into fists. His voice is grating and I push away the fear that slides through my veins, like acid.

	“This is the ladies’ bathroom, Jasper. Why are you here?”

	He walks up behind me, his bigger body looming over mine. I’m tall at five foot seven. While Jasper is not much taller than me, he’s more muscular. “Because you’re here.” His dirty smirk widens. “You look pale, Smelly Riley. And I’ve haven’t even begun terrorizing you yet.”

	“This is not the place for it,” I hiss.

	Jasper shakes his head and I don’t miss the way his eyes darken with something sinister. “No, this is the perfect place for it.” 

	His arm goes around me, his hand cupping my breast over the gown. My jaw tightens and I fight off the aggression coursing through me. I can’t imagine how much trouble I’ll be in if I punch Jasper here, at the Christmas gala. 

	I grip the sink tighter, until my knuckles ache. He gives my breast a taunting squeeze. “Are you adding molestation to your numerous charges, Jasper?” 

	He chuckles darkly in my ears. “It’s not molestation if you want it, Smelly Riley.”

	His other hand moves to my abdomen, and then lower, until he’s cupping me between my legs. My whole-body flushes in mortification. I roughly push back against him, and he briefly loses his balance, his hands falling away from my body.

	I feel hot — not with desire. Oh, no, no. I feel hot, with uneasiness and shame. My head spins, and I wobble away from Jasper. “You will never touch me again. The next time you dare do that again, I will break your arm. I swear.”

	He raises his eyebrow in question, almost mockingly.

	“You have an ego problem,” I hiss, fighting back enraged and panicked tears. “Truthfully, it doesn’t match that small dick of yours.”

	His face turns red, the veins bulging at my words. Jasper takes a threatening step toward me, but I’m already swiveling around and heading out the door. His fingers brush against my bare arm, but he doesn’t get a chance to grab hold of me. 

	Disgust curdles through me, and the food that’s still in my stomach becomes unsettling. My belly twists painfully, as I search for my dad through blurred vision.

	Someone grabs onto me, and I hear them asking if I’m okay. But I can’t answer. 

	I can’t…breathe.

	Fighting back the dizziness, I reach forward blindly. Panic surges through me, and I can’t think. I can still feel his touch on my skin, the way he grabbed my breast and how he cupped me so shamelessly. 

	The devils on my shoulders are silent. But the voices around me…everything is too loud.

	Help…

	My stomach revolts and nausea builds.

	My rapid heartbeat is accompanied with cold sweat and my body starts to shake. Hyperventilating, I call out weakly, but I don’t think anyone hears me. “Daddy…”

	I let out a choked sob. “Help me, please.”

	My full stomach roils again, and I fight the urge to gag. Tears slide down my cheeks, and my throat closes up. The lump grows heavier and heavier. The disgusting feeling of sickness surges through me, clawing under my flesh like a poisoned disease.

	No, I should have purged everything I ate before. If I don’t…I’ll grow fat and ugly. People will see it. They will see how my stomach distends. They will see the rolls on my thighs. They will see…everything I’m trying to hide.

	I won’t be pretty anymore.

	No… 

	I need to be beautiful. I am my mother’s daughter.

	I am powerful. I am my father’s daughter.

	This is my value.

	I need…

	Oh God, I can’t.

	I can’t…do this. 

	Jasper’s voice, Jenny’s taunts — the mocking and everything else fill my head. My ears echo with them, so loud, it’s almost deafening.

	The world spins.

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	My father grips my arm, and he’s shaking me. 

	Time slows.

	“Riley! Riley, get a hold of yourself!”

	Through a blur of faces, I see my mother staring at me. Her expression is shocked and disturbed, embarrassed.

	Poised and confident. Calm, cool and collected — I am none of those.

	That’s the last thought in my head before my stomach cramps so terribly, I hunch over. A pained sound escapes my lips, and then I’m retching all over my father’s shiny shoes.

	Once the damn breaks, it doesn’t stop.

	I can’t stop.

	I’m sobbing. My mother is screeching in disgrace. I hear my father swearing. 

	The rose-tinted glass that has surrounded me since I was a child shatters. Inside, I am just a broken, hideous girl. I can’t hide behind the illusion that was Riley Johnson anymore.

	Everyone sees the disastrous truth.

	They see me.

	Ugly and ruined. Completely wrecked.

	My knees weaken and I fall to the ground, before my eyes roll back in my skull and the world goes black.

	Complete, utter darkness surrounds me, dragging me into the abyss that’s been calling me for a long time now, but I’ve been fighting so hard against it. 

	I lost the battle.

	I died in the war, my body disintegrating into nothingness.

	And then…

	Silence.

	 

	The next time I wake up, I hear voices around me. Familiar ones. My father and mother are arguing. I keep my eyes closed, barely hiding my wince as my head throbs painfully. It feels like I’ve been hit with a truck.

	The memories of tonight assault me from all sides. 

	I still smell like vomit, and my mouth tastes bitter. 

	“How did you not know about this?” My father questions, his tone filled with accusations.

	“You didn’t know either! Oh God, I can already see the subject of the tabloids tomorrow. This is going to be all over social media. You won’t be able to stop this or keep it hush, hush.”

	My father growls and then I hear a glass shattering. “The public humiliation I had to face because of this stupid girl.”

	“What are we going to do now?” My mother mutters. I sense her pacing back and forth, and I can almost imagine her wringing her hands in tension. 

	“I don’t want her anywhere near us. She needs to be gone. She’s sick!”

	He wants me gone? What…does that mean?

	Fear propels me to sit up, and dizziness swamps me. My father notices that I am awake, and his eyes — oh his eyes are dark and livid. 

	I lick my dry lips. “I’m sorry.” My voice is barely a whisper, but they hear it.

	They hear it, except they don’t care.

	My heart thumps in my chest when I try to speak again. My body is weak, broken under the traumatic events of tonight, but I keep my spine straight. “I can get help. There’s a therapist I researched—

	“Pack your bags,” my father says roughly, cutting me off, “you’re leaving tonight.”

	My lungs squeeze, painfully. “W-what do you m-mean?” I stammer helplessly. “I don’t understand.”

	“I’m sending you to a rehab place I know.”

	Rehab?

	My eyes widen, and I scramble to my feet. “Wait, but what about school? I can’t just leave.”

	I know I need help… 

	I’ve always known, but somehow, I chose to stay quiet, chose to stay willfully blind. Because it was easier that way. Better. 

	It was the illusion I created around me.

	My father stalks over to me, and his hand comes up. He grips my face, his fingers digging into my flesh. “Do you realize what you did tonight? Do you realize the mess you’ve left behind for me to clean up? Do you really think I’ll let you stay here after the disgusting chaos you caused tonight?”

	“It’s not my fault,” I cry out brokenly. “J-Jasper, he tried to—"

	My father backhands me so hard, my head spins, and I gasp, my breath stuttering in my throat. “Shut up,” he roars, his spittle landing on my face. “I am done with your constant excuses. Always blaming someone else for your stupid, stupid mistakes.”

	He pushes me away from him, and my body crumples to the ground. “Please… please, don’t force me to leave.”

	I can’t go to rehab. 

	I can’t go to a place I’m not familiar with. Just the thought of it fills me with extreme anxiety and I can’t breathe, can’t think straight. 

	I just…can’t.

	“Why do I need to go to rehab? We can find a therapist here. I don’t need to leave school; I don’t need to leave home.” — the only place I’ve known all my life. Even though it’s a tomb, it’s the only place I belong, right?

	I grab onto his ankle, sobbing helplessly. “Please, Daddy,” I beg, leaving my bleeding heart at his feet. “Don’t force me to leave. Please. I can’t go. I can’t…please.”

	If I go, I’ll lose whatever is left of my sanity. 

	My father squats down, so we’re at eye level. There’s no remorse, not an ounce of emotion on his face, except anger and disgust. “Listen to me carefully, Riley. You ruined my reputation tonight and you will fix it. This is how you’re going to fix it. I’m putting you in the best, most expensive rehab in the country. You will stay there, until things calm down. Until the rumors die down and until whatever you did tonight is forgotten. We will tell the world that you’re getting the help you need, and they will be satisfied with that. And you and your anorexic self will stay out of my sight. Understood?”

	“Bulimia,” I whisper, the sound of my heart shattering echoes in my ears. It’s the first time I’ve said it — admitted it out loud. “I researched…I have bulimia, not anorexia.”

	His lips curl with a sneer. “Whatever it is, I don’t care. You’re leaving tonight. Get changed, pack your bags and get the fuck out of my sight, Riley.”

	Tears slide down my cheeks and I choke on my sobs. My father walks away, leaving me and my mother alone. “I can’t go, Mom.”

	“You need help,” she says, grimacing, “you’re sick.”

	I see the look on her face, the unguarded expression she gives me. My gaze falls to the floor, my body growing numb. Coldness seeps into my bones, and my heart withers. 

	“I know I’m sick, but why does that disgust you?”

	Her answer is silence, and as her footsteps fade away, I let out another wretched cry. “Why? WHY? Why does that disgust you? Why do you…hate me so much? WHY?”

	Why can’t you just tell me it’s going to be okay?

	Why don’t you care?

	Why can’t you just pretend to care?

	But I know I will never get the answers to my questions. I rub my hands down my face, swiping away the tears and snot. Then standing up on my shaky legs, I straighten my spine.

	They can’t break me.

	I won’t let them break me.

	My existence has been obliterated, and I pick up the fragmented pieces of my soul with my bare, bleeding hands. 

	I do as I’m told.

	Dutiful. Loyal. Compliant. 

	It’s a repeated mantra in my head; I can’t escape it no matter how hard I try. The grooming that’s been done to me since I was merely a child.

	I pack my bags, and I get inside the waiting car. The moon is full in the dark midnight sky, beautiful. A deep contrast to the ugliness that surrounds my soul, my very being. 

	And with that, I leave behind the Riley the world has always known. 

	 

	Riley — 16 years old (Sophomore year)

	The party is already in full swing when I walk through the door of Jasper’s house. I know I’m an hour late, but that was me debating if I should bail on my own birthday party and stay in bed, or force myself to make an appearance. 

	But if I had bailed, I would have never heard the end of it from Jasper. He’ll probably tell me how much of a bore I am.

	And that’s my need to please him. To keep him happy and satisfied. 

	I have everything I need and to the outside world, I’m living life behind rose-tinted glasses. Perfect daughter, perfect student, perfect cheerleader, and now perfect girlfriend. 

	The moment I walk through the door, Elaine practically runs to me. Her blonde hair is in a high ponytail and her green minidress molds perfectly to her curves. Her winged eye-liner is flawless and her lips are painted bright red. She’s drop-dead gorgeous. Elaine wears her confidence like a second skin, and there’s nothing fake about it. She knows she’s hot and if she could, she’d advertise it on a billboard. I wish I could be like that.

	When people look at me, they see someone poised, determined and confident. Rich and in control. They don’t see the drowning person, the one sinking into the abyss. They don’t see the devils sitting on my shoulders, taunting me over my weaknesses and failures.

	“You’re late, Little Miss Popular.”

	I roll my eyes. Elaine has been calling me that nickname since she lost the title of Cheer Captain to me last year. 

	“I know, but where’s Jasper?” My gaze moves around the crowded room, searching for my boyfriend. “I don’t see him.”

	Elaine shrugs. “I saw him earlier, but I don’t know where he is now.” 

	Diego moves stealthily behind Elaine, his arm snaking around her waist, and he roughly pulls her back into his body. She squeals, and then bursts into a fit of drunken giggles when he starts kissing her neck. “Stop, babe.”

	“Maybe we need to take this outside, to my car,” he suggests, loud enough for me to hear. 

	“Hmm, I agree.”

	I watch as Diego maneuvers Elaine through the crowd, and out of the house. Well, I guess I won’t be seeing her again for the rest of the night.

	The scent of sweat and alcohol is overpowering, and the music is too loud. My heart thuds in my chest and my hands grow clammy with sweat. To my left, I see Blythe on Jakob’s lap. Sasha is dancing with some guy I’ve never seen before, and Jenny is nowhere to be found.

	Blythe and Elaine are what I would call my “childhood friends.” We’ve known each other since we were six years old. Through playdates and gossip, we became inseparable. We tell each other our secrets— except the ones I want to keep hidden. The ugly secrets that no one knows, but it breeds on my fear and feeling of defeat. 

	I met Sasha and Jenny in our freshman year. Rich girls who love spending Daddy’s money, and haughty enough to know they can get anything they want. I guess they fit right into the social circle that surrounds me.

	Another brief scan around the room and I can tell there are no outsiders in the crowd. Everyone here is from Berkshire Academy. 

	Berkshire Academy of Weston is the private school of the rich and corrupted. We’re all the same here and we all have one purpose in life: to continue the legacy of our parents. And most of us do it with great arrogance and a hefty superiority complex.

	I push through the crowd, moving toward Blythe. She sees me and beckons me over with a drunken grin. “Have you seen Jasper?” I ask once I’m close enough for her to hear me. 

	“I think he’s upstairs?” She looks at Jakob, who is not focused on anything other than Blythe’s chest. He’s practically drooling. She playfully punches his shoulder, and it’s almost like he snaps out of a reverie. Jakob blinks, confused. “What?”

	“You know where Jasper is,” Blythe drawls with a mischievous smirk. “I saw you with him earlier.”

	Jakob nods. “Yeah, yeah. Upstairs, with the others,” he says, before going back to staring at Blythe’s chest. 

	“Okay thanks.” 

	I leave them to their own things and make my way upstairs. I know there’s only one place where Jasper can be: the TV room. If he’s not downstairs, he’s up here with his close friends. Away from the crowd. 

	Jasper’s house is practically a labyrinth, but I’ve been here a few times, so I find my way easily. The door is closed, but I can already hear the banging music coming from inside. I don’t hesitate to open the door and walk into the room. The huge flat-screen TV is usually the first thing that grabs my attention, but not today. 

	The smell of weed and alcohol is so strong, it makes my head dizzy. 

	I hear drunken giggles and laughter. 

	And then I see Jasper. 

	Maybe the universe was trying to warn me… and maybe I turned a blind eye to it. To all the red flags. I think, somehow, I had already known, or at least expected it. But seeing it — the humiliation and confusion that come with it, I wasn’t prepared for that.

	I wasn’t prepared to see my boyfriend shoving his tongue down the throat of one of my best friends. 

	When Seth and Dominic see me, they try to get Jasper’s attention. But he’s too busy with Jenny to even care. There are two more guys and another girl I don’t recognize in the room, and they all pause to look at me. 

	Finally, Jasper pulls away from Jenny. And I stay standing where I am. By the door, watching them get entangled together. His hand is under her dress and her face is flushed. I’m not sure if it’s because she’s deliriously drunk or because of the gross make-out session that was happening right in front of my eyes. 

	Suddenly, I find it hard to breathe. The air around me grows heavy as Jasper’s gaze falls on me. The ground sways and my heart thumps against my rib cage: hard and bruising. 

	I wait for the hurt to come, for the pain of heartbreak. The pain of seeing  my boyfriend cheating with my best friend.

	But I don’t feel anything except digusted and humiliated. 

	There’s no pain.

	But there’s plenty of fury. 

	So much pent-up anger, so much tortured frustration that I’ve kept inside me for too long.

	My stomach clenches and knots with sickness — I feel like I’m going to retch all over Jasper’s shiny clean floor. But I swallow the bile and I straighten my back. 

	Flames of hatred lick through my veins and I feel the way my fragile heart hardens. 

	There’s shame crawling under my flesh, but I don’t let them see it on the surface. I bury it. I bury everything, into the dark abyss that’s there…in the furthest corner of my soul. Where all my other ugly secrets reside. 

	“O-oh shit, Riley,” Jenny stutters. I see the wave of uncertainty on her face, and the look of pity in her transparent expression. 

	Jasper doesn’t speak. He doesn’t move Jenny off his lap. He doesn’t try to apologize. He’s high and maybe tipsy, but he’s not completely drunk. He has his senses and he knows how this situation looks right now. But there’s no remorse in his dark eyes.

	There’s nothing but mirth that paints his expression. Almost like all of this is a stupid joke. As if I am a joke to him.

	Maybe I am…

	Maybe I am a joke to all of them.

	I take a step back to walk away. Jasper’s grin widens and his fingers curl around Jenny’s neck. He roughly pulls her back to him, his lips crashing against hers in a long, wet lingering kiss. Jenny doesn’t pull away. No, she closes her eyes and kisses him back. 

	Walk away, Riley.

	I take a deep breath and shove everything down, all the anger and the maelstrom of emotions that seem to drown me. My eyes close for a second, as I regain my composure. 

	Walk away and don’t look back.

	I am Riley Johnson, poised and confident. Calm, cool and collected. The perfect lady that my mother raised and my father expects me to be. I don’t make a scene. I don’t yell and I don’t cry. 

	With my back straight and my shoulders squared, I nudge my chin high and stare at Jasper. He smirks into the kiss, his gaze still on me. 

	He’s not going to break me. Not tonight. 

	“Your party is lame, Jasper,” I drawl, my cheeks burning, but I force my perfect pageant smile on my lips, “and cheating on me publicly? That’s lame too. Quite overrated, I would say. Do better, I dare you.”

	I don’t wait for a response. I don’t stay to hear their mocking laughter or see their taunting grins. I walk away, because that’s what a lady does. 

	I am Riley Johnson, poised and confident. Calm, cool and collected.

	I walk away from the party, avoiding Blythe when she calls out to me. I don’t stop until the sound of the music fades into the night, until I am far away from his house and everyone there. 

	I don’t stop until my lungs are burning, and I double over in pain. Keep walking, Riley. Don’t stop, don’t look back.

	I wish I hadn’t sent Mr. Rodney, my personal chauffeur, back home. He was the one who drove me here. I could call him and tell him to come and pick me up, but he’s going to ask questions. And will probably report back to my father. I don’t have the energy to deal with their questions or my father’s judgments right now. 

	It takes me a whole hour to get home. I have long taken off my heels, and my feet are so blistered, I can see some cuts that are bleeding. 

	When I get there, it’s late, and the house is eerily silent. I don’t know if my parents are home yet, but I quietly make my way to the kitchen. I limp around with my sore feet. I grab a tray of food, piling anything I can get my hands on onto the plates.

	Somewhere in the back of my head, there are red signals flashing. But the devils on my shoulders are whispering in my ears. Encouraging me. 

	I am trapped in the claws of misery, but I don’t stop until there’s no space left on my tray. I quietly make my way back to my bedroom. There, I pull out of my phone and quickly scroll through the take-out app. Ordering a large cheese pizza, then I add some muffins and bacon to the order. After a second-thought, I add two large fries to my cart. When I’m finished, I make sure to leave a note for the driver. “Don’t ring the bell. Leave the food at the door.”

	There. Done. 

	The smell of delicious food from my tray beckons me. My misery takes a back seat and excitement, mixed with tense adrenaline, flicker through my veins. I can’t think clearly, my brain is fuzzy and at the first bite of food, it’s like my body is a balloon, and I’m floating.

	This is my drug of choice. 

	Every bite fills me with immense pleasure, and I can’t help but moan in greediness. And once I begin, I can’t stop.

	I shovel the food into my mouth and down my throat, enjoying every delicious flavor. This is food heaven. And my stomach’s growing fullness reminds me of a warm, comforting hug. For some people, an orgasm is their level of euphoria. 

	This is mine.

	I only pause long enough to go down and grab the food I ordered. Then I’m back in my room, shoving every bite into my mouth, like I can’t get enough.

	It’s not enough.

	I can’t stop.

	I don’t know how to stop.

	I stuff myself past what my body can possibly hold. My lack of control derails, like it always does. Until my tray is clean, and everything I had ordered has been shoved down my throat. 

	The moment I take my last bite, my mood shifts. The adrenaline and the excitement flicker out, and in comes my anxiety and the feeling of pure disgust and self-loathing.

	The fullness of my stomach no longer feels euphoric. 

	I feel gross, and absolute horror washes over me. I barely make it to the bathroom before I start gagging. Bile tastes acidic on my tongue, and I make it to the toilet just in time for me to start retching violently. But I don’t stop there. Shoving my two fingers down my throat, I force out every bite I gladly took earlier. 

	I can’t afford to gain weight.

	I can’t…not do this. 

	The devils on my shoulders are laughing now. Taunting me. 

	The sound of me vomiting and my awful gagging echo around the wall of my bathroom. But I won't stop.

	I can’t stop.

	I don’t know how to stop.

	The smell is so pungent, making my vomiting so much worse, that I start to feel dizzy. Good. I need to take everything out. Sobbing, I heave with great revulsion over the bowl of the toilet. I need to expel every single bite I took. 

	Everything feels so gross. I am disgusted with myself.

	But it’s the trigger I need. That feeling. It keeps me going. I need it. 

	I need it so that I don’t break.

	Tears run down my cheeks, and I wipe away my snot with the sleeves of my shirt. I cough and gag until it feels like my lungs are about to give out. My body is so strained that I start to feel cramps everywhere. In my stomach, in my chest, in my legs.

	There’s a dull pain in the back of my skull. A cruel headache that usually accompanies my purging. After what feels like hours with me hunching over the toilet, I finally move. My muscles are sore and twitching as I crawl into the shower. 

	I barely have the energy to undress, but once I have my dress (stained with vomit) off, I open the water. Sliding against the wall of my shower, I sit and close my eyes. The water rains over my sore body, warm until it grows cold. My body is lethargic, but the familiar feeling of self-loathing hammers through me. 

	My soul has taken a beating.

	My body is weakened.

	And my mind…I can’t think.

	There’s a hole inside me, something dark. Something dangerous. Something so ugly I can’t let the world see it. Ever.

	 

	***

	 

	Everyone grows quiet when I walk in, just as expected. The whole cafeteria is watching me now, silently judging. I can feel their stares burning into me, but I keep my back straight and head high as I walk to the food line. They can talk, they can laugh — but they won’t break me. Not today.

	I was naive to trust Jasper, but that won’t be a mistake I make again.

	I will not be fooled a second time, not by a guy like Jasper. 

	Elaine and Blythe are already at our table, and I give them a nod in passing. I only take a slice of pizza, a brownie and a bottle of water. The attendant swipes my school card and I walk back to where my friends are sitting.

	The moment I sit, Elaine leans in closely to whisper in my ears, “You’re the center of attention, again.”

	“When am I not?” I force a smile, trying to lighten the mood. It’s not a big deal; I’m always the center of attention. More so even when I started dating Jasper six months ago. He’s a popular linebacker of Berkshire Academy, so the boys wish they were him and the girls constantly vie for his attention. When our relationship was made public, I became the object of desire for the boys, and the source of jealousy for the same girls who wanted Jasper for themselves. 

	Well, they can have him now. I want nothing to do with that piece of shit. 

	Enjoy my leftovers, bitches. His dick was nothing special, that’s for sure. 

	“It’s for a totally different reason today, though,” Blythe adds, with a slight wince. 

	I pick up the pizza and bring it to my mouth. I don’t take a bite though. It’s just an act I have mastered. The act of making people believe that I’m eating. I nibble on the corner, just barely tasting the flavor of the pepperoni pizza. I hate eating in front of people. “Well, I was simply a bet to him.”

	Blythe frowns, her eyebrows pulling together in confusion. “I don’t understand, are you not hurt?”

	After finding out what happened at the party on Saturday night, Blythe and Elaine called me the next morning. Elaine found out from Diego that Jasper only dated me for a bet.

	A bet he made with his fellow jock friends. 

	I’m the Cheer Captain, popular, rich and beautiful. Unapproachable. I didn’t date and most definitely didn’t have time to goof around with boys — even though, God knows how many have tried. I was what they described as desirable but unattainable. 

	So I became a bet. 

	Who could seduce and win me over. Who could take my virginity. 

	Jasper was confident he’d win. And I guess he did. 

	Fool me once, shame on me.

	Fool me twice — oh, no, no. 

	So, am I hurt? Not really. 

	Am I angry, though? Yes. I’m more than furious.

	They took my dignity and made it into a game of cat and mouse. They made me into a joke. Yeah, I’m enraged.

	“I’m not hurt,” I respond to Blythe’s confusion. “Angry, yeah. But hurt? Not at all. You need to care and love someone to be heartbroken over their betrayal. I could care less about Jasper and his bets.”

	Elaine cocks her head to the side, in silent suspicion. “Are you just saying that to save face?”

	Rolling my eyes, I place the slice of pizza back on the tray. “I really don’t care. Drop it. Let them stare and talk. It’ll pass eventually and they’ll find something else to gossip about.”

	Berkshire Academy is a shark tank. But I know how this works. They will jump onto a scandal when it’s hot and then move on to the next, just as quickly. It’s all for the sake of entertainment. 

	There’s a hushed silence around the cafeteria and the hair on the back of my neck prickles. “He’s here,” Blythe mutters. I don’t turn around, I barely even twitch. From the corner of my eyes, I see Jasper and his friends strolling through the cafeteria’s doors. 

	Jenny, and two other girls with them. 

	“Traitor,” Elaine spats, “I can’t believe Jenny would do that.”

	“Leave it.” I take a deep breath, watching as my ex-best friend sit at the table with Jasper, my now ex-boyfriend. His arm goes around the back of her chair, and he leans in close to whisper something to her. They look very cozy, side by side. I wonder how long they have been together, going behind my back before making it so public at my birthday party. 

	Jasper’s gaze moves to me and I fight the urge to claw his arrogant face. But I’m not going to ruin my recently done nails on that asshole. He’s not worth it, I remind myself.

	Calm, cool and collected. Don’t snap, Riley.

	I’m taking a sip of water when Sasha walks into the cafeteria. She pauses when she sees me, Blythe and Elaine at one table, while Jenny is sitting with Jasper at another one. Elaine blows out a breath, and I wait. 

	Sasha takes a step forward, and when she moves into Jenny’s direction, I can’t help the bitter smile that appears on my lips. I guess she made her choice. 

	“Wow,” Blythe mutters under her breath, “what the actual fuck?”

	“It’s okay.” I smile through the embarrassment. Jasper cheating on me doesn’t hurt as much as my two best friends choosing to betray me. That hurts — their betrayal and their lies.

	 I go back to nibbling on my pizza when my phone pings with a notification. But it’s not only mine. Several phones ping simultaneously around the cafeteria, including Elaine’s and Blythe’s.

	Elaine is already checking her phone before I can grab mine. She sucks in a sharp breath and a swear slips out. 

	“Jesus Christ,” Blythe squeaks, her eyes round in shock. 

	Elaine’s gaze snaps to mine, and I can see the pity there. I’m not sure I like the look she’s giving me right now. Anxiety slides through me and my hands shake with nerves as I grab my phone and open the message.

	My breathing stutters; the world spins and tilts on its axis and I am left feeling disoriented. Time slows, before coming to a complete halt for a whole minute. I hear the whispers in the background. I hear Elaine calling out my name. Someone touches my arm. 

	But I can’t focus.

	I can’t…breathe.

	My vision blurs — everything around me loses focus. 

	My own eyes stare back at me on my phone screen. A photo of me, my top half. I’m only wearing a pink lace bra. And I know with absolute certainty that’s the same notification that everyone else got.

	I briefly remember Jasper taking this photo of me last week. But we had been in the middle of making out, and I got distracted when Elaine had called me. I wasn’t paying much attention to what Jasper was doing at that time. 

	Oh God.

	Our phones ping with another notification. This time, it’s an audio attachment. My stomach churns with nausea, and I feel faint.

	I can’t breathe.

	Someone…anyone…help me.

	I don’t open the attachment, but Elaine does. And her volume is loud enough for me to hear what’s on it. 

	“You like this? How much do you want it? Tell me.”

	“Just hurry up, do it. I want this.”

	I instantly recognize my voice and Jasper’s from the audio clip. From Friday night. My birthday. Elaine lets out another curse and quickly swipes out of her messages, slamming her phone down on the table.

	My heart pounds so hard I can feel the blood whooshing between my ears. My face and neck are flushed with horrifying embarrassment. I’m so mortified I can’t even think properly.

	Is it possible to be so humiliated that you want to die, right here? Right now? I wish there was a hole that would up from the ground and swallow me whole. I want to be taken somewhere faraway from here, from this mortifying chaos. 

	This absolute humiliation that Jasper has subjected me to.

	I hear his laughter. And his friends. I can feel their stares burning into me, and their whispers mocking me. My eyes meet Jasper’s and his smirk sets me off.

	Shock and rage course through me, a sea of mixed emotions. Standing up, I stalk to his table. He jumps to his feet, meeting me halfway.

	My chest heaves, my breathing shaky as I stand in front of him. It takes everything in me, every ounce of courage to face the person who has taken my dignity and repeatedly stomped on it. So cruelly and heartlessly. 

	“You didn’t have my consent,” I hiss in his face. “To take that photo or to record that audio clip.”

	His arrogant smile widens. “So what? Are you going to complain to the Headmaster? Or maybe Daddy Dearest? What are they going to do? What can they possibly do?”

	My fists clench and my heart stutters once more. I’m on the verge of having a complete breakdown, but I can’t. Not now, not here. Definitely not in front of him and a crowd that’s praying for my downfall.

	“You’re an asshole, you know that? An asshole who preys on girls and thinks he can get away with it because his father is the Chief of Police. You’re not invincible. Newsflash, Jasper. Everyone falls. You will too.”

	“Oh yeah?” He crowds into my space and I feel like I’m going to vomit all over his shiny shoes. “But you have fallen, Little Miss Popular. You’ve fallen so low, you can’t even crawl back up. Look around you, Riley. You are a joke now.”

	I don’t look.

	Because he’s right.

	I won’t look.

	Because I’m weak.

	Calm, cool and collected.

	“You had your laugh, good for you. I’m not going to waste my time on your little game. You’re not worth it.”

	He throws his head back and laughs. 

	I take a step back. Walk away, Riley. 

	I turn my back to him. Walk away now, Riley. 

	I begin my walk of shame. Don’t look back. Don’t snap.

	“You told me to do better,” he calls out to my retreating back, “how does it feel, Riley? To be the school’s clown.”

	My steps falter, and I pause. 

	The anger simmering in the pit of my stomach flickers, like a blazing inferno that wants to burn me from the inside out. Violence surges through my veins. At the moment, I don’t have time to think about my actions. Or of the possible consequences.

	Swiveling around, I grab his tray of food and flip it at him. His meal goes all over his Berkshire Academy’s uniform, some of the sauce splattering on his chin and cheeks. The drink spills on the ground, all over his new, polished shoes. There are multiple gasps around the cafeteria. Jenny squeals in surprise. Jasper lets out a loud oath, his eyes flashing angrily. 

	Bitterness and fury are like poison, clawing right under the surface of my flesh. He moves toward me, and I lurch forward, without thinking. My fingers close into a fist, and my arm rears back before I bring it forward. He doesn’t see it coming. In fact, neither do I. It’s like my body is moving on its own accord.

	My fist connects with his nose, and I hear a loud crunch. I don’t know if it’s his nose or my knuckles. But the agony that sears through my hand and up to my elbow is almost blinding. I flinch, and anxiety courses through me. Did I just break my fingers?

	I don’t have time to contemplate my actions, before I’m suddenly surrounded by other students. Jenny runs to Jasper’s side, who is holding his face and groaning in pain.

	Elaine grabs my elbow and roughly pulls me back. “Shit, Riley. What have you done?”

	Jolting back in surprise, I stare at the mess in front of me. “What the fuck?” Jenny yells, her voice high-pitched and worried. “You broke his nose, you crazy bitch!”

	I feel their shocked stares more than I can see them. The sneers, and the extreme judgment coming from everyone around me. The need for violence, the fury and the adrenaline that came with it dies down. Replaced by fear and mortification. My stomach revolts, and the tremors begin. Slowly from the inside, before I feel my whole body starting to shake.

	So I do the one thing I said I would never do.

	With great shame and absolute horror, I bow my head and run, leaving the chaos I made behind. What have I done? What have I DONE?

	Oh God…

	This is a nightmare. And I’ll wake up soon. This has to be a nightmare.

	I am Riley Johnson, poised and confident. Calm, cool and collected.

	I am Riley Johnson, flustered and weak. Worthless, grotesque, and ruined.

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	Grayson — 15 years old (Summer before sophomore year)

	I watch Naomi play in the sandbox. There’s an excited gleam in her eyes, and I can hear her delighted giggles all the way over here.

	It pains me that I can’t hear those giggles every day now.

	The woman squats down next to Naomi, and she doesn’t care that her clothes are getting dirty with sand. Her attention is wholly on my sister. She says something to Naomi, which has my little princess laughing even harder. 

	Naomi hands her the scoop and motions for the woman to start digging, which she does gladly. She doesn’t refuse my sister. In fact, they are both so in tune with each other that they appear to be the perfect image of a mother and her daughter.

	Her husband is just three feet away from them, his phone in his hand as he takes their pictures. He’s smiling, and there’s warmth in his eyes. I can see that he cares.

	It fucking guts me. 

	This resemblance of a perfect family.

	That’s my sister. And I’m forced to watch from here — the outsider in Naomi’s story. 

	“She is loved,” Diane finally says, after a while. “And she’s happy.”

	But it’s not right. This can’t be right. 

	It’s not fair that they took her away from me. It’s not fair that my sister is happy with someone else, and I’m watching from afar. It’s not right that we can’t be together anymore. 

	It’s not right that she has a new family… 

	Because I am her family. Her only family.

	It’s not fucking fair.

	 

	I have the bag of sliced white bread under my arm and a carton of milk in my hand as I push past the door. I couldn’t afford any eggs for this week. I guess we’ll just have to make do with bread and whatever butter we have left for now. I just have to make sure Naomi has food, and her belly is full before she goes to bed. That’s all that matters — even if it means that I have to starve so that she has enough. 

	“Naomi, I’m home,” I announce quietly, so as to let her know who’s entering the trailer. The place is dark, and I squint, trying to see where my sister is. Who turned off the lights?

	I set the bread and mild on the table, and reach for the light switch. “Naomi?” I call out again. 

	The moment the lights are on, I hear a tiny hiccup. A mewling, muffled cry. A sound I’m familiar with. Swiveling toward the noise that’s coming from the mattress, I stalk closer.

	My mother is there, on her side. Facing the wall. Her dark curly hair is a mess on her head, and I know she hasn’t brushed it for days. I’m not sure the last time she even got out of bed or took a shower. She eats in bed, barely speaks to Naomi or me, and just sleeps. If she’s not sleeping…She's drinking. If she’s not drinking, she’s yelling. 

	And if she’s not yelling at us…she’s fucking around somewhere.

	My mother is asleep and I find Naomi cuddled close, right up against her body. She has her tiny arms around our mother’s waist and she clings to her. The tiny cries I heard before, came from Naomi. 

	I squat down next to the mattress. “Hey, princess.” She doesn’t lift her head like she usually does at the sound of my voice. It’s strange, but I don’t hang onto this little detail.

	“I got us dinner,” I tell her softly. “How about a warm glass of milk before bed and we let Mommy sleep? I’ll read to you before we go to sleep. Come here, sweetheart.”

	I go to grab Naomi and my arm brushes against my mother’s cold face. It’s late spring and the trailer is hot and humid. Sweat is dripping down my back, and my dampened shirt is plastered against my skin. Alarm bells ring in my ears at the feel of my mother’s cool flesh. 

	Anxiously, I pat her face, but she doesn’t even twitch. 

	“Mom?” My voice shakes. I don’t remember the last time I talked to her directly. 

	No…

	I don’t remember the last time I called her, ‘mom.’

	She hasn’t been my ‘mom’ for years. And I think she even stopped trying or caring at some point. 

	My fingers grip her shoulders, and I shake her. “Mom? Wake up.”

	Naomi’s sniffling grows louder and she hiccups back another cry. 

	I shake my mom harder. But her flesh is so cold to the touch, this can’t be normal. She has no more warmth left in her body. 

	This…can’t…be happening.

	“Mom!” I speak louder, my voice desperate. Chill runs down my spine and desperation courses through my veins. Fear locks itself inside me, clawing right under the surface. 

	But I can't’ lose my shit right now. I can’t. I have Naomi; I need to focus on her. 

	With shaky breaths, I reach forward and place my finger right under her nose. Waiting for any sign of life.

	Hopelessly, I check her pulse. Even though I know it’s no use. 

	The only thing that’s left here is my mother’s cold, dead body.

	I wait for the anguish or misery that I’m supposed to feel — but I feel nothing.

	Grabbing Naomi, I try to detangle her from our mother. She clings harder, refusing to let go. “Naomi, let go.” My voice sounds unusually harsh, not like me at all. The world is spinning, but I still feel…nothing.

	“N-n-oo.”

	My breath stutters.

	And my heart shatters. 

	Her tiny, fragile broken voice decimates me. And I don’t think I will ever be the same again. The sound of her voice, the only time I have ever heard it, has ruined me. 

	Naomi finally lets go, and I fall back with her in my arms. I cradle her against my chest as she cries quietly. She knows. 

	She’s only four, but she knows. 

	Naomi cries, but I don’t.

	I don’t because the only thing that echoes in my head is her voice. 

	I don’t cry because I feel nothing.

	I don’t feel…because I can’t allow myself to.

	Naomi needs me whole.

	My sister needs me to be strong. For her. 

	I’m her older brother.

	And now, I am all she has. 

	 

	The day I pulled my baby sister from around the waist of our dead mother, I knew nothing would ever be fair in life again. Nothing would ever be right.

	The only time my sister has ever spoken to me…was when I pulled her away from our mother’s dead body. 

	“You and Naomi were forced to grow up too fast,” Diane, our Jamaican social worker, says softly. “She’s still so young, and she needs a family. Someone who can be a mother and father figure to her.”

	“I was both of them for her. I raised her,” I croak, my voice trembling. I changed her diaper as a baby, I made sure to feed her, I clothed her, I stayed up all night with her when she was sick, I read to her…I was everything she needed me to be. 

	I am the only person who can love her the way I do…because she is a part of me. 

	“And you shouldn’t have had to. You were — are a child yourself.”

	I shake my head, tears burning the backs of my eyes. I didn’t cry when our mother died. They already separated Naomi from me. Foster care is a cruel system. But if they permanently take her away from me…I don’t think I’ll survive that. “She needs me. I am her only biological family left and you want to take that away from her? She belongs with me.”

	Diane sighs, and I can hear the remorse in it. “Naomi needs a stable home and this is her chance.”

	“But I told you,” I snap, hating the way Diane makes it seem like these strangers can love her more than me, better than me, “I was planning to adopt her once I turn eighteen.”

	“Adoption has many strict requirements, Grayson. You can’t just adopt her once you turn eighteen. That’s not how it works. It might even take you years to prove that you can properly take care of her. Adoption is not an easy system to work with. She has a chance to have a permanent family right now, instead of staying in foster care.”

	“And it’s not like I have a fucking choice,” I grit out, anger and hopelessness coursing through my body. “It’s not like you’re asking for my permission. She’ll get adopted, even if I don’t want it.”

	Sibling separation is a sad reality of the foster care system.

	Diane turns to face me. Her dark brown eyes are kind and full of sympathy. “Think of what’s best for her.”

	“I am what’s best for her.”

	She cocks her head to the side. “Are you? Stop being stubborn for one second and think. What does Naomi need, other than you and the love that you can give her?”

	She needs me.

	But she also needs a stable home.

	She needs me.

	But she needs a family who can provide for her. Clothes and toys. Big birthdays and big Christmases. 

	She needs me.

	But she shouldn’t have to worry about her next meal.

	She needs me.

	But she also needs adults who can be a mother and father to her.

	She needs me…

	But she needs more than what I can offer her.

	Naomi deserves more.

	She deserves what I couldn’t have…and what I can’t have.

	A family that’s whole. A place she can call home. A family she’s proud of.

	“It’s not fair,” I whisper brokenly. “She’s all I have left.”

	Diane reaches forward and her arms curl around my shoulders, pulling me into her embrace. “What do I do if I don’t have her? Who am I if I’m not her older brother? I need her.”

	More than she needs me.

	The dam breaks and it feels like my soul has been wrecked by a hurricane. I am left broken and empty…

	Tears slide down my cheeks and I silently cry in Diane’s arms. The mere idea of losing Naomi scares me. It guts me and the pain is tragically unbearable.

	“Mikael and Rehya are wonderful people,” Diane tells me, as she rubs my back. Her touch is almost soothing, but nothing can calm the storm in my heart. “Mikael is my brother, and I know…trust me, I know they love Naomi as their own. She’s the missing piece of their family. They didn’t know they had been waiting for her, but the moment Rehya laid eyes on Naomi, she just knew. She said it’s an undeniable connection. Naomi gets along great with them, while they are fostering her. Adopting her is the final step of giving your sister the life she deserves. Mikael and Rehya are willing to keep you updated on Naomi as she grows up. Pictures and videos. We might even be able to schedule for you to visit her.”

	My whole body shakes. “It’s her birthday today.”

	“I know. They have made it official and will tell her today. A birthday surprise,” she explains. 

	A family for Naomi. 

	I let the tears continue to flow. My sister deserves this. Naomi has seen too much in her young life. And I don’t want her innocence to be more corrupted than it already has. She’s worthy of this kind of love. A family.

	Her family. 

	I pull away from Diane’s hug. 

	And me? I guess…I will have to walk this path alone.

	I watch Rehya and Naomi together. They are wearing matching braids and their smiles are so genuine — I know, in Naomi’s world, this is what’s right. This is her fairy tale, the one she deserves.

	“Why did you bring me here?” I ask, my gaze never wavering from the pair. “To show me this…and to tell me all of this?”

	“Because I need you to see your sister happy. This is closure I think you need, so that now you can focus on yourself.”

	Myself? What does that even mean?

	Almost as if Diane can read my mind, she places a hand on my knee and gives me a gentle pat. “You are a good guy, Grayson. Despite who your parents are, despite your situation and how you grew up. You have a good heart. You’re smart and you’re strong. But right now, you’re still a child. Focus on your studies. Focus on your future. Focus on building yourself. You’re not your mother’s or your father’s son. Become the man your sister will one day be proud of. Prove everyone wrong.”

	My father is simply a sperm donor at this point. Diane told me that he’s been in jail multiple times over the last decade, and right now, he’s serving a two-year sentence for illegal possession of firearms and drugs. 

	My mother was a drug addict and alcoholic.

	My father is a convicted felon.

	And me…?

	Become the man your sister will one day be proud of. Prove everyone wrong.

	Naomi rubs her eyes, sleepily, and then yawns. I fight the urge to get up and grab her like I always do when she’s sleepy. She’d fall asleep in my arms, as I read and rock her gently. Mikael moves forward before I can and he picks up my sister. He holds her on his hip, smiling. 

	My heart aches as I watch Naomi lay her head on his shoulder and close her eyes. There’s just something blissful to this moment, but it pains me. My body goes from cold to hot, then back to cold again. I feel feverish, but I’m also trembling from the inside. Rehya and Mikael look at each other with shocking gratification. As if gaining my sister’s trust is a blessing for them. And indeed, it is. 

	I see it now — what Diane has been trying to tell me. 

	Picking up the packet of pink marshmallows from beside me, I give it to Diane. “Can you give this to her? It’s her favorite and I bought it for her birthday.”

	I smile, my heart beating in my throat. My eyes burn with unshed tears, but I refuse to spill any more. “It’s all I have.”

	The marshmallows are all I have to give her.

	Diane takes it from me, and then pulls me in her arms again. She gives me a tight hug before letting go. “You’re a good guy, Grayson. And I know, one day, you will grow up to be a fine gentleman.”

	I can barely focus on her words.

	I don’t know what to do with what she has just said.

	A good guy? A fine gentleman? What is that even supposed to mean?

	How can I be anything…when I just lost the sole purpose I had in my life?

	 

	***

	 

	Three weeks later

	 

	The sun has just set, and this place is already loud, sweaty and crowded. I walk deeper into the dark alley. The air is hot and musky, and the smell is almost pungent. But I don’t let it deter me. This place is a shit-hole, but it’s my only solace. 

	The only thing that feels right at the moment, even though I know it’s all wrong.

	Flexing my fingers, I open and close my fist. I move past the crowd and stalk toward Roan. He has his messy blond hair in a man bun tonight. Roan sees me coming, and the smirk on his face is almost instant. “Put your name down for tonight?”

	“Put me first,” I say, my voice harsher than usual. 

	I need this. 

	To feel human.

	To feel alive again.

	Roan nods, and then clasps my shoulder in a friendly manner I don’t like. I shake his hold on me, my jaw tightening. I don’t want anyone touching me. “You know, you’re too young to be here,” he says, eyebrows raised. “But no one knows that except me.”

	“Does it matter? Does anyone care?”

	He shrugs, his smile widening. “Nope. It’s all about the money. And you fight good.”

	I know I fight good. I’m six foot two and still growing, and I weigh almost 190 pounds. I’m taller and bigger than most guys my age. No, I’m taller and bigger than most adult men. 

	The crowd parts for me, and the roars grow louder, like thunder to my ears. The sound vibrates through my chest, and I feel it with each intake of breath. 

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	I don’t belong here, but it’s the only place where I feel alive. They say that pain is how our body tells us that something is wrong. But for me, physical pain reminds me that I’m not dead. I’m chasing something that I know is wrong: a compulsion that’s pulling me down a reckless path— but it feels so right. 

	I step into the middle of the fighting pit, waiting for my opponent. I’ve never lost a fight in the three weeks I’ve been here. I ignore the way the girls fan themselves as I take off my shirt. I’m not here for that.

	A tall, bulky black man joins me in the center and the crowd goes crazy. We’re about the same height, but while I’m lean with muscles, this man is huge. I hear the bell, and then he’s lunging for me. My brain shuts down, and my body surges forward on its own. 

	We move in circles around each other, and I allow him to hit me twice before I jab my fist into his ribs. He grunts and his dark glare is sharp. 

	I ignore the roar of the audience.

	I allow the fear, the anger at being separated from Naomi, and the unfairness of my existence fuel me. Violence surges through me, a blazing inferno. I let it all out and onto my opponent. His fist jams into my face, and pain explodes through my skull.

	The agony keeps me going.

	My muscles are tense, adrenaline coursing through my veins. 

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	My opponent is relentless in his assault, but so am I. The sound of fists making contact with flesh echoes in my ears. He pounces forward, and my gaze zeroes in on his vulnerable neck. Before he can hit me, I’m quick on my feet and circle away from his fists. He twists around, snarling. Without thinking, I jab two fingers into the side of his neck and he doubles over, choking. My knee comes up, slamming into his face. I hear a crack and then he goes down, his body limp.

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	His breathing is ragged. He’s not dead. But he won’t be able to move for some time. 

	My body is hurting everywhere. He got me good. I can barely walk without flinching, and my knuckles are bleeding. But I don’t think anything is broken. 

	I stalk away from the center, and some of the girls try to reach forward and touch me. But they stop when I direct my glare at them. Their sultry eyes and smiles do nothing for me. I don’t want anyone touching me. I hate it.

	Roan hands me a stack of cash and I take it, before limping away from the crowd and the pit. I walk a few blocks away, until my body gives out on me. Moving into another dark alley, I slide down against the rough wall and sit on my ass. The fight has left me completely battered. Fuck.

	My head throbs and my body is literally shaking in agony. Every twitch of my muscles has me wincing and sucking in a pained breath.

	But it’s nothing compared to the harrowing feeling in my chest, and the absolute misery of my heart. I wonder if Naomi would be scared of this version of me.

	Would she hate me?

	Does it even matter now…?

	She’s gone.

	I lost her.

	I lost the only family I had. The only family that mattered.

	Leaning my head back, I close my eyes. I drift in and out of consciousness. I wonder how much trouble I will get in if I run away from foster care. I hate that place. I hate the feeling of being trapped, where I don’t belong. They’ve already moved me twice since I entered foster care.

	Time passes, the hot summer temperature eventually turns into a cool night breeze. I don’t know how long I sit here, but I snap awake when I hear footsteps approaching me. There’s urgency in the sound of the person’s footfall. Whoever it is, is running as if someone is chasing them, and I blink, trying to see in the dark. 

	My gaze falls on a womanly figure, but I can only see the shape of her body in the shadows. She’s a few feet away from me, leaning against the wall. Her hand flutters to her chest and her breathing is ragged. I can hear it from here. She fumbles with something and then I see a light. She’s using her phone as a flashlight. 

	“Shit,” she swears softly under my breath, speaking to herself. I don’t think she even realizes that I’m here. “I almost got caught.”

	I drop my head low, and my hood gives me the perfect cover. She can’t see my face like this. She brings her phone up, as if to give light to the alley. And that’s when she finally notices there’s another person present, other than her. Me.

	She lets out a squeak in response. “Oh, double shit.”

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” I grunt out. The last thing I need is for a random girl to think I’m some kind of rapist, who is lying in wait in a dark alley for his next victim. 

	Yeah, hard no. 

	I’m a loser and worthless. 

	But I’ll die before I harm a woman. 

	“Uhm,” she drags out. After a long second of silence, she takes a tentative step forward. “I think you’re bleeding. Are you hurt?”

	I clear my throat and straighten my back, but the small movement has my muscles protesting. “No.”

	I try to hide my bruised, bleeding knuckles, but it’s too late. She’s already seen them. “You are hurt,” she whispers. “They look swollen and possibly broken.”

	“Leave,” I bark out loudly. The last thing I want is pity from a random girl.

	Miss Stranger makes a frightened sound in the back of her throat. She scrambles back, and then leaves. I chuckle humorlessly. Of course, she’ll leave. 

	I lick my dry, cracked lips. “This is not a place for you,” I whisper to her retreating form.

	There’s no response, not that I expect one. She’s gone when I blink again. 

	My eyes close and I allow myself a brief repose. It’s late, and I should probably get back to the house. Amanda is gonna be pissed when she finds out I sneaked out. But maybe her daughter will cover for me again. Zoey, Amanda’s only biological daughter, thinks of the fosters as her strays. She has a thing for taking in injured animals and caring for them Apparently, the kids that her parents foster fit in the same category. Zoey is weird like that, but I think she’s alright. 

	I only think she’s alright because she’s covered for me anytime I sneak out to come here, to the fight pit. She says it’s a friend-with-benefits convenience. It suits us both. She needs a guy to practice kissing, and I need someone to hide my tracks. 

	But damn it, if Amanda catches me tonight — she'll probably have Diane move me to another foster home. I don’t blame her though. I’ve broken her only rule multiple times. But I guess it doesn’t matter if I’m living under Amanda’s roof or someone else’s. It’s the same shit. 

	I feel myself slipping out of consciousness again, but a soft touch on my hand has my whole body freezing on the spot. My muscles go rigid and I hold my breath.

	“Oh wow,” she whispers, the familiar voice from earlier, “you’re really banged up. Did you get jumped or something?”

	She’s back…

	I open my eyes, and the first thing I see is silky blonde hair. 

	Her phone is on the ground beside us, and her flashlight is on. It gives me enough light to take in the girl kneeling in front of me. She’s young, maybe around my age. 

	Why is she back? 

	She grabs my hand in hers, and I flinch. My knuckles are bleeding, the skin torn apart. Miss Stranger takes a bunch of stuff out from the plastic bag she has, and that’s when I realize why she returned. She left earlier to go to the pharmacy, and now she’s back with a few first-aid items. I can’t bring myself to move as she uses the antiseptic wipes to clean my hands. It stings at first, but I barely even notice it.

	Dazed and confused, my brain stutters. My body locked tight, against my own accord. 

	She’s touching me so naturally, as if she has every right to. And I can’t move. 

	My heartbeat echoes in my ears. Thud. Thud. Thud.

	Maybe it’s the way she’s so gentle, cleaning my wounds with utmost care, that stops me from snapping at her for touching me so easily. Without my permission.

	She has a round face, and her eyes are a darker shade of gray. There are tiny freckles on her nose, and there’s a mole above the right corner of her upper lip. 

	Why is she here? Why is she touching me? Why is she bandaging my wounded hands? Who is this girl? I have so many questions, but I can’t fucking speak. My tongue is heavy in my mouth and it feels like my throat has swelled up. 

	But when she reaches for my face, I flinch away and keep my head low. Miss Stranger sighs and goes back to my bruised hand. 

	“Out of all the moments I can rebel, this is when I decide to do it. Helping a random stranger in a dark alley. I’m practically begging to get killed at this point,” she mutters under her breath.

	I’m confused. Is she talking to me or herself? “I can hear you.”

	“I know.” She’s gentle as she puts a band-aid over the cut on my arm. “There, all done. You’re welcome. I did what I could, but you should probably get checked out by a doctor. And here are some meds you can use. It’s probably going to hurt worse tomorrow.”

	The sound of distant voices approaching snaps me out of whatever daze I was in. I push myself up, and stand on my two feet. Miss Stranger does the same. Now that she’s this close to me, I can see her better. She’s lithe and has to be around five foot seven. She’s tall, but still petite compared to my height and build. Everything about her screams expensive. The way her silky blonde hair is done, her shiny nails, her tight dress and her pretty heels. 

	What is she doing here? All alone, at night? In a dark alley, with me? Does she not realize how dangerous this is?

	Footsteps grow closer and then I hear a man’s voice, rough and desperate. “She has to be somewhere around here. We’re so fucked if we don’t find her.”

	She releases another oath under her breath. “Ah, hell. They’ve already caught up to me.”

	Is she running away from someone?

	Frantically, she flips her phone over and turns off the flashlight. We’re instantly sucked into the darkness once again. She wobbles unsteadily on her heels and leans into my body. 

	My muscles tense. “Excuse me?” I croak, my voice grumpy and filled with uncertainty. 

	She takes me by utter surprise when her hand comes up and she slaps it over my mouth. “Shh!”

	The audacity, what in the world is wrong with this girl?

	My gaze lingers over her face. I can’t see much in the darkness, but I know the moment our eyes meet for the first time. I feel it.

	Time stands still for a mere second. 

	One breathless moment. 

	Her chest heaves, and her breathing stutters.

	Her fingers twitch over my mouth, but she doesn’t remove her hand. She’s too close, I don’t like people touching me. But why can’t I fucking move? Miss Stranger scrambles away from me. Her hand flutters to her chest, and then she scratches her neck. The lines of her bodies are riddled with signs of nervousness. “I’m sorry,” she grumbles. Her head moves to the end of the alley, where those men have disappeared. Her eyes search for something and then she grimaces. “Uhm, I have to go.”

	I watch as she stalks away, her heels clacking against the uneven ground. She looks back over her shoulder, and our eyes meet for a second time tonight. There’s a slight twitch of her lips, and I almost miss the tiniest smile. 

	Her shadow disappears and with it, the stranger who was kind to me for a minute. 

	I’m never going to see her again. 

	We belong to two opposite sides. She’s rich, probably Daddy’s little princess. 

	I’m the guy who will stay forgotten in foster care. 

	The underserved and worthless loser.

	Miss Stranger and I don’t belong in the same axis. In the same damn world.

	But I’ll probably never forget her one act of bold kindness.

	 

	



	

CHAPTER SIX

	Colton — 15 years old (Sophomore year)

	The cheers of the crowd vibrate through my body, igniting my adrenaline, but my head is not here. My gaze keeps moving to the bleachers, where Cole is sitting in the crowd. I can’t see him from this distance, but I know exactly where he’s sitting. Second row, two seats from the left. I can feel his eyes on me, burning through my football uniform and my helmet. 

	He should have been here. 

	On the field, with us — his team. 

	He was our trusted wide receiver, a savage on the field and probably one of the best. Definitely better than me. I enjoy playing football, but Cole breathes life into this sport. 

	But he can’t play tonight.

	He won’t ever play again.

	Not with his limp. 

	The bones in his right leg shattered in three different places. He took off his cast a month ago, and after some physical therapy, he’s able to walk now. But he has a limp and he’ll never be able to get on the field again.

	His football career is over before it could even really begin. 

	I trip over my own feet and one of Hallows High’s players tackles me to the ground. My head smacks onto it and if it isn’t for my helmet, I’d probably end up with a concussion. I hear a whistle and the opponent moves off me, and even though I can’t see it, I know he’s smirking as he swaggers away. Asshole.

	Maddox, our famous quarterback, jogs over to me, and he slaps me on the back. “Get your head in the game, Colton.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, chewing on my mouthguard. 

	Sometimes I wonder if Cole wishes it was me. If he is ever angry, or envious, that I get to play football and he has to sit on the bleachers and watch. Does he hate me for it?

	But Cole is the good brother, the one with a soft heart. He’d never think that. 

	Frustration clogs my veins when I miss another chance at a touchdown, the ball ending on the sideline. Fuuuck.

	I hear the half-time whistle, and then Coach is summoning the team his way. I swagger over to him, taking my sweet-ass time to join the rest of the team and making me the last one to enter the locker room. I shoulder past Maddox, who’s blocking the entrance with his body. He spears me with a dark, confused look. I know he’s pissed at me, for potentially ruining the game for the team. For him.

	Like Cole, football is his life.

	The only thing he has going for him. The only thing that truly matters to Maddox Coulter. He doesn’t give a shit about any girl, or the money in his back account, or the fame that comes with being a Coulter. He only cares about football.

	My best buddy can’t read my mind, but he knows something is up. If there’s another person who gets me after Cole, it’s Maddox. I guess you could say, we’re the same peas in a pod. We have everything we could ask for — money, chicks, fame. But we bonded over the fact that we both live to piss off our parents. It’s probably the only reason we’re even friends in the first place. 

	We understand each other.

	So, I have his back. And he has mine. 

	“What is wrong with you, Bennett?” Coach Reagan practically roars in my face when I’m close enough to him. 

	I rock back and forth on my heels. “I only missed a touchdown, relax. We’re still leading.”

	“You missed two touchdowns,” he snarls, his face red and veins bulging in his neck. Oh yeah, he’s pissed. “And you missed three passes. That ball hit you right in the damn chest and you let it drop like a hot potato!”

	Jesus Christ, why is he turning this into a huge deal? It’s not like we’re losing the game. Our opponent, Hallow High, is nothing up against our team. We’re going to win our first game, even if I’m shitting all over the field.

	Coach gets right in my face, and I meet his eyes. I don’t back down or cower at his glare. “You either focus, or I bench you for the rest of the season,” he threatens, his voice low and dark. 

	Yeah, he won’t do that.

	His glare sharpens when I scoff. “You think I’m bluffing, boy?”

	I simply shrug. He knows I’m good, an asset to the team. My nonchalant response is only pissing him off more and I can’t help but grin. Apparently, angering people has been my favorite hobby lately. “You lose my game, and I’ll make sure you say goodbye to your future football career, Bennett.”

	Maddox grabs me by the collar and pulls me back. “Sorry, Coach. He’ll focus now.” I lower myself onto the bench and stretch my legs out in front of me. “You will, Colton. Won’t you?”

	Maddox’s shadowed gaze is imploring. Don’t fuck this up, he’s trying to silently tell me.

	I release a deep breath and then nod. “Yeah, okay. I lost focus for a minute there. I’m sorry, Coach.”

	Coach glares one more time at us before stalking away. I tear off my helmet as Maddox sits down beside me. He quietly hands me a bottle of water and I take it. Chugging half of the bottle, I close my eyes and inhale. Then exhale another deep breath.

	“Are you going to say something to me?” I ask, keeping my eyes closed.

	Maddox chuckles drily. “I would talk if I thought you’d listen. But I have a feeling I’m only going to waste my breath right now.”

	“We’re still winning the game,” I complain, almost petulantly. “I don’t understand why Coach has to chew my ass out like that.”

	“You know damn well why he’s mad.” Maddox knocks the back of my head with his fist. It’s both playful and a warning. “Don’t be a little shithead. This is not like you.”

	“You focus, and we win the game. Then, we party.” Maddox stands up, pushing his messy hair back into a sloppy man bun. And then he puts his helmet back on. 

	I roll my eyes. “By party, you mean—

	“Pussy.” Maddox winks. 

	I ignore the way my stomach revolts at the idea. Giving my best friend the smirk he expects, I follow him out of the locker room and back on the field. 

	 

	***

	 

	The moment I get home, I know something is wrong. It’s late, almost midnight, but the lights are still on. I bite back a curse. 

	I guess Coach called my father already. He probably enjoyed ratting my ass out to Daddy Dearest. Fuck.

	Maybe if I sneak back out, I’ll avoid the drama tonight. But it’s too late. He already knows I’m home. In my peripheral vision, I see his shadow looming at the top of the stairs. “In my office, now.” His voice is cold and furious.

	Irritation bubbles through me. But fear also accompanies it. I hope Cole is already sleeping. I don’t want him to hear what’s about to go down tonight. My fists clench in apprehension. Jesus Christ, I really fucking hope Cole is deep asleep. 

	He doesn’t need to see any more of this. 

	I drop my bags in the foyer and walk up the stairs. My muscles are sore from the game tonight. And even though we won, my focus didn’t get better during the last half of the game. Coach was so pissed, I think he blew a blood vessel. Maddox was annoyed, but he didn’t chew my ass out. 

	I wasn’t even in the mood to party tonight. Cole left as soon as the game ended. He didn’t even bother waiting for me. I was going to suggest he come to the bonfire party tonight, like always. Like how it’s always been before the accident. Maybe a change of scenery would do him good, but he disappeared as soon as the crowd started cheering for Berkshire’s victory. 

	I know he still mourns for Josie. But it’s more than that.

	He also mourns for his lost football career. 

	He mourns for his leg…and the limp that will accompany him for the rest of his life. He mourns for what could have been and what it is now. 

	Even as his twin, I can’t do anything to pacify my brother. Fuck, he barely even talks to me anymore. He’s just there…a walking shell, a living corpse. 

	I enter my father’s office, and my breath expels out of me in a loud whoosh. Cole is inside, sitting on the couch. He’s gripping the armrest so tightly, his knuckles are white. 

	Sienna is also there, leaning against the shelves in her robe. The belt is undone, and her maroon silky night dress peeks out from underneath. She’s still got a face full of makeup and her hair is nicely styled. This only means one thing, and my heart dips in the pit of my stomach. 

	I close the door behind me. Cole is staring at the ground; his body so tense I can see the rigid outline of his muscles through his shirt. My father pours himself a glass of whiskey and he takes a slow sip, his gaze on me. He watches me closely, taking his sweet time with his drink. 

	He does this often. It’s a show of power, a way to drag out the suspense, to remind me that he’s in control and that I should be cowering. His face is cold, devoid of any gentle expressions. As if he was cut from stone then put perfectly together, resembling a human. But he’s only perfect on the outside. On the inside, he’s hollow. Empty and dead. 

	I don’t bother sitting down next to Cole. I stay standing by the door, and wait for my father’s verdict. Henry Bennett is, after all, judge, jury and executioner. And he likes to remind us of that quite often.

	He takes one last sip of his whiskey, and then finally speaks. “I got two phone calls today.”

	Just get to the point, do what you have to do and let me get some fucking sleep.

	“Your guidance counselor called.” 

	Mrs. Hudson is a goddamn traitor. She told me she’d give me another chance to make progress before calling my parents. But I guess not. She had to rat me out. 

	“You’re failing two classes,” my father continues, stoically, “and then surprise, surprise. Your coach called. He’s benching you for the rest of the season.”

	Fuck.

	I should have seen this coming. 

	But I thought Coach Reagan was a pussy. Thought he was only bluffing when he threatened me. I was wrong. Again.

	“Do you know how embarrassing it was to take those calls?” He grits out, taking a threatening step toward me. “My son, a Bennett, is failing two classes at Berkshire Academy, and he’ll be sitting on his ass while his team is going to be on the field. Winning games that you will not be part of.”

	He places his glass on his desk. “I keep waiting for the moment you’ll prove that you are, indeed, my son, but you just keep on disappointing me, Colton.”

	You’re a disappointment, Colton.

	You a worthless piece of shit.

	Are you even my son?

	His words echo in my ears. I’ve grown used to hearing them over the last few years, but after the accident, it seems Henry Bennett has reached the end of his ropes. 

	I am his loser son, and sometimes, I wonder if he’ll just kill me in my sleep. 

	It’ll probably be easier for him. To deal with my death rather than having me be an embarrassment to him on a regular basis. 

	“All I have ever asked of you two is to continue my legacy.” His eyes darken. “My sons can’t be failures. Is that too much to ask?”

	I hold his gaze, keeping my back straight. Unease creeps through me, because I know what’s coming, but I push it all down. Into a dark abyss, where no one can see it. 

	His hand goes to his belt and my jaw clenches. Sienna pushes herself away from the shelves and her fingers brush against my father’s shoulder. “Do you have to do this tonight? We can finish talking about this tomorrow,” she says, her voice a soft rumble. “The boys must be tired tonight.”

	My father’s eyes flash darkly. “No, he needs to learn. They both do. He keeps disappointing me, over and over again. It’s always the same fucking shit with this boy.”

	He aggressively pulls his belt from the loops of his pants and folds it in half. “Take your shirt off, Colton,” he spits out. 

	I’m well-acquainted with pain and what’s going to happen next. I take my shirt off and kneel in the middle of his office. The floors are new and shiny, completely spotless, not even a speck of dust. Everything has to be perfect in Henry Bennett’s home — in his life. Nothing is out of place; nothing is unruly, and no one disobeys him.

	Cole inhales a sharp breath and I hate the way he’s being forced to watch this. Knowing that I was in his place before. When he used to cover up for me and take the beating to pacify our father.

	The first lash of the belt has me flinching, as pain ripples through me. My back strains when the second lash falls, hitting in the same exact spot as before.

	SMACK. SMACK. SMACK.

	My jaw tightens, and I hold my breath, waiting for the next one. Somehow, I’ve grown accustomed to physical pain, but it’s the humiliation that follows that has me defeated.

	“You ruined your brother’s chance at a football career,” my father roars, his voice shaking with fury. “Look at him. Look at what you’ve done. He’s a cripple! But that wasn’t enough. You have to continue fucking up our name and prestige. My dignity!”

	The sharp blow of the belt keeps raining down my back without mercy, and my muscles twitch with each hit. My gaze drops low, and I start counting the lines in the hardwood flooring. One. Two. Three. Four.

	The belt strikes my back again. “You are so worthless, even I am embarrassed to call you my son.”

	Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

	My back burns, and the pain is so intense, I can barely breathe at one point, but I keep counting. Some lines are straight, but there are a few that are curved. I recognize each line; I have them memorized. Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. 

	“You have everything, but you’re still an ungrateful piece of shit!”

	I have nothing.

	Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. 

	“You would have been a nobody if my name was not attached to you!”

	I am a nobody. 

	Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

	I bite my tongue until the metallic taste of blood fills my mouth. My fingers clench into fists as I force myself to stay in place, holding myself off the floor. The leather belt continues striking my back, until my agony morphs into resentment. 

	I don’t know how long he keeps going for, but eventually, the beating stops. Two hundred and fifty-two. That’s how many lines I was able to count. 

	My father’s breathing is ragged and I hear him buckle his belt again. My body is tense, but my insides are shaking so much, I feel like I’m going to retch all over his polished floors.

	“Get him out of my sight,” my father sneers, his voice filled with unadulterated hate. 

	Cole rushes to stand up, and I see him reaching for me, but I shake my head sharply. No.

	I force myself to my feet and straighten my back. Pain digs under my flesh, but it’s a companion that I welcome with open arms. The pain reminds me that I’m at least still alive. Still breathing. 

	Sienna is standing by the shelves again; her face is expressionless. Sometimes she reminds me of an unfeeling mannequin. 

	I pull my shirt back over my head before walking out of my father’s office. The door closes behind me with a soft click and I inhale a shuddering breath.

	The flesh on my back feels like it has been torn and shred open with a decaying knife. By the time I make it to my room, my feet are dragging behind me before I fall into my bed. 

	Burying my face into my pillow, I let out a silent, hollow scream. Hate and misery claw under my skin and dig into the marrow of me. 

	I haven’t moved yet when my door opens and then closes again. My bed dips under a heavy weight. “I’m going to tell him the truth,” Cole finally speaks, after a long minute of silence. 

	“No,” I deadpan.

	“He thinks the accident is your fault. But it’s all lies!”

	Lifting my head from the pillow, I look at my twin. He has his face in his hands, and I hear a muffled cry. “It’s not fair that you have to take all the blame. I hate that you won’t let me tell him the truth.”

	The plan was to completely hide the accident from my father. He was out of the country for two weeks, and we thought it’d be enough time for us to heal. And we would come up with a lame excuse for Cole’s broken leg and the plaster. 

	But when Cole’s injuries turned out to be more severe than expected…and with his limp, we had to quickly come up with a story while still covering up the truth. Sienna is the mastermind behind our lies. She said she’d protect us — to leave everything in her hands, even handling my father and his anger.

	So, Cole and I went along with whatever lies she told our father. 

	I drove the car. We hit a tree because I was stupidly speeding.

	I caused the accident that left Cole with a shattered leg. 

	I am the reason why Cole’s life is ruined. 

	Our father doesn’t know about Josie. Or how she died. He doesn’t know about the other car, the other victim. 

	Who turned out to be the mayor’s daughter. He doesn’t know that it was our car that killed her. No one knows — except me, Cole and Sienna. 

	It’s a truth we will take to our grave. 

	My twin brother rubs his face tiredly. “Why are we even lying?”

	“Because if the truth comes out, our reputation will be ruined.”

	“We already are ruined.” He laughs humorlessly. “Look at us, Colton!”

	“And if Dad finds out the truth, he’ll probably kill us in anger.”

	Cole goes silent at my words. Only he and I know what our father is truly capable of.

	He is a murderer. 

	He killed our mother.

	Violently pushed her down the stairs, and then cried over her dead body as if he didn’t just kill her himself. Cole and I saw. We heard it when her neck snapped.

	I still remember that day as if it was yesterday. I can still hear their arguing, echoing in my ears, her screaming at my father for being a “heartless bastard” and him calling her a “cheating whore.”

	And I can still hear his fake crying as the cops stormed in. How he manipulated them and how they believed his lies when he told them she slipped down the stairs.

	That day, he hissed in our faces, practically spitting in fury as he told us to stay quiet, to not say anything to the cops or we would end up just like our mother. 

	So a terrified eight-year-old Cole and Colton obeyed. 

	Many times I’ve wanted to tell the truth. I remember the kind eyes of the officer as he asked me questions, and I wanted to tell him. The words were right on my lips…but I just couldn’t.

	I kept my mouth shut and allowed my father to get away with his lies.

	And in doing so, Cole and I became his unwilling victims. 

	He is a heartless bastard, just like our mother called him.

	But she paid the ultimate price and left us behind. In the lair of the devil. For him to use as his pawns. We were an outlet for his hatred and frustration.

	Cole and I are simply puppets to our father.

	“You remember what he did to Mom,” I remind my brother. “We know what he’s capable of.”

	Cole runs his fingers through his shaggy hair. “Sometimes I wonder if it’d be better off if we were dead. If we had died along with Mom. Maybe death would have been a better ending for us.”

	I snap up and clasp my brother by his shoulders, shaking him. “Don’t you ever dare say that again!” I say, choking on my words. “I need you alive, Cole. We survive, that’s what we do.”

	“But I can’t watch you take a beating for me. I won’t. I can’t.”

	“You’ve done it for me before. Many times.” I try to smile, in a way that will calm my brother. But I can’t even fake it for him. My smile shakes and he sees it. “When I was sneaking out and you’d take the fall for me. You’ve always protected me from our father’s wrath because you knew he’d go easier on you than me.”

	He shakes his head. “No, it’s not the same. He wasn’t this cruel before.”

	“Cole,” I say, my hand still on his shoulder. He lifts his eyes to mine, and it’s like I’m staring into the mirror. He’s a reflection of myself. “You’ve always played the role of the good brother. But don’t forget, I’m older than you by four minutes. Let me do the protecting this time. Let me be the older brother you need. I got this and I got you.”

	Cole is quiet for a long minute, before he reluctantly nods. He chews on his lip, and then gestures to my bruised, welted back. “Does it hurt?”

	“No.”

	He laughs quietly. “Liar.”

	I smile, before admitting the truth. “It hurts like hell.”

	But we survive — because that’s what we do.

	We will always survive.

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	Riley — 16 years old (Junior year)

	I scrub my uniform, trying to clean the stain as much as I can. Except I know I can’t hide this big blob of Bolognese sauce that was purposely spilled on me. My clean, unwrinkled uniform is now sullied and I don’t even have a change of clothes in my locker. 

	Damn it, the teachers are going to get on my case and probably give me detention. For being “unclean” and not looking like the school’s best standard. Berkshire Academy is unrivaled and well-known for being the private school for the rich. We have a certain standard here, and it needs to be kept at all times. Anyone who breaks those fundamental and unspoken rules becomes an outcast — both by teachers and students. 

	Our uniforms are new and pristine.

	Our shoes are polished, without a stain on them. 

	Our hair is perfectly-styled, without a single strand out of place.

	Our sports teams are unrivaled.

	Our students have the best grades in the whole damn country.

	Berkshire Academy breeds the next generation of famous CEOs, surgeons, lawyers, scientists, and politicians. Anyone who walks out of here after graduation is unstoppable.

	But a lot of times, it’s without merit, and more so because of family name. Nepotism is a harsh reality of Berkshire Academy and its students’ futures. 

	Once I’m done scrubbing, I drop the toilet paper into the trash. My uniform now has a big wet stain, right in the middle. There’s no way I can hide it, and it’ll take forever to dry. I can’t skip my next class either, since we have a test. 

	Goddamn it. 

	Mrs. Solvana, my Pre-Calculus teacher, is a bitch. She’ll probably give me an earful about my “dirty” uniform right in front of the class, to humiliate me further, and then send me to the office. She hates me. And knowing her, she’ll find any reason to stop me from taking my test. 

	How quickly I’ve fallen…

	I went from being the Cheer Captain, one of the most popular girls at Berkshire that everyone respected and looked up to — teachers and students alike. And now look at me.

	Someone that doesn’t belong here anymore.

	I’m fighting to survive in this shithole. Only because my father won’t allow me to leave and go to another school. He says I either continue at Berkshire or I dropout. But he won’t accept a dropout as a daughter, so here I am. 

	He says a Johnson never cowers, never runs away, and never fails.

	But this Johnson is.

	Riley Johnson is everything but respected now.

	I still remember the day when I told my father about Jasper’s betrayal.

	“He deleted the photos and videos, and that’s it? No consequences?” I question incredulously. “He shared them publicly without my consent. He took them without consent. He should be facing some kind of repercussions. This is not okay!”

	My father’s eyes darken. “You want me to file a case against the Chief of Police’s son? You’re more delusional than I thought, Riley. Do you realize how much power Jasper and his father have? I refuse to become an enemy of Matthew Baker because of you. I’ve spoken with him and Jakob both. Matthew promised his son will delete the photos and videos he took of you. And it’s done. There’s no need for us to keep going back and forth with them.”

	“But my reputation—

	“Wouldn’t have been tarnished if you hadn’t whored yourself out in the first place!” my father roars.

	I flinch, taken aback by his unmasked fury. Why is he angry at me? 

	I didn’t…do anything. My heart thumps in my chest, and pain grips my stomach, revolting, and I strain against it. 

	“I didn’t whore myself out,” I whisper, both hurt and confused. “You told me to please Jasper, to keep him happy and interested in me.”

	Please Jasper, to please my father. 

	Keep him happy, to keep my father happy.

	My father gets right into my face and I lean back against the chair, trying to put some space between us. But he doesn’t allow me that reprieve. His hand holds my face, his fingers digging into my cheeks, so painfully, I have to blink back tears. The backs of my eyes burn, and my flesh, where his nails are digging into, stings heavily. 

	“Are you suggesting that I forced you to become a slut for Jasper?” he hisses menacingly, his spittle landing on my face. “You did this to yourself, Riley. You irresponsible, little bitch. You tarnished your own reputation, and with it, you tainted mine too. Jasper doesn’t have to bear the consequences of this. You have. And you will.”

	He releases my face roughly, and my head snaps back. Sniffling, I look down at my lap.

	Is this what my father thinks of me?

	A whore…?

	Someone this unworthy?

	Defeated, I close my eyes as the sound of his footsteps drift away and I am left alone, sitting in this dark, cold house.

	People say that your house and your family are the place you feel the safest, where you belong. The place where you run to, to hide from the storm, to survive the hurricane.

	But this is not a home.

	It’s a tomb — a sophisticated, glamorized tomb that keeps up the illusion. But it’s a grave, nonetheless. And I’ve merely been rendered to a living corpse, waiting to be buried under this cursed land.

	 

	“Oh, look who’s hiding in the bathroom. Smelly, slimy Riley.” 

	Mocking voices snap me out of my drifting thoughts. Jenny and her circle of mean girls join me in the bathroom. Great, as if them tripping me earlier and having me spill my Bolognese spaghetti all over my uniform was not enough. Not that I was going to eat it, anyway. I don't have lunch at school. I never eat in front of anyone. 

	They think I eat.

	But I’ve mastered the act of faking it.

	When my photos and videos were leaked by Jakob, we only had a month left of Sophomore year. So, while the rumors spread like wildfire, the bullying wasn’t that bad. I was able to avoid it as much as I could. Anyway, I still had Elaine and Blythe on my side then. 

	And when summer came, I hid away. In my bedroom, surviving within my four walls.

	If I wasn’t at home, my mother was dragging me to whatever modeling gig she could get her hands on or she was able to get me some random cameo roles in TV shows. 

	My summer was busy and away from Berkshire’s bullies. Everything was almost tranquil for a short period of time.

	Except, that didn’t last long.

	We had to return to school again and that’s when the real bullying began. The name-calling, more rumors — all of them fake, were spread, and then what started as verbal soon transcended into physical. My pinky still throbs with a phantom pain, a reminder of how it was fractured. The cast was removed two weeks ago. 

	After a while, it wasn’t just the students. The faculty of Berkshire Academy turned on me too. And that’s when I learned that once the number of bullies becomes large enough, it’s easy for the faculty to blame the victim both for psychological and practical reasons.

	After all, I am the nexus of all trouble caused by the bullying, and regardless of whether it is my fault or not, it’s easy to blame me, the one who is always there when trouble happens. Especially when the majority of students are pushing the narrative that I am actually the one who is causing the problems.

	So, at some point, I stopped reporting the bullies. 

	I stopped fighting back.

	When I started my junior year four months ago, I became a social pariah at Berkshire Academy. But I was also a reject in my own home, with my own family. 

	An outcast, through and through. 

	“Did you clean your vagina properly this time?” Rita sneers, disdain apparent on her face.

	“This is getting old now. Do yourself a favor and find a new rumor to spread,” I snap, glaring at Jenny and her “new” friends. 

	A few weeks ago, Jasper told his fellow football friends that the only reason he couldn’t bear to have sex with me again is because I have terrible vaginal odor.

	Hence the nickname: Smelly, slimy Riley. 

	I cried the first time I heard the rumor, and then I laughed. Because the rumors were becoming more and more detailed, yet so inaccurate that I had to applaud their imaginations. 

	I try to move past them, but they block my path to the door. I roll my eyes, faking nonchalance, but icy fear spreads through my veins. Last time they ganged up on me like this, I went home with a black eye and a fractured pinky. It took a lot of makeup to cover the marks they left on my face. 

	“This is getting quite predictable now.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I stare them down. I don’t cower, because a Johnson never cowers. “Get out of my way.”

	Jenny lets out a throaty, taunting laugh. “Or what? What can you possibly do, Riley?”

	“Ganging up on me like this? Five against one? Who is the coward now, Jenny?”

	My muscles tense because I know I’m making this worse for myself, fueling their hatred and their need to force me to my knees. It’s a game of authority — the ultimate power trip. To make me bend, to have me quaking and cowering at their feet. 

	To humiliate me.

	“All of this for what?” I plaster my fake pageant smile on, knowing it will just piss them off even more. I refuse to beg for mercy. 

	They won’t break me. 

	They can’t break me. 

	“A tiny two-inch dick?” I continue, with a humorless laugh. “Please, Jasper is not that good of a lover for you to go that hard for him.”

	Jenny growls and lashes forward, backhanding me in the face. The copper taste of blood instantly fills my mouth and I lick my bruised lips. Bethany, Jenny’s younger sister, kicks the back of my legs and I fall on my knees. Her two other friends circle around me, grabbing my arms and tugging them roughly behind me. Forcing me to curve my shoulders low to avoid them pulling my arms out of their sockets. 

	Jenny bends low, putting her face close to mine. “You’ve always fancied yourself a mighty princess, invincible and on the top of the ladder. But you’re easily disposable, Riley.” Her long, perfectly manicured nails dig into my cheeks, and I know she’s cut me when my skin starts to sting. Pain throbs through my face. “Where did your beauty get you? Being called the school’s whore. Where did being rich get you? Being the school’s clown. Where did your so-called popularity get you? Friendless and a sad reject. Even Elaine and Blythe want nothing to do with you anymore. You’re nobody.”

	The bullying doesn’t hurt. The rumors and all the embarrassing shit they’ve forced me to endure. None of that caused me more pain than Elaine and Blythe turning their back on me when I needed them the most. 

	Once I became an outsider within Berkshire Academy, they refused to be associated with me anymore. To save their own reputation. 

	While they didn’t actively participate in the bullying, they watched as I was pushed into the lockers. They watched as I was tripped and made fun of, and sometimes, they joined in on the laughing and mocking.

	I guess we were friends only because it benefited them, not because they cared about me.

	My eyes flash toward Jenny. “I’m nobody and you are just a jealous skank.”

	Outraged, she backhands me again. 

	I laugh. “A dirty traitor,” I spit through the bloodied lips. “You are jealous because I caught Jasper’s attention first. You’re jealous that even though it was for a bet, I was his girlfriend first. You’re just jealous because you’re second best.”

	This time, her slap has my head snapping back and I hit the wall. My ears ring and there’s a dull pain in the back of my skull. The ground underneath my knees spins until my stomach revolts as they drag me across the bathroom floor on my knees. Jenny is screeching something, but her words fall on deaf ears. 

	The only time the world stops spinning is when my head is submerged in cold water. 

	My body automatically reacts, adrenaline flowing through my icy veins, and I start struggling against their captive hands, struggling to breathe, but I only end up choking as I run out of breath. 

	Fingers dig into my scalp, painfully and mercilessly, as they keep me under. 

	My struggles turn violent, and then my head is being lifted away from the water. I’m only allowed a brief reprieve, one single inhale before Jenny dunks me back into the toilet bowl.

	Water rushes through my ears, and I hold my breath. 

	My heart thuds loudly against my rib cage, almost like it’s trying to break free from its confinement and my muscles seize.

	The humiliation.

	The heartbreak.

	The hate.

	The emptiness that swallows me. 

	Everything crashes through me like a messy tirade, unstoppable and destructive.

	My mind shuts down, and the next time she lifts my head, I close my eyes. Water sluices down my face and I feel her warm breath next to my ears. “I’ll make your life a living hell, Riley. Do you know why? Not because I hate you. It’s because of that petty arrogance you have. Even now, when you’ve fallen so low, you still walk with your head high. That confidence of yours? It won’t last, as long as I’m your enemy.”

	She releases my hair and her friends drop me to the floor. My face, my hair…my uniform, everything is wet and dirty. 

	Closing my eyes, I take in several deep breaths. My nose is running, and my sniffles echo around the four walls of the bathroom. Their footsteps fade into the background, and I briefly hear the door closing.

	Silence fills the bathroom. There are no more voices. No more laughter, jeers, screams or mocking giggles. I can almost hear the dust particles float around the room.

	Rubbing my hand over my face, I try to wipe away the water residue that’s left on my skin. So, me not cowering to my bullies is arrogance?

	I am ruined, but I refuse to let them win.

	Poor, little, insecure Jenny and her asshole boyfriend.

	I open my eyes, staring at the ceiling, and a cold laugh escapes my bruised and still bleeding lips. “I guess I’m failing my test,” I say out loud, to no one specific. 

	There’s an awful feeling pricking my chest, a mix of despair and frustration. Anguish and rage. So much rage. At them, at my parents, at myself.

	Struggling to my feet, I move to the sink. The girl staring back at me in the mirror’s reflection is unrecognizable. My hair is drenched, messy strands plastered to my face. My mascara has left black streaks down my cheeks, and my eyes are bloodshot. My lips are swollen, and bruised. My face is pale, except for my right cheek that’s turning an ugly shade of purple from Jenny’s slaps. Her rings must have caught my skin, because there are two rough cuts on my cheek.

	I hate this…

	— this feeling of worthlessness.

	What is my value now?

	 

	***

	 

	The rich, savory taste of pizza fills my mouth and my taste buds are tingling. Soft, springy texture of bread, sweet and savory tomato and cottage cheese. Salty olives, sour pineapples and chewy, roasted meat. 

	Everything tastes like heaven, and the euphoric feeling of binge-eating courses through my body. Even though I know once I’m done, I’m going to be filled with disgust and the need to purge will overcome my senses.

	But, right now, I just can’t stop stuffing my face with everything flavorful and gourmet.

	My brain barely registers the lack of control, and my hands — shaky but desperate to reach for the next pizza slice. I can’t stop. I need this.

	I can’t get my hands on this food, that food and all the food in front of me. It’s a buffet, yet not enough. A buffet that I can’t eat fast enough. 

	My brain doesn’t even recognize the calories I’m stuffing in my body. All my senses are filled with pure bliss — the delight that comes with indulging.

	I need more.

	It’s okay if I eat another slice…it’ll be the last piece I eat.

	Lies. Lies. Lies.

	Half of my tray is cleared, and that’s when it starts hitting me. The euphoria and adrenaline that accompanies my eating is replaced with guilt and shame. Sadness and anger.

	Yet I can’t stop.

	This is wrong.

	But I can’t stop.

	I shove another spoonful of whip cream in my mouth, and I don’t stop until the container is empty. 

	I need to stop. This is bad. 

	Sniffling, I drop the empty whip cream container, and grab the Oreo package. I shove three Oreos in my mouth, chewing until my jaw hurts and my stomach cramps.

	Why am I doing this?

	Why can’t I fucking stop?

	No more pizza, no more Nutella, no more whip cream, no more Oreos, no more bread and carbs and calories. No more—

	A loud urgent knock interrupts my thoughts, and I drop the package onto my lap. “Riley?” my mother calls from outside the door. “What are you doing? We have to leave in five minutes.” Her voice is cold and stern.

	Wait…what?

	“What?” I ask, loud enough for her to hear me through the door. “Leave, where?”

	She bangs on the door again. “Open this door right now!”

	My eyes grow wide, and panic surges through me. Jumping off my bed, I drag everything down, hiding the tray and all the trash from my binge-eating under the bed.

	I can’t let my mother see this. 

	She can never know.

	No one can ever know.

	This is my ugly secret. 

	I quickly rub a hand over my face, catching any leftover crumbs to make sure I am presentable enough for Nora Johnson. 

	When I open the door for her, she barely spares me a glance, pushing past me to stomp into my room. “Why are you not dressed yet?”

	Confused, I can only stare at her. My stomach is bloated, and I feel a rumbling deep inside me. I’ve never had someone walk in on me while I was binge-eating. And I’ve also never had someone interrupt me before I can purge. 

	Blood roars between my ears, and I feel sick.

	“Riley! Are you listening to me?”

	I can barely focus on my mother’s irritated voice as she speaks to me. “What?”

	“How can you forget about the Christmas gala?”

	I blink. “I thought it’s tomorrow.”

	Her eyes sharpen with a deadly glare. “No, you stupid girl. It’s tonight.”

	It’s now that I notice my mother’s attire. She’s wearing a silver evening gown, with her favorite black fur wrap around her shoulders. She has a cloud-pearl embellished clutch in her hands and a heavy diamond necklace around her neck. 

	She looks posh and elegant — expensive, exactly like the Nora Johnson she’s known as. The perfect image of a rich, billionaire wife. 

	She stares at me exasperatedly, as if I’m a naughty, unruly child.

	“The gala is tonight,” I say blankly. How did I forget such an important event? My father has been mentioning it every chance he gets. The charity gala is the event for him to gather more social connections. He needs all the support he can get since he’s running for Senator.

	My mother sighs in frustration before she heads to my walk-in closet and starts rummaging through my various evening gowns. 

	She walks back out with a plum-colored strapless gown thrown over her right arm and a pair of black heels in her left hand. 

	I take a step back, shaking my head. My stomach churns with nausea, and I need to get rid of all those calories I forced into my body. The food I consumed was more than what my body can hold, and the desperation to release it claws under my flesh. “I need to use the bathroom first.”

	My mother scoffs and grips my elbow. “We don’t have time for this, Riley!” She drags me to my white vanity and forces me to sit down on the plush stool. “Your father is already waiting downstairs and we’re going to be late. You know very well how much your father hates lateness!”

	No, she doesn’t understand.

	I need to purge, or I won’t make it through the night. The food has settled roughly in the pit of my stomach, and it’s causing me uncomfortable cramps. 

	“Mom!” I yell, tears burning the back of my eyes. “I need to use the bathroom! Just give me ten minutes, please.”

	The image of me bending over the toilet, retching as I dig my fingers down my throat fills my mind. This is what I need right now.

	My gaze falls on the scrapes on the backs of my knuckles, and I try to hide my hands in my lap. I know some people can purge without using their fingers, but as much as I’ve tried, I just can’t do that. It’s also the reason why I always keep my nails short, much to my mother’s dislike, to avoid injuring my throat or causing any infections.

	My mother’s hand tightens around my arm, and she pinches me, right above my elbow. It stings and I wince. Our eyes meet through the mirror, and her face is flushed with anger. “I’ve had enough of your attitude, young lady. Get undressed, now! We literally only have five minutes to do your hair and makeup.”

	I swallow down my nausea and do as I’m told. I am my mother’s dutiful daughter.

	Compliant, faithful and docile.

	Once I’m dressed, she’s pulling my hair into a neat bun while I try to quickly do my makeup. She studies me through the mirror, and I wonder if she can see all my imperfections, all the ugliness that I keep inside me. 

	“You are lucky you got your natural beauty from me,” she compliments haughtily, but I know the praise is more for her than me. “Here, use the red lipstick. Bright red lips always complete any look.”

	I’m dressed and ready to go in exactly eight minutes.

	My mother rushes me out of my room and down the stairs, where my father is waiting in the lobby. He barely spares us a glance. “You’re late.”

	“I’m sorry,” I mutter in apology under my breath.

	“Lateness is unladylike,” he grumbles harshly.

	“I understand, I won’t be late again.” The diamond choker around my neck feels more like a restraining collar than a pretty, expensive necklace that was gifted to me on my birthday.

	 

	On our way to the venue, my stomach feels bloated. It’s painful and profoundly uncomfortable, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I fidget in my seat, and the lulling movement of the Range Rover has my stomach roiling with nausea, but I keep swallowing it down. 

	My throat burns with acidic bile. Deep breath, I remind myself. Just like I’ve read online.

	Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale.

	When the car comes to a halt, I release a shuddering breath and plaster on a fake smile before stepping out. It’s a smile I’ve mastered. The one that tells people that Riley is in control, even when she’s spiraling out of it.

	The one that speaks of confidence, even though she’s shriveling from the inside.

	I am Riley Johnson: poised and confident. Calm, cool and collected. The perfect lady that my mother raised and my father expects me to be.

	They see what I want them to see.

	And it’s always been like that for as long as I can remember. 

	Dutiful, quiet, ladylike.

	My mother and father walk inside, her hand around the curve of his elbow. They truly look like a power couple, walking with utmost confidence and authority. 

	I follow quietly behind them, ignoring the camera flashes. 

	Only I know that their marriage is loveless. An arrangement to further my father’s political career. My father needed an upper-class bride, and my mother needed a man with great wealth and social standing. Their marriage is a sham, and I am the unpleasant result of their fake love.

	The air is cool inside, but I tense when I see the people — all of them in their fancy dresses and suits, champagne glasses in their hands and judgmental looks in their eyes. 

	The temperature rises in my body, and I suddenly feel suffocated.

	I’m always on my best behavior during any social gathering, with my pretty smiles as I converse with anyone who approaches me. But I hate it.

	I hate the crowd.

	I hate the voices.

	I hate the soft playing orchestra in the background.

	I hate every sound that mingles together and my ears start to itch. My throat closes up, and I have to force myself to swallow past the heavy lump that’s lodged in my throat.

	But my smile never once falters.

	Socializing is a skill I’ve mastered since I was a little girl, but I don’t enjoy it one bit. 

	A server hands me a fruit punch mocktail and I take it with a sweet smile, quietly thanking him before finding myself a lonely corner to stand. I watch the people interact with each other; except, I can’t help but think how all of this is so…fake.

	These events are the ultimate power trip. A place where gossip festers, secret rivalries are made and worst of all — reputations are ruined by extremely judgmental, rich brats. 

	I’m sipping on my mocktail when my gaze falls on someone familiar. Someone I recognize. Someone I never want to see at these types of events. 

	Our eyes meet from across the room, and I blink in astonishment. The social mask I’ve been wearing, the one that covers my emotions and the ugliness that resides in me, cracks open. 

	He sees it — my shock and dismay at seeing him.

	And Jasper smirks knowingly.

	But how can I be so stupid?

	I should have known he would be here. I should have expected it, at least. Except it completely slipped my mind earlier, while my mother was rushing me to get dressed. 

	Now Jasper is here. We’re in the same room, and this is not Berkshire Academy, with students our own age. This is a public gathering, with cameras and disparaging eyes from well-established adults. 

	Shit.

	Fear creeps back into my heart and I lick my lips. Gripping my glass harder, I try to hide the way my hands shake. I move toward my father, and when I’m close enough, I grab onto his elbow. More for support than anything else. I need something— someone to keep me upright.

	“Did you know Jasper was going to be here tonight?” I whisper to him, as he briefly gives me his divided attention.

	He stares at me blankly, and I already have my answer before he responds. “What did you expect?” His tone is stiff, almost as if he finds me bothersome. 

	I swallow, almost choking on my saliva. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

	“What’s there to warn you about?” he scoffs. “Stop acting like a petulant child, Riley. Don’t embarrass me here.”

	I’m not trying to! I want to scream. 

	But he won’t listen.

	My father never listens, unless whatever he wants to hear benefits him in some way.

	I let go of him, and he goes back to his conversation with whoever he was talking to. Suddenly, everything begins to sound louder. The voices, the laughter, someone’s coughing; I even hear a distant sneeze. 

	My heart thunders against my rib cage, and I stride away to the bathroom. My legs are shaking so bad, I have to grab onto the sink. 

	Breathe, Riley. I remind myself. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale.

	I eye the toilet through the mirror’s reflection and the insistent need to purge fills me again. The need to get rid of all the disgusting shit I consumed earlier. I can almost imagine the grease of the pizza, the calories that came with the whip cream and Oreos that I ate, building into my stomach. Festering like a raw, hideous wound inside my flesh. 

	The bathroom door clicks open. “I have to say, you look pretty ravishing in that dress.”

	My stomach sinks before I ball my fingers into fists. His voice is grating and I push away the fear that slides through my veins, like acid.

	“This is the ladies’ bathroom, Jasper. Why are you here?”

	He walks up behind me, his bigger body looming over mine. I’m tall at five foot seven. While Jasper is not much taller than me, he’s more muscular. “Because you’re here.” His dirty smirk widens. “You look pale, Smelly Riley. And I’ve haven’t even begun terrorizing you yet.”

	“This is not the place for it,” I hiss.

	Jasper shakes his head and I don’t miss the way his eyes darken with something sinister. “No, this is the perfect place for it.” 

	His arm goes around me, his hand cupping my breast over the gown. My jaw tightens and I fight off the aggression coursing through me. I can’t imagine how much trouble I’ll be in if I punch Jasper here, at the Christmas gala. 

	I grip the sink tighter, until my knuckles ache. He gives my breast a taunting squeeze. “Are you adding molestation to your numerous charges, Jasper?” 

	He chuckles darkly in my ears. “It’s not molestation if you want it, Smelly Riley.”

	His other hand moves to my abdomen, and then lower, until he’s cupping me between my legs. My whole-body flushes in mortification. I roughly push back against him, and he briefly loses his balance, his hands falling away from my body.

	I feel hot — not with desire. Oh, no, no. I feel hot, with uneasiness and shame. My head spins, and I wobble away from Jasper. “You will never touch me again. The next time you dare do that again, I will break your arm. I swear.”

	He raises his eyebrow in question, almost mockingly.

	“You have an ego problem,” I hiss, fighting back enraged and panicked tears. “Truthfully, it doesn’t match that small dick of yours.”

	His face turns red, the veins bulging at my words. Jasper takes a threatening step toward me, but I’m already swiveling around and heading out the door. His fingers brush against my bare arm, but he doesn’t get a chance to grab hold of me. 

	Disgust curdles through me, and the food that’s still in my stomach becomes unsettling. My belly twists painfully, as I search for my dad through blurred vision.

	Someone grabs onto me, and I hear them asking if I’m okay. But I can’t answer. 

	I can’t…breathe.

	Fighting back the dizziness, I reach forward blindly. Panic surges through me, and I can’t think. I can still feel his touch on my skin, the way he grabbed my breast and how he cupped me so shamelessly. 

	The devils on my shoulders are silent. But the voices around me…everything is too loud.

	Help…

	My stomach revolts and nausea builds.

	My rapid heartbeat is accompanied with cold sweat and my body starts to shake. Hyperventilating, I call out weakly, but I don’t think anyone hears me. “Daddy…”

	I let out a choked sob. “Help me, please.”

	My full stomach roils again, and I fight the urge to gag. Tears slide down my cheeks, and my throat closes up. The lump grows heavier and heavier. The disgusting feeling of sickness surges through me, clawing under my flesh like a poisoned disease.

	No, I should have purged everything I ate before. If I don’t…I’ll grow fat and ugly. People will see it. They will see how my stomach distends. They will see the rolls on my thighs. They will see…everything I’m trying to hide.

	I won’t be pretty anymore.

	No… 

	I need to be beautiful. I am my mother’s daughter.

	I am powerful. I am my father’s daughter.

	This is my value.

	I need…

	Oh God, I can’t.

	I can’t…do this. 

	Jasper’s voice, Jenny’s taunts — the mocking and everything else fill my head. My ears echo with them, so loud, it’s almost deafening.

	The world spins.

	Thud. Thud. Thud.

	My father grips my arm, and he’s shaking me. 

	Time slows.

	“Riley! Riley, get a hold of yourself!”

	Through a blur of faces, I see my mother staring at me. Her expression is shocked and disturbed, embarrassed.

	Poised and confident. Calm, cool and collected — I am none of those.

	That’s the last thought in my head before my stomach cramps so terribly, I hunch over. A pained sound escapes my lips, and then I’m retching all over my father’s shiny shoes.

	Once the damn breaks, it doesn’t stop.

	I can’t stop.

	I’m sobbing. My mother is screeching in disgrace. I hear my father swearing. 

	The rose-tinted glass that has surrounded me since I was a child shatters. Inside, I am just a broken, hideous girl. I can’t hide behind the illusion that was Riley Johnson anymore.

	Everyone sees the disastrous truth.

	They see me.

	Ugly and ruined. Completely wrecked.

	My knees weaken and I fall to the ground, before my eyes roll back in my skull and the world goes black.

	Complete, utter darkness surrounds me, dragging me into the abyss that’s been calling me for a long time now, but I’ve been fighting so hard against it. 

	I lost the battle.

	I died in the war, my body disintegrating into nothingness.

	And then…

	Silence.

	 

	The next time I wake up, I hear voices around me. Familiar ones. My father and mother are arguing. I keep my eyes closed, barely hiding my wince as my head throbs painfully. It feels like I’ve been hit with a truck.

	The memories of tonight assault me from all sides. 

	I still smell like vomit, and my mouth tastes bitter. 

	“How did you not know about this?” My father questions, his tone filled with accusations.

	“You didn’t know either! Oh God, I can already see the subject of the tabloids tomorrow. This is going to be all over social media. You won’t be able to stop this or keep it hush, hush.”

	My father growls and then I hear a glass shattering. “The public humiliation I had to face because of this stupid girl.”

	“What are we going to do now?” My mother mutters. I sense her pacing back and forth, and I can almost imagine her wringing her hands in tension. 

	“I don’t want her anywhere near us. She needs to be gone. She’s sick!”

	He wants me gone? What…does that mean?

	Fear propels me to sit up, and dizziness swamps me. My father notices that I am awake, and his eyes — oh his eyes are dark and livid. 

	I lick my dry lips. “I’m sorry.” My voice is barely a whisper, but they hear it.

	They hear it, except they don’t care.

	My heart thumps in my chest when I try to speak again. My body is weak, broken under the traumatic events of tonight, but I keep my spine straight. “I can get help. There’s a therapist I researched—

	“Pack your bags,” my father says roughly, cutting me off, “you’re leaving tonight.”

	My lungs squeeze, painfully. “W-what do you m-mean?” I stammer helplessly. “I don’t understand.”

	“I’m sending you to a rehab place I know.”

	Rehab?

	My eyes widen, and I scramble to my feet. “Wait, but what about school? I can’t just leave.”

	I know I need help… 

	I’ve always known, but somehow, I chose to stay quiet, chose to stay willfully blind. Because it was easier that way. Better. 

	It was the illusion I created around me.

	My father stalks over to me, and his hand comes up. He grips my face, his fingers digging into my flesh. “Do you realize what you did tonight? Do you realize the mess you’ve left behind for me to clean up? Do you really think I’ll let you stay here after the disgusting chaos you caused tonight?”

	“It’s not my fault,” I cry out brokenly. “J-Jasper, he tried to—"

	My father backhands me so hard, my head spins, and I gasp, my breath stuttering in my throat. “Shut up,” he roars, his spittle landing on my face. “I am done with your constant excuses. Always blaming someone else for your stupid, stupid mistakes.”

	He pushes me away from him, and my body crumples to the ground. “Please… please, don’t force me to leave.”

	I can’t go to rehab. 

	I can’t go to a place I’m not familiar with. Just the thought of it fills me with extreme anxiety and I can’t breathe, can’t think straight. 

	I just…can’t.

	“Why do I need to go to rehab? We can find a therapist here. I don’t need to leave school; I don’t need to leave home.” — the only place I’ve known all my life. Even though it’s a tomb, it’s the only place I belong, right?

	I grab onto his ankle, sobbing helplessly. “Please, Daddy,” I beg, leaving my bleeding heart at his feet. “Don’t force me to leave. Please. I can’t go. I can’t…please.”

	If I go, I’ll lose whatever is left of my sanity. 

	My father squats down, so we’re at eye level. There’s no remorse, not an ounce of emotion on his face, except anger and disgust. “Listen to me carefully, Riley. You ruined my reputation tonight and you will fix it. This is how you’re going to fix it. I’m putting you in the best, most expensive rehab in the country. You will stay there, until things calm down. Until the rumors die down and until whatever you did tonight is forgotten. We will tell the world that you’re getting the help you need, and they will be satisfied with that. And you and your anorexic self will stay out of my sight. Understood?”

	“Bulimia,” I whisper, the sound of my heart shattering echoes in my ears. It’s the first time I’ve said it — admitted it out loud. “I researched…I have bulimia, not anorexia.”

	His lips curl with a sneer. “Whatever it is, I don’t care. You’re leaving tonight. Get changed, pack your bags and get the fuck out of my sight, Riley.”

	Tears slide down my cheeks and I choke on my sobs. My father walks away, leaving me and my mother alone. “I can’t go, Mom.”

	“You need help,” she says, grimacing, “you’re sick.”

	I see the look on her face, the unguarded expression she gives me. My gaze falls to the floor, my body growing numb. Coldness seeps into my bones, and my heart withers. 

	“I know I’m sick, but why does that disgust you?”

	Her answer is silence, and as her footsteps fade away, I let out another wretched cry. “Why? WHY? Why does that disgust you? Why do you…hate me so much? WHY?”

	Why can’t you just tell me it’s going to be okay?

	Why don’t you care?

	Why can’t you just pretend to care?

	But I know I will never get the answers to my questions. I rub my hands down my face, swiping away the tears and snot. Then standing up on my shaky legs, I straighten my spine.

	They can’t break me.

	I won’t let them break me.

	My existence has been obliterated, and I pick up the fragmented pieces of my soul with my bare, bleeding hands. 

	I do as I’m told.

	Dutiful. Loyal. Compliant. 

	It’s a repeated mantra in my head; I can’t escape it no matter how hard I try. The grooming that’s been done to me since I was merely a child.

	I pack my bags, and I get inside the waiting car. The moon is full in the dark midnight sky, beautiful. A deep contrast to the ugliness that surrounds my soul, my very being. 

	And with that, I leave behind the Riley the world has always known. 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	Grayson — 15 years old (Sophomore year)

	 

	“Where are you taking me now?” I ask Diane, grumpily. My mood is sullen and irritable. Diane never comes with good news. The first time I met her, it was the day my mother died and I was separated from Naomi. 

	Diane is a good woman; I can’t deny that. She truly does care about the kids in foster care. I’ve seen other social workers being careless and jaded. That’s not Diane. She’s meticulous, patient and attentive.

	But I’ve somehow associated her with being the bearer of bad news. “The last time you took me somewhere, I had to watch Naomi be happy with her family. I think that’s enough damage to last me a lifetime.”

	Diane rolls her eyes, as she parks the car next to a coffee shop. “Are you always this…pessimistic?”

	“I’m realistic, there’s a difference.”

	She pauses, her hands still on the wheel. “No. I think you’re always expecting something bad to happen to you. You need to cut off that negative thinking before it becomes a pattern, Grayson.”

	Scoffing, I turn my head away from her probing eyes and stare out the window. We had a snowstorm last week, but most of it has melted away. This was the first time I spent Christmas and New Year’s without Naomi. Even when we had nothing — barely any food on the table, no new clothes or toys, we still had each other. And for me, that was enough. 

	It’s always enough.

	It was the best holiday, as long as she was with me. 

	Negative thinking? My life is a goddamn rollercoaster, and I’m literally hanging upside down all the time. I used to at least have one good thing in my life — Noami. 

	Sometimes I wonder if God has a personal problem with me. But then again, I don’t really believe in God. Because if He exists, there wouldn’t be so much pain and chaos in this world. If God is real, why are children dying of incurable diseases, why is there war and starvation? Why do evil people exist and continue to wreak havoc? 

	It’s not fair that bad, corrupted people get to continue living their lives, and good— innocent people suffer. 

	“So why are we here?” I ask again, the impatience barely hidden from my tone. 

	“There’s someone I want you to meet.” She opens her door and steps out of the car, her heels clacking against the asphalt ground. “C’mon now, Grayson. Just trust me, this time, it’s something good.”

	“I don’t trust anyone,” I mumble under my breath, but I follow her out of the car nonetheless. It’s not like I have a choice. 

	Diane is damn annoying, once she makes up her mind about something. Forget the fact that I’m much taller and bigger than her, and she’ll never successfully be able to drag me out of the car. But knowing her, she will try until she pulls my arms out of their sockets. 

	She walks into the small, cozy coffee shop, and I’m right behind her. Once I’m inside, I see the way everyone pauses for a second to look at me. People always do that in my presence. I’ve grown another two inches in the last four months, and I’m now six foot four. Since fighting in the pit, I’ve also put on more muscle. I’m big, so people like to stare. They’re probably thinking that “he must be an athlete. Definitely basketball or football.”

	But it’s merely a mundane thing. 

	They stare for a minute, and then go back to whatever they’re doing. 

	Diane grabs onto my elbow and maneuvers me to a table in the far corner of the coffee shop. We pause in front of an older African-American couple, who are sitting side by side. The man is wearing a black suit and a somber expression. The wedding bands on their fingers tell me they are married. He has his arm around the back of the woman’s chair, like it’s the most natural thing to do. But the air that surrounds him — it’s full of confidence and self-assurance. 

	And I instantly know. He is the type of man that never cowers.

	“Diane,” he greets, his voice deep and gravelly. His gaze slides over me, and he gives me a nod. “Hello, Grayson. Have a seat.”

	How does he know my name?

	And why the hell am I here to meet this couple?

	Diane practically drags me to sit, and I fold myself into a chair, opposite of the couple. I’m suddenly overly conscious of the hole in my white shirt and my faded sweatpants.

	The woman who hasn’t stopped staring at me smiles when I’m seated. There’s something kind in her expression, almost like she’s trying to be careful not to spook me. 

	“Why don’t you introduce yourself to Grayson?” Diane clears her throat, crossing her arms over the table. “We can start there.”

	The man nods again, before he removes his hand from the back of his wife’s chair and he leans forward. “I am Benjamin Hale, but commonly known as Judge Hale. An Associate Justice to the Supreme Court.”

	My mouth falls open, and I simply stare back at him, aghast.

	Why in the world am I sitting across from a judge? But wait, not just any judge. But someone from the goddamn Supreme Court. My jaw snaps close, and I clear my throat. If he notices my mind-boggling shock, Benjamin Hale doesn’t point to it. Instead, he motions toward the woman sitting next to him. “And this is my wife.”

	“I’m Dr. Naveah Hale, Head of Neurosurgery at Solomon Hospital.”

	Somehow, I’ve entered a twilight zone, and absolutely nothing makes sense. 

	“I don’t understand,” I mutter, my finger digging into the hole in my shirt. “I mean, why am I here?”

	Judge Hale pushes the thick folder that he has in front of him toward me. “Go ahead,” he encourages. “You can go through it, and maybe you’ll understand why.”

	I do just that, because he gives me the “no-nonsense” vibes. I’m not going to lie, but my bones are literally shaking when I open the folder. The first thing I see is a photo of my mother.

	A younger version of her, anyway.

	My heart thuds in my chest, and it feels like my lungs are about to collapse within the walls of my rib cage. As I sift through the folder, there are more photos of her. All of them are younger, happier…a healthier version of my mother. 

	I know it’s her. The face, the smile…the thick, fluffy hair that resembles Noami’s so much. I know it’s her, but it’s a woman I barely recognize.

	This is not my mother. 

	The woman I remember is a drunkard, an addict — someone who never laughed, someone who loathed her children. 

	A woman who died alone while waiting for the man she loved — a callous, forsaken, cold-hearted and loveless woman. Someone cheap.

	That’s the mother I remember, not the one in the photos. The one wearing expensive clothes, with a big house and flashy cars in the background. She is an impostor.

	“Keep going,” Dr. Naveah coaxes gently. “We know this is all very confusing, but it’ll make sense once you see the rest and we’ll gladly answer any questions you have.”

	The next polaroid photo I find is my mother holding a baby. “This is me,” I whisper under my breath, incredulously. I recognize myself as a baby, because my mother showed me a photo before. Of me, when I was barely a year old. 

	I find more photos of me in the folder. As a baby, a toddler and then a little older. Each photo looks like it has been kept with utmost care, without any wrinkles and preserved. 

	The last one in the folder is of me, on my sixth birthday, but after that, there are no more photos. The rest of the folder is empty. 

	I swallow past the lump in my throat and look up at the faces of Benjamin and Nevaeh Hale. “What does all of this mean? I don’t…understand. Who are you to me? How do you have these photos? What is your relationship with my mother?”

	“Hadley, your mother, is — was, my younger sister. The only sibling I had. That makes me your uncle and Naveah, your aunt,” he says, ever so calmly. As if he hasn’t just turned my whole life upside down. 

	The world spins and tilts on its axis, before it rights itself. Cold sweat beads on my neck, and I stare at them blankly. 

	“We are your family,” Naveah adds softly, a hesitant note in her voice.

	No, Naomi is the only family I have. The only family that matters.

	“This can’t be true. If my m-mother is your sister then h-how—” I pause when I start stammering in confusion, licking my lips nervously. “None of this makes sense. My mother never mentioned any of you and if you are who you say you are… then where have you been all this time?”

	Diane clears her throat and pushes to her feet. “How about I get us coffee while you guys talk about this? Would you like anything, Mr. and Mrs. Hale?”

	Mrs. Hale smiles shakily. “Just a caramel latte for me, please.”

	“Nothing for me.” Her husband frowns. 

	“I don’t want anything either.”

	Diane lets out a little anxious laugh before she walks away, leaving me alone with the couple — who are quite possibly frauds. I can’t let myself believe a word they say. 

	Benjamin’s relentless gaze is nerve-wracking, and my fists clench on my lap. “Hadley was a brilliant young woman,” he starts, his voice is calm, but I notice a twitch under his left eye. As if speaking about my mother causes him some kind of pain. “She was one of the top students at Berkshire Academy, and she had a bright future ahead of herself. She got accepted to Harvard, for Life Science. Hadley dreamed of becoming a neurosurgeon, just like Naveah. This was literally her passion. She was quick-witted and extremely intelligent.”

	“Hadley was nineteen when she met your father — Harrison Avery,” Naveah continues. “They met in a bar, and Hadley was completely enamored by him. But Harrison…Well, he mingled with the wrong people. He was the boy from the wrong side of the tracks that we would warn Hadley about, but she was in love. And she thought she could change him. Make him a better person.”

	I wait for the roar of blood in my ears to quiet, but every new piece of information I receive makes it worse. I draw in a shuddering inhale, and there’s a pause from Mrs. Hale, uncertainty in the look she gives me.

	Mr. Hale sighs heavily. “When they began dating, we weren’t happy about it. But Hadley was a stubborn young woman, and once she had set her mind on something, there was nothing we could do to persuade her otherwise. Harrison’s impact on your mother’s life was almost immediate. Her grades were dropping, she was partying more and she became increasingly volatile. Drugs got involved and that’s also when…you came into the picture. When we found out she was pregnant, we knew her and Harrison were in no position to take care of a baby.”

	“So, we suggested that we raise you until both Hadley and Harrison could get themselves together. Rehab, of course. They needed to start acting like mature adults. Being a parent is a grand responsibility. But that’s not what happened. Hadley was separated for a while from Harrison. She went to rehab and we took care of you, for the first three months of your life. You really brought us so much joy, Grayson.”

	I swallow, my tongue feeling heavy in my mouth but finally croak out. “What happened then?”

	“Hadley decided that she was done with rehab.” Mr. Hale breaks off, making a sound of frustration in the back of his throat. He looks both pained and pissed off. “She came back home and she said that if we continue keeping her and Harrison apart, she will have no choice but to leave with him. We were scared for your safety…we knew neither your mother nor your father were in the right headspace to take care of a baby. So we allowed Harrison into our home. That lasted for barely a month, before both of them took you and ran away.”

	“You didn’t try to find them?”

	“We did,” Mrs. Hale adds quickly, almost defensively. “We found them, and you. We gave them space, while keeping a close eye on you. To make sure you were okay. For two years, things were a bit settled. It wasn’t the best situation, and we didn’t trust Harrison, but we didn’t want to push Hadley too much. Until they disappeared again. And this time, it took us longer to find them.”

	“At that point, Naveah and I were going through our own personal issues. There was a lot happening. So, when Hadley and Harrison went off the grid for a third time, we let them go.”

	“Your mother would send us photos of you every Christmas for four years, with a message not to find her. To leave her be, to be happy with her family. Harrison always hated us, so we thought if we were truly out of the picture, then maybe he and Hadley could figure it out together. They are adults; we couldn’t keep treating them like children.”

	“About a year ago, there was something in my gut telling me to find you again. I just wanted to make sure my sister and nephew were doing okay. So, I hired a private investigator. By the time we found you…it was too late.”

	“We didn’t even know that Hadley had a second child, Naomi — your sister. Diane told us that she got adopted already. If only we had known, if only we had found both of you sooner—

	“You are eight months too late,” I say briskly. But it’s not their fault. It wasn’t their responsibility to keep chasing after my mother, who refused to accept their help, or to raise me and my sister. They did more than they should have already. 

	Mr. Hale leans closer, holding my gaze sternly. “Listen to me, Grayson. Naveah and I regret letting Hadley leave with you. We should have fought harder, but we didn’t. It’s a regret we will bear as long as we live, but you…You are still young and have so much potential. You still have a future ahead of you,” he points out. “A future we can support. You’re not alone anymore.”

	“Sir, with all due respect — I’ve been alone for a very long time, and I know how to take care of myself,” I tell Mr. Hale gruffly.

	Diane comes back, as if she has been waiting for the right moment to do so. She hands Mrs. Hale her latte and then takes a sip of her own. “I’ve spoken with Mr. and Mrs. Hale before bringing you here. They are your family, Grayson. There is no need for you to stay in foster care when they are willing to take you in.”

	“We’re not just taking Grayson in,” Mrs. Hale says, pinning Diane with a look. “We are legally adopting him.”

	I slump back into my chair, my breath leaving me with a loud whoosh. I’ve been punched in the gut before, but this is the first time I’ve felt so out of breath. 

	Family…legally adopting…

	What? WHAT?

	My fingers grip the table tightly, until my knuckles turn white and numb. The world sways back and forth. 

	This is all happening too fast. I can’t even question Mr. and Mrs. Hale's motives. They can’t be frauds, no matter how much I want to believe they are. I don’t trust adults, because they always expect something in return. Mr. and Mrs. Hale have just randomly blazed into my life, acting like some kind of guardian angels for me. 

	I can’t possibly trust them…

	But there’s no deception in their eyes. Their gazes are solid and relentless, truthful. 

	Their credentials speak for themselves, the photos, Diane’s trust in them…

	And the story of Hadley and Harrison Avery — I know it’s all real. 

	My eyes fall on the table when I don’t have the strength to hold their gazes anymore. My head swims and I can’t focus on what Diane and them are talking about.

	Yesterday, I had no one. I belonged nowhere. 

	I was just another lost, forgotten someone in foster care. 

	And now? I find out that I have a family, other than Naomi. A family who possibly cares. I’m not trailer trash, like I’ve been called all my life. I belong to an upper-class, prestigious family. But am I just a charity case to them? 

	“Look at me, son.” My eyes snap to Mr. Hale. His tone is authoritative and filled with absolute confidence. I don’t dare defy his command. 

	He reaches forward, his hand covering mine. He gives it a squeeze and doesn’t let go. His hand is surprisingly warm. “You belong with us, never doubt that. You were forced to grow up too fast, but right now, all you have to do is focus on yourself and let us do the rest. And no more fighting in that illegal pit. You’ve been there every week for almost five months now.”

	My eyes widen when he mentions the pit. I open my mouth to defend myself, but then wisely shut up. 

	He raises his eyebrow. “I know. I know everything.”

	“Sir, Mr. Hale—

	He waves a flippant hand. “You can call me Ben. Or, Uncle Ben — but that’s for when you’re ready to accept me as your uncle. So, for now, I’m just Ben and she’s Naveah.”

	Mrs. Hale stands and offers me her hand to take. I don’t take it. A smile tugs at her lips, as if my stubbornness amuses her. Except this is not me being stubborn. I’m merely apprehensive of their intentions.

	Because I haven’t met a lot of good people in my life, I’ve started to believe they don’t exist. Miss Stranger and Diane are the only exceptions so far.

	“What is expected of me?” I finally have the strength to ask. “What happens when I do something against the rules? You’ll kick me out? What happens if I’m not what you’re expecting me to be? What happens if I flunk school?”

	I know I won’t. My grades are impeccable, and I have a solid GPA. 

	“There’s no kicking out happening.” Mr. Hale growls. “Ever. And believe it or not, Grayson — we’ve learned a lot about you in the past few weeks before actually approaching you. We know who you are.”

	“And the only rule you need to explicitly follow is that we have dinner together.” Mrs. Hale smiles tenderly. “And dinner is always at seven.”

	She wiggles her hand toward me again, still waiting for me to take it. “Give us a chance,” she whispers, her brown eyes soft with sincerity. 

	I swallow past the lump in my throat, and then I take her hand. She gives me a light squeeze, and when I stand up, she lets go. Mr. Hale follows suit and my eyes widen as he straightens to his full height.

	Well, shit…he is tall. As big as me.

	A smirk tugs on his lips when he notices my expression. “You get it too? The stares?”

	I nod silently. Damn it all, now I know where I got my height and big frame. 

	He walks around the table and clasps my shoulders. “There’s one thing my mother always told us, and now I’m telling you. Family is not determined by blood. The best family for you is the family you choose. You might be related by blood, but Naveah and I chose you. And some day, I hope you choose us too.”

	I don’t know what I’m expecting from Mr. and Mrs. Hale. I don’t know what my future looks like.

	I don’t know how to be a family with anyone, other than Naomi. 

	Right now, I know nothing. My mind is simply a blank canvas. I hear Diane mentioning ‘a new beginning’ but that doesn’t make sense at all.

	How do I start a new life when the past still haunts me? 

	It still whispers in my ears — reminding me of where I come from, of my value, of my failures and of my loss.

	















 

	


CHAPTER NINE

	Colton — 16 years old (Sophomore year)

	I stretch my legs out from under the table and plug in my earphones. The cafeteria is fairly empty. There’s only two other people here, other than myself. I guess it’s still early for lunch, and too late for breakfast. It’s the perfect time for me to come and see Cole. 

	St. Lucas Rehabilitation is one of the most expensive rehab centers in the country, the one where all the richest people find themselves crowding in. Of course, it’s located in California, right along the coast of Malibu. High security, with the best beach scenery — what more could anyone ask for? No wonder our father chose to send Cole here, instead of just choosing a rehab in Manhattan, closer to home. 

	Henry Bennett wouldn’t want to send his son somewhere cheap. He always needs to go big and expensive. As if it’ll prove his worth to people. As if he has to shove it in everyone’s face that he’s got the money — that he is, after all, untouchable. 

	When Cole heavily drops into the chair across from me, my eyes flicker to him. Cole and I look alike, but we’re not identical twins. My hair is dark brown, while his is slightly curly and lighter. He has a more pointed nose, and he’s got our mother’s rainforest green eyes. I got our father’s brown ones. 

	His face is slightly pale, and his lips are thinned into a straight line. I don’t miss the muscle tick in his clenching jaw. He’s angry at me, rightfully so. 

	I don’t blame him.

	I would be angry at me too, if I were in his place.

	“Why are you here?” he asks coldly.

	I remove the earphones, dropping them onto the table. “I wanted to check on you.”

	Cole scoffs. “I thought you weren’t allowed to come and see me.”

	“Dad doesn’t know.”

	“How did you get here?” He frowns.

	“I took a plane,” I tell my brother. “It’s faster. I’ll get back home before he even notices I’m gone.”

	Cole avoids looking at me, his gaze staring at the space behind my shoulders. His body is tense, and I hate that he’s this way with me.

	But he doesn't know the real reason behind my deceit. 

	And he doesn’t know the extent I’ll go to protect him.

	“How are you doing?” I finally ask, when the silence stretches between us. We used to have a lot to say to each other, a lot in common too. But now, there’s a wide bridge between us — something unspoken, a gap of falsehood and grievance. 

	“You’re really asking that?” He crosses his arms over his chest, his eyes sharpening with a glare. “After betraying me? Dad would have never known if it wasn’t for you snitching on me!”

	“You were getting addicted to morphine, Cole,” I respond blankly. 

	“I needed it.”

	“And that’s exactly how addiction begins. You need it, and then you can’t stop. At one point, it became a compulsion. You were dependent on morphine.”

	He lurches forward, his hands slapping the table in frustration. “You don’t understand. You will never understand what it feels like.”

	He’s right and he will never understand the sacrifices I made for both of us. Sending Cole to rehab was my idea — but at least, he’s far away from the hellhole that we call home now.

	“I trusted you when I told you that,” he continues, fuming, but I don’t miss the torment in his eyes. “We always have each other’s back, don’t we? But I’m here and you’re there. We are both alone now.”

	“You would have done the same thing if you were in my place.”

	His jaw tightens at my words. “I would have never deceived you.” 

	“At least you won’t end up an addict now.” I quirk up an eyebrow when he huffs grumpily. “You’ll get the help you need here, and when you’re ready — you can come back home.”

	Cole sits back, and I can’t help but smile at the act of petulance that he’s showing. He’s angry at me, but I know he’ll never hate me.

	Deep down, he knows I did the right thing.

	And Cole…I don’t think he has the heart to hate anyone. He sees the positive in people, he searches for good in the world. His momentary relapse that caused him to become addicted didn’t change that side of Cole. The side that chooses to see the light in whatever abyss he’s been thrown into.

	Me, on the other hand? 

	I’m awaiting doomsday. Life has poured misery into me, creating poison in my soul. My expectation of the capacity of good in people has been crushed over and over again. I’ve come to absolutely despise humanity. We’re monsters filled with avarice; we live in a wicked, corrupted world. And some days, all I can think about is how I want to set the fucking world ablaze. 

	Cole says I’m a hateful person.

	I guess I am.

	Because there’s a deep-rooted hostility inside me, breathing bitterness into my soul — where resentment festers like an uncontrollable inferno. 

	A dangerous, aggressive distaste toward everything and everyone.

	I’ve come to hate the world and the people in it.

	Except Cole and Maddox. They are the only people who matter — the only people I’d risk my life to save if the world was ending.

	And with my hate, comes the need to willfully piss off everyone around me. Because the only way to see what truly lies underneath their perfect mask — a pretty facade, is to drive them mad. Anger makes us see what is real.

	Anyway, I can’t lie. Pissing people off is entertaining to say the least. They always take everything so seriously, which means it’s easy to get on their nerves. And people like that are easily broken. 

	I’ve never met anyone yet who hasn’t proven me wrong. 

	But the day I do — I’ll get on my fucking knees. 

	“Does Sienna know you’re here?” Cole snaps his fingers in my face. 

	I tense at the mention of Sienna. Clearing my throat, I simply shrug. “Can’t really hide anything from her. It’s like she has ears everywhere. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s got a bunch of secret cameras in the house.”

	Cole doesn’t laugh at my joke. “I don’t trust her.”

	My hackles immediately rise at his words, and I tilt my head, studying my brother closely. “What do you mean?”

	“There’s something off about her,” he says tiredly, before a rubbing hand over his face. He’s got a bit of gruff on his cheeks and chin. “I don’t know…but what does she gain by helping us, or lying for us? And I’m not trying to judge her, but her motives are questionable. She married Dad, and he’s two decades older than her. I mean, it’s not love. That’s for sure. Dad is incapable of love.”

	“Money,” I deadpan. “Money makes people do crazy shit.”

	“Hmm.”

	“I got this. I can handle both Dad and Sienna on my own. Until you get back home.”

	Cole gives me a look — not exactly a glare, but it’s close. “I’m still mad at you,” he reminds me, ruefully.

	I wave a flippant hand. “You’ll forgive me. I’m the asshole brother; you’re the good brother. You have to forgive me.”

	His lips twitch with a slight smirk. 

	And I know we’re all good. 

	 

	***

	 

	Cole and I get to our feet, and I go around the table. Clasping his shoulder, I tug him toward me into a half-hug. “Two more weeks and then you’ll come back home. You got this, I know you do.”

	His rehab program is only 30-days. He’s halfway there now. 

	“Thanks for the homework,” he mutters begrudgingly.

	“Hey now, we can’t have you failing any classes,” I joke half-heartedly. 

	We say our goodbyes, and then I’m grabbing my earphones and getting the fuck out of here. I walk out of the main building, and instead of following the path to the main gates, I cut through the trees. It never snows in Malibu, but it’s mid-January and slightly windy even with how sunny it is right now. Cole mentioned that there’s a small cherry and clementine orchard right behind the main building. Cherries are a spring and summer fruit. But clementines are harvested in late fall and early winter. If I’m lucky, there might still be a few on the trees. 

	The orchard is reserved for the residents of St. Lucas Rehabilitation. I’m just a visitor, but I have a weakness for clementines. And Cole, with his knowing smirk is aware of that. Of course he was baiting me. Asshole.

	Sweet and tangy clementines; my mouth waters at the thought. I’ll steal some and then I’ll leave. It’s not like anyone would sue for some stolen fruit. They probably won’t even notice if I’m careful enough. 

	But, then again, stealth is my game. 

	Walking past the thick pine trees, I spot the small orchard and make my way there. When I’m close enough, I halt in my steps. Looks like I’m not the only one thinking of clementines today. 

	I recognize her instantly. But then again, who wouldn’t. 

	She’s a popular face of Berkshire Academy. Was a popular face — she’s now just a sad reject. Someone easily forgotten. An outcast that doesn’t belong anymore. 

	A fallen princess. 

	Riley Johnson lost the war and was forced to crawl on her bleeding knees — to watch her kingdom burn to ashes at her feet. 

	She sits cross-legged on a neatly-folded blanket, under a fruitful clementine tree. With a book in her hand. She’s wearing a short yellow dress, with thin straps and a lace bodice. Her waist length blonde hair is untied, and the cool breeze keeps blowing it in her face. Her gaze never wavers from the page of her book as she tucks her wayward hair behind her ears. 

	She turns the page, before biting into another piece of clementine. Her tongue peeks out, swiping over her lower lip to catch the remnants of the juices. 

	My heart thuds in my chest. 

	Riley Johnson sits there, looking like a ray of fucking sunshine. 

	And I don’t know why — but it pisses me off. 

	I quietly edge closer to her, and she doesn’t notice me. Riley is in her own little world, reading and eating clementines—the same ones I’m supposed to steal. 

	Leaning against the tree, I stand behind Riley and peek down at the book she’s reading. The Great Gatsby. Since we were forced to read it in freshman year, I’ve hated that book. The It’s supposed to be some kind of famous classic, but while I can appreciate some intelligent and beautiful writing, I find none of the characters likable. In fact, none of them are even dislikable. They are just merely despicable. 

	And frankly, I never understood Jay’s pointless obsession over Daisy. 

	“The ending to this one isn’t very good,” I drawl. 

	Riley is easily startled and she snaps the book close, before looking back over her shoulder at me. “W-what?” she stammers, but when she notices who has sneaked up on her — her eyes sharpen into a glare.

	“Bennett,” she says under her breath, whispering my last name like it’s a damnable curse. 

	Yeah, we don’t get along. Not that we’ve ever interacted with each other before. She’s a junior, and I’m a sophomore. But Riley Johnson and I have lifelong animosity. 

	It’s nothing personal between us — but our fathers have been feuding for as long as I can remember. Henry Bennett and Thomas Johnson have a personal agenda against each other. They were rivals in high school, and now both are running in the gubernatorial elections, for the same state. I even heard about how Thomas slept with my father’s long-term girlfriend in college. In revenge, my father burned down Thomas’s vocational cottage. But then again, those are just rumors. To say they have a strong dislike for each other is an understatement. 

	I think it’s petty, but our feuding families automatically make Riley and me — enemies.

	Our fathers would have a stroke if we ever ended up as friends. 

	But then again, I don’t have any intention of befriending the “fallen” princess of Berkshire Academy. She’s a nobody now — a disgrace and an outsider in the social circle of the wealthy and corrupted. 

	My father likes to say that we have an exceptional reputation, and that we do not associate ourselves with public scandal. 

	And damn it all, Riley has scandal written all over her petite frame. 

	She inhales a shaky breath. “I think it’s a classical ending.”

	“Bullshit,” I deadpan, enjoying the way she frowns at my choice of word. I pluck a clementine from the tree and start to peel it. I’m meticulous, taking my time to carefully peel off those little annoying strings from the fruit. I hate those. 

	“It’s a tragic love,” she defends. Riley acts personally attacked by my remarks, and I safely conclude that The Great Gatsby is probably her favorite book. Since she’s being so defensive about some stupid, fictional characters. “Of course, I don’t expect you to understand that.”

	I scoff in response. “Love is always a tragedy.”

	“So you think you’re different and special just because you think the book is bad, while everyone else is praising it for being a classic?”

	I merely shrug, before popping a piece of clementine into my mouth. A burst of flavor fills my mouth, and fuck, this is good. Sweet and tangy — with a bit of entertainment on the side as I watch Riley Johnson mull over my words. 

	“I’ve seen your twin around.” Riley brings a hand up to her face, to find shade from the sunlight as she squints up at me. “Why are you here?”

	“Why are you here?” I shoot back, but then chuckle. “Oh wait, I know.”

	Her body tenses and I watch as her jaw clenches. She grips her book tighter. I chew on my clementine, hiding my smirk. “I was there that night, at the Christmas gala. I had a front-row seat to your downfall. I was practically disintegrating with boredom. But I have to say, you puking all over your father’s expensive shoes sure made my night more interesting.”

	Riley sucks in a shocked breath, and I see the exact moment her composure changes. Her body jerks as if I slapped her, and her cheeks flush with embarrassment. I don’t miss the anxious twitch in her jaw, or the fact that her gaze slides away from me. I study her with quiet interest. 

	Riley Johnson is something for sure.

	She was fierce a minute ago, but the moment I mentioned that night, she’s all meek now. Like a kicked puppy — small and easily spooked.

	You see, I’m always drawn to broken things; it’s a peculiar interest. I’m not drawn to fix them — but to watch as desperation bleeds out of them, to see just how far they’ll go. And just how thin the veil of life and death is. One time, Cole and I found an injured bird. While he rushed to help, wanting to fix it — I, on the other hand, was simply captivated by the bird’s broken wing and its struggle to fly again. 

	And Riley Johnson?

	She’s a broken pretty thing.

	Her brokenness entices me; it feeds the venom in my soul. 

	She gets to her feet, taking her blanket and book with her. Riley tries to silently push past me, and I find that amusing. That’s all it took to shut her up? She’s making herself an easy target, and what she doesn’t realize is that boys like me — we see vulnerability and we pounce on it.

	C’mon now, Riley Johnson. Where’s the fire in you, the one I saw just a minute ago? I know she’s more than this pathetic weakling.

	My hand snakes out, and my fingers brush against her blonde hair. I wrap a silky strand around my index finger, before using it to tug her to me. Riley wobbles toward me, before standing her ground. But she’s still not looking me in the eyes.

	I cock my head, feigning innocence before spewing venom that I know will hurt the princess even more. “Little Miss Popular got dethroned.”

	Her lips part with a silent gasp, and she takes in a shuddering breath before her gaze finally darts up to mine. There are specks of gold in her brown eyes. “You find that amusing, don’t you? Laughing at someone’s downfall? Mocking their defeat? That’s very typical of you, Bennett. I’m not even surprised.”

	“Are you though?

	“Am I what?” She grits sharply.

	I tug on her hair again, just because. “Defeated.”

	“Weren’t you there?” Her exasperation bleeds through her words. “Didn’t you see what happened?”

	I saw, alright. But that was only the outside shell of Riley Johnson. Because even pretty girls like my nemesis harbors dark and dirty secrets. So, what are hers? My eyes roam her face and her body, lingering longer over her tits and the sway of her hips. The yellow dress molds perfectly to all her curves. 

	“You know what you remind me of?” My lips twitch with a half-smile at the memory. “An injured bird I found once. The wing was broken.”

	Her pink lips form a silent ‘O.’

	“It died,” I tell her. 

	She jerks back, and her lips twist angrily. “I remind you of a dead bird? Let go of my hair, Colton.”

	I don’t. I wonder if she’s always this defensive and on guard. “Do you know why it died?”

	“No.” She growls, but it’s barely even a kitten growl. “I don’t care, now let me go.”

	“Because the bird lost its will to survive. That’s why you remind me of it.” I lower my head, bringing our faces closer. Her breathing is ragged, and I know I’m starting to piss her off. My lungs fill with poison, breathing in her wrath. 

	This is where my enjoyment comes from — I piss off people, because their anger feeds the hate inside me. Addiction comes in all shapes. This is my drug of choice.

	“It was a dead, fallen sparrow. You’re a dying, fallen princess. Weak prey in a world filled with dangerous beasts,” I say, taunting her. 

	Her hand snakes out so fast, I barely catch on until she’s got a full grip of my hair in her fist. She pulls hard, forcing my head back. “Let. Go. Of. My. Hair. Bennett. That’s the last time I’m telling you.”

	I tug on the silky strand.

	She tugs harder on my hair.

	My lips twitch with a knowing smirk. There we go. There’s the fire I had seen earlier. Now, now, what do we have here? Riley Johnson is finally somewhat interesting.

	I release her hair, letting the blonde strand unfold from my index finger. Riley lets go and takes a step back. “Stay away from me, Bennett.

	I raise my hand, the one that’s holding my clementine in a mock cheer. “May our paths never cross again.”

	Her brown eyes flicker anxiously to my face before she straightens her spine and then stalks away. Popping another piece of clementine into my mouth, I lazily chew as I watch her ass sway back and forth in her yellow dress.

	Yeah. 

	May our paths never cross again, Nemesis.

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	Riley — 16 years old

	I’m livid.

	Dr. Bailey says that when anger festers, we start to look for someone to blame. Anger is that petty devil on your shoulder, reminding you of your own misery, she’d say to me during our weekly therapy appointment. She would tell me to think outside of the wrath that holds me captive, to look beyond the weakness that traps me. 

	But right now, I can’t do that. 

	Who does Colton Bennett think he is? To compare me to a dead sparrow, with a broken wing. He knows nothing about me. But I know why he made that comparison. Birds are normally free creatures. But Colton was indirectly reminding me that I am caged — a sparrow who has been defeated. What is a bird without its wings? What is a bird that cannot fly? 

	A dead bird.

	A dead sparrow.

	A dying Riley.

	My fists clench as I remember his taunts. I have to say, you puking all over your father’s expensive shoes sure made my night more interesting.

	I knew my downfall was entertainment for a lot of people. But having to hear it from the mouth of that Bennett jerk has me both seething and feeling humiliated. 

	I storm into my room and lock the door behind me. I don’t share my room with anyone, thank God. My twin-bed is neatly made and my room is without a speck of dust, spotless. We have a cleaning lady who comes twice a week, but since there’s really nothing to do here at St. Lucas Rehabilitation, I spend my time cleaning every tiny crevice of my room. Cleaning helps keep my mind clear. 

	I don’t overthink when I’m cleaning.

	I’m not riddled with shame or guilt when I’m cleaning.

	My eyes flicker around the room like a mad person, looking for something — anything breakable. I’m so angry, I want, no need to break something. Storming into my adjoining bathroom, I only come to a halt when I catch my reflection in the mirror. 

	Because the bird lost its will to survive. That’s why you remind me of it.

	Pale face, red eyes from holding in my tears of fury, and flushed cheeks. Dread consumes me to the point I start to feel nauseous, but I swallow it down. 

	My long blonde hair is messy and slightly knotted from the breeze, and I run my fingers through the wavy strands. My mother has never allowed me to cut it shorter than my usual waist-length. I used to take great pride in my hair. Long, silky, and naturally wavy. Complete strangers used to compliment me. 

	 But then I remember how Colton had curled my hair around his finger, tugging on it. How he had so easily, so confidently reached out and touched my hair, as if he had every right to do so.

	Bitterness fills my lungs and I noisily ransack through my drawers, looking for my toiletry bag. When I first came here a month ago, I was allowed nothing, except the few clothes in my bag. No electronic devices and nothing sharp was allowed. 

	But then after speaking with Dr. Bailey for three weeks, she was assured that I wasn’t suicidal. So some restrictions were slowly lifted. Two days ago, I was allowed to keep a nail clipper and a tiny pair of scissors for my personal grooming use. 

	I pick up the black scissors lying in the bottom of my toiletry bag. My heart slams into my chest, almost painfully. Thud. Thud. Thud.

	I can still feel his warm breath on my cheek, as he spoke — taunting me. He soiled my hair by touching it. He sullied something I used to take great pride in. The only thing I used to think was beautiful about me. 

	Colton Bennett has tarnished the only good thing that was left in me. With his reckless words and careless touch. 

	It was a dead, fallen sparrow. You’re a dying, fallen princess. Weak prey in a world filled with dangerous beasts.

	Bringing the sharp tip to my hair, I saw through the blonde strands. I don’t allow myself to overthink my actions. 

	Venom slithers through my veins like acid, coiling under my flesh and festering inside my pores. My breathing lurches in my throat, and my body shudders with a painful sob. 

	Cut. Cut. Cut. 

	I snip through my hair, carelessly. 

	My father’s voice echoes through my ears. You’re leaving tonight. Get changed, pack your bag and get the fuck out of my sight, Riley.

	Cut. Cut. Cut.

	I can still hear Jasper’s mocking. You’ve fallen so low, you can’t even crawl back up. Look around you, Riley. You are a joke now.

	Cut. Cut. Cut.

	You’re sick, my mother had said, with disgust in her voice.

	Cut. Cut. Cut. 

	The scissors drop from my hand, clattering on the counter. Hair fills the sink, and some has fallen on the bathroom floor. My heart palpitates and there’s a dangerous tremor in the pit of my stomach. But I push the thought away. 

	Gone is my pretty waist-length hair. It’s choppy and uneven, the length of it just below my chin now. Something in the back of my head tells me to fix it, to make myself look presentable. To cut through the jagged wild parts and make it look even. 

	I can almost picture my mother’s disapproving glare and my father’s scathing look. A month ago, I would have bent over backward to do anything to please them. 

	“Not so pretty anymore, huh?” I whisper to myself, still staring at my reflection.

	I push away from the sink and walk back into my bedroom. Diving under the covers, I curl in my bed and close my eyes. 

	Right now — for the first time, I feel free. 

	Free of my parents’ expectations and the world's rigid standards. 

	My value will not be judged solely on what they see.

	I don’t have to be perfect.

	I don’t have to be pretty.

	I can just be me…

	 

	***

	 

	With a quick peek at everyone’s faces, I can tell we’ve all been forced into this. In the art therapy room, we’re all sitting on the lush carpet in a broken circle. The large windows overlook the ocean, and I can hear the waves hitting the rocks. The more I listen to it, the easier it is to almost hear a symphony between the two. The waves crashing against the rocks — with pretty hellos and sordid goodbyes.

	I think the worst thing they can do in rehab is force us into these stupid social circles. I mean, who wants to talk to complete strangers about our traumas? 

	This is bullshit and with the look of pure annoyance on everyone’s face, they wholeheartedly agree. But Dr. Bailey thinks we need to find “friendship” and “socialize.” Again, bullshit.

	Socializing and friends were what got me here in the first place. 

	“Dr. Bailey said these circles are supposed to create a foundation for us,” one of the girls starts. Our attention snaps to her, and she clears her throat, nervously. She seems to be the oldest one here. “Uhm, to strengthen the support system between peers and to learn how to trust again.”

	Another girl scoffs.

	My throat closes at her words. How to trust again.

	I trusted Jasper. 

	I trusted my parents.

	I trusted my friends.

	In the end? I ended up alone. 

	Here, in this cold place. I hate it. And I hate everyone who has put me here. 

	“My name is Olivia,” she continues, while combing her fingers through her thick, wavy hair. Mine is still choppy and uneven from when I had carelessly cut through it two weeks ago.

	Her dark eyes shift between us anxiously. It must be hard, being the person to break the ice among the six of us. She’s trying to make conversation, just like Dr. Bailey suggested. “I’m here because I’m addicted to heroin. I was here two years ago, but relapsed a few months later. So, here I am again. This time, I want to get better.”

	The girl who scoffed, a tiny Asian with purple hair and lips painted with dark-red lipstick. “You kiss her ass? Dr. I-want-to-fix-you?”

	Olivia flinches, dropping her gaze. Her shoulders slump in a rejected posture.

	“Hey, I don’t know about Olivia, but I’ll definitely kiss Dr. Bailey’s ass. She’s got a nice ass,” another voice pitches in, this one with a heavy German accent. 

	“Ew, you’re into grandmas?”

	“Dr. Bailey is like 35 years old max. And she’s hot, okay?”

	“I’m suicidal.”

	Everyone pauses, the room filling with silence. We turn to the girl in the far corner, to my right. With our attention now on her, she lets out a harsh mocking laugh. “Did I somehow grow two heads in the last two minutes?”

	“No,” I whisper. 

	“My name is Steffy,” she continues, rolling up her long sleeves and showing us the silvery scars on her arms. Some new, some faded. But each one of them tells its own tragic story. “The first time I thought of killing myself, I was eleven. I thought it would be the easiest escape from my stepbrother.”

	Purple-hair, who is sitting next to Steffy, shifts closer to her. “My name is Eun-Jung. No, I don’t have an American or simplified English name. I’m Eun-Jung, that’s it.”

	Her hand moves to her hair, twisting a purple strand around her index finger. “I have bad PTSD, because…my boyfriend was my trafficker. Shit happened, I escaped, and he’s dead. But, yeah.”

	When no one says a word, Eun-Jung stabs a finger into the bicep of the girl next to her. “Your turn.”

	“I’m Millie,” she introduces herself, her blue eyes shifting among all of us. Almost like she’s carefully studying each of us. “I’m German. I have bipolar disorder and depression.” Her gaze finally lands on me and she points. “Your turn.”

	Fuck, what am I doing here? My head grows heavy, and the ground seems to shift under me. My tongue feels thick in my mouth, and I try to swallow, but it’s like every single function in my body has stopped working. “I, uhm…”

	“I remember you,” Steffy says, “you went to Berkshire Academy, right? I saw you in the news, on Twitter.”

	What?

	“The Christmas party,” she elaborates. “It was all over social media.”

	My stomach twists, with a sharp abdominal pain. “Yeah, that’s me,” I confess shakily. I’m going to be sick, oh God! “Public humiliation. Everyone witnessed it.”

	Steffy cringes, her expression turning apologetic, but it’s already too late. That night was exactly what I wanted to forget, but I think maybe it’ll continue to haunt me for the rest of my life. Everyone has seen me at my worst — and because of it I was outcasted, ridiculed and shamed. 

	“My name is Riley. I have bulimia and anxiety disorder. My parents put me here, so I can’t further humiliate them.”

	Their attention doesn’t linger on me, and I’m thankful for that. Anxiety is a bitch and this is exactly why this is a bad idea. Talking to people. Telling them what hurts me. 

	But I’m suddenly overwhelmed with a sense of relief. It’s a weird feeling of consolation and I don't exactly understand why. Maybe it’s because this is the first time I’ve said those words out loud.

	I’m sick, I need help…and my parents think I’m nothing but a humiliation to them.

	Our gazes turn to the last girl in the circle. She’s sitting cross-legged against the wall and she’s also the only girl who hasn’t spoken a word yet. The black scarf on her head hides her hair, and fully covers her neck. “My turn?” she speaks, her voice timid.

	We all nod in response.

	“My name is Maryam. I unknowingly trusted the wrong group of friends. They spiked my drinks and food, until I got addicted. I brought shame to my family and my parents dropped me here. I think they hate me.”

	Brought shame to my family…

	I think they hate me.

	Yeah, that hits close to home. 

	The room is quiet again, the silence almost poignant. No one offers any condolences to each other. It’s almost like we know we are past that. We don’t want sympathies or someone’s futile pity. No one is trying to be righteous here. Because a stranger’s pity will not end our ceaseless suffering. We all know that to be true, and the silence speaks what is left unsaid. Everyone seems to have realized the real reason why we are here. In this circle.

	Dr. Bailey isn’t trying to fix us. 

	I think…She wants us to heal on our own.

	But we can’t do that without a support system, without people who think and feel just like we do. Because our experiences might not be the same, but we understand.

	We see each other — everything bad, everything good and everything in between. Dr. Bailey was right about one thing.

	The first step to recovery is acceptance.

	I need help.

	I want to get better.

	I want to be Riley who fixes her own crown, fearless Riley — not the Riley who is scared of her own shadow.

	 

	TWO MONTHS LATER

	 

	Maybe Dr. Bailey wasn’t so wrong about these social circles and the impact of them. I mean, she is right about one thing. The girls and I have been able to create a foundation of camaraderie for ourselves. A support system, as Dr. Bailey would put it. 

	We have it once a week, but over the last few weeks, we’ve grown even closer. We meet up in the cafeteria at lunch, outside of our restorative circle time, to talk about the things that have no importance whatsoever. But it’s the little talks that keep us going — the idea that we can learn to trust again.

	I grab my 16 by 16 inches canvas, waiting for the others to do the same. Our assignment today is to paint something that has meaning to us. Painting is supposed to be therapeutic, I guess. Or that’s what we’ve been told.

	“Do you have any idea what you want to paint?” Maryam asks, coming to stand beside me. She has her canvas tucked under her arm and the box of paint in her left hand.

	I shrug, because I actually haven’t had the chance to think about it. To paint something that holds importance to me? What does? I guess breathing is important. Oxygen? That’s what’s keeping me alive, at least. “I’m not much of a painter.”

	I’ve heard that hope is the dream of a soul awake. But, what happens when the soul loses all hope? 

	“I think it’s kinda fun,” she laments thoughtfully. “My dad tried to woo my mom with his painting skills. We have canvases that he painted over two decades ago all over our house.”

	Maryam talks a lot about her parents. Her words are always filled with so much longing and melancholy. She sounds like she has a better relationship with her parents than the rest of us.

	“Ohhh, your nails!” Steffy gushes, bringing our attention to where she’s standing. She holds Olivia’s hand in hers, inspecting the yellow, flowery nails closely. “What the heck, they look so pretty and professionally done.”

	“I did them myself,” Olivia, says proudly. “I have the DIY kit in my room. I can do yours.”

	“It’s giving me spring vibes, I love it!” Maryam adds. “The pastel color is so pretty.”

	“I can do yours too, if you want. I have more pastel colors, what do you like? I can do pink or purple,” Olivia suggests, but Maryam is already shaking her head.

	“I can’t put on nail polish right now, I have to pray later.” Steffy and Olivia give her understanding looks, and she elaborates, “But maybe next week? If you don’t mind. I’ll be on my period.”

	“Cool, I can do it next week.”

	Maryam smiles in appreciation. After grabbing our canvases and supplies, we walk outside to the garden to find the painting spot Dr. Bailey has reserved for us. We find six easels placed in a circle, and we each pick one before getting set-up.

	The spring breeze caresses my skin, bringing me a small amount of warmth. I used to like this season. A new beginning, I would think.

	I used to think that spring is a slowly overflowing bottle of bubbling joy. It banishes the cold claws of winter and brings us the warm caress of summer. With buds blossoming, trees thawing and grasses turning greener. Healthier. Livelier. 

	Spring brings life — the season of fragrance.

	I liked that. 

	But now spring is cold and lonely — a painful melancholy, with dreadful memories and empty solitude. 

	My gaze lingers over my blank canvas. “What’s your greatest regret?” I ask Maryam, who picked the easel beside me. While the six of us have gotten close, we’ve somehow put ourselves into pairs of friendship. 

	Steffy and Eun-Jung.

	Olivia and Millie.

	Maryam and me…

	I guess it works. Maryam and I have a good understanding of each other, and I think the reason why we have gotten closer is because we share the same bleeding wound.

	We’ve both brought shame to our families…

	Maryam is quiet for a second, before she finally answers, “Moving to live on campus.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“My mother was adamantly against it,” she explains quietly. “I got into Yale, my dream university, but the commuting was too long, two hours there and two hours back. I thought it would have been exhausting. My father agreed that I could live on campus. He has never refused me anything. He used to call me his Malika. I was his little princess and his pride. So he let me go, even though my mother was against it. And now, I wish I had listened to her.”

	“It wasn’t your fault,” I defend vengefully. 

	Maryam shakes her head. “Do you blame yourself for what happened?”

	When I don’t respond, she smiles despondently. “When I arrived there, I instantly got along with my two housemates. They seemed to have respect my boundaries, or I thought they did. When they would bring their friends and guys over, I’d just stay in my room. But sometimes, they would ask me to join, and I’d feel bad to always refuse. So I would join them, sitting in a corner and watching them get shit-drunk. I hated the smell of alcohol and weed. I didn’t realize they were spiking my drinks and food.”

	She pauses and then shakes her head, letting out a small humorless laugh.

	“Wait, no that’s a lie. In the back of my head, I knew something was off. Something was wrong. But my exams were coming up, and I was so stressed. I was taking sleeping pills, because I was struggling with insomnia. So, at first, I assumed it was the side effects of the sleeping pills. The mental confusion, the drowsiness and everything that came with it. It took me three weeks before realizing what was really happening. But you know what the worst part is? Three weeks was enough to get me addicted. That’s crazy, right? I mean, that’s how fast it can become an addiction? Saying that out loud is crazy enough, I still can’t wrap my head around it sometimes. So, yeah, I regret going to live on campus. I regret not listening to my mother. I regret being so naive and stupid, and trusting the wrong people.”

	Maryam dips her paintbrush into yellow paint and then spreads it across the canvas. “But do you know what’s worse, Riley?”

	I stare down at my palette of colorful paint, trying to figure out where to start. I can’t pick a color; I don’t even know what to paint.

	“Facing my parents’ disappointment,” Maryam tells me, and my heart slams against my rib cage so hard, I fear it’ll leave bruises. “When I told my dad, he didn’t even say a word. He was so…quiet. But I could see the life fading in his eyes, his pride for me — replaced with silent disappointment. I had never seen my mother that angry before. But she didn’t yell at me. She was screaming at my dad. For letting me go. She blamed him. The next day, they dropped me here, at the facility. I wish they had told me that they weren’t angry with me. I wish they told me they didn’t hate me. And I really wish my dad had hugged me.”

	“How do you deal with it?” I choke out, the lump in my throat growing heavier than I can possibly bear. I can’t breathe. “The feeling of uselessness, their disappointment, the guilt and the fear. God, Maryam. The fear of not being enough. How do you deal with it?”

	She touches the hem of her hijab, but it’s almost like an unconscious action. “Everyone is on their own journey with their faith. I believe that God always finds us at our lowest, and then shows us the path that’s right for us. We believe in Qadar, in other word, divine fate, or I guess destiny, you can say. My mother used to say that believing in it would keep us from being excessively proud or excessively miserable. Because, whatever good, or whatever bad happens to us is the will of God. Sometimes we can have everything at the tips of our fingers —money, fame, richness and respect. Everything we desire. But then, in the blink of an eye, it’s all gone. That’s why believing in Qadar has us acknowledging the bad with persistence and humbleness, as opposed to sadness and disappointment.”

	After the Christmas party, I remember being filled with so much anger and hatred. I screamed at how unfair it was; I questioned God or whatever High Power was listening to me. I felt betrayed by destiny and I became hostile.

	“God is merciful, and we believe that He pardons those who are truly asking for forgiveness. So, if He can forgive us, then we should be able to forgive ourselves.”

	While I had been so angry at my situation… 

	Maryam was seeking comfort in her faith. 

	I was filled with so much self-loathing and resentment, and Maryam was reconciling with herself, coming to peace with her situation. 

	“How?” I whisper. “How do we forgive ourselves?”

	Dr. Bailey said the same thing. To accept, to forgive and to let go of self-resentment. She said those three things were essential in our healing process, so that we can move on. 

	But, how?

	How do I accept that none of this was my fault?

	How do I forgive myself for mistakes that were beyond my control?

	And how do I let go of all this self-loathing that seems to manipulate my every breath?

	“I don’t know,” Maryam whispers, her eyes focused on her canvas. “But sometimes, it’s not just about forgiveness. It’s about acceptance.”

	We both fall quiet again, a thoughtful silence spreading between us. Maryam keeps on painting, while I stare at my empty canvas. Finally, I dip my brush into black paint.

	I don’t know how long it’s been, but everything I tried to paint didn’t feel right. So I kept painting over it with black paint. I tried flowers, grass, the moon, the starry skies…

	Except nothing felt right.

	The others are done with their artwork.

	But I am left with only an empty, black canvas.

	Maryam touches my elbow, and my eyes flicker to her easel, which she turns toward me so I can see her finished canvas. “I’m not sure, but I think if we believe in new beginnings, then it might become easier to move on,” she tells me softly.

	She has painted the sunrise over a lake and the colors are vibrant and exquisite. Warm and breathtaking. A new beginning. 

	“Maryam,” I breathe, my voice shaking. 

	I finally understand what she’s been trying to say. The warmth of her sunrise leaves seeds of hope in my withered heart. I know exactly what to paint now.

	Everyone takes their finished canvas and head back inside. 

	I stay, and finally…I dip my brush into something other than black paint. By the time I’m done, my shoulders ache, but a ghost of a smile finds its way onto my lips. 

	A butterfly is spread across my canvas. 

	Monarch butterflies represent strength and endurance. Transformation and evolution.

	A new beginning.

	My new beginning.

	Riley Johnson is not perfect. 

	And I refuse to be the dead sparrow.

	I am the Monarch butterfly — free and reborn.

	 

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	Grayson — 16 years old (Sophomore year)

	I never thought of myself as a stalker. 

	I mean, they did send me an invitation. So why am I standing here, outside the restaurant, looking on at them like some kind of pathetic stalker?

	Honestly, I don’t know.

	It’s been a year since I’ve last seen my sister. 

	What am I supposed to say to her? Do I hug her? Will she still recognize me? Will she run to me when she sees me? Am I still the slayer of dragons…or has her adopted father taken on that role now?

	I know I shouldn’t be jealous of a grown-ass adult, who probably loves Naomi as much as I do, but damn — I’m envious that they get to watch her grow, they get to be with her, when I can’t do the same. 

	Mikael and Rehya have kept their promises, sending me photos of Naomi over the last few months. Today is the first time I’ve received an invitation to come see her. 

	On her birthday.

	Exactly a year after. 

	But a lot has changed in a year.

	She’s changed. Naomi is taller, and her curly, thick hair is longer. Her eyes are bluer, which I thought was impossible, but they really are a brighter blue. 

	And she talks now.

	Not a lot, not frequently…but she talks. 

	Naomi has a speech impediment — she stutters. Mikael and Rehya have put her through speech therapy, but nonetheless, she’s happy in her life now. She’s a bright, smart and beautiful little princess, who has everything she deserves. 

	Good memories and proud parents. 

	I have changed. Somehow.

	Though if someone was to ask me how I’ve changed, I wouldn’t have an answer. 

	I’m not Grayson Avery anymore. Benjamin and Naveah Hale legally adopted me two months ago. I can still vividly remember the proud smile on their faces once the papers were finalized. 

	I am Grayson Hale now.

	Uncle Ben says I’ve always been a Hale — that I’ve always been a part of them.

	Except, it has taken me sixteen years to get here. Some days, I still feel like I don’t belong anywhere. Sometimes, I still feel lost — just a body wandering around, waiting for another shitstorm. But that’s why Uncle Ben has sent me to therapy, which I go to routinely. 

	It doesn’t really help because I hate talking. To anyone, really. 

	I like the solitude that comes with silence. I’m better at studying people, than making small talk. Less words are always better than unnecessary ones that usually end up as lies. The more people talk, the more lies we tell.

	Yeah, silence is always better. 

	“Are you going inside or you gonna continue lurking here?” 

	My body tenses at the familiar voice. Fuck.

	I don’t turn around, but I hear his footsteps coming closer. The sound of the leaves crunching underneath his shoes, and then he comes to a halt beside me. “Are you following me?” I question roughly. 

	“You’re my son,” he says, as if that answers the question.

	Harrison Avery, my father, was released from prison six weeks ago. He tracked me down and found out that I had been adopted by Uncle Ben and Aunt Naveah. Since then, he’s been making his displeasure known. He says that they stole me from him, just like they tried to keep my mother and him separate. 

	“Uncle Ben is not going to be happy about this,” I tell him. 

	“Yeah, well, he’s always had a problem with me.”

	Because you’re an addict and a felon. Because you’re the reason why my mother is dead. Because you destroyed her life.

	Because you ruined mine and Naomi’s life too.

	Except I don’t tell him any of this. While it’s been a long time since I’ve last seen my father, I still remember he has a dangerous temper. Maybe he’s changed — but I can’t trust him.

	I can’t allow myself to trust anyone, really. 

	The less attached I am to people, the less disappointed I will be when they leave. Because they will leave.

	Everyone leaves at some point.

	Trusting someone means making myself vulnerable. It gives them power to break me. No, I can’t possibly allow that.

	My father claps me on the shoulder. “I want my family back, son.” I give him a side-eye, before looking back at the restaurant. Naomi is blowing out the candles on her pink cake, with a huge smile on her face. 

	“You and Naomi,” he continues, “we can be a family again. We’ll go far away from here, where we can live together. We share the same blood, Grayson. We are the same people. They will never understand us. But I understand you. I see you and Naomi as my family.”

	Maybe…just maybe if he had said those words to me a year ago, I would have accepted them as the truth. A year ago, I was lost and desperate, unsure of what I was searching for. So, if Harrison Avery had found me then and spoken those words — I would have gone with him. 

	But not now, not anymore. 

	“Naomi is happy where she’s at, with her new family. People that love her and chose her. You can’t take that away from her.”

	My father shakes his head. “You don’t understand. I’m not taking anything away from her. Can’t you see? They have taken from us. They have separated us. Look at you. You’re standing here because you can’t bring yourself to go and see your sister. A sister that you love dearly. But we can be reunited again. A family, Grayson. Our family.”

	Shrugging his hand off my shoulder, I turn to face him. My father is slightly shorter than me, and where I’m bulky, he’s lean. His pale skin is sunburned, and I see some freckles that neither Naomi nor I inherited. His blondish hair is messy, and his clothing is disheveled. I think there was a time when he would have been considered handsome, but now he looks ten years older than he actually is. He has aged, and I can see the aftereffects of the drugs on his body and face.

	My mother used to say that I was the perfect combination of her and my father. But I don’t see it anymore.

	Taking a deep breath, I exhale slowly. “I don’t know what kind of relationship you want from Naomi and me. You’ve never been much of a father and I don’t know what kind of life you can possibly give us.” I step forward, moving into his personal space. My father takes half a step back, frowning. His blue eyes darken in a way that leaves a bad taste in my mouth. He knows I’m bigger than him, stronger too. 

	I’m no longer the small child he left behind.

	My nose wrinkles when I catch the heavy smell of marijuana and alcohol coming from him. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s still partaking in his shady, illegal business of selling cocaine and shit. 

	I don’t want this man anywhere near my sister. “But listen to me, you stay away from Naomi. You’ve barely even been in her life. She doesn’t know you. Don’t lie and say you care, because if you had cared, you wouldn’t have left us to fend for ourselves. Now you’re back, years later, and you want me to believe that you have our best interests at heart?”

	He swallows and then nods slowly. “I understand why you won’t believe me. I haven’t been the best parental figure.”

	I run my fingers through my raven-black hair. It’s grown a little longer than the last time I took a hair trimmer to it. I make a mental note to cut my hair when I get home. Anyway, I like to keep it short, buzz cut to the scalp — marine-style. 

	“I understand your concerns about Naomi. You are right; I won’t disrupt her life.” He shoves his hand into the pocket of his navy-blue jeans. “But what about you? You’re older and you remember me. Can we at least have a relationship?”

	He pulls something out of his pocket, his fist closed. My father stretches his arm toward me, as if to hand me whatever he’s holding. Feeling skeptical at first, I don’t take the bait. My fists clench at my sides, and I keep my arms down. Refusing to take anything from him. 

	He opens his fist, showing me a light-colored, familiar rock. It’s small enough to hold in the palm of his hand. “Do you remember this?” he asks, his voice gruff. “You gave this to me; you said it was a pretty rock. I kept it, all these years.”

	I remember now.

	I was eight years old when I found the granite rock. I waddled home, like a happy penguin with my treasure and proudly showed it to my father. He seemed disinterested back then. 

	“You told me that granite forms from the slow crystallization of magma underneath the earth’s surface.”

	My eyes snap to his face. “You remember?”

	“I remember.” 

	“I didn’t think you were listening.”

	His smile is bittersweet. “I’m not always a good listener. But believe me, I do care for you, son.”

	He keeps his arm stretched out between us, the rock still in his hand. Waiting for me to take it. “Give me a chance to prove it.”

	I swallow past the heavy lump in my throat. Reaching forward, I take the rock from his hand. My tanned, brown skin is a stark contrast to his unhealthy pale skin.

	“I’ll think about it,” I tell him, shoving the rock into my pocket.

	He grins. “Thank you, Grayson. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

	I simply shrug, then watch as he takes a step back. He walks away, his lean frame disappearing between the thick trees.

	I don’t glance back at the restaurant, where Naomi is celebrating her sixth birthday with her new family and her kindergarten friends. 

	Mikael and Rehya have closed their restaurant for today and have transformed the place into a kid’s playground. With balloons and child-friendly games. 

	Naomi is dressed in a green princessy dress, and she has a tiara on top of her head. Her curly hair frames her tiny face. A birthday party that I’ve never been able to give her before.

	Maybe I am a coward for walking away.

	But just like I asked my father not to disrupt Naomi’s life — I have absolutely no right to do the same. 

	Maybe I am a coward for walking away…

	But I refuse to confuse Naomi. To have her question why we’re not together, why we’ve been separated. What do I tell her? She’s too young to understand. 

	Maybe one day when she’s older…

	She needs to move on, without me interfering in her life like this. Popping in randomly after a year. I am the ghost of her past, and I need to keep it that way.

	“Goodbye, Princess,” I breathe.

	 

	***

	 

	Aunt Naveah piles up my plate with Caribbean rice and beans. Her specialty and probably my favorite dish of hers. That and her apple pie. “Wait, that’s too much,” I tell her. 

	She puts another spoonful on my plate, leveling me with a look that says don’t even try it. Aunt Naveah has her hair in a head wrap and is wearing a flowery apron. Her smile is warm and infectious. “You’re a growing boy with an appetite, I know. So, hush, and eat now. I don’t always cook.”

	They have a personal chef who makes all our daily meals. But on Sundays, Aunt Naveah is the one who does the cooking. She spends the whole day in the kitchen. Unless she’s got an emergency surgery to rush to. Which has only happened twice so far. 

	So Aunt Naveah doesn’t always cook. But when she does, she makes sure that Uncle Ben and me finish the whole casserole. She doesn’t allow any leftovers. 

	I wait for both Uncle Ben and Aunt Naveah to start eating first, before shoving a spoon of rice in my mouth and chewing enthusiastically. “You’re not feeding an army,” I grumble under my breath, without any heat. I know she enjoys cooking on Sundays.

	She points between me and Uncle Ben. “I am feeding two men who equal an army. And you, Mr. Hale,” she directs her attention to her husband. 

	“What did I do now?”

	“You’re starting to grow a belly.” She smiles sweetly. “To the gym!”

	“I will, if you join me for some cardio exercise.” He raises his eyebrows suggestively.

	My eyes quickly dart to the table, ignoring their apparent flirting. Sometimes they forget that they have a teenager living under their roof now. Uncle Ben and Aunt Naveah have been married for twenty years now, but I still catch them giving each other lovey-dovey eyes and they flirt as if they are still in high school. 

	I guess the love between them hasn’t faded away in all the years they have been together. I don’t think I believe in true love, but seeing them together — it’s hard to deny that true love probably does exist.

	Maybe just not for me.

	But for them? Yeah. 

	I cut the grilled chicken into precise pieces before taking a small bite. It’s soft, tender and flavorful. Aunt Naveah says that if she wasn’t a doctor, she would have chosen to become a chef. 

	I bet she’d make a really good one.

	“Grayson.” I lift my head at Uncle Ben’s voice. “Has your father tried to get in contact with you again?”

	Oh shit.

	He asks the question innocently, but I can almost sense an underlying warning in it. Uncle Ben knew when my father was released from prison, and he warned me that Harrison would probably come looking for me. He was not wrong. 

	I chew on the chicken and then swallow. “Yesterday,” I tell him truthfully. There’s no point lying to Uncle Ben; he always finds out the truth eventually. And to be honest, I don’t want to screw with him. Not because he’s a powerful man. But because I respect him. 

	“I was jogging at the park and he found me. Uhm, we talked for a bit. He says that he would like to have lunch with me some time, if I choose to.”

	Harrison Avery is persistent, I’ll give him that.

	Too bad I don’t trust him.

	Aunt Naveah grimaces, but she doesn’t say anything. Uncle Ben is quiet for a minute. The sound of our silver cutlery clinking against our porcelain plates fills the silence. 

	Once our plates and the table are cleared, Aunt Naveah brings out her infamous apple pie. “Extra cinnamon, just for you,” she says, with a twinkle in her brown eyes.

	“You are a smart young man,” Uncle Ben finally speaks, and when he does, it’s with utmost confidence and self-assurance in his tone. He truly does have the power to control the whole room with his voice. “Mature for your age. I will not control you and neither will I make decisions for you. You are mature enough to know what’s right and what’s wrong. And I trust you to make the right decisions. We trust you.”

	My heart stammers in my chest. 

	The last person who ever had any kind of trust in me was my sister. 

	“Thank you.” I swallow and then exhale shakily. “I understand. I will never break your trust, Sir.”

	“Uncle Ben,” he says gruffly. 

	I nod. “Okay.” He stares at me expectantly. “Uncle Ben.”

	It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud. In my head, I have been calling them Uncle Ben and Aunt Naveah, but every time I speak to them, it is either Sir or Ma’am, slipping past my lips. They’ve tried to correct me many times, but it just never feels right.

	Until today.

	Until now.

	Uncle Ben leans back in his chair and wraps his arm around the back of Aunt Naveah’s. His fingers brush against her shoulders with a soothing touch, rubbing back and forth in circles. 

	They’ve both got the goofiest grins on their faces. 

	I shove another spoonful of pie into my mouth, to hide my own relieved smile.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Colton — 16 years old

	I roll back my shoulders, pain spreading through my muscles. Maddox and I crashed a party that we weren’t invited to. Sven, from Carlton High, was celebrating his birthday. Berkshire Academy has two sworn enemies. Berkshire was unbeatable when it came to football. Leighton High is always second.

	Carlton High ranks third, but they take first place for baseball. And they take great pride in that. 

	Sven, the reindeer, as I like to call him — tried to break a goddamn bottle over my head. If it wasn’t for my fast reflexes, I’d probably gotten a fractured skull and a nasty concussion. But I only ended up with an injured shoulder. 

	I think the broken shards are stuck in my flesh. Fuuuck, this hurts.

	The plan was to crash the party. But Maddox decided to shove his tongue down some random chick’s throat, who ended up being Noah’s girlfriend. Noah, who is Carlton’s famous (though I would say, shitty) pitcher. And Noah just happens to be best buds with Sven. 

	So, of course, a fight broke out when Maddox was found with his hand under the girl’s skirt. She was all wrapped up in his arms, so it was definitely consensual. 

	But damn, Noah’s ego took a hit. 

	His girl was a cheating bitch, but somehow, we paid the fucking price.

	Maddox and I made a run for it when the cops came to the scene. I’m sure Daddy Bennett is going to get a call soon. Oh well, fuck it. Damage is done now. 

	It’s not the first time, anyway. 

	I pass Cole’s room. I’m half-tempted to knock on his door, to check on him. Like I do every night. But the thought quickly leaves. It’s really late; he’s probably already asleep. 

	I get to my room, but halt at the doorway when I see who is inside.

	Sienna is sitting on the edge of my bed, waiting. “You’re injured.” She gasps, standing up at the sight of my bloody shirt. Her hand goes to her mouth, her eyes round in surprise. 

	With a grunt, I shove my door closed and lock it. My mood is instantly soured.

	“What happened? Did you get into a fight again?”

	“Something like that,” I grumble under my breath.

	“Wait here and take your shirt off. I’ll get the first-aid kit,” she orders. 

	“It looks worse than it is.” I watch as she walks comfortably into my adjoining bathroom. She rummages through my drawers and then walks back out with the kit.

	Sienna silently points to the bed. “Sit. Shirt off.”

	I roll my eyes, before dragging the bloodied shirt over my head. She gasps again, taking in the damage. Jesus Christ, can she get any more fucking annoying?

	I sit on the edge of the bed and she stands beside me, in order to get a better view of my injuries. “There are some broken shards stuck underneath your skin. Don’t worry, I’ll get them out.”

	I merely grunt in response. 

	She uses tweezers to remove all the broken glass, and I fight to hold in my painful grimace. I have a high pain tolerance, but damn, this burns. I wonder if I poured some of my father’s expensive whiskey on it, if it would numb the pain. 

	Once she’s done, she finishes cleaning the wound with antiseptic wipes and then bandages my shoulder. “You’re welcome,” she says, with major haughtiness in her voice.

	“Thanks,” I mutter under my breath. I really hate being fucking indebted to her. 

	This will be the second time now.

	“You really need to stop getting into fights,” she lectures me, as if she has every right to do so. “I think that Coulter boy is a bad influence. Every time you hang out with him, there’s always some kind of drama that follows you two.” 

	My hackles immediately rise, feeling defensive of both Maddox and myself. Sienna doesn’t know shit. She doesn’t understand shit. “You’re not my mother.”

	The moment the words are out of my mouth, I know it was the wrong thing to say. I spoke the truth, but the timing was wrong. 

	Sienna places her index finger under my chin and lifts my head up, so that I’m staring at her face. There’s a coy smirk on her lips — shameless and insincere. 

	Her thumb brushes along the length of my jaw. “You’re right, I am not your mother.”

	Sienna leans down, bringing her lips closer to mine. I feel her breath on my skin as she whispers suggestively, “But that’s the thing, whatever I feel for you is most definitely not motherly, Colton.”

	My skin crawls, but I don’t push her away. I know her game now. I know what she likes and the sadism that she craves. 

	Sienna Bennett is a master manipulator. 

	Too bad I didn’t recognize it earlier, before I had already fallen into her trap.

	She forces me back onto the bed, until I’m leaning against the headboard. She removes her silk robe, letting it drop to the floor before moving onto the bed to straddle me. Her hand flattens on my chest, before moving lower to my abdomen. Her nightgown has ridden up, and I clasp her bare thighs. 

	“Get on with it,” I demand impatiently.

	The faster she’s done, the sooner I can get some fucking sleep.

	Her nails dig into my abs, and her smirk widens when I suck in a breath. Sienna leans forward, her lips brushing against my throat before she nips my earlobe. She rolls her hips in circular motion, creating friction between us, and my dick hardens of its own accord.

	A piece of my heart chips away. 

	I don’t like not being in control, and the only time when I’m ever not in control is with Sienna. Her closeness makes me dizzy, and definitely not in a good way.

	“Tell me something,” she purrs in my ear. I hate her voice. I hate how high and squeaky it is. She tries so hard to make herself sound sweet and seductive, but it’s all so fake and unpleasant. “Did you try to send Cole away because you were jealous that I was starting to pay attention to him?”

	My body tenses. “What do you mean?”

	She nips my earlobe again and I hide my flinch. Nothing about her touch is pleasing, yet somehow, my dick responses. Fuck. 

	“You don’t seem to like it when I’m talking to him,” she says. “You always have that grumpy look on your face. Are you feeling jealous, Colton? Jealous of your own twin?”

	Yes, I don’t fucking like it when you’re talking to my brother.

	No, not because I’m jealous.

	But because I don’t want you to sink your ugly, damning claws into his innocent soul.

	My fingers tighten around her thighs, in both disgust and anger. With hate. But she gladly misunderstands it for possessiveness. “You’re right. I don’t want him anywhere near you,” I tell her. My voice is gravelly and I fake the huskiness in my tone. 

	Sienna chuckles and my flesh crawls. I hate her laugh — it’s like pouring acid into my ears. “I never pegged you to be a territorial guy,” she purrs again. “But then again, they say you never forget your first.”

	Sienna takes great pride in being my first. She thinks it’s some kind of major accomplishment in her life. A pretty trophy she won. I guess in some ways she has come out as a winner. My father barely pays her attention, except when he needs a wife to show off on his arm. But that doesn’t matter to Sienna. 

	She’s got a rich husband. 

	And her husband’s son in her bed — a young, virile stud, as she likes to call me.

	For her, that’s a double-fucking-win.

	“Anyway, you’re the hotter twin.” Her lips touch my throat. “And definitely a better lover than your father. You’ve got a bigger dick too.”

	I inhale, taking in a lungful of oxygen. 

	I breathe.

	And I breathe again.

	I remind myself that I’m the older twin.

	I’m supposed to be protecting Cole.

	And I will do exactly that until my last damn breath. 

	She’s right. If it wasn’t for Sienna, I would have never snitched on Cole. I would have never betrayed his trust and told our father that he was getting addicted to morphine. I would have tried to keep him home, but still help him.

	But once Sienna made her intentions obvious, I knew I had to get Cole out of here.

	Even if it meant lying to my twin and breaking his trust. 

	He can never know the truth.

	He will never know the truth behind my betrayal.

	But now he’s back home, and I need to keep Sienna’s attention on me. 

	Her obsession started the night of the accident. I think it must have begun before that, but she only made it known then. I only saw the truth then, and it was too late.

	Sienna had asked me to trust her. I did.

	Sienna had told me she would help Cole and me. 

	I believed her.

	Bitterness fills my lungs as she lowers herself onto me. Hate is poison, and that’s exactly how poisonous Sienna feels to me. She has taken all control from me and the frustration that comes with this realization settles in the pit of my stomach like acid.

	Something so dangerous, it burns through me. Breaking apart my vital organs, scorching under my flesh and igniting a fury that’s akin to an uncontrollable inferno. It finds the darkest corner of my soul, turning it into a home that is built on the wreckage of my heart.

	I just never realized that I would become indebted to her in ways that I would have never expected. Her help came with a price. 

	And that price was me.

	I owed her. For her lies and for covering the truth of the accident.

	And I paid with my body.

	 

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	Riley — 17 years old (Junior year, again)

	 

	I like fall as much as I used to like spring. The fallen leaves, the barren trees, all the pretty colors before it fades into gray. The earthy smell of the rain and humid grass. The warmth that is accompanied by a chilly, autumn breeze. The festive spirit as people get ready for Halloween. 

	Halloween is my favorite holiday, with Christmas being my least favorite, for obvious reasons. Christmas used to always be so dull and cold at home.

	When I was nine years old, my love for everything Halloween had me believing that I was probably a sorceress in my past life. I had even created an elaborate story in my head of a fantasy world, where I was the most enchanting sorceress of a forbidden land. I rode a mighty dragon, and I could cast pretty spells. I fell in love with the villain, because the prince is boring. 

	The villain and I lived happily ever after.

	But it was all a pretty fairy tale. 

	In this life, I haven’t met the prince yet. And the villain? Well…there’s nothing charming about the villain in my story. 

	Dr. Bailey’s words echo in my ears, reminding me to stay strong once I step back into the outside world. I was in rehab far longer than I was supposed to be there. I watched as my friends slowly healed and then left, to conquer their lives. To start anew, with solid goals and prettier dreams.

	But me?

	I was left behind. Alone with my dark thoughts. 

	Once I reached the three-month mark, they extended my program for another three months. It wasn’t because Dr. Bailey thought I needed the extra attention or help for my bulimia recovery and anxiety disorder.

	But because I was forgotten.

	Because my father asked them to keep me there longer. The longer the better, he had said. To keep me out of his sight. It’s disgraceful just how much you can use the system to your benefit when you have money. 

	Something small flutters in front of me, catching my attention. My gaze flickers to it, following the fluttering red wings as it flies to my left. A red butterfly. 

	A ghost of a smile plays across my lips. 

	I am unattractive.

	I am beautiful.

	I am grotesque.

	I am strong.

	I am a failure.

	I am brave.

	I am worthless.

	I am worthy.

	Dr. Bailey had these words drilled into my brain, forcing me to acknowledge the pain that came from my parents’ abandonment and my friends’ betrayal. “Your worth is not measured by how others perceive you,” she’d tell me. “Because it is human nature to judge. They will always find you lacking. But you will find your worth within yourself, Riley. Listen to that voice.”

	Those are all nice and consolable words — to make someone feel confident and brave in their own skin. With their own emotions.

	And honestly, I thought I had the hang of it. Rehab didn’t just magically fix or cure me. My scars are still etched deep, underneath my flesh. But I knew how to cope better with my eating disorder and my anxiety. I thought I could do this, that I was no longer a wreck.

	That was until today. 

	My first day back at Berkshire Academy was a shitshow, to say the least.

	It’s a new academic year and my bullies are now seniors, while I am redoing my junior year. I thought if we weren’t in the same grade anymore, it would be easier to avoid them. I kept my head down, I didn’t talk to anyone, I sat in the back of all my classes, I made sure to blend into the crowd. I avoided the cafeteria at lunch and went outside instead. Found myself a nice willow tree and ate my cold sandwich there.

	But the sneers still followed.

	The taunting whispers and the mocking giggles. They were everywhere I went. 

	I really can’t escape the ghosts of my past, no matter how hard I try. Sometimes, I wonder if that stigma will follow me for the rest of my life. Will I always be reminded of that night at the Christmas gala? Is this how people will recognize Riley Johnson now? The girl who puked all over her father’s expensive shoes and then promptly passed out? 

	Will my life ever go back to normal?

	Well…not that it was any normal before. But at least I don’t have to walk around like I have the word SHAME written on my forehead, in bold letters. 

	I’m still wallowing in self-pity when the red butterfly flutters in front of me again, and then settles on the bench across from me, a few feet away. Next to the young man, who has been sitting in the park as long as I have. 

	Even though he’s seated, I can tell he has to be really tall. He makes the bench look small compared to him. His shoulders are wide, and he’s built like he just walked out of a romance novel. Tall, dark and handsome. 

	I might have sworn off boys and dating for the rest of my life, but I can still appreciate a fine specimen when I see one in the wild. 

	He’s dressed in black pants and a white polo shirt, the color contrasting with his beautiful, tanned skin. The black-rimmed glasses perched on top of his nose gives him a bit of a nerdy vibe, but I think it just makes him look hotter.

	And I might be wrong…but I think Mr. Tall, dark and handsome is drawing me. 

	I didn’t notice the sketchbook before, but now I do. So, he’s an artist?

	Taking my phone, I scroll through my Kindle app and open the book I was reading last night. I try not to make it obvious that I’m studying him, only looking at him in my peripheral vision. I catch him staring at me as well, every now and then, before looking back down at his sketchbook. His pencil never stops moving on the paper, even when he looks up, his gaze flickering over my face with rapt attention and then down again. 

	There’s something familiar about him, but I can’t pinpoint exactly what. 

	An hour passes, just like that. Me trying to read, but easily getting distracted by Mr. Tall, dark and handsome, while he continues to draw. I get to my feet when I can’t bear the suspense any longer. Somewhere in the back of my head, alarm bells are ringing. But my curiosity beats me. I pocket my phone, and close the gap between us with a few steps. 

	He belatedly notices me coming toward him, and when I am close enough, he snaps his sketchbook closed. His eyes go wide, and he quickly looks left and right — for an escape. 

	Aha! I know guilty when I see it, and this stranger has it written all over his handsome, sculptured face. I bite on my lip, hiding my smile. “I don’t want to sound obnoxious, but I’m pretty sure you were just sketching me.” I pause, pointing at the sketchbook on his lap. “And closing your sketchbook like that kinda makes you look extremely guilty.”

	His lips thin into a straight line, but he doesn’t say anything back to me. “Look, I don’t have a problem with it. But if you were drawing me, I just want to see how it looks.”

	“Why?” he asks, his voice deep and gruff. 

	“Huh?”

	He finally looks up at me. Our gazes meet, and his brown eyes are stern and intense. “Why do you think I’m sketching you?”

	I point back toward my bench. “Because I saw you. I kinda caught you red-handed. So, can I see it?”

	He’s silent for a minute, before he grumbles under his breath, “Yes.”

	I sit down next to him and he opens his sketchbook, before handing it to me. My breath catches in my throat. The girl on the paper can’t possibly be me.

	The art is detailed and exquisite. Every line is drawn with startling precision and patience. As if he was trying to be careful not to stain the image with any outside flaw. 

	Her hair is flowy, and her eyes are deep and expressive — pained.

	At first glance, the girl in the drawing is breathtakingly beautiful.

	But the closer I look, the more haunting she becomes. There’s a restlessness in her innocent expression, a feeling I know very well.

	“This is me?” I question out loud, practically choking on the words.

	“I’m not a professional artist,” he defends quickly. “So, I’m not very good at it. I only draw when I’m bored.”

	 He misunderstood my shock. “No, no,” I tell him. “It’s beautiful. It’s just…I didn’t expect it to be so…detailed.”

	This stranger didn’t just draw me.

	He sees me.

	I swallow and look up from the sketchbook. “Thank you,” I breathe, and then a shaky laugh escapes past my lips. “I am delightfully surprised.”

	“That’s a good thing then?”

	I nod. “Yeah, yeah, it’s a good thing.”

	My gaze flickers back to the paper and I can’t help but run my fingers along the lines of the drawing. We’re both quiet for a long time, and I bask in the comfortable silence. 

	This is the first time I’ve spoken to someone since I left rehab. The first time I’ve willingly approached someone in a very long time. It’s crazy to think how I’m living in a house with my parents, but I haven’t spoken a word to them since I came back home three months ago. 

	They don’t want to see me, so I stay out of their sight. 

	I should be apprehensive of the stranger I’m sitting next to, but there’s something in his silence that puts me at ease. He doesn’t sneer at me, doesn’t watch me with disgust, even when I constantly feel his burning gaze on me.

	His silent curiosity speaks to me. I hand him back his sketchbook and lick my lips, before speaking again. “Do you mind if I ask for your name?”

	He slowly cocks his head to the side. “Only if you tell me your name first.”

	I tuck my annoying stray hair behind my ear. If he’s asking for my name, that means he doesn’t know who I am. This is my first indication that he’s not from around here. If he is, then maybe he’s just new in the area or he’s not much on social media. Because my humiliation from the Christmas gala has gone viral. 

	And if he doesn’t know who I am…then I can be anyone I want to be.

	Someone who is not the haunting girl in his drawing. I don’t have to be Riley Johnson — the worthless, grotesque girl that no longer belongs anywhere. 

	I swallow, and then smile at the stranger. “Daisy,” I tell him, “Daisy Buchanan.”

	His brown eyes light up with recognition. “The Great Gatsby?”

	So, he’s not just an artist, but he recognizes classic literature too? Mr. Tall, dark and handsome is now ten times hotter. I simply shrug and wait for him to give me his name. 

	He surprises me when he finally introduces himself. “You can call me Jay then,” he says, in his deep riveting voice. “Jay Gatsby.”

	My heart does a somersault in my chest. “You’re kidding, right?”

	“If you can be Daisy, why can’t I be Jay?”

	Point taken. His lips twitch with a secretive smile. “So, Jay,” I start, calling him by his obvious fake name. “How did you get into art?”

	A muscle ticks along his chiseled jaw. “Someone suggested I use art as a medium to clear my thoughts. I find that it works.”

	“You’re really good at it.”

	He gives me a half-shrug, and he seems almost awkward at my praise. “Not really.”

	“Why did you draw me?”

	He answers my question with one of his own. “You don’t remember me, do you?” 

	Confused, I squint at him. “Sorry, what?”

	He nods, as if my confusion has somehow answered his question. “You don’t remember me.” This time his words are a statement instead of a question. There’s a note of chagrin in his voice. “We met last year, last summer specifically.”

	I must still look confused, because Jay releases a disappointed sigh and then elaborates. “I was the guy from the alley.” He shows me his hand, before clenching his fist. His knuckles are rough, and I see a few silver scars on the back of his hand. A hand that speaks of experience. 

	“You went to buy some meds for me and bandaged my hand,” Jay continues. 

	I have a light-bulb moment and gasp in realization. “I knew you felt familiar!” I breathe, eyes round in surprise. “But I just couldn’t wrap my finger around it. We met in a whole different state, so I really didn’t think I’d ever see you again. And it was really dark that night; I couldn’t see you well.”

	I pause, my gaze sweeping over his face. I can see him better now; every inch of his hard, sculptured face. A strong nose, perfect symmetrical eyebrows, smooth lips and dark eyes that are narrowed on me. “I can’t believe you still recognized me though,” I tell him. 

	He doesn’t comment on my bewilderment. Jay adjusts his glasses and then runs his hand over his head. His hair is short, buzz-cut to his scalp, marine-style. I think it suits him well. “What happened that night? You seemed to have been in a rush.”

	Oh, yeah…that night. It seems almost forever ago.

	“I was in the city, filming a few cameo scenes for a TV show. I was trapped in a hotel room with my mother for a week, and honestly, I desperately needed a break from her. So, I kinda…ran away. I mean, I climbed out the window while she was sleeping. I had seen a poster earlier that day, that there was going to be a firework show. So I escaped to go watch them. When my mom found out I was missing, she called the security people. I was running away from them.”

	“Did you get in trouble?”

	I shrug, my hand unconsciously moving to my left knee. “Not really.”

	My mother had yelled at me for being irresponsible. I rub my knee over my jeans, remembering just how angry she was. Not because I escaped, but because I had scratched my knees up while doing so. She almost had a stroke when she saw those scrapes marring what used to be my perfectly unblemished skin.

	“So, is that why you drew me? Because you recognized me from the alley?”

	“That’s partly the reason,” he says, before trailing off. His eyes shift over my face. “Your hair is shorter than before.”

	His random comment suddenly makes me feel self-conscious. Is my short hair weird? It’s no longer choppy as it was when I first cut it so carelessly. My hand comes up, and I touch my shoulder-length hair. It has grown a bit over the last couple of months and I had cut the split ends last week, keeping it even and pretty.

	Jay’s hand reaches out toward me, as if to touch my hair, but then he realizes what he’s about to do. He snatches his hand back, just before his fingertips could touch the wayward strands of my hair. 

	“It’s nice,” he says softly. “Your hair was beautiful before, and it’s still beautiful now.”

	There’s a flustered look on his face, and my self-consciousness eases. My heart does another somersault and there’s a fluttering in my stomach.

	“I drew you because you looked sad and lonely,” Jay finally confesses, in that same deep voice of his. “I wanted to capture that.”

	“You wanted to capture my loneliness?”

	“No.” He shakes his head. “There’s a beauty in loneliness and there’s always something else that accompanies it. Do you ever wonder why the songs are sadder, the sunset is prettier and the sky is more starry when we’re lonely?”

	I don’t know how to answer that question, so I stay silent. 

	“It’s because of longing. We yearn for something we don’t have. And I saw that on your face. The yearning for something that you can’t possibly put to words. I wanted to capture that moment. The look in your eyes.”

	My breathing stutters. “Jay,” I blurt out, but then my words escape me, and I don’t know what to say. So, I stare at him, like a stupid, helpless girl. 

	His gaze never leaves mine — dark, intense and compelling.

	I feel that flutter in my stomach again.

	The sound of a phone ringing has both of us flinching back and whatever moment we were just having shatters. Jay shoves his hand into his pocket and takes out his phone. “Sorry, that’s my alarm.”

	“Oh.”

	“I have to go…” he trails off. 

	“Oh,” I say again. Speak up, Riley. You’re starting to sound stupid!

	He packs up his pencils and then stands. I mutely do the same. Now that we’re both standing, I can see the actual height difference between us. He’s really tall, just like I had assumed earlier. I would have to crane up my neck and probably stand on my toes for us to be eye-level.  

	“Dinner is at seven,” Jay explains quietly, his voice softening with something akin to disappointment. 

	I want to tell him that he doesn’t need to explain himself to me…but I still can’t talk. So I stand there, dumbly. Until he pushes his hand between us, for a handshake? 

	“It was nice to meet you, Daisy.”

	I blink, taking his hand. His much bigger, rougher hand. His touch is warm. I look down at our entwined hands — his tanned skin a deep contrast against my paleness. He squeezes my hand, and my lungs clench inside the walls of my rib cage. 

	“Nice to meet you too, Jay,” I finally speak, but it’s barely a whisper.

	I release his hand and he takes a step back. I want to ask him for his real name — but then I stop myself. If he tells me his real name…he’ll expect me to do the same.

	And I don’t want to be Riley Johnson to him — to the mystery man who drew me so flawlessly. Who stole my loneliness and my yearning to capture it on his paper. 

	I want to stay as Daisy Buchanan and him as Jay Gatsby. 

	It’s better this way. Safer.

	I watch as he walks away, with my face etched on the papers of his sketchbook. 

	He saw me, when no one else has ever done so, or even tried. I don’t know if we will ever meet again, but I know…that my mystery man has somehow buried himself into the deep corner of my heart. Somewhere dark, a place where no one can see him. Not even himself.

	He will stay there, safe. Away from the chaos that is me and my life. 

	I watch as he walks away, and soon enough, his tall frame disappears from my sight. “Goodbye, Jay,” I whisper and the wind carries my voice. 

	 

	***

	 

	I grab my chicken mayo sandwich from my bag and make my way outside. Berkshire’s hallways are fairly empty, since mostly everyone is in the cafeteria for lunch.

	I personally loathe that place. 

	It’s like a swamp full of snakes and alligators — a big red DANGER written above the doors.

	I move toward my willow tree, where I’ve been eating my lunch for the last two weeks. It’s quiet here and there’s no one to bother me. It’s lonely, but somehow, I’ve learned to find comfort in my loneliness. 

	But today is different.

	I come to a halt, when I see someone else already sitting under my willow tree. She has her lunch box on her lap and her math textbook next to her. What is she doing here?

	I recognize Lila Garcia from my AP English class. But we’ve never spoken before. I sit in the back, and she sits in the front row, next to the window. Lila is new to Berkshire and she didn’t get in because her parents are rich.

	No, she got in on a scholarship. Berkshire Academy has an entrance exam for students in the 11th grade to apply. Outsiders. But I heard the exams are almost impossible to pass, probably to discourage students from joining. Berkshire doesn’t care about these young, hopeful people who are dreaming big.

	They only care about their image.

	The entrance exam is to make it look like they are accepting of everyone.

	The exam has only a 2 percent passing rate and only one of those students ends up with a full-year scholarship. The rest have to pay the tuition fees and most of the time — they can’t. 

	So while Lila Garcia got in with a scholarship, she will have to find a way to pay for her senior year. Though I have to say — I am amazed she’s made it this far. She has to be some kind of genius to be able to top the entrance exam.

	She lifts her head and notices me standing there. Lila raises her eyebrows questioningly, and there’s something about her nonchalance that makes me feel both impressed and uneasy. So I blurt out the first thing in my head. “You’re in my spot.” 

	She crosses her legs and leans back against the tree, making herself even more comfortable. “I’m sorry, is your name written on the spot here?”

	No, but she’s in my spot and she needs to leave, so I can eat in peace. Why is she disrupting my routine like this? 

	When I don’t speak, she squints up at me in defiance. “I’m not moving. So, you can find yourself another tree. Or you can sit here, and we can eat our lunches without petty drama.”

	Sit with her?

	Is she out of her mind?

	Why would she want to sit with me? Doesn’t she know who I am? Didn’t she hear the whispered gossip in the hallways? Why in the world would Lila Garcia want to associate herself with me? 

	Almost as if she can read my thoughts, she speaks again, “Look, you’re an outcast and I’m an outcast…” Lila trails off, her gaze sweeping over me and the sandwich I’m clutching to my chest. “We’re not so dissimilar.”

	She’s an outcast because she doesn’t belong to an upper-class, wealthy family. I am an outcast for a very different reason.

	We are not as alike as she is trying to make it seem.

	Lila is lucky she hasn’t experienced Berkshire’s bullies yet. So far, they have left her alone, but if she associates herself with me — they will go after her too.

	“C’mon, take a seat,” she encourages quietly. She moves her textbook and pats the grass. “I’m not asking for you to be my friend. But hey, it’s been a lonely few days, and I could use some company. Maybe you need some company too.”

	Her words are tempting, because yes — I am friendless and lonely. 

	I wish I had Maryam with me, but after rehab, she went back home. She has since fixed her relationship with her parents and is now attending a community college for its nursing program. We still talk every now and then, but she’s busy with her classes and meeting new people. I’m happy for her — that she’s out there, living her life, making new goals and achieving her dreams. 

	But I miss having someone to talk to. 

	As the days grow colder, I become lonelier. 

	So, I sit down beside Lila, under my willow tree. She makes a sound of approval in the back of her throat and then goes back to her lunch. She digs her fork into what seems like a taco salad and then brings a forkful to her mouth. 

	I watch her enjoy her meal from my peripheral vision, but I can’t bring myself to eat my own sandwich. Rehab didn’t magically fix my eating disorder. It has given me ways to cope with it. I don’t binge-eat anymore and I haven’t purged for almost six months now. 

	But I still don’t like eating in front of people. 

	And while I try not to focus too much on my weight, it’s hard some days.

	Whenever I feel like I’m going to relapse into another binge-eating episode, I write in my diary to clear my thoughts and listen to whale sounds. Just like Dr. Bailey suggested. It has helped me tremendously. 

	Not fixed. Not cured. Not healed.

	But coping — that’s what I’m doing.

	I unwrap my cold sandwich and a lump forms in my throat. Bringing it to my mouth, the smell of chicken mayo fills my nose. I nibble on the corner of before taking a small bite. A burst of flavor fills my mouth and I chew slowly. 

	I am unattractive.

	I am beautiful.

	I am grotesque.

	I am strong.

	I am a failure.

	I am brave.

	I am worthless.

	I am worthy.

	You will eat, Riley. I remind myself. Another bite. Chew slowly. Breathe. And you will not purge. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. 

	Slow bites after slow bites, I eventually finish my sandwich. It settles heavily into my stomach and there’s rumbling inside me. I clench my shaky fists. Breathe, I tell myself. 

	“So, have you finished the English assignment yet?” Lila asks, forcing me out of my thoughts. 

	“Huh?”

	“English assignment. It’s due next week,” she reiterates slowly. 

	“No, I haven’t started it yet.”

	Her eyes go wide. “You haven’t started it yet?”

	“It’s due next week, right? So I still have time.” I frown. Why is she shocked?

	Her slack jaw snaps close and then she shrugs. “Fair point. I guess you still have time.”

	“You finished yours already?”

	“Yeah, the day it was assigned.”

	My eyebrow quirks up in question. “Ah, so you’re not a procrastinator.”

	“No. My grandma likes to call me a perfectionist.” She purses her lips, in a mock pout. “But I’m just very organized.”

	“Miss Perfectionist,” I find myself teasing her. 

	She smiles, and it’s genuine. 

	“So, why do they hate you so much?” she finally asks when she finishes her lunch.

	I release a shuddering breath at her question. It’s so direct and I wasn’t expecting it. “You don’t know?”

	She tears open her brownie packet, tearing the brownie in half, and hands me a piece. I take it, because I don’t want to offend her. But I don’t eat it. A brownie has too many calories.

	“I don’t listen to gossip. Most of the time it’s untrue and vile,” she tells me as a response. “So, why don’t you tell me your truth?”

	I let out a laugh, but it’s painful and humorless. My truth? 

	No one has ever asked that. “It’s a long story.”

	Lila takes a peek at her phone. “We still have thirty minutes before the bell rings, plenty of time.”

	I stare at her for a minute. Looking for any kind of deceit in her eyes. But I find none. She’s not mocking me with her words, or taunting me about my failures. She’s genuinely asking me for my truth.

	There is nothing fake about Lila. Not the way she speaks, or the way she carries herself. 

	So, I tell her.

	My truth…

	And my story. 

	Of how I went from Riley Johnson, the popular Cheer Captain of Berkshire Academy to a sad reject. A “fallen” princess as Colton Bennett once called me. 

	


















 

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Colton — 16 years old (Junior year)

	 

	The girl on my lap shoves her tits in my face. They are practically spilling out of her dress. I grip her ass in one hand and watch as her friend straddles Maddox’s lap. They are both sophomores, while Maddox and I are juniors now. 

	She hands me a joint and I clamp it between my teeth. She lights it for me and I inhale, before blowing a puff of smoke into her face. Miss-I-can’t-remember-her-name giggles, almost drunkenly, and then steals the joint from me. 

	The bonfire is lit tonight, crowded with Berkshire students who are all here to celebrate our win against Leighton High. 

	“Where’s Cole?” Maddox asks, raising an eyebrow questioningly.

	I huff in response. “He’s never in the mood to party nowadays.”

	“Maybe if he joins us every now and then, he won’t always be in such a depressive mood.” He grips the girl’s ass, smirking at her. “Pussy and weed, best combination to cure depression.”

	I know he is only half-serious. Granted Maddox and I have always been closer, but he still had a good friendship with Cole. I know it also bothers him that my brother has turned into a lone wolf. 

	The girl on my lap hands me back my joint. I take another hit, inhaling before puffing out another cloud of smoke. Her hand slides down my chest to my abdomen and then she cups my dick over my jeans. My stomach revolts and I fight the urge to kick her off my lap. “How about we take this somewhere else?” she purrs in my ear. 

	My brain is hazy from the weed. I allow her to drag me away from the others, deeper into the trees, until we are perfectly camouflaged. I lean back against a tree, and then she’s all over me. “What do you have in mind?” she asks, her skin flushed. Behind us, I hear a giggle and then a manly grunt. Yeah, there are other people fucking. 

	“I’m bored,” I drawl lazily before pushing down on her shoulders and forcing her to her knees. She kneels, a coy smirk on her lips. “Find a way to keep me entertained, Julie.”

	Julie frowns. “That’s not my name.”

	Oh, huh? Whoops, my bad.

	I could blame it on the alcohol and weed. Tell her my brain is fuzzy and apologize as any gentleman would. But I don’t see a point in lying. I really don’t remember her name and neither do I care. I’m definitely not feeling very gentlemanly. “Does it matter?” 

	“It’s Emma.” She flips her hair back, haughtily.

	“Emma,” I say, testing her name on my tongue. Yeah, it sounds all wrong. “Well, Emily… shut up and suck my dick.”

	“Do you have to be such an asshole about it?”

	I roll my eyes. “It’s part of the charm.”

	She twists her lips in a pout and then lets out the fakest giggle I’ve ever heard. Jesus Christ, my ears are going to bleed if I have to hear her laugh one more time. “They’ve told me you’re an asshole, but I wanted to see for myself.”

	Yeah, it’s the same story. Girls flock to me, wanting to get a piece of Colton Bennett, so they can go back and gossip with their friends. Sometimes, I like to indulge them. But only because I don’t want anyone shitting on my reputation.

	Emily unbuttons and unzips my jeans, before taking my dick out of its confinement. I lean back and clamp my joint between my teeth, sucking on it and watching the amber flickering right under my nose. I find the color of amber fascinating and somehow my mind chooses to focus on that, instead of the girl on her knees for me. 

	She lets out a moan, which sounds straight out of a porn video. But to be honest, I’ve seen better acted porn. Emily is sloppy and inexperienced, and her dick sucking abilities are subpar. Well fuck, tonight’s been unfortunate. 

	Somehow I find my release and she fights back a gag. I puff on my joint and stare up at the night sky, as she gets to her feed, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. I stay quiet, thinking she’ll eventually figure out I’m no longer interested, and she’ll leave.

	But Emily here doesn't catch a clue.

	She pushes her tits against my chest and I wrinkle my nose at the strong perfume. When I don’t make a move to touch her, she frowns. Emily reaches under her mini dress, and then I feel her wiggling, trying to take off her panties.

	“Alright,” I drawl, trying to keep my tone light. But my mouth is dry and my lungs seem to cave inside the walls of my rib cage. “Thanks, see you around.”

	She pauses, her eyes widening. “Excuse me? I thought we were going to—"

	Well, you thought wrong.

	I don’t do sex, but then again, no one knows this truth. Not even Maddox.

	I hate being touched, though I try to act like it doesn’t bother me. My reputation is in jeopardy, and I can’t have my teammates knowing the truth behind why…I hate being touched. 

	There’s an image to uphold and girls to appease. 

	The only time I can allow some random chick near me… to actually touch me, is when I’m either shit-drunk or high enough not to feel them. Like right now. 

	I think…in some way, Sienna has broken something inside me. It’s not that she controls my pleasure — it’s more like she has the power to control my mind.

	And that pisses me off.

	I hate her…and I hate what she has turned me into.

	I cup Emily’s chin. “You’ll go back out there and tell your friends just how much fun you had. And I’ll tell my buddies just how good your dick sucking abilities are, yeah?”

	Her blush deepens and she nods readily. Yup, easy peasy. Just praise them a little and they are putty in your hands. Emily sashays away and I exhale a shuddering breath.

	Running my fingers through my hair, I look up at the dark sky. Fuck. 

	 

	***

	 

	I stumble along the hallway, trying to make it to my bedroom before passing out. But a noise from my brother’s room has me pausing. I hear a crash and then a frustrated snarl. Taking a tentative step toward his bedroom, I listen closely. There’s another crash and I lurch forward in panic. His door is half-closed and I push it open. 

	My breathing stalls when I see the disastrous state of his room and find him pacing back and forth. He’s turned the place upside down. Confused, I watch as he rummages through his drawers, before banging them closed and then going back to them again. 

	“Cole?” I question, taking a step toward him. 

	At the sound of my voice, he jerks back and swivels around to face me. His eyes are blood-shot and the expression on his face is painful. “Cole, what’s going on? What’s wrong?”

	“You took them away,” he accuses sharply, his eyes narrowing on me. “My fucking pills, you took them away!”

	My brows furrow. “We agreed to this, didn’t we? I hide your pills and you can ask me if you really need them. You can’t just keep taking those painkillers carelessly.”

	“It hurts,” he roars. “You don’t understand!”

	He’s talking about his leg. “It’s not supposed to hurt anymore, Cole.” I sigh, rubbing a hand over my face. Damn it, I’m tired. “The doctors—"

	“They don’t know shit.” His whole body quakes. “I can still feel the pain, Colton. I can’t fucking walk! And I can’t sleep without the painkillers.”

	He slumps against his bed and buries his face into his hands, making a choked sound in the back of his throat. “I just want to sleep, for one fucking night. Without feeling like my leg is being ripped from my body.”

	I take a step toward him. “Cole—

	“I know,” he says, his voice quieter. I hear sniffles. “I know the truth, Colton.”

	My body freezes, my heart dropping to the pit of my stomach. “W-what are you talking about?”

	“I know what she’s doing to you.”

	My breathing stutters and blood rushes between my ears with a loud roar. The floor disappears under my feet and the weight of me crashes down into the dark, never-ending abyss. I’m falling…and I don’t stop. The world spins and cold sweat covers every inch of my clammy body. 

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	“I hear her go to your room,” he chokes out. “And then I hear her leave after a while. She didn’t lock the door once… I saw her and you.”

	He knows…

	Cole knows the truth.

	His words may have possibly killed me, and I stand there before him — with my lies and my truth between us. I clench my fists. “You saw…us?”

	Breathe, Colton. Fucking breathe.

	Cole slowly nods, without lifting his face from his hands. “You’re trying to protect me, I know that too.”

	My nostrils flare as I close my eyes and try to suck in deep breaths. 

	“This can’t keep happening, Colton. I won’t allow it anymore. I’ll tell Dad the truth—"

	“No!” I snap quickly.

	His body jerks back at my loud voice, and he lifts his head, staring at me with red eyes and a tear-stained face. “Sienna is using you!” Cole hisses, getting to his feet. “She’s an abuser, who is taking advantage of you and our situation.”

	“No,” I tell him again, this time having more control over my tone. But I’m still shaking from the inside. “You won’t tell Dad anything. He won’t believe you and he won’t hold Sienna responsible for her actions either. He. Does. Not. Care.”

	In fact, I think my father already knows what Sienna has been up to. I wouldn’t put it past him. His wife is sleeping with his son, under his own roof, and he’s not aware of it?

	No, I don’t believe that. Henry Bennett is not that stupid. He is fully aware of everything that’s happening under his roof. He has eyes and ears everywhere. I’m sure even the walls whisper their secrets to him.

	My father knows…

	And he doesn’t care.

	“Then what are we supposed to do?” Cole bellows. He grips his hair, pulling on it. “Do I just sit here in my room, knowing what’s happening in yours?”

	I march forward, standing before Cole until we’re toe to toe. Cupping the back of his neck, I tug him toward me. “Listen to me, Cole.” Our foreheads touch and I exhale a shaky breath. “We have less than two years left before we can leave. You’ll be going to Yale and I will be going to Harvard, just like we planned. We will be in different states, far away from our father and Sienna.”

	“Two years is too long.” Cole shakes his head. “I refuse to continue watching her do this to you. To know that is what’s happening behind closed doors and to willingly turn a blind eye to it. That destroys me, Colton. You are my brother.”

	My heart hiccups in my chest. “Less than two years.”

	“Sienna—

	“She’ll eventually grow bored of me and find someone else.”

	Cole frowns, looking reluctant to believe me. “How can you be so sure?”

	“Because I was merely an entertainment for her,” I confess to my twin. “I can already sense her getting bored.”

	It’s true.

	Sienna doesn’t visit me at night as much as she used to before. She stays out longer and comes home much later into the night. She has her own life, apart from being Henry’s wife. Just like my father has his own set of mistresses. 

	They are both aware of each other’s infidelity and they don’t care.

	It’s purely a contract marriage between Sienna and Henry Bennett. 

	“Less than two years,” I tell him again, as if saying the words out loud will give me the strength to convince my brother that we can survive in this shithole. “We can do this, Cole.”

	Because that’s what we do.

	We survive.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	Riley — 17 years old (Junior year)

	“This is getting old, you know?” I tell Jenny through my busted lips, as I wipe away the blood with the back of my hand. There’s a dull pain in my left cheek, and I pray Jenny’s slap didn’t loosen any of my teeth. 

	Forget about staying low and not causing any scandal; I might possibly commit a homicide, if I end up having to get a fake tooth. Shit, it hurts. Is her hand made out of granite or something?

	I look down at my ripped skirt, grimacing. Thank God, I have a spare uniform in my locker. I won’t have to miss any classes because of Jenny’s bratty behavior. Sasha twists my arm behind my back, and I fear she’ll rip my shoulder out of its socket. But I don’t dare flinch from the pain. This is the first time they’ve ganged up on me since I came back to Berkshire Academy. 

	They’ve left me alone for the last three months, except for the rumors and sneers — which I’ve gotten used to. The gossiping doesn’t bother me anymore. Their control on my life ended when I refused to entertain them with my dejection. 

	I am strong.

	I am brave.

	I am worthy — I remind myself.

	But physically beating me? Yeah, this only happened today.

	I wonder what triggered it.

	Oh wait, I know why.

	It’s because Jasper publicly broke up with her today. He saved her the humiliation he bestowed upon me though. I’d say she got lucky.

	If Jenny actually thought Jasper was loyal to her all this time, she’s just as gullible as I thought she was. The word loyalty doesn’t exist in the dictionary for boys like Jasper. 

	They only care about their selfish needs.

	And using people as their lively entertainment. 

	“I wonder what will happen if I leak this video.” A familiar voice breaks through my tirade of thoughts. Jenny jerks back with a gasp and her friends release me. I slump against the wall, my shoulder throbbing in agony. 

	Lila is leaning against the door of the restroom, phone in her hand as she records us. She tsks mockingly, now that she finally has all of their attention. Oh God, what is she doing?

	She slowly cocks her head to the side. “Actually, I might leak this video and take it to the cops. How are you going to explain that to your daddy, Jenny?”

	Lila’s hand comes up and she taps her index finger against her chin. Her thoughtful look is accompanied with something more threatening. It’s in her eyes — the look of pure menace. “Hmm. If I’m not mistaken, if charges are brought against you, Berkshire Academy will have no choice but to expel you.” She fake-gasps. “Oh dear Lord, what will happen to poor Jenny and her friends? Because guess what, you are all going down with her.”

	Holy shit. Lila Garcia is bat-shit crazy. Why am I friends with her again?

	“You don’t know who you are messing with,” Jenny snarls. “Who do you think you are, you little bitch? Go back under whatever dumpster you crawled out from.”

	“Oh, me? Well, well…where to start?” Lila says, her voice both brittle and dangerously soft. “I’m the friend of the girl you’ve given a busted lip to. And I’m beyond pissed right now. You don’t want to know what happens when I’m mad, because I get really unpredictable.”

	Yup, it’s official. My only friend has turned psychotic.

	I don’t know how it happened…or what exactly triggered our friendship. Maybe it’s the fact that we are both outcasts at Berkshire and lonely. Maybe it’s just that we both needed a friend. 

	But in the last three months since our first acquaintance under my willow — our willow tree, Lila and I have hit it off. I was right about her being a genius, because she really is. 

	Beautiful and smart as well as a perfectionist. 

	With kind eyes and a gentle soul.

	And a sarcastic mouth.

	Oh, and while I have the boobs — she’s got the ass. We balance each other like that. 

	A perfect friend combo. 

	Lila lives with her grandparents ever since her parents passed away in a car accident a few years ago — an accident that I know Lila still holds a lot of guilt over. She has never said it out loud, but I hear it in her voice whenever she talks about them. With such longing and pain. Her words are always filled with regret and sorrow. 

	She puts her phone away. “So, are you going to make yourself scarce, or should I make true on my threats? Oh, because trust me — I will do it. You don’t want to test my boundaries.”

	Jenny’s friends are the first to run along, leaving her behind. Laughter bubbles in my chest, but I disguise it with a cough. So are these Jenny’s so-called friends? Karma is a bitch, truly. 

	“You’re going to regret this,” Jenny snarls, taking a step toward Lila. But she can’t do anything. She won’t do anything, not without her so-called friends backing her up.

	And that’s when I realize just how powerless Jenny really is. She had Jasper and was using him as a shield. But now he’s not hers anymore, and knowing the type of person Jasper is, he couldn’t care less about Jenny and what happens to her. He had his fun and has probably already moved along to the next girl. 

	Jenny is all alone now, and Lila — sweet Lila, stands her ground, looking like an intimidating queen, not once showing fear. Her eyes narrow on Jenny, silently challenging her. 

	Lila is the personification of defiance.

	Jenny makes a frustrated sound in the back of her throat, before she flips her hair and stalks away. She slams the door closed, and I release the breath I’ve been holding.

	“You are trouble, Riley Johnson,” Lila says, but there’s no heat in her tone. 

	“I told you so. Warned you before we even became friends.”

	She opens the tap and then rips off a bunch of paper towels from the dispenser, before running them under the water. Lila squats down next to me and gently wipes my bruised lips. “Hmm, looks a bit swollen, but you’ll live. Anything else feel broken?”

	I mutely shake my head. Lila nods in satisfaction. “Good. Now, you’re going to stand up and walk out there with your head up. They are going to see your busted lip and your ripped skirt, they will whisper and laugh behind their hands, but you will walk. You will not lower your gaze and you will keep your spine straight. You will walk out there, Riley — because you are the bravest girl I’ve ever had the pleasure meeting. Do you understand?”

	I nod again, frustrated tears burning my eyes. Lila is not judging me for being weak, but I hate that she had to see me like this. And I hate how, because of me, she now has a possible target on her back.

	When I blink, the tears slide down my cheeks. Lila wipes them away. “How did you know I was here?”

	“I was waiting for you by your locker. I saw you going into the restroom and then they followed behind you,” she tells me. “My sixth sense told me something was not right.”

	 “Are you really going to release that video?” I ask her shakily. 

	“No. Because releasing it will only embarrass you further and ruin the image you are trying so hard to fix.” Lila pulls me to my feet. “I don’t care what happens to Jenny and her bitchy friends, but I won’t do that to you.”

	“They are going to make your life hell.” Because of me.

	She’s quiet for a second, thoughtful. Then Lila slowly grins and there’s nothing sweet about it. “Not if I make their lives hell first.”

	 

	***

	 

	Riley — 18 years old (Summer before senior year)

	 

	“Well,” Lila chortles, raising her plastic cup of fruit punch in the air. She has her dark hair in a French braid and we’re wearing matching hoop earrings — a Galentine’s present we got each other. I press my hands over my favorite yellow dress, trying to smooth out any wrinkles. “We survived. Cheers to us!” 

	Yeah, we miraculously survived our junior year.

	I like to think that Lila came into my life as my fairy godmother. I mean, she doesn’t have a magic wand, but I like to believe that she’s definitely magical. I read an article last month in Cosmopolitan, about how people come into our lives for a purpose – one that is not always favorable to us – because sometimes they come into our lives, bringing pain and misery with them. 

	But sometimes, it’s a test of time — to teach us valuable lessons of love and worth. Maryam came into my life for that purpose. She was there when I needed someone to make me see a new beginning. Although our friendship was brief, Maryam will always be the girl who transformed the dead sparrow into a monarch butterfly.

	And then Lila walked into my life, with all her sass and intelligence. We were both outsiders within the walls of Berkshire Academy, and we only had each other to depend on. Sometimes, soulmates come in the form of friends. It’s not always about love and romance, which I have long given up on. 

	Lila slowly eradicated my bullies with her smartness and wickedness.

	She’s the sweetest thing I know, but damn — Lila has a menacing side. It reminds me to never get on her bad side. 

	I still remember the day she calmly walked around Berkshire’s hallway after smartly locking the boy’s changing room and putting laxatives in Jasper’s bottle — which ended with him embarrassing himself publicly. I didn’t know what she had done until after the events occurred. She had been the epitome of calm, so much so that I didn’t suspect a thing. Until she herself told me what she had done. I really thought she’d get caught that day, but maybe fate was on her side. Hence why I think Lila Garcia is made of magic. 

	We never saw Jasper again after that day. It was rumored that he left Berkshire in complete humiliation, and had his father move him to a different state.

	After that, a scandal shook the core of Berkshire Academy, which diverted the attention from me and Lila. An affair between a teacher and a student — an ex-friend of mine and Jenny’s bestie — Sasha. The teacher was fired, and while Sasha wasn’t expelled, her life was turned upside down. She was ostracized and the bullies found a new victim, until she had no choice but to leave Berkshire for good.

	After Jasper left, Jenny tried to dig her claws into the next popular guy. Our infamous quarterback, and the King of Berkshire Academy, Maddox Coulter.

	But Maddox had absolutely no interest in indulging her and her fakeness. When she realized she had no power over Maddox, Jenny tried to get with his best friend, Colton Bennett. I heard gossip of them sleeping together, but even that didn’t last long.

	After a while, Jenny lost the power she held.

	Until she became nothing and nobody. 

	Berkshire Academy is a shark tank. It devours the weak and the vulnerable, leaving behind a pile of bones. Lila and I survived the rest of our junior year by keeping our heads down and blending in with the crowd. 

	Lila taps the map on her bed, bringing my attention to it. “So, where are we going?” 

	“I’m thinking the Grand Canyon,” I tell her thoughtfully, taking a sip of my raspberry juice. We’re planning our summer trip. “What do you think?”

	Lila hums under her breath. “Arizona. Yeah, I’ve never been there. I think it’s the perfect vacationing spot. And we can visit Lake Powell. I’ve always wanted to go there after seeing all those gorgeous photos online.”

	“I’ve never been there either. My family owns a cabin in Arizona, near the Grand Canyon. So, we can stay there for a few weeks.” The perfect opportunity for me to avoid my parents as much as I can during the summer. 

	My modeling and pageant career ended after what happened at the Christmas gala and then I had to leave for rehab, which put a full-stop on my social activities. My mother tried to get me back into the business, but no one wanted to be associated with the disgraced daughter of Thomas and Nora Johnson.

	My mother’s disappointment and my father’s belittling still echo in my ears. It hurts not having their understanding or support. They still refuse to acknowledge my eating or anxiety disorder. But I, for once, am happy with not having to fit into the role of the perfect and poised Riley Johnson anymore. The one who has to uphold her mother’s name and her father’s image.

	My father still has a tight control on my life. He decided I will be going to Yale for my undergraduate education and he gave me two options for my major— a B.A in Ethic, Politics and Economics or a B.A in Political Science. I knew the right choice, per my father’s interest, would be Political Science. So I chose Ethic, Politics and Economics instead. A little act of rebellion, even if it didn’t matter a whole lot. 

	It somehow made me feel in control, even though I wasn’t. Because if I truly had a choice, I would have chosen an undergrad degree in English and Literature.

	“Oh, by the way, I finished Famine by Laura Thalassa,” Lila tells me. She gets off of her twin bed and moves to her tiny bookshelf. “Here, thanks for lending me the book. I made sure not to fold the corner of the page this time and used a proper bookmark.”

	I am proud to say that I got Lila into reading romance books. She used to like murder and mystery novels, but, of course, I had to point her down the right path of literature. Romance. 

	And tragedies, because I love those too. But mostly romance, with happy endings. 

	She hands me back my book, and I gladly take it. “You didn’t dog-ear my paperback this time?”

	Lila rolls her eyes. “Nope. Your precious paperback is safe and sound.”

	“Thank God.” I release a relieved sigh. 

	She pouts grumpily and throws her extra bed pillow at me. I easily dodge it, and it hits the wall, right behind me, falling back onto the mattress. “So, any other smutty recommendations?”

	“Hmm.” I think about the recent book I’ve read. “I’ve read Sam Mariano recently, if you finally want to give the bully trope a chance.”

	“I might give it a chance if you promise to read Finley Fenn.”

	“Who?”

	Lila smiles, all teeth, which worries me. “Orc dick,” she whispers, her eyes lighting up with mischief. “Orc dick and lots of fluids. Buckets of cum. Breeding kink. The smuttiest.”

	“Orcs?” I gasp. “You’re reading about orcs now? Last week it was blue aliens!”

	I might have brought Lila into the world of romancelandia, but she tragically fell into the dark hole of monster romance. At this point, she’s beyond saving. 

	“Hey, don’t yuck on it until you’ve tried it,” she defends, pouting again. Lila types something on her phone and then shows me her screen. “See? That’s how the orcs look. The author commissioned artwork for the characters. Not what you were imagining, right?”

	Oh. He looks somehow human. Just…green. With fangs. 

	But definitely a lot more handsome than I was imagining. 

	“Uhm, maybe I’ll give it a chance,” I tell her, still somewhat unsure about her recommendation. But then again, that’s what we do. We share our favorite books with each other. Our own little book club. Just the two of us.

	Speaking of smut though…

	“I have a question.” I reach for the pillow Lila threw at me earlier and bring it to my lap. “It’s a bit personal.”

	Lila slowly cocks her head to the side. “Oh yeah? What is it?” 

	“Have you ever orgasmed before?” I sputter quickly before I lose the courage to ask. This is more personal for me than her. 

	“Yes. But why are you asking?”

	“Solo or with someone else?”

	She quirks up her eyebrow at me. “Solo. I’ve only had sex once, and it was rather subpar. I didn’t orgasm then because my first time was actually quite painful. But I’ve found my own release afterward. A little bit of self-care goes a long way.”

	“So, you can come, on your own?”

	“Yes,” she says again, dragging out the word. “Is there something wrong?”

	Yes, something is very wrong with me.

	“I think my vagina is broken,” I blurt out and then slap my hand over my mouth.

	Lila’s eyes widen and, for a long minute, she stares at me in silence. “I’m sorry, what?”

	I chew on the inside of my cheek, half-grimacing and half-wishing I never started this conversation. Because now I have to tell Lila another flaw of mine. “I can’t…orgasm.”

	“You can’t orgasm?” she reiterates slowly. “Why do you think that?”

	I throw my hands in the air. “Because I’ve tried everything!”

	My own fingers, toys, my imagination, some fancy vibrator and even the freaking showerhead. But nothing works. 

	It’s not that I don’t feel pleasure. I do…and I enjoy touching myself when I’m in the mood for it, but I only ever reach the edge of it, not the peak. No fireworks and no climax. I can’t orgasm.

	Hence — I’ve been sexually frustrated for a very long time.

	And I can’t find a solution for it. 

	So, yeah…my vagina is broken. 

	“Have you tried watching porn and touching yourself?”

	“Yes, but it doesn’t work and just leaves me feeling awkward.” I shake my head. “It’s just…frustrating.”

	“Oookay, well…there are two sex toys I found and they have explosive reviews online. So maybe, you can give those a try? The first one is the Heated Rabbit Vibrator, which I ordered for myself two days ago and the other is clitoral vibrator. I’ll find the links and send them to you.”

	“They probably won’t work for me,” I mumble, feeling myself flush at the confession. “Nothing works. I’ll probably never experience an orgasm in my life!”

	“Give it a try first. Don’t worry.” She pats my knee, almost emphatically. “We will figure something out for your sad vagina.”

	I can’t help but huff at her choice of words. “Mission help Riley orgasm?”

	Lila shakes her head once and then stares at me, ever so seriously. “Nope. We will call it mission: Help Save Riley’s Vagina from a Depressive and Lonely Life.”

	I blink and we hold each other’s gaze for a long minute. Lila’s facial expression changes first and then I can’t help but follow. It starts with us snickering and then ends up with full uncontrollable giggling. 

	“This is serious, Lila!” I fall back onto her mattress and cover my face with my hands. I can’t look at her. The whole bed is shaking with our laughter. 

	“I am being serious!”

	“I hate you sometimes,” I tell her, half-crying and half-laughing. 

	Our laughter dies down after a while, and we’re both breathless for some time. I stay on my back, and Lila scoots in closer until our shoulders touch. We both stare up at her starry ceiling. They look better at night, when her room is dark and her ceiling lights up. I’ve fallen asleep here plenty of times before. 

	“We got each other, right?” she asks softly.

	I blindly reach for her hand and give it a squeeze. “Yeah, we got each other,” I agree, my voice just barely above a whisper.

	
















































 

	 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	Grayson — 17 years old (Senior year)

	“You’re too tense,” Oaklynn says, approaching with a twinkle in her eyes. She hands me a glass of white wine and I take it reluctantly. 

	“Thanks,” I mumble quietly. 

	It’s Uncle Ben’s fiftieth birthday, and we’re under parental supervision to be drinking. I wasn’t planning to consume any alcohol tonight. Except, right now, I think I might need it. 

	This is my first time attending a “rich” party, and it’s lavished, to say the least. Everyone is dressed up in their most expensive suits and dresses. The crystal chandeliers at the center of the ballroom give the whole place a regal, luxurious feel. The food is deluxe and in abundance. For the longest time, I could barely afford a single meal for Naomi and me. Food had always been scarce for us, so I still have to get used to seeing so much at once. 

	Everything is just so…extravagant.

	Aunt Naveah had an Armani custom-made suit prepared for me. The moment I put it on, I wanted to rip off my body. My skin itches with the unfamiliar fabric and I feel like a foreign person in it. Like I’m wearing another layer of skin, to hide what’s really underneath. 

	I don’t belong here.

	I’m completely out of place and I know all the guests can see that. I can feel their eyes on me, probably waiting for a lapse in my posture. Waiting to see if I’ll show my true colors. 

	Uncle Ben and Aunt Naveah have done everything to make me feel welcome and at home with them, and I want to be here — to celebrate his birthday with him. To have this moment with my…family.

	So, even though I know I’m being judged…

	Even though I feel suffocated — I refuse to embarrass Uncle Ben or Aunt Naveah. They want me here, so I’ll stay and smile and play along. 

	“Why are you standing here, by the window?” Oaklynn asks when I stay silent. She has straightened her dark curly hair tonight, and she’s wearing a black, pearly dress that accents her curves. Her heels are too tall, and it's a wonder how she’s walking in them without tripping all over her feet. “You’re looking particularly lonely, Grayson.”

	I half-shrug in response. Oaklynn is the daughter of Uncle Ben’s close friend. We’ve met a few times already, when they’ve been over for dinner. I’ll be attending Berkshire Academy next week after being home-schooled for a year. Oaklynn is a Berksire student and she’ll be helping me with the transition, as Uncle Ben called it.

	She places a hand over my arm. “Do you want to go somewhere else? We can go outside and get some air.” A coy smile plays along her lips. “We can take a walk in the garden.”

	Oakylnn leans into me, her chest brushing against mine. She teeters on her tiptoes, bringing our faces closer. Her breath fans over my lips. “I can show you a good time. I mean, you won’t be so bored if it’s just the two of us.” 

	“No,” I tell her, my voice harsher than intended. 

	I take a step back before her lips can touch mine. She frowns when I grab her hand, forcing her to release me. Her arm drops to her side. I clear my throat, keeping my words passive and kind when speaking again. “I’m fine, but thanks for offering.” 

	“Do you have a girlfriend that I don’t know of?” There’s almost an accusation in her tone and her lips purse unhappily.

	Golden locks of hair and hazel eyes flash in front of my vision.

	Oaklynn mentioned a girlfriend and all I can think of is the girl with sorrowful eyes, the one who frequently visits my daydreams and my heated ones at night.

	I wish I had asked her for her real name. 

	I wish we had more time together.

	I wish she had asked me to stay longer.

	I’ve gone back to the park many times, waiting to catch a glimpse of her again. But she never came back. I lost her before I could find her. 

	And maybe we’ll never meet again…

	Sometimes I stay awake at night, wondering where she is, what she’s doing…if she’s okay, if she’s happy or sad. If she’s sitting on another bench, lonely and tragically hopeless. 

	Somehow, our fake names were fitting. I am as captivated by Goldilocks, as much as Jay Gatsby was obsessed with Daisy Buchanan.

	I know Daisy is not her real name, and in my head — I can’t keep calling her something that’s not real. So, I gave her a nickname. Something unique for only her. 

	Goldilocks.

	“So, do you?” Oakylnn asks again, sharply. Her words pull me out of my thoughts. 

	“Why does that matter?”

	She lifts her chin. “Because I want to know if I have a chance. And I don’t want to have my heart hanging up on a boy who’s taken.”

	Fair point and I respect her transparency. So, I give her half the truth. “I’m not taken, but I’m also not worth your heart.”

	“Is there someone you’re interested in?” She crosses her arms over her chest. 

	“Yes,” I confess quietly. 

	“Is she someone I know?”

	I shake my head in response. 

	“Is she someone in our close circle?”

	I shake my head again.

	“Does she know you’re interested in her? Is she interested in you?”

	I tug on my tie, trying to loosen it around my neck. This thing is restricting my air flow and I can’t fucking breathe. “No to both of your questions.”

	Oaklynn is quiet for a second, looking thoughtful. Then she smiles, her pearly white teeth a stark contrast against her smooth mahogany skin. She’s pretty, I won’t deny that. Tall, curvy with hair that reminds me so much of Naomi’s. But she’s not Goldilocks. 

	She’s not the girl who bandaged my hands. She’s not the girl in my sketchbook.

	“Then I still have a chance,” she announces with great confidence.

	“No,” I deadpan, but Oaklynn is no longer listening to me.

	“She’s not interested in you, Grayson. That’s her loss and my win.” She winks. “I like you. I think we’ll be good together.”

	She’s walking away before I can refute her statement. Goddamn it. 

	Frustrated, I take a sip of wine. 

	Oaklynn likes me? Why does she like me? Because I’m Grayson Hale now? 

	Would she like me if I was still the Grayson from before? The one with holes in his shirt, instead of an Armani suit. The forgotten boy in foster care. I wonder if she’d still like me then.

	I bet not. 

	I bet she wouldn’t even bother knowing my name if she were to pass by me on the streets. I would have been just another poor loser — the boy on the wrong side of the tracks to her.

	Oaklynn doesn’t like me. 

	She likes Grayson Hale.

	And I can say with utmost certainty. 

	Oaklynn is a nice girl, but we’re not compatible. I don’t think we ever will be. And I don’t want her hanging onto that hope that we might ever be something more than friends. 

	“With you standing here like this, you remind me so much of your uncle when we were younger.” Aunt Naveah moves to my side and the frustration clears from my expression. She places her hand on my back, between my shoulder blades. “Thank you for being here, Grayson,” she tells me and there’s more than appreciation in her voice. I hear kindness and affection too. 

	I give her a mute nod in response. I don’t know what to say to that. Shouldn’t I be the one thanking her? I take another sip of wine, still staring out the window. 

	She rubs my back. “We wouldn’t beseech you for leaving right now, if you want.”

	My head snaps toward her. “You wouldn’t?” I hide my grimace when my tone comes out sounding too hopeful. But Aunt Naveah is not offended. She simply smiles.

	“You can go back now, if you’d like. I’ve already told Roger to drop you home. He’s waiting for you outside, in the car.” Roger is our chauffeur.

	“How…” I trail off, swallowing. “How did you know I wanted to leave?”

	“We just know.” 

	We? My gaze flickers over to Uncle Ben. He’s talking to someone, but it’s almost as if he can feel me watching him. His attention drifts to me for a nano-second, and he gives me a brief but deliberate nod. 

	“So you wouldn’t mind if I just leave right now? Wouldn’t people talk?”

	“No, you’ve done your part and that’s more than enough, Grayson.” She reaches up and straightens the collar of my shirt for me. “Anyway, people will always find a reason to talk. You can’t let that impair you.”

	I swallow again. “Thank you.”

	“Go,” she mouths, giving me the last push to do just that. “Make a run for it before someone else interrupts you.”

	Fuck, I don’t wait for her to tell me again. I get the hell out of here and I don’t pause until I’m all the way outside, and the noise of the party is drowned out. 

	The air no longer feels stuffy.

	My tie is no longer suffocating me.

	I can finally breathe again. 

	 

	***

	 

	I listen as the English teacher introduces us to The Things We Cannot Say by Kelly Rimmer, the novel we will be studying this year. A dual-narrative story, told from the perspective of war-torn Poland in 1942 and the present day. “The two timelines weave together to bond them as a family and allow the truth to finally be heard,” Mrs. Cortez explains. She moves to the next PowerPoint slide, giving us a brief schedule for the first month of the semester. 

	“The first week, we will be doing the novel study, and I’ll be putting you into groups for chapter discussion. You will have a group presentation in the second week and this will be your first marked assignment. And your first essay is due at the end of September. This is an AP class, the workload is rigorous, and if you feel like you’re falling behind, you need to let me know ASAP. Don’t wait until a day before your assignment is due to tell me that you’re struggling with the course work. I will not be giving any extensions, unless it’s absolutely necessary, and you need to tell me in advance. Have I made myself clear?”

	There’s a chorus of ‘yes’ before the class falls silent again.

	I’m only half-listening to Mrs. Cortez, as my eyes take in everyone in the classroom. It’s day one of the academic year and my first day at Berkshire Academy. I’m wearing the same navy blazer, white buttoned-up shirt, beige slacks and a tie as the other boys. 

	But I still somehow feel…out of place.

	I spin my pen over my fingers, going back and forth between taking notes and listening to Mrs. Cortez as she goes on about the importance of literature in society. Before I know it, the bell rings, and then Oaklynn is already in my personal space. Fuck.

	I stand up, putting my notebook into my backpack. “Let’s have lunch together,” she tells me, ever so cheerfully. “I’ll introduce you to a few people I know. Also, have you considered joining any sports team? I’d suggest the basketball team. They’d be dumb to refuse you, especially with your height and build.”

	She grabs onto my arm, leaning in closer to me. I fight the urge to shake her off. Fuck, she’s been attached to me all morning. After Oaklynn compared our schedules earlier, she  proudly announced that we share two classes together this semester.

	Good for her. Frustrating for me.

	Because now, she’s all over me and up in my personal space. She talks a lot and I don’t understand why the hell she is so touchy. Like a fucking parasite attached to its host. Shit. 

	“Why don’t you put your backpack in your locker?” 

	I grunt in response. “I’m fine.”

	I gently ease my arm from her hold and walk ahead. Oaklynn easily keeps up with me. “Let’s take a look at the cafeteria menu for today.”

	I stop by my locker and put in the code. “No, that’s fine. My aunt packed me lunch for today.” Taking out the lunchbox, I shove it into my backpack. The lunch is still fresh and the smell of chicken is strong. That’s why I left my lunchbox in the locker this morning, instead of carrying it with me in class. 

	Aunt Naveah woke up early this morning and made sure to prepare lunch for me before she left for work. A grilled chicken sandwich, with honey mustard and chipotle sauce, just how I like it. “It’s your first day at Berkshire. You deserve a homemade lunch,” she had said to me, all smiles before giving me a kiss on the cheek and then leaving.

	I didn’t tell her that this was the first time anyone had packed me lunch. My mother never cared if Naomi and I went without food. I remember when I was ten years old and I had been on the brink of starvation. I had gone two days without any food. Sitting there in the school’s crampy and sweaty cafeteria, watching everyone else eat and enjoying their food. Talking and laughing with their friends while my stomach rumbled with hunger.

	I remember seeing a girl throw her half-eaten burger into the trash.

	I remember sitting there, my hands clasped on my lap as I patiently waited for the bell to ring and the cafeteria to clear out.

	I remember sneaking over to the trash can and digging through it, looking for that half-eaten burger. Just to fill the emptiness in my stomach. To suppress the pain of hunger. 

	That half-eaten burger tasted like the best thing I’ve ever eaten. 

	And I remember doing it again, three years later — to feed Naomi. 

	Back then, it was the only thing I could afford.

	That was until I started working at the crappy junkyard at fourteen and got some cash from Kenan. I was able to get us real food then. Fresh bread, and not leftovers from the trash.

	I close my locker and try to walk away. But Oaklynn grabs onto my arm, making me pause. “What’s up with you?” Her eyebrows pull up in frown. “You’re the new kid here, and I’m trying to make you feel welcome. Berkshire students can be really harsh to the newbies. I’ve been nice, but you’re just being so aloof.”

	“Look, I appreciate—

	The flash of golden hair catches my gaze and I swallow my words. 

	My head snaps toward her, and my eyes widen as I take in what I’m seeing.

	The first thing I notice is the playful smile on her lips. And then she laughs at whatever her friend has said to her. Her soft laughter resonates through me and it’s like I’ve been thrown into a whole different dimension.

	I don’t blink, fearing that she’ll disappear if I do. She’s really here, not just a figment of my imagination. I’m not daydreaming. This is real.

	She leans against the locker next to her friend’s. She hasn’t noticed me yet, but I take in everything I’m seeing, memorizing every little detail. She has her blonde hair in a double French braid, with loose tendrils framing her small, round face. 

	She goes to Berkshire Academy?

	Fuck…

	Destiny has always been unfair to me. Harsh and unforgiving. I’ve long stopped counting my misfortunes. But this—

	This is kismet.

	It has to be. To see her here. To meet her here. 

	The girl in my sketchbook.

	Daisy Buchanan…Goldilocks.

	She’s…here. I found her.

	“You don’t want to associate yourself with her.” Oaklynn’s high-pitched voice is not enough to pull my attention away. But her words have questions popping into my head. 

	“What?” I ask gruffly.

	“The girl you’re looking at? That’s Riley Johnson and Berkshire has ostracized her. Associating yourself with her is a dangerous move. Don’t do it.” Oaklynn flips her hair, giving Goldilocks a rather stingy look. “And anyway, she’s nobody important.”

	I’m barely listening to the rest of her words.

	Riley Johnson.

	My heart thuds in my chest. Riley…

	I finally have a name. Her real name.

	She’s not Daisy Buchanan, the lonely girl on the bench.

	She’s Riley, the girl in a Berkshire uniform. The girl with a pretty smile on her lips. 

	And she is real, not just my imagination or my fantasy or my night dreams.

	 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	Riley — 18 years old (Senior year)

	 

	I don’t believe my eyes when he walks into my Advanced Calculus class. 

	In fact, I blink and then blink again. Maybe I’m seeing things. Yeah, that’s definitely what’s happening. I’ve lost my mind and now I’m imagining things that are not here. He is not here.

	He can’t be real, right?

	But oh, oh… 

	When his eyes land on me and our gazes meet — time slows to a stop. 

	A silent moment.

	A breathless second. 

	My mystery man. He is here; he is real. 

	My heart thuds in my chest when he pauses in front of the class, his eyes drinking me in. As if he’s seeing things too. As if he can’t believe it either and he’s questioning his own sanity, just like I am. But then his expression softens. As the students start piling in, he walks toward the back of the classroom. Toward me. 

	A breath is still stuck in my throat when he pauses by the desk beside me. The empty desk— because if Lila is not in one of my classes, no one else sits beside me. But I rather like it that way. I always sit in the last row and no one bothers me. 

	He drops his backpack next to the desk and then settles himself into the chair next to me. He stretches his leg out from under the desk, and I can’t help but stare. He has grown even bigger and taller than the last time I saw him. How is that possible?

	The way he has to fold himself in behind the desk, makes everything look so small compared to him. I can’t stop staring. Oh God, I’m such a creep. 

	What the hell is wrong with me?

	 His sharp jawline is partially obscured by the rough stubble he’s sporting. And his hair is slightly longer than I remember. He’s so big, but for some odd reason, I’m not intimidated by him.

	He’s Jay…

	The guy who drew me in his sketchbook. 

	He saw beyond the fake mask I was wearing, and he drew the real me. 

	I can’t possibly be intimidated or scared of him, even if he looks like he can snap me half without even trying. 

	A muscle ticks along his jawline and then I see his lips twitch, with a ghost smile. “You’re staring,” he says under his breath, loud enough for only me to hear.

	“You,” I say, when my words fail me. “What…how? You’re here.”

	“I would say, I’m just as surprised.” He turns his head toward me, and his smile widens when he sees me still staring at him like a complete loon. And that’s when I see it. A dimple. 

	He has a dimple.

	And it happens again — that flutter in my stomach. 

	“So, I guess you’re not Daisy.” There’s no accusation in his voice, just keen interest. 

	“You’re not Jay either.”

	“No, I’m not.” He slowly cocks his head to the side, watching me. 

	The teacher hasn’t arrived yet, and the class is boisterous. No one is really paying attention to me or him; it’s just the two of us here. In the back of the classroom. 

	I lick my lips. “What’s your name then?”

	He grunts in response. “I’ll tell you my real name, if you tell me yours first.”

	“Riley.” I swallow.

	There goes the fantasy I’ve created in my head, where I was Daisy and he was Jay. My imagination is now tainted with the reality of us. He’s here, at Berkshire Academy now, and if he doesn’t know my truth already, he will eventually find out.

	“Riley,” he says my name, almost like he’s testing it on his tongue. “It suits you.”

	It suits me? What is this supposed to mean?

	He must see the confusion on my face when I simply blink at him in response. “Do you not know the meaning of your name?”

	I shake my head. “No?” 

	It never occurred to me to check the meaning of my name because I can’t imagine my parents gave any importance to it when they named me. So it never mattered before. 

	“There are two possible meanings to your name,” he explains. “The first is derived from a Gaelic word, which means “valiant.” The second meaning is derived from the Old English words, Rye and Leah, meaning a field or a meadow.”

	“Oh. And you think that suits me?”

	“I passed by a meadow once. It was filled with yellow lilies. This is why it suits you. Your hair…” He trails off as the teacher walks into the classroom. 

	Everyone quiets down, settling back into their respective chairs. I drop my hand back to my lap when I realize it has drifted up, unconsciously touching the loose strands of my hair. 

	Mr. Gavin begins talking about the class curriculum and expectation, but I can’t focus.  “You didn’t tell me your name yet,” I whisper, only half-listening to the teacher. 

	“Grayson,” he finally introduces himself, using his real name for the first time. 

	My mystery man is no longer a mystery.

	Grayson. 

	The constant stammering of my heart is making me breathless. 

	“Grayson,” I say this name, only because I want to know how it feels on my tongue. It’s easy and nice. His eyes flash, narrowing on me when I breathe his name. 

	My teeth snag on my lower lip, and I watch just how quickly his attention is diverted to my mouth. My palms grow sweaty and I feel a flush creeping up from my neck to my cheeks that are already unnaturally warm. 

	“Riley Johnson? Riley Johnson!” The sound of my name snaps me out of my thoughts, and I lurch to my feet in alarm, almost knocking my desk over in my haste and forcing Grayson to reach out and hold it in place for me. 

	“Yes?” I squeak out, embarrassment coursing through me. 

	My calculus teacher gives me a bored look. “Attendance, young lady. If you’re not going to focus in my class, you can walk right back out.”

	I hear a chorus of laughter, and my eyes flicker to my feet. “I’m sorry,” I mumble under my breath. When I sit down again, I can’t bring myself to look back at Grayson. 

	“Dumb bitch.” I hear the person in front of me sneer under her breath.

	“She’s a walking disaster,” her friend agrees.

	If I can hear their words, I know Grayson can too. He hears my truth; he sees it now. He sees the wreckage that is me — Riley Johnson.

	Stupid, stupid Riley. 

	I can’t even do one thing right in my life. I just had to go and embarrass myself in front of him. Now Grayson probably thinks I’m a loon, with practically no brain cells. 

	The thought makes me pause. 

	Why do I care what he thinks? My whole life has been scrutinized and made fun of. I’ve been ostracized by the whole of Berkshire Academy, I’ve been ceaselessly bullied and everyone treats me like I’m some kind of disease (except Lila, of course).

	Somehow, I’ve gotten used to the negativity and hate. 

	As long as I have Lila. She’s the pillar that keeps me together. 

	There’s an odd, unfamiliar flicker of disappointment in my chest at the thought of Grayson thinking that I am a disaster, just like the rest of them. 

	The idea of no longer being that girl in his sketchbook — the breathtaking vision of me that he drew — pains me. 

	Why should I care if he thinks the same…? He’s no one to me, just a stranger I’ve crossed paths with. It doesn’t matter; I shouldn’t care.

	Oh, but I do.

	I do care, and I don’t know why.

	 

	***

	 

	Three weeks later

	 

	“He’s coming our way,” I report, shaking my head with annoyance. Maddox Coulter and Colton Bennett swagger our way, with utmost confidence that makes me grit my teeth. “Oh shit, here we go again.”

	Lila’s back straightens, as if to prepare herself for what’s coming. “Maybe we should get out of here?” My gaze sweeps over the cafeteria, searching for our possible routes of escape.

	Two weeks ago, a group of freshman students stole our willow tree. Well, they took over our spot. Lila and I didn’t want to start any drama with the fledgelings, so we let them have our tree and we came back to the cafeteria. 

	We thought it’d be safe, since my bullies have all graduated or left. We found ourselves a nice table in the corner, and Lila and I thought everything would be fine, that we could go back to some kind of normalcy.

	But no, that was just our wishful thinking.

	A week ago, Lila and I were somewhat invisible. It’s a new academic year and we were doing a pretty good job of blending in, without any drama or new scandal following us.

	Except…

	Lila just happened to catch the attention of Berkshire’s infamous quarterback and notorious playboy, Maddox Coulter. I knew her sass would get her in trouble one day. I knew it. So, here we are now. 

	Colton’s gaze catches mine, and I frown. That insufferable smirk of his is starting to really get annoying. I nudge my chin up and level him with a hard glare. He won't get under my skin; I won’t allow it. 

	I just…won’t.

	Maddox and his friends grab a chair each, settling around our table. Colton sits next to me, stretching his long legs out in front of him. He’s so close, his knees bump into mine. 

	Maddox and Lila have their own thing going on. He likes to annoy her, testing her boundaries, waiting for her to snap. He knows Lila won’t shy away from his little game, so she’s a worthy opponent. 

	But Colton? 

	He’s using Maddox’s attention toward Lila to his advantage. Because if Maddox is constantly around my best friend, that means Colton is constantly around me.

	He knows how much I detest his presence, that I want absolutely nothing to do with him.

	But Colton enjoys pushing me, in the most condescending ways. He knows our history, the rivalry between our families. He should be keeping his distance from me, but he is, after all, the devil spawn of Henry Bennett. 

	My father has told me ath the Bennetts are known for destroying everything they put their hands on. They are to never be trusted. And I know Colton feels the same way about me. 

	He has a huge line of conquests, of girls who he has slept with and left with a broken heart. They are foolish for falling for his decadently handsome face, though. Because that’s all he is.

	A rich boy, with an attractive face, a nice body and an ugly soul.

	I still remember his words from when we met in rehab. Of how my humiliation was entertaining to him. How he had laughed in my face. Colton had called me a dead sparrow, because to him — I was nothing, but weak.

	Colton snickers at something Maddox says, before stealing my brownie from my tray. A brownie that I wasn’t going to eat anyway, but it’s my brownie. 

	He keeps his eyes on mine, while taking a big bite. I can’t look away; he is so fucking maddening. His tongue swipes along his lower lip to catch the crumbs and then he places my brownie back on the tray. “It’s edible,” he says, his voice deep and sarcastic. “But quite bland if you ask me.”

	He’s not talking about the brownie, I know. The meaning of his words are as obvious as his gaze that sweeps over my body suggestively, before landing back on my face. 

	“That was a lousy kiss. You can do better than that, man.” He slowly cocks his head to the side, responding to Maddox’s ‘indirect kiss’ comment toward Lila.

	I drop my hands back into my lap, twisting my fingers together. I notice the way my knees are bouncing, and I try to stop them, attempting to hold my body still. But I can’t.

	Dr. Bailey showed me how to spot signs of my anxiety.

	And leg bouncing? Is my first anxiety response.

	I don’t know why Colton is here or why he is trying to piss me off with his little remarks. Oh wait, I do know. Maybe I’m the next sad little victim in his conquest. 

	And maybe it’s more fun for him because I’m Thomas Johnson’s daughter. 

	Maddox grabs Lila’s chair, pulling her closer to him, the four legs making a loud screeching sound. The whole cafeteria is watching us now and the rumbling in my stomach begins. The shawarma I just ate settles heavily in my stomach, and I suddenly feel gross.

	“What do you say, Garcia? Shall we put on a show for these asswipes?” Maddox asks, sounding a lot more seductive than before. 

	“Not interested. Your lips probably hold more disease than a pig’s asshole.” Lila hands him back her apple, giving him her best (fake) smile. “Consider this charity. Next time, I won’t be so gracious.”

	His friends holler in response.

	Colton’s knee bumps into mine again. 

	Lila pushes away from the table, grabbing her empty tray. A breath expels out of me shakily, as I lurch forward to do the same. I need to get out of here. 

	Before I lose my lunch all over Colton’s expensive shoes. 

	I follow Lila out of the cafeteria. 

	“Maddox is having the time of his life messing with me, and I’m letting him.” Lila growls under her breath, marching through the hallways like she’s about to go to war. “Not anymore. He wants to play games? Fine, I will play his games. But on my rules.”

	“You’re annoyed,” I comment weakly. 

	“What do you think?” She pauses at her locker and angrily shoves her bag inside. She reaches out for mine and I hand it to her. We’ve gotten into a habit of sharing a locker. It’s just easier than having to make two pit stops. “What is it with us attracting jerks?”

	I give her a half-shrug. I wish I knew. 

	Maybe we have a big red sign written on our foreheads, that’s only invisible to us, but everyone else sees it. HELLO TO ALL JERKS. 

	“Are you okay?” Lila asks, concerned. 

	I grimace in response. “Nothing, I just feel a little sick.”

	“Because of what happened in the cafeteria?”

	“It’s fine.”

	“Do you want to talk about it?”

	I shake my head. “Uhm, can I have a mint?”

	“Candy or gum?” She has a whole stash in her locker, specifically for me.

	“Gum, please.” 

	I take the gum from her and unwrap it. I’ve found that chewing gum helps me stay focused and saves me from having anxiety attacks. It’s a stress-reliever coping mechanism I’ve adopted. 

	I grab my Calculus notebook, while chewing on my gum. My tense muscles loosen, and my stomach is no longer cramping. I don’t feel nauseous, and I can breathe better; it doesn’t feel like my lungs are caving inward anymore. 

	Lila closes her locker, just as the bell rings. Time to get to class. 

	“I have biology next, you?”

	“Calculus.” I plug in my earphones, turning on the whale noises I like to listen to. This is better. The soothing, lulling sounds of the whales calms me. It’s like a shot of dopamine in my system. 

	“I’ll see you after school then.” Lila gently inserts her hand into the pocket of my blazer, placing something there before taking her hand away. “Here, this is another mint gum. In case you need it.”

	I nod thankfully and we go our separate ways. Keeping my head down, I take the stairs to the upper floor. I only come to a halt when I see Grayson standing outside of our Calculus class.

	With Oaklynn at his side, like she always seems to be. 

	But while Oakylnn looks cozy with him, Grayson appears utterly disinterested in her advances. That’s how I came to the conclusion that they are not dating. 

	His head lifts up and our eyes meet. 

	Thud. 

	My steps slow, and my heart does that same stuttering thing it does every time I see Grayson. Oh, why, why…why?

	He’s staring, again. 

	Watching me closely, like he always does. It’s unnerving. 

	Someone bumps into my shoulder, and I jerk forward. 

	“Move, you dumb bitch. You’re so fucking slow.”

	I flinch and quickly propel forward, before anyone else can bump into me and add more insults onto the overbearing pile that I’m silently collecting.

	 I keep my head down as I pass by Grayson and Oaklynn. “She’s so weird,” she mutters under her breath, loud enough for me to hear.

	I don’t bother to stay and listen to Grayson’s response. I make it to the last row and take my seat. The second bell rings, and Grayson, with the rest of the students, walks into class.

	I feel his burning stare on me as he takes his seat. But I don’t look up. If I do and if our eyes meet, my stomach will do the fluttering thing again. 

	I think Grayson has realized that I’m avoiding him, so he’s keeping his distance. We still sit next to each other in our AP Calculus and Law Studies classes. But we don’t talk, even though I always feel his eyes on me, burning into my skin. 

	Grayson is not intimidating, but his undivided attention scares me. Not in a bad, frightening way. But it unnerves me, because I don’t want to make of it.

	I know he’s not judging me, because his gaze is always watching me with warm curiosity. Studying me closely, like I am some kind of enigmatic puzzle to him. 

	I don’t quite understand my reasoning behind purposely avoiding him. Maybe it has to do with the way he makes me feel. Warm and seen. 

	Except, I can’t exactly put into words what I am feeling.

	It’s a foreign emotion, a mystery, even to me.

	I’m dying to know, to understand my own feelings. But I am afraid to find out what it would mean to me — to him. 

	 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	Grayson— 17 years old

	I’m not really stalking Riley.

	I’d say, I’m just merely keeping an eye on her. 

	Because trouble follows Goldilocks everywhere she goes, and that triggers my protective instincts. I’ve never felt protective over anyone else, other than Naomi.

	My sister was the only one capable of making me go haywire, if anyone ever dared to hurt her. But Riley — she’s making me feel things I’ve never felt before.

	Except, she’s been avoiding me. 

	When I saw her on the first day, smiling prettily up at her friend, I had considered myself lucky. I didn’t think she’d treat me like a stranger though.

	That’s unfortunate.

	But I have an inkling as to why she’s avoiding me.

	After watching her for weeks, I’ve realized that Riley has built up a wall around her. A wall that only Lila Garcia is allowed through. Riley keeps everyone else at an arm’s-length.

	I don’t blame her though. They treat her like trash, and I can see the life diminishing in her eyes every time someone throws an insult at her. They are unnecessarily cruel, simply for the sake of being spiteful.

	So, I see why she’s avoiding me.

	Riley doesn’t trust anyone.

	She doesn’t trust me.

	And I understand that. 

	Because fate has always been brutal to me; vicious in ways that I’ve long lost trust in everything and everyone. When something strangely good happens to me, I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. Because it always does.

	Everything good that occurs is followed by something dreadfully unpleasant. 

	But Riley…

	There’s something about her that calls to me.

	It’s the longing in her eyes; it speaks to me because I see my own reflection in them. A yearning for something that we don’t quite understand. 

	So, I stand there, watching her in the coffee shop as she orders her morning coffee. Making sure to stay out of her sight because I don’t want her to think I’m a creepy stalker.

	I know my size can be frightening, but I never want to give Riley a reason to fear me.

	She grabs her coffee and walks out, hefting her backpack over her shoulders. Riley has earphones in, and she’s scrolling through her phone. 

	And because I’m watching her, I notice it before she does.

	The bicycle coming toward her. 

	Riley is right in the middle of the sidewalk, and I lurch forward. Trying to pull her back to safety. But it happens so quickly and I’m too far away to reach her in time.

	“Watch out!” I call out, my blood roaring in my ears. 

	Riley looks up, and her eyes widen in alarm. Her reflex is fast, and she jerks back, just in time to escape being hit by the bike. But the motion has her teetering over her feet. She has her coffee in one hand and her phone in the other, and I know she can’t stabilize herself. 

	Riley loses her balance, and I wince as she crashes hard onto the sidewalk. 

	“Fuck.” I rush to her, as the rider doesn’t even bother to stop and see if she’s alright. “Watch where you’re going,” I bellow after him, anger pumping through my veins. 

	She could have seriously been hurt. 

	I squat down next to Riley. “Shit, are you okay?”

	Her coffee is spilled all over the sidewalk, and on her blazer. Riley looks down at the mess in mortification and doesn’t meet my eyes. “Y-yeah,” she stutters. 

	“You’ve scratched up your knee.” Her black leggings are torn around the knees, and I can see the bloody scrapes. There’s bits and pieces of gravel stuck in her skin. 

	“I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt,” she says, her voice soft and weary. 

	Lies. 

	Riley winces when she tries to stand up, releasing a hiss of pain under her breath. 

	“Way to go, Riley. Clumsy and stupid,” she mutters to herself, quiet enough I almost miss it. I grab her elbow and help her to her feet. She wobbles a bit before finding her footing.

	“You’re not stupid,” I refute defensively, almost like she’s insulting me not herself.

	“Huh?” 

	I bend down to grab her backpack. “You called yourself stupid. That’s not true.”

	Riley blinks, her mouth parting in surprise. “Oh.”

	“The bike wasn’t supposed to be on the sidewalk,” I tell her softly. “The rider should have known better and should have slowed down when he saw you in his path.”

	Riley stares at me mutely, blinking up through her thick lashes. I give her a smile, hoping to put her at ease before she goes back to avoiding me again. I take the empty coffee cup from her and drop it into the trash bin next to us. “Wait for me here? Just two minutes, okay?”

	She’s still staring…wordlessly. 

	“Riley?”

	“Yes?”

	My grin widens at the look on her face. She seems a little bit bedazzled and I can’t help but think it’s cute. “Do you mind? Waiting for two minutes?”

	“Uhm, yes! Yes, sorry. I don’t mind. You—yeah, I can wait. Sure,” she sputters quickly and then promptly snaps her mouth closed. 

	Like I said…cute.

	I stride back into the coffee shop and place an order for a Caramel Brulé latte with extra caramel. I keep a watch on Riley out of the corner of my eye, making sure she doesn’t somehow decide to make a run for it. 

	Once the barista hands me my order, I rush back outside to Riley. She’s standing there, fidgeting with her long braid. “Here. You can have this.”

	She eyes the cup, her expression full of confusion. “You went to buy me coffee?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why?” She slowly takes it from me, bringing the cup closer to her face and inhaling the scent. I’ve seen her do this before. 

	“Because the other got spilled?”

	Riley takes a sip, eyeing me over her cup of coffee. Her cheeks are flushed and I like the color on her. It makes her look more alive than weary and jaded. “How did you know exactly which drink I prefer?”

	Ah, busted. Fuck.

	She’s giving me that suspicious look that I’m familiar with. I rub my chin, sheepishly. “If I tell you the truth, you’ll think I’m a creep. So let’s just say…It was a lucky guess?”

	“A lucky guess, huh?” A smile graces her pink lips and I swear, my heart stutters in my chest at the sight of it. God, she’s pretty. And so fucking cute.

	She takes a sip of her drink and I see her hand drifting back to her knee – the ons that are still bleeding. I heft her backpack over my shoulder, and point toward the main building of Berkshire Academy. “Let’s get you to the infirmary.” 

	“You’re a little bossy today,” she mumbles, but follows after me nonetheless. 

	Oh, am I? I’m just trying to—

	Wait…

	What exactly am I trying to do? 

	Why am I buying her coffee and taking her to the infirmary…?

	I pause, running my fingers through my hair. Shit, Riley definitely thinks I’m a wack-head now. Earlier, I was just following my instincts, not really thinking anything else through. Now that she mentions it, maybe I am being a little bossy.

	We silently get to the infirmary, only to find that the nurse is not there. 

	“You can go,” Riley offers, limping over to the bed in the corner. “You’ll be late to class if you stay here with me. The nurse should be coming back soon. She’s probably doesn’t expect anyone so early in the morning.” There’s a sheepish look on her face, as she plomps down onto the squeaky cot. 

	And leave her alone? 

	Like I said, trouble follows her everywhere she goes. Not of any fault of her own. But because she’s surrounded by insensitive jerks and shallow assholes. Berkshire Academy is full of them. 

	I drop my backpack on the floor and start to rummage through the cabinets. “What are you doing?” she questions slowly. 

	“Neither of us is going to be late to class,” I tell her confidently. Once I locate the antiseptic wipes and band-aids, I go back to where Riley is sitting. 

	Her eyes widen when I kneel down in front of her. Gasping, she pushes at my shoulder. “What are you doing, Grayson? Get up!”

	“I’m just helping you.” I frown. Is that bad? 

	Riley gapes at me. When she doesn’t try to push me away again, I take the antiseptic wipe from its packet and gently disinfect her scratches. The blood made it look worse than it actually is, and relief instantly fills my chest. 

	I make sure to remove any piece of gravel I find embedded in her skin before putting the band-aids on. “There, all done.”

	I lift my head and our eyes meet. My heart thuds. Riley swallows, and there’s a softness in her expression that wasn’t there before. “This reminds me of the night in the alley,” she says quietly, with a slight breathy hitch in her calm voice. 

	Riley is right.

	We’ve been in the same position before, just with the roles reversed. I wonder if this is fate somehow playing a trick on us. 

	I get to my feet, pointing at her blazer, that’s still wet from the spilled coffee. “Do you have a spare in your locker?”

	Riley shakes her head, dejectedly. “No. I don’t have another blazer in my locker. I didn’t think I’d need it.”

	I don’t wait for her to finish her sentence before I’m shrugging off my own blazer and dropping it over her shoulders. “Take mine,” I tell her, but then grimace at the bossy tone in my voice. Clearing my throat, I try again, “You can use this for today, I don’t mind.”

	“But you will get in trouble for not wearing the proper uniform. Do you have an extra?”

	I simply grunt in response. “It’s fine.”

	“No.” Riley stands up, wincing in pain as she does. “I can’t let you get in trouble because of me. That’s not fair.”

	She tries to hand it back to me, but I give her a look, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not taking it back,” I tell her, my voice softening when she pouts. 

	Riley is pouting. And she’s doing it so petulantly, as if she’s comfortable enough with me to show that side of her. She’s always so closed off, so quiet and lost in her own world. It’s shocking to see this side of her. To see the walls she’s built around her slowly chip away. 

	Fuck, this girl is capable of making me weak to my knees. I just know it. 

	I shift closer to her, and I feel her more than hear her suck in a shuddering breath as I start to button up my blazer over her body. Her bottom lip is snagged between her teeth, and she makes a tiny sound in the back of her throat — a sound of both protest and approval. As though she’s not so sure herself, if she should be complaining or not.

	The bell rings, and we both jerk back in surprise. “Let’s go.” She breathes shakily.

	I nod, and we grab our backpacks to leave the infirmary. Only to see Oaklynn waiting for us outside. Riley comes to a halt, and I pause too. Oaklynn eyes us suspiciously, her gaze bouncing back and forth between Riley and me, before she confidently moves closer to me.

	“I saw you going into the infirmary, was just coming to check if everything is fine,” she purrs softly, latching onto my arm. “By the way, I’m thinking we can leave together after school. My parents told me we’re going to dinner at your place tonight. So, I can just come with you and wait for them at your house. I don’t think your aunt would mind. She likes me.”

	Riley takes a step away from me, and she clears her throat awkwardly. “Thanks for your help, Grayson.” She skids away, her smile strained now. “Uhm, bye.”

	She’s gone before I can stop her. 

	“Good riddance,” Oaklynn mutters under her breath. 

	Goddamn it!

	Frustrated, I roughly tug my arm out of Oaklynn grasps and she stumbles back, frowning. “What the fuck, Grayson? What’s your problem?”

	I lean down, bringing our faces closer together. I’m pissed. “My problem is that I don’t like clingy people.” I growl. 

	I’ve been trying to play nice with Oaklynn, but she’s getting on my last nerve. “And lastly, I don’t want to hear you speak of Riley like that ever again.”

	She gasps, outraged, but I don’t stay to hear her useless rambling. 

	I stride away, going to find Goldilocks.

	Because she ran away from me…again.

	 

	 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	Riley  — 18 years old

	As soon as the bell rings, I get the hell out of here. Like the entire school is on fire. Lila went home early today because of bad period cramps. She didn’t want to miss her last class, but she usually gets horrible pains during the first two days of her menstruation and they leave her incapable of doing anything else but curling up in bed. 

	So, she went home. 

	That means, I’m alone in this awful place — the ‘shark tank’ as we like to call it, and I’m not exactly comfortable with that. Lila has been my only pillar, the one keeping me together since I came back to Berkshire Academy last year. 

	Somehow, she makes me appear stronger than I really am. 

	I grab my coat and make my way to the parking lot. I easily spot my white Audi R8, the one my father ‘gifted’ me last year for my birthday. Not that my birthday was any celebration. Both my parents would rather forget that I exist. It was my father’s assistant who ordered the gift and made sure it was delivered, like she has done for the last few years. 

	As per my father’s orders, Sadie has my birthdate on her schedule, with a pretty note that says: Get Riley a gift. So she does just that and tells me with her fake toothy smile “It’s from your parents. Happy Birthday!”

	It’s been like that for as long as I can remember. My parents don’t bother getting me any presents themselves. In fact, they don’t bother to even remember my birthday. 

	To them, I guess it’s not so important. 

	I was used to it — until Lila threw me a small birthday party at her grandparents’ house. It was just the four of us. Her grandma cooked dinner, Lila baked me a cake, and we spent the night playing Monopoly, before Lila and I fell asleep in her after watching a movie. It was the first time I slept over at her place and the first time I discovered what the true meaning of comfort is.

	I make it to my Audi, but then come to a screeching halt when something catches my eye. My tires. Oh shit! I have flat tires.

	Upon closer inspection, I see that they have been punctured. Purposely.

	Damn it! I kick the tire in frustration. Great, so now I have two flat tires and zero spares.

	Bad luck seems to follow me everywhere I go. Whoever is writing my destiny book is laughing at me. 

	“Do you need help?” a familiar deep voice says from behind me. 

	I jump, blood roaring between my ears in alarm. “Jesus, Grayson! Why do you keep doing that?” I spin around to face him. He’s so close that I almost smack my face into his chest. Stumbling back a step, I crane my neck up and look at his chiseled face. 

	Confused, he asks, “What?”

	“Popping up out of nowhere,” I tell him blankly. “First at the coffee shop and now here.”

	“Oh.” He appears flustered by my statement. “So, do you need help?” he asks again, more awkwardly this time. 

	“I have flat tires,” I deadpan, pointing at my car. 

	Grayson walks closer to it and squats down, inspecting my tires closely. His brows furrow, and I see the way his jaw tightens. A muscle ticks in his cheek. “It appears that someone did this purposely.”

	Yeah, I know.

	“Do you want to report this?” He stands up, his attention focused solely on me. I shift from one foot to the other, feeling anxious under his penetrating gaze. He’s always so… serious and formal. I can’t tell what’s in his head, what he’s thinking. “There are cameras in the parking lot.”

	I shake my head. “No, that’s fine.”

	“Why not?”

	“What?”

	“Why don’t you want to report whoever did this?” He motions toward my car. 

	I heft my backpack higher and release the breath I’ve been holding. “Because I don’t want the trouble, and anyway, it’s pointless.”

	Grayson is silent for a second, studying me closely before he nods. “Okay then, I’ll give you a ride home.”

	“Oh no, you don’t ha—

	“I want to,” he says, his tone brooking no argument. Like I said before, bossy. But he doesn’t do it in an overwhelming or intimidating way. His bossiness is always accompanied with softness and understanding in his eyes. 

	Grayson Hale is the perfect gentleman, it seems.

	“I don’t want to be a bother.”

	Grayson’s voice drops low when he speaks again. “You’re never a bother to me, Riley.”

	Oh…

	His words send a jolt of electricity through my veins. I’m never a bother to him? Grayson has been so sweet to me, that his actions are almost unbelievable at one point.

	Boys like him don’t exist. Not really. They are only appear in books. 

	In real life? Boys like him are not meant for girls like me. We don’t get the good guys. We get the rich and cruel jerks. Arrogant and brutish. 

	Boys like Grayson Hale go for the good girls. The ones without a scandal attached to their names. The ones with pretty hair, pretty eyes and pretty smiles. The sane, down-to-earth, sensible girls. 

	Not the unlucky girls, like me.

	My life is in shambles, and I am a mess, ruined.

	Grayson presses his fingertips on my lower back, carefully directing me toward his white Bentley. He opens the door for me, and I get in. After making sure I have my seat belt on, he closes my door and walks around to get to his side.

	“Aren’t you supposed to go home with Oakylnn today?” I ask, when he starts the engine. 

	“No,” he simply states, reversing out of the parking lot. 

	No? That’s it? I’m learning new things about him. Grayson is a man of few words. 

	“But she said—

	“What she said doesn’t concern us,” Grayson interrupts softly. “I’ve never given her a ride before, and if she really wants to come over for dinner, she can drive there on her own or with her parents.”

	His words pique my curiosity. “Have you ever given any girl a ride before?” I don’t know why I asked the question out loud, but the moment the words are out of my mouth, I want to take them back. I mentally slap myself for being so weird, but I can’t help but be curious about Grayson.

	There’s so much I don’t know about him. He doesn’t speak a lot; he’s rather quiet and aloof. He doesn’t have my friends, except for Oaklynn. At lunch, if he’s not with her, he’s alone, sitting in the corner of the cafeteria, with a book in his hand. 

	I know he likes to read. I always find him with a new book in hand. It seems he doesn’t care much about sports. I’ve seen the basketball captain trying to recruit him numerous times, but he always politely refuses. Even the football team wants Grayson to join. With his build and height, he would be unstoppable on the field.

	But Grayson Hale is a loner. A bossy, handsome loner. 

	I know, even boys like him have secrets. I wonder if his secrets are as dark as mine. 

	“I’ve never given any girl a ride before,” he finally responds after a long minute of silence. I notice the way his gaze slides over to me quickly, taking in my reaction before he goes back to looking at the road. 

	I can’t help the way my heart goes pitter-patter. “I’m the first?”

	“You are the first,” he confesses, his voice dropping low.

	I don’t know why…but I like that. I’m not supposed to be feeling this kind of way: the warmth in my chest or the fluttering in my stomach. But Grayson seems to have an undeniable hold on me and my reactions to him are unexpected. 

	Grayson is not a rash driver. He’s calm behind the wheel, both attentive and patient. Responsible. We don’t talk for the rest of the drive, so I take the time to study him. His stubbled jaw, long lashes, brown eyes and full lips. There’s a tiny slit in the corner of his right eyebrow. It makes me wonder how he got it. Was he injured badly? Did it hurt for a long time?

	When Grayson turns into my driveway, he finally breaks the silence.

	“You’re staring.”

	“You do it too,” I accuse without any heat. 

	“I do it in a less obvious manner.”

	I shake my head, grinning. “You only think that. It’s very obvious to me.”

	“I like to study people.” Grayson pulls to a stop in front of the front gates and cuts the engine. He turns his body toward me, leaning his forearm against the steering wheel. “There’s a lot you can learn about someone when they don’t think you’re looking. What’s your excuse?”

	Oh shit, busted. What’s my excuse? Well…

	“I’m just merely curious.”

	“You’re curious about me? Why?” He quirks an eyebrow, waiting for my response.

	Because you’re different…and mysterious.

	Because you’re kind. You make me feel…warm. And safe.

	Because I think… 

	“You’re too quiet,” I tell him instead. 

	Grayson stares at me, his gaze intense and thoughtful. The seconds tick by and he still doesn’t speak. After a minute, I swallow and clear my throat nervously. “Thank you for the ride. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	I open the door, but his gruff voice stops me before I step out of the car. “I’ll take your curiosity instead of judgment, Riley. I prefer that.”

	“A lot of people judge you?” I ask softly, even though I already know the answer.

	“Isn’t it the same for you?”

	His question has me inhaling sharply. “Yes.”

	It seems that we’re alike, Grayson and me. 

	That’s why he sees me.

	And I think…it’s why I feel drawn to him. 

	I get out of the car and close the door behind me. “It looks like it’s going to rain, so thank you for the ride.”

	Grayson simply nods. “It’s no problem.”

	I watch as he drives away, with my heart squeezing in my chest. I don’t understand what this feeling is — what it means, but somehow…it doesn’t feel wrong.

	 

	***

	 

	I let out a groan of annoyance, slapping the bed with my palm and then turning over on my side. I couldn’t focus on my essay earlier. So I thought maybe reading would clear my mind. But I made the mistake of picking up the smuttiest book I’ve ever read so far. Lila was right about that orc dick and the buckets of cum. 

	So now, the ache between my legs is back, and my body is sexually frustrated. Ugh, I hate this! No matter how many times I try masturbating, it just doesn’t work. I can’t find my release, and afterward, I feel empty and unsatisfied.

	My clit throbs and feels swollen as I reach over and grab my pillow. I press it between my legs, my eyes squeezing shut as I rock my hips back and forth. Desperately trying to alleviate the pulsing ache.

	Pushing a hand between my thighs, I shove my panties aside, and my fingers graze my folds. I find my swollen nub, pressing and rubbing against the bundle of nerves. I grind against the pillow, trying to find a rhythm that suits me. 

	The friction almost has me losing my mind, but it still isn’t…enough. It’s never quite enough. There’s always something missing, like I’m chasing for something that’s not there.

	My body tenses as I edge toward my release, and I bite my lip — feeling it, right there: the tension and the ecstasy. 

	Except, I don’t reach the peak.

	I never do. 

	I’ve only had sex once in my life. With Jasper, and I had been left extremely unsatisfied, which then turned out to be my greatest nightmare and my downfall. I regret losing my virginity to that asshole. But now that I know what sex feels like — the fact that I have tried it, and it was anti-climactic, I am filled with desires that are still waiting to be satisfied.

	It’s like my sexual awakening was left unfulfilled, and now, I have an insatiable need to find the pleasure I’ve been missing in my life.

	Except, like always, my needs turn into disappointment.

	Irritated, and still sexually frustrated, I push the pillow away from between my thighs and turn to lie on my back again. I stare at the ceiling, thoughtfully chewing on the inside of my cheek. “I should have listened to Lila and bought that vibrator she was telling me about,” I mumble to myself. 

	Grabbing my phone, I go to do just that when a call comes through. His name pops up on my screen and I almost drop my phone in surprise. Oh God, what are the odds of Grayson calling now? 

	I hastily accept the call, bringing my phone to my ear. “Hello?” My voice is scratchy and huskier than usual. I blame it on the fact that I was just on the edge of release. I wonder if he can hear it in my voice. 

	“Riley,” he says as a greeting, and oh dear Lord, his vocals sound deeper over the phone. “I know this is all very sudden, but do you mind coming outside?”

	Grayson and I exchanged phone numbers yesterday, after we became partners for our Law Studies assignment, but I wasn’t expecting to get a call from him already.

	But, then again, he always pops out of nowhere, at the right moment. Except…I don’t think now is the right moment. My fingers are still coated with my juices.

	I clear my throat, hoping I don’t sound so affected by his voice. “Outside? What do you mean?”

	“Outside your gates,” he elaborates patiently. “I’m waiting for you there.”

	I jerk up in shock. “You’re outside my house?”

	“Yes,” he drawls, and I can sense his smile. His extremely charming smile. And I am a goner for that dimple. “Do you mind? There’s something I want to show you.”

	“Yes,” I agree quickly, almost bouncing off my bed, “just give me a minute!”

	I end the call, and quickly change from my tank top into my favorite oversized knitted, white sweater. The sweater covers my pink running shorts, stopping at mid-thigh. I brush through my messy hair with my fingers, untangling any knots I find, and then quickly dab on some pink lipstick. 

	I look…natural enough and pleasant. 

	I don’t keep looking at the mirror for too long, because I will start doubting my own reflection. I will notice my weight and my size; I will start listing every single flaw I see.

	Mirrors are my enemy.

	Once I’m ready, I try not to rush outside. It was raining earlier today, and the grass is wet and muddy. But I love the earthy smell after the rainfall. After opening the automatic gates, I walk out to find Grayson leaning against his white Bentley. 

	My heart stammers at the sight of him. Thud.

	He’s wearing a white long sleeve button-up shirt and light blue jeans White shoes, black-rimmed glasses and a black baseball cap. His hands are shoved into the pockets of his jeans, and he’s standing there, ankles crossed. 

	Thud. Oh, dear Lord, he’s strikingly…handsome. 

	His head lifts, and when he sees him, his lips twitch with a half-smile. And there’s the indent in his left cheek, the one that takes my breath away. That dimple is quite possibly my weakness. 

	“I’m sorry it took me so long,” I apologize, a little breathless. “I just wasn’t expecting a visitor. Is everything alright? Is this about the assignment?”

	He shakes his head. “No, not about the assignment.”

	I wait for him to continue, but he suddenly looks nervous. His thumb rubs along the length of his sculpted jawline. His eyes sweep over my body, remaining longer on my bare legs before moving to my chest, and then my face. 

	“I’ve never done this before,” Grayson tells me, sounding slightly flustered. “But I was driving around and found a flower shop.” He reaches inside his car, through the open window, and brings out a yellow flower. 

	Oh wow. 

	The color is vibrant and warm, the flower fragile and exquisite. It’s simply gorgeous.

	“Yellow lilies,” Grayson whispers gruffly, touching a single petal with great gentleness. “Remember the meadow I was telling you about? The yellow lilies remind me of your hair.” 

	He stretches his arm toward me, and I blink up at him. “For you,” he says, his brown eyes intensely focused on me. 

	I feel a jolt deep in the pit of my stomach. “You’re giving it to me?”

	Grayson shrugs. “Yeah,” he releases a throaty chuckle, and I feel it all the way down to my toes, “I came here to give it to you.”

	He’s giving me a flower? A yellow lily that reminds him of me…

	What does this mean?

	What is this supposed to mean?

	I reach for the flower, and my fingers brush against his. A tingle zips down my spine the moment we make contact, and I feel, more than hear, Grayson suck in a shuddering breath. “Thank you,” I breathe. “It’s beautiful.”

	Running my knuckles along the yellow petals, I feel the softness of the flower. So fragile, so lovely. Something so ethereal reminds him of me?

	How is that possible…?

	Does he not see the ugliness that resides in me? Does he not see the weakness of my heart and the darkness in my soul?

	Can’t he see?

	Or is he willfully blind?

	Grayson takes a step back, tipping his baseball cap at me. “So, I’ll see you tomorrow?”

	I nod mutely. 

	“Goodnight, Goldilocks.”

	“Goodnight,” I whisper, giving him a tiny wave as he gets into his car. 

	I watch as he drives away, my heart in my throat and my stomach fluttering like there’s a wild zoo trapped inside it. Wait a minute—

	Did he just call me Goldilocks?

	I stand there, outside the gates, staring into nothing, until the sky opens up and it starts to pour. Rushing inside, I lock the door behind me and run to my room, my heart still beating like a drum in my ears. 

	I find a vase and put the yellow lily in it. A lonely flower, like me. Even when the lights are off, and I’m in bed, trying to sleep…my gaze keeps finding the vase on my nightstand. 

	He called me…Goldilocks.

	Grayson gave me a nickname and a flower.

	I push my face into my pillow and let out a silent, excited scream. This is utterly crazy and stupid, but I think…

	I have a mad crush on Grayson Hale. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY

	Colton — 17 years old

	 

	“You have that look in your eyes,” I drawl, watching Maddox watch Lila. He can’t seem to take his eyes off her whenever they’re in the same space. “You’re plotting something in your head.”

	He smirks. “Damn right.”

	Lila Garcia is Maddox Coulter’s new obsession. 

	“Another prank?” I raise an eyebrow in question. Maddox and Lila have a relationship that I will never understand. They hate each other, but not really. They are enemies, but not really. Maddox wants entertainment and he found that in Lila.

	And Lila is as fierce as she is sassy. My best friend can be a pain in the ass, and he’s been mindlessly provoking her. But she’s not shying away from his douchebaggery. 

	Lila is in this game as much as he is. And so, they have declared war on each other. A prank war. It’s silly, but not going to lie, it’s amusing to watch them “fight.”

	Last week, she put itching powder in his pants and Maddox was forced to quit football practice in the middle. He was royally pissed. She’s smart and creative with her pranks, I have to give her that much. I’ve never seen Maddox so enraptured by another girl before. But she’s got his undivided attention. 

	I like Lila. She’s fun and she’s feisty. The perfect girl to put up with Maddox’s assholery. 

	I personally think they should just jump in bed together and get that sexual tension over with. Everyone can see it, so I don’t know why they are still fighting and not fucking already. 

	Maybe the pranks are foreplay? 

	But damn, it’s been six weeks of foreplay now. The chemistry is palpable. It makes me wonder how long they will last before they succumb to the tension between them.

	“The haunted house,” Maddox says, his eyes still on Lila. Her ass, specifically. 

	She walks into the food line and waits. Riley is nowhere to be found. Hmm, interesting. They are always together. I wonder where the little wallflower has run off to. 

	“What about the haunted house?” I ask curiously.

	Every Halloween, Berkshire Academy builds its own “haunted house” on the school grounds. It was a tradition that started a decade ago, and to this day, we still honor it. The haunted house is not child’s play. The student committee really goes all out and turns the gym, classrooms and hallways into the perfect nightmarish place. It’s our favorite event at Berkshire Academy and everyone is hyped for it. 

	Maddox rubs his chin, trying to hide his arrogant smirk but failing. “I’ll pull my next prank there. It’ll be payback for that damn itching powder she put in my pants.”

	“What exactly is this prank going to be?” 

	Maddox grins with a dangerous glint in his blue eyes. I know that whatever he’s about to say, I’m going to like it a whole lot. He’s an adrenaline junkie, just like me. And he’s set on terrorizing Lila.

	He leans closer and whispers his plan to me. And the more I hear about it, the more I approve of his sick idea. At the haunted house, his focus will be on Lila and mine…

	Well, I have my little wallflower to play with.

	Almost as if Maddox can hear my thoughts, he quirks an eyebrow in question. “So, what’s your deal with Riley?” 

	Now that Maddox has posed the question — I don’t know.

	Maybe…

	I don’t like how yellow her hair is. The color is too vibrant on her — she is too pretty to be the spawn of Thomas Johnson. 

	I don’t like how she smiles. There’s a softness in her that pisses me off.

	I don’t like how she looks at Grayson with stars in her eyes. What’s there to like about that nerd? He’s nothing interesting. The only reason he’s here, at Berkshire Academy, is because he got adopted by the Hales. Otherwise, he’d still be trailer trash. 

	And I don’t like the calmness that resides in her.

	Riley Johnson went from being Miss Little Popular and a Pageant Queen to a hopeless wallflower. With withered petals and broken thorns.

	She’s too quiet, too calm, too docile — I want to ruffle her feathers.

	I want her hate and her fury. 

	I want to see the fire in her eyes, because her poison feeds the venom in my heart. 

	I want to see what Riley is truly capable of. Other than this docile version of her. I see her vulnerability, but who is she beyond that person? 

	So, that’s my deal with Riley. But I don’t tell Maddox that. 

	I lean back in my chair, so I’m only balancing on the rear two legs. “She’s fun to play with,” I tell him, which is partly the truth. 

	“She’s a Johnson,” Maddox reminds me carefully. “Your father will disown you if he finds you hung up on Thomas’s daughter. Don’t get too attached.”

	Attached? To Riley? 

	I can’t help but laugh. “Won’t be happening. She’s too…quiet for me.” Quiet and boring.

	Maddox stares at me, his blue eyes darkening with suspicion. I don’t know what he sees on my face that convinces him, but he finally nods in satisfaction. “So, tomorrow? Haunted house. I’ll get Lila and you’ll get Riley.”

	My lips twitch with a smirk. Oh, fuck yeah.

	 

	***

	 

	The place is pitch black as Maddox and I wait right outside the haunted house’s exit. We’re both sporting a LED mask, finding our faces. The type of mask you’d see in the Purge movies. Maddox is the one who came up with the idea. And I can’t lie, the masks go perfectly with his sick plan. After all, we are set on terrorizing our little hostages. 

	I see her the moment she exits the building. Her blonde hair is tied up in a messy bun, and she’s wearing a wine-colored mini dress with a black leather jacket and knee-high boots.

	Riley takes a deep breath before she giggles, bumping her elbow into Lila’s hip. “You’re spooked,” she teases.

	Lila lands a soft punch on Riley’s arm. “Shut up,” Lila says grumpily. She does look spooked. Lila takes in several ragged breaths, and she presses a hand over her heaving chest. 

	I hear the screams inside from the other visitors. This place is…creepy. But both Maddox and I are adrenaline junkies. We love shit like this. 

	Can’t say the same for Riley and Lila though.

	My attention slides over to Maddox. He nods, motioning for me to move forward. Time to set his plan into action. I unfold myself from my position and get to my feet, walking out of the shadows.

	I move behind Riley and Lila notices me first. Her smile dies and her eyes widen in alarm. She doesn’t realize that Maddox is behind her, but I know the moment Riley sees him. Her body tenses and she gasps out loud, her shock evident in the tiny sounds she makes. Both girls reach out for each other, almost protectively, but they are too late.

	I reach out toward Riley and grab her by the waist. She lets out a terrifying scream as I spin her toward me. She doesn’t have a chance to take a look at my masked face before I’m hoisting her over my shoulder. Maddox does the same with Lila, and then he’s carrying his captive away. 

	Riley lies there, hanging upside down over my shoulder as I do the same, going in the opposite direction. My little hostage doesn’t stop screaming though. “Let me go!” she bellows, her words choked with horror as she claws my back. “Oh my God! Please don’t kill me!”

	Kill her? She does have a creative imagination; I have to give her that.

	Yeah, there’s no killing happening tonight, I’m just gonna have a little fun terrorizing the little wallflower. I wonder if her eyes will look as pretty when they’re filled with fear.

	And then it makes me wonder what her tears would taste like. I’m sure they would taste of salt, pain and despair. It would taste like the wreckage that is of her soul. 

	And I think I’d like that.

	To taste her…and her tears.

	Riley is wiggling so much that she starts slipping down my back. “Jesus, stop fucking moving so much.”  She’ll break her goddamn neck if she falls. 

	I barely make it across the field, before I am forced to stop next to the new and unused dumpsters that the school has stacked up against the concrete walls of the building. 

	When Riley’s wiggling intensifies, I have no choice but to drop to the ground, to save her from falling and snapping her damn neck in half. Fuck, she’s trouble. 

	She’s still in my arms, and I adjust her on my lap. “Stop moving,” I hiss, pinning her arms between our chests when she tries to use her tiny fists to punch me. 

	Riley opens her eyes and she takes one look at my masked face before her horrifying wails pierce the air. Ah, for fuck’s sake. Everyone will hear her screaming and come running any second now. “Stop,” I growl, harsh enough that she flinches and sucks back the scream in her throat. 

	Her struggling ceases but her face crumples, fear etched all over her expression. “W-who are y-you?” she stutters shakily.

	I grin behind the mask. “Who do you think I am?” 

	Her brows furrow, and I know she’s thinking of the familiarity of my voice. Her body is still tense, and she’s still too frightened to think straight. 

	Aw, poor little wallflower. Let’s give her a break. 

	I reach up and remove my mask, dropping it beside us on the ground. 

	Her breathing stutters, and her wide, shocked eyes sweep over my face, taking me in. When she realizes just who her captor is, Riley’s expression changes from fear to wild fury. Ah, there’s the fire. The poison in her eyes. The one that feeds the bitterness in me. 

	“You,” she accuses, her voice brittle and rough from all the screaming she had just done. “You fucking asshole! How dare you?”

	“How dare me?” I slowly cock my head to the side, watching her as the fury rolls off her in maddening waves. “How could I not? When you’re this entertaining…Anger suits you, nemesis. And it makes me think that only I get to see this side of you. Whether you want to admit it or not.”

	I bring the worst out of Riley Johnson.

	But…maybe her anger is the best of her. Her fury is real. It’s not fake, it’s not an illusion, and it’s not the pretty mask she wears everyday. 

	Riley can deny it as much as she wants. But this side of her…is her truth.

	And only I get to see it.

	The rapid rise and fall of her chest diverts my attention to her tits. She’s got enough to fill my hands and more. But my focus is cut short when Riley starts struggling again. “You are such a jerk,” she hisses in my face. Her tiny fists slam into my chest. “Let me go. Let me go! LET ME GO!” Her voice rises with every word, until she’s screaming again.

	I do a quick sweep over our surroundings, trying to see if she’s caught anyone's attention with all her screeching. When I see that we are still alone, I grip her wrists and pin her to my chest. “Calm the fuck down, Riley. I’m not hurting you, so stop with the rioting.”

	My words have the opposite effect. She goes absolutely ballistic on me. Her brown eyes are enraged and her lips curl in absolute disdain. “I hate you!”

	My breath lodges in my throat. “Shut up.”

	“Let me go, jerk! I hate you,” she shrieks louder. “I HATE Y—

	I slam my mouth over hers, silencing her screams and swallowing her words.

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	Riley tenses in my arms, and I feel her silent gasp against my lips.

	I don’t know why I did it. I don’t know why I fucking kissed her. 

	But the moment our lips touch, the moment I have my first taste of Riley Johnson — I physically can’t pull away. I can’t stop. 

	She tastes like clementines.

	Thud.

	Thud.

	Thud.

	Her eyes flare with shock and…confusion. Her lips part, and a soft whimper escapes her throat. Her balled fists come to my shoulders, as if to push me away, but she doesn’t.

	I lick the seams of her lips, testing her resistance, but Riley opens up for me. 

	Another whimper.

	Her chest heaves.

	There’s a dazed look in her eyes. Her lips move tentatively against mine, confused and inexperienced. Her fingers dig into the muscles of my shoulders. 

	Somehow, one kiss turns into more.

	Our mingling breaths.

	Our lips seeking out each other for more.

	Our hearts thudding to the same perplexing rhythm.

	My cock thickens in my jeans. 

	Riley Johnson is a complicated paradox. Together, we are water and fire. We don’t mix; we never will. Our pieces don’t fit together. 

	And I just made the gravest mistake of my life.

	














 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	Riley — 18 years old

	I wasn’t expecting his lips to be so soft. Or to taste like mint.

	His kiss is demanding, yet…gentle.

	Something pulses between us, electrifying and powerful. A stolen moment: a stolen kiss that lasted far longer than it should. 

	His hand comes up and his fingers slip behind my head, curling around the nape. He tilts my head and deepens the kiss. My brain is screaming at me to push him away, to be angry. And I am. Absolutely furious. But my fingers dig into his shoulders. I don’t pull him closer, but I don’t push him away either.

	Adrenaline courses through my veins, and oh his kiss—

	I gasp into his lips, and he groans. The deep rumble resonates through my entire body, all the way to my toes. 

	Colton Bennett is kissing me. 

	It’s wrong. Our fathers would probably disown us if they ever find out.

	And I hate him.

	So, why does it feel right? Why can’t I push him away? Why does his touch not disgust me and why…why does his embrace feel more comforting than Jasper’s?

	He nips my lower lip and the gentle bite stings. I whimper again.

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	This is wrong.

	I shouldn’t like this, and I hate that I do. 

	I am a woman full of need, and Colton is here — giving me what I’ve been craving for so long. Human touch. To be kissed, to be desired. 

	Colton swallows my moan and my fingers dig deeper into his flesh. He grunts in response, but the bite of my nails only spurs him on more.

	I’ve been kissed before. By Jasper. But it was nothing like this.

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	Somehow, a simple kiss…turns into more. Something unexpected. 

	My thighs part, and I straddle him, my knees on either side of his hips. Illicit desires course through my body, and I squeeze my eyes shut. His touch grows more demanding, his kiss less gentle. It’s deeper. Rougher. 

	I feel him everywhere. His heartbeat thuds erratically against my chest from our impulsive touches. His fingers brush against the underside of my breasts, sending a tingle through my body. His touch moves from my waist, to my hips and then he’s hiking my dress up. I can’t breathe…

	His fingers graze my bare thigh and a shaky breath rattles from my chest. I don’t stop him; I’m incapable of doing so. I can’t. Because there’s a voice in my head and the devil on my shoulder telling me not to. 

	I feel his erection against me. He is hard and big, and oh my God—

	There’s a familiar ache between my thighs. A dangerous longing. His touch shouldn’t excite me or arouse me. It shouldn’t thrill me in any way, but it does. 

	And that’s exactly why I allow myself to just feel. To feel him. His touch. His kisses. The lust that sparks off of him. I let it all feed into my own desires. 

	His lips never leave mine as he pushes his hand between my legs to find my soaked panties. A quiver runs down my body when he groans, feeling the wetness, my arousal, coating the inside of my thighs. 

	Colton breaks the kiss, his breath fanning against my bruised, swollen lips. My eyes flutter open, and I stare into his darker, lustful gaze. I am breathless and so is he.

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	His thumb brushes against my swollen clit through my panties, and my body jerks in response. Pleasure zincs through me, like an electrifying wave. Holy shit! 

	“You’re dripping all over my fingers, Riley,” Colton breathes roughly. 

	Fuck.

	He teasingly rubs his knuckles over my heated flesh, and I pant, feeling how the sweat slicks my skin, and my back arches in response to his touch. 

	I’ve never felt this way before.

	Not with Jasper.

	Not when I was touching myself. 

	Not when I was desperately trying to find my own release.

	His mouth crashes against mine again, stealing another long kiss. And I let him. Colton swallows my moan, stealing my breath and replacing it with his own. Mint. I taste mint on him and it’s disgustingly addictive. My eyes slam shut. 

	He doesn’t touch my bare sex, doesn’t go beyond the barrier of my panties. The thin fabric sticks to my flesh like a second skin. He teases my opening and my core clenches. His caress is deliberately slow as he traces my wet folds through my panties. He seeks out my clit again and another moan spills from my lips. 

	Colton deepens the kiss, and I return it with just as much fervor. 

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	 

	How does he know how to touch me like this? So expertly, as if he learned my body a long time ago: what I like, what I find pleasurable, which part of me is the most sensitive. It’s almost as if he is tracing me from memory. 

	I want to close my eyes and imagine Grayson instead. But I can’t.

	I can’t because it’s Colton touching me. And I like it.

	I can’t imagine Grayson because Colton’s touch has my body on fire. I rock against him, my limbs moving on their own, chasing his touch like a wanton slut; chasing the release I’ve been so desperate for. 

	It feels wrong — because I hate Colton.

	It’s wrong because the way he moves his fingers, circling around my hardened nub, using my own slick as lubricant, shouldn’t feel this good. I blame it on the fact I’ve been so touch-deprived for such a long time — lusting and craving for something I’ve only been reading in books. It always keeps me on edge, without a release. No matter how hard I try to pleasure myself — my own fingers, toys and my wild imagination, nothing works. Nothing has ever brought me so close to a release like Colton’s touch is doing to me right now.

	So, this is the outcome. Of my hate for him and of my desperate need to be touched.

	I cling to Colton’s shoulders, riding the wave of pleasure as he pulls them from my body.

	His touch is made of an aphrodisiac, that’s my only explanation.

	His hips jerks upward against mine and Colton groans into the kiss. The feral sound nudges me over the edge, where I’ve been hovering near my release for years.

	My entire body trembles from the force of ecstasy that courses through me, that spills from his touch and into my bones. My hips buck against his expert fingers and our mouths fight a battle of lust and power.  I rip my mouth away from his brutalizing kiss and bury my face into his neck. His rich, musky scent overpowers my senses. Ripples of pleasure tear through me and my climax hits me so hard, I feel myself sway as the world spins like crazy.

	Thud.

	The moment I come down from my high, from the rapture and bliss that came with my orgasm, I crumple in Colton’s arm.

	My heart slams into my throat.

	Adrenaline and shock bleed through me in desperate waves. 

	Did I just… have my first orgasm…in Colton Bennett’s arms?

	My lungs cave in, within the fragile barrier of my rib cage.

	For the longest time, I thought something was broken inside me, that something was wrong with my body. I thought something was wrong with me.

	Every inch of my flesh tingles with strong awareness. Colton’s breath. His heartbeat. His fingers between my thighs. His other hand still cupping the back of my neck, holding me to him. 

	Thud. 

	My body is still shaking, but for a whole other reason now. The adrenaline of my orgasm is accompanied with tears. They are unstoppable and my chest hurts.

	I hiccup back a sob, but the moment Colton tenderly cradles me in his arms, the dam breaks. Why…WHY?

	Why him?

	Why Colton Bennett? Why did he have to make me feel good? Why was it his touch that pushed me past the edge? 

	I’m not broken…

	I’m not…

	I don’t know why I’m crying and I don’t know why I can’t stop the tears from flowing. Neither of us speak, until my cries turn into sniffles. Until I’m drained, and my body is limp in his embrace. 

	Once my tears dry out, once the fog lifts and the haze of my pleasure disappears — I can finally think straight again. I can think beyond Colton’s touch and my stupidity. 

	He might have embraced me tenderly for a minute.

	And, for a brief moment, I might have felt safe enough in his arms to allow myself to feel pleasure. But I will never forget the taunting grin on his face as he called my downfall his entertainment. It flashes behind my closed eyes, that cruel grin — his face that day and his heartless words that ridiculed me and my pain. 

	Colton Bennett will never be a safe option for my heart.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	Colton— 17 years old

	I didn’t expect the tears. 

	I’ve never had a girl cry in my arms before, especially not after giving her an orgasm. So, that was shocking. Shocking enough that I don’t know what else to do except hold her and let her cry all over me, her tears soaking my new, expensive shirt. 

	I’ve never held a girl in my arms like this before. 

	In fact, apart from Sienna…Riley is the first girl I’ve touched in such an intimate way.

	And that too, willingly.

	The idea of touching women has always left a bitter taste in my mouth. Sure, I get my dick sucked all the time. But I don’t touch them. I’ve never wanted to, until now. 

	The moment between Riley and me was brief, but it was powerful. Intense with lust and something more. Perhaps a longing between us. For something I can’t quite explain or put into words. Maybe I was looking for a girl who wasn’t using me for fame or to be her boy toy. 

	And maybe she was looking for something beyond her usual facade. The calm and poised Riley Johnson had come undone in my arms, with me barely even touching her cunt. 

	It was a fevered need between us, a desire that’s now been fulfilled.

	Riley pushes against my chest, and when I relax my arms, she practically jerks away from me in a rush. I frown as she unsteadily climbs to her feet. She chews on her red, swollen lips. Lips I just tasted…devoured. And Riley?

	She tastes of clementines and sin. Anguish and heartbreak. 

	“You shouldn’t have done that,” she whispers, choking on her own words. “We shouldn’t have done that.”

	Ah, here comes the regret. 

	She was dripping all over my fingers a few minutes ago, and now she realizes that she just allowed her enemy to touch her greedy pussy. 

	I roll my eyes, climbing to my feet too. My dick is still hard, painfully pushing against the zipper of my jeans. She got her release. I didn’t get mine. Little wallflower owes me a favor, it seems. 

	“So, now you regret it?” I drawl lazily.

	She shakes her head frantically and swallows. Her breath is coming out in heavy pants, as her chest heaves rapidly. Compared to how she was earlier in my arms, placid and heavy breathing from her orgasm — right now, her chest rattles with anxiousness. 

	What the fuck is wrong with her? It was just a damn orgasm, not a big fucking deal. 

	Riley points an accusing finger at my chest. “You need to stay away from me.”

	My hand snakes out and I grip her wrist, tugging her toward me. “You are the one who rubbed her cunt all over my fingers and used me for her release. Why are you being modest all of a sudden?”

	“Let me go, Colton.” Riley looks up at me with glassy brown eyes. There’s panic and dreadfulness in those eyes. She sucks in a deep, ragged breath. “You should have stayed away from me. You said our paths will never cross again, but you keep putting yourself back into my life on purpose. This should have never happened in the first place. Enough with your games, Colton. Please.”

	“You’re acting like a virgin who just orgasmed for the first time in your life,” I tell her, frowning at her words. “What’s with the hysteria?”

	Her face flushes under the moonlight and her gaze shifts away from me. In embarrassment and dismay.

	Wait a fucking minute.

	I slowly cock my head to the side, closely studying her and her reaction. Scoffing, I let out a dry chuckle. “Now, now. Don’t tell me I just stole your first orgasm.”

	Her lips part in a silent, outraged gasp. Bingo. I got you, nemesis.

	I throw my head back, my laughter piercing the air. “Oh fuck, this was not part of the plan tonight, but I ended up with something much more entertaining.” I tug on her wrist again and she trips over her heels, landing softly against my chest. I bend my head down, bringing our faces closer. My breath fans against her swollen, well-kissed lips. “I didn’t get to steal your first kiss or the chance to take your virginity. But fuck it all, I got the best out of the three. Jasper really was a loser; he wasn’t man enough.”

	My lips brush against her flushed cheek. “You can deny it as much as you want, my touch has more power over your morals. You think this is wrong, but you coming all over my fingers with such greediness tells me that my touch felt right to you.”

	“Colton,” she whimpers brokenly, “just… stop. Stop talking. Stop.”

	Her whole body is still shaking. Not from the orgasm or the tears anymore. And it’s not even because of the chilly October breeze. 

	She’s…overwhelmed. But it’s something more.

	Riley is closing in on being hysterical.

	I release her wrist, pushing away from her. Putting distance between us, just like she asked. “I don’t understand what your problem is.”

	“That’s the problem, Colton.” She laughs humorlessly, but it sounds forced. Broken even. “You will never understand me. Everything is entertainment to you, but you don’t realize the impact your words have. How they affect someone. You don’t stop and think because everything is a game to you!” Her voice rises with each word, anger and frustration bleeding through. And pain. 

	I see it in every visible line of her body.

	I see it in her eyes; I feel it. 

	The chaos that resides in me shudders with her pain. Her frustration feeds the bitterness that lives in my bones. And her fury…it sinks into my flesh, mingling with the hatred that’s just underneath my skin. 

	I am the plague and Riley is not the cure. 

	We’re both withering from the venom that has tainted our souls.

	“Do you know what you remind me of?” she hisses in my face, and the words are familiar. I remember now. They are the same words I spoke to her when she was in rehab. “A spoiled boy who probably always gets his way, thrives on his daddy’s reputation and money. You are a self-absorbed, shallow idiot, Colton Bennett.”

	A spoiled boy…

	Riley has no fucking idea what she’s talking about. She doesn’t know me. She doesn’t understand me. And she never fucking will. Because we are water and fire. We will never mix.

	“So stay away from me,” Riley says, punctuating each word like a threat. “I made a mistake earlier, and I won’t let it happen again. Don’t ever touch me again, Bennett.”

	I don’t know why I’m so pissed, but I am. Something in her words has me derailing, and I don’t think before taking a step in her direction. 

	Furious, I advance toward her until there’s only a hair’s breadth between our bodies. Her heaving chest brushes against mine. I tower over her smaller frame. When I speak, my voice is barely even recognizable to my own ears. “And you think I want to touch Jasper’s sloppy seconds? I don’t do leftovers, Riley. Consider the orgasm you got as charity.” 

	The moment the words are out of my mouth, I know they were the wrong thing to say. I’m instantly filled with remorse. But it’s too late. 

	Fuck!

	Riley jerks back as if I just punched her. Her eyes widen, and she makes a choked sound in the back of her throat. It sounds like a wounded animal: broken and pained.

	She takes two steps back, unsteady on her feet. The expression on her face, it’s something I’ve never seen before. It’s not anger or frustration.

	It’s a shattering vulnerability. 

	My heart stammers in my chest at the sight of it. The fragile look in her eyes, and the way her body hunches over like she’s in physical pain. 

	Riley swallows thickly. “This is over, Colton. This g-game of y-yours. It’s over. It’s d-done. Don’t. Just d-don’t come near me again. For the sake of both our sanity, stay away.”

	She spins on her heels and flees into the night. 

	My lungs squeeze and I can’t fucking breathe.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	Grayson — 17 years old

	 

	I can’t say no to my aunt. 

	That’s the problem. 

	When Oaklynn came over this afternoon and told Aunt Naveah how she wanted to go to the haunted house, but only if I came along — my aunt gave me a probing look, and then said, “Be a gentleman and take the girl, Grayson. She’s asking so nicely.”

	Which is why I’m here now, bored and annoyed. 

	Aunt Naveah is worried that I’m having trouble making friends. She doesn’t know that I don’t want to make friends. I don’t trust the people at Berkshire Academy. Their vain arrogance, bullying tactics and childish vanity are the biggest turn off.

	Oaklynn is the only one I tolerate. Only because her family has a close relationship with the Hales. I have no choice but to tolerate her presence. So, I guess we’re ‘friends.’

	I think Aunt Naveah wishes Oaklynn was more than a friend. 

	“Oaklynn is a nice girl,” she’d say to me, trying to sound convincing.

	She is, but she’s not Riley.

	She’s not my Goldilocks.

	The lonely girl on the bench, with yearning in her eyes. 

	Oaklynn doesn’t make me want to draw her out, but Goldilocks? Yeah, she was practically calling to me. To sketch the curve of her face and the fullness of her lips.

	“Why won’t you come in with us?” Oaklynn whines, bringing my attention back to her.

	She places her hands on her hips, tapping her left foot haughtily. She’s a stage-five clinger, this one. “C’mon. It’ll be fun.”

	Irritated, I sit on the curb of the parking lot and cross my arms over my chest. “You wanted me to come, so I’m here. But only because my aunt asked me to not because I wanted to. I’m not joining you for anything else.” I nod toward her little group of friends, who are eyeing me up and down suggestively and then giggling among themselves. “You have your friends. Go have your fun.”

	She makes a frustrated sound in the back of her throat and then stomps away. I watch as they enter the haunted house and then let out a relieved sigh. Finally, some silence from her constant squawking. 

	I take my phone out of my pocket and scroll through my apps, selecting the puzzle game I’ve been playing for a few days now. I’ve been stuck on level 98 since yesterday. 

	Just when I’m about to unlock the next level, my gaze catches a flash of blonde hair and my attention is quickly diverted to her. 

	The world stills, and my chest warms at the sight of Riley. 

	Only for it to fill with ice when I see her rushing across the field in panic, her face flushed and tears running down her cheeks. 

	I’m instantly on my feet and marching toward her with purpose. Is she hurt? Did someone say something to her again? I’ve seen the sneers they give her, heard the things they say behind her back or to her face, if they’re bold enough.

	I watch as Riley crumples in the middle of the field, her knees hitting the grass as she lets out a choked sob. She’s crying…why? Who fucking hurt her?

	Once I’m closer, I’m careful not to spook her. My chest tightens at the sound of her broken cries and I have the strong urge to pull her into my arms — to keep her safe from anyone who dares to hurt her. 

	I’ve never felt this way for a girl before. It’s a foreign feeling, the way my heart hurts at the sight of her hurting. The way I’m enraged on her behalf.

	Riley brings out a side of me that I didn’t know I was capable of, didn’t know I had. 

	Her arms are wrapped around her waist as she hugs herself tightly, her eyes squeezed shut. “Riley,” I say her name cautiously, squatting down beside her.

	She lets out a tiny squeak, her head snapping up in response. Her brown eyes are big and glassy with tears. Her hand flutters to her chest in panic, but then I see the moment she recognizes me. Her eyes soften. “It’s you,” she whispers shakily. 

	It’s almost like I can’t stop myself; there’s a fierce need in me to reach out to her. 

	To touch her. To soothe her.

	My hand comes up, and my fingers brush against her wet cheek, wiping the tears away. Her soft skin is cold from the chilly breeze. I cup her face, and she leans into my palm, as if she’s seeking warmth from me. More tears spill from her eyes, and I wipe them all away. 

	“Shh, it’s okay,” I croon gently. I want to ask her what happened, I want to know the cause of her pain, her tears. But I don’t ask, because that’s the last thing she needs from me right now. “You’re okay, I got you. You’re safe.”

	Riley sways unsteadily toward me, and I do the only thing that feels right in this moment. 

	I take her in my arms, and she buries her face in my neck. She’s not crying anymore, but her tiny sniffles are breaking my goddamn heart. I pull her into my lap, and she settles against my chest. So small in my arms, so fragile…

	I’m quickly filled with a wild thought — I want to keep here, in my lap. For as long as I can have her. For as long as she wants. 

	“Why are y-you here?” Riley finally croaks, after a long minute of silence. 

	“I was forced to come,” I tell her honestly, my arms tightening around her waist. I like how her softness feels against the hard, rough edges of my body. “But I think I was meant to be here tonight.”

	I was meant to find you — broken under the moonlight, in this field where nobody else saw you, but me. 

	She shifts on my lap and peeks up at me through her wet lashes. I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. Riley is so fucking pretty, with her loose blonde hair, flushed cheeks and teary eyes. Her lips are swollen and the color is an angry pink, as if she’s been biting on them for too long. “What do you mean?” she breathes.

	“Do you believe in kismet?” A predetermined destiny. 

	A destiny that somehow keeps bringing us together, in the most unexpected ways. 

	Riley blinks up at me. “I guess. But fate has always been cruel to me.” 

	“Fate has been cruel to me too,” I tell her, swallowing past the heavy lump in my throat. 

	“I heard…” she trails off, chewing on the inside of her cheek thoughtfully. “I heard where you came from. I mean, before you got adopted by your aunt and uncle. You have a sister, right?”

	The Hales are popular around here, so, of course, she’s heard of my family history. When Benjamin and Naveah Hale adopted a boy, out of nowhere, after years of being childless, everyone had questions. Everyone was curious and so the rumors started.

	Nobody knows the exact details. Though. But not all the rumors are false. I did come from a filthy, poor background. My mother was an addict. My father is a felon and has been absent most of my life, in and out of prison. I did live in a trailer park for all my life, until now. 

	I tuck a stubborn strand of her silky hair behind her ear. “I do have a younger sister.”

	Her palm rests on my chest, right over my beating heart. Her touch is almost featherlight, soft and tentative. “What’s her name, if you don’t mind me asking?”

	“Naomi.” Saying her name out loud, after so long, has my heart aching. 

	“That’s a beautiful name,” Riley whispers. “Do you miss her?”

	“Like crazy,” I confess softly. “She’s all I had, until…she was taken away from me.”

	“Does that ever make you angry? How unfair fate is.”

	I shift, moving to lie on my back on the grass and taking Riley with me. She doesn’t protest; she simply curls up against my body. “I’ve been angry for so long, but my aunt told me that when kismet takes…it gives something else in return. It’s the gift of our patience.”

	Riley presses into me, almost like she’s seeking warmth and trying to bury herself under my skin. We’re lying in the middle of the field, and nothing about this feels weird or uncomfortable. It feels right. Almost intimate.  

	“They stripped me of my dignity and laughed at my undoing. Where’s the gift of my patience?”

	“I don’t know.” Rubbing my hand up and down her arm, I stare up at the moonlit sky. “But I can help you find it.”

	If you help me find mine…

	What is kismet going to give me in return for taking Naomi away from me? 

	What is my withering soul worthy of?

	Riley and I stay quiet for a long time, basking in the thoughtful silence between us. It’s comfortable and pleasant, yet I can’t really explain why it feels like this. The meaning behind the comfort she brings to my cold heart. But I like it.

	I like how she feels in my arms. Her breath fanning against my neck, her hair tickling my cheek, her hands tucked between our bodies as we share our warmth against the chilly October night. Her body is not tense, and her breathing is calm again. 

	She’s not frightened of me, or my size. Being alone with me doesn’t make her uneasy.

	I don’t know if she trusts me… 

	But I know, at least, Goldilocks feels safe with me. 

	Our silence is disrupted by her phone ringing. Riley lets out an audible gasp, as if finally realizing we’re lying in the middle of the field, and she jerks up into a sitting position.

	“It’s Lila,” she says before answering the call. 

	I sit up too. Riley watches me from the corner of her eye as she distractedly listens to Lila on the other line. “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m safe.” She swallows nervously and looks up at me from under her thick lashes. “Yes, I’m with Grayson right now. Okay, yeah. Yup, don’t worry. I’m fine. Yes, I will see you tomorrow. Get home safe. Text me when you’re home, okay?”

	They say their goodbyes and Riley ends the call. She pockets her phone, and then stares at me sheepishly. “I’m sorry—

	“You don’t have to apologize for anything.”

	“It’s just…that was very unexpected. You are unexpected. You’re somehow always there, whenever I need help. I don’t understand how this keeps happening.” A nervous laughter spills from her lips. 

	Maybe because of…kismet.

	But I don’t tell her that.

	Her brown eyes meet mine, gratefulness in her pretty gaze. “Thank you. For being there when I least expected it, but when I desperately needed it.”

	Somehow, I didn’t know that I needed this moment too. 

	The silence. 

	Her warmth.

	The starry sky. 

	Her softness.

	“You’re most welcome, Goldilocks.”

	She tilts her head, a ghost of a smile playing on her lips. “Goldilocks?”

	“Your hair,” I simply tell her. 

	Riley brings her hand up and she touches the silken strands of her hair. “Do you think I look better in braids or loose hair?”

	“Loose hair. It’s very…flowy.”

	Her smile widens. “Like in your sketch.”

	We both move at the same time, coming to our feet together. “Do you need a ride home?” I ask her. “It’s late.”

	“It’s alright. I have my car.” A cold gust of wind blows past us and Riley lets out a whole-body shiver. 

	“You’ll catch a cold like this.” I reach forward, tugging the zipper of her leather jacket closed. “I’ll see you on Monday then?”

	She nods, still smiling. “I’ll send you my chunk of the assignment when I get home, so you can work on your part before Monday.”

	“Alright.” I’m not worried about our Law Studies assignment. Riley is smart and hard-working, and I know we will get a good mark on it. 

	Riley bites on her lip, taking a step back. She looks reluctant to leave. Shoving her hands into the pockets of her jacket, she spins on her heels and then walks away. 

	When she’s a few feet away, she looks over her shoulder at me. 

	Our eyes meet.

	My heart thuds.

	She gives me a tiny wave.

	I wave back.

	My heart stammers again. 

	Fuck, I don’t understand what I feel for her, but whatever it is — she’s a threat to my heart. And I think I’m already lost in her. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	Riley — 18 years old

	 

	I don’t know why I’m here. 

	I should have stayed home, should have refused coming when my mother forced me to dress up for the Christmas charity gala. 

	But I’m incapable of denying my parents anything. They say walk; I walk. They say smile; I smile. They say jump; I jump. Even if it’s jumping to my own demise. 

	As long as I’m under their roof, I have no choice. I can’t make any decisions for myself.

	And somehow, I have a feeling that even when it’s time for me to leave — they will still try to control my life. When the time comes, my father will choose the perfect, rich husband for me, someone who is useful to him and his selfish ambitions. 

	I will become the trophy wife that my mother is.

	Last year, I had a fever and couldn’t attend. My sickness was a blessing in disguise. While my parents attended the gala, Lila came to keep me company. She made sure I ate the soup her grandmother made and that I took my medication on time. Then she tucked me in and waited until I had fallen asleep before leaving. 

	The year before that, at the Christmas gala — well, I don’t want to think about that night.

	The night of my ruination. 

	The night that left scars on my soul.

	But this is the first time I’m making a ‘public’ appearance since that night. Exactly two years ago. My father is expecting me to clean up my reputation tonight.

	I need to look beautiful, calm, poised and sophisticated. Smile at everyone. Laugh softly. Speak with elegance. 

	My mother called in a whole professional team to get me ready for tonight. She had chosen a light blue, silk gown and silver heels for me. My makeup and hair were done professionally. I even have pearls in my hair.

	“You’re giving off Cinderella vibes,” the makeup artists had gushed earlier. “Flawless, I tell you. Everyone’s eyes will be on you tonight. You will be the center of attention.”

	But this is no fairy tale.

	And I don’t want to be the center of attention.

	Except, I have to be. 

	Because my father says so. 

	Prim, proper and poised. 

	I made sure not to eat anything before coming here tonight. If my stomach is empty, I won’t be puking on my father’s polished shoes. The horror of that night still makes me sick when I think of it. And I think of it often. 

	Till this day, it haunts me. I still get disturbing, vivid nightmares from that night. 

	I can feel their eyes on, the heat of their stares burning through my gown. Everyone is openly staring and judging and they’ve already found me lacking.

	I’m standing tall, but it’s not enough for them.

	A pretty smile is plastered on my face, but that’s not enough either.

	The humiliation from two years ago is still fresh in their mind, and nothing I do will ever be enough. So, it seems tonight is already a fiasco before it even begins. 

	My anxiety rears its ugly head, and I feel my stomach recoil. I hate the crowd, I hate people staring. It makes me want to dig a hole and bury myself there, where no one else can find me. Where they can’t see me or judge me. 

	There’s a dull pain starting in the back of my skull, and my head pounds with tension. Cold spider-like fingers race up and down my spine and I fight back a shiver. I hate this feeling.

	Anxiety can be debilitating, and I hate that I’m constantly put into situations that worsen it.

	I feel myself spiraling into self-doubt. Suddenly overly conscious about my looks — my weight, my face, my hair. Do I look fat in the gown? I should have weighed myself this morning, but I didn’t. I didn’t because I know my self-control is slipping.

	I haven’t stepped on the scale for more than six months.

	The last time I did, I had watched the red numbers in numbed horror. I almost fell back into old habits. Almost. It was hard to step away from the scale and to force myself in bed. Instead of going downstairs to raid the kitchen and come back to purge it all out. 

	The urge to binge-eat, and to purge afterward — it still breathes inside me, like poison in my veins. The urges haven’t completely disappeared. Rehab didn’t fix me or cure me. But my urges are dormant, silent for a while now, and I want to keep it that way.

	From the corner of my eye, I see my father speaking with Mr. and Mrs. Hale. I caught sight of Grayson earlier, but I was swept away by my mother before I could go to him. 

	After an hour of introductions, fake smiles and formal chatting, I’m about to lose my sanity if I stay here a minute longer. My gaze sweeps across the ballroom, searching for Grayson’s tall frame. But he’s nowhere to be found. 

	Since the night of Halloween and the brief moment I spent in Grayson’s arms — things changed between us. It has subtly evolved into something…more. 

	That night, after Colton left me with a storm of emotions coursing through me, I found safety in Grayson’s arm. He was warm, and everything I needed in that moment.

	His breathing calmed me. 

	His touch soothed me.

	There was a tranquility in his dark gaze that made me feel seen and protected.

	The first time I realized that something had changed between us was when I found a yellow lily in my locker. It was the Monday after that night.

	And since then, there’s always a flower waiting for me every morning. 

	On Fridays, there are three yellow lilies. The first time it happened, it came with a note that said: One for Saturday and one for Sunday. 

	I never asked Grayson if it’s him and he never explicitly confessed that the flowers were coming from him either. We never spoke of it.

	The yellow lilies were his quiet gifts to me. 

	I can’t help but wonder what the meaning behind all this is. His flowers and his silence about them. What does this mean for us?

	Is he trying to tell me something…and I’m too stupid to figure it out?

	Or is Grayson just being sweet?

	Does he see the brokenness of my soul and he’s taking pity on me? Is sympathy the driving force behind his silent affections?

	Because if that’s the truth, then I don’t want it. I would rather not have anything from Grayson, if his attention comes with pity. I have so many questions, yet no answers. 

	Grayson is an enigma. He’s mysteriously complicated. I know so little about him, and that makes me more curious.

	I crave to know the real man behind the silence. 

	And, somehow, he has become a dangerous obsession of mine.

	Just like he loved watching me, I studied Grayson closely. But still — he’s a mystery.

	I couldn’t let go of this infatuation.

	I quietly slide away from my mother’s side, and move across the ballroom, looking for him. When I don’t find him anywhere in the cluster of guests, I step away from the ballroom.

	If there’s something I know about Grayson, it’s that he likes his space, and he likes tranquility. So I think I know where to find him.

	I lift the hem of my gown and slowly make my way to the greenhouse. 

	The self-sustaining greenhouse is humongous, spanning over an acre of land. The dome roof is made of expensive glass, and there are more than two-hundred plant species. The place smells of earth and rain and the sweet fragrance of flowers. 

	I move between the green lush trees and inside…I find who I am looking for.

	Grayson stands in front of the custom-granite fountain, his back to me. He has both of his hands behind him, his feet slightly apart as he takes in the view in front of him. 

	A shuddering breath rattles from my chest.

	I’ve never seen him in a suit before. He’s so tall, so big — he fills out the expensive suit with his hard muscles. The black fabric molds to his body quite nicely and there’s the fluttering in my stomach again. 

	“I know you’re there.”

	My lips part with a silent gasp at his deep, resonating voice.

	“How did you know?” I walk closer, until I’m standing by his side. Even with my heels, there’s a few inches of height difference between us. 

	“I had a feeling you’d seek me out.” He makes a deep, rumbling sound in the back of his throat. “That place is suffocating. I know you hate it as much as me.”

	I blow the loose tendrils of my hair away from my eyes. “Wanna run away with me?” I’m only half-teasing.

	Grayson slowly tilts his head, almost like he’s actually considering my offer. “Now that would cause a scandal. You’re trouble, Goldilocks.”

	I raise an eyebrow, a grin appearing on my lips. “It’ll give them something else to talk about. They will start wondering what we’re doing together.”

	I don’t realize my words sound suggestive until they are out of my mouth and his dark eyes flashe with heat. My cheeks grow hot and I try to ignore the flush that goes through my body. I take a step forward, away from him and sit on the edge of the fountain. My gown pools around my feet and I tuck my hands on my lap. “I want to ask you something.”

	Grayson shoves his hands into the pockets of his slacks as he towers over me. “Yeah? What is it?”

	I swallow nervously. His gaze is too intense, too probing. “The lilies…why do you leave them for me every morning?”

	“Sometimes even surrounded by people, we are lonely,” Grayson tells me, his voice softening. “I see it in your eyes. The lilies are to remind you that you’re…not so alone. But I’m doing it for myself too.”

	“I think…” I pause when my voice cracks. “I think that’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.” 

	Grayson is quiet again, and when I can’t hold his gaze any longer, I look down at my pink nails. “What do you mean, you’re doing it for yourself too?”

	He shifts on his feet. “I’ve been looking for a new purpose for a long time and I found it.”

	“A purpose? What purpose?” I blink up at him, confused.

	I watch his throat move as he swallows. “You.”

	My heart slams against my rib cage.

	I am his purpose…?

	Speechless, I gape at him. “I don’t need you to fix me,” I sputter, trying to make sense of his words. Grayson confuses me, making a sea of mixed emotions course through me.

	He moves closer, until his legs touch my knees. I feel the heat of him through our clothes. From my sitting position, I have to crane my neck to look at him. My pulse flutters like crazy when he reaches out, the backs of his fingers tenderly brushing against my cheek.

	“I’m not trying to fix you.” He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I want to fix myself, so I can hold you and protect what could be us.”

	What could be…us?

	He thinks there’s an us.

	God, is this a confession from Grayson?

	I blink up at him again, and a grin plays across his lips. He’s so handsome when he smiles like this. What is he doing to me? Oh, my heart. 

	My lungs squeeze, and I’m suddenly dizzy. From his closeness and his warmth. His sweet, addictive words. His tender touch.

	He’s saying everything I want to hear. All the right words. But—

	If I give him my heart, I give him the power to break me. 

	I know Grayson is not Jasper. Yet his affections still scare me. He’s too close, he smells so good — Oh God, I need some space to think. 

	Nervously, I go to stand up. Only for my heels to catch the hem of my gown, and then I’m tipping backward. My balance is unsteady, and I let out a shocked yelp, panic welling up inside me as my calves hit the stoned fountain. Grayson surges forward, his arm curling around my waist, but it’s not enough to keep our feet steady on the ground. 

	“Fuck,” Grayson swears under his breath when we stumble together. 

	My fingers grip his strong biceps as we both topple over.

	Right into the fountain. 

	Stupid Riley, I berate myself in my head. Look what you’ve done now.

	My whole body sinks into the sharp cold water and it’s like a shock to my senses. I don’t even notice Grayson pulling us both up. I rise up to my feet, sputtering and shivering from the cold. Helpless embarrassment courses through me, and I can’t even look at Grayson’s face.

	My fingers clench the fabric of my dress, my nails digging into my thighs. Stupid, stupid, stupid. You’re a disaster, Riley. That’s all you’ll ever be.

	Nothing good ever comes from me. 

	He’s still holding my elbow, as we both stand in the fountain. “Are you okay? Did you hit your head?” he asks, concerned.

	I shake my head mutely. But I wish I actually did hit my head and pass out, hopefully forgetting this ever happened. How much more clumsy can I be? 

	We’re both soaked. My pretty silk gown is wet, the fabric plastered to my body like a second skin— ruined. His expensive suit is ruined too. My hair is drenched, the carefully styled curls are stuck to my face. I must look like a drowned rat. 

	An utter disaster to a moment that was going so well. 

	I ruin everything I touch…

	Grayson cups my cheek, tilting my head up to look at him. “I’ll get you home, okay?”

	“What?”

	“We can’t go back to the ballroom, looking like this.” There’s tenderness in his gaze, a look I’m seeing for the very first time. My heart stutters. “We’ll sneak out and I’ll drive you home.”

	“You should stay away from me, Grayson,” I whisper, tears burning the back of my eyes. “I can’t ever do anything right. I’ll ruin you.” I ruin everything I touch…

	He cups my face between his hands, his thumbs brushing across my cheeks. “You’re a wild fire, Riley. You think you’re burning everything around you, but in reality, you’re burning yourself. You’ve burned your own heart.”

	My lips part in a silent gasp. Grayson bends his head, bringing our faces closer. His eyes are dark, the intensity in them makes my stomach do a crazy flip. “You can’t ruin me, Goldilocks. I’m already ruined. You can’t burn me. I’m already lying in my own ashes.”

	My whole body is shivering, the coldness of water seeping through my bones. But surprisingly, his hands…his touch…is warm. I don’t know how that’s possible, since we both fell into the water. I am filled with the urge to sink into his arms, to melt in his embrace, to let his warmth steal the coldness of my soul.

	Grayson steps out of the fountain first. His suit is soaked and disheveled, but he doesn’t look any less handsome. His tanned skin glistens with droplets of water and I have the sudden urge to lick them. Thud.

	He stretches his hand out for me, and I take it. 

	Thud.

	His fingers curl around my hand protectively as he helps me out of the fountain. I am unsteady on my heels, but Grayson keeps me anchored to him. “Let’s get out of here?” 

	Thud

	“Okay,” I agree breathlessly.

	Grayson leads me out of the greenhouse. I sneak a quick glance at our surroundings, making sure no one sees us making our escape, especially in our drenched clothing. Our current state is quite questionable, and if anyone does happen to see us, it will require a lot of explaining  to my father and his uncle. 

	And the worst thing? I’ll be the center of another scandal. Only this time, I’ll be taking Grayson down with me. That’s the last thing I want to do. 

	He deserves better than my disastrous self. 

	We successfully make it outside, without anyone interrupting our escape. The cold December breeze has my teeth chattering, and I wrap my arms around my waist. My wet gown is starting to turn into an icicle around my body. 

	Grayson digs his hand into his pocket, taking his car keys out. “W-wait. My dress is wet,” I tell him, my lips numb from the cold. I can barely speak. “I don’t want to ruin y-your c-car seat.”

	Grayson doesn’t seem to be listening to me. He unlocks his car and opens the passenger door. My protest dies on my lips when his hands curl around my hips and he easily hoists me into his vehicle, as if I weigh nothing. 

	Did he just manhandle me?

	I blink as he closes the door and jogs around to the other side of the car. He gets into the driver’s side and starts the engine. A few seconds later, a blast of heat fills the car and I practically whimper in response. 

	I melt into the leather seat as the numbness slowly fades from my chilly bones. Okay, I guess I don’t mind Grayson manhandling me. 

	The car ride to my house is quiet. I study Grayson’s profile, my gaze lingering longer on his full lips. For a brief moment, I envision him kissing me. His full lips on mine, tasting and kissing me in the ways I crave to be touched.

	The images of us kissing turns into more. His body over mine, his hands touching and teasing me, his lips exploring my sensitive skin. I squeeze my thighs together when my imagination sends tingles shooting through my veins. My core pulses, and my whole body flushes at my dirty thoughts.

	Oh God, what’s wrong with me?

	When he pulls into my driveaway, I don’t get out of the car right away. Indecisiveness claws at me. I don’t want us to go our separate ways like this. 

	If I go inside my house now, and he leaves…the night comes to end, just like that. This moment between us, whatever is, will come to an end. The thought of it leaves a hollow feeling inside me, an emptiness that I despise. 

	What about his confession?

	What about the things I want to say to him?

	What about the unsaid words between us?

	I don’t want this moment to end and for him to leave just like that. I want more of Grayson. I want to learn his secrets, to know his deepest desires; I want to see if my gut feeling is right about him, about us.

	“Why don’t you come inside?” I ask him, biting on my lip at the bold proposition. “I can put your clothes in the dryer. It won’t even take an hour. Because the longer you stay in that wet suit, the quicker you’ll catch a cold.”

	Grayson is thoughtful. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

	Yes, damn you. Why does he have to be such a perfect fucking gentleman? It only makes me want him more. His sweetness, his tenderness, his warmth — I want more of all of it. I want everything. 

	Because that’s exactly what I’ve been yearning for…

	I’m only just now realizing it.

	My life has been hollow, for what feels like an eternity of coldness. I’ve somehow become detached from emotions, from the idea of love, of wanting someone. Of what it’s like to desire and to be desired. Somewhere along the line, I lost my passion for life. 

	I’ve lost the meaning of what it means to live. And Grayson, he ignites something in me. An inferno of emotions I can’t possibly describe. 

	The way he makes me feel? That’s what I’ve been yearning for, what my heart’s been longing to have.

	“You said you’ll help me find the gift of my patience.” I clench my fists, my nails digging into my palm. Anxiety makes my chest heavy and my breathing comes out in short, frantic pants. What if he refuses my proposition? Because if he does…I might just actually dig a hole and bury myself in it. Forever. “I’m just giving you a chance to be helpful, since that’s what you promised.”

	As his response, he opens his door and steps out of the car first. He then rounds it and comes over to my side, opening my door for me. He stretches his arm out, giving me his hand to take. Ever the gentleman. 

	I take his hand, and he helps me out of the door. My gown, heavy and still wet, pools at my feet as I put in the password for the automatic gates. It creaks open, and I lead him through the opening. The spacious front lawn is neatly kept, with the grass freshly cut. A dust of snow covers the pine trees, giving it the best wintry look. We rarely ever get a white Christmas. It snows on average only two days in December in New York, and we were lucky this morning to get some heavy flurries as the temperature starts dropping even more. 

	I lift the hem of my gown, my heels clicking against the stony path to the door. The house is quiet and dark when I unlock it, and we walk inside. Miss Miller, our housekeeper, already left for the night. This means, it’s only Grayson and me, in this big house. Alone. 

	Just the two of us.

	Oh…oh.

	Why didn’t I think about that before inviting him in?

	Or maybe I did subconsciously think about it…and I wanted to invite him in anyway?

	“Can you give me your shirt?” I ask him, gnawing on my lip. “I’ll put it in the dryer for you before we go upstairs. We can’t put your pants and suit jacket in the dryer, but we’ll figure something else out for them.”

	Grayson nods, shrugging his suit jacket off. I take it from him, my eyes sweeping over the top half of his body. His white shirt is wet and almost transparent, plastered against his tanned skin. My throat suddenly feels. He loosens his tie around his neck before slowly unbuttoning his shirt. I watch as he peels the wet fabric from his body and hands it to me.

	Grayson stands before me, bare chested and my heart thuds. I drink him in, his strong pecs and his brown nipples. He’s got a bit of hair on his chest and along his navel, going down—oh.

	The pulsing between my thighs is back again, with an urgent ferocity. 

	“I’ll just—” My voice comes out as a husky croak, and I clear my throat. “I’ll put your shirt in the dryer.”

	And then I’m practically sprinting away from him. Grayson is tall and handsome— but I wasn’t expecting him to look this hot. A clothed Grayson is charming. Shirtless Grayson? He’s unbelievably tempting.

	I shove his shirt into the empty dryer and start the timer, before closing the door to the laundry room behind me. I walk back to the main corridor to find Grayson still standing where I left him. “My room is upstairs,” I tell him, and then grimace because that sounds a bit too suggestive. “I mean, we can wait there. I’ll get you a towel too.”

	He tugs his lower lip between his teeth and the fluttering butterflies move from my stomach to my heart. “Are you nervous, Goldilocks?”

	I squint up at him, trying to appear as if his mere presence isn’t affecting me. “Nope. Why would I be?”

	Grayson reaches out, his fingers sliding along my bare arm. There’s a teasing glint in his dark eyes. “You’ve shivering, and it’s not because of the cold or your wet dress.” He gives me a lopsided smirk. “And you appear flushed. Lies get you in trouble, Miss Johnson.”

	Oh dear Lord…he’s flirting. 

	I don’t know where the boldness comes from, but I lean into him. I might not have too much experience with flirting, but I can tease too. My hand presses against his strong chest. His breath rattles at my touch. “Your heart is beating fast. Are you worried I might take advantage of this situation? I mean… you’re the one currently in the state of undress right now.”

	His throat bobs with a hard swallow. “Towel,” he grunts. “I need a towel, please.”

	I can’t hide the smirk on my face. Spinning on my heels, I walk up the stairs and Grayson follows me into my bedroom. I turn on the light and grab a fresh towel from my closet. “You can use my bathroom. Take your time.”

	“I’ll only be a few minutes.” He takes the towel from me and walks to my adjoining bathroom, closing the door behind him. A minute later, I hear the shower turn on. 

	This means, I have about five minutes to turn myself from looking like a drowned rat into something more…pleasant looking. 

	I grab another towel and lock myself inside my walk-in closet. I peel the wet gown off me and quickly dry my body before putting on a pair of ripped jeans and a white tank top. I could have chosen a dress, but I’m going for a more casual look. Anyway, he’s already seen me soaked. There can’t be anything more embarrassing than that.

	After I’m dressed, I leave the closet and make my way to my vanity table. I’m blow drying my hair when Grayson walks out of my bathroom. 

	My jaw gapes open at the sight of him in nothing but a white towel.

	Oh… oh…OH!

	My mouth waters, and I am utterly speechless. He stands there, in the middle of my room, and suddenly, the place feels small with his imposing presence.

	I place my blow dryer down and take two steps back, before settling on the edge of my bed. His gaze slides over me and my skin is full of goosebumps at his attention. “I guess…we have about an hour to kill,” he says cautiously. “What do you have in mind?”

	“We can talk?” I suggest. 

	“Oh?” He quirks a single eyebrow. Grayson moves toward me and takes a seat on my bed, keeping a small distance between our bodies. The mattress dips under his weight and his tall frame seems to tower over me, even with both of us sitting down. “What do you want to talk about?”

	“Tell me one thing that makes you angry.”

	“Hmm. Arrogance. You?”

	I chew on the inside of my cheek. “Traitors. What scares you?”

	“Feeling powerless.” He swallows, with a heart wrenching expression on his face. “I’ve been there before, the first time they took Naomi away from me. The way she was gripping onto my shirt, crying and refusing to let go. She didn’t understand what was happening, why she was getting separated from her big brother. That scares me. The feeling of being completely powerless. I couldn’t protect her from that pain.”

	I reach toward him, curling my fingers around his hand. “You were just a child yourself, Grayson. You didn’t have a choice. It wasn’t your fault.”

	Grayson smiles tightly. “Tell that to the fifteen-year-old boy who is still angry at the unfairness of it all. What scares you?”

	I blink. I wasn’t expecting him to ask me the same question and now that he did, I don’t know how to answer it. What scares me? I’ve never thought about it.

	I don’t know…

	I’m scared of spiders and anything that crawls or slithers. 

	I’m scared of the ocean, of the unknown that lives in the deep water.

	I’m scared of…

	“Thunderstorms,” I tell him, shakily. 

	Because I’ve never had anyone hold me during them. Because I’ve always been alone, hiding under my blankets in the dark, listening to the thunder as it tears through the darkening skies, the heavy wind shaking my windows, the rain slamming against the roof. 

	I remember five-year-old Riley — her first hurricane. 

	Running to her parents’ bedroom, knocking on their door, sobbing in fear. The door opened and she fell into her mother’s arms, silently asking for comfort.

	Only for her to put five-year-old Riley back into her room, locking the door behind her. So that she wouldn’t be able to disturb them again.

	I am scared of being…alone. In the dark. 

	But I don’t tell Grayson that. 

	I lean toward him, blinking in surprise when I catch a whiff of my favorite soap. “You kinda smell like me,” I tease, changing the subject. 

	Grayson makes a fake exasperated sound in the back of his throat. “You have a lot of girly stuff,” he explains, raking his fingers through his still wet hair. “I used the vanilla soap instead.”

	“You call me Goldilocks…maybe I should call you Vanilla Boy.”

	“You wouldn’t dare.”

	“Vanilla Boy,” I mouth teasingly. 

	I don’t know where this side of Riley is coming from, the one who sneaked a boy into her bedroom, and is teasing him so freely. But there’s something about Grayson that makes me comfortable around him. 

	Almost like a gut instinct that tells me I can trust him.

	“Vanilla Boy sounds so…plain and vanilla-y,” Grayson complains grumpily.

	“Are you saying you’re not a vanilla lover?” My cheeks heat with a blush when I realize what I just said. And that’s where you shut up, Riley.

	His eyes narrow on me. “You don’t know what type of lover I am, Riley,” Grayson rasps, his voice deeper, taking on a huskier undertone. 

	I shift closer to him, until our knees are touching and our bare arms brush against each other. “What if I want to find out?” I whisper, slightly breathy. 

	Our gazes lock together. 

	His chest rattles with a hitched breath.

	My pulse speeds up.

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	And then we’re both moving at the same time. Almost like there’s an invisible string tugging us together. An undeniable force. 

	I lean into him, my hands landing on his wide, muscular chest. My breath catches in my throat as his fingers curl under my chin, tilting my head up. I squeeze my thighs together, desire pooling in the pit of my stomach at the intensity of his dark gaze.

	Grayson very gently lowers his mouth to mine.

	A barely audible gasp escapes me. 

	The moment our lips touch, so softly, so tenderly…a featherlight touch, it feels like thousands of butterflies have erupted in my stomach and my whole body comes alive. 

	Grayson doesn’t kiss me like Colton did. With lust and frustration, brutal and savage.

	No, he kisses me like I am made of glass. Like I am something special, someone to be treasured. His lips are experienced, but tentative. Slow. Taking his sweet time learning the curves of my mouth. His thumbs brush across my cheeks, his kisses deepening. My heart pounds as he teases me with his tongue, licking the seams of my lips, gently demanding entry. 

	My lips part, and then his tongue invades my mouth, tasting me.  “Riley,” Grayson groans into my lips, and I’m dizzy, breathless, moaning into his kiss that soon turns desperate.

	My arms curl around his neck, and I tug him closer to me. Until our chests are touching and his erratic heartbeat echoes against mine. When his mouth slides away, kissing the corner of my lips, I suck in a shuddering breath. 

	He captures my lips again, but this time with a brief kiss, before he’s already pulling away. “Riley, what are you doing to me?” he rasps, his breath fanning against my cheek. 

	Our foreheads touch, and I lick my tingling lips, wanting to taste the sweet remnants of Grayson. “What are you doing to me?” I breathe, repeating his own words.

	He rubs his thumb over my swollen lips before finally pulling away. My eyes sweep over his bare chest before flickering to his lap—

	Oh.

	Wow…

	I wasn’t expecting that. 

	Grayson is sporting a massive erection under his towel. My jaw gapes open, and he lets out a choked sound once he realizes where my attention has gone.. 

	He drags my pillow over his lap, covering his erection. “It’s a bodily reaction, I can’t really help it. You’re fucking beautiful and your lips taste like goddamn sweet honey,” he explains in his gravelly voice. “I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable. I can go to the bathroom and— never mind. You’re smirking, Riley.”

	Grayson is flustered and I don’t know why, but that makes me want to tease him even more. He’s not shy, but there’s something about the flustered look he’s giving me that has me feeling things I’ve never felt before.

	Wanted.

	Desired.

	Seen.

	 “Now at least I know you find me attractive.”

	He scowls. “I’ve always found you attractive. You’re fucking beautiful, Riley.  I’d be a stupid man not to find you attractive.”

	My whole body flushes at the praise. I’ve been told I am beautiful by many people, but this is the first time I’ve heard a man say it with such reverence.

	“Well, you’re kinda aloof and hard to read.” I raise an eyebrow. “I can never tell what you’re thinking, and your words always end up puzzling me.”

	His eyes narrow on me. “What did this kiss mean to you?” he abruptly asks. 

	I inhale sharply. “What do you mean?”

	“I’ve done casual relationships before,” he tells me slowly. “I’ve had sex. I’ve kissed girls…but this is not it. You’re not a casual kiss or a fling, Goldilocks. I need to know we’re on the same page. So, what did this kiss mean to you?”

	 The pitter-patter of my heart doesn’t cease. It’s like a booming drum in my ears; it’s so loud, I wonder if Grayson can hear it too. “This is the first time I’ve been kissed so sweetly,” I finally confess to him. “What does that mean for us?”

	“It means that…I want you, and you want me. Our feelings are complicated, if you ask me — even I can’t explain these emotions. But we can make it simple, Riley. If you want to. We can figure it out together.”

	My heart thuds. “Okay.”

	“Okay?” He tilts his head in question.

	I slowly grin. “We have an hour to figure it out.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	Grayson — 18 years old (three months later) 

	Riley lies down on the blanket. She tugs on my hand, taking me with her. I lie on my back with her. 

	We’ve been together since the night of the Christmas gala, though we’ve never explicitly said that we’re a thing now, that we’re dating. It kind of just naturally happened. A flow of events, and we just went along with it. 

	We kissed that night, a whole fucking lot. Until we were both breathless and aching, but we somehow kept falling back into each other’s arms. Tasting each other, exploring our needs, and wanting more. I couldn’t get enough of her, and she was just as needy with her touches. 

	The next Monday, at school, I was holding her hand for everyone to see. She didn’t protest though. Riley had just been blushing, with a sneaky, pleased smile on her lips. Lips that I had been craving since I’ve tasted her. And then we kissed some more. Under the staircase, where no one could see us. In my car, hiding away from the rest of the world, in our own world where only she and I exist. 

	I was finally able to take her on a proper date today. 

	But it wasn’t until we got to the restaurant that I realized something was wrong. Riley wasn’t eating. At first, I thought she didn’t like the food. But that wasn’t the case.

	She was anxious. Uneasy in a public setting. 

	And uncomfortable to eat in front of so many people. 

	When I saw her picking at her food, barely eating anything on her plate, I had the servers pack our food in takeout boxes. If being in a restaurant makes Riley uncomfortable, then we’d go somewhere else. 

	And here we are. It’s not a lily field, but it’s a meadow nonetheless. The best place for a private picnic. I knew it was the right spot to take Riley when her eyes lit up and she bounced happily across the meadow and found us the perfect spot under a tree. 

	Riley curls into my right side, pressing her body against mine. 

	I wrap my arm around her shoulders, anchoring her to me. “Are you cold?” 

	She’s wearing a black dress, a leather jacket, and white sneakers. Her golden hair is in a loose, messy braid. Riley makes a sound of denial in the back of her throat. “I wasn’t expecting it, but it’s quite warm today. Spring is finally here.”

	That’s true. It’s late March, and the afternoon’s breeze is no longer as chilly as it used to be a few weeks ago. “Did you like the food?”

	Riley props herself up on her elbow, leaning closer to look down at me. She holds herself above me, her breath fanning over my lips. Her braid falls over her shoulder, the loose strands tickling my cheek. “The food was good. I was able to enjoy it once we got here.” Her eyes soften. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

	She leans down, lowering her lips to mine. The kiss starts out slow, before turning into a frenzy of tongues and desperately needy. I lift my head up from the blanket, cupping the back of her neck to hold her to me.

	Riley steals the breath from my lungs, and I drink in the taste of her, savoring her lips as if it was the last kiss of a dying man. Her chest is crushed against mine; I feel her own heart beating — the sound of it resonating through me.

	“Grayson.” She moans my name into my mouth, and I swallow it, chasing her tongue with mine. We don’t break apart until we’re both dizzy and breathless. 

	A soft whimper spills from her mouth and she buries her face in the crook of my neck. I feel her damp lips against my flesh, and she nibbles on the sensitive spot on my throat. Licking my Adam's apple, and when I grunt in response, I feel her smirk against my skin.

	Riley knows the effect she has on me, and she’s a tempting minx. I know she’s not a virgin; I’ve heard the rumors about Jasper and her. But Riley was somewhat inexperienced three months ago. I loved seeing her transition from tentative kisses to her boldness now. She’s exploring things she likes and the ways she wants to be touched.

	She licks my throat again, her teeth grazing my skin with a teasing bite.

	“Fuck.” My heart slams against my rib cage. My dick is impossibly hard. No amount of jerking off is helping my severe case of blue balls. Riley is a beautiful woman, with curves that make my mouth water. I’ve been satisfying myself with our kisses, but fuck, it’s no longer enough.

	I hunger for Riley, and her undeniable desire for me is apparent in the way she rubs her body against mine. Needing to be closer. 

	Almost like she’s frustrated with the barrier between us. 

	We’ve made out a lot. But always clothed. If I ever feel her bare skin under my fingertips, I might actually lose my fucking mind. 

	My fingers tangle in her hair, my lips brushing against her cheek. “Are you my girlfriend, Riley Johnson?”

	She jerks up at my response, her eyes narrowing on my face. “I thought that was obvious. We’ve been dating for three months.”

	I cup her cheek, my thumb stroking along her jaw. “I was just making sure. We’ve never explicitly said the words.”

	I need the words.

	I need her to tell me that I’m not the only one who’s feeling the way I do.

	“We’re exclusive, Mr. Hale.” She scowls at me, but instant relief courses through me. “You’re my boyfriend and you’d better not be kissing any other girls. Especially not Oaklynn. She’s a goddamn leech.”

	My chest rumbles with a chuckle. While Oaklynn had been stuck to me like glue, I have to give her credit. She’s got immense self-respect; the moment Riley and I held hands in public, Oaklynn got the message and stepped back. I was half-expecting pettiness from her, but she surprised me with her maturity. Oaklynn isn’t happy about my relationship status, because every time we pass each other in the halls of Berkshire, she scowls at me.

	“The only lips I’ve been tasting are yours, Goldilocks,” I tell my girl.

	Riley preens at my words. “Good. In case you need me to make it crystal clear. I’m your girlfriend; you’re my boyfriend. Oh, and I like you. A lot.”

	A burst of emotion erupts in my chest. Ah, fuck.

	This is the first time Riley has confessed to liking me. I was supposed to be the boy on the wrong side of the tracks, the one without a purpose. The poor, forgotten boy who has lived all his life knowing his worth is less than a penny. 

	Because Grayson Avery was simply worthless. 

	My value was grotesque; living a life of desolation. He didn’t deserve Riley.

	But…Grayson Hale has a girlfriend now. How did this happen? How did I end up with a beautiful, smart woman— who looks at me with stars in her eyes?

	What did I do to deserve this, her?

	Is Riley the gift of my patience…? Because it sure feels like it.

	My Goldilocks is a gift; one that I’m going to hold and protect.

	I can’t let her go.

	I won’t let her go.

	 

	***

	 

	“I’m home,” I announce, walking inside, only for my steps to halt when three pairs of eyes look up at me simultaneously. 

	Aunt Naveah and Uncle Ben are sitting side by side on the white couch. He has his hand on her thigh, their hands entwined together. They are always holding hands, whenever they are in each other's vicinity. It’s like there’s a magnetic pull between them. They have been married for more than two decades, and still are very much in love with each other. I might be skeptical about true love, but Aunt Naveah and Uncle Ben can be really convincing, without even trying that hard.

	Something else worries me though…

	Their expressions are pensive, and…troubled. I don’t like the look on their faces. 

	I especially don’t like the hard glint in Uncle Ben’s eyes. He’s a man who rarely smiles; he only ever does so at Aunt Naveah or me, sometimes. His smiles are special because they are always sincere, and his eyes never lie. After living with them for more than a year, and constantly studying their reactions, I can easily dissect their moods now. 

	I can tell when something is off.

	And right now, I know something is seriously wrong.

	Uncle Ben motions me over. “Come here, son.”

	I make it to the couch, where they are sitting, in three quick strides. I swallow down my nerves and wait. My lungs squeeze with anxiousness, as I prepare myself to hear the worst. 

	It’s been too quiet lately. 

	My days spent with my Goldilocks have been too easy: I’ve started becoming careless. Thoughtless of what reality really is. Because life…

	Life is not meant to be this sweet. 

	For a brief moment, I had forgotten just how unfair and cruel fate can be.

	“Grayson, this is Detective Mallik,” Uncle Ben introduces the third set of eyes, his voice bleak and tense. “He wants to have a few words with you.”

	My heart hammers in my chest, a prickling sensation shooting up my spine.

	Detective Mallik looks to be around his late twenties, or early thirties: a young detective. He rises to his feet, standing to his full height. He doesn’t tower over me, I am taller…but the air that surrounds him is one of self-confidence. He has an assertive presence, one that I can admire because he reminds me a lot of how Uncle Ben carries himself.  

	He pulls a card out of the pocket of his trench coat and hands it to me. It’s his ID badge from the NYPD. “It’s nice to finally make your acquaintance, Grayson. We have a lot to cover, why don’t we have a seat?”

	I simply nod. 

	Blood pounds in my ears.

	I know why he is here.

	I know who brought him here.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	Riley — 18 years old

	“Are you going to continue leaving me in suspense or will you tell me how your date went?” Lila grumbles, picking the pepperoni off her pizza and eating it just like that. 

	I take a bite of my own slice, chewing slowly and enjoying the flavorful taste of mozzarella cheese, soft crust and spicy pepperoni. 

	Dr. Bailey has helped me come up with my own personal coping plan. I made a list of different triggers that could possibly cause me to act on my eating-disorder urges. Then, I came up with a plan for dealing with each of these triggers in a healthier way. 

	I used to think it was pointless to even try.

	I thought I couldn’t possibly separate my eating disorder from myself. I am it; it is me. It’s an invisible choking hand around my neck, like a noose that’s ever present. 

	But Dr. Bailey would be proud to know that I have a healthy appetite now, and a better relationship with food. That I can eat without the need to hunch over the toilet afterward, to rid myself of all the calories intake. The more I learn what my triggers are, what I am good at and where my vulnerabilities lie — the easier it is for me to adapt. To cope. To recover.

	Sometimes the urge to binge-eat is still there. Some days my anxiety has me thinking that the only solution to all my problems is to purge. But I don’t let those intrusive thoughts win anymore. I can’t…

	Because I want to be better. I am better.

	Healthier. Happier. 

	Sure, I still panic at the thought of eating in a public setting. That’s one of my triggers. But I’m better at avoiding these situations now. There are only a few people I’m comfortable eating in front of. Lila, for one. 

	And Grayson…

	“We went to some fancy restaurant, but he realized I wasn’t very comfortable, so we left,” I tell her, a smile playing across my lips as I remember our date in detail.

	Grayson’s thoughtfulness. His tender touch. His ravenous kisses. 

	Lila sits up, frowning. She’s so protective, it’s kinda cute. “You left? What happened to the date? That was it? Did he drop you home then?”

	“No, he took me to a meadow. We had our food there, and then we just talked.” 

	“Ohhh. A picnic.” She nods, satisfied with my answers. “Okay, that’s nice.”

	My smile widens. “Yup.”

	“Was there any making out involved?” Lila wiggles her eyebrows suggestively.

	Oh, we made out. A lot. For hours. I can still feel him on my lips, and the ghost of his touch over my body. On my face, my hips…

	“What do you think?”

	“I think you’re getting more action than I am.” Lila pouts. 

	I finish my slice of pizza and lick my fingers. My mother would have possible heart failure if she saw me licking my fingers. Riley! That’s very unladylike, she’d gasp dramatically.

	I take my second slice from the box and settle against Lila’s pillows. “Well, Maddox is right there if you want some action.”

	She frowns. “Maddox is my friend.”

	Ah yes. Enemies to friends. How…peculiar and unexpected. I don’t know how it happened. But one day, Lila and Maddox called a truce to their rivalry. The pranks ended and they walked into Berkshire Academy as partners, instead of foes. 

	I even walked out to check if the sun had disappeared from the sky, because that’s how shocking their ‘friendship’ was. 

	I don’t know how this relationship will evolve, but it’s interesting to see Maddox softening toward Lila. His assholery has no limits, but Lila is fierce and stubborn. She knows how to handle him well. Maddox might deny it, but I think Lila has won this war. 

	He’s like putty in the palm of her hands and she doesn’t even realize it yet. He follows her around like a little puppy. 

	Or Poodle— as Lila likes to call him.

	“You friend-zoned him. I bet if you ask him for sexual services, he’ll be all over you.”

	“Riley!” Lila gasps. “I’m not asking him for sexual favors; he’s my friend.”

	“A friend who wants to sleep with you. He’s made his intentions pretty clear. I mean, he looks at your ass more than your face.” 

	Lila doesn’t deny my words because she knows they’re true. She rolls her eyes instead. “Maddox is an ass man, what can I do? But we promised each other. No sex. If we have sex, it defeats the purpose of us being friends.”

	There’s one thing I like about Maddox. He might be a jerk, but he respects Lila’s boundaries. “Friends with benefits,” I suggest, pursing my lips to hide my grin.

	“Ugh, Riley! Stop giving me bad ideas!”

	“It’s not a bad idea if you end up having mind-blowing sex. He sure looks like he knows how to work his tool. You’ve heard the girls talk, the ones who’ve had sex with him.”

	“His tool?” Lila stares at me for a second, before bursting into giggles. “Seriously, I think you need to stop talking now. I don’t want to think about girls gushing over Maddox’s tool.”

	“I mean, aren’t you at least curious?”

	“Curious about what?”

	“What his dick looks like.” I raise an eyebrow questioningly. I know my best friend and I know she’s curious by nature. I also know she must have envisioned Maddox’s dick in full detail.

	Lila flushes and averts her gaze. 

	“You have!” I accuse, a laughter bubbling from my chest. “Look at you blushing!”

	She crosses her arms over her chest, pouting. “He is my friend and guess what? I have great self-control.”

	Ah…I wonder how long her so-called self-control will last.

	I know it will happen.

	One day.

	Maybe not tomorrow, or next week. But I know both Maddox and Lila will eventually succumb to the sexual tension between us. Either he will break first, or Lila will. And when they do, it might just be volatile. Because that’s how intense they are together.

	“What about Grayson? Still the gentleman?” Lila asks, shoving the last bite of her pizza slice into her mouth. 

	“He hasn’t touched me below the waist yet.”

	“Ugh.”

	There’s one thing about Grayson. He’s a little too thoughtful and too respectful. I know he wants me; I’ve felt just how hard his dick gets during our heated make-out sessions, but he’s never made a move beyond our kisses. I know he’s giving me time, that he wants to take this slowly. 

	But—

	I think I am more than ready now. 

	If only I had a way to tell him that.

	He wants me, I know it. I see it in his heated stares and feel the fevered passion in his touches. But I need his passion without the clothes between us, without a barrier. 

	I need skin to skin. 

	I don’t know how this happened, or how exactly it began.

	I don’t understand how my heart has quickly become entangled with his.

	My anxiety comes with a lot of overthinking and trust issues, but somehow, my gut instincts tell me that Grayson is trustworthy. He is safe. I knew he was, since the night in the alley. Because if he was a dangerous man, someone with vile intentions, he wouldn’t have let me go that night. Like he once said…it was kismet that brought us together.

	And for once in my life, I want to trust my fate with him. 

	My heart is safe with Grayson.

	Lila reaches for her laptop and then plops back against her set of pillows. She has more pillows on her bed than actual sleeping space. “Wait, are you going to Colton’s party next weekend?” 

	My mood instantly sours at the mention of his name.

	“I’m not really interested,” I grumble under my breath. 

	I’ve avoided him since Halloween night, and to my utter surprise, he hasn’t been much of a bother either. His dirty remarks and vile taunts have been shockingly non-existent.

	Somehow, I think he’s been acting like less of a jerk because Maddox is friends with Lila now. And I am Lila’s best friend. If he’s an asshole to me, Lila will have a problem with it, which will then become Maddox’s problem. Because everything that concerns Lila, concerns him too.

	Because of the relationship between Maddox and Lila, Colton and I run in the same circles now. He’s everywhere I look, everywhere I go. Always present, like a looming shadow over me. 

	Colton is a constant reminder of what I want to forget— the moment I spent in his arms, and the heartbreak that came afterward. 

	His cruel words are seared in my memory; he’s tainted my soul with them. He made me feel dirty… and humiliated. Like I was just some common whore who he got off. 

	My first orgasm was charity from Colton Bennett.

	But he’s been really quiet around me lately and we’re tolerating each other for the sake of Maddox and Lila, but…I feel his burning stares on me all the time.

	Colton Bennett watches me and there’s a predatory feel in his gaze. Sometimes it seems like there’s an invisible chain holding him back, and he’s just waiting for the moment it snaps. 

	He knows I want nothing to do with him; yet, his eyes are always on me.

	It unnerves me — his defiant attention.

	There’s a bitterness that resides in Colton. 

	A familiar sullenness that lives in me too — a bottled fury.

	But that’s exactly the problem…

	You can’t put two bitter people together and expect them to get along.

	Colton and I will burn the moment we touch. 

	“If you don’t go, I won’t have anyone to hang out with,” Lila complains, pouting.

	“You’ll have Maddox.”

	She scowls. “Just because he’s my friend now, doesn’t mean I need you less. I want my girl-friend with me or else it’ll be boring.”

	“Your life would definitely be boring without me,” I agree with great confidence. 

	“What’s the point of going to the party then? Maddox wants me there, and I want you there. It won’t be the same without you.” After a handful of seconds, she tries another tactic. “I know you and Colton don’t get along much, but what if you bring Grayson? You won’t be bored then. You’ll have your man and I’ll have Maddox.”

	I slowly tilt my head at her words. “Maddox is your man?” I’m only half-teasing.

	“Huh?”

	Laughter bubbles from my chest. “You don’t even realize how much deep shit you’re in.”

	“Shut up, Riley,” she grumbles unhappily. 

	“I’ll shut up now. But mark my words — you and Maddox? It’s going to happen.”

	“Why is it so hard to believe that we’re just friends?”

	“Because Lila, my love…it’s inevitable. Boys like Maddox? They love playing with fire. And Lila? Maddox Coulter will blindly walk into flames and burn to ashes for you, if he has to.”

	It’s literally written in the stars for them.

	I don’t understand how they are still denying it. 

	“And, yeah…I’ll come to the party,” I finally tell her when she’s grown silent. Lila nods quietly, a far-away look in her eyes. Lost in her thoughts. Thinking about my words.

	But there’s one thing I know about Lila…

	She’s over-the-top stubborn.

	And so is Maddox. 

	***

	 

	The clinking of our forks and knives against our plates are the only sound echoing through the walls of the dining room. My parents don’t speak during dinner; they rarely ever do. And if they do speak, it’s always to point out my flaws or something I’ve done to displease them.

	It’s never, “How are you? How was your day?”

	It’s never, “I am proud of you.”

	It’s always, “You’ve disappointed me, Riley.”

	It’s a ruthless cycle, one I’ve desperately been trying to break free from. But I can’t. 

	This vessel that carries me, my withering soul, and the heart that beats in my chest — they’ve molded me, like a piece of clay, into the way I am now. They used their bare hands to sculpt Riley Johnson into the woman they want her to be. 

	I cut my steak into smaller pieces. Their plates are almost clear, but I’ve only taken two tiny bites so far. And those bites have settled heavily in my stomach. The steak tastes bland and I feel gross. The potato gratin on my plate makes me nauseous. 

	I’m already uncomfortably full, and barely had two bites.

	My father wipes his mouth with his napkin, always meticulous in his actions. I wait for him to get up and leave, so I can get away too. But he doesn’t rise to his feet like I expect him to.

	He drops the napkin next to his empty porcelain plate and takes a slow sip of his red wine. “You’re dating Grayson Hale,” he tells me, matter-of-factly. 

	It’s not a question. His words are a statement.

	I should have known…I couldn’t possibly keep my relationship with Grayson a secret. Not that I want to keep him a secret. But I want more time with him…

	Before I am forced to break our hearts. I know my father, and Grayson is not his ideal option for me, considering his past.

	“He’s a good choice,” my father continues, toneless. “He’s a Hale, after all.” 

	My head snaps up, and I gape at him. Did I just hear him correctly?

	“Benjamin Hale is a judge, and Grayson will most likely follow in his footsteps.” My father rises to his feet, pushing his chair away as he does. “You’ve done one thing right in your life, Riley. Don’t ruin this. I expect great things from you.”

	My heart drops into the pit of my stomach and a prickling feeling shoots up my spine.

	He steps away from the table, and I watch him walk away. My mother makes a sound in the back of her throat, bringing my attention to her. Her makeup, her hair and everything about her is flawless. As always. But she looks more like a lifeless doll than a human. 

	“You have the qualities to wrap a man like Grayson around your finger, Riley. Don’t waste it. You have the face and the body.” She lifts her chin, giving me that haughty familiar look. “I’ve taught you everything I know, don’t disappoint us.”

	She leaves the table too, and the moment I am alone, my chest rattles with a sharp inhale. It feels like my rib cage is caving inward, trapping and squeezing my lungs. Mercilessly. 

	I can’t breathe under the pressure. 

	They approve of Grayson…

	But it comes with a price.

	I refuse to let my parents taint what Grayson and me have. 

	He’s special: our feelings for each other are neither fake nor an arrangement.

	We are not an illusion or a pretty facade to manipulate those around us.

	Grayson is real with me. 

	And I won’t allow anyone to poison what we are together.

	

















 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	Colton — 18 years old 

	It’s sickening. 

	Watching Maddox and Lila flirt constantly while they claim to be “just friends.” 

	Yeah, I call bullshit.

	It’s sickening.

	Watching Riley and Grayson be so cozy with each other. So blindly in love.

	Yeah, that’s bullshit too.

	They are wrapped up in their own little world, not really paying attention to anyone else around them. I’ve never seen Riley so…content before. Blissful. Calm. She beams up at Grayson, at whatever he’s saying to her. And then she throws her head back and laughs. 

	A soft, feminine laugh that sends tingles up my spine. My chest tightens.

	And fuck, it’s maddening.

	Her pretty smile. Her genuine laughter. Her large wistful eyes. 

	It’s like she’s found all her answers in Grayson’s arms and that pisses me off.

	I can’t understand why. I’ve always been a little fucked in the head, but Riley? She’s messing with my mind with her mere existence. I thought I’d have some fun tormenting her, but she’s causing me trouble now. Oh, how the tables have turned. 

	The events of Halloween night keep playing over and over in my mind. The scent of her pussy and juices, the way she rocked against my fingers and dug her nails into my shoulders. Her flushed face, her swollen lips, her hazy eyes. Everything is ingrained in my head. 

	Her heartbreak and her sorrow…

	The utter defeat on her tear-stained face at my cruel words. 

	And then her falling into Grayson’s arm after running away from me. I saw it. Them in the middle of the field, under the moonlight. Him picking up the pieces that I broke. 

	I stayed and watched them. 

	I watched the moment Riley fell in love with Grayson.

	My dislike for him seems to increase with each passing day. He’s a fucking nobody, but he waltzed into Berkshire Academy and stole the little wallflower from me.

	Riley Johnson was supposed to be mine—to tease and to torment. To watch her break under my touch, to see if the petals of her soul wither or blossom under my cruelty. 

	I don’t know when my curiosity about Riley became a mindless obsession.

	But now she’s deliriously in love with that damn nerd. 

	“Colton,” Kate purrs in my ear. 

	My jaw twitches as I catch a whiff of her strong perfume and the overpowering stench of alcohol on her breath. She’s drunk and humping me like a bitch in heat. 

	My father and Sienna are out of town for two days, and what’s a guy to do when he needs some entertainment from his mundane, boring life? He throws a rash party. That’s exactly what I did.

	The party is in full swing. Surprisingly, Maddox doesn’t have a chick in his lap tonight. Instead, he’s drunkenly eyeing Lila’s ass like he’s a starving man and she’s his last damn meal. He’s fucking whipped for her and hasn’t even realized it yet. They are the two most stubborn people I’ve ever seen. Unreasonably stubborn and willfully blind.

	Kate rocks against me, her lips brushing against mine suggestively. My dick is not in the mood for her, but when I’ve had enough of Riley and Grayson being all lovey dovey on the couch across from me, I grab Kate by the ass and rise to my feet. She makes a pleased sound in the back of her throat and we barely make it upstairs before her hand reaches for my belt and she goes straight for the buckle. 

	I’m drunk and bored.

	And pissed. 

	We don’t even make it to my room. I stop in the corridor, and Kate slides down my body, dropping to her knees. She blinks up at me, her lips curling with a smirk. “You don’t mind an audience?”

	I take out the joint from my pocket and light it up, watching the flames flicker. I take a hit, exhaling the smoke with a bored smile. “I don’t mind anything as long as you’re sucking my dick. Stop talking and put your mouth to good use.”

	She unbuckles my jeans and takes out my dick. I take another hit of my joint, as she wraps her lips around my length. I lean back against the wall, tilting my head up and looking at the ceiling and noticing one of the bulbs flickering from the heavy chandelier in the middle of the corridor. 

	I take another long drag, enjoying the burn in my throat. 

	Kate deep-throats me, and she’s sloppy. But whatever. I soon find my release, and she swallows, some of it spilling past her lips. She’s a little messy, but I guess she’s getting off on that. A moan slips from her, and I roll my eyes. 

	I drop the joint, stepping on it with my foot. Kate wipes the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand and rises to her feet. She leans forward, pressing her chest against mine, and brings our faces closer. She curls her arms around the back of my neck, but I tilt my head back before she can kiss me. 

	Kate glowers at me suspiciously. “What? I sucked your dick, but you can’t kiss me?”

	I grunt in response. “Don’t be clingy now. I despise that.”

	I’m tucking my dick back in my jeans when I see a flash of blonde hair from the corner of my eyes. My gaze snaps to her, and I see Riley coming to halt at the top of the stairs when she sees me and Kate together. Her lips twist, scowling at us and our compromising position.

	When Kate notices my attention’s diverted, she brings her lips to my throat, nibbling on the flesh. Putting on an inappropriate show in front of the little wallflower. 

	Riley flushes, her cheeks pinkening in a way that makes me wonder where else she’s pink like this. It makes me want to sink my teeth into her delicate skin, just to feast on her reaction. 

	Riley swivels around to go back downstairs. Probably back into Grayson’s arms. My body moves on its own, before I can even process my reaction. I jerk away from Kate, and stagger toward Riley, my arm snaking out to grab her around the waist. 

	She gasps when I tug her to me, her back slamming against my chest. I keep my hand pressed against her abdomen, pinning her to me. “What the hell? Let go, Bennett,” Riley hisses under her breath. 

	Kate makes an enraged sound behind me, and then she’s stomping past us, her shoulder roughly bumping into mine as she makes her way downstairs. 

	Riley claws at my arm that’s around her, her nails biting into my skin. With a frustrated snarl, I spin us around. I blame my drunkenness for my reaction. I can’t fucking think clearly when Riley is around me. I’m bitter, angry…She infuriates me.

	Her back slams against the wall, and I cage her smaller body between my arms, towering over her. Her chest heaves, her head tilting upward, and our gazes lock. 

	Thud. 

	My head lowers, my breath caressing her soft, pink lips. Lips that tasted of clementines. “Why him?” I hiss, my harsh voice barely recognizable to my own ears. “Why Grayson? Why that fucking nerd?”

	I don’t fucking understand her. 

	No, that’s a goddamn lie. 

	I don’t understand why she makes me feel the way I do.

	And the worst of it? I can’t even begin to comprehend why she and Grayson together infuriates me.

	Riley pushes at my chest, but her strength is unmatched against mine. Her eyes harden with a dark glare. “You were doing really well for the last few months, Colton. But here you go, acting like a jerk again. Your assholery really has no limits.”

	My fingers wrap around the base of her slender throat, my thumb brushing against her pulsing vein. She sucks in a shuddering breath at my touch and my dick hardens. 

	“Why?” I ask again, my words slightly slurred. 

	Her lips twist angrily. “Because Grayson is everything you’re not.”

	My heart slams into my chest.

	“Riley?” Her eyes widen at the sound of her name. From his lips. She roughly shoves at my chest, her sudden aggressiveness causing me to stumble back, letting her go. 

	She skirts away from me and moves toward Grayson, standing by his side. His body is tense, and his brows furrow with questions. “Is there a problem here?”

	Riley swallows. “I was just looking for the bathroom, and um…Colton is drunk. He staggered into me. It’s fine.”

	My chest rumbles with a humorless laugh. Grayson’s gaze darkens with silent menace, and he protectively wraps his arm around her shoulder. She instinctively curls into him, pressing into his side. Bitterness courses through my veins, and I suddenly feel antagonistic. 

	Yeah, fuck this shit.

	“Let’s just go.” Riley tries to tug Grayson away.

	Not so fast, little wallflower. I’m not done with you yet. 

	“You know,” I drawl lazily, shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans. My lips twitch with a smirk, knowing damn well I’m about to fuck with them. “I had your girlfriend’s pussy juices all over my fingers on Halloween night. I made her feel real good, before sending her back to you.”

	Riley gasps loudly, her eyes widening in absolute horror. 

	Grayson suddenly lurches forward, and his fist slams into my face, knocking me back against the wall. The floor sways underneath my feet, and I hear a distant scream and approaching footsteps. I don’t bother fighting back, because I know I deserve that punch. I was waiting for it, egging him on, knowing full well what the outcome would be. 

	I see Maddox and Lila out of the corner of my eye.

	I hear Riley’s voice, begging Grayson to let go of me.

	He grips the collar of my shirt and leans into my face, his expression dark and thunderous. “What happened between you and Riley that night stays between the two of you,” Grayson hisses, low enough that no one else can hear him but me. “Because I know whatever happened, broke her heart and I was the one there to hold her. But don’t ever disrespect my girl like that again. I don’t care what your problem is, Colton. But grow the fuck up and keep Riley out of your mouth.”

	He releases me and steps away, his jaw tight with fury. Riley makes a choked sound in the back of her throat, and she holds his hand, their fingers entwined. Grayson pushes his glasses up his nose, before steering her away from me, and I watch them disappear down the stairs. 

	Lila gives me a disgruntled look. 

	Maddox shakes his head, displeased with my stupid hostility. 

	I rub my sore jaw, where Grayson’s fist landed, and grimace. Leaning my head back against the wall, I squeeze my eyes shut.

	I know that when tomorrow morning comes…

	My sober ass is going to regret every drunken word I spoke tonight. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	Grayson — 18 years old 

	 

	“Grayson, wait.” Riley digs her feet into the ground, and I come to an abrupt halt. Stumbling into my back, a sound of surprise spills from her lips. “I can…explain. About what happened on Halloween night.” Her voice is meek, filled with anxiousness and worry. Scared.

	I spin around, cupping her jaw between the palms of my hands. She grips the lapels of my jacket, holding on tight. As if she’s terrified I’ll somehow disappear right in front of her eyes. 

	I am so fucking pissed right now; I can’t think straight.

	Lowering my forehead to hers, my chest shudders with a harsh exhale. “I shouldn’t have punched him, though he deserved it for being so careless with his words. But I should have controlled my anger better.”

	Riley blinks.

	I know my words sound a lot like an apology and maybe I am trying to apologize. I know violence makes Riley uneasy, and I hate that she has to see this side of me. I never want to frighten her, not with my strength or my fury. Riley doesn’t need to know and definitely doesn’t need to see the violence I’m capable of. I don’t want her anywhere near it. 

	“Colton made a scene,” she grumbles under her breath, still looking horrified by what he said back in the house. “But let me explain, please. About what he said.”

	My lips brush against hers, and she looks taken aback by my sudden tender kiss. “I don’t need to know what happened between you and Colton,” I whisper into her lips, “it doesn’t matter, because you’re here with me now. You chose me.”

	“It was never a choice between you and him,” she breathes softly. 

	My heart stutters. 

	I think I was scared to hear her version of what happened that night.

	I don’t want to know what went on between them. Whatever physical happened, I picked up the emotional pieces of Riley that night. 

	She chose to stay in my arms.

	She chose to trust me. 

	Whatever happened between Colton and her is in the past. Colton might have made it sound like something was going on between them, but I know Riley.

	My girl is loyal to the core.

	Our relationship was built on longing and trust.

	Feelings we didn’t quite understand then, but are clearer now.

	Her lips move under mine, tentative at first before Riley pushes herself on her tiptoes and deepens the kiss. “Grayson?” My name is a question on her lips. 

	I break the kiss and pull back enough to stare down at her wide, glassy eyes. “Yes?”

	She swallows. “Thank you. For always believing in me, for trusting me, for always putting me and my needs first.”

	My thumb brushes along her jaw, her skin soft and delicate under my touch. Riley leans into me, and I feel the beat of her heart, thudding erratically against my own. Shit, I’ve been trying to be patient, allowing Riley to set the pace.

	I didn’t want to rush her into sex, especially after her experience with Jasper. She deserves romance and flowers. Sweet and slow. 

	But when she looks up at me like this — with warm eyes that speak of lust and needfulness, I can’t possibly hold back anymore. 

	Especially after knowing what I know now. 

	My time with Riley is limited…

	I’m not ready to break her heart yet; I need more time with her. I need to love her a little longer, before I am forced to say goodbye.

	A sharp pain pierces through my sternum. “Stay with me tonight,” I rasp hoarsely. “Don’t go home.”

	Her mouth parts in surprise, before her cheeks redden. And then a pleased smile ghosts her lips. “Okay.” She sighs, melting into my arms. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	Riley — 18 years old

	 

	My heart drums in my ears, heat blooming low in my stomach before erupting through every little particle in my body. 

	Grayson lifts off me, breaking our kiss to take his glasses off and place them on the nightstand beside the bed. He drags his shirt over his head before carelessly dropping it somewhere on the floor. My gaze sweeps over his shirtless body, drinking him in. His wide chest, his muscular shoulders and strong biceps, his defined abs and the trail of hair that leads from his navel and…lower. His dark jeans are hiding the rest of my glorious view.

	Wetness slicks my thighs, and I squeeze my legs together, trying to alleviate the ache. “Hurry,” I tell him, dragging my fingers over his bare arms. “It feels like I’ve been waiting for this for too long.”

	Grayson grins lazily, and I swear I’m swooning. That dimple! “We have all night, Goldilocks. And all day tomorrow too.”

	Oh yeah…

	I grin at his words. We have all the time together and no one to disturb us. Grayson’s uncle gifted him this penthouse on his eighteenth birthday. I knew Grayson wasn’t exactly happy with the gift and not because he’s ungrateful. But because he hates things being given to him without having to work for it. The only reason he accepted the gift was because it would give us more privacy. 

	Grayson doesn’t feel worthy of things, unless he has earned them himself. And even then, he’s always skeptical about the good things in his life. 

	Almost like he’s anxious—waiting for the next tragedy. He doesn’t trust fate. 

	Neither do I, actually.

	But kismet brought us together, and he’s the only good thing in my life. 

	And I won’t let anyone else steal that from me. This moment. Him. Grayson.

	He is mine.

	And he’s worthy…

	He always has been.

	Grayson slowly lowers himself back over me, settling his hips between my spread thighs. My arms curl around his shoulders, welcoming him back into my embrace. His lips brush along my jaw, and then lower, nibbling on the sensitive flesh of my throat. I know he’s trying to go slow, to take his sweet time to savor this. But God, his touch is making me crazy.

	My stomach flutters, and the ache between my thighs intensifies. 

	“I’m not letting you leave my bed until I’m satisfied,” he rasps against my skin, sending tingles through my body and making my toes curl. “But even then…I don’t think it’ll be enough.”

	His lips fuse with mine again as he cups my breast over my shirt, caressing my nipple through the thin fabric. My back arches off the bed, silently demanding more. 

	I rub my hands over his chest, his shoulders and his arms, touching him everywhere I can. Wanting to explore more of his body, desperate to learn where he likes to be touched. 

	“Clothes. Off,” I whimper into his lips. “Now. I can’t take this teasing anymore, Grayson.”

	We break apart, and then I’m practically ripping my clothes off in haste as he discards his jeans. We don’t care where they land on the floor, before he’s on me again. 

	I catch his fevered eyes when he crawls back over my body.

	Skin to skin. 

	Fire courses through my veins the moment we touch.

	I cup his jaw, as sparks tingle across my skin. My lips caress his, and I breathe into our kiss. “I love you. I don’t know how it happened, but I do. I love you, Grayson.”

	I fell into him without even realizing it.

	I walked into love. 

	Not knowing when it happened, or how it did.

	Somehow Grayson stole a piece of me. With his tenderness. His warmth. His protectiveness. He made me trust him, and I did. For the first time in my life, I trusted someone with my heart first, then my body. Maybe a gut instinct, a voice in my head that told me he is the one. The gift of my patience.

	His chest shudders, and Grayson groans my name. Like it’s a blessing. A prayer. “I am not worthy of you, Goldilocks. But I love you, anyway. I am not worthy, but I need you.”

	My pulse quickens and his heart thuds against mine. 

	The pressure at the bottom of my stomach builds, flooding my mind and my body like molten lava. Sweat slicks across my skin, my body flushing with arousal. The feel of him against me…his expert fingers delving between my thighs, seeking out my slick heat, his lips on mine, stealing another bruising kiss. 

	My body is hyperaware of every inch of Grayson.

	When he moves farther down, spreading my thighs with his wide shoulders and lifting my hips to his face, my back arches against him.

	Whimpering. 

	Heady with desire.

	He groans at the first taste of me. 

	Tongue delving deep. Lips tasting my lust.

	I lose focus as his carnal words promise me everything dirty and sensual.

	His touch entices the tide in me, the storm of ecstasy, sending me into a world of rapture.

	My nails dig into his shoulders, and Grayson grunts.

	My moans fill the room.

	Our bodies slick with sweat.

	Grayson fills me, slowly. Deeply.

	It’s sweet.

	Romantic.

	Passionate.

	Exquisite.

	Safe.

	Erotic.

	My thighs clench around his hips. My body shudders, his name spilling from my lips in pleasure as I dive over the edge of ecstasy. His grunts of pleasure resonate through me and I wrap my arms around him. 

	This is all I’ve ever wanted.

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTY

	Grayson — 18 years old (a month later)

	 

	Half of Riley’s body is lying on top of mine, like a blanket of warmth. She cuddles closer, making a sleepy sound in the back of her throat, before burying her face in my chest. 

	Skin to skin.

	Her hair tickles my bare chest, with the messy strands spread over my pillow. With my arm around her hips, I keep her anchored to me.

	It’s morning already, yet I can’t bring myself to get up and leave her alone in bed. I want to savor this moment, every moment we have together. 

	Riley celebrated her nineteenth birthday yesterday. 

	I wonder…if I will get to spend another birthday with her.

	How much more time do I have left with Riley…?

	The hardest goodbyes are always the ones when there’s no choice. First Naomi, now Riley. I should have never trusted fate when it gave me Riley. But for the first time in my life, I had taken the plunge. I discarded all the red flags, all the possible warnings about our heartbreak and chose my love for Riley.

	I chose us.

	For however long I have with her.

	I know it hurt Riley when I told her I’m going to Harvard, even though she tried to hide her disappointment with her well-practiced smile. She didn’t want me to feel guilty for staying. But I know my girl. Riley thought we would be attending the same university, that we’d be moving out together and sharing an apartment. I’m sure she dreamed of how our mundane life would have been together; I did too. And it was a pretty dream.

	But things have changed.

	I can’t go…because I have unfinished business here. 

	My phone vibrates on the nightstand with an incoming call, and I reach for it. An unknown caller ID flashes on my screen, but I already know who it is. He rarely ever calls, and when he does, it’s always to ask for something— spewing all kinds of excuses. 

	I gently untangle myself from Riley, dragging the covers up to her shoulders. A sleepy protest spills from her lips, before she blindly reaches for my pillow, curling around it. 

	I pick my discarded boxers off the floor and put them on, before making my way to the balcony. I slide the glass door closed behind me. The night is still and eerily quiet, without any sound from the nyctophile animals or the wind rustling through the trees.

	“What is it?” I ask when I finally answer the call. 

	“Grayson,” he says through the phone, his voice sounding disturbed. “I need your help.”

	Of course, as expected…

	That’s the only reason my father calls. 

	Frowning, I lean against the metal railing. “What happened this time?”

	I can hear him swallow, nervously. A little distressed maybe. “I owe someone. Please, just let me explain before you cut off the call. I really need your he—”

	“Money?” I interrupt his rambling.

	After a long few seconds of silence, he lets out a sigh. “Yes.”

	“I told you I’m not going to help you anymore after last time,” I mutter, annoyed with his constant negligence. He always brings his troubles to me and expects me to drop everything to help him. When I don’t, he starts with the gaslighting and emotional blackmail.

	I hear a rustling in the background and then he’s speaking again. Begging. “Please, son. I really need to give them back the money I borrowed. I promise I’ll pay you back. Just this once. One last time, please. I won’t bother you again. After today, I’ll clean up my act. I promise.”

	He has always failed at keeping his promises.

	A frustrated growl rumbles from my chest. “Why are you still borrowing money from these people?” Raking my fingers through my hair, I bite back a growl. Fuck, I’m pissed… “How much do you need?”

	“A hundred.”

	“A hundred thousand?”

	He clears his throat and then mutters a quiet, “Yes.”

	Fucking hell. 

	“Fine,” I spit out, clenching my fists. I’m incapable of saying no to him…not because he’s my father. I could care less about this feeble man; he has brought me and my family too much trouble. But I have unfinished business with him and a job I need to complete. “Meet me at the subway in an hour.”

	I cut the call and walk back inside. Frustrated with the situation, I march into the walk-in closet and quickly get dressed. Grabbing my baseball cap and my glasses off the nightstand, I pause to look down at my girl. 

	Goldilocks is still sleeping, looking so serene in my bed, and it physically pains me to walk away from her right now. I lean down, brushing my lips over her forehead in a tender kiss before pulling away. “I’ll be back soon. Sleep tight, baby.”

	I make sure to leave Riley a note, so she doesn’t worry if she wakes up before I return and doesn’t find me in bed with her. 

	I couldn’t bear to wake you up when you’re sleeping so peacefully. 

	I’ll be back soon.

	I love you,

	Grayson.

	And then I make a quick call, before leaving the penthouse.

	Time to meet Daddy Dearest. 

	Let’s see what he’s up to now. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	Riley — 19 years old

	 

	“Are you sure you want to do this right now?” Lila asks for the umpteenth time. She’s rarely ever anxious, but today her mood is slightly off. She’s jittery, and it’s unlike her. I know she’s concerned and feeling protective over me.

	I place a hand on her knee, giving her my best practiced smile. Even though I’m feeling anything but confident on the inside. I’m scared shitless. My stomach twists and rolls, nausea building in my throat. The bitter acidic taste of bile fills my mouth and I force myself to swallow it all down. “I have to.”

	“You don’t have to. You’re shaking, Riley.” She grabs my hand, squeezing. “Come home with me tonight, stay, and when you’re calmer, you can tell your father the news.”

	“No, I have to.” I shake my head. “I already left the admission letter on the table. He came home an hour ago. He must have found it by now.”

	After a few seconds of tense silence, Lila straightens her back and reaches for the door. “Fine. I’ll go with you,” she mutters firmly, utter determination in her voice.

	“No!”

	Lila frowns, her lips twisting with displeasure. She has that surly expression on her face that I’m familiar with.

	Ah, my sweet, courageous friend.

	But this is my battle.

	Lila has been my pillar for the longest time, but I have to do this on my own.

	But more importantly, I don’t want her to get on my father’s bad side. He doesn’t seem too fond of her, anyway. I’ve kept Lila away from my family as much as I could over the last year and a half. This is my only way of protecting her. 

	“But Riley—"

	It’s my turn to squeeze her hand, trying to soothe her worry by feigning bravery. “I can do this on my own,” I tell her, with a slight tremor in my voice, but I cover it with another fake… confident smile.

	Except Lila is not falling for it. 

	She knows me, and she sees the vulnerability I try so hard to hide.

	I am brave, I whisper in my head. I can do this. I’m taking control of my life.

	“It’s okay, I got this.”

	She finally relents, and lets out a sigh. “Okay, Maddox and I will be right here.” I meet Maddox’s eyes through the rearview mirror and he nods in silent acknowledgement. 

	Lila and I went to the movies earlier today. It was supposed to be a girls’ day out, but Maddox, the stalker, can’t seem to stay away from my best friend for too long. We found him in the aisle behind us in the theater. He tried to pass it off as a mere coincidence. Yeah, as if that’s believable. Maddox is so whipped for her, it’s almost comical. 

	“We’ll wait for you. Then we’ll go to my place after you’re done talking or I can drop you off at Grayson’s,” Lila continues. 

	“Yup. Thank you,” I whisper in gratitude.

	I take a deep breath and step out of Maddox’s newest car, a black Bugatti. Probably one of his most expensive ones. He’s got a whole garage of them. 

	Lila shifts to the front seat, sitting beside Maddox. It’s crazy how she used to be so scared of getting in any car, since her accident. The trauma left her scarred and created an immense terror inside her. The mere thought of getting in a car used to push her over the edge and into a mindless panic attack. 

	But somehow Maddox was able to get rid of her crippling fear. And that’s why I know he’s the perfect man for her. 

	Lila trusts him…

	Maybe more than she trusts me. And that’s okay. I can’t even be mad about it.

	Because Maddox was able to put the pieces of her shattered heart together when I had been incapable of doing so. 

	She rolls down the window and gives me a thumbs-up, but her lips are thinned in a straight line, her eyes shining with both concern and protectiveness. 

	I give her a mini wave, before making my way inside the house. The moment I step through the door, my eyes lock on my father, who is sitting on the white armchair in the large foyer. He has removed his suit jacket, and his sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, his tie loose around his neck. He sits laid-back, with his left ankle crossed over his opposite knee.

	Fear slides through my cold veins at his expressionless face.

	He is eerily calm.

	“What is the meaning of this, Riley?” he questions slowly, the deceiving softness in his voice making me sweat as my heart hammers painfully in my chest.

	I swallow past the thick lump in my throat and take a tentative step forward. “I rejected Yale’s offer. I’ve decided that I’m not going to Yale.”

	My Harvard’s admission letter flutters in my father’s hand. I can almost hear his molars grinding under the pressure of his clenched jaw. His fist closes around the paper, crumbling it before throwing it at my feet.

	His expression changes in an instant. Going from calm to stormy, full of rage. His eyes darken cruelly and his lips thin into a furious, disapproving line. 

	My blood roars between my ears, and I feel the way my lungs cave within the confinement of my rib cage. Breathe, Riley… 

	My father slowly gets to his feet, straightening to his full height, and in two long strides, he’s in my face. “I will make a call to Yale’s Administration and speak with the President,” he tells me. The tone of his voice brooks no argument. “I will tell him this was a mistake, and you will apologize for your recklessness and promise him that you will work hard.” 

	I try to stand strong, to show no visible signs of fear, but with him in my face like this, I can’t breathe…

	I take a trembling step back, and then another. Putting some space between us, between his fury and me. I know what his rage is capable of, the violence that accompanies it. Licking my lips, I try to speak…but I simply can’t. My throat closes, a choked sound spilling from my lips instead.

	My father slowly advances toward me. “You are very lucky I know the President of Yale. He is a very close friend of your grandfather. But this is the last time I fix your mistakes. I will take this as a brief lapse of judgment from you, but it will not happen again. Understood, Riley.”

	“No.” The word spills from my lips before I can overthink it.

	“Excuse me? What did you just say?” he asks, his voice eerily quiet. 

	“I said…no. I will not be going to Yale.” My back straightens and I try to hide the trembling in my body. “I’m going to Harvard. I’ve already accepted their offer. This is where I want to pursue my post-secondary education.”

	I don’t see it coming, although I should have. My father lurches forward, backhanding me across the face. The force of his slap sends me back two steps and my cheek throbs with pain. 

	“I should have known that Lila girl would influence you,” he spits out. 

	“This has nothing to do with her!” I squeak defensively, holding a hand over my bruised cheek. My father doesn’t particularly like my best friend, simply because her family name is not useful to him. Lila doesn’t belong to an upper-class family. To my father, she is a nobody. Just a silly, bold girl, who’s attending Berkshire Academy of Weston. 

	An ambitious girl who doesn’t belong with us, and who will not last long in our world. The world of the rich and corrupted. But he’s wrong.

	Because Lila Garcia has the strongest ally — Maddox Coulter. 

	My father jerks toward me, his hand reaching out to grip my arm. He gives me a hard shake, my neck snapping backward with the sudden force. “Don’t piss me off, Riley,” he warns, his voice low and full of silent threats.

	“Y-you’re hurting me.”

	His fingers tighten around my bicep, and I flinch when his nails dig in. “I’ve given you a lavish lifestyle, I’ve given you everything you need, Riley…Now is not the time to act like a stupid, spoiled brat. You will be going to Yale and that’s final.”

	The issue here is not the choice of schools. Both Yale and Harvard are great. I think my father would have wanted me to go to Harvard if it wasn’t for the fact that he knows I prefer it more than Yale. He knows this is my choice, and he doesn’t want me to have it.

	My father’s problem is that…he wants complete control of my life. If I don’t have the freedom to make my own choices, then I can’t break free from the ironclad hold he has on me. This house is his dominion. He is judge and jury. I am to do exactly as he says and not question his authority. 

	He wants me to go to Yale because he’s on the board of trustees for the university. My father attended Yale himself, and before him, my grandfather served as a senior trustee on the board. My great-grandfather too. He wants to continue the Johnson’s family legacy.

	And I simply want to break free from it.

	“No, she won’t.”

	Lila’s voice shocks me to my core and my head snaps toward the entrance. She’s standing there, her phone in her hand. Recording. 

	Oh God. No!

	What is she doing?

	Lila takes a step forward, her lips twisting with disdain as her eyes sweep over my father’s tall frame and his harsh grip on my arm. “She won’t be going to Yale, because she’s attending Harvard.”

	My father releases me, roughly. I stumble back, my pulse beating in my throat. Cold spider-like fingers race up and down my spine and my flesh crawls with apprehension. 

	When she is close enough, Lila tosses her phone toward my father and he easily grabs it in mid-air. “Look through the photo gallery,” she says coldly. 

	His expression changes from furious to shock and then…the color slowly drains from his face before my father quickly hides it. A cold mask, the perfect exterior of self-assurance slams over his expression. His dark, calculated gaze lands on Lila as he hands me the phone. 

	I recognize that look on his face. He’s judging her, trying to search for a vulnerability to weaken Lila’s resolve. Looking down at the phone, I find photos of me on the screen. Sleeping or too preoccupied with something else to notice Lila secretly snapping these pictures. And in all of them, my bruises are visible and a stark contrast against my pale skin.

	Bruises my father has left on me during his violent rage. 

	Bruises I have kept hidden under my clothes or tried to hide with makeup.

	“I’ve been documenting your abusive behavior toward your daughter for the last year and a half,” Lila elaborates, nudging her chin up as she speaks to my father. Her voice is strong, without even a hitch in it. She doesn’t fear him and she doesn’t lower her eyes either. “I knew it would come in handy one day.”

	A gasp spills from my lips. 

	She’s utterly insane. Lila has no idea the calamity she’s bringing upon herself by going against my father in such a reckless way. She can’t be thinking straight right now.

	But Lila Garcia is dauntless. 

	She advances forward with a slow step. “Imagine the chaos this will bring if those photos go public? You’re planning to run for Governor of State, aren’t you? But who would want an abusive asshole as their governor? Tsk, tsk. Mr. Johnson, you have a dilemma on your hands.”

	My jaw comes unhinged. Oh, God! “Lila! Enough, please,” I hiss, trying to motion for her to stay quiet, but she doesn’t glance at me. Her focus is solely on my father. 

	Panic wells up inside me, my heart shooting to my throat. 

	The shaking begins, my nails digging into the palm of my hands. I am stuck between wanting to run away, and standing beside Lila so that she doesn’t have to face my father alone. For me. 

	But I am a weak, weak girl.

	I am brave.

	No, that was a pretty lie. 

	I am brave.

	Stupid and feeble Riley.

	Always needs someone else to fight her battles.

	Stupid… stupid…stupid.

	Why can’t I move?

	I can’t speak…

	I can’t… 

	My chest tightens and the floor sways underneath me. 

	“I know what girls like you want,” my father states calmly. Through blurry vision, I see him taking out his check book. “How much, Miss Garcia?”

	My stomach twists painfully, sweat beading across my forehead and down my back. Lila tosses her head back, letting out a dry laugh. “I don’t need your filthy money. All I’m saying is that you will let Riley go to Harvard as she wants and these photos won’t make it for public consumption. I’m not here for a discussion. I’m here to tell you how it’s going to go. That’s all, Mr. Johnson.”

	“Lila!” My voice bellows, surprising all of us, myself included. Her brows furrow in confusion, and I shake my head at her. A tiny, desperate shake. Please, please…don’t do this.

	Maybe she finally sees the panic on my face because her lips thin into a straight line. Her jaw tightens defiantly, her fists clenching at her sides as she fights with herself. To stay silent, to not fight back. I swallow dryly, unable to wet my parched throat. “Leave, please. This is between me and my father.”

	A pang of regret courses through me when her features twist with hurt. “Leave,” I practically beg this time.

	Lila snatches the phone from my hand and stalks away. Her feet stomp against the floor, as she silently rages. As soon as her figure disappears past the door, my father tsks darkly. “Your friend is quite bold. Braver than you, I have to admit. She’s got some backbone, but she’s a clueless, little thing. If she messes with the wrong people, her boldness can get her killed.”

	My blood runs cold, my heart stammering in my chest. My lungs squeeze with agony, until I am choking on my spit, trying desperately to breathe.

	I flinch when my father lurches toward me, his hand snaking out to grip my jaw. His fingers dig into my cheeks and a painful whine spills from me. “I can make her disappear, Riley. And I will, if you don’t have her delete all those photos. So tell your little friend to watch her mouth next time. Tell her to be very careful before crossing me again.”

	He brings his face closer, his spittle landing on my cheeks. “You know what I’m capable of.”

	“Yes,” I whimper quietly. 

	“I don’t have to get my own hands dirty, Riley. She may be bold, but she’s powerless. I can and will make Lila disappear. She has no one to protect her. And guess what? Her old, poor grandparents will mourn for their precious granddaughter, and you’re going to cry with them, while knowing exactly what happened to your little friend. You will live with the knowledge that you caused her demise.”

	I suck in a harsh inhale as my stomach contracts into a tight ball. A wave of acid wells up in my throat, and I fight the urge to gag as mindless panic runs through my veins. 

	“Do you understand what I’m saying?”

	I nod mutely, choking back on my sob. 

	“Good girl,” my father praises, finally releasing his tight grip on my jaw. “You can have Harvard, but I will be choosing what you do. You don’t get a choice anymore, Riley. You will be studying sociology, and then you’re going to law school. That’s not up for discussion.”

	My breathing is thin and ragged, my chest rattling with every shaky breath I take. I wring my hands together, trying to keep my features deceptively composed, but I know I’m shaking too much to fool my father.

	Law School?

	That doesn’t make any sense. Why would he want me to pursue a career in law? Didn’t he want me to study politics instead? 

	“I’ll make sure you work directly under Benjamin Hale. And it won’t be too difficult with you being Grayson’s girlfriend. Once you get into his inner circle, it might just be my ticket to winning the Presidential Election one day.”

	Oh…

	It finally clicks to me.

	Everything he does, every choice he makes for me is to further his career in politics. I am only ever useful to him if I help him accomplish his selfish, greedy ambitions. 

	His phone rings, briefly diverting his attention. He checks the Caller ID and then declines the call. “Get out,” he spits, “and make sure that Lila deletes every single photo she has taken. Don’t disappoint me, Riley. And most importantly, don’t fuck with me. You won’t like the consequences. I promise you…you will regret the day you ever defy me like this again. Get out of my sight now.”

	I turn on my heels and run.

	Lila is waiting for me outside the gates, leaning against Maddox’s black Bugatti. Her arms are crossed, a troubled expression on her face. I trip over my feet in my haste to get to her. “Delete those photos,” I demand, panic bleeding into my words until my voice is unrecognizable to my own ears. “You should have never taken them in the first place. What were you thinking?”

	She scowls. “I was trying to help. Your father is an abusive jerk!”

	She still doesn’t understand the danger she’s put herself in by threatening Thomas Johnson with evidence that could possibly ruin my father and his whole career. Does Lila not realize that the wealthy, high-society consists of filthy, corrupted people? “You had no right!” I cry, my heart rattling in dark terror. “You took those photos without my permission!”

	From the corner of my eyes, I see Maddox taking a step toward us, his mouth opening to defend Lila, but I shake my head. “Don’t,” I warn Maddox. “This is between me and her.”

	I swallow dryly, licking my lips before speaking again. “You shouldn’t have taken those photos. You don’t even realize what you’ve done, Lila.”

	“I’m not scared of him,” she hisses angrily. 

	“Please, just…delete them. He’s letting me go to Harvard. Your threats worked, but delete those photos now.”

	Lila is silent for a minute, her eyes searching mine. My chin wobbles and I hold in my tears. “Please, Lila.”

	Finally, I see the moment she relents. Lila takes the phone out of her pocket, her thumb pausing over the screen. “Are you sure?”

	“Yes. Delete all of them. And promise me you won’t do this again. You can’t confront my father like this ever again, do you understand? Promise me, Lila.”

	She nods mutely, still scowling as she deletes the folder on her phone. “There, all gone.” She pockets her phone, her brows furrowing in concern. “Now, calm down. I deleted them, we’re going to Harvard. Everything is going to be okay.”

	Lila reaches for my hand, entwining our fingers together and giving me a gentle squeeze. “Riley, breathe.”

	“Okay,” I choke out. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. 

	Lila brings out a piece of mint gum from her pocket, taking the wrapper off before handing it to me. I shove it in my mouth, chewing. Slowly, my tense muscles loosen and the fist squeezing my lungs releases its tight grip on me. My ragged breathing slows down until my thoughts are no longer muddled. The awful, frantic terror slowly eases into a dull pain in my chest. 

	When Lila sees that I’m noticeably calmer, she gives my hand another squeeze. “Let’s go.” She opens the door for me, and I get into the back seat. 

	“Can you drop me off at Grayson’s?” I ask, my voice shaking with emotion. 

	Maddox nods as Lila gets in the front seat. He pulls out of the driveaway and my quiet sniffles fill the silence among us. Through blurry vision, I see Maddox reaching out and his hand grips Lila’s thigh. Almost in a comforting manner. Protective.

	My chest shudders with realization. 

	In a moment of mindless panic, I had forgotten about Maddox Coulter and his undeniable adoration for my best friend. While my father can make Lila disappear if he wants to, Maddox will burn the whole world down to find her. 

	He will protect her…when I can’t, because I am powerless to do so.

	Our eyes meet in the rearview mirror, the expression on her face concerned. I send her a tight smile, mouthing, I’m okay. 

	In truth, I’m not okay…

	And I don’t know if I ever will be.

	 

	***

	 

	Grayson’s aunt opens the door, and she smiles at the sight of me. “Oh, Riley! How are you doing, sweetie?”

	Mrs. Hale was skeptical of mine and Grayson’s relationship in the beginning. I wasn’t her first choice for her nephew. I think she would have been happier if Grayson was dating Oaklynn. She had been pushing for it to happen, until the moment Grayson told her that he was dating me. 

	I’m glad that she eventually warmed up to me.

	We even went out for brunch once. Mrs. Hale was the one to suggest it. “I want to know the girl who stole Grayson’s heart,” she had told me that day. “You make him smile, and it’s a rare, beautiful sight.”

	I smile, stepping inside. “Hi, Mrs. Hale. I’m good, how are you?”

	She closes the door and quirks up an eyebrow. “I’m alright. Grayson is upstairs. Does he know you’re coming?”

	I shake my head. “No, I didn’t tell him.”

	“Well, go on then.” She’s grinning. I like her smile, there’s something comfortable about it. And her eyes — the warm look in them, is not fake. 

	“Thank you!” I rush upstairs to Grayson’s room. He still lives at home with his aunt and uncle, only ever going to his penthouse when we want privacy or to spend the night together. 

	I pause at his closed door, knocking softly. 

	“Come in,” he answers right away. 

	I open the door and peek my head inside. He’s lying on his back in his bed, shirtless, with a thick book in his hands. There’s just something sexy about men who read. Men with glasses, specifically. 

	I walk inside and the door closes behind me with a quiet click. “What book is that?” I ask, biting my lip. His head snaps up, and he drops the book at the sound of my voice.

	His eyes widen in surprise, and then his grin steals my breath. “Riley!” Grayson jumps off his bed and closes the distance between us in three long strides. His gray sweatpants hang low around his hips, and my throat is suddenly parched. His arm curls around my waist, tugging my body into his. 

	His lips claim mine in a heated kiss. Oh, wow. God, the butterflies he gives me.

	“You missed me already?” I murmur, giggling into his mouth. The moment I’m in Grayson’s arms, I forget all about today’s mess. My father’s threats and the anxiousness that has been eating me up on the inside. 

	“Fuck,” he groans, his hands going to my ass, “you said you would be out all day with Lila.” Grayson lifts me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist. He carries me to his bed and we fall back onto the mattress, a tangle of limbs. “Yeah, I fucking miss you, Goldilocks.”

	Grayson rolls over on his back so that I’m lying on him and practically using his body as a human mattress. My head is tucked against his chest, his heartbeat resonating in my ear. A blanket of calmness settles over me…and I am safe. In his arms.

	My throat grows thick with sadness when I remember he won’t be going to Harvard. I don’t know how I’m going to handle a long-distance relationship. I’m barely holding myself together now…what am I going to do when Grayson is not there with me? What will I do when his warmth isn’t surrounding me anymore, keeping me safe and sane?

	He has nurtured the emptiness in my heart with his sweet love and tender adoration. Grayson found me when I had been yearning for something more from my hollow life, yearning to be loved… and he filled my longing with his heated kisses and whispered caresses. 

	“Are you still sure you don’t want to go to prom?” Grayson asks, his fingers brushing over my arm. 

	“No,” I tell him. We’ve talked about this. There’s no reason for me to go to prom. I hate crowded and loud places. Going there would only trigger my anxiety. Maybe three years ago, Riley Johnson, the Cheer Captain, would have loved to attend prom. 

	But this Riley?

	She wants nothing to do with it. 

	I lift my head. “Wait, do you want to go?”

	Grayson shakes his head. “No, I really don’t care for it. But I want to make sure that’s what you want. If you decide to go, we will, and I’ll make it an unforgettable night for you. You deserve nothing less, Goldilocks. But if you don’t want to go, then that’s fine too.”

	I bury my face into the crook of his shoulder, inhaling his scent. “I don’t want to go.”

	His palm cups my ass. “Then we won’t go.”

	I smile against his skin. Fate can be cruel, but however cruel it is… 

	It gave me Grayson and I pray it doesn’t take him away from me. “Promise not to break my heart, Grayson,” I whisper.

	His throat bobs with a swallow and then I feel his lips brushing against my temple. The softest kiss and my heart stutters. “I will be breaking my own heart if I break yours, Riley. You have me in the palm of your hand.”

	My eyes close, and I sink into his warmth. “I love you.”

	“I love you too, Goldilocks.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	Colton — 18 years old

	 

	I move the last of the boxes into the apartment, the door closing behind me with a click.

	Well, I guess it’s time to unpack. But, of course, Maddox fucking bails on me during moving day to help Lila instead. Pussy-whipped fucker. 

	I can hear the clatter of voices next door as I open the fridge and take out an energy drink. Riley and Lila will be living next door to us. We’re neighbors now. Of course Maddox would want to keep Lila close to him…but this means I will be seeing the little wallflower everyday now. I can’t decide if that’s good or bad.

	The last time Riley and I spoke with each other was the night of my party, when her boyfriend punched me in the face. Though I don’t blame him, because I would have done the same thing if I were in his place. 

	The regret set in the next morning, when I was sober, and self-loathing crawled under my flesh. I had been feeding the green monster inside me, with fury and resentment toward everything and everyone. The bitterness in me had really been cruel that night.

	But Riley wants absolutely nothing to do with me now. Maddox has warned me to stay away from her, unless I want to face Lila’s wrath. She’s a tad overprotective of her best friend. 

	Taking a long sip of my drink, I make my way to the black leather couch. New town, new place…four hours and 220 miles away from the hell that I call home.

	Damn, it’s nice to finally leave. Gratifying indeed. The freedom that comes with it fills me with pure fucking bliss and infinite reprieve. I don’t have to see Sienna’s face everyday and I won’t have to hear my father’s constant yapping about how pathetic me and my life decisions are. 

	This new place, a luxurious two-bedroom apartment that Maddox and I share, is quiet and smells of new paint. My eyes close, enjoying the tranquility that comes with my new-found freedom. For the first time in many years, I finally feel relaxed. 

	Cole is off to Yale, and he’s damn happy about it. I don’t have to worry about him anymore. He’s healing, I see it in his eyes now. The guilt he bore from the accident slowly being lifted from his shoulders. The depressive phase he went through because of his limp…he’s grown to accept he will never be able to play football again. There are five stages of grief, indeed, and my twin went through all of them.

	Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and finally acceptance.

	And lastly, Cole is safe and away from Sienna’s vile intentions. Her focus had shifted over the last year. I guess she found a new man who piqued her interest, her shiny new toy. Another guy trapped in her webs of lies and manipulations.

	Cole and I waited for two years for this day…

	And it’s finally here. 

	Fuck yeah. 

	My phone rings, snapping me out of my thoughts. I answer the call without looking at who it is. “Yes?” I hear rustling in the background and then Maddox’s voice comes through.

	“Lila and Riley want to go out for dinner. They are curious to check out the restaurants around us. You wanna come along?”

	I take another sip of my drink. “No, I’m good. I’ll order in.”

	“Cool.”

	I end the call and tuck my phone away. Leaning my head back against the couch, I close my eyes. The apartment is quiet, except for the sound of my breathing. I stretch my legs out in front of me, my feet knocking a box over, but I don’t even bother opening my eyes.

	I haven’t slept in over forty-eight hours.

	But I can feel my body collapsing now, exhaustion clawing at my bones. 

	The silence lulls me to sleep, and when you finally have peace for the first time in your life, it’s the best fucking sleep you can have.

	 

	***

	 

	The sound of the doorbell, followed by a knock, pulls me from my slumber. 

	I groan, sitting up and rubbing my sore neck. Shit, what time is it? I can’t remember the last time I passed out like this. 

	My body and mind only shut down like this if I go at least two days without a wink of sleep. But even then, I have to workout vigorously, pushing my body beyond exhaustion until my mind crumbles into a fretful sleep. I was never diagnosed with insomnia, because I never went to see a therapist. I can’t stand those fucking sleeping pills either.

	I found a way to cope with my lack of sleep though— pushing my body beyond its limits has always been what could get me to doze off. Even if it’s only for a couple hours.

	I don’t think I’ve ever slept for more than four hours at a time.

	I climb to my feet, frowning when I hear the knock again. Did Maddox forget his keys?

	The knock comes again, and in two long strides, I make it to the door, opening it to whoever disturbed my sleep. My throat closes at the sight of Sienna standing outside my apartment and I almost choke on my spit. My mouth clamps shut, the muscles in my jaw tensing.

	“What are you doing here?” I ask, in a hardened voice. 

	Sienna smiles coyly, her hand brushing over my chest as she pushes past me to come inside. “I had a meeting for the new clothing brand I’m sponsoring. And since I was already in town, I thought I’d come for a visit.”

	Coldness seeps into my veins.  

	Sienna’s eyes sweep over my apartment, taking everything in. She drops her handbag on my leather couch. “You haven’t unpacked yet?”

	“No,” I deadpan.

	She smiles, and it makes me hostile. “Aren’t you going to offer me a drink or something, Colton? Your mother has come over to visit for the first time and you’re so cold.”

	“You’re not my mother.” I growl, my lungs caving within my rib cage.

	My mother is dead; my father killed her in front of my own eyes. 

	And the only other woman who ever showed me and Cole motherly affection left us without a second glance when she realized how truly dreadful our father is. 

	Sienna’s creepy smile widens. “You’re right.” She slowly advances toward me, her heels clicking over the newly-polished hardwood flooring. Once she’s close enough, Sienna reaches out and her fingertips brush against my bare chest. I don’t move.

	I can’t move.

	“Have you been lonely, Colton?” she purrs, leaning into me. “Do you miss me as much as I miss you?” She drags her nails down my abdomen and my muscles constrict at her touch. “No man does it the way you do, baby.”

	My arm snakes out and I fist her hair, pulling her head back roughly. She lets out a giggle that I hate so damn much. “I know you like it hard. Is this foreplay?”

	Anger and disgust roll through me. My fingers dig into her scalp, and she winces, her eyes flashing with pain. “I’m older now, Sienna. I know better and you can’t manipulate me anymore. I won’t let you. Your game is over,” I hiss menacingly. Bitch.

	“You don’t want to, but you will anyway. Because I am a part of you now, Colton. You never forget your first and I am more than just your first.” Her hand moves to my dick and she cups me crudely, rubbing me through my jeans. I release her hair, my hand moving to grip her wrist, halting her from touching me further. “I am the woman who taught you everything you know now. Every time you touch another girl, you will think of me. I’m in your head, baby.”

	“Am I interrupting something?”

	The familiar voice has Sienna pulling away from me and I recoil back in shock. Looking over Sienna’s shoulders, I see Maddox standing by the door, his brows furrowed with question. Did he hear us? No…did he see? Sienna’s back was to the door, so there’s no way he saw her cupping my dick. 

	Our eyes lock and he stares at me tensely. I can’t read his body language because he’s giving nothing away. 

	“Oh.” Sienna gasps, her hand fluttering to her chest. “Hello there, Maddox. Of course you’re not interrupting. I was just visiting Colton and telling him how lonely the house feels without him and Cole there. Their father is always so busy and I’ve grown used to their presence at home. But now everything feels so empty without my boys there.”

	She’s the perfect image of a doting stepmother.

	But it’s all a lie.

	Fuck that. 

	Maddox nods, accepting her lies. My lungs squeeze as he walks past me. “I’m gonna crash,” he mutters, going to his bedroom and closing the door behind him. 

	Sienna lets out a sigh of relief, her breath leaving her throat in a loud whoosh. Her gaze sweeps over my body again, lingering longer over my bare chest. She licks her lips. “Come back with me to my hotel,” she demands suggestively. “You know you want to.”

	I’d rather fucking drown. 

	Sienna reaches toward me again, her hand moving to my shoulders. She pushes her tits against my chest, her red lips pouting. “Colton,” she croons again, “now, now. I know you’re not shy. We’re so good together. Why ruin the fun?”

	Suddenly she’s pulled away from me and all I hear is her screech of outrage. I stumble back, my eyes widening at the sight of Maddox dragging Sienna by the hair. “I should have fucking known,” he snarls. I forget how to breathe. 

	He pulls her up, twisting her hair around his wrist until her toes are hanging off the floor, and he shakes her like she’s a broken doll “You hideous bitch.”

	My body grows cold. 

	My heart stammers.

	Breathe, you sad-fuck. 

	“Colton,” she shrieks, flailing helplessly. “He’s hurting me! Let go of my hair, Maddox!”

	“Nah, I have zero tolerance for bitches like you. You’re done, Sienna.” He brings his face closer to her, staring down at her with pure menace in his eyes. “If I ever see you around here again, I will ruin you. Don’t think I won’t do it because you’re Henry’s wife. I will ruin you and end your fucking existence. If it will be as if you never existed. Do you understand me?” he spits, his body tense with barely concealed rage. 

	“How dare you?” she cries out, her face twisting with dread.

	“Without Henry, you’re nothing, you pathetic bitch. And guess what? He doesn’t give a shit about you. If you bring a scandal to his door, he’ll be the first person to kick your ugly ass to the curb. You should be terrified.”

	Sienna makes a choked sound in the back of her throat. Her face pales, and she looks utterly horrified. Her fear is palpable, her body shaking and her eyes panic-stricken.

	The bitterness and the rage that reside in me fester under my flesh, digging themselves into my bones and melding into every particle of my existence. 

	She’s caught.

	Her lies have been unveiled. 

	My brain shuts down. 

	Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale.

	He continues to drag her by the hair, tossing her out of our shared apartment. “You’re done here. Don’t fucking try me or I will show you what a Coulter is capable of. That’s not a threat, Sienna. It’s a goddamn promise. Make sure I never see your face again.”

	Maddox slams the door, spinning on his feet to face me, as the floor sways underneath me. My legs give out, all the strength dissipating from my body as I slump down on the couch. 

	What…just happened?

	He rakes his fingers through his messy blond hair, pacing back and forth in front of me. “How long has this been going on?” 

	I blink. 

	There’s a dull pain in my sternum. My stomach revolts, and I suddenly feel sick.

	“Since after the accident,” I tell him, my tone emotionless. 

	“Jesus Christ. You were fifteen.” His fists clench at his sides. “I knew something changed after the accident; you were different. I just never understood why. I thought it was because you were feeling guilty about Cole. But she’s the reason you’re like this…so angry all the time. Why didn’t you tell me?”

	Tell him? I blink again. “Why would I do that?”

	“She took advantage of y—”

	“Don’t,” I warn, shaking my head. “I knew what I was doing. I went into this willingly. I wasn’t a fucking child.”

	Maddox scowls. “Sienna knew what she was doing. She was the adult, Colton.”

	“I’m not brainwashed,” I snarl, hot shame coursing through me.

	“No, you’re not. But you are in denial.”

	Pinching the bridge of my nose, I squeeze my eyes shut. “Just…stop, Maddox. Thank you for what you did, for tossing her out when I couldn’t. But it’s over. It was over before you even stepped in.” I open my eyes again. “We haven’t fucked in over six months and I wasn’t going to indulge her tonight either.”

	His jaw snaps close, and I can hear his molars grinding. I’ve never seen him this furious before. “I would never hit a woman, but if I ever see her around you again, I might just break her face.” Maddox stalks forward, coming to sit beside me. “You’re my goddamn brother, Colton. I’m not going to sit here and act like I just didn’t find out the real reason behind your callousness.”

	“Leave it, Maddox. I’m fine.” My father might have called me worthless and pathetic, and maybe I am all of those things, but I’m not fragile. 

	I’m not weak.

	Sienna didn’t break me.

	Because she can’t break what’s already been broken. 

	The first touch of darkness filled my soul the day I watched my mother’s neck snap when my father pushed her down the stairs. 

	“Shit, I didn’t think it would be possible to develop hate for someone this quickly.” Maddox growls under his breath. 

	I let out a humorless chuckle. “Yeah, I hate her too.”

	Heavy silence fills the room. Our elbows are touching, and after a long minute, Maddox releases a low exhale. “I wish you had told me.”

	I lean my head back, closing my eyes. “It’s over now,” I mutter tiredly. 

	It was always my burden to carry.

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	Grayson — 19 years old (Six months later)

	 

	“Happy Birthday.” Riley giggles against my lips, her fingers brushing against my rough stubble. “You didn’t shave. I like this.”

	She sits up, still straddling me. “I was trying to figure out what to get you for your birthday.” Riley pouts. “Except for that paperback and the new watch, I couldn’t think of anything else that you would like. You’re not picky and you’re rarely ever interested in anything.”

	My thumbs draw circles on her bare thighs. “I don’t need anything else.”

	Your smile is enough…

	Riley is glowing, her cheeks are flushed and her eyes bright. Happiness looks good on her. I knew moving away and going to Harvard— away from her controlling parents, would do her and her mental health a lot of good. Riley hasn’t told me everything, she’s tight-lipped about her relationship with her parents, but I know she doesn’t get along with them. 

	I remember the lost and sorrowful girl on the bench, the one with yearning in her eyes. Riley is not her anymore. She’s content. She’s smiling…and not that fake pageant smile she gives everyone. No, she’s smiling for real. My girl doesn’t hide behind a cold mask anymore, or the pretty facade she shows the world. 

	Happiness and freedom taste like sweet wine on her lips now. 

	But goddamn it, I miss her. 

	Being away from Riley is cold and lonely — it’s pure fucking torture.

	I wish I had nothing else holding me back to go to her, to stay with her. But she’s there and I’m here…and time is ticking. 

	“You’re my gift,” I rasp. And that’s enough.

	Her pretty smile widens, and I am filled with the intense need to protect it. That smile. And her. God, I would do anything for this girl.

	Riley leans forward, pressing her lips against the corner of my mouth. “I want you again,” she whispers huskily. “I miss you, Grayson. It’s been two very long months.”

	I went to visit her in October, and Riley was supposed to come here during winter break and for Christmas. But she was busy with her essay and her new part-time job at the library. 

	While I was busy with more important matters. The timing just didn’t work for us.

	So here we are now. On my birthday. January first. Celebrating New Year’s together. 

	I used to think I was special for being born on New Year’s. Maybe it meant something— maybe my birth has a unique meaning. A new beginning or something. As a child, you find every little reason to make yourself feel like you’re important to this world.

	But I was only five years old when I realized that wasn’t true. There was nothing special about my birthday. I used to watch the fireworks through the window of our trailer, wishing I was cutting a cake like every other kid on their birthday.

	I never did get a cake for my birthday until I was sixteen years old. I knew Uncle Ben and Aunt Naveah tried hard to make that day significant for me, a day to remember, but it was different. I wasn’t the lost five-year-old kid wishing for a cake anymore. I had long grown past that stage in my life. I lost my childhood waiting for something special…

	Riley’s kisses bring me out of my cynical thoughts. She licks the corner of my lips, giggling when I groan in response. My hands move to cup her ass, roughly squeezing the perfect globes. “Again?” I question hoarsely.

	“Again,” she breathes into our kiss. 

	I aim to please, always. Fuck, this girl might just be the death of me. 

	 

	***

	 

	Riley pouts. “I hate leaving. I wish we had more time together.”

	We spent two days in bed. Two blissful, perfect days, and I don’t want it to come to an end either. Our separation— every time I am forced to let go, kills a piece of me. 

	Riley looks up at me through misty lashes, her eyes glassy. “You promise you’ll come to see me by the end of the month? You promised me a weekend.”

	I tuck a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. “Nothing will stop me from coming to you, Goldilocks.”

	She sniffles and then a tiny smile ghosts her lips. “Okay, I believe you.”

	My heart thuds at her words. 

	Her trust in me is astounding, a blessing indeed. Goldilocks has always believed in me. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve such a delicate gift, but sometimes, it scares me.

	Because breaking Riley’s heart is inevitable.

	I have to…if I want to protect her. 

	I bring our entwined fingers to my mouth, kissing the back of her hand. I let my lips linger there far longer than needed. “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you back?”

	“No, that’s fine. It’s four hours there and four hours back.” She shakes her head. “That’s too much.”

	“I would still do it.” For you. 

	“I know.” Riley beams with tenderness in her eyes. “But I don’t want you to go through the trouble, and anyway, I’m a big girl. Independent too. I can drive myself back.”

	“Okay, call me as soon as you get there.”

	She nods, while grabbing her keys off the shelf. “Yup, promise. You’ll be blowing up my phone anyway if I don’t call you.” Riley smirks, mischief playing in her gaze. 

	“You bet I will. Need to make sure my girl makes it back home safely.”

	She bites on her lip. “Have I ever told you how much I love hearing that on your lips? You calling me your girl.”

	My arm circles around her waist, tugging her to me. “Because you are. My girl.”

	“I have to leave now if I want to make it before nightfall,” she whispers. “Don’t tempt me again, Grayson. I’m already late.”

	She’s late because we had one last fuck against the door, when she had been about to leave. “Go,” I mouth into her lips, kissing her softly. One last time. 

	Riley smiles, and then she’s gone. 

	The door clicks closed behind her, and suddenly, I am filled with cold emptiness. Raking my fingers through my hair, I let out a frustrated growl. How can I be lonely already when she was just in my arms two seconds ago? Her vanilla scent is still all over me. My skin still tingles from her touch. Fuck, I can still smell her on my fingers. 

	I stomp over to my fridge, taking out a bottle of cold water. I guzzle it down in three large gulps, tossing the empty bottle into the trash before making my way to the living room. 

	I hear a whistle.

	My heart stammers.

	I recognize that whistle. 

	My head snaps to my left, my gaze sweeping over my opened balcony. The glass doors had been closed. I remember closing them… 

	How are they open?

	Adrenaline pumps through my cold veins, and my blood roars between my ears. 

	My father rounds the corner, appearing on the balcony like a fucking ghost. A shadow I should have noticed, should have seen…

	But I didn’t because I had been too preoccupied with Riley. 

	He steps into my living room, still whistling. There’s a dark look in his eyes, and his smirk is disturbing. Sinister. 

	“I have to say,” he drawls, still smirking. “That was quite an interesting show. Your little girlfriend has such a sweet, adorable moan. She’s got a nice pair of tits though.”

	My stomach revolts, feeling both sick and enraged. 

	He…was watching us? Fuck.

	I stalk forward, fury pumping through my veins. “You broke into my house.” I growl menacingly. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

	He raises his hands up in mock surrender. “I came to visit my son. Didn’t know you had a girl over. I was giving you two some privacy, while enjoying the show.” 

	“What are you doing here?” My fists clench at my side, trying to rein in my wrath. I can’t piss him off…I have to stay on his good side, even though all I want to do it is snap his fucking neck. But I can’t.

	I can’t because I need to keep up the act.

	Estranged father who reconciled with his son. 

	He told me his dark secrets and I played along. But Harrison Avery is still hiding a lot more than what he told me. And I need to find out what’s beyond the veil of his lies. 

	I am, after all, the bait. An implant. 

	I am the only person capable of ending my father’s cruelty. 

	But in trying to lure Harrison Avery out of his wretched den…

	I put Riley in danger. 

	My stomach drops with the realization. 

	Goldilocks is my weakness, and my father knows that. He’s a cruel, unfeeling bastard. When the time comes, he will use her against me if he has to.

	“I need you to deliver something for me,” he says calmly, as if we’re discussing the weather. He strides over to my couch and sits down, stretching his legs out in front of him. His body is pale, his skin almost translucent. He has lost more weight since the last time I saw him, three months ago. “You’re the only one I trust with this cargo.”

	My eyes flare with surprise. Could it be? Is this what I’ve been waiting for? I’ve been working on gaining his trust, trying to find a way for him to include me in his filthy business. 

	I need to have eyes everywhere, but as long as I’m looking from the outside, I’ll never be able to find what I’m looking for. I need to be on the inside.

	And I’m finally being given the chance.

	Tick tock…

	I thought I had more time with Riley.

	Tick tock…

	I can’t keep my promises.

	Tick tock…

	Loving her was my dedication. Breaking her is my ruination. 

	Tick tock…

	I’ve run out of time.

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	Riley — 19 years old

	 

	The moment my phone rings, I snatch it off my nightstand and answer the call without checking the Caller ID. I don’t have to. I already know who it is. 

	“Hey, baby.” 

	“Riley.” My body melts into my bed at the sound of his deep, masculine voice over the phone. The butterflies are back, fluttering in my stomach. 

	Grayson makes sure to call me every night. 

	He has never missed a call before and he’s always punctual. We have our little moment together every night, for one hour. Long distance relationships suck. I never realized how important physical intimacy is important in a relationship until now.

	And I’m not talking about sex.

	I’m talking about hugs. Cuddles. Kisses. Little touches that make you feel loved.

	I need those on a daily basis, but I can’t have them. Because he’s there and I’m here. It’s frustrating and depressing most days, but I don’t let that get between us. His calls make up for his absence and the loneliness that pains me. 

	It’s the one thing I excitedly wait for every day. It doesn’t matter if I’m stressed about school or having a bad day overall, Grayson’s call always calms me. His voice soothes my worries. 

	“How was your day today?” I sette back against my wall of pillows, pushing my textbook and laptop away, so I can stretch myself out in my bed. 

	I hear his breathing over the phone, but he’s quiet. Unusually so. 

	Frowning, I ask him. “Grayson? Everything okay?”

	“Goldilocks—” His voice breaks off, but I already heard it in my nickname. In his tone.

	Pain. 

	Torment.

	Desolation.

	I sit up, my lungs squeezing painfully. “What’s wrong?”

	There’s rustling in the background, almost like he’s pacing back and forth. He’s quiet again, but then when he finally speaks… it’s with a voice I barely recognize and hollow words that can’t possibly belong to the man I love. “I can’t do this anymore, Riley.”

	My heart stammers. 

	My breathing stutters.

	And there’s a crack. I hear it, almost like it’s real. I feel it. 

	A broken fissure in my soul. 

	“What are you talking about, Grayson?” I breathe shakily. “What’s wrong? Talk to me… we’ll figure out whatever is together.”

	I cling to the torn scraps of my heart…of my hope that Grayson will never hurt me. Will never break me. I trust him. I always have…

	I trust him.

	He won’t break us. 

	Grayson makes a pained sound in the back of throat. “We belong on two separate paths, Riley. I’ve thought about it, but this is not working out for me anymore.”

	My throat closes and I lose the last breath I’ve been holding. Lurching off the bed, I start pacing my room. “Listen, I’ll come to you. I’ll book a flight right now. Are you listening to me? We can talk about it, Grayson. If this long distance relationship is not working anymore, I’ll drop out of Harvard and come back to home. To you. We will make it work. We can make this work. We just saw each other two days ago! Why are you saying all of this now!?” 

	I’m rambling at this point and barely making any sense even to myself, but I can’t stop. 

	I can’t fucking stop because I feel my heart being ripped out of my chest and I’m desperately trying to hold on to the sweet, treacherous hope that Grayson’s love had filled me with. But everything is jaded now and I don’t know how to handle that. 

	“Riley—”

	“No.” I shake my head, tears burning the back of my eyes. “Don’t do this, Grayson. Don’t do this to us. Please.”

	“It was fun while it lasted,” he says and his words are too cruel and Grayson is not a heartless man. 

	My eyes close, a heart wrenching sob spilling from my lips. “You promised…”

	He lets out a cold, humorless chuckle and it decimates me. “I guess I am a liar.”

	“You promised me!” I cry out.

	“I’m protecting you, damn it!” he bellows back to me. 

	My body crumbles and I collapse on the floor. “What?” I choke breathlessly.

	Grayson spews out a harsh swear. “I will only hurt you more in the future, Riley. You have a soft, gullible heart. You believed what you wanted to see, but I’m not that man. You romanticize me, you created this perfect illusion in your head that I am the perfect man for you. But I am not him. It’s not my fault that you fell for someone who was not real. It was your own damn delusion and you recklessly got your heart involved.”

	The last of my hope disintegrates into ashes.

	Time slows. 

	Thud. Thud. Thud. 

	The beat of my heart resonates between my ears. 

	Thud. Thud. Thud. 

	“W-what?” The world sways as numbness takes over my body.  “You said you love me.”

	“I did… but love is not always enough. Only fools believe that love fixes everything.”

	He did…

	Not he does.

	He did love me.

	Only fools believe that love fixes everything 

	The crack widens. The wound deepens. 

	I have so many questions, but I can’t speak anymore. My throat closes, and I forgot how to even formulate simple words. My lips are numb, and there’s a heavy tightness in my chest that restricts my breath. A thick pressure circles my neck, like a tight noose. 

	My heart weeps and a lonely tear slides down my cheek. I don’t even have the strength to cry. My soul bleeds, the fragmented pieces of it decaying into nothingness. 

	They say pain comes in waves. Whether it’s emotional or physical.

	The first wave hits me unexpectedly.  It’s a brutal one. The harshest wave, a hurricane of unbearable agony and disgusting misery. 

	I barely float above the surface of sanity before I drown, before I am swept by the tidal waves of anguish. They engulf me. And then I’m…

	Sinking to the bottom of the dark abyss that resides in me. A place I haven’t visited since the day Grayson kissed me. A place I left behind because Grayson filled me with… hope. 

	I can still hear his deep breathing over the phone, but it no longer brings me comfort. If anything, it only torments me more. “Why are you doing this?” I whisper brokenly.

	“Because when love grows dull, it’s easier to end it instead of trying so hard to ignite something that’s not there anymore.”

	My lips part into a silent cry. 

	“Goodbye, Riley.”

	“No… Grayson. GRAYSON!”

	The call ends and then he’s gone.

	With a grievous scream, I throw my phone at the wall and watch it crack. Collapsing, my body sinks into the ground and I lay there, listlessly. The dam breaks open and I let out an anguished sob. My chest rattles with broken, guttural cries. 

	It was all lies.

	Grayson Hale is a wretched liar.

	And I believed everything he said, like a gullible girl in love.

	He tore my heart out, slicing it with his betrayal and his pretty lies, leaving me to bleed while desperately trying to hang on to the remnants of his damnable love. 

	My broken cries turn into me gagging. Acidic bile rises in my throat, and I stumble to the bathroom, crawling when my knees weaken and I can’t hold myself upright. I barely make it to the toilet before my stomach churns and I start retching violently. 

	The devils on my shoulders are laughing now. Taunting me. 

	Look at you, Riley. So weak, so unlovable. Nobody wants you. You’re so pathetic.

	The sound of me vomiting and my awful gagging echoes around the wall of my bathroom. But I don’t stop there. Once I begin, I can’t stop. Shoving my two fingers down my throat, I force out every bite I have gladly taken earlier. The smell is so pungent, it makes my vomiting so much worse that I start to feel dizzy. Sobbing, I heave with great revulsion over the bowl of the toilet. My vomit splatters across my shirt and my sleeves. It even gets in my hair, but I can’t fucking stop. 

	My muscles ache from the force of my sobs. My whole body hurts. Everything hurts.

	Once I have nothing left in my body, I dry-heave continuously before stumbling back from the toilet. I don’t know how long I stay like this, laying on the floor… so lifelessly.

	Loving Grayson Hale was my damnation.

	If only I had known…

	I curse kismet… for bringing him into my life. For filling my heart with hope only to leave me hopeless once again.

	I curse the day I met him in that dark alley.

	And I curse the day he drew me in his sketchbook.

	When I finally lift myself off the floor, my reflection from the mirror stares back at me. Swollen eyes, tears-stained cheeks, disheveled hair and I am covered in vomit. 

	The ghost of Riley Johnson stares back at me. 

	Worthless and grotesque. 

	Am I so unlovable? 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	Colton — 18 years old

	 

	Maddox and I are chilling on the couch, watching a murder mystery documentary when we hear a loud crash from the apartment next to us. It’s followed by an anguished scream. We both move at the same time, lurching off the couch and rushing to the door.

	He makes it to the girls’ apartment first. My chest tightens, my heart galloping in alarm. It’s fucking late into the night. Did someone break into their apartment? Are they hurt?

	When I get there, the door is wide open. Maddox stands at the doorway, blocking my view. If he’s just standing there, that means the girls are not in any danger. That’s reassuring, but the frantic speed of my pulse doesn’t slow down. 

	I move to the right, sidestepping around Maddox to peek inside. The place is trashed. It looks like a storm passed through, destroying everything in its wake. 

	In the middle of the apartment, Lila is sitting on the floor. Holding a curled-up Riley in her arms. I can’t see her face, but Riley’s whole body shakes with the force of her broken wails. She chokes on her sob, sounding like a trapped, wounded animal.

	Her anguish is so palpable, I can almost taste the bitterness of it on my tongue. 

	What the fuck happened to her?

	I take a step forward, but Lila shakes her head, causing me to halt. “Not now,” she mouths, her face etched with concern and protectiveness. She quietly motions for us to leave. 

	“Let’s go,” Maddox says, clasping my shoulder. “Lila’s got her.”

	He leaves first, but shock glues my feet to the floor. I can’t move, I can’t tear my eyes away from a completely shattered Riley. The wounded cries spilling from her lips resonate through me, echoing between my ears. My breath whooshes out of my lungs in a painful rush.

	What could possibly make her cry like this?

	Did someone die? But then I quickly come to the realization that Riley doesn’t care about anyone else that much to cry like this if they died. I don’t know everything, but I’ve gotten the gist of it from listening to Lila and Maddox’s conversations. Riley’s relationship with her parents is sour. She resents them. Actually, maybe that’s an understatement. Because she wouldn’t cry this much if they died. She probably would be celebrating her freedom. 

	Riley Johnson is merely a pawn to her father…and I’ve always known that. Men like Thomas? They don’t care about family and they are never affectionate. They only care about their selfish ambitions and disgusting motives. Cue, my own damn father. 

	I guess in some ways, Riley and I are cut from the same cloth. We were born in the corrupted world of high-society, only to be shackled by its ambiguous rules and left to deal with the aftermath of our decaying souls. 

	The only two people who truly matter to Riley are Lila, and she’s already here, and the other one is Grayson. 

	But he can’t be dead. Lila’s concern on her face says something else entirely.

	This means…

	He fucking broke her heart. 

	Lila looks up again, frowning. She motions for me to leave again, and this time…I drag myself away from the door. An ache pierces my chest at the sight and sound of Riley’s visible pain, and I can’t understand why. 

	Scowling at my own thoughts and the twinge of pain in my chest, I close the door. Shutting them in, allowing the Little Wallflower to grieve in private. That’s possibly the only damn favor I will ever do her. I might be a spiteful asshole all the time, but I’m not totally heartless. 

	I go back to my apartment to find Maddox isn’t on the couch anymore, and the door to his bedroom is closed. Walking to my own room, I don’t bother turning on the lights. I shrug off my shirt and get rid of my sweatpants before crawling into bed.

	Lying on my back, I cross my arms behind my head and stare up at the dark ceiling. Sleep evades me, as it always does. My mind lingers, and tonight…it chooses to focus on Riley.

	We’ve been somewhat civil with each other the last couple of months. We’re neighbors, so we see each other everyday. It’s inevitable. But we’ve barely spoken more than twenty words to each other in the last six months. 

	Riley avoids me completely. She doesn’t even look at my face when we’re in the same room. And it irks me terribly. The more she ignores me, the more I want to keep pushing until she breaks. I crave it—her carefully concealed rage. It’s the only damn thing that’s real about her. Everyone wears a mask around me, but Riley? I see her. She shows me the real her.

	Everything ugly and delicate. Everything that is beautiful and broken.

	She’s complicated, and I’ve always enjoyed solving riddles.

	But I promised Maddox that I’d keep my distance. As much as that goes against my nature, I left my sweet nemesis alone.  

	I’ve been set on antagonizing everyone for the sake of fun and entertainment. I guess that’s what people do when they are bitter and bored with life. 

	Riley just happened to be a sad casualty of mine, but then again…she was too fucking easy to pick on. Getting on her nerves and watching her pretty facade crumble gave me the best high of my life. Better than any fancy drugs. 

	Her rage and her tears were intoxicating. 

	I could easily become addicted to them— to her.

	It’s been Maddox and me for the longest time. The two of us against the world. We understand each other. But then Lila swooped in and turned Maddox’s whole damn life upside down with her sass and her feisty attitude. He is protective of her and she became one of us. And that makes Riley one of us too. 

	So I have to be civil. Can no longer bully my nemesis. 

	My mind flashes back to the scene I just witnessed. A stone fist squeezes my lungs, leaving a dull ache behind. I rub a hand over my chest, trying to ease some of the pressure. But her cries…fuck.

	Her wounded and tortured cries still echo in my ears. 

	I’ve never seen the Little Wallflower this broken before.

	And for some reason…it fucking bothers me. 

	 

	***

	 

	Two weeks later

	 

	My phone pings with a message from Lila. Did Riley eat yet?

	I send her a quick text back, while making my way to their apartment. The elevator broke again and I had to take the stairs…I’m bringing her lunch right now.

	Thank you, she replies. I pocket my phone without responding. 

	I don’t knock on the door, because I know Riley won’t respond. So, I just use the spare key Lila left me and unlock the door and walk inside. The apartment is dark. All the curtains are lowered, blocking any ray of sunlight from coming inside. 

	“I have lunch,” I call out as a way to announce my presence. “It’s a turkey sandwich. Got it from that place you like. I even had them add that honey mustard you prefer.”

	No response.

	With a sigh, I plate her sandwich and find my way to her bedroom. The door is ajar, and I peek inside. Riley is huddled in her bed, under multiple layers of blankets. 

	“I’m not hungry.” Her weak voice cracks. “And I’m too tired to fight you. Not today, Bennett.”

	I push inside, ignoring her feeble attempt to drive me away. “You didn’t eat dinner last night either.”

	Since her breakup, Riley has been undergoing a complete emotional breakdown. She goes to class, then comes back only to lock herself in her room. In absolute darkness. She walks around listlessly and barely eats. Lila has been with her, constantly watching over her friend protectively. But two days ago, she got a phone call that her grandmother was hospitalized. 

	So she and Maddox went back to Manhattan.

	And Lila left me responsible for taking care of a dejected Riley. 

	“Leave, Colton,” she pleads, her words barely audible.

	“Sorry, can’t do that.” I leave the plate on her nightstand, before sitting on the edge of her bed. I try to drag the cashmere blanket off her face, but Riley holds on tight. I hear a tiny frustrated growl, and can’t help but smirk. It’s barely a kitten growl and does she really think she has the strength to fight me? I weigh slightly over 200 pounds and Riley is 100 pounds, max. If we’re going to play tug-of-war with her blanket, she’s going to lose. Unless I let her win.  

	“You have to bear with me for a few more days until Lila comes back,” I tell her grumpily.

	“I don’t need a damn babysitter.”

	She’s being a brat now. I roll my eyes. “I’m no babysitter, Little Wallflower.”

	Riley peeks out from under her blanket. Her hair is disheveled, the loose strands falling over her face, obscuring my view of her. “Then what are you doing?”

	That’s a good question. Because I…don’t know. Well, shit.

	“Why are you here?” she asks tiredly, her eyes red and swollen. 

	“Because Lila asked me to be here.”

	Her chest rattles with a shaky breath. “Go home.”

	“I can’t,” I grumble. “Because if I leave, Lila will be mad. And if she gets mad, Maddox will beat my ass.”

	 Her pale face tightens in a grimace. “I don’t want you here out of pity, Bennett,” she says tiredly. “If you’re even capable of that.”

	Suddenly, I feel irked. 

	I lean forward, taking her by surprise. Her mouth parts with a silent gasp when my hands settle on either side of her head. Caging her in. Like the broken-winged sparrow I captured once. 

	Thud. The last time we were this close, it was the night of my party. When Grayson punched me. Thud. She swallows, her delicate throat bobbing. 

	I’m suddenly filled with the urge to nibble on the skin of her throat, to taste her. To tease. To see what my bitemarks look like on her pale skin. Goddamn it, Riley Johnson is trouble.

	“Is this what pity looks like to you?” My head lowers, bringing our faces closer. My breath fans over her pink lips. Lips that I remember tasted of clementines. “My heart is too bitter for pity, Johnson. I’m not about to go soft on you just because your precious boyfriend broke your heart. Oh wait, sorry. I mean, ex-boyfriend.”

	Her eyes grow dark. “Shut up,” Riley spits out, her chin wobbling. 

	I don’t. Because I see it in her gaze now. The burning fire and the unmasked fury. There you are, Riley. I see you. 

	“You know what your problem is?” I chuckle dryly. “You were too lonely and desperate to be loved, so you held onto the first guy who was nice to you. He was gentle and you thought— there’s the perfect man for me. Now you’re nursing your broken heart, all depressed and oh poor, Riley. I don’t pity gullible girls.”

	Her hands land on my chest and she shoves me with all her strength. It’s not enough to push me away, but I pull back, anyway. 

	She jerks up into a sitting position. “You have no right to judge me and my love,” Riley hisses, her cheeks flushing with anger.

	“Oh, I’m not judging.” I flash her a brittle smile. “I’m just telling you how it is. You’re willfully blind. But that ain’t my problem.”

	Riley points at the door, her finger shaking. “Get out.”

	“I will, after you eat your food.” I cross my arms over my chest, waiting stubbornly. 

	Her chest heaves, and when she realizes I’m not budging, Riley makes a sound of indignation in the back of her throat. Something close to the snarl of a fragile cub. She reaches for the plate I made her and takes a big angry bite of her sandwich.

	She chews aggressively, her eyes on me. Beautiful, dark, and frustrated.

	Riley finishes the sandwich in just a few bites, and then shoves the plate at me. “Done, now leave!” she says through a mouthful.

	I simply point at the water bottle on her nightstand. “Water.”

	“Ugh!” She snatches the bottle and takes two sips. 

	Finally satisfied, I rise to my feet, straightening to my full height. There we go, job done.

	Wait—

	I shove my hand into my pocket, taking out the mint candy I have kept there. I leave it on Riley’s nightstand, and then walk away. 

	See, I can be civil.

	Lila has nothing to worry about. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	Riley — 19 years old

	 

	Grayson’s betrayal pained me.

	But I think what truly shattered me was the day I stopped receiving his yellow lilies.

	Even when we were apart, Grayson made sure I never went a day without them. A gift from him to me. The day I moved here, he had contacted the local flower shop near me, and paid them extra to deliver a single yellow lily to me every.single.day. Not one day was ever missed. 

	His phone call and cruel words left me bleeding from the inside. 

	But the next day, when I waited for that yellow lily…and it never came, that’s when true anguish set in. That’s when I knew it was really over. I waited by the door, for that familiar knock. I waited a whole day, and when it was finally nightfall, that’s when my soul sank into utter despair. Everything felt so final. The reality of my heartbreak hit me and I crashed into violent agony. 

	Loving Grayson Hale was my death throes. 

	I just never thought I’d see this day. For the longest time, I’d wrapped myself into the fantasy of love and romance, thinking this was my forever. My happy ending. 

	God, I had been so fucking blind. 

	Two weeks have gone by since the night he broke my heart. I tried calling Grayson multiple times, wanting an explanation and needing to vent my anger. A part of me wants to beg him to love me again. 

	But he never picked up any of my calls.

	He completely shut me out, as if I never existed in his life. As if he had only been a ghost in mine. A mere illusion I created to deceive myself. 

	But oh, it was such a sweet deception.

	His words still echo in my ears, and I wonder how much truth there is in them. Had I really been so foolish? So desperate to be loved that I fabricated the Grayson I love in my head? He said I saw and believed what I wanted to see…

	But I simply saw what he showed me. 

	“It’s not my fault that you fell for someone who was not real. It was your own damn delusion and you recklessly got your heart involved.”

	Was everything…fake, and I was too blind to see it? Who is the real Grayson then?

	I am so confused and Grayson had refused to give me closure. Now I’m left hanging on to the broken threads of my love and I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to move on.

	I know Lila is extremely concerned about me and I hate that I’m giving her trouble. I hate that Grayson walked into my life, only to leave behind a hurricane of heartbreak. And now I’m forced to pick up the pieces. 

	Grayson was the warmth I craved and the safety I needed… 

	But now the mere thought of his name brings me misery. 

	I seem to always end up attracting the wrong guys. First Jasper. Then Grayson. 

	And now there’s him.

	Colton Bennett has been following me around like my goddamn shadow.

	“Can you stop doing that?” I growl, walking into the library. My shift starts in five minutes. Spinning around on my heels, I turn to face him and cross my arms over my chest. 

	Colton is wearing dark jeans and a black sweater. His brown hair is messy, as if he has been constantly raking his fingers through it. His brow shoots up. “Doing what?” he asks, feigning innocence, but I’m not falling for that. 

	Colton is anything but innocent. He’s the devil’s spawn. 

	“Following me!” I throw my hands in the air. He’s being too obvious. 

	“And why would I do that? Follow you, I mean.”

	I don’t know why Lila told him to ‘take care’ of me, as if I need a damn babysitter. I was heartbroken, not a sick child who needed constant supervision. What even possessed her to suggest such a thing? 

	I know she’s worried…

	Rightfully so.

	Because I almost fell back into bad habits two weeks ago. I guess a broken heart was another trigger I didn’t know I had. I didn’t realize what was happening to me when I was binge-eating. It wasn’t until after I had finished purging when realization dawned on me.

	That’s when I had my breakdown.

	I remember crumbling into Lila’s arms, sobbing and begging her to help me. To make it stop. Telling her that I couldn’t bear to go back to that Riley. The me who used her eating disorder to cope with the damage of her heart. I couldn’t go back to an unhealthy Riley. 

	I almost relapsed, barely hanging onto the threads of my fragile sanity. Maybe if it wasn’t for Lila, I would have fallen back into that miserable void of self-destruction.

	And now I have Colton, who just won’t leave me alone. 

	Lila and Maddox are back home in Manhattan. Lila’s grandmother has been hospitalized after a sudden stroke. So she’s there to take care of her grandma and Maddox, of course, is with her. They won’t be coming back for another two weeks.

	Which means…that leaves me alone with Colton Bennett. I don’t know what Lila told him and why he’s acting so unbearably nice all of a sudden, but it’s frustrating. I rather like Colton as a jerk, than this version of him. 

	Because if he starts being nice to me, I can’t hold a grudge against him anymore. And I don’t want to like him. Not after everything he’s put me through. Not after all the cruel, taunting words he has said to me. 

	“You’re in a library,” I deadpan. Is he really going to act oblivious? “Why are you here?”

	Colton looks around, as if he’s seeing the place for the first time, and then nods. “Ah yes. In a library. I’m here to read. That’s what people do in libraries, Riley. Also, I need a library card. Could you register me?”

	“You don’t read,” I hiss. 

	“Says who?” Colton frowns, looking quite offended at my statement. “I am an intellectual person who appreciates any kind of literature. Why are you always so angry, anyway?”

	I scowl at him.

	He smirks. 

	Ugh! I don’t have time to deal with his bullshit. I stomp over to the counter and quickly register his name into the system. “Your ID.”

	He passes me his ID card and I finish his registration. I hand him his brand-new library card and wait for him to leave. Only he doesn’t leave. Colton stands there, staring at me. Still grinning. I’m not exactly a violent person, but I want to smack that grin off his face. What the hell is wrong with him? He’s quite literally insane, I think.

	“You’re annoyed,” he finally claims. 

	My fists clench and I glare at him. “Anything else, Mr. Bennett?”

	He slowly cocks his head to the side. “Be right back.”

	With a frustrated sigh, I watch him disappear between the shelves and then a minute later, he’s back at the counter. Colton hands me a thick book. “I’ll borrow this.”

	I take the book from him. It’s an autobiography, written by an author in 1893. “This?” I question, incredulously. It’s one of those books that stays on the shelves forever. No one ever borrows them and they just sit there, collecting dust. 

	“Yes, this. Is there a problem?”

	My brow shoots up and I shrug. “Nope.” I scan the barcode and write the date onto the slip of paper inside the cover. “There you go. Happy reading.”

	He takes his book and simply nods. And then he’s gone.

	Good riddance. 

	I slump against the counter, letting out a heavy exhale. My gaze sweeps over the counter and the scattered papers. I guess I should start cleaning up. 

	I’m stacking the papers in order when my eyes catch sight of something familiar. My heart stammers and I blink, confused. 

	A mint candy. The one I specifically like. The one that Lila carries with her all the time.

	The same candy that Colton left on my nightstand yesterday. 

	A candy that was most definitely not on the counter when I got here.

	My head snaps up, looking toward the exit, but Colton has already disappeared. 

	Why…?

	Why is he doing this? What is the purpose behind his…sudden kindness? It doesn’t make sense. He confuses me. 

	Is it pity from him? Or is this all just a game to Colton Bennett?

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	Colton — 18 years old (A week later)

	The world becomes almost pitch-black and the buckling, heavy dark sky looks ready to collapse any second now. The gloomy clouds, pregnant with malice, churns as loud thunder rolls. The windows shake with the force of its fury. 

	A thunderous lightning strikes through the darkened sky, briefly illuminating the world before dragging it back into another dark void. The wind howls as I prowl anxiously in my living room, back and forth. 

	The sky opens up, and the rain pours. Unleashing a cataclysmic violence upon us. I hear the hiss of another bout of lightning, before it clashes with a roar. 

	The lights of my apartment flicker.

	The rain clacks vehemently against the windows.

	While we won’t be receiving the full force of the hurricane, we’re still going to feel the remnants of it. And it’s already here. 

	The bulbs flicker again, before I am suddenly drowned into darkness. 

	I stand still, staring out of my window as I wait for the building’s generator to start up. It only takes about two minutes before the lights are back on. 

	At least we won’t have to pull through the storm without electricity. 

	But something else is eating me from the inside, and I don’t know what exactly. Thunderstorms don’t scare me. Weirdly, I find peace in them. Almost like I’ve discovered a companion in the malevolence that accompanies the ruthless storms. A hostility that’s familiar to the one in my very own soul.

	But this time…it’s different. 

	An insistent worry gnaws at my gut. 

	An uncertainty that courses through my veins.

	My prowling grows more restless, until the pressure around my lungs seems to squeeze the oxygen out of me.

	She’s there. Alone in her apartment. 

	No…wait, I don’t care.

	She’s always so skittish, so vulnerable. Is she scared right now?

	I don’t care…

	Thunder crashes through the sky once more, and this time, the explosion is like a sonic boom. The violent sound resonates through my body, shaking every molecule. My heart stammers.

	I don’t care…

	Goddamn it!

	With a frustrated grunt, I stomp out of my apartment. 

	I fucking hate this. 

	I hate that I can’t seem to calm myself down.

	I hate that in the midst of a storm, all I’m thinking about is her. 

	Riley fucking Johnson. 

	I knock on the door of her apartment, waiting with bated breath. After a few seconds of no response, I use the spare key to unlock the door. Pushing inside her apartment, I am met with complete darkness. All the lights are off. 

	I close the door behind me while calling out her name. “Riley?”

	Except for the thunder and the sound of pouring rain, I hear nothing else. I strain my ears to hear any movement, but her apartment is eerily still.

	And then I hear it.

	A helpless whimper. A wounded cry. 

	My heart thuds. 

	The blood pumping through my veins grows cold.

	When another lightning strikes again, illuminating her apartment for a brief second, I see that the door to her bedroom is ajar. 

	My feet are moving before I can comprehend what’s happening, before I can fully understand why my chest hurts so fucking much at the sound of Riley’s broken whimpers. I make it to her room in three long strides, the darkness of her apartment not slowing me down.

	I turn on the lights in her bedroom and find Riley huddled in her bed. I can’t see her, but the shaking mound of blankets tells me everything I need to know. 

	“Riley.” My voice is gruff, almost unrecognizable to my own ears. 

	At the sound of my voice, she lets out another distressed whimper. I move to the side of her bed, cautiously sitting down on the edge of her mattress as not to spook her. Gripping her blanket, I gently tug it down. Her tear-stained face comes into view and our eyes lock together. 

	Time slows. 

	I think maybe…if I had been stabbed, it would have been less painful.

	My breath stutters. 

	The haunting fear in her eyes completely decimates me. 

	“It’s me,” I tell her, trying to soothe her panic. “You’re safe. It’s just a storm.”

	Another round of thunder rolls through, and her whole body flinches. Her pale face twists with absolute terror, and her hands suddenly snakes out from under the blanket.

	Riley latches onto my wrist, her fingers gripping me tightly. “Don’t…” she chokes out. “P-please, don’t…l-leave m-me. I— don’t…please. Please. Please.”

	She can barely formulate a proper sentence, as she stumbles into a full-blown panic attack. When another thunder echoes through the sky, the menacing sound bouncing off the walls, Riley squeezes her eyes shut. The whole bed shakes with her violent tremors. 

	“Please, Colton.”

	The sound of my name on her lips… 

	Her voice is full of fear, but my name is spoken like a whispered prayer. Almost like she’s trying to seek comfort in my name, in me.

	As if I am her last hope in this whole forsaken world. 

	Fuck, Riley has ruined me. 

	“It’s okay,” I soothe, as gently as I can. I’ve never done this before. I might be good at a lot of things, but I don’t know the first thing about comforting someone. I don’t know how. That’s not a life skill I possess. But still… 

	For my Little Wallflower—I try my fucking best. 

	“I’m right here,” I tell her. Her chin wobbles, holding back a cry. “I’m not going anywhere. I won’t leave you.”

	In a brief thoughtless moment, I do the only thing that feels right. I know I will regret it tomorrow; I know she will hate me tomorrow. But still…nothing has ever made more sense or felt more right to me in my life, until this very moment. 

	I take off my shoes and crawl in bed with Riley Johnson.

	The moment my body slides against her, she curls up into me. Her delicate softness against all my hard muscles. Her shaky breath caresses my throat, where her face is tucked in.

	Her body presses into me and I feel her frantic heartbeat. I don’t know what’s going on in her head, but Riley is trying to crawl under my flesh, like she’ll find sanctuary there. I don’t know how else to describe it.

	Ah, fuck. She’s killing me. 

	Riley still has a death grip on my wrist. Almost like she’s scared I’ll leave…and if I do, she’ll wither and fade into nothingness. 

	“Stay.” Her tiny voice cracks with that single word.

	“It’s okay, you’re safe.” What else am I supposed to say in this situation? Suddenly I’m pissed at myself for being such a stupid fuck. I don’t even know how to calm someone. Jesus, I really am pathetic. 

	I swallow and then try again. “Talk to me,” I whisper. 

	Riley tenses in my arms. “W-what?”

	“Talk to me…Tell me your favorite color,” I coax her into speaking. Maybe if she talks, the panic will slowly recede in her mind. If she focuses on something else other than her fear, she might find it easier to calm down.

	“My favorite color?” She seems confused at my question, her mind still hazy with panic. 

	I rub my hand over her arm, my fingers brushing over her goosebumps. I don’t like how cold her skin is. “Yeah. Do you like pink?”

	“A little,” Riley responds quietly. 

	“What about red?”

	“Red doesn’t look good on me.”

	I blink. Really? I think red would suit her. Red is bold and sexy. I imagine messy blonde hair, furious eyes and a red dress. With red lipstick.

	And then I’m thinking how fucking beautiful her red lips would look wrapped around my cock—

	Rein it in, Bennett. 

	Her nose brushes against the column of my throat. “I like blue,” she breathes against my skin. Her answer is unexpected. 

	“What type of blue?”

	“Hmm, baby blue.” Her body slowly relaxes against mine. 

	The storm continues to rage on, but Riley is more focused on me and my words now. She barely even notices the violent thunder booming through the skies. 

	I continue drawing circles over her arm with my thumb, enjoying the way her muscles start to loosen. “That’s a nice color. What do you think my favorite color is?”

	“Gray,” she replies quickly, as if the answer was already on the tip of her tongue.

	I know I asked the question, but in reality, I don’t have a favorite color. “Why do you think that?”

	“Gray is your color,” Riley says stubbornly, her voice soft and faint. “It’s emotionless and moody, like you. It’s something in between, because you neither fit in the color of white nor black. Gray is complicated…” she trails off.

	My heart stutters.

	“You think I’m moody?”

	I don’t get an answer. 

	“Riley?” 

	Her silence fills me with worry, so I lift my head to look down at her face. Her eyes are closed, her tear-stained face looks peaceful, and her breathing evens out. Riley fell asleep, yet she still holds onto my wrist. 

	I hadn’t expected her to fall asleep this fast. But I guess once the panic fades and her mind grows hazy with calmness, she’d be lulled into unconsciousness. 

	Riley stays curled up against me all afternoon and well into the night. She barely even twitches in her sleep. Sometime during the night, her hand crawls up under my shirt, her palm resting against the hard muscles of my abdomen. Skin to skin. 

	I don’t sleep a wink. I can’t…

	I stay up and listen to Riley’s breathing. 

	She stays like this until morning. My whole body’s sore because I didn’t move an inch during the night, too worried I’d wake her up. 

	The storm eventually passes, and when dawn arrives, Riley’s eyes flutter open at the first ray of sunlight. I watch as confusion plays across her sleepy features. 

	Her head lifts up, and she meets my gaze. 

	She blinks. And blinks again. 

	Her lips part in a silent gasp, and then she’s pushing away from. Riley sits up, raking her fingers through her disheveled hair. There we go, I had been waiting for this. Her reaction in the morning, once the fog of her panic attack clears in her mind. 

	“What?” Riley croaks and then coughs. Her chest rattles with a shaky exhale. “You— last night…I didn’t…” she trails off, blinking a few more times. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember much of what happened last night.”

	I sit up too. “You slept all night.”

	“I slept all night?”

	“Yes.”

	“Yes?”

	Shaking my head, I can’t help but grin at her confusion. “Are you going to repeat everything I say?”

	“No,” she defends quickly. Riley rubs her forehead, averting her eyes. She can’t bring herself to look at me. 

	I guess…it’s time for me to go. 

	The storm has passed and the night has come to an end. I’m done here.

	Climbing off the bed, I shove my feet into my shoes. “I’ll go now.”

	“Okay,” she whispers softly.

	My chest tightens. “Okay,” I tell her.

	“Colton?” Her sleepy voice halts me.

	My hand pauses on the handle of the door and I glance over my shoulder. “Yes?”

	Riley sits in the middle of her bed, looking both innocent and vulnerable. She holds her blanket up to her chin. “Thank you,” she breathes. 

	I swallow hard. How do I respond to that? 

	Riley Johnson is thanking me and I never thought I’d see that day. But here we are. How the tables have turned. 

	I nod in acknowledgement before walking away. 

	I only stayed with her last night because Lila was not here. Because Riley was alone. 

	I only stayed to complete my responsibility toward her— my promise to Lila to take care of Riley in her absence. 

	I don’t care for her…

	I never did.

	I never will.

	Because I’m incapable of such humane sentiments. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	Riley — 19 years old (A month later)

	 

	Maybe I was wrong about Colton Bennett. 

	Maybe my overthinking caused me to judge him too fast. 

	Maybe…just maybe, I should have given him a chance.

	His previous words had indeed been cruel to me. They will undoubtedly be difficult to forget, especially his taunts. He knocked me down when I was already at my most vulnerable. My downfall had been his entertainment, after all. 

	But Colton was also there when I needed someone the most, when my heart had been full of fear and misery. He didn’t mock me or belittle me. I know somehow his kindness is because of Maddox and Lila. He doesn’t want to do something that will ruin the dynamic among the four of us. So he’s been…cordial to me.

	But there's a difference between being civil to each other, and him holding me all night through a storm. He calmed me during a panic attack, when he didn’t have to. 

	If he had been as much of the heartless asshole I thought him to be, he would have walked away instead of staying the night in my bed. 

	Boys like Colton? They don’t hold girls all night and soothe them with kind words.

	No, they fuck them and leave them. That’s what they do. 

	I don’t like him…

	But I don’t think I hate him either. 

	I think…maybe we can get along if we get to know each other. A friendship of some kind. A truce. Friendships always develop with the most unlikely people, in the most unlikely circumstances. 

	Look at Maddox and Lila, for example. They are complete opposites, yet they have found a thread between them that connects their souls.

	I want to tell Colton that but I don’t know how. How do I tell him that I want us to get along? I want to form a truce between us— something our fathers would be wildly against. But they don’t need to know about our friendship. 

	God, I think I might have actually lost my mind. 

	I’m thinking of becoming friends with Colton Bennett. 

	Maybe the heartbreak Grayson has left me with somehow has made me a little crazy in the head. At the thought of him, my broken heart squeezes.

	It’s been almost two months.

	I still deeply miss him.

	His touch. His scent. His lips. His warmth. His love. 

	But then I remember, it was all fake. All of it, every moment I spent with him was a lie.

	Our love was not…real. 

	Instead of despair, I am filled with so much anger. Resentment even. 

	I can’t bring myself to hate Grayson. 

	But I resent what he has done to us. He turned my love into something ugly. He took what I thought was perfect in my eyes and turned it into wretched memories. Memories I no longer wanted to live in— because they only bring me sorrow. 

	I grieve our happy memories now. 

	Maddox’s voice brings me out of my distressing thoughts. I don’t think Colton and him have noticed I’m awake. The four of us were having a movie night at the boys’ place. 

	Halfway through the horror movie, both Lila and I fell asleep. I pulled an all-nighter yesterday to finish my twenty-page essay. 

	My eyes still feel heavy from the lack of sleep and there’s a dull pain in the back of my head. I know I’ll end up with a nasty migraine if I don’t catch up on my sleep soon. 

	I peek open an eye and see that Lila is sound asleep with her head on Maddox’s lap. It looks like the movie has long ended. Colton is sitting beside Maddox, while I’m curled up in the armchair with a dark gray blanket thrown over me.

	A blanket that wasn’t there when I fell asleep. 

	I slowly pull it up, bringing the blanket to my nose. It smells of spicy cologne, musk and mint candies. My brain instantly recognizes the familiar scent. It’s the same one that was left on my pillow, the night of the storm. 

	Colton’s scent still lingers on his blanket — warm, rich and earthy.

	He must have given me his blanket after I had fallen asleep. 

	“Your feelings have changed toward Riley.” 

	My breath catches in my throat at the sound of my name and Maddox’s words. They’re talking about me? I quickly close my eyes again, feigning sleep. Shit, this is stupid. Why am I even doing that? I mentally grimace. 

	It’s purely curiosity, I tell myself. 

	“What?” Colton asks, shock evident in his tone. “What the hell are you talking about?”

	Maddox scoffs. “You used to constantly antagonize her, but I see the way you look at her now.”

	The way he looks at me? What does that mean?

	“Oh c’mon,” Colton mutters grumpily. “You’ve got to be kidding me right now. Don’t start with me. Just because you’re pussy whipped for Lila doesn’t mean I have to feel the same way about Riley.”

	Oh.

	Why does he sound so…annoyed?

	Maddox is quiet for a second, before he speaks again. “Either you’re in denial or you haven’t realized it yet, but there’s affection in the way you handle her now.”

	I hear Colton’s laughter. It’s cold and humorless. “Affection? For Riley? Fuck no.” I peek an eye open again, my gaze sliding over to his big frame sitting on the couch. He has his arms crossed over his wide, muscled chest. He’s scowling hard at Maddox. “I’ve been looking for a new way to get under my father’s skin. He’ll probably end up with a stroke if I ever end up entangled with Thomas’s daughter. Riley is merely a pawn to piss off my father.”

	An invisible fist squeezes my lungs and I quietly choke on my breath. 

	His kindness…was a game? I’m merely a way for him to get back at his father?

	My heart drops to the pit of my stomach, and I suddenly feel nauseous. I had been thinking of friendship…while Colton was using me as a pawn. God, I really am a fool. How many times will I mistake lies for kindness? 

	Jasper’s disgusting betrayal.

	Grayson’s heartbreaking deceit.

	Colton’s convincing insincerity. 

	I’ve been made into a mockery by all the men in my life. 

	My hurt morphs into irrational fury. How dare he? How dare he use me?

	I’m no one’s fucking pawn. 

	Frustration simmers in my veins. My eyes shoot open, no longer feeling the need to feign sleep. I’ve heard enough. I sit up straight and the blanket falls from my shoulders to my lap. Both Maddox and Colton's attention snap to me. 

	They must have seen the look on my face — the rage burning right under the surface, because Maddox grimaces in response. Colton’s eyes widen briefly, before a cold mask slams over his expression. They know I heard their conversation. 

	Maddox cradles Lila in his arms and rises to his feet. “I’ll take Lila back first.”

	And then he’s gone.

	Leaving Colton and me alone. 

	I come to my feet. He stays seated, cold and detached. Expressionless. I can’t read him at all. But I don’t have to try anymore. I’ve already heard the truth. 

	I slowly advance toward him. “So, I am a pawn in your elaborate scheme to piss off your father?” I ask sharply. “When were you going to tell me that? After you would have somehow coaxed me into your bed? After you fucked me and then what? You have the last laugh.”

	I come to halt in front of him. Our knees touch. His body is tense, not a single muscle twitches. My fists clench at my sides. 

	His dark gaze meets mine with clear indifference. And that irks me more. 

	I hate that even for a minute I considered Colton to be a…friend. No, he’s truly the devil’s spawn. “Just when I was starting to care for you,” I hiss furiously. “Just when I started thinking that maybe, just maybe, you’re nothing like Jasper. Just when I was starting to think you were different.”

	“Jesus, Riley.” Colton cuts me off, rolling his eyes. “Are you that desperate to keep believing in any guy who shows you a bit of kindness?”

	I flinch as if he slapped me. If anything, his words actually hit like a slap. They hurt more than they should have. A burning pressure fills my chest. How can he be so vindictive? 

	Who was the man who held me all night during the storm? Because that man is not the same one sitting in front of me right now.

	This Colton makes me hostile. 

	My lips curl back with a bitter snarl. “You turned out to be exactly who I thought you were,” I spit out, my words scathing. “A rich, spoiled boy who thinks everything and everyone is purely entertainment to him.”

	I briefly see a crack in his cold, detached expression. But I don’t care anymore.

	My whole body shakes with the force of my fury. “Jasper ruined my life because I was a bet to him. I’m not going to let you do the same. I won’t be your pawn, Bennett. Find someone else to play your stupid games with, because we are done here.”

	I don’t spare Colton another glance; I can’t bear to. Spinning around, I stalk away from him and his hideous deception. 

	No more.

	I don’t think my soul can take another beating.

	I am Riley Johnson.

	Hopeless. Weak. Failure. Worthless.

	Smart. Brave. Strong. Worthy.

	And they will now hear me roar. 

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	Colton — 19 years old 

	I’m annoyed. 

	And I don’t know exactly why or who I’m annoyed with.

	My veins simmer with malice.

	And I’m furious. 

	Partially at Riley, for fucking with my head when she has no right to do so. Yet, for some reason, she has the power to do it. I’ve been stupid enough to allow her to fuck with my head.

	Riley was only supposed to be my responsibility for a short time. A promise I made while Lila was not here. But then she came back, and I couldn’t stop. 

	At some point, I unconsciously started doing it. Taking care of her and her needs. 

	She doesn’t need me to, but yet, here I was…doing it anyway. 

	Making sure she eats, fixing her punctured tires, carrying her drunk ass to bed after a girls’ night out with Lila, making sure she’s always warm during this cold weather, giving her my blanket, watching over her like a goddamn hawk because trouble seems to follow her everywhere she goes, and I can’t take my eyes off her for a fucking second. 

	Carrying mint candies and gum with me. I didn’t even realize I was doing it until one day, I had a pocket full of them. I had noticed Lila giving them to Riley whenever the Little Wallflower feels anxious. So, I unconsciously started doing it too. 

	Jesus, I am really pathetic. 

	But none of that matters. 

	It doesn’t matter what I was doing for her, because Riley Johnson is my ticket to royally pissing off Henry Bennett. I want to get under my father’s skin, I want him angry and frustrated, I want him to know that I’m no longer that weak, stupid boy he used to beat up. I need him to know that he no longer controls my life…and Riley is the perfect pawn for that. 

	I didn’t lie to Maddox when I said I don’t feel any affection for her. 

	Simply because human emotions are too complicated and I can’t imagine myself growing emotionally attached to anyone. Emotions make you weak. Love makes you weak. The world is better off without another lovesick fool. 

	And anyway, my heart is too wretched to feel those kinds of emotions. So I never bothered to try and understand them. To make sense of them— of what feelings are or can be.

	But still, I’m annoyed. 

	Maddox and Lila are at the library, studying. Riley has a day off. And I’m here, prowling restlessly back and forth in my apartment. 

	Wait, I know why I’m feeling peeved. It’s the fact that Riley got the last words yesterday, and for some reason that pisses me off. The thing is, sometimes I’m a jerk for the sole purpose of creating an argument because, yeah, it’s entertaining. I won’t lie. 

	And I’ve never lost an argument before. 

	Not that I lost the argument last night, but still…Riley had the last words and my assertive nature doesn’t seem to like that very much. It rubs me the wrong way and I know I won’t be able to settle unless I fix it, unless I get the last words. 

	I quickly stop prowling. It only takes me a second to make up my mind. With a frustrated grunt, I stalk out of my apartment and stand outside her door. 

	I knock, and I wait. I know she’s home. I saw her earlier, taking her garbage out to the waste chute. When there’s no response, I rap my fist against the door again. 

	And then a third time. 

	After the fourth knock and still no response, not even the sound of rustling movement behind the door, trepidation courses through me. I still have the spare key to her apartment, though I’m not so sure if it’s still appropriate to use it. 

	So, instead, I wait for a little longer. 

	After five minutes of stalking back and forth in front of her apartment, and random knocks in between with still no response, I finally use the key to unlock her door and walk inside. The place is eerily quiet, with no sign of life inside. I strain my ears, wanting to hear her footsteps to know where she’s at in her apartment. 

	But instead, all I hear is a faint beeping sound.

	“Riley?” I call out, closing the door behind me. Where the fuck is she? 

	I take two steps forward, then come to a halt when I see a limp figure on the floor. In the living room, next to the white couch. My ears ring with alarm as I rush forward, my heart jumping to my throat at the sight of an unconscious Riley.

	I fall to my knees beside her, cradling her head in my hands. “Riley?” There’s a frantic note in my voice. “Hey, wake up. Riley? Riley!” I gently tap her cheeks, but she’s completely out. Not a single muscle twitches. 

	Her body is completely limp, her face pale, and I watch the slow rise and fall of her chest. Her breathing is slightly uneven. “Riley!” I call out her name louder. Did she hit her head? I run my fingers through her scalp, searching for an injury. But that can’t be it because there’s no blood and no bump either. 

	A fist squeezes around my lungs in horror and fear. 

	When I start to feel disoriented and my body teeters sideways, it finally registers what the beeping sound is about: it’s the carbon monoxide detector.

	And Riley…

	My heart stammers in realization. “Oh fuck,” I swear loudly, picking her up and rushing out of her apartment. She’s passed out because of carbon monoxide poisoning. Goddamn it!

	I kick my door open, and stalk inside, lying her on the couch. My fingers brush against the faint pulse in her throat. It’s too slow. “Stay with me, Riley. Stay with me. You’re going to be okay. You’re okay. Stay with me.”

	The lump in my throat grows larger, restricting my airflow. I’m panting for breath, struggling to make my lungs keep functioning. My stomach recoils with sickness as I realize just how much danger Riley had been in. She was right next door, and if I hadn’t made it in time, she could have—

	I shake my head, refusing to even think of how ugly the outcome could have been. 

	With trembling fingers, I call for help. “911, what’s your emergency?” An unknown voice comes through the phone. 

	“There’s a case of carbon monoxide poisoning,” I tell the 911 operator, blood rushing between my ears. My voice shakes with panic and my heart beats frantically against the walls of my rib cage. “My neighbor,” I choke out, “I found her unconscious in her apartment.”

	“In the case of a carbon monoxide poisoning, please make sure to remove her from the apartment—”

	“I’ve already done so,” I cut her off, my voice cracking. “I brought her to my place and I opened the windows.”

	“Okay, I’m going to dispatch an ambulance to you. Tell me your address.”

	I rattle off my address, while carefully brushing the messy strands of hair away from her pale face. She looks so calm, as if she’s peacefully asleep. Nausea builds in my throat, because I know that’s not the case. 

	“Do you perhaps know how long she’s been unconscious?”

	“I don’t know.” I grasp her limp hand in mine, lacing our fingers together, needing to touch her, to hold her. Riley is still warm and I try to find comfort in that fact. 

	The lady asks me more questions…and I have answers to none of them. 

	“There’s a big pileup to the south of your apartment, blocking the freeway,” the lady continues, her tone becoming tense. “And the roads are under construction on the other side. The ambulance will have to take another route to you. It’s not the most favorable, but that’s the only accessible one for them to get to you right now.”

	I squeeze Riley’s hand. “How long?”

	“Approximately 13 minutes.”

	13 minutes…

	Riley doesn’t have 13 minutes. Her pulse is too faint and her breathing pattern has drastically slowed. She’s on my couch, looking like the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid eyes on…but she’s barely breathing, barely alive. 

	No, we don’t have 13 fucking minutes. 

	My brain starts thinking of another way to get Riley to the hospital. If I take my car and then leave it where the construction is happening…and run the rest of the way. I might just make it there faster than having to wait for help to get to us. 

	I quickly do the math in my head, calculating the distance, my speed and the time it would take me to reach the hospital. I can do it in 8 minutes.

	I need to do it in 8 minutes…

	Five minutes less than the time the ambulance will take. 

	I don’t waste another second thinking about it. Cutting the call, I pocket my phone and quickly grab my jacket off the hook. It’s cold outside, and I need to make sure Riley doesn’t freeze in my arms. After buttoning her up in my winter jacket, that’s way too big for her, I cradle my Little Wallflower in my arms. 

	And then I get the fuck out of here. 

	I don’t think, I just follow my protective instincts. It takes me a minute and thirty seconds to get to my car and buckle Riley up in the front seat. Her head falls limply against the door. 

	The drive is two minutes and eighteen seconds. I hold her hand, keeping our fingers intertwined. I don’t let go; I can’t let go. I need to feel her warm skin against mine. “It’s okay, you’re going to be alright. I got you,” I tell her, as if she can hear me. I hope she does hear me. 

	I can’t check her pulse while I’m driving. I don’t know if she is—

	“Stay with me,” I beg, my voice thick with fear. “Don’t go, okay? Just…stay with me. I got you, Sunshine.”

	Once I reach where the rest of the road is blocked for vehicles, I pull up against the curb. It takes me another thirty seconds to get Riley unbuckled and out of the car. 

	Cradling her tightly against my chest, I watch as Riley’s head lolls back, resting limply on my shoulder. I adjust her position, holding her securely in my arms, and then I take off.

	I run as fast as I can, my feet propelling me forward. 

	I run and I don’t stop.

	Sweat drips down my forehead. Twenty seconds.

	Forty seconds. Thud.

	A flash of pain slices through me, and it’s not physical. One minute.

	One minute and ten seconds. Thud. 

	Adrenaline courses through my body. Two minutes and thirteen seconds.

	Three minutes and five seconds. Thud.

	Every particle of me shakes in utter desperation and blind panic. Three minutes and fifteen seconds. God, I’ve never been so terrified in my life. 

	I don’t stop running until I reach the hospital. It took me exactly seven minutes and fifty-five seconds to get Riley here. 

	Pushing through the doors of the ER, I call out frantically, “Help me! Please.”

	Two nurses rush forward, bringing a gurney with them. I’m forced to release Riley into their care, watching helplessly as she’s taken away from me. 

	 The moment she’s gone, my knees give out, and I sink to the ground in the middle of the crowded hospital.

	Fuck, I’ve been deceiving myself all this time. 

	The tightness in my chest won’t ease, even when I know she’s safe. That she’s going to be okay now. Every breath I take is downright excruciating. I’m shaking on the inside, cold terror running through my veins.

	I don’t know when it happened or how it happened. 

	Emotions clog my throat and I practically choke on them. 

	Somehow, Riley Johnson has clawed her way under my flesh, sinking into my bones, into the marrow of my very being. My soul recognized her, saw her likeness, way before my heart did, but I continued to believe in my lies, simply remaining in denial all along. 

	I didn’t realize how frozen my heart was until Riley’s softness and her fragile soul started to melt the ice. 

	I had told myself that I would never ever fall in love with Riley Johnson. She’s Thomas’s daughter, after all. But that’s the thing…I don’t know if I’m capable of love. It’s such a foreign emotion to me, how does it shape? What does it feel like? How the fuck am I supposed to know?

	Human emotions are too complicated. Maybe I don’t love Riley, but I don’t hate her either. I actually never did. What I feel for the Little Wallflower is something in between, because she’s so much more than my nemesis or my responsibility. 

	The moment of my realization is cataclysmic. 

	Riley is more than just my pawn and maybe she always has been.

	I don’t want to use her or to hurt her. In fact, I don’t like the thought of her hurting at all. She is important to me…and I’m finally seeing it now. 

	I didn’t deceive Riley.

	I deceived myself. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY

	Riley — 19 years old.

	When my eyes flutter open, I feel somewhat disoriented. Hazy even.

	Confused, I blink at Lila, who’s looking down at me, her face etched with concern. “What happened?” I croak through dry lips. God, I have the nastiest headache. My head feels like someone’s trying to hammer my skull open and for some reason, all my muscles are sore.

	“There was a gas leak in our apartment.” Lila grimaces. Her fingers gently move across my cheeks, brushing the loose strands of my hair away from my face. “You passed out from carbon monoxide poisoning.”

	My eyes widen, a harsh exhale rattling from my chest. Carbon monoxide is a poisonous gas; I could have died. How did this even happen? I had been feeling dizzy, but I thought it was just exhaustion. I was reading on the couch, I remember standing up and then—

	The rest of my memories are a dark void of space, completely empty. I don’t remember anything else. How I fell unconscious or how I got here. I can hear the beeping of machines around me. The sterile white walls and the unpleasant scent of death that surround us. I’m in a hospital, that I know with certainty. Was it Lila who found me?

	“Colton found you,” Lila tells me, as if she can read my mind. Her voice softens. “He saved your life. I can’t imagine what would have happened if he didn’t get to you in time.”

	Lila shifts to the side, and my eyes land on Colton’s tall frame. He’s standing at the end of my bed, his body very still. I’m not sure he’s even breathing. 

	Our eyes meet and it’s like seeing a cold sculpture come to life. I see the first twitch in his body. The muscle in his jaw ticks and his chest rattles with a sharp inhale—as if he can finally breathe again. The relief in his body is almost immediate. 

	Colton…saved me?

	I am grateful, yet I can’t seem to get rid of the resentment that simmers in my veins. Looking at his face, seeing him here after hearing what he said last night—it aggravates me.

	I clear my throat and keep my voice cool. Detached. “Thank you for saving my life,” I tell him, nudging my chin up. “I’m grateful you got to me on time.”

	From the corner of my eyes, I see the confusion on Lila’s face. She has been so glad that Colton and me were finally getting along these last few weeks. But she doesn’t know what happened last night. I don’t plan on telling her either. She gets along fine with Colton. They are friends and they respect each other. I don’t want to be the reason their friendship is ruined. 

	Because I know, if Lila has to ever pick a side, she will always choose me. 

	His throat bobs with a hard swallow, but he doesn’t respond. Well, I have nothing else to say to him. I turn my face toward Lila. “Do you know when I can go home?”

	“The doctor will have to check on you before you get discharged.” Lila takes my hand in hers, squeezing. “They said if everything looks good, you can go home tonight. We can’t stay at our place though. We have to wait for any remnants of the carbon monoxide in the air to completely clear out, just to be on the safe side. We will stay with Maddox and Colton, just for tonight.”

	Hmm. I nod in understanding. I guess that makes sense. 

	“Why don’t you and Maddox go back first?” The deep timbre of his familiar voice fills the room. Colton is looking at me, but he’s speaking to Lila. “I will bring Riley home once she’s discharged.”

	“No,” I deadpan. “I’m not going anywhere with Colton.”

	Colton rakes his fingers through his hair. “I’m only taking you back home. You’re not going anywhere else with me. Lila has been by your side all this time; she needs to go back and get some rest.”

	My jaw clenches, hating that his words make sense. “I wasn’t speaking to you.” 

	Colton swears under his breath and squeezes his eyes shut. He inhales deeply, and then opens his eyes again. “Look, I know I’m the last person you want to see right now—”

	“You are,” I agree sharply. “Since you’ve already acknowledged that, then maybe you can leave now.”

	Lila’s eyes bounce back and forth between Colton and me. “Am I missing something?” she asks cautiously. 

	“No!” we both exclaim in unison. 

	Colton sighs, tiredly rubbing a hand over his face. He looks weary, but I can’t bring myself to care. “Can you give Riley and me a moment in private, please?”

	“Uhm…yeah, sure.”

	I grasp onto her hand, pulling her back when she tries to leave. “Nope, I don’t want a moment in private with him. You can stay, he will leave.”

	“Riley,” Colton mutters, my name sounding more like a warning on his lips. “I just need five minutes of your time. That’s all I’m asking.”

	“I’ll be right outside.” Lila pulls her hand out of my grip, pats me on the shoulder and then walks away. I gape at her retreating back. Traitor. She slides the door closed behind her, leaving Colton and me alone in the hospital room. 

	I try to cross my arms over my chest, but I can’t, because the movement tugs on the IV tubes. I feel a pinch in the back of my hand and wince. I’m so glad I was passed out when they did this to me. I hate needles. 

	Colton shifts closer. His thumb rubs across his jaw, and he looks like he’s contemplating what to say, mulling over his words before speaking them out loud. 

	Well, that’s new. Since he always just speaks whatever is on his mind, regardless of the fact if it wounds other people or not. 

	He takes a deep breath. “Look, I want to apologize—”

	Tossing my head back, I laugh. A dry, cold laugh. 

	His eyes darken, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “Would you just let me speak?” He’s already irritated. Well, his patience didn’t last too long. I’m not even surprised at this point. 

	“You know,” I start, my voice sounding hollow even to my own ears. “Yesterday, I was thinking that maybe we could have been friends.”

	He blinks, shock evident on his face. 

	“Hate can get so exhausting sometimes. So, I was thinking of putting everything behind us and starting anew. A friendship of some sort. I was even willing to forgive you for calling me Jasper’s sloppy seconds—”

	“That was a mistake,” Colton cuts me off. His regret is palpable; I can hear it in his words, but it doesn’t matter anymore. I don’t care about his apologies or his regret. 

	They mean nothing after last night.

	“Oh, so now it’s a mistake?” I give him a brittle smile. “You know, in the last few weeks, I started to think that maybe you had a personality makeover. But I was wrong. Your words last night proved me wrong. And nothing you say now will fix it.”

	“You won’t give me a chance to apologize?” He slowly advances toward me, until he’s standing by my side. He’s so close to me, the spicy scent of his cologne filling my nose. “You won’t let me fix this?”

	“What changed your mind overnight?” I ask, but then shake my head. “Wait, no. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to know. Because even if you come up with the best excuse, I won’t believe you.”

	He scowls. 

	Trust is a fragile thing. It might take years to build and only a second to break. And Colton lost my trust before he even had a chance to gain it. 

	I won’t give him the power to break me. 

	Colton Bennett will never be a safe option for my heart. 

	I should have never thought otherwise. Maybe I had a brief lapse of judgment, where I mistook his deception for kindness and even something more. But I won’t be making that mistake again.

	Colton makes a growly sound in the back of his throat. Am I getting on his nerves? Good. “Is this how it’s going to be then?” he asks, a dark gleam in his gray eyes. 

	I nudge my chin up, staring at him through my lashes. I keep my expression cool, giving nothing away. He scoffs, shaking his head. His gaze sweeps across my face, lingering longer over my lips. Colton is quiet for a moment, and then I see it.

	A twitch on his lips, almost like he’s trying to hide a smile.

	“I wasn’t going to go at it like this. But you leave me no choice,” he tells me. His arm comes up, his knuckles softly brushing along my jaw before he wraps a loose strand of my blonde hair around his index finger. I try to move my head away, but he holds on tight. “I saved your life and you’re grateful, but that’s not enough. You owe me, Riley. You’re indebted to me. And I will be collecting. Not today, not tomorrow, and maybe not even next week or next month.”

	He gently tugs on my hair and my lips part with a silent gasp. 

	My heart thuds in my chest. Indebted?

	“But when I come to collect the debt of life you owe me, you will know.” His eyes glint with smugness. “In the meantime, you will just have to tolerate me and my presence. Go ahead, call me an asshole, a heartless jerk or any other cruel names you can think of. I am all those things and I’ve never claimed to be different. But get used to having me in your life now. I’m going to be your permanent shadow.” His voice drops low, a deep timbre that resonates through my whole body, causing a tingle in my lower belly.

	I want to pull away, but I can’t.

	I can’t move.

	I can’t breathe…

	His warm, musky scent surrounds me. His maddening touch and the burning intensity of his gaze— I can’t bring myself to pull away from them. My body and my brain are on two different pages. 

	Colton leans in, his breath fanning across my lips. “And you know what?” He purrs gruffly, and it’s both rich and masculine. “I was going to let you go, Little Wallflower. But it’s kinda your fault we’re in this situation right now.”

	His mouth brushes along my jaw, moving lower and then pressing against my throat. Right over my rapid pulse. A soft caress of his lips. “For having a soft heart and for being so stubbornly beautiful.” He breathes against my skin. 

	My stomach flutters.

	His teeth graze my flesh, a small nip that has been sucking in a sharp breath, before he pulls away. Colton releases my hair, and he takes a step back. A roguish smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth. That damn, wicked smirk.

	I hate it.

	He shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I’m going to tell Lila that I’ll be driving you back home.”

	Colton doesn’t wait for my response before he’s stalking away. 

	I thought he was terrible before, but now he’s going to use the fact that he saved my life to continuously bait me. I don’t know what he wants from me, but I know one thing for sure. Colton is going to enjoy vexing me. I saw the mischievous challenge in his eyes. 

	I close my eyes, leaning back against the pillow. He infuriates me.

	I hate him. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

	Grayson— 21 years old (2 years later)

	Taking a long sip from the bottle, I feel the alcohol burn down my throat. I don’t drink often, but sometimes…being drunk is the only way to face the cold, lonely nights. 

	Sometimes when my brain refuses to shut off, when the ache in my chest just won’t go away, it’s easier to drink myself into oblivion. 

	It’s easier to forget, than to live with the memories of her. 

	Riley still breathes in my heart.

	And fuck, I miss her like crazy. Loving her is like a sweet death, and I savor the taste of self-destruction. It’s pure insanity, really. 

	It’s been two years, and I still can’t move on. I find myself dreaming of her every night, and I carry those dreams with me during the day. It’s the only way I’ve been able to survive this long without her.

	Sometimes, I wonder if Riley has already moved on. If she’s in love with another man. Have I completely lost my chance? Would she choose to listen to my reasons if we ever come face to face again? Would she give our love another chance? 

	The alcohol sours in my mouth. I take my glasses off, squeezing my eyes shut and lean my head back against the black leather couch. 

	A lot has happened in two years. 

	So much has changed. I have changed. The situation forced me to.

	What about her? Is her hair short or long? Does she still like watching the sunset? Has her love for butterflies changed? Is her heart still soft, as I remember? Or has my love turned her bitter? 

	Regret cuts me deep. I still remember the day I broke her heart, how deeply my cruel words wounded her. I can still hear her broken whimpers echoing in my ears. 

	Meeting Riley was the greatest gift of my life, but we found forever at the wrong time. We met at a time when we couldn’t possibly belong together.

	Fate is unfair and cruel.

	Kismet brought Riley into my life, but…it never promised us a happy ending.

	Our love is a tragedy.

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 

	Riley — 21 years old. 

	Colton stretches his arm over the back of my chair, and I mentally facepalm myself. Here comes Colton with his ultimate douchebaggery, which means everything that’s about to come out of his mouth is going to piss me off. 

	Two years ago, when he told me that I should get used to him and his presence, I thought he’d soon grow bored. Men like Colton Bennett always need new entertainment every now and then. Two years is too long for me to have his continuous attention. 

	But no, I was wrong. He didn’t grow bored. In fact, the harder I pushed him away…the more he tried to get closer to me. 

	He has indeed been my permanent shadow for the last two years. I hate the way Colton focuses on me, quietly. Almost like a hunter, seeking out its prey. He never hides his blatant interest in me. His gaze always lingers. Unabashedly staring at the curves of my hips, my breasts, my lips— his eyes brazenly sweeping over every inch of me like he has every right to look. To admire. To desire. 

	Colton is a man full of carnal needs, and he doesn’t hide his wild hunger for me. But he watches me patiently, waiting for the perfect moment to collect his debt. 

	“I believe you’re interrupting my date with Riley,” Theo says to Colton, his jaw tight with displeasure. 

	Colton takes my fork, stabbing a piece of meat off my plate and shoving it into his mouth. He chews slowly, taking his sweet fucking time. I know he’s doing it on purpose, to anger Theo. I know all of his annoying tactics now and he’s so damn aggravating. “Riley doesn’t go on any dates without a chaperone.”

	I press my lips together, holding back a laugh. I am pissed at Colton for crashing my date, but the look on Theo’s face is absolutely comical. 

	Colton hands me back my fork and I take it from him. I’ve barely touched my steak and my stomach recoils at the thought of putting that piece of meat in my mouth. I like steak, but I still hate eating in public. Especially in front of a complete stranger. 

	Theo, who sits across from me, scowls at us. “Riley, can you tell this man to leave?”

	“I would, but he has a mind of his own.” I simply shrug. “Colton, you need to leave.”

	He grins. “Nah.”

	“See? I told you.” I stare at Theo, blinking innocently. “He’s a brute.”

	From the corner of my eye, I see Colton smirking mischievously. “I am only a brute in bed, and you know that very well.”

	Theo’s eyes practically bulge out of his head. No, I don’t know what type of brute Colton is in bed. Not from his lack of trying, though. But I’m not falling for his charms and I don’t have any plans to fall in bed with him either. 

	“He’s your ex?” Theo exclaims furiously. “What the fuck?”

	“No,” I mutter, but Colton is already speaking over me.

	“I can make her moan louder than you ever can. Her sweet fucking moan, I tell you. Too bad you won’t ever get to hear it.”

	My head snaps toward him, lips parting with a shocked gasp. He did not just say that! But oh God, he did. He really just said that out loud, to my date. 

	Outraged, Theo rises to his feet. I do the same, grabbing my bag. “I’m sorry,” I tell him before he can say anything. “I have to go. Thank you for lunch though.”

	And then I make my escape, rushing out of the restaurant like the whole place is on fire. I don’t bother looking back, to see if Colton is following me or not. I know he is. He always does. 

	The moment I’m outside, I inhale deeply, breathing in the fresh spring air. I hear familiar footsteps behind me when I start walking away from the fancy, 5-star restaurant. I count fifteen steps in my head before Colton comes forward, matching my stride and keeping the same pace as me. We walk side by side, our elbows brushing against each other and neither of us speaks. It’s just the sound of our breathing. 

	A few minutes later, he breaks the silence. “Please tell me that was your first and last date with him.”

	“Yes,” I grumble under my breath. “Thanks to you, because you ruined my date!” I’m not really mad about that, since I did let him ruin it. I could have stopped him at any time, but I didn’t. So it’s partially my fault this date ended up as a disaster. 

	“A date your father set up. A date you didn’t want to go to in the first place. I merely helped you get rid of him.”

	Theo is the son of Kane Wright, the CEO of a famous pharmaceutical company. I’ll probably get a call from my father tonight. He won’t be very happy about the outcome of this date. Since my breakup with Grayson, my father has tried to set me up with multiple men. None of whom got a second date from me. 

	“I didn’t need your help,” I rebuke him, coming to a halt. Slowly, I twist around to face Colton. “I could have handled this on my own.”

	“C’mon. That man in the restaurant? He was pathetic. Definitely not worthy of you or your attention. I saved you from wasting your time.” He’s grinning, mischief dancing in his eyes.

	Colton Bennett is the devil incarnate, with a sexy smirk that I’m not sure if I want to kiss or punch. I hate him, almost as much as I want him. He infuriates me, yet when I’m alone at night, I dream of his rough hands touching me. I dream of the caress of his deep baritone voice against my bare skin. But my dreams are my secret. 

	I will never confess those dreams to him. 

	Crossing my arms over my chest, I level him with a glare. “You’re obsessive,” I accuse sharply. 

	He raises an eyebrow, giving me a look full of devious intentions. “For you? Yeah, damn right. The more you push me away, the more I want you closer.”

	“Really?” I roll my eyes to feign indifference, even though my stomach does a flip. “Tell me something you know about me,” I challenge, ignoring the flutter in my lower belly.

	He slowly cocks his head to the side. “Is this some kind of test?”

	I know his attraction toward me is real…but his devotion and affection? I doubt them both. My anxiety and broken heart have given me severe trust issues. 

	I don’t know what’s real or not anymore. 

	Colton shifts closer, crowding into my personal space. He lowers his head, bringing his face closer to mine. Thud. He presses two fingers under my chin, tilting my head up before he cradles my jaw between his hands. The musky, masculine scent of him assaults my senses, and I inhale, breathing him in. Filling my lungs with his smell. 

	“I know what you’re afraid of,” Colton rasps, his minty breath fanning over my lips. “Loneliness. You’re afraid of being lonely.”

	My lips part with a silent gasp. His thumb brushes along my jaw, and my heart stutters at his tender touch. “Do you want to know what I am afraid of?”

	My pulse quickens. “What?” I breathe.

	“Living with a bitter heart for the rest of my life,” he confesses, his deep baritone voice lowering with a husky timbre. 

	Colton caresses my cheeks, before his touch disappears. 

	And then he’s gone. 

	My chest tightens. Thud. 

	The fluttering in my lower belly goes wild. Forget just butterflies, there’s a whole damn zoo in there. My feelings toward Colton have gotten too complicated. 

	I fear that my heart is at stake.

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

	Colton — 21 years old

	Riley grumbles under her breath and limps toward the baking aisle, dragging her right leg behind her. She’s got a big cast on, after taking a nasty fall four days ago. She fractured her bones in two different places in her lower leg. While it’s not severe enough to need metal pins and plates to hold the fragments together, Riley still needs to stay in the cast for at least five weeks. 

	And she’s really grumpy about that. 

	I scowl, thinking of the reason behind her fall. Which could have easily been avoided if she had just called me over and asked for help. The upper cabinets in her kitchen had come off the hinges, and she had climbed over the counter to try and fix them herself. Only for her to trip over and fall off. I heard the crash from my apartment and went to check. 

	I found her on the floor, holding her leg, her face pale, in shock. She didn’t even cry or make a sound of pain when I carried her to my car. To say that my anger had been unrestrained that day is an understatement. But I didn’t have the heart to scold her for being so careless. For recklessly putting herself in danger when I was right next door. 

	It’s been two years, and she still won’t allow herself to trust me.

	But that’s fine, I’m enjoying the hunt. Chasing her gives me a whole new high that no drug is capable of giving. Because once I have her in my arms and under me, I’m going to savor the sweet fucking taste of her on my tongue. 

	Riley is stubborn, but I am more stubborn than her. 

	While she’s busy looking at the baking ingredients, I make my way to the other aisles, adding things to the basket that I know she’ll be needing. 

	Riley meets me at the self-checkout, and when she finally notices the items I’ve got, she gapes at me. “How do you know which tampons I use?” she blurts out in surprise, before her cheeks flush with a deep pinkish color. I like a blushing Riley. There’s something innocent in that look of hers. 

	I lift a shoulder, half-shrugging. 

	“That’s kinda creepy, Bennett.”

	Is it creepy to notice the littlest things about the girl I care about? It’s not like I’m stalking her. I’m just good at noticing what other people usually don’t.

	“I got you your favorite chocolate too.” Mint chocolate and cranberry chocolate.

	Her lips twist, almost like she’s holding herself back from making another remark. After the payment is made, I grab the bags and we leave the store. Riley doesn’t argue when I grasp her elbow, helping her walk to my car. I know she hates being vulnerable like this.

	Once she’s inside the car, I wait for her to put on her seat belt before I close the door. The drive back to our apartment is quiet. The Little Wallflower seems more pensive today. She doesn’t have a lot of fight in her. 

	When we pull into the parking lot, I see Maddox and Lila. They must have just gotten back from the airport. Right after our final exams, Maddox took Lila on a week-long vacation to Paris. The two tickets were a birthday present from his father. 

	It still baffles me how these two are still just…friends. 

	Four years of chemistry and sexual tension. Four years of emotional intimacy but they are still too stubborn to change the status of their friendship to dating. 

	As I’m helping Riley out of the car, Lila notices us. She drops her bag, racing toward us and wrapping her best friend into a tight hug. 

	“How’s the leg?” Maddox nods toward Riley’s blue cast

	Riley’s lip juts out, a sad pout. “It’s fine now.

	Lila makes a strangled sound at the back of her throat, a look of outrage on her face. “I can’t believe you waited a whole day before you called and told me about what happened. You broke your leg, what the hell!”

	“Fractured,” I amend. “Not broken. She’s lucky I was next door and heard her cry out.”

	“You shouldn’t have climbed up on that counter when you were home alone. That was dangerous.” Lila’s forehead creases with worry as she frets over Riley. “You could have been hurt worse!”

	“She could have just called me, and I would have fixed the broken cabinet,” I mumble under my breath, still very much annoyed about that fact.

	Riley hisses, her eyes flashing with annoyance. “I had it all handled if it wasn’t for the cat jumping over the counter. I tripped over it. Rory asked me to cat-sit for her while she and Jaxon were away this weekend.” She twists around to face me, glaring. “I didn’t…and don’t need your help, Colton.”

	I grunt in response. “Funny. I’m the one who drove you to the hospital in the middle of the night.”

	Her shoulder straightens, her lips curling up in distaste. “Because you insisted.”

	“You were in pain.”

	“Who cares? I was fine on my own and could have called 9-1-1!”

	My chest rumbles with a growl. “I care!”

	The words spill out before I can stop myself, before I can even think of what impact such a confession would have on us— on our relationship, or whatever it is we have between us. 

	This is the first time I’ve admitted that I care about Riley out loud. The first time I’m hearing myself utter those words. I’ve known a long time ago that Riley Johnson is important to me, but I’ve never confessed that to her.

	She opens her mouth to snap back at me, but then pauses, looking shocked at my confession. Riley blinks, opens her mouth again, before finally shutting up. No smartass comeback? Huh, interesting.

	“Whatever,” she finally mumbles under her breath, “how was your trip, Lila?”

	Lila’s gaze finds Maddox, as she turns red. She blinks away and sputters out a half-ass response to her friend. “Oh, fine. It was fine. Everything was nice and fine.”

	“She said fine three times,” I mutter to Maddox, soft enough the girls don’t catch it. 

	Riley glances between Lila and Maddox, almost suspiciously. She appears thoughtful while I’ve already caught on.

	“Was Paris like everything you imagined?” I ask, a cocky grin on my lips. 

	Lila lets out a choked laugh. “Oh, yeah. Everything was…”

	“Fine,” Maddox finishes for her.

	Her head snaps toward Maddox, and her dark eyes burn darker. “I was going to say, everything was magical.”

	Maddox grins. “Was the sex magical, too?”

	Lila gasps, absolutely outraged.

	Riley stumbles back and almost falls flat on her ass, if it isn’t for me grabbing onto her. I let out a holler, before quickly disguising it with a coughing fit. My shoulders shake with silent laughter. Finally…they’ve done it. It’s been a long four years. Maddox and his blue balls have finally got some relief.

	“What?!” Riley screeches. Her eyes bounce back and forth between our friends, before she shares a knowing look with me. We’ve expected this. It was going to happen eventually. We just didn’t think it would have taken them this long.

	“Maddox,” Lila hisses. Her fists clench by her sides, and I’m sure she’s contemplating decking him.

	Maddox grins harder. “My dick is magic, babe. Don’t be embarrassed to admit it.”

	He ignores Lila’s glare and turns to face us with an announcement. “She’s my girlfriend, and she’s moving in with me.” 

	Riley blinks.

	I smirk. 

	When Lila starts to protest, Maddox leans down and claims her lips, not giving a shit that they have an audience. The kiss lingers and when they pull away, Lila’s cheeks are flushed and she looks like she’s about to bolt out of here.

	Maddox sees the panic in her eyes. He lunges forward, grabbing her by the waist and tossing her over his shoulder. He hooks his arm behind her knees, pinning them against his chest. Lila lets out a shout and starts struggling, but there’s no use. Maddox gives us a nod, still smirking like a loon and then he carries his precious cargo back to the apartment building. 

	“Soooo, they’re dating now?” Riley asks, watching them disappear inside.

	“Looks like it. About fucking time.”

	She nods. “I agree. It took them long enough.”

	“Finally, we agree on something.” I grin. 

	Riley squints up at me. “I think you just ruined the moment.”

	Grumpy Riley is back again. That’s okay.

	I can handle all of her just fine. Her sass. Her anger. Her frustration. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

	Riley— 22 years old (two months later)

	I rummage through my closet, trying to find my favorite woolen sweater. It has to be somewhere in here, but it’s been over an hour now since I’ve been looking for it. And I still can’t find it. I’ve emptied all my drawers and have looked through my closet five times already. Now, six. I try to think, combing through my memories to remember where I last wore it. 

	Did Lila borrow it from me and I forgot? Wait—

	Oh, I remember now. 

	I left it at her place last week. And by her place, I mean what used to be Maddox and Colton’s apartment. Lila moved in with Maddox two months ago, and Colton moved out. 

	He’s living in one of the townhouses his family owns, five minutes from here. He apparently likes his new place better. It’s much bigger than our apartment and has a backyard pool, so he’s back to hosting his lame-ass parties again. 

	With Colton moving out, it means we see each other less now. I can’t decide if I like it or hate it. Somehow, as much as I loathe to admit it, I’ve grown used to his overbearing presence and his obsessiveness. 

	I don’t hate Colton, but I don’t necessarily like him either. Okay, maybe I am lying to myself now. I like him enough to want to sleep with him. 

	What we have is something between hate and desire. Maybe affection, but I can’t be too sure…I’m scared of giving him the power to hurt me.

	To get your heart broken by a man like Grayson—imagine what Colton could do. He’ll stomp all over my already-bruised heart and I don’t think I have the strength left in me to give him that chance.

	Fool me once, shame on me.

	Fool me twice— oh, no no. 

	I make my way to Lila’s apartment, using my spare key to unlock the door. I don’t bother to knock. Maddox took her out on a date tonight, so no one’s home. 

	Or so I thought… 

	Until I walk inside to find a completely naked Colton, standing in the middle of the apartment. The first thing I see is…dick.

	Colton’s dick. 

	Oh…

	Oh, wow. 

	He is so…big. 

	Long and girthy. 

	A tingle runs down my spine and my lower belly does that same fluttering thing it always does in Colton’s presence. My throat is suddenly parched and there’s a pulsing need between my thighs. 

	 

	Colton lifts his head, and he finally sees me standing by the door, staring like a complete creeper. “Jesus Christ, Riley!” He bellows and the shock in his voice has me jerking my eyes away from his semi-hard length, and I finally look up at his face. “You scared the shit outta me.”

	I stand there, my feet glued to the floor and I watch him grab the white towel from the couch and wrap it around his waist. Obscuring my view. Excuse me, how dare he cover himself up.

	“Why are you walking around naked?” My tone unexpectedly comes out as an accusation, carefully concealing my wicked desires.

	“Because I thought I was alone in here. I’m supposed to be. What are you doing here?” He places his hands on his hips, where the towel hangs loosely.

	His hair is wet, and there are still some droplets of water on his skin, which tells me he just came out of the shower and didn’t bother to dry himself properly.

	My eyes linger over his wide chest far longer than I intended, before lowering to his hard-cut abs. And the perfect trail of hair, a shade slightly lighter than the hair on his head, leading from his navel to his…

	The wretched towel hides the rest.

	It’s unfair just how good-looking Colton Bennett is. It should be against the law to look this sexy. He is sinfully gorgeous, with a sculpted body and a devastatingly sexy face. 

	I swallow, trying to wet my parched throat, but it doesn’t work. Licking my lips, I avert my gaze from his semi-naked body only to fail after two seconds. “I came here to get my sweater,” I tell him, my eyes lowering below his waist again. 

	I can see his bulge through the towel. 

	He slowly advances toward me. “You’re staring,” he croons teasingly. “And you’re not even trying to make it less obvious.”

	I very much am staring.

	I am sex deprived. The last time I had sex was…

	With Grayson. 

	It’s been more than two years now. Sure, I’ve touched myself countless times, but it’s nothing compared to the real thing. Sweaty bodies tangled together, the grunts of pleasure, the obscene sounds of fucking…

	It doesn’t equate to self-pleasure.

	I crave physical intimacy as much as I need emotional intimacy. I guess that’s why one-night stands don’t work for me. While I get the physical aspects of it, it lacks the emotional connection that I desperately need. 

	Colton stalks toward me and I take an instinctive step back. He doesn’t allow me to get too far though. He steps forward, his much bigger body crowding into my personal space. 

	Until my back is pressed against the wall and there’s less than an inch of space separating us. My hands land on his bare chest, and we’re skin to skin. Colton leans his forearm against the wall, above my head. Caging me between the wall and his body. 

	Thud.

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	“Are you going to kiss me?” I question breathlessly. Because if he does, I know I won’t push him away. Not today. 

	This has been building between us for months now. The sexual tension I had tried so hard to ignore, but I can’t seem to do that right now. His intoxicating scent and warmth surround me. Every particle in me feels greedy for this moment. 

	“There’s a problem. If I kiss you, I won’t be able to stop,” Colton rasps, his warm breath fanning over my lips.

	I move my fingers over his pectoral muscles, softly...teasingly. His body tenses and his bare chest rattles with a sharp inhale when my knuckle brushes over his nipple. It’s by accident, but his reaction has me suddenly feeling quite bold. “And what if I kiss you?”

	Thud. 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	 Our eyes lock, and I slowly rub my thumb over his nipple, feeling it tighten under my touch. His throat bobs with a hard swallow, and he releases a shuddering breath. 

	This man is…beautiful. In a rugged, masculine way. 

	Be still my beating heart.

	I know I’m playing with fire.

	And I’m about to get burned. 

	But I can’t stop.

	“You won’t be able to stop either.” Colton grins cockily. 

	“I think I have better self-control than you,” I whisper. His eyes are dark with lust and my thighs grow slick with arousal. 

	His arm snakes out, circling around my hips and tugging me into his body. All his hardness against my softness. God, he’s so warm. “Let’s test that theory then.” 

	My pulse quickens at his deep, slightly husky voice. 

	“Is this a bet?”

	His features darken dangerously. “I’ll never bet on you.”

	“I was a game to you, though.” My nails dig into his chest, leaving tiny imprints on his flesh. Colton grunts in response, but it’s not a sound of pain. Quite the opposite actually. 

	His lips brush over the corner of my lips, not really a kiss. It’s more like a tender touch, a tease to remind me of what’s coming. “A mistake I made and still deeply regret,” he admits, with a slight shake in his gravelly, lustful tone. 

	My heart slams hard against my rib cage and I wonder if he can feel it. 

	“How much do you regret it?” I find myself asking, while slowly dragging my fingers down and across his abdomen.

	“I lost you because of it.” His voice is pained.

	“You never had me.”

	His deep chuckle sends a flutter of tingle through my body, from the top of my head all the way down to my toes. “That’s what you think.” He growls low in my ear. 

	My breath hitches.

	Thud.

	Thud.

	Thud.

	And then we’re both moving at the same time. 

	My eyes flutter closed when Colton crushes his mouth against mine and the world comes to a standstill. His heart thunders under the palms of my hands. 

	He captures my lips and I gasp into his kiss. His tongue slides inside, tasting me. Licking and sucking on my tongue. He devours my lips like he’s on death row and this is his last meal. The kiss is savage and cruel. 

	His hand curls around the back of my neck, his fingers dangling into my hair. I teeter on my toes, returning his punishing kiss with a violent one of my own. My nails dig into the muscles of his shoulders, and his body tenses. My teeth graze his lower lip and I bite down. Colton growls a guttural groan in response. “Fuck,” he swears into the kiss. 

	A needy whimper spills from my lips and he swallows it, drinking in my moans like he’s been thirsting for them all his life. “Riley,” he groans deeply, my name like a fevered prayer on his lips and my pulse quickens. 

	My sex clenches in response, arousal coating the inside of my thighs. My need seeps out of me like desperate waves of carnal desire. 

	Colton kisses me like he can’t get enough.

	When we part for air, our chests heaving breathlessly, I open my eyes to find Colton already staring down at me. 

	He cradles my jaw in his hand before lowering his lips to mine again. This time, it’s a whispery kiss. A tender touch, almost like he wants to breathe in the taste of me, to memorize the curves of my lips. 

	My heart ricochets against my ribs.

	“Run,” he begs me in a guttural voice. “You need to go, before I fuck you against this wall. Leave and go back to your apartment. Lock the door behind you.” 

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	Thud.

	“Colton—”

	“I can smell the musky scent of your arousal, Riley. And I swear, it’s driving me fucking mad. You need to go right now.” He releases the back of my neck, his hand moving to grip my waist instead. He yanks me to him, hard. Colton shifts his hips, pressing the thick length of his erection against my heated core. My chest rattles with a surprised gasp. “But make no mistake. We will be fucking. Just not today, because when I have you in my bed for the first time, I’m going to take my sweet time with you. And right now, if I take you…it will end up being a hard, quick rut against the wall. You deserve better than that.”

	Colton releases his hold on me and he takes a step back, giving me just enough space to escape. There’s a possessive glint in his dark gaze. “Go,” he begs roughly.

	With my heart in my throat, I do just that.

	Spinning on my heels, I run. 

	I get inside my apartment and lock the door. My knees weaken and my body slides against the door, until I’m sitting on the ground. My lips are swollen and I can still taste the minty remnants of him. 

	Oh God, what have we done? 

	We can’t go back from this; nothing will ever be the same again. His one kiss has completely obliterated the illusion of my hatred for him. 

	So, what happens now?

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

	Colton —21 years old 

	Two years ago, outside Riley’s hospital room, Lila gave me some advice and what she said to me changed the course of my life.

	“Riley is fragile. She doesn’t need you to push her boundaries, like you’ve relentlessly been doing since you’ve met her. This is exactly what pushed her into Grayson’s arms. If you want her, you need to be patient. You need to soften your heart for her, Colton.”

	Riley is an intricate riddle, a beautiful puzzle, and I have taken my sweet time discovering her. Everything about her. 

	What ticks her off. What makes her laugh. What pleases or angers her. I’ve seen all I had to see—the complicated, the ugly and the beautiful that makes Riley Johnson. 

	Lila is her best friend and if there’s anyone else in this world who knows Riley better than I do, it’s her. So, I did exactly what she advised. 

	I’m not a patient person by nature; it’s never been a virtue of mine, but for my Little Wallflower? I’ve been solemnly patient.

	For two years, I’ve kept my hands to myself. Giving her the time and the space she needed. I watched her rise from the ashes of her broken heart and slowly put her life together. I watched quietly, as she endured the grief that haunts her and the pain that resides in her soul.

	We are more alike than it seems. 

	Souls made out of flames and with heartbreak etched on our skin. 

	We are battle-worn.

	They say the fruit of patience always tastes the sweetest. It’s not a lie. 

	That kiss two months ago? Riley initiated it. 

	And her lips? They tasted like the sweetest fucking thing I’ve ever had in my life. The finest wine, and God, I could easily get addicted to those lips of hers. 

	She calls me obsessive…

	And fuck yeah, I am obsessed with her. Like a mad, mad man. 

	I will never deny it. If someone were to ask me if I have ever had an addiction, I’d simply point at her. Riley Johnson is my drug of choice. When I’m around her, I forget my demons.

	I might be the storm in her life, but she brings me a sense of tranquility that I’ve never felt before. I never knew such feelings even existed. 

	She is the calm to my chaos. 

	The softness to my viciousness. 

	The cure for my venomous heart.

	I’m still lost in my thoughts of Riley when my phone rings with an incoming call. My arms uncurl from behind my head and I blindly reach for my phone. It’s way past midnight, who could possibly be calling me at this time?

	My heart stammers when I see Riley’s name flashing on the phone screen. She’s calling? What the hell? She has never called me before.

	I answer the call, bringing the phone to my ear. Before I have a chance to speak, there’s a breathy moan in the background. My jaw snaps closed, shock coursing through me, and I forget what I was going to say. 

	Riley moans again, and I know it’s her because I’d recognize the sound of her moan from anywhere. “Ah… shit.” I hear a rustling in the background and then a needy whimper. “Colton.”

	My name spills from her lips and I’m instantly hard. 

	She’s touching herself…and calling out to me. Ah, fuck. I’m a goner. 

	But knowing Riley the way I do, I’m sure she hasn’t realized yet that I’m listening to her. That call is an accident, I just know it.

	Since our kiss two months ago, we haven’t been physical with each other again. School has been extremely busy, and since I’m not her neighbor anymore, we don’t see each other every day like we used to before. 

	There’s a brewing sexual tension between us, and it burns with such lustful ferocity that my cock is constantly hard when I’m in her presence. It’s excruciating. To be in the same room with Riley, not being able to touch her the way I want. 

	I used to find human touch nauseating. 

	The idea of sex…of fucking a woman quite literally repulsed me.

	But not Riley.

	No…

	I’m thinking of kissing her.

	Touching her. 

	Feeling her.

	Licking. Tasting and saturating the taste of her on my tongue.

	I crave to have her warm body under me. 

	To see the imprint of me on her flesh, to see it redden with my bitemarks. 

	I wonder if she’ll taste as sweet as she does in my dreams. I want to bury myself in her slick heat and feel her pulse around me. I want her to dig her pretty nails into my back and leave her marks on my skin. I need her to want me as much as I desire her. 

	My dick hardens, and fuck, I can’t stop now. 

	Not when I know she’s touching herself to thoughts of me.

	When I finally speak, my voice is gruff with lust. “Riley.”

	There’s a pause, which is then followed by a shriek of surprise. Aha, she’s finally noticed we’re on call. “Oh my God, oh my God!” There’s more rustling in the background as she panics. 

	“Don’t you dare hang up on me.” I growl, my tone more aggressive than I intended. 

	Riley lets out a breathy gasp. “How long have you been listening to me?” she accuses, but there’s no hostility in the way she speaks. If anything, there’s a neediness in her voice. 

	“Long enough to know you’ve been very naughty, Miss Johnson.” She hisses at my words and I smirk. “How long have you been touching yourself while imagining me? After the kiss or before?”

	She’s quiet for a few seconds, and then her husky voice comes through. “Before.”

	Goddamn it, Riley is going to be the death of me. “Are you naked right now?”

	“Uh-huh. You?” she whispers with curiosity. 

	“Yes.” I put the phone on speaker, tossing the blanket off me. I cup my bulge, circling the thick length with my fist. “Tell me in detail how you’re touching yourself,” I demand roughly. “Don’t be shy now, baby. Part your legs for me. Keep them wide open, imagine me between the cradle of your thighs.”

	“Oh.” I know she’s envisioning it— us. Our sweating bodies entangled together. Skin to skin. Feeling the thumping beat of each other’s hearts against our chests. 

	“Yes, oh.” I palm my erection, squeezing at the base before pumping my length in my tight fist. My heart thunders in my chest. “Taste yourself for me.”

	“W-what?” She gasps, sounding scandalized by my hoarse demand. 

	I don’t stop fisting, pumping my cock to the sound of her delicate, husky voice. “You heard me, Riley. Rub your pussy and then I want you to put two slick fingers in your mouth. I want you to suck them and savor the taste of yourself because I’m not there to do it.”

	“Okay,” she agrees shakily. Her breath hitches and then I hear another needy whimper.

	“So filthy, you are. But that’s only for me, isn’t it?” She makes a tiny sound of agreement in the back of her throat. I’m so hard, aching for her. “Tell me, what does your arousal taste like?”

	“Tangy…musky, I guess.”

	“I bet you taste so fucking sweet.” I grunt. “Now, place your phone on the mattress between your legs, I want to hear the sound your pussy makes while you touch yourself to my voice.”

	“You’re so demanding,” Riley complains, but I know she’s doing it anyway. My sweet, filthy girl enjoys dirty talking and likes to be told what to do. “I-I’m touching myself.”

	“Good girl. I’m so fucking hard for you.” My chest rumbles with a low growl. “Keep going, don’t stop until you come.”

	“I want you to make me come—ah!” Her voice trails off with a strangled moan. I imagine her back arching off the bed, I imagine her eyes squeezed shut as she brings herself near the edge of her climax. Riley releases muffled sighs, whining and whimpering. 

	I stroke myself, closing my eyes. An image of Riley drifts behind my eyelids. 

	Slick pussy, curvy hips, taut stomach, pink nipples and big juicy tits I want to sink my teeth in. My cock jerks as I put more pressure on it and my balls grow tight between my legs.

	I can hear her. The wet, sloppy sound her cunt makes as she fingers herself. I bet she’s dripping all over her bedsheets. Because of me. 

	Riley wants me. 

	She’s thinking of me. 

	I am the one making her come.

	“I’m so close,” she purrs in my ear. “Oh, God…it feels so good.”

	“Good. Keep going, I want to hear your voice when you come.” I pump my fist harder, faster. Finding a punishing rhythm that brings me closer to my own release. Ragged, guttural groans spill from me and I don’t bother muffling the sounds that escape past my throat. 

	I want Riley to know the effects she has on me, the power she holds in the delicate palms of her hands. I want her to hear just how much I need her. 

	She lets out a low, needy whine. “Ah fuck, so close, so close—Colton!”

	Riley screams my name as she climaxes. 

	My fucking name.

	The muscles in my thighs coil tensely and my abdomen clenches. A shudder rolls through me as I come, thick ropes of semen spraying my stomach and coating my palm. My body twitches from the force of my orgasm. “Fuck, Riley.”

	After coming down from the high of ecstasy, Riley is quiet. I can still hear her shaky breath through the phone, but it’s almost like she’s scared to speak. 

	I give her the time she needs, allowing her to think through what just happened. I know she’s going through the whole scenario in her head again. Probably overthinking the outcome of this, but I don’t push or bully her. I wait, patiently. 

	I don't know how much time passes before she finally speaks. Her voice is breathy and timid, a little bit sleepy. “I don’t know what to say.”

	“Then you don’t have to say anything. As long as you don’t regret this, because I don’t.”

	“I don’t regret it,” she confesses breathlessly. 

	Her words fill me with gratifying relief. 

	Two years…

	It took us two years to get here.

	I’m never letting her go. 

	It’s time to collect my debt soon. 

	 

	***

	 

	Three months later

	 

	Leaning behind the massive pillar, I cross my ankles, hiding in the shadows where no one can see me, and I wait. I’m not invited to the Christmas gala, hosted by Thomas and Nora Johnson. If Thomas were to see me— Henry’s son, he would most definitely have me thrown out and then the scandal would make it to the tabloids.

	I’m here for a different reason though. 

	I’m here because I have a feeling Riley is going to need me tonight.

	She’s making a public appearance after three years. 

	For three Christmases, she was always able to escape going to the charity gala, but this year, Riley’s father has been adamant about her attending. Probably because he’s started looking for potential suitors for her. 

	I’m not on the list of suitors, of course. Since I’m a Bennett. But that’s not going to stop me from stealing my Little Wallflower away tonight.

	I pop Riley’s favorite mint candy in my mouth. Crossing my arms over my shoulders, I wait for her to arrive. Twenty minutes go by, and thankfully, no one notices me. I’m carefully hidden in the shadows and I have the perfect view of the whole place.

	But when the ballroom suddenly grows silent, buzzing with antsy energy, I instantly know who has stolen everyone’s attention. 

	My gaze slides over to the entrance, and I finally see her.

	There’s a breathless second.

	My chest aches at the sight of her. It’s unreal how fucking stunning she is. 

	Absolutely ravishing and exquisite. 

	She walks down the stairs with elegance— a bewitching enchantress who is in complete control. Riley has everyone under her spell, even me. 

	Her blonde hair hangs in loose curls behind her back, with wavy tendrils framing her face. A delicate silver headband is perched on top of her hair, and when the stones catch the lighting, I can tell they are diamonds. 

	Her white dress molds to every curve of her body perfectly. The sheer fabric is flowy and light. There’s a high slit on one side of the dress and the deep V-neckline would be considered inappropriate for such an event. When she shifts to the side, I see that her dress is backless with chain strappings. 

	Everything about her screams goddess. 

	Riley looks like she just walked out of Mount Olympus, the personification of Aphrodite herself. Even if I were a blind man, I’d still be swayed by her beauty.

	But her dress of choice is scandalous—an act of rebellion.

	And that’s why I’m here tonight.

	Because if she’s planning to piss off her father, then we’re going to rebel together.

	She’s not walking into this battle alone. 

	I hear gasps from the crowd and the whispers start. Her father’s face reddens with fury, and he stalks toward her. Oh, no, no. Not so fast, Thomas. He better stay the fuck away from her. He’s not going anywhere near Riley as long as I’m here. 

	I finally step out from the shadows, making my presence known. 

	Time to cause some chaos.

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

	Riley — 22 years old 

	My father’s furious gaze slices through me, and panic slithers through my body. 

	But I refuse to let fear control me anymore. 

	I knew rebelling against my father would cost me a lot; there will clearly be a price to pay. But I’ll worry about that later. I want to enjoy my moment of rebellion, even if it’s just for a minute. 

	My mother looks absolutely horrified, as if I’ve, somehow, caused her unimaginable humiliation. I don’t understand why they are being so dramatic. The dress isn’t even that scandalous. I’ve seen celebrities wear much worse on the red carpet. 

	Sure, the slit is a little too high and the neckline too low. Maybe showing too much of my back is considered improper, but the dress is stunning.

	I’m not going to let my parents, and all those judgmental stares I’m getting, ruin this moment for me. I’ve come here tonight with one purpose only.

	To let my father know that I won’t be dancing to his tune anymore.

	No, I don’t want to meet the list of suitors he has for me. No, I will not be wearing what he wants me to wear. No, I will not laugh or smile when he expects me to do so.

	I’ve allowed him control over my life for too long, but this ends now. 

	I am Riley Johnson.

	Smart. Brave. Strong. Worthy.

	And they will hear me roar.

	My father stalks toward me, but then he comes to halt when everyone’s attention shifts from me to someone else. The ballroom falls eerily quiet.

	My lips part in a silent gasp, shock coursing through my veins at the sight of Colton walking toward me. There’s mischief in his eyes, and utter confidence in the way he saunters over to me. He’s the perfect image of self-assurance, especially in the way he carries himself. His back is straight, his wide shoulders and tall frame relaxed, messy brown hair, sharp jaw and a wicked grin on his full lips. 

	God, he’s devastatingly beautiful in the most roguish way. 

	Colton is dressed in all black. Leather jacket, dark jeans and leather boots. He looks completely out of place, surrounded with people who are wearing expensive suits and gowns. But Colton doesn’t seem to care. He lives his life by his own damn rules. 

	His choice of outfit is a contrast to my flowy white dress. 

	We are the perfect yin and yang.

	His gaze sweeps over my body, drinking me in from head to toe, and I can see him appreciating my looks by the dirty smirk on his lips. Our eyes lock together, and he stares at me with a savage intensity that leaves me completely breathless.

	I rarely ever feel beautiful in my own skin, but right now—with Colton devouring me with his dark gaze, I feel like the most gorgeous woman in this whole ballroom. 

	When he finally makes it to me, his arm curls around my waist and roughly tugs me into his body. We’re standing in the middle of the ballroom, and I’m in his embrace, for everyone to see. He’s making a public statement. 

	My breath hitches in my throat. 

	Colton holds a finger under my chin, tilting my head up. He lowers his face, letting his lips linger over mine. Not really touching. “Run away with me, Sunshine,” he rasps against my mouth. “Let me steal you away from here.”

	Sunshine…

	He called me Sunshine.

	My pulse races like a freight train, and my heart palpitates. There’s a wild flutter in my lower belly. Crazy, obsessive, and intense.

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	Thud. 

	I take a peek over his shoulder, taking a quick glance at my fuming father. He’s about to lose it any minute now, and will probably throw Colton out. Oh God, this could possibly end in complete disaster. Chaos follows Colton everywhere he goes. 

	And now I’m in the middle of it with him. 

	Strangely, I like it. 

	His chaotic self, his rebellion, his confidence, his harshness. 

	“Okay,” I breathe into his mouth. 

	His grin widens and then he’s pressing a tender kiss to the corner of my lips. “I’ll be outside. Hurry, don’t make me wait too long.”

	I nod in response. Colton releases my waist, only for him to grasp onto my hand, our fingers intertwining. He takes me by complete surprise when he spins me around twice before letting go. Colton winks and then he’s striding away. 

	My eyes slide over to my father. The tension of the ballroom is palpable; I can taste the bitterness of it all on my tongue. 

	My father finally moves, like a statue coming alive. He takes a threatening step toward me. An invisible fist squeezes my lungs, but I raise my chin and straighten my back, giving him my best assertive stare. I slowly shake my head, the small gesture barely noticeable, but he sees it anyway. His steps falter.

	I smile coldly.

	This is my moment, a silent statement to my father. 

	Without sparing anyone else a glance, I spin on my heels and walk away. I can feel their nasty judgments and their stares burning into my back, but it doesn’t bother me anymore. 

	Six years ago, I experienced the most humiliating night of my life, and it shattered everything in me, leaving my soul wounded and bleeding. No one stood by me, not even my parents. Six years ago, I lost a battle. 

	Tonight, I’m taking it all back.

	Making new memories, turning the pain into victory. 

	When I make it outside, I inhale deeply, breathing in the crisp air of winter. It’s cold, and my attire is not the best for this weather. 

	A shiver racks my body as I look around the parking lot, trying to spot Colton. When I see him, my belly pools with warmth. He’s leaning against his black motorbike, ankles crossed. We both move at the same time, meeting halfway. 

	I feel this gravitational pull toward Colton, an undeniable connection that seems to tug us closer everyday. It’s strange, but I don’t hate this feeling anymore. 

	I’ve stopped fighting against it too. When he’s finally standing in front of me, that’s when I notice the backpack. Colton opens the zipper and pulls out a black leather jacket. 

	Without a word, he drapes it over my shoulders and waits for me to put my arms through the sleeves and then he’s buttoning me up. His rich and earthy scent surrounds me. He smells so good; it’s almost addictive. 

	Colton tugs the collar higher, so my neck is covered. And then he’s kneeling down in front of me, taking a pair of white sneakers and socks from the backpack. 

	I gape at him. “You came prepared.”

	He chuckles deeply. “I was already planning to steal you away tonight. The best part is you going along with my reckless plan.” Colton lifts his head, staring up at me. “Brave girl,” he praises tenderly, his voice slightly huskier than before. 

	He makes quick work of removing my heels for me, and then drags the woolen socks on my feet before helping me into the sneakers. They fit me perfectly, my exact size. 

	When he’s done, he rises to his full height. Towering over me. 

	Colton grins wickedly. “Your carriage awaits, milady.” He gestures toward his motorbike.

	“That’s a fancy carriage.” I find myself teasing.

	 The idea of running away with Colton Bennett feels exhilarating.

	But first, I need to make something clear. 

	“I’m letting you steal me away. In my father’s eyes, you are the villain right now and the news will soon reach your father. They are going to be pissed off,” I tell him cautiously, still a little breathless. “I don’t know what you’re expecting from this scandal or from me…but I want to make something clear. No sex tonight.”

	Colton raises an eyebrow, mischief dancing in his eyes, and there’s something so sexy about that half-smirk on his face. “No sex tonight,” he agrees far too easily. 

	Maybe it’s foolish of me, but…

	I trust him.

	He climbs onto the beast of a bike before offering me a helmet. Colton helps me buckle the chin strap, his fingers lingering longer on my jaw before he pulls down the visor of my helmet. I straddle the bike behind him, wrapping my arms around his middle.

	Thud. 

	Thud.

	Thud.

	I wonder if he can feel the loud beat of my heart against his back. 

	“Ready?” he asks, his gloved fingers brushing over the back of my hand. Almost like he’s trying to reassure me that everything is okay, that I am safe with him. 

	“Ready,” I breathe. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

	Colton — 21 years old 

	 

	We rode for an hour. 

	Until we reach the winter carnival I wanted to bring Riley to.

	The feel of Riley’s arms around my middle, clutching me like I’m her lifeline or, somehow, her salvation. She doesn’t need to say it out loud, I know I’ve gained her trust. Two years of patience…

	She trusts me to keep her safe, to protect her. 

	It feels like I’ve won the fucking lottery.

	The winter carnival is supposed to be my surprise for her. I’m trying to sneak in a little date, without Riley noticing.

	But then, she’s sharp and intelligent. I know she’ll catch on soon.  

	I wait for her to descend safely from the motorbike before I climb off too. Riley removes her helmet and looks around her in absolute awe. “I’ve never been to a carnival before,” she whispers, her eyes bright with curiosity as she takes in everything. 

	Really?

	Warmth spreads across my chest and fills my lungs. I didn’t know she’s never been to a carnival before, it makes my surprise even more special now. 

	My stars have finally aligned. It’s all happening the way I want it to. Now I just have my debt left to collect, and once I do that— I’ll have everything I’ve ever wanted.

	My eyes rove over her face, staring at her flushed cheeks. There’s still time left to collect what I’m owed, but Riley is not ready yet. 

	In the meantime…

	I’m going to give her the best memories tonight; memories she’ll never want to forget.

	I grasp her hand in mine, and she looks down briefly at our entwined fingers before going back to staring at the glowing Ferris wheel. She doesn’t pull away from my touch. 

	“Wanna ride the Ferris wheel?” I ask, still watching her. I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from her face. She’s just so goddamn beautiful. And cute. 

	Riley nods excitedly. “Yes! Can we? I’ve never been on a Ferris wheel before.”

	She’s like a kid, innocent and eager in her curiosity. 

	I grin, brushing my thumb over the back of her knuckles. “We’re going to change that tonight.” 

	It’s a little late and the carnival closes in an hour, so most people have already left. The crowd is dwindling. We make our way to the waiting line of the Ferris wheel. There’s only a couple before us. I pay for our tickets and then nudge Riley to get into the empty seat, before I slide in next to her. 

	The girl operating the machine closes the metal bar around us and locks it, before the Ferris wheel starts moving again. Our booth sways back and forth. The higher we go, the tighter Riley holds onto the metal bar until she’s got a death grip on it. Her knuckles turn white, and her wide eyes are too big for her face. 

	“Are you scared of heights?” I ask, pulling her fingers away from the metal bar and holding her cold hands between mine. I bring them up, closer to my mouth, and blow, trying to circulate some heat with my warm breath. 

	Her chest rattles with a sharp exhale. “I didn’t know until now, but I think I might be.”

	Hmm. “I can help you with that, can help you forget about how high up we are.”

	Her hands are too cold, so I take out the leather gloves from my pocket and help her wear them. She lets a happy sigh the moment her hands are covered and wrapped up in warmth. 

	“Help me?” She tilts her head, regarding me with a soft look in her eyes. “How so?”

	I bring my hand up, my fingers curling around the back of her neck and I tug her toward me. My thumb strokes the pulse in her throat, my breath feathering over her lips. “I can kiss you. Would you like that, Riley? Do you want my lips on yours? I’ve missed the taste of you on my tongue.”

	We haven’t kissed again since that day, against the wall, in Maddox’s apartment. But we’ve had phone sex three more times since that night.

	The burn between us is slow and intense. Building with palpable tension.

	Riley scrunches her nose and it’s so cute, my heart does a flip. “I thought we agreed to no sex.”

	“Kissing is not sex.” I’m grinning now. 

	She scowls at me, but there’s no hostility in her expression. “Kissing is an act of foreplay. And kissing with you, will definitely lead to sex.”

	“Because I’m so irresistible?” I tease, chuckling before I relinquish my hold on her. “Because you’re horny and want me as much as I want you?”

	Riley simply stares at me, eyebrows raised in defiance.

	I lean back, raking my fingers through my hair, and give her a sheepish look. “Patience has never been one of my virtues, but fuck, it’s hard trying to be the good guy.”

	“I think you’re doing pretty good,” Riley admits softly, with a timid smile on her lips.

	My heart ricochets against my ribs. I swallow, before speaking again. “Yeah, you’re the only woman I’ll allow to friendzone me.”

	“We’re not friends.” Her words are both a confused statement and a question of uncertainty.

	“We are not?” I frown. “What are we then?”

	The cart sways back and forth and then comes to a halt, once we’ve reached the highest point of the Ferris wheel. Riley curiously looks down and then sucks in a deep, fearful breath. Her gaze slides up, staring at the starry night sky instead. 

	She swallows. “I think we’re something in between.”

	“Between what?”

	“Something in between careless attraction and reckless affection.”

	“My feelings for you are not reckless,” I tell her roughly.

	Her cheeks flush with a deeper pink. “Mine are.”

	My heart lurches into my throat. “Why is it reckless?”

	“Because it gives you the power to break me.” Her smile is almost bittersweet, almost like she already knows I will break her heart. As if it’s inevitable. 

	“I would never—”

	She shakes her head. “You keep saying that, Colton.”

	“You’ve trusted me tonight, to take you away.” I grasp her gloved hands in mine, squeezing. I need her to see how good we can be together. I used to think that Riley and I were fire and water, that we would never be able to mix. But I’ve realized now that we’re both burning in the same flames. “Why can’t you just give me a chance to prove myself?” 

	Riley is silent for a minute. “Okay,” she whispers so quietly, I almost miss it. 

	I blink

	And then blink again. “What?” I question, my astonishment evident in my voice. I wasn’t expecting her to agree so easily. 

	Her teeth tug on her lower lip and she’s thoughtful. “I have a suggestion.”

	Oh? Well, now I’m very much curious. “I’m listening.”

	The Ferris wheel starts moving again, making its descent. 

	“Friends with benefits and we can test our feelings like that.”

	Her words shock me. Tossing my head back, I let out a deep laugh. “I knew you were as horny as me.” She gives me a mock glare and I quickly disguise my laughter with a small cough. “So, when do we start? Here?” I wiggle my eyes suggestively. 

	“No, jerk. Next week.” Riley gives me a haughty look.

	I rear back in surprise. Did she just suggest we have sex and then tell me to wait one week? One fucking week? My dick will shrivel up by then. “What?!”

	She purses her lip, a teasing glint in her eyes. “Just kidding.”

	“My dick almost wept at the unfairness.” I scowl at her. “That was a bad joke.”

	“It doesn’t have to be now,” she tells me, her voice softening. “How about we just do... what feels right?” Riley shrugs. 

	I am quiet for a minute, mulling over her words. “Are you going back home tonight?” I ask when we finally reach down, and the girl that’s operating the wheel unlocks the metal bar for us. 

	Riley shakes her head as we slide out of the booth. “I’m not sure that’s safe, not after the stunt we just pulled.”

	That’s true.

	“How about you pack your bag and we go back?” I suggest, while thinking about how I want to get her alone and what I will do with her once we’re in private. My throat dries at my wild, lustful imagination. 

	“I mean...Maddox is busy with his family. Lila is staying with her grandparents,” I continue, trying to sound extra convincing. 

	Maddox and Lila are complicated.

	Now I understand why they were fighting so hard against their attraction for each other. Their friendship was perfect and they didn’t want to take the risk to change the dynamics between them. They dated for six months and everything was blissful.

	Until things got messy and complicated. Now both Lila and Maddox are left to deal with their broken hearts and the devastating consequences of their love. 

	“You think we should leave and go back to Boston?” Riley asks when I fall silent.

	I’m holding her hand, and I don’t even know when I reached for it. I must have done so unconsciously. Riley tugs me to a cotton candy stall. 

	“I don’t care about spending the holidays with my family and neither do you. So, let’s go back to our apartments. I can book us plane tickets and we’ll fly out tonight.”

	She nods right away, without even giving my suggestion a thought. “Okay.”

	“Why are you being so easily agreeable tonight?” I question cautiously. Riley is always so stubborn. Should I be worried?

	I pay for her cotton candy while she scowls up at me. I can see her trying to hide her smile though. “Don’t ruin this, Bennett.” 

	I take the fluffy, blue cotton candy from the vendor and give it to her. She takes it, pleased with her sweet, carammelic purchase. Riley takes a small bite, and then sighs happily. 

	Her smile widens, and I swear my heart fucking stutters. 

	Fuck, I think I just won the lottery.

	 

	Two hours later, I pull into Riley’s driveway. She quickly climbs off my bike, and hands me her helmet. “My parents are not home yet. I’ll quickly pack my bag,” she tells me, her voice a little breathy. “Wait here.”

	I raise the visor of my helmet. “Sure.”

	Her hair is a little messy, her cheeks flushed and her red lips—fuck, I want to taste them so bad. Almost as if she can read my mind, she bites her lower lip, her eyes glinting with something akin to mischief. 

	“Are you trying to seduce me, Miss Johnson?”

	“No.” She blinks, feigning innocence. “But are you seduced, Mr. Bennett?”

	Such a temptress she is.

	“You’ve had me under your spell for a long time now,” I confess, my voice huskier than I intended. “What are you going to do about it?”

	Riley taps her index finger against her chin, smirking. “I have a few ideas,” she purrs.

	I let out a groan. She’s killing me and it’s going to be a sweet fucking death. “Go and pack your bag.” I growl low. 

	She lets out a breathy giggle before spinning on her heels. She takes two steps forward and then comes to a halt. I hear her shocked gasp and her body stiffens. 

	Confused, I turn my head to where she’s looking, searching for what has upset her. When I finally notice the reason behind her shock, my heart thumps against my ribs. 

	Time slows down.

	And dread fills my veins. Fuck.

	That’s the last person I want to see right now, and I don’t want him anywhere near Riley. How long has he been sitting there, on the stairs of Riley’s porch, waiting?

	He slowly rises to his feet, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans and he takes a step toward my fucking girl.

	Her feet are still glued to the ground, her body tense and unmoving. I don’t know if she’s even breathing. He takes another step, and then two more, slowly closing the distance between him and Riley.

	Once he’s within reach, I notice a twitch in her fingers. A quiet tremor runs through her body and my lungs squeeze painfully. 

	“Hello, Riley,” he says, her name soft on his lips.

	Her whole body shudders at the sound of his voice and it’s like watching a statue coming to life. “Grayson,” she breathes his name. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

	Riley — 22 years old

	 

	The sound of my name on his lips decimates me.

	It’s been two years, eleven months and eighteen days since I’ve last heard his voice.

	Grayson is still the same, but different somehow.

	His hair is still cut short and he’s got at least a few weeks of rough stubble across his jaw. He’s got a mole, right under his right eye. It wasn’t there before. And he’s bulkier now, if that’s even possible. 

	Grayson looks…older. More mature.

	And tired. 

	There’s misery in his dark eyes. A familiar grief that resonates through me. 

	I open my mouth to speak, but then close it again. I don’t know what to say. Grayson is right there, standing in front of me, and I’ve waited for this very day for so long. I have so many questions, but now that he’s here… 

	I don’t know where to start.

	I can’t…breathe.

	Grayson looks past my shoulders and I know what he’s seeing. Colton and me, together. Him driving me home on his motorbike. We were the perfect image of cozy and intimate. Did Grayson see us flirting earlier? Did he hear?

	His gaze slides back to mine, roving over my face. Grayson studies me closely, and my heart dips into the pit of my stomach. He swallows before speaking again. “Is it alright if we have a talk?” he asks cautiously. 

	My heart thuds in my chest, painfully. 

	He’s still so handsome, just as I remember. Looking at him, hearing him speak, having him in front of me— it cuts me deeply. I’m bleeding where they can’t see, right to the depth of my soul. Where the pain of my heartbreak still resides and I’m bitter about it. 

	From behind me, Colton makes a sound of choked frustration in the back of his throat. “We’re going to be late.” I flinch at the sudden harshness in his voice. “We have a flight to catch.”

	I take an instinctive step back, away from Grayson and toward Colton.

	“Wait, Riley,” Grayson says, slight panic in his voice. He reaches out, almost like he’s going to touch me. But then he realizes what he’s about to do, and his arm drops back to his side. “I know I never gave you proper closure, but I just want a chance to…explain. I just need a moment of your time. I won’t take more than ten minutes, I promise.”

	His promises have all been lies before.

	But…

	I want to know what he has to say. 

	Why did he leave? Why did he break my heart? Why did he wait for almost three years before appearing in front of me again?

	“Riley,” Colton calls out, in his deep baritone voice. 

	I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from Grayson’s face. Will he have all the answers to my questions? I’m evidently furious…

	And hurt.

	I am so confused about my own feelings right now. I can’t possibly think straight.

	Standing between Grayson and Colton. 

	My first love— the man who broke my heart, asking for a chance to explain.

	While Colton waits for me to take the leap. Toward him. 

	Because for two years, he stayed by my side. He kept me safe, protected me and had always dropped everything to come to my rescue. Colton has been there every time I needed him, even when I tried to deny his help. He became my shadow and stayed with me. Without asking anything else in return. I know how he feels. 

	I know what he wants.

	But…

	I just can’t seem to walk away from Grayson. 

	I need answers. 

	I need to know the truth.

	Or else I’ll never be able to move on with my life. I’ll always wonder: why?

	I shift and face Colton. He’s straddling his bike, but he removed his helmet. His expression is thunderous and he glares at Grayson. 

	When he notices my attention on him, he reaches his arm out. “Let’s go.”

	I don’t take his hand.

	Giving him a tight smile, I whisper, “I’ll call you later.”

	His arm drops. 

	My heart stammers. 

	His face twitches with a flinch and there’s a flash of pain in his eyes, before it’s quickly gone. I blink and wonder if I imagined it. A cold mask of indifference slams over his expression. Colton doesn’t speak another word.

	A sharp pain pierces through my sternum. 

	He puts on his helmet, starts the engine and then he’s gone, disappearing into the night. 

	I swallow my hurt and turn to face Grayson. Now that we’re alone, he can talk. He can tell his side of the story. But why does he look as miserable as I feel on the inside, now that he’s in front of me and I’m reminded of every emotional wound he’s given me.

	Grayson clears his throat nervously. “You look good, healthy.” His eyes sweep over my body. “Still as beautiful as I remember. Your hair is lighter though.”

	“Why are you here?” I ask shakily. I don’t want the pleasantries; I don’t want his sweet words, and I can’t bear the tender look he has in his eyes when he looks at me. 

	I can’t risk falling for him again.

	But it’s impossible not to stumble and fall…when you have a man like Grayson looking at you as if you are carrying the moon in the palms of your hands. 

	His throat bobs with a hard swallow. “Lila told me you were back in town, I wanted to see you.”

	When did he meet Lila? Why is he meeting with Lila?

	But that’s not important right now. 

	He wanted to see me?

	After almost three years. After breaking my heart and leaving me with no closure?

	He wants to see me now? 

	It feels like I’ve been punched in the gut. His words tear through my soul, ripping through my freshly-healed wounds until I’m bleeding again. For him. 

	“It wasn’t easy for me to get over you, Grayson. You can’t just walk back into my life, when I’m finally ready to move on.” I shake my head, frustrated tears burning the back of my eyes. “That’s not fair.”

	I advance toward him, until we’re close enough that I can feel the warmth emanating from his body. Familiar warmth that used to make me feel safe.

	I stab a finger into his chest and I feel his heartbeat under my fingertip. The steady beat of his heart that I used to listen and fall asleep to. “I waited for you. I gave you time. More than enough time, actually. Years, Grayson. Not weeks or months, I gave you years to come back and give me an explanation. But now you decide to come back?” I growl furiously. “I’ve picked up the broken pieces already, Grayson.”

	That’s a lie.

	I’m still picking up the pieces.

	His lies and deceit have caused me to fear the idea of love. I’m scared of trusting another man with my heart because of him. 

	I’m still broken…

	Though, I’ve hid it well.

	“Give me a chance to stay,” he begs.

	“What happens when you leave again?” I croak quietly, my words all choked up. 

	His eyes darken with agony. “I won’t.”

	Shaking my head, a bittersweet smile ghosts my lips. “You broke us. I don’t think I have the strength to trust you again.” To love you again…

	 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

	Grayson— 22 years old

	 

	For almost three years, I kept Riley away from me. 

	Though I watched her from a safe distance. I am always watching her. 

	I made six trips to Boston since our break-up, twice every year—just to catch a glimpse of Riley. I’d wait by the park, the one right outside her apartment. I’d wait and wait, even if it was for hours, until she walks out of the building, just so I can see her.  Even if it’s only a brief look, one that lasts just mere seconds.

	But those few seconds were more than enough to keep me going until I could see her again. I knew I was only going to torture myself if I had to see her and not be able to approach her. But still…

	On the days that I missed her the most, the separation being so unbearable that I rather torment myself with a glimpse of her than not be able to see her at all. 

	Seeing her healthy and thriving…

	Alive and breathing.

	It made the pain of my heartbreak just a tiny bit more endurable.

	Keeping her away from me has been the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and I have been forced to make many difficult choices over the years, but breaking her heart? That was the most painful decision I ever had to take.

	I know it was the right thing to do.

	I did it to protect her. So I don’t regret it, as long as Riley is safe. That’s all that really matters. But it still pains me that I had to break her heart at all.

	What made it easier for me not to approach her for as long as I haven’t, was the fact that she was in Boston while I was in Manhattan. The distance between us was a reminder of why I had to push her away. The distance means she’s safe.

	But then Lila…

	She told me that Riley was in town for Christmas.  

	After almost three years, Riley has finally stepped foot back in Manhattan. She was barely ten minutes away from where I lived. How could I possibly stay away when she’s right there—within arm’s reach? 

	The distance between us had been cut down from hours to mere minutes. My years of unyielding resolve wavered the moment I knew she was back in town. I didn’t plan on seeing her, it just… happened. My body, my heart and mind were not in agreement. So I went against my own conviction. 

	My brain was telling no — my heart was screaming yes, go see her. And my body followed what my heart desired. 

	It was like an undeniable force pulling me toward her, an invisible string tugging us closer. I remember sitting in my penthouse, telling myself how much of a bad idea it would be to see her. That no matter what, I should stay away and leave her alone.

	But those thoughts weren’t enough to stop me. To hold me back. 

	Because the next I knew, I was standing in front of her house, with my heart in my throat. I didn’t think it through, or what I would say to Riley once I saw her. 

	And now that I’ve seen her, face to face… and spoke to her…

	The fiery look in her eyes and the sweetness in her voice.

	I’ve realized that I can’t walk away again.

	I’m not strong enough to. The last time I had so, it obliterated me. Living without Riley has been a constant torment. It drove me mad most of the days, and if it weren’t for my job keeping me busy, I would have succumbed to the loneliness a long time ago. 

	This is what I’ve been scared of, why I forced myself to stay away for this long. But now that I’ve made the mistake of approaching her, and talking to her…

	I can’t go back to how it was before.

	I know it’s unfair, to come back into her life after so long and expect her to give me a chance. But my love for her still breathes in my soul.

	Loving Riley Johnson is not a choice. 

	Breaking her heart was. 

	But I have the choice to fix it now. To help her heal the wounds of her heart.

	To unbreak us. 

	That night, I couldn’t explain myself the way I wanted to. She had been furious, rightfully so. So, I let her be angry. 

	And the hurt had poured out of her, like a broken damn of misery. 

	What I have to say to her… I can’t do that in the spur of a moment. I need to build trust again, before I can tell her the real reason behind our breakup.

	Though I know she might never trust me again.

	But I can try. At least a basic friendship until she’s ready to hear the truth.

	And that’s why I’m here…

	Two weeks later. 

	In Boston.

	Sitting in the park, outside of her apartment.

	She knows I’m here. She sees me from her window. 

	I’ve been waiting for fourteen days. 

	For another chance to talk to Riley.

	For a chance to fix what I broke.

	 

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY

	Riley — 22 years old 

	 

	This is stupid. I don’t know how I let Lila convince me to come here— to visit a fortune teller. I don’t really believe in palm reading or fortune telling, yet I’m here. Standing outside Caroline Sanchez antique shop.

	Lila had a coupon that was expiring today. She wanted me to use it, since she can’t. Lila is still in Manhattan, with Maddox. I don’t know when she’s coming back…

	Her relationship with Maddox is messy right now and they are still trying to figure things out. I hope they do, because if anyone deserves a happy ending— it’s Maddox and Lila. 

	It’s been two weeks since the night of the Christmas gala, since Grayson has walked back into my life, asking for another to fix us.

	I was furious at first, but since then… my anger has calmed. 

	Now, I’m just filled with uncertainty. 

	Grayson left Manhattan a day after Colton and I came back to Boston. Since then, he’s been living in a hotel, just five minutes away from my apartment. 

	And he waits for me every day in the park, right outside the building I live in. From seven in the morning until five in the afternoon. For ten hours, he sits there and waits.

	I’ve texted him many times and told him to leave, but he hasn’t. 

	I don’t know how he does it. 

	Grayson has the patience of a saint.

	The choice should have been easy…

	Because while Grayson has hurt me; he broke my heart and a piece of me resents him for it. For all the pain he’s given me. Yet, there’s a deep corner in my fragile heart that still loves him

	That piece of me, still breathes for his warmth and tenderness. 

	But I’m scared to hear his truth.

	Grayson told me that nothing is as it seems, and that if I give him a chance to explain… I’ll understand why he had to leave me behind, why he had been forced to break us.

	What if his truth starts making sense to me? 

	I’m scared…

	Because I know how weak my heart is for him. 

	I know I will forgive him. 

	But what happens then? What happens after I forgive him? 

	What happens to Colton… and me?

	God, I am so confused. 

	My head hurts with a dull pain.

	My heart aches terribly. 

	There’s something special about first love. It feels right; it looks right. It’s perfect in every way, until it isn’t. Grayson Hale is my first love.

	Colton sauntered in my life, with great arrogance. He is a perfect facade. Rich, devastatingly beautiful…and everything that I should have stayed away from. But his obsession led to my carefully laid plans crumbling at my feet. He’s changed from his arrogant, selfish and asshole ways. He’s more… gentle now. Colton Bennett is my second chance at love.

	I had given up on finding my soulmate a long time ago, but now I have two men in my life and they are both important to me. I’m torn between Colton and Grayson. 

	The angry horn of a car snaps me out of my thoughts. I guess this is why Lila told me to come here. She said maybe Caroline will be able to help me find the answers I’m looking for.

	I scratch my neck, debating if I should enter the shop or not. I’m still thinking when the door opens, and the chimes jingle. 

	An older woman, maybe in her early fifties stands at the entrance. She’s almost as short as Lila. Her flame hair is piled up in a messy bun and she’s wearing dark jeans and a green sweater. Her pale skin is covered in freckles. 

	“Would you like to come in?” she asks, raising an eyebrow. 

	Oh, shit. “Are you Coraline?”

	She pops her gum, smiling. “I sure am, Sugar.”

	“Uhm, my friend has a coupon,” I tell her cautiously, still hesitant about all of this. “She visits you every year but she can’t come today. She told me I can use her coupon instead.”

	I grimace when I realize I haven’t told her who my friend is yet. “Her name is Lila, I don’t know if you remember her.”

	Coraline tugs on her hoops earring. “Of course I know who Lila is.” 

	Oh, good.

	She shifts away from the door, motioning for me to come inside. I take a tentative step forward and she closes the door behind her. “Don’t be afraid, Sugar. I don’t bite.”

	I’m not scared…

	But I don’t really like meeting new people. 

	Especially fortune tellers. They can see too much. 

	I wring my hands, glancing around the small antique store. The air feels slightly stuffy. I start to sweat under my arms. Swallowing, I follow Coraline to the back of her shop. We walk through a beaded curtain and there’s a wooden table pushed up against the wall. And two chairs. I notice the stack of tarot cards on the table. “My name is—”

	“Riley, I know.” Caroline smiles. She takes a seat on one of the chairs.

	Baffled, I can only blink at her. “How do you know?” This is so creepy.

	“I had a dream last night. I knew you were coming.” She points toward the opposite chair. “Come here, take a seat.”

	Still reeling from the shock that her words have brought me, I quietly take a seat. “Don’t you want to know why I’m here?” I scowl when she starts sifting through her tarot cards. “Won’t you ask?”

	“No, I already know why you’re here.” She stretches her arm toward me. “Can I have your right hand, please?”

	I give her my hand and she grasps it. Caroline quietly reads the lines of my palm. Her brows are pulled together, almost thoughtfully. She releases my hand, nods to herself and then goes back to her tarot cards. 

	I don’t understand anything about fortune telling or tarot cards reading, so I watch her quietly. She pulls out three cards, spreading them over the table. 

	Exactly thirty seconds later, Caroline looks up with a grim expression. “You’re in a state of confusion,” she remarks softly before she slowly tilts her head to the side, watching me closely. “And you’re undergoing a love trial.”

	“A love trial?” I squeak. What is that supposed to mean?

	She nods. “There’s a lot of fear in your heart that muddles what you truly desire. You can’t see past that fear and that’s the cause of your confusion.”

	My heart stammers. “I don’t understand.”

	“I see two men in your life. One is your tragedy and the other is your heartbreak.”

	I suck in a harsh breath at her words. “Which one is who?”

	Coraline shakes her head, smiling tightly. “I can’t tell you that.”

	“Can you really see my future?” I croak through the heavy lump in my throat. 

	“No, I can’t.” She frowns. “I only get glimpses of the future through my dreams. They are called visions. I don’t see the future, though sometimes, I can predict them. But I can’t predict yours because your fear has created a blockage. A wall between your past and your present. If your present is uncertain, it can cause an unsettling future.”

	The air whooshes out of my lungs. Coldness seeps into my bones, and I’m shaking on the inside. Her words echo in my ears and my heart burns. “But… what am I supposed to do then?”

	Caroline gets up. “Wait here, I’ll bring you something.”

	I suddenly feel very suffocated.

	She disappears through the beaded curtains and then comes back a minute later, holding a cup in her hand. “Drink this.”

	I take the cup from her hand, frowning. “What is this?”

	She smiles warmly. “It’s just herbal tea. It will help calm your mind, and maybe tonight you will see what you need to see. Who your heart truly desires. It will all make sense then.”

	I know it might be foolish to trust Caroline. I don’t know her.

	But still…

	I drink the tea.

	 

	***

	 

	My eyes flutter open, and I’m staring at the most beautiful sky. It’s so bright, so blue. The warm breeze caresses my skin and a ghost smile whispers across my lips. 

	I stay like this, lying on the grass. 

	There’s something peaceful about this place. I can smell the flowers, I can hear the birds chirping and I can hear the distant sound of rushing water. 

	Warmth spreads through my body but then I come to a slow realization. 

	What am I doing here?

	What is this place?

	Why am I here?

	I slowly sit up. Is this a dream? 

	This doesn’t make sense. 

	I remember going to bed early last night. I had been so tired, my mind weary and my body feeling sluggish. The moment my head hit the pillow, I was deeply asleep.

	And now I’m here?

	I rise to my feet and I spin around in circles, taking in everything around me. My lungs squeeze when I finally notice where I’m standing. 

	In a meadow of yellow lilies.

	I’m surrounded by the most beautiful yellow lilies I’ve ever seen. 

	“Riley.” His familiar, deep baritone voice calls out to me.

	My breathing stutters.

	My heart ricochets against my ribs. 

	I  hastily spin around and I see him. Standing just a few feet away, in the middle of the meadow. He stretches his arm out, waiting for me to take his hand.

	I take a step toward him. He grins… and oh God, he’s devastatingly beautiful. 

	“Come to me,” he rasps. 

	 

	I wake up with a gasp, my heart beating in my throat and my pulse racing. I frantically look around me, my hand fluttering to my heaving chest.

	I’m in my room. 

	Not in a field of yellow lilies.

	It was just a dream.

	But… that dream…

	Oh, it can’t be real, right? I don’t understand.

	My eyes flicker to my phone, a shocked gasp spilling from my lips when I see the time. I slept for twelve hours straight, what the fuck?

	I don’t remember the last time I’ve slept this long and this deeply. 

	Caroline Sanchez. She must have done something to me. 

	Frowning at my thoughts, I climb off my bed. It’s ten in the morning and I never wake up this late. I have to see Caroline, I have to ask what she has done to me. 

	I get dressed in a record of time and rush out of my apartment. 

	Ten minutes later, I’m standing in front of her shop. This time, I don’t hesitate. Pushing open the door, I walk inside with a scowl on my face.

	She’s standing behind the counter, and when Caroline notices me— she smiles in greeting, as if she had been expecting me all along. 

	“What did you do to me?” I hiss, placing my hands on the counter and leaning toward her. “You put something in my tea. Did you drug me?”

	The accusation floats heavily between us. 

	Caroline is quiet for a second, before she tosses her head back and laughs. “Oh, I love hearing this every time.” She shakes her head, her eyes fill with mirth. “No, Sugar. I did not drug you. The herbal tea is really just tea, nothing else. But it’s a healing tea. It’s supposed to soothe your body and calm your mind.”

	I blink, confused. “I had a dream. Was I supposed to have a dream?”

	“Yes.” Caroline nods. “The dream is supposed to be your moment of realization.”

	My chest hurts, the pain almost crippling. I make a sound of distress in the back of my throat and Coraline stares at me, her brows pulled together in slight confusion.

	“You’ve seen your choice in your dream,” she tells me slowly. “ It showed you who your heart truly desires. Love is not meant to be this complicated. Your dream was clear. So why are you still stalling?

	I swallow thickly, past the lump in my throat. “Because my dream means that I have to break his heart.”

	“Love is always accompanied with tragedy. It’s inevitable.”

	“He doesn’t deserve it.” I shake my head. Hot tears sting my eyes as I hold them back from spilling over my cheeks. 

	“Heartbreak is part of life.” She tsks. 

	Caroline pats the back of my head, giving me a sympathetic look. “Make your choice before it’s too late, Riley.”

	I stumble away from the counter, my chest tightening with despair.

	Make your choice before it’s too late, Riley.

	Her words echo in my ears.

	… before it’s too late…

	I numbly walk out of Caroline’s shop. Standing outside, in the cold winter air, I take out my phone and call him. 

	He answers on the first ring. “Riley,” he breathes, and I hear the relief in his voice.

	“Grayson.”

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

	Colton— 21 years old

	I’m pissed.

	And more bitter than I’ve ever been in my life. 

	How dares he come back and act like everything is still the same? He broke her heart and left me to pick up the pieces, but now he chooses to come back?

	When Riley has finally decided to trust me, to give me a chance. To give us a chance. I’ve been waiting for her to see me for the last two years, and now she does.

	Riley sees me…

	She wants me.

	She kissed me. She moaned my name.

	Grayson is the reason it has taken Riley this long to come to me, to trust me. And now he decides to fucking come back and ask for another chance.

	No, fuck that.

	He’s lucky to be Riley’s first love, he stole her heart first and he got his chance to make it right— but he ruined it. 

	This is supposed to be my chance now. It’s not fucking fair that I have to share it with him. Grayson thinks he still owns Riley’s heart— that she still loves him.

	And the most distressing part about this… is that I think he’s right.

	She’s angry at him, but deep inside? Riley’s heart is still soft for Grayson. 

	Two weeks ago, Riley and I flew back to Boston together. Since Lila and Maddox are back in Manhattan, I moved into Maddox’s apartment for the time being. To be closer with Riley. I made that move before the Christmas gala. 

	After our conversation on the ferris wheel, I thought something changed between us. It had changed. The dynamics of our relationship, or whatever we had between us. 

	Riley had finally acknowledged the chemistry between us and our affections for each other— she had been willing to give us a chance.

	But that was before Grayson came back.

	That was before Grayson asked her for another chance.

	Riley has been avoiding me since that night. She can’t even look me in the eyes now. She’s quiet and stays in her apartment, spending the time alone with her own thoughts. And that’s dangerous. Because she’s overthinking.

	That means she’s analyzing all the pros and cons of our relationship. She’s probably thinking of all the ways I could break her heart. After all, that’s her greatest fear. 

	I can’t even convince her anymore. There’s nothing left for me to prove. Because I’ve already given her all of me. What more can I possibly do to make her choose me?

	Yesterday, when we ate dinner together, she kept glancing at me with a gut-wrenching guilt on her face. And I found it sickening. That expression… 

	And the confusion in her eyes. 

	Why is she guilty?

	Is she guilty because she’s already made up her mind… and I’m not her choice. Is she guilty because she has decided to go back on her words?

	She gave me hope— that there could be an us. On the ferris wheel, Riley talked about changing the status of whatever relationship we had now. 

	Friends with benefits, to test our feelings. 

	But everything is jaded now. 

	I raise my fist, to knock on her door. Except, I don’t have to because she’s opening it. Riley’s head snaps up at the sight of me standing in front of her. She blinks, shocked. 

	Riley is dressed warmly from head to toes.

	“You’re going out?” I ask roughly. 

	She swallows uncomfortably and then gives me a small nod. Riley meets my eyes for one heartbreaking second before her gaze flickers away. 

	Thud. My lungs squeeze painfully. 

	There are dark circles under her eyes, almost like she has slept all night. Her face is slightly pale, looking a little sickly. 

	“Do you have a fever?” I ask, frowning. Concerned, I reach out and touch her forehead. But she’s cool and her skin is clammy. “Do you really need to go out? You look a little faint.”

	She clears her throat, her pink lips parting as if she’s about to speak but the ringing of her causes her to pause. Her jaw snaps close as she brings it up, checking the Caller ID. 

	Riley flinches.

	My eyes flicker to her phone screen and I see Grayson’s name on it. 

	My heart slams into my throat. “You’re going to see him?” Pain slashes across her face, and I have my answer. Searing agony racks through my body. “Why?” I ask, hoarsely. 

	Remorse fills her eyes, and she bites hard on her lower lip, almost like she’s trying to hold in a despairing cry. Riley is grieving and I don’t even know for whom. 

	Every breath I take is downright excruciating. 

	Fuck, she’s killing me. 

	“Actually, never mind. I don’t want to know.” My chest aches so hard it hurts to breathe. I take several steps away from her. 

	Her glassy eyes widen, her face paling even more. “Wait, Colton!” She reaches her arm out toward me. Like I had done that night of the Christmas gala, and she had refused to take my hand. “Don’t walk away, listen—”

	“Don’t,” I snarl, holding a hand up to stop her from coming closer. Emotion clogs my throat. Anger, frustration and hurt. I let down the icy walls around my soul for her. I softened my heart for her. But in the end, it meant absolutely fucking nothing. “No, I’m not waiting, Riley. Go to him,” I growl furiously. Fuck this.

	I can’t bear to be in her presence any longer. To look into the eyes I dream of every night and to smell the sweet scent of clementines on her skin. 

	“Wait—!” she calls out after me, a little panicked. “Colton, listen to me!”

	But I’m already stalking away. Pushing open the exit door to the stairwell, I get the hell out of here. I’m not going to beg for her affections. 

	Not when she’s already made her choice. 

	I made a mistake by being patient and giving her space. I tried to be the good guy, but look where that has gotten me. I shouldn’t have waited this long.

	I should have taken Riley when I had the chance. 

	Should have made her mine…

	Before Grayson could have his chance to steal her away. 

	I should have collected my debt a long time ago. 

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

	Grayson— 22 years old

	 

	I know I have no right to storm into her life and accept me again, but as long as she gives me a chance to explain…

	I want her to know the real reason behind our breakup and then she can decide if she wants to forgive me or not.

	If she decides not to forgive, I’ll understand…

	But I’m not giving up on her again.

	She loved me once and I think somewhere in her heart, she still loves me. 

	I just want to reignite that love.

	To give us another chance.

	I know Riley is still single… has been single since me. But I also know Colton Bennett has been vying for her attention. I wonder if I’m too late.

	I wonder if he has already won her over.

	Does that mean I will have to share her heart with him?

	They are not together yet, so I know I still have a chance. It’s wrong of me to think this way, but when it comes to Riley… I’ve always been selfless.

	If I had been selfish before, I wouldn’t have pushed her away. I would have kept her by my side, despite the dangers. 

	But for once in my life—

	I want to be selfish. For her.

	I feel her presence before I see her. “You’re drawing me,” Riley murmurs behind me, her voice sliding over my skin like a sweet caress. “I didn’t know you still drew me in your sketchbook.”

	I place the sketchbook on the bench, next to me and rise to my feet. Turning around, I come face to face with Riley. She’s wearing a thick jacket, a scarf around her neck and white woolen hat on top of her head. 

	“I’ve drawn you many times in the last few years,” I confess, my voice thick with emotions. 

	Riley blinks, her cheeks flushing. “Oh.”

	When she falls silent, I walk around the bench and come to stand in front of her. Moving closer, until the front of our shoes are touching. “Thank you,” I tell her softly. “For agreeing to hear me out. You have no idea how much this means to me. You, calling and asking for us to meet up. I wanted to give you some space, until you’re ready for us to talk.”

	I wanted her to come to me.

	This way, I wasn’t forcing myself into her life again.

	I stayed… I waited, but I wanted it to be her choice.

	Riley swallows, her eyes slightly glassy. “Will you tell me the truth then?”

	I reach out, my fingers grazing her cheek as I tug a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. She sucks in a sharp inhale. “There’s so much to say, Goldilocks. But yes, I will tell you everything. No more lies. No more hiding.”

	I’ll tell her the whole truth.

	About my love for her and how it was never a lie.

	The reason behind our breakup.

	The truth about Harrison Avery, my father. His illegal business and all the devastating, horrible things he has done. 

	Drug dealing and the trade of illegal firearms.

	Human-trafficking.

	Even though the details are classified, and telling her the truth goes against my mission and ethics. Riley deserves to know the reason behind the tragedy that has become us.

	Maybe once she learns of the truth, she’ll understand why I had to walk away. 

	The only thing that ever mattered to me was to keep her safe. To protect her. 

	Earning her forgiveness will heal the wounds of my soul, and just maybe… I’ll finally be able to fix whatever I broke between us. 

	“Okay,” she breathes. “And then I have to tell you something too. But first, I’ll hear you out—” her words trail off sharply. 

	Riley’s gaze shifts to something over my shoulders and I watch as her eyes widen in horror. Her lips part with a silent scream and her arms reach out toward me. 

	Confused, I try to glance back over my shoulders but I never really get a chance to.

	All I see is the blur of a masculine figure and a baseball before it cracks against my temple. The force of it has me stumbling back as the ringing of my ears amplifies, my chest caving in as I try to breathe.

	The second hit takes me down. 

	My heartbeat slows and the harsh metallic taste of blood fills my mouth. 

	My vision blurs, I hear Riley screaming…

	My heart thumps in my chest, hard and painful.

	“Riley,” I croak, my voice strained. I try to tell her to run but my mouth is not working. My throat closes as blinding agony slices through me.

	She needs to find safety…

	Colton.

	She needs to go to Colton.

	Breathe. 

	Fucking breathe, you sad-fuck.

	When the last hit of the bat strikes the back of my head, it feels like my skull has been split open. My body slumps to the ground.

	The world sways. 

	I blink. Once. Twice.

	Silence replaces the ringing in my ears as the world goes black.

	
 

	 


EPILOGUE

	Riley— 22 years old

	 

	I cradle Grayson’s injured and bleeding body in my arms. Letting out a choked sob, I press my hand against the wound in his abdomen. Oh, God. No, no, no. The cut is so big, the palm of my hand is not even enough to cover the whole surface of it.

	“Grayson, please.” My voice cracks with terror. Blood drips down my eyebrow, from the nasty gash in my forehead. It hurts, but I can’t focus on my own pain when Grayson is like this— in agony and maybe… dying. No, no… He can’t.

	 “Don’t you dare die on me,” I beg, a mean fist gripping my heart.

	He blinks up at me, his gaze hazy and pained. He raises his arm weakly, cupping my cheek with his bloody hand. His lips part, as if he wants to speak but he only ends up coughing more blood.

	The ache in my chest is excruciating. 

	I can’t breathe. I can’t fucking breathe.

	It took us over twelve hours to escape our captor. My gaze slides over to his limp body, a few feet away from us. I shot a man. 

	I think… I killed him.

	My throat closes with a choked sound. 

	His thirst for vengeance had absolutely paralyzed and terrified me. I hadn’t shot him when I did, he would have killed us. 

	“Grayson, stay with me,” I whimper heartbreakingly. “Please, don’t go. Stay with me. I’ll get help.” I look around frantically, but we’re on the road, in the middle of nowhere. 

	Grayson wheezes, the sound of my name soft on his lips. I hold him tighter, the endless stream of tears running down my cheeks. He coughs up more blood, and then his body stiffens with a violent spasm. 

	His eyes roll back in his head.

	I let out an incoherent cry, clutching him to me as his body goes limp in my arms. 

	Time slows down. 

	The world sways under me.

	Lost in a sea of despair and confusion, I surrender to the numbness nibbling at my flesh. All I can seem to focus on is how much he’s bleeding, and how limp his body is. Grayson tried to protect me. Everything he has ever done was for me— to keep me safe. From people who could hurt me. 

	And now he’s hurt while protecting me. 

	Grayson is dying because of me.

	Raw sound of anguish tears through me. His breathing is so shallow, almost like he’s taking his last breath. “Don’t…please, don’t die. Don’t leave me. It’s not fair, it’s not fair, it’s not fair, Grayson.”

	His chest rattles. 

	He wheezes. 

	He’s dying…

	No…

	Please.

	He can’t die now. Grayson deserves his own happy ending. 

	He can’t be a tragedy, I can’t let him be one. 

	I can’t let him die. 

	Somehow I force my brain to chase the numbness away. Somehow I find the strength to move. My whole body aches, every particle of me hurting as I get to my feet. I have cuts and bruises everywhere, but I force myself to take a step, once and twice.

	And then another.

	I slowly approach the listless body of our captor. I don’t linger too long near him. Shoving my hand in the pocket of his jeans, I take my phone out. I had seen him put it there earlier.

	And then I limp back to Grayson. 

	Kneeling down next to his wounded body, I grasp his cold hand in mine. In my state of complete terror and utter panic, I press the dial. 

	The call rings twice, before he picks up. His familiar, deep baritone voice comes through.

	“What?” he growls, fury dripping in that single word.  

	My heart ricochets against my ribs. I can’t speak…

	“What do you want?” He sounds agitated and that makes me want to cry more. 

	Does he hate me…? Please, don’t hate me. 

	“If you’re not going to talk—” he spits out. “I’m going to hang up.”

	I need you.

	A whimper spills from my lips. I hear him pause. My breathing is shallow as I practically choke on the oxygen filling my lungs. 

	“Riley,” he speaks slower this time, concerned. I let out a wounded cry at the sound of my name on his lips. 

	I hear rustling in the background and then the clinking of keys. “Where are you?” he asks, his voice softening. “I’m coming to you. Riley? Do you hear me? Talk to me, Sunshine.”

	Sunshine…

	He calls me Sunshine. 

	I swallow the acidic bile in my mouth. 

	“Colton,” I whisper brokenly.

	I need you.
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