
  
    
      
    
  


SINK OR SWIM


A Beach Kingdom Novel

by Tessa Bailey


Copyright © 2019 Tessa Bailey


Kindle Edition

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.


TABLE OF CONTENTS


Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About Mouth to Mouth


PROLOGUE


Andrew woke up to the sound of crying.

Crying was nothing new in their house, but this was different. The sobs sounded lighter than his mother’s. Younger.

Jiya.

Heart seizing in his chest, Andrew threw himself out of bed, wincing when the bruise on his ribs connected with the bedside table. He only took a split second to acknowledge the pain, however, because the cries coming from outside his window were making him feel far worse than any bruise. Any injury. He’d put up with endless abuse from his old man if it meant she would stop crying.

Having reached the window in record time, Andrew dug his fingers beneath the rickety, wooden frame and heaved it up. “Jiya?” He stuck his head out into the darkness, finding her huddled below, a ball of white cotton and messy black hair. “What the hell is going on? Come here.”

She lifted her head, swiping at her eyes, and Andrew got lightheaded over the way moonlight bathed her face. God, she was so pretty. Too pretty to be crying.

“I can’t come in,” she said, sounding miserable. “Not anymore.”

“Why not?” Andrew barked, before softening his tone when it reminded him too much of his father. “Why not, Jiya?”

“My mother knows I’ve been coming over at night. She saw the grass stains on my nightgown and noticed I’ve been tired…”

Andrew swallowed hard. “I’m sorry I’ve been making you tired.”

“No.” Jiya shot to her feet. “No, I love coming over.”

“Oh.” He bit back a smile, even though the happiness her words brought him was ridiculous. Jiya came over on the nights his father stumbled home drunk, because she knew what it meant. Business at the bar wasn’t doing well, money was tight and their father always took it out on somebody. Andrew was the oldest son and he tried to get in the way of those swinging fists as often as he could, but sometimes they missed and found their mark on his mother instead. Those were the worst nights.

After all, his mother didn’t have a Jiya to come over and curl up beside him afterward. Or pat her back, whispering nothing was her fault. Andrew was the luckiest kid in Long Beach to have a friend like Jiya, but it sounded like those comforting moments in the dark were being taken away from him now.

Well, he’d be damned before she felt bad about it. Bad about anything.

“Hey.” Andrew climbed out the window and dropped down beside Jiya on the patch of land that separated their houses. “It’s okay. I’ll still see you at school. I’ll see you all the time.”

“It’s not the same.” Jiya pressed her lips together, cutting a furtive glance to the side. “My mother said I can’t just go around sneaking into boys’ bedrooms anymore, because…”

“Because?”

“I’m developing,” she whispered, looking horrified.

Of course, Andrew’s attention locked right in on her breasts, before he whipped his gaze up toward the sky. “Jesus Christ. I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry I’m developing?”

“No. I mean…yes.” He shifted on his bare feet, pretty confused by his reaction to Jiya’s changing body. Part of him was horrified on her behalf, the other part of him wondered what the growing part of her anatomy might feel like to the touch. Which filled him with a strange mixture of guilt and…something else. “What’s the right answer?”

He looked down in time to catch Jiya’s shrug. “Andrew?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re my best friend.”

With his heart pressed up against his jugular, hugging Jiya seemed like the only thing in the world to do—and he wanted to so badly. Always did. Andrew pulled her to his chest and settled his cheek on the top of her head. Just like any other time he held Jiya in his arms, a sense of rightness settled over him. What would she say if she knew his deepest, most private thoughts?

They were more like dreams, though, weren’t they?

Not a day passed without Andrew closing his eyes and imagining him and Jiya living in the same house, sharing food from the same fridge, watching television together at night until she fell asleep with her head on his shoulder.

Maybe someday.

Until then, he would protect her from everything. Hurt feelings, bad people, storms.

“You’re my best friend, too.”

Jiya sniffed. “You’re not going to treat me differently now that I’m a woman, are you?”

That weird something else feeling prodded him in the belly. “No?”

She looked up at him with a raised eyebrow.

Andrew cleared his throat hard. “No.”

Seeming satisfied, she settled back against him. He allowed himself to absorb her heat for a few more moments, before he urged her back toward her house. “I don’t want you getting in trouble again just for me.”

He knelt down with one knee bent, their usual way of boosting her back through her window. She rested a hand on his shoulder, preparing to climb in, but stopped, leaning down to kiss him on the cheek. “You’re worth it, Andrew.”

And in that moment, Andrew Prince knew he’d love Jiya Dalal for the rest of his life.


CHAPTER ONE


Eighteen Years Later

Jiya pinched her own knee beneath the table.

Focus on your date.

Navin was nice. Clean cut, polite, subtle cologne usage. When they’d sat down to eat, he’d encouraged Jiya to order for them, since she knew the menu by heart. That was also nice.

Nice nice nice.

If only they hadn’t sat near the front window of her family’s restaurant, Spice. This was the very table she languished at between waitressing shifts, watching the Cessnas drift past over the nearby Atlantic, imagining herself piloting them.

Also visible from the window?

The Castle Gate bar, owned and run by the Prince brothers.

Andrew wouldn’t be there yet. His bartending shift didn’t begin for another four hours. But the establishment itself was reminder enough of her best friend.

Did he know she was on a date?

When she had finally acquiesced to her mother’s wishes to begin dating, with a serious eye toward marriage, Jiya had half expected Long Beach to tilt on its axis. Or cracks to form in the wooden planks of the boardwalk. It didn’t seem right that nothing had changed. Today continued on just like any other, despite her attendance at a date arranged by her parents. The sun shined down on sunburned tourists, children walked past with balloons and painted faces, customers entered and exited Spice onto the boardwalk, either hungry or stuffed.

A small-scale earthquake would have been nice.

There was that word again. Nice.

Jiya smiled along with Navin’s story about his recent trip to Germany while forking aloo tikka onto her appetizer plate. She cut into the golden brown potato patty and dabbed it in fresh mint chutney sauce she’d helped her mother make that morning, popping the bite into her mouth. Once again, her attention tugged toward the window and the beach beyond. A plane chugged along through the fluffy white clouds with a car insurance advertisement in tow, the low hum of the engine raising the hair on her arms like static.

She heard her mother sigh from all the way back in the kitchen and pinched her knee again beneath the table. “Oh wow. Oktoberfest?” She took a long sip of water. “That must have been wild. So much beer.”

“Oh yeah. Lots.” Navin leaned forward quickly. “Not that I…I mean, I had some. But I never overdid it.”

Jiya took another bite of her aloo tikka. “That’s a shame.”

He coughed a laugh, visibly unsure whether or not she was joking. “Every day at two o’clock, they give out free wedding cake. Hundreds of slices. To commemorate some wedding that took place in the nineteenth century.”

She paused with her fork in her mouth. “Tell me more about this cake.”

When the meal was over and her mother had not so surreptitiously passed the table on five separate occasions, Jiya knew damn near everything about Oktoberfest. She also knew she and Navin weren’t a match. The connection just wasn’t there. But she was glad they’d met. His stories about Germany might have been a little—fine, a lot—long-winded, but they only made Jiya more excited about her upcoming flying lessons.

Every so often, she felt trapped inside the walls of Spice. Sometimes even inside the confines of her own bedroom. Listening to talk of faraway places and spontaneous folk dancing renewed her want of…more. What did more even look like, though?

For a long time, she’d believed that more was something that happened naturally. When she saw it, she would know. And in a sense, she had known. The first time she’d watched a Cessna chug across the sky as a ten-year-old, she’d wanted to sit in the cockpit and see the world down below from a different point of view. The first time she’d seen Andrew, she’d been positive she could never, ever spend enough time with him.

Age, getting older, changes never factored in.

But that was naïve. Age was a factor for everyone, men and women alike. Priorities shifted as the years passed, and while she’d never felt too much pressure to find someone to spend the rest of her life with…she wanted that now. She wanted a foundation with someone built on respect. She wanted a home—preferably one where she didn’t have to share a bathroom with her parents or slap her mother’s undergarments out of the way to depart the shower.

The image of a potential new version of home refused to materialize, though.

Not without the man next door’s face showing up and making her stomach hurt.

Jiya attempted to shake off the thoughts of Andrew by draining her glass of water and turning her attention back to the horizon. Her brow furrowed when his image didn’t fade. At all. Probably because he was standing across the boardwalk from the restaurant, posted up against the railing. Watching her.

Jiya choked on her water.

“Are you okay?” Navin stood and circled the table. “Here, let me help.”

Before Navin could touch Jiya, she lunged to her feet and moved out of his reach. It was reflex, not wanting Andrew to see another man touch her. And he was definitely observing closely. Even with his eyes hidden behind Ray-Bans, that much was evident in his body language. Dressed in his red lifeguarding shorts and a loose white T-shirt, Andrew’s posture was casual, but she’d known Andrew since childhood. His stillness alone spoke volumes, because Andrew never stopped moving. Working. Grinding.

Lifeguard by day, bar owner by night, full-time superhero.

A muscle flexed in Andrew’s cheek and something spasmed in her belly.

That reaction made her indignant. Made the back of her neck turn hot.

Ooh. Andrew had a lot of nerve spying on her date. Even more nerve looking annoyed about it. If he’d wanted to date Jiya himself, he’d had ample opportunity. She’d been home from college for six years and he’d never asked her out. Not once. Never held her hand, kissed her, flirted with her. And she’d been an idiot to wait.

The admission made the ground ripple beneath her feet.

Oh God, she had been waiting for him. Hadn’t she?

She’d remained single, stuck in a work-sleep-work-sleep holding pattern for years, reading too much into Andrew’s secret smiles. Reading too much into the fact that he didn’t date, either. Hoping it meant something.

Hoping he was just waiting for the right moment to ask Jiya to be with him.

Well there had been a million opportunities and he’d passed on them all.

Hadn’t he?

Yes.

Jiya recognized the moment for the precipice it was. It was Andrew’s chance to seize this final opportunity. Do it. Storm into the restaurant and claim me. Beg me never to date again.

Ask me out yourself.

What if he didn’t?

She would have to move forward and stop daydreaming about a life that could never be. Since they were kids, she’d been imagining waking up inside of Andrew’s strong, safe arms. She’d imagined him sitting beside her during her mother’s annual Diwali feast, surrounded by their family and friends, cocooned in music and lights. Later, much later, she’d wondered what it would be like to see Andrew hold their child in his embrace. To care for them, the way he’d always cared for her.

Jiya could see now that she’d been delusional.

Prove me wrong.

If he didn’t, that would be it. No more entertaining the daydreams of the past. She would have to accept reality. Reality meant a potential future with someone besides Andrew. She might never feel about someone else the way she felt about her best friend, but she’d have this heartache either way, wouldn’t she? At least if she let her Andrew fantasies go, she could build a life. Build a family. The hurt might remain, but she’d have something to show for it.

Her throat ached as they watched each other through the window, tourists and seagulls moving between them in slow motion.

And something went dark inside her when Andrew ripped himself off the boardwalk railing and stalked away, that muscle still a livewire inside his cheek.

Over. You have to really let it be over now.


CHAPTER TWO


Two weeks later

The tick in Andrew’s temple kept time with the clock.

No blinking allowed. If his eyelids interrupted his vision for even a second, he might miss her entrance and that didn’t work for him. Watching Jiya Dalal walk into her bedroom was his favorite part of the day.

Hell, lately it was the only part of the day he looked forward to.

His bedroom window was separated from hers by a brief patch of land running between their houses, a mixture of dead grass and sand that had been carried on the wind from the nearby beach. He spent his days on that beach playing lifeguard. Blowing his whistle, warning vacationers about the undertow, watching the endless blue/beige landscape from behind his sunglasses. Day in and day out, endless strings of moments leading to this one.

That’s all they were.

Andrew’s gaze bounced over to the clock and came slingshotting back. When he realized his muscles were tightened to the point of pain—she’s late—he let out a rough exhale. He forced himself to his feet and over to his dresser where he stripped off the Castle Gate polo shirt that made up his nighttime uniform for the summer. He’d taken a rare two days off from the bar for his brother’s impromptu bachelor party and wedding, so instead of laying out the shirt for another use, he launched it toward the laundry basket. Though Andrew fully intended to do laundry, he was realistic enough to admit he’d probably be digging that shirt out of the basket in two days’ time. Bachelor life had its hooks in deep.

That’s not what he wanted.

But that’s how it needed to be.

A light came on in Andrew’s periphery and his body tensed in the act of digging a fresh shirt out of his top drawer. Anticipation, relief—and fuck it, joy—wrapped up his stomach like a birthday present, tying it tight with a bow. Jiya was home from work.

Not out on a date.

But how long until the awkward lunchtime meeting he’d watched through the window of Spice turned into an evening movie? A walk to the front door?

A kiss.

Misery laced his organs and pulled them taut, tying tight like a sneaker. So tight, he had to press a hand to his stomach and rub at the ache. He’d known it would come to this eventually. Hell, he’d been gifted a thirty-year reprieve from witnessing Jiya with another man. He might even consider himself lucky if there was room for anything else but cold-blooded jealousy.

No, that wasn’t true, though. Was it? There was room for a lot more.

Andrew turned his head and their gazes collided through their bedroom windows, the very sight of her expanding his lungs, his heart. All of him. This routine originated back in middle school, when she’d been unable to sneak into his room any longer—thanks to boobs—as she’d been doing since they were nine and ten. Before that…God, he didn’t want to think of a time before Jiya. A time when his best friend wasn’t in his life. Living next door.

Occupying his every waking thought.

She stood with her hand frozen in mid-air, having just turned on the bedroom light. Eyes he knew to be hickory brown with tiny golden flecks around the iris were widened on him.

Surprised? Why?

With a jolt, Andrew realized he hadn’t put a shirt on yet. He was standing in his bedroom in black slacks, naked from the waist up—and that was not part of the routine. His image reflected back at him from the bedroom window and he could admit without vanity that it was a strong body. With his day job being what it was, staying in good shape was a given. And Jiya had seen him without a shirt before. Hundreds of times. He was a lifeguard for chrissakes and her family restaurant where she worked was within spitting distance of his usual lifeguard chair. But she’d never seen him shirtless while encapsulated in this nightly ritual of saying good night through their bedroom windows.

Maybe it was the jealousy that still boiled in his belly two weeks after seeing her on a date, maybe it was the sense that their relationship was slipping through his fingers like fine sand. Whatever the reason, Andrew let himself wonder for a split second what she thought of his body. How she thought about it. If she compared it to the guy from the restaurant.

Get dressed, asshole. You’ll ruin everything.

Dragging his attention away from the most beautiful women to grace the earth wasn’t easy. It never was. But he did it now, ripping the top shirt out of his drawer and covering himself. Forcing an apologetic half-smile on to his face, he padded to the low window and lifted it fully, dropping to his knees so he could lean out, forearms braced on the sill.

“Hey,” he mouthed.

Jiya broke from her state of suspended animation with a jolt. As she dropped off her purse of the nightstand and fussed with the scrunchie around her wrist, Andrew let his guard drop and soaked her in. Just for a few seconds and then he’d go back to being Andrew the friend. Andrew only, ever, just her friend.

Jiya wore a white button-down shirt and black pants that Andrew knew were way too snug in the ass department. If he was Jiya’s boyfriend—and he’d taken a lot of time to think about this—he’d ask her if she was aware that her ass was insanely sexy. Knowing Jiya, she’d say yes, she was well aware. And when she did, when she expected him to demand she wear looser pants, he’d peel them down her butt and ask permission to eat that thing instead.

That wouldn’t stop him from hating every customer at Spice for getting a front row seat to the perfect twitch of her buns when she walked. Christ knew he was aware of her attributes enough for everyone and their brother.

Brutally, endlessly aware.

And he would be for the rest of his life. He was resigned to it.

Andrew closed his eyes and breathed through his nose, knowing from experience he’d have an erection until they closed their respective blinds, signaling the end of their goodnights—and there was nothing he could do about it. Sometimes his cock would be stiff for days before he finally gave in and disrespected the Jiya in his imagination, jacking himself off in the shower with his mouth open and panting against the wet tile, picturing them in all manner of positions.

There were no consequences for making love to his best friend inside his own head. Except for maybe guilt. Okay, definite guilt. But he would only ever be with Jiya, the object of his admiration, affection and lust, within the walls of his own brain. He’d made his own bed and now he would lie in it, uncomfortably, forever. Watching from behind a wall of prison bars as some other man eventually made her laugh, instead of boring her to death, like the last one.

Jiya twisted her long, black hair into a knot on top of her head, securing it there with a pale blue scrunchie. The weight of her mane immediately made the bundle droop to one side, but she left it perfectly imperfect and opened the window. When she knelt, the sound of her knees landing on the floor made Andrew battle a groan, but battle it he did. Her eyes were still betraying her shock at finding him half naked and he needed Jiya comfortable. Now. Needed her soothed and happy and with him.

At least like this. At a safe distance.

“Hey,” she called quietly into the night wind.

Andrew cleared the hunger from his throat. “How was your day?”

“Sucky. No one wants Indian food when it’s ninety-seven degrees outside.”

“Bad for you. Good for us.”

Her lips pressed together. “I’ll leave the leftovers on your stoop in the morning.”

It really shouldn’t have come as a shock to him that Jiya had finally gone on that date.

It should shock him even less that she’d stopped coming to breakfast at the Prince household every morning, as was their routine. He’d felt that shift between them that afternoon on the boardwalk. Things were different now. A line had been drawn and there was nothing he could do about it.

Jiya’s parents expected her to be married by now. She should be married by now. She was beautiful beyond words, smart, the funniest person he knew. Observant, sly, caring, a pragmatist that allowed for a dreamer streak. Hard working. Everything. The girl was every man’s dream come true. She had been his since moving to Long Beach from India when she was nine, trading the western state of Gujarat for their busy beach town.

That afternoon when she’d peeked through their shared backyard fence and invited Andrew, Jamie and Rory into her garage for a Coke was cemented in his memory. It had been an escape from another afternoon of adults screaming in the Prince household. Another afternoon of fear had turned into one of hope. Awe. Love.

Jiya had owned him since that day.

And with one hard decision, he’d lost his chance of maybe, just maybe, calling her his own someday. Don’t look back. Head down, move on. What happened can’t be undone.

Her date was too fresh to move on from, however. It had been arranged by Jiya’s parents and as far as Andrew knew, no second date had been scheduled, but that outcome provided zero comfort. Because there would be another. And another. The girl that held his pulpy, bloody heart in her hands would eventually find someone to marry, to settle down with. There would be no more goodnights after that. Only goodbyes.

Andrew could feel the inevitability of that breathing down his neck like a hunting dog.

Kneeling in the window and pretending everything was normal? Not an easy task. Passing up a single second in her presence would have been much harder.

“Are you ready for tomorrow?” he asked.

She scrunched her nose. “Are you sure I should come along? Don’t I need a penis to participate in a bachelor party? I’m going to feel out of place and derpy.”

“Jiya,” he scoffed. “You could never be derpy.”

“It’s a pity invite and you know it. You’re going to make fewer dick jokes if I’m there and I don’t want that for you, Andrew.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “I want the dick jokes to be flowing.”

God, he was so in love with her, he wanted to rip his hair out by the roots. “When have we ever shied away from a dick joke when you’re around?”

“You do,” she said, brow knitting. “You’re too much of a gentleman to make them when I’m around.”

“How do you know I make them at all?”

“Do you?”

He could feel his own chagrin. “I live with two dudes. I work nights in the bar. Sometimes there’s no way around it.”

“See? I’m a dick joke hindrance to you.”

“What if I promise to make three…of those jokes tomorrow night. Minimum.”

She gasped. “You can’t even call them what they are.”

Andrew held a finger to his lips. A gentle reminder not to wake up her parents who slept on the opposite side of the house. “Three. Minimum. You’re coming.” He winked at her. “Besides, we got Jamie a stripper. You can’t miss that.”

Jiya’s mouth fell open. “Do you have a death wish? You can’t be Jamie’s best man from a gurney in the emergency room—and that’s where you’ll end up if Marcus finds out you got Jamie a stripper.”

“Guess you’ll have to come along and defend me.”

“I’ll be too busy watching the stripper!”

They both had to bury their faces in the crooks of their elbows so they wouldn’t laugh too loudly and wake up the neighborhood. A warm balm settled over Andrew. Things had changed after the date, but thankfully this nighttime custom was still in effect. For now. They couldn’t have moments like this forever, so he was going to enjoy them while he could. Collect them like quarters in a swear jar until he couldn’t fit any more. Or she stopped providing them.

Andrew swallowed. “Come over at six. We’ll all head out together. Grab dinner…”

She nodded, poking at her lopsided bun. “Okay fine. But I’m holding you to the three dick joke minimum, Andrew Prince.”

His cock jumped at the husky way she said his name. “I won’t let you down.”

Her eyes flashed at his tone of voice. “Good.”

And he couldn’t help living in that little pocket of intimacy with her. He didn’t ask for much. Just one too-brief moment. “Sorry about that. Before.”

“About…what?” In the moonlight, he could see her brown cheeks deepen to russet. “You’re allowed to be topless in your own bedroom.”

“Yeah, but…I usually draw the blinds first,” he responded, his voice banked in fog. Andrew’s hand hovered just above his shaft where it strained in his slacks, but he wouldn’t touch it while they were speaking. While they were saying good night. He’d die before treating her and these moments she afforded him with anything less than respect. “I only get undressed after I pull them closed.”

A beat passed. “Me too,” she murmured, flushing deeper.

“Yeah?” He breathed the question.

She hummed. “Good night, Andrew.”

“Wait, Jiya.” Both hands landed on the window sill, gripping it tight enough to turn his knuckles bloodless. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

Every night when they were both home to wish each other good night, for eighteen years, he’d asked her the same question before retreating to his bedroom.

Sometimes she deliberated for a second, then reluctantly asked him to do something she didn’t have time for. Like pump up the tires on her father’s bike or move something heavy to the backyard shed. Once she’d asked him to drive her to a hair appointment in the neighboring town because her car was in the shop. Walking her to the door of the salon had been one of the proudest moments of his life. She’d even hugged him and kissed him on the cheek to say thank you, prompting the receptionist to waggle her eyebrows at Jiya and ask if Andrew was her boyfriend.

He’d beat off so hard that night, he’d temporarily lost the hearing in his right ear.

Jesus Christ, to be her boyfriend. To be inside the bedroom with her, instead of speaking to her from a different house. To drive her to every appointment she made. Hold her after a bad day. Pick her up and spin her around on a good one. To undress her, feel her thighs tremble around his hips when she orgasmed. Listen to her cries up close, skin to skin. To drive himself into her, watching the root of his cock vanish inside of her and slide out glistening.

Stop. Before she sees every thought in your head.

“Um…” Jiya pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Nope. I think I’m all set.”

Disappointment trampled him. “Are you sure? Without your leftovers, we’d be living off pizza crust and Bud Light. Give me a way to repay the favor.”

His hunger must not have been disguised when he made that statement, because she sucked in a breath and let it out in a rush of laughter. “But you already gave me the free peep show.” In the wake of his surprise, she stood. “Good night, Andrew.”

“Good night,” he said, reluctantly.

He remained kneeling on the floor in reverence, watching her curves disappear behind the blinds she lowered inch by inch. Completely. Slowly. When nothing but her silhouette remained, Andrew still didn’t move, continuing to memorize the endearing tilt of her bun, the slope of her neck, all highlighted by the soft lamp. She would turn off the light now and he’d have to wait until tomorrow night to see her again. Hear her voice.

His knees were beginning to protest the position, but he froze in the process of rising to his feet. Right there, mere yards separating them, Jiya’s shadow stripped off its shirt.

Time stood still and moved way too fast at the same time. He was only given seconds to look at her silhouette and know she wore nothing but a bra—and the light went out.

“No. No, no, no. Don’t do this to me.” He sidestepped the window and ground his forehead against the wall. His very survival in that moment hinged on reaching into his black slacks and taking rough hold of his cock. “Don’t tempt me now, when I can’t have you.”

That first stroke almost got him off, the next one sealed the deal. How could it not when Jiya had just stripped for him, knowing exactly what she was doing?

Knowing exactly what she was doing.

Andrew’s knees bumped the wall, his hips thrusting into a brutally tight fist as he spent himself all over his bedroom floor, stomach constricting painfully at the speed of his orgasm, the intensity of it. “Oh fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Just like every other time he got himself off, it fell short of satisfying. He’d had years to wonder why even the best jerk off sessions left him hollow. There was no satisfaction for Jiya in the solo act. That’s why. What should have given him relief only made him more agitated.

Yanking his pants back up with a curse, Andrew struck a fist against the wall, then pushed away from it. He fell onto the edge of his bed, head buried in clammy hands. Most of his life was spent working. Creating the lifeguarding roster, scheduling bar shifts, counting money. Organizing. Paying off his father’s debts. Working, working, working.

He would have nothing to distract him over the next two days while they celebrated Marcus and Jamie’s marriage.

And Jiya would be right there. Having taken her shirt off for him.

How the hell was he going to survive?


CHAPTER THREE


Jiya slipped on her new, nude high heels, walked in a circle around her bedroom and took them off, setting them at the perfect angle by the door. It was too early to put on the uncomfortable shoes. She only had a four-hour window before the pain reared its ugly head, so best to wait until the last possible second to subject her feet to the abuse.

She checked the time on her cell phone again. Five fifty.

There was only ten seconds of travel time between her house and the Prince residence, so she had nine minutes and fifty seconds to kill. Put the shoes on? Walk another circle? The distraction might be worth shortening her shoe pain window.

Jiya started to cover her face with both hands, but stopped short, remembering how long it had taken to apply her makeup. “Oh my God, I took my shirt off in front of Andrew.” She locked eyes with herself in the small mirror above her bureau. “Are you insane?”

She walked another circle, minus the shoes this time.

A full day later, Jiya still couldn’t believe she’d done it. What had possessed her?

While she was a fairly confident woman, she’d never considered herself vain. That being said, when she’d stripped off her shirt last night, there’d definitely been an element of take a good look at what you let slip away, sucker. Maybe even a slightly self-destructive sentiment that she should not be entertaining. One that wanted to jolt Andrew into seeing her as more.

Even though he clearly didn’t see her as anything more than his best friend.

Even though it was too late.

Bottom line, she should not be playing games with Andrew. She should be focusing on a realistic future, that unfortunately wouldn’t involve him. Not as more than anything but a friend.

Still. Guilt trickled into her belly and she frowned at her reflection. It was ridiculous to feel unfaithful toward Andrew. They weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend. Some days, she wasn’t sure what they were. But he’d never kissed her, touched her, asked her out or behaved in any way that didn’t scream, “We’re platonic, everyone! She might as well be my sister.”

At age twenty-nine, she wasn’t just being encouraged by her parents to marry…she wanted that life for herself. A committed relationship. Love. Messes and laundry and back to school shopping. Waking up tired on Sunday mornings and complaining with someone over coffee about the youth they took for granted. Instead, she was a single waitress with a communications degree from the University of Rochester that she’d never utilized, living with her parents and waiting around for…what? What was she waiting for?

A flash from last night caught Jiya off guard and made her belly swim with warmth. Andrew without a shirt, those black pants hanging low on his hips. Hair mussed. Shoulder muscles bunched, twin dimples shifting at the base of his spine.

Some days, she could forget her best friend was an insane, stupefying kind of hot.

Today wasn’t one of them. Yes, at the moment, she was all too aware of Andrew resembling a sun-kissed Richard Madden, minus the Scottish accent, but with the addition of sturdier calves. Not that she’d put a lot of thought into it or anything.

Jiya picked up her hairbrush and dragged it through her thick, ink black hair. She didn’t have a full-length mirror, so she stepped back and rose on her tiptoes, trying to judge her appearance from the awkward angle. Her dress wasn’t exactly a daring coral color—she tended to favor bright oranges and yellows, especially during weddings or special occasions at temple. But it was a pretty damn daring color for a dress this tight. Low cut, too. The fallbacks of ordering a dress online at the last second and assuming it would accommodate her prodigious rack.

It didn’t not look good, though. Hopefully she’d sneak out of the house without running into her mother, though. That could get dicey.

Lips pursed, Jiya eyeballed the window and considered climbing out.

Right. She couldn’t climb over a garden gnome in this dress, let alone attempt a jailbreak. With a sigh, she checked her cell phone again. Five more minutes? Was time moving backwards? She should be grateful for the impossibly slow grind of seconds, because she had no idea how to look Andrew in the face.

She’d have to look at his ripped shoulders instead.

Or his tight, bitable butt.

“Jiya,” she berated her reflection again. “You’re a menace.”

Frantically searching her room for a distraction from her unacceptable thoughts, her attention landed on the envelope sitting in a place of honor atop her jewelry box.

Flying lessons.

When everything seemed confusing, the future uncertain, she remembered her parents had surprised her with flying lessons. At least, she thought it was her parents. The envelope had mysteriously appeared in a batch of their mail and they refused to fess up to being the gift givers. But they’d known about her obsession with flying for decades—and she had an inkling they wanted to soften the blow of their sudden scheduling of dates with suitors on Jiya’s behalf.

Throat tight, she picked up the envelope and turned it over in her hands.

As far back as childhood, she’d been fascinated by the small Cessnas that droned like metal bees over the shores of Long Beach. What would it be like to pilot one? To see all that blue stretched out in front of her and decide the destination? She had to press a hand to her stomach to still the butterflies.

Thursday was her first lesson. First of five.

What would happen beyond that? She didn’t know. There were so many uncertainties in her life right now, but the changes and possibilities were preferable to staying in the same routine she’d been locked into for years. Shaking the puzzle pieces and letting them fall into a new pattern came at the cost of her dreams of being with Andrew. But what choice did she have if the object was to move forward?

There was a gentle knock on Jiya’s door and she winced, hoping it was her father. He wouldn’t be thrilled about her abbreviated attire, either, but he’d just act uncomfortable and refrain from commenting. Whereas her mother—

“Jiya?” Her mother entered with her arms already crossed, making Jiya wonder if she’d opened the door with some kind of spell or incantation. It didn’t seem that far-fetched, considering the woman moved as if levitated. “Oh.” She arched a dark eyebrow. “Well. Cha cha cha.”

Twisting her lips to hide a smile, Jiya waved the envelope at her mother. “When are you going to admit you booked these lessons for me? Don’t you want credit?”

“Credit for what? A hobby that will add no value to your future? My only child plummeting out of the sky into the Atlantic?” She sniffed. “No thank you.”

“The lady doth protest too much,” I murmur knowingly, putting the envelope back in place. “Tonight is Jamie’s bachelor party.”

“So I gathered, based on the amount of bottled beer being transported from their cars to the house.”

“Nothing wrong with a little fun during a special occasion. They’re responsible the rest of the time.”

“Don’t worry. I would never speak a bad word against your men.”

Jiya’s heart skipped a little over that. God knew she loved the Prince men more than life itself. The taciturn crack of lightning that was Rory. Deep thinker Jamie.

Tribe leader and unshakeable decision maker Andrew. The glue. The boss.

Her best friend—and yet, somehow, the one who remained the biggest mystery.

“Are you coming to the wedding tomorrow?”

“Yes.” Her mother inclined her head. “Your father and I will be there.”

Jiya passed her mother a grateful smile. Her parents were traditional, but their own love story was complicated, having come from two different backgrounds. As the daughter of a lieutenant in the Indian Army, her mother had been born into influence, while her father had been the son of a food shopkeeper. They’d come to America where no one knew them or the families who’d turned their backs on a relationship that wasn’t considered suitable.

That bittersweet experience had not only made Jiya’s parents open minded and accepting about love, but had contented them with her finding love in her own time, on her own terms. They’d taken a backseat—which wasn’t to say her mother didn’t prod her frequently about getting out there—hoping she’d meet someone, ideally someone who shared the values of their culture. But as Jiya approached thirty, she’d agreed to let her parents take a more active role. They wanted to see her settled down. They wanted grandchildren someday and loud, boisterous holidays. Since she wanted that, too, she didn’t see the harm in letting them plan some dates. Who had better intentions for Jiya than her parents?

“Next Saturday, we are having some friends over,” her mother said haltingly. “We know them from temple and they’re bringing their son. Please make sure you’re here.”

Jiya swallowed hard and nodded, knowing full well it would be a chaperoned date. “I will.”

Something troubled passed through her mother’s eyes, but it was hidden by an abrupt smile. “Be sensible tonight, Jiya.”

She thought of how she’d removed her shirt last night, knowing Andrew was watching and felt a flush creep up her neck. “I always am.”

Jiya’s bedroom door closed with a click, rousing her, and she rolled her eyes at being three minutes late, after all that time killing. With a flurry of nerves, she slipped on her heels, retrieved her purse and went to join the Prince brothers.

Ten seconds after she closed her front door, she arrived in front of theirs. Inside, she could hear the low pulse of Billie Eilish whisper-talking through their stereo. The crack of a beer bottle opening. Male laughter. She was a lucky woman to have these three men to care for. To have them care about her in return. Two of them—Rory and Jamie—had found the loves of their life this wild summer. A summer where change hung heavy in the salt-tinged air. Even now, the unknown pulsed in the fingertips she curled into a fist, preparing to knock. The night ahead was exciting, in a slightly scary way that she couldn’t explain.

All this change happening.

All this change coming.

Pushing her hair back over one shoulder, Jiya knocked and heard immediate footsteps. Andrew. He walked with more purpose than Rory, but less arrogance than Jamie.

There was a tiny question lingering in her mind. Had Andrew watched her take off her shirt last night? Maybe he’d already lowered his blinds by that time? When he opened the door and she saw his face, Jiya had her answer. Oh, he’d seen, all right.

Their eyes met first, his betraying everything. His shock at what she done and maybe even the smallest—oh God, sexiest—chastisement. And then his green gaze ventured lower, flickering with something dark. A muscle popped in his cheek.

“Sorry, I’m late.”

“Nah, Jiya,” he rasped, clearing his throat hard and flashing a smile that never reached his eyes. “You don’t have to apologize for being late when you show up looking that beautiful.”

Velvet fingertips stroked her in unmentionable places. Briefly, oh so briefly, she let her attention roam over the navy button-down he’d tucked into gray slacks, how the material of both garments rode his rounded muscles like a lover’s palms. His finger-combed hair, fresh from the shower, made it all look effortless. “You look nice, too.”

He licked the corner of his mouth. “I didn’t say you looked nice. I said beautiful.”

“I heard you.”

“Just making sure.”

Electricity raced up her spine when she stepped closer and he made no move to let her into the house, his big body filling the frame. Whoa. Had her impulsive strip tease last night changed something between them? She guessed that shouldn’t come as a shock, but she’d fully expected Andrew to ignore what happened during their goodnight ritual and redraw the lines around their friend zone.

Did she want things to have changed? For Andrew to be more aware of her as a woman?

The flutter in her chest—and lower—said yes. Unequivocally.

Her head said no. A staunch no. Stay strong, Jiya. If Andrew wanted to explore something outside of friendship, he needed to tell her long before now. Her life had started moving in a new direction when she went on The Date—and more specifically, when he’d seen her on that date and still failed to make a move. Now? His efforts…they were coming too late.

That didn’t mean they weren’t still friends. That they wouldn’t always be friends.

“Does, um…” She coughed a little, trying to shoo away the veil of sadness. “Does Jamie know about the stripper yet?”

“No. He doesn’t know about the phallus-shaped hat we’re going to put on him later, either.” Andrew winked. “It’s going to be stiff competition to see what annoys him more.”

A laugh bounded up her throat. “One dick joke down, two to go. I’m impressed. And you’re not even drunk yet.”

He shook his head slowly. “I don’t get drunk, Jiya.”

“I know. You have to put everyone in a cab, clean up the mess and keep the world spinning. Such is the life of Andrew Prince.”

“I like being the last one awake. I like knowing everyone I love is safe in bed.”

Her heart whimpered and she lost some of her grip on being miffed. “Let me worry about everyone’s well-being tonight.” She ran her fingers down his arm. “You should be able to cut loose at your brother’s bachelor party.”

“What about all the men who I’ll be beating off you with a stick tonight?” He had the nerve to look annoyed. “I’m going to need my head on straight for that.”

Ignoring the shiver in her belly at his protectiveness, she arched a brow. “Who says I want you to keep the men away?”

Twin flames danced in his eyes, but she ignored them and strutted into the house. Let it be known, her walk proclaimed, the lady isn’t here for bullshit.

She pulled a bottle of champagne out of her purse, holding it up while entering the living room, finding Rory, Jamie and Olive spread out on the floor, nursing beers. They cheered her arrival and a second later, Andrew took the champagne from her hand and popped it to the tune of more cheers. With a stoic expression, he poured Jiya some bubbly into a glass he’d seemingly produced out of thin air. Their fingers brushed when he handed her the drink and glowing embers of awareness shot up her arm.

“So…” Jiya blew out an uneven breath and held up her glass. “To Jamie getting married tomorrow.”

The man in question was polishing his glasses with the end of his pristine, white polo shirt. “Thank you.” He replaced his glasses and leaned over to kiss her cheek. “For the love of God, don’t let my brothers put me in any penis paraphernalia.”

“I can hear you,” Rory drawled, pointing the neck of his beer bottle in Jamie’s direction. “And you’re not making the rules tonight.”

“Be nice,” Olive murmured, snuggling into Rory’s side. “What is Marcus doing for his last night of singlehood?”

Jamie’s eyes softened at the mention of his fiancé. “His brother wouldn’t tell him the plans. Probably poker night or a baseball game.”

Jiya bit her lip. “How many times has he texted you already?”

“Twenty-six,” Jamie answered without missing a beat. “So what are our plans?” He speared all of them with a look. “Should I have a bail bondsman on speed dial?”

“Nah, you’ll be fine,” Andrew said, sitting down on the couch closest to Jiya, a beer cradled between his legs. “At worst, we’ll be released with a citation in the morning and you’ll still make the wedding on time.” He took a long sip of his beer and lowered it. “Probably.”

Jamie made a move to escape the room, but Rory and Andrew were faster. In one fell swoop, they set down their beers, each hooking an arm through Jamie’s and parading him toward the front door. “Come on, girls,” Rory called over his shoulder. “Let’s go start some trouble.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Andrew couldn’t take his fucking eyes off Jiya.

In his distracted state, he might have drunk slightly more than intended.

As soon as she’d arrived at his door dressed to make men stupid, he should have known his focus would be shot for the entire evening. Was the dress getting tighter as the hours wore on? Were the slopes of her tits getting smoother and more touchable? At dinner, he’d found a way to subtly position Jiya in a seat between him and the wall, but that had only made it more obvious every time Andrew snuck a look. Which, based on Rory’s repeated kicks under the table, had been a frequent occurrence.

They’d eaten Thai because it was Jamie’s favorite and now they were back at the Castle Gate. It was Friday night and the place was packed. Andrew was restraining himself from hopping behind the bar to assist the fill-in bartenders, but every time he prepared to do it, Jiya shook her head at him. “Don’t even think about it,” she mouthed.

If he was free to respond exactly how he wanted, he would have crooked a finger at her and said, “Come over here and order me around some more, sweetheart.”

Andrew had always enjoyed doing things for Jiya. Picking up prescriptions from the pharmacy or holding the door, no task was too big or too small. It was one afternoon in tenth grade when she’d playfully ordered him to apply sunscreen to her back that a sense of purpose had stolen over him, the feeling far less innocent than before. The way she’d gathered her hair to one side while his palms smoothed cream onto her skin, leaving a sheen behind, was a memory that would never fade. Nor would being forced to watch everyone else swim, because he didn’t want to be caught with an erection in his swim trunks.

Being directed by Jiya in ways to make her happy was his drug of choice. In his fantasies, she lay on her back like a fucking queen, watching while he fixed her dinner or sanded cabinets. Anything she asked. And when he’d completed the jobs, when it was over, only then would she let him eat her pussy.

Yeah, he would have given a limb for the freedom to whisper in Jiya’s ear, to ask what he could do to please her. But he was wearing an invisible set of handcuffs, so he kept his damn mouth shut.

Would things be different if he’d made Jiya his girlfriend back in high school?

Undoubtedly, yes. When a girl like Jiya was devoted to a man, he would make better decisions, afraid to screw up the best thing in his life. Maybe if he’d been less worried about losing her as a friend when they were teenagers and simply asked her out, he wouldn’t have made the horrific mistake with his father that prevented him from having her now.

But he’d let her leave for college upstate without asking for a commitment and when she’d come back…he’d felt like unworthy scum. Because without her around…he’d lost it a little.

More like, he’d gone completely out of his mind.

One too many times, Jiya’s mother had hinted to Andrew that Jiya was living it up on the dating scene at college and Andrew had reacted like a typical, jealous idiot, sleeping with anyone who smiled at him. To this day, he couldn’t remember a single name or face of the myriad women he’d been with during those months, but he could remember the hollow misery that followed every time. Not to mention the avalanche of shame when Jiya came home from her first visit from college and he’d felt too filthy to give her so much as a hug.

Andrew had been celibate since then, for just over a decade. Was it hard? Yes and no. Yes, because he was a man in his prime and he wanted sex. Wanted the relief and precious seconds of oblivion it provided. But those fleeting moments weren’t worth the emptiness. A secret part of him even got off a little now on depriving himself of anything and anyone but fantasies of Jiya. Like his own secret punishment, inflicted by the object of his obsession. He didn’t care that she’d likely been with men in college—he was loyal to her, whether he could have her in reality or not.

Now, Andrew let his gaze slide toward the woman in question. It wasn’t lost on him that Jiya had only partaken in two drinks, in an attempt to give him the night off from being everyone’s conscience. Giving her what she wanted was second nature, so while he had no intention of getting shit faced and letting the night go sideways, he’d had a few drinks to indulge her. His buzz made him more inebriated than he’d been in a while, though, and he was done. Any further intoxication would be a bad idea, because he was already devising ways to get Jiya alone in the back office. Just to talk.

Right. It would be a miracle if he made it through tomorrow without doing something irreversible. He’d flirted with her last night and again when she arrived at the door in her pinkish-red dress and heels. That made him a bastard. It was just so hard to watch her slip through his fingers and it was happening. The wheels were already in motion.

As if sending his thoughts, Jiya looked over at Andrew and gave a half smile.

When he couldn’t bring himself to smile back, he averted his eyes.

They landed on the cop standing just inside the Castle Gate door.

Andrew’s stomach hit the floorboards. Not tonight. Please not tonight.

The man had been following him for weeks. Every time Andrew saw the officer watching him from the boardwalk or passing the house in his cruiser, the noose tightened a little more around his neck. As of now, Andrew’s goal was to keep the latest appearance from his personal harbinger of doom from ruining Jamie’s bachelor party.

With a heavy swallow, Andrew turned to observe the group’s current antics, which included a mildly wasted—against his will—Jamie getting into the spirit of things by pulling his socks up over his pant legs and jamming on an air guitar to AC/DC. Rory sat back in a booth cracking up, an arm around Olive, filming the entire thing on his phone for blackmail.

Jiya was watching Andrew.

Her eyes ticked between him and the cop.

Andrew waved her off, despite wanting to bury his face in her hair and tell her everything. Everything. And after playing cat and mouse with the officer for half the summer, Andrew got up to go confront the officer.

He knows.

He knows everything.

The closer Andrew got to the man, the more obvious that became.

There was a knowing look in the stranger’s eye that he’d failed to see at a distance. But up close, the actions of Andrew’s past lay between them like a thick fog.

Still, Andrew kept his features schooled, a skill he’d mastered dealing with barroom bullshit for years, and he stopped just within earshot of the cop.

“Help you?”

The fucker smirked. “We’ll see,” he drawled. “Nice to finally meet you face to face, son. You can call me Handler.”

“Who says I want to call you anything?”

With a humorless chuckle, he looked past Andrew. “Pretty girl you’ve got there.”

Just like that, Andrew was neck deep in his worst nightmare. He wanted to reach into the man’s chest and rip out his beating heart for daring to comment on Jiya. Rage riddled him, the kind he’d learned to keep a tight leash on, ever since the night the leash had snapped. Andrew might have acted on his impulse to hurt the man if Jiya wasn’t watching. But he could feel his time with her ticking away and he didn’t want it to be marred.

Keep your cool.

Don’t let him see how important she is to you.

Get him out of here. This isn’t going down tonight of all nights.

“You got a crush on me or something, old man?” Andrew asked, using his body to block Jiya from view. “You’ve been sweating me for weeks.”

“Those are some fucking balls you’ve got there, son. Your dad had brass ones, too.” He smiled without humor, revealing a crooked row of bottom teeth. “Ain’t seen him in a while. Have you? He just kind of…dropped off the face of the earth.”

“Yeah, he was good at that. Taking off, coming and going how he pleased,” Andrew said smoothly, even though that noose around his neck was wrapping slowly around a ceiling rafter. “Guess this time he decided to stay gone.”

“Shame. We had a good thing going, him and I.”

Andrew’s brow knit. “Like a business thing?”

“That’s right. We’ll talk another time, about working out the same arrangement between you and me.” He leaned to the side and tipped his hat—at Jiya, Andrew was sure—and the rage danced back into his throat, crowding his windpipe. “Time to pay the fucking piper, son.” Before Andrew could process that statement or what it could possibly mean, the cop opened the door and slipped out into the balmy night, snickering as he went. “Congratulations to Jamie on his nuptials.”

Andrew stood paralyzed for several moments, his stomach roasting on a spit.

His father had made a business arrangement with a cop?

What kind? The man’s hatred for cops had been notorious, thanks to them being called to the Prince household countless times over the years to resolve domestic disputes with their mother.

Andrew would find out what kind of deal they’d had. Because it sounded like Handler wanted the same deal with Andrew. And he sounded pretty confident that he had the right leverage needed to make Andrew do just about anything.

“Hey.” Jiya’s knuckles brushed Andrew’s. “What was that?”

“Nothing.” Acid lined his mouth when Jiya forced him to look her in the eye. Lying to her was like having nails driven into his gut. “That was nothing.”

She scoffed. “Tell that to your face right now.” He tried to respond, but he kept swallowing instead, over and over. Jiya stepped closer. “You can tell me anything. You know that, right?”

His nod was vigorous, but he still couldn’t respond. What would he say?

He was saved from having to find out when the Castle Gate lights cut out, painting their surroundings in black.
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A song about the rocky road to Dublin cut off and “Pour Some Sugar on Me” pumped without warning over the loud speakers.

One second, Andrew’s expression held enough dread to fill a bathtub twice and the next, he’d visibly shaken it off. Gone back to his regular self. Jiya watched it happen the same way she’d witnessed him talking to the cop. Staring at a blurry picture and waiting for it to take shape into something that made sense. The conversation between Andrew and that man hadn’t been a friendly one. Something about it had disturbed Andrew.

But it hadn’t surprised him. He’d left the group to speak with the officer as though he’d been waiting for his arrival.

At that moment, she wanted her and Andrew to be standing at their bedroom windows, speaking across the sandy patch of lawn. He was less guarded late at night, when they were the only remaining people awake in Long Beach. Or so it seemed. When they spoke at the window, he didn’t have to wear any of his many hats. Bar owner, lifeguard supervisor, oldest brother, the family adhesive. He only had to be Andrew.

Now, before her eyes, he donned his oldest brother hat, a smile tugging up on edge of his mouth at whatever the new song playing meant. He leaned down and kissed Jiya on the forehead. “Hold that thought, sweetheart. The stripper is here.”

“Oh boy.”

“Interesting choice of words.”

Jiya took a sip of her vodka tonic and pressed her back against the wall, watching Andrew tuck behind the bar and flicker the lights on and off, his low crack of laughter at odds with the stricken man she’d been face to face with moments ago. Bar patrons were starting to realize something was afoot. They turned in their stools, drumming their hands on the bar…just in time for Rory to wheel a giant cake out of the back office.

She did a spittake, vodka burning the inside of her nose.

Rory and Andrew had gotten a stripper to pop out of a cake?

“Why am I even surprised?” she muttered to no one, fighting a smile. After all, these were the same brothers who’d gotten T-shirts made for her eleventh grade academic decathlon that said Up against Jiya? Wouldn’t want to be ya. When there was something to celebrate, they took it seriously. For her. For each other. That was their mother’s influence. Back when the Prince brothers were growing up, she’d always found a way to scrape enough money together to have a party, even if it meant dressing up like a clown and ordering pizzas to the backyard. If it bothered Andrew that their father was never in attendance, he never showed it until he and Jiya were alone.

As the giant cake was wheeled through the bar toward Jamie, he met Jiya’s eyes across the room. “What the fuck?” he mouthed. “Help me.”

She pretended to check her watch.

Poor Jamie. He looked so betrayed.

Jiya gave him a look that said, there’s no stopping this train, dude.

Really, there wasn’t. If he tried to make a run for it or Jiya tried to sneak him out the back door, the entire bar would probably chase them down and drag them back, kicking and screaming. Andrew stopped flickering the lights when the massive, white cake—with blue, plastic frosting was in front of Jamie. He drained his beer, probably wishing the floor would swallow him whole.

Just as the song’s crescendo hit, Marcus popped out of the cake.

In pasties and a leopard print speedo.

The place went nuts.

With her jaw on the floor, Jiya watched Marcus climb out of the cake and strut towards Jamie, reminding her of the opening scene from Saturday Night Fever. Unlike Travolta, however, he was built like an ox and teeming with muscle, effectively stretching that speedo criminally thin. Jamie, who was visibly still in a total state of shock, shook his head, love slowly saturating his expression so completely, Jiya didn’t know whether to keep laughing or cry.

Never one to shy away from attention, Marcus high fived everyone he passed as he danced a circle around Jamie, before coming to a stop in front of him. He presented Jamie his backside and tugged down the speedo—showing off the tiniest sliver of butt cheek—sending the room into hysterics, including Jamie, who now, thankfully, looked as though he wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the world but where he sat, his fiancé dancing for him half naked.

Andrew came up beside Jiya and put an arm around her shoulders. “Well?”

“This is the greatest accomplishment of your life, Andrew. Soak it in.”

A flash of his white teeth. “That’ll teach you to doubt my judgment.”

“Sorry.” She nudged her head against his chest. “It won’t happen again.”

“Good.”

His thumb stroked her bare upper arm, just once, and she barely managed to stave off her shiver. “For the record, I wouldn’t recommend having Olive pop out of a cake in pasties at Rory’s bachelor party.”

He squeezed her close and shook her a little. “You made it a whole five seconds without questioning my judgment.” They shared a quiet laugh. “Yeah, I guess we’ll be planning another one of these soon, huh?”

“And what about you?” she asked, knowing she absolutely should not. “Always the bridesmaid and never the bride?”

His expression grew shuttered. “Ah, you know me.” He cleared his throat. “Always working. It wouldn’t be fair to subject someone to my schedule.”

Jiya swallowed the heaviness in her throat. As if he could sense her mood dropping, and he always could, his hold on her tightened. And maybe it was the romance in the air or the vodka she’d drunk, but she let him. Let Andrew Prince pull her into his chest and sway them, totally out of rhythm with the song. All eyes were on Marcus—who was now twirling his pasties to everyone’s eternal delight—and maybe that gave her the dangerous permission to press her front to Andrew’s and study the stubble on his chin, the slow rise and fall happening in his throat. She tried not to be obvious about breathing in his earthy scent, even though she got the feeling he was soaking in hers, too.

His hand splayed on the small of her back, respectful in a way that hinted it could easily turn disrespectful, if invited. What would that be like?

To have Andrew, her best friend, walk her into the shadows and let his hands travel south to her backside. That thumb that brushed her arm might sneak a stroke under the hem of her dress, just once, his warm breath on her mouth.

No man had ever put his hand beneath her dress. No man had ever held her even as intimately as this. She’d had flirtations in college, sure. She’d even dated. But whenever the guy showed too much interest or grew too familiar with her likes and dislikes, she put on the brakes. This was why, wasn’t it? She’d only ever wanted Andrew to hold her like this. It was safety and danger at the same time. Safety because he would die before letting anything happen to her and dangerous because he didn’t want forever with her.

He saw her as a friend. Only a friend.

Hadn’t she grown resigned to that fact?

Yes, she had. She’d decided to let Andrew go. To get her head out of the clouds and stop thinking of him as anything other than a friend. As much as she adored the oldest Prince brother, he showed no signs of giving up his bachelor lifestyle, and she? She’d decided to look for her more. More than he could give.

So she had no business being held this way by Andrew.

He had no business holding her like a prized possession. Not now.

Why now?

Jiya looked up and found Andrew watching her intently. “What is this, Andrew?”

“We’re dancing,” he rasped, his gaze slightly unfocused.

“You’ve never danced with me like this before.”

His gaze strayed to her lips, before he resolutely dragged them away. “Do you want to stop?”

“No and that’s the problem.” Come on, Mrs. I Don’t Play Games Anymore, bring up the elephant in the room. It’s not going away. “You’ve been different with me lately. Is it…” She took two bracing breaths. “Is it because I’m dating?”

He started to deny it, then changed his mind. “Might be. Yeah. I know that’s fucked up,” he said. “You’ve always been min—my best friend. We won’t have this if you start dating someone seriously. If you…”

“Get married?”

His complexion turned gray. “Mmm.”

Cement caked her insides, but she was used to it by now. She’d loved Andrew since she was a child. She’d waited patiently for him to love her back—as more than a friend—and he hadn’t. He’d done nothing about it. So while she yearned to dissect his every word and rejoice in them, ached for what he was feeling, she couldn’t do it anymore without being a fool. “Ask me the question, Andrew. The one you ask me every night.”

A line formed between his brows. “Can I do anything for you, Jiya?”

“Yes.” She took his face in her hands. “You can stay my friend. No matter what happens. Fine, things are changing in my life. But I couldn’t bear it if I ever lost what we have. Just stay my friend. Promise me.”

His jaw bunched. “You know I’d cut my heart out before saying no to you, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then you have your answer.” He wet his lips. “But we’re finishing the dance.”

“Fine,” she said a little breathlessly, because he’d let that dangerous hand on the small of her back move a touch lower. Just a touch.

Andrew’s mouth hovered just above her ear. “You’re coming to the end of your four-hour fancy shoe window.”

Oh, her poor, abused heart. It couldn’t take this. Andrew knew her so well. Better than anyone ever would, probably for the rest of her life. And that made walking away from the dream of him painfully hard. “My feet are going to turn into pumpkins soon.”

His chuckle made her shiver. “I got you, sweetheart.”

Before Jiya could guess his intention, Andrew wrapped an arm around her lower back and lifted her out of her shoes, leaving her toes wiggling in midair, her upper body flush against his broader, more powerful one. “Ohhh I should make you put me down, but the blood is returning to my feet and it feels too good.”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve lifted you in the air like this. You remember?”

A laugh shook her and Andrew’s arm tightened. “You’re talking about the time your baseball went into mean Mrs. Columbo’s backyard? You held me up so I could grab it with a field hockey net while she sunbathed literally one foot away?”

“Nailed it.” His chest vibrated. “You were the only one light enough for the job.”

“I wrote out a will and testament in case she caught and ate me.” She sighed. “I was a dramatic child.”

“You were the best. You are the best.”

She was grateful he couldn’t see her eyes squeezing shut. “Don’t butter me up because you haven’t hit your dick joke quota.”

He nudged her cheek with his nose. “Don’t get cocky.”

“Ohhh. Two down. Don’t—”

“Drop the balls now? Game, set, match, sweetheart.”

“I’m impressed.”

“Oh yeah? You should see my—”

She put a hand over his mouth. “Quit while you’re ahead.”

His eyes smiled at her over her silencing hand and they stayed like that for several moments, Andrew holding her aloft, shifting side to side to maintain the excuse of dancing, their eyes locked together amid the cheers and music of the bar. It might as well have been dead silent. Throughout her lifetime of being in love with Andrew, Jiya had barely managed to retain a scrap of her heart. She was very close to losing that tiny shred now and being left with nothing, so she wiggled free of his grip and put her shoes back on, feeling his rapt attention on the crown of her head.

She glanced over her shoulder at Marcus and Jamie who were holding each other and rocking right to left, speaking to each other with their eyes. Marcus had put on sweatpants, but he still wore the pasties and Jamie looked drunk and deliriously, stupidly happy. Jiya faced Andrew again, just in time to catch him in the act of looking at her breasts. He didn’t even have the grace to look guilty and something about his defiance made her nipples hard, as if her body wanted to please him more, despite the boundaries she was desperately trying to reestablish. “Come on. Let’s go round everyone up and ship them off to bed,” she managed, sounding winded. “W-we don’t want them hungover reciting their vows tomorrow, do we?”

“No.” He cleared his throat hard, giving her a determined smile. “We can’t have that.”

Before the spell could weave its way back through them, Jiya turned on an aching heel and went to congratulate Marcus on his new career as a stripper.


CHAPTER FIVE


It had been Marcus’s suggestion to marry Jamie in the exact spot he’d been attacked years earlier. He’d asked Andrew about the idea over a beer one night in the Castle Gate and Andrew had voiced his doubts, afraid it would bring up bad memories for his brother. But seeing Marcus and Jamie bathed in mid-morning sunlight, standing in ankle-deep water, holding hands and reciting their vows, Andrew knew it had been the right choice. Jamie would never feel hate or fear walking down this beach ever again. He’d remember the way Marcus was looking at him right now—with something akin to worship. He’d think of the group of people gathered around to support the union, and he’d only feel the positivity of this place.

Love usurped hate today.

Andrew would have been honored to simply stand there and watch it happen, but him and Rory were the best men. Marcus’s brother, Joey, and his father stood up for him. At the grooms’ request, the wedding party was dressed casually, in jeans and white T-shirts—and thank Christ for that, because the mid-August sun wouldn’t allow for a suit. Not to mention, Andrew was pretty sure none of the Prince brothers owned a fucking suit, save Jamie. But not even the most dapper of the three wore a tie today.

Just his signature vest, a two-day-old beard and a smile.

While the minister spoke, Andrew couldn’t stop his attention from drifting over to Jiya where she stood arm in arm with her parents. God, he’d thought she looked amazing last night, but she stole his breath today. She wore a vivid yellow dress that floated around her in the breeze. Little strands of hair blew across her smiling mouth, catching in the eyelashes that collected tears from her shining eyes. Her beauty was almost startling.

Maybe Andrew was just startled, period.

He’d behaved like an asshole last night. Again. Holding her, flirting with her, touching her in ways that were reserved for the man who’d give her a future. He’d behaved selfishly, letting himself experience what it would be like to keep Jiya. That wasn’t fair to her. And now that Andrew knew how right and perfect it felt to hold Jiya in his arms—like a boyfriend…or husband would—staying away from her would be a hundred times more difficult.

Andrew got the sense he was being watched and found Jiya’s mother staring at him with a curious expression on her face. He nodded at her, but she didn’t nod back.

There was a stab of disappointment in his side. When Andrew, Jamie and Rory’s mother waved at him from the front of the crowd, her face glowing and free of discoloring, Andrew couldn’t help but breathe easier, though. At least she was safe now. At least she didn’t have to live with dread every day of her life anymore.

Marcus and Jamie produced their vows in preparation of reciting them, Andrew couldn’t help but laugh along with everyone else.

Jamie’s were laminated.

Marcus’s were written on a napkin.

“I guess I should go first, huh?” Marcus said with chagrin, looking down at the ocean where it swirled around his calves. “In case I drop mine and lose it forever.”

“You’d find a way to say the right thing,” Jamie said.

Marcus touched his fingertips to Jamie’s face. “Thank God for that.” He dropped his hand away and coughed, not bothering to look at the napkin. “Jamie Prince. I’m still pretty sure this is all a dream. You stuck with me when…it wasn’t easy. When it wasn’t easy for you and I was scared. Every time I hold your hand for the rest of my life, I just want you to know it’s not some small thing. I’m thankful for the way your hand feels in mine. I’m thankful for the way it makes me feel. Right here.” He pressed the napkin to his chest. “I’m going to love you and feed you potstickers and make sure you’re never lonely or afraid. Not for a single day. Ever again.”

Jamie used a shoulder to wipe his eye, quickly and efficiently. “Jesus. What did you have written on the napkin?”

“Roses are red, violets are blue…” Marcus deadpanned.

Everyone laughed, including the grooms.

“My turn.” Jamie tossed his laminated vows out into the ocean where they were swept up and carried to shore on a bubbling wave. “Marcus, looking back, sticking with you was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. You weren’t the only one who was scared. But if I was scared, it was because I thought I’d have to be without you one day.”

“Never going to happen,” Marcus said gruffly.

Jamie nodded. “I believe you.”

Marcus kissed his groom before it was allowed, and through laughter, the minister rushed through blessing their union. Andrew and Rory looked at each other, realizing simultaneously their own eyes were wet, and hurriedly wiped away any evidence of emotion. Rory shoved Andrew and told him to fuck off, but he was smiling—and after that, the whole day was a blur for Andrew.

When Marcus and Jamie decided to give everyone a week’s notice that they were getting married, Andrew had scrambled to find a place that would hold around fifty people, had a little more class than the Castle Gate and most importantly, boasted a fully stocked bar. Both sides of the family had Irish blood, not to mention the guest list included CrossFit enthusiasts and sanitation workers. If they made it through the afternoon without a brawl…well it wouldn’t be an Irish wedding. Bottoms up.

Andrew had gone ahead to the reception venue while everyone took pictures on the beach. He was giving final instructions to the wait staff when Jiya walked in carrying a bubble-gum pink box containing the wedding cake—which, thanks to the time constraints, would be enough for two bites per person, at best. “Hey,” she said, handing it over to the staff to be refrigerated. “Can I do anything for you?”

His chest tightened at the question. He was usually the one asking it. “Ah, there are a couple of nut allergies. One of my younger cousins and the CrossFit guy—you know the one with orange hair who kept scratching his nuts during the ceremony?”

“Check. And double check.” She turned in a circle, nodding her approval over the decorations. “You want me to speak with the kitchen staff about what they shouldn’t eat?”

“Please.”

“What else?”

“Isn’t there supposed to be seating cards at a wedding reception?”

Jiya winced. “I don’t know half of their names.”

“Then we drink and hope for the best, sweetheart.”

“Andrew?”

He stopped adjusting a place setting and looked up, his breath catching at her appearance for the ninth time in under an hour. “Yeah?”

“No one could have pulled this off but you. It’s going to be great.”

He had to glance away. It was that or kiss her. “Thanks.”

She leaned down to admire the floral centerpiece and Andrew greedily gobbled up the smooth line of her neck, the heavy fall of her hair, the swell of her hips. “If we sense something going wrong, we’ll give each other the signal.” She straightened and he quickly schooled his features. “Classic ear tug strategy.”

They both demonstrated.

“Cool.”

His hands itched to touch her so he curled them into fists. “Cool.”

The door opened and guests started to arrive. Loudly. Andrew and Jiya gave each other a conspiratorial look as she floated off to consult with the kitchen and he advanced toward the door to shake the hands of their first arrivals. But he couldn’t help a quick glance back over his shoulder to watch Jiya vanish into the kitchen.

She was looking back at him, too.

Enough. You can’t have her.

For the thirty minutes, Andrew ignored the twist of need in his gut every time Jiya passed through his peripheral vision and greeted guests, including his mother who insisted on dancing with him as soon as Jamie and Marcus were finished with their first. He was more than happy to oblige her and couldn’t help marveling at how easy she smiled now. How quick she was to laugh.

For the rest of the afternoon and into the evening, Andrew made sure everyone had a drink and if they didn’t, he signaled one of the waiters. Finally, Jamie and Marcus deigned to make their entrance and brought the house down with a slightly pornographic kiss—not that he was judging. Music started and everything fell into the familiar rhythm that lived in Andrew’s bones. Laughter, food, drinks, the hum of small talk that eventually turned to deeper topics with the aid of alcohol. Lowered lighting. These were things he’d perfected over the years to transform The Castle Gate from a dusty relic into a Long Beach destination.

As the oldest, Andrew had grown up helping his mother clean the house, cook, make sure Rory and Jamie’s homework was done. On those days she’d spent resting in bed, too hurt from a run-in with their father to make meals, Andrew had stepped in. He’d kept stepping in until he’d taken over those duties from his mother completely, whether she was physically capable of performing them or not.

With their father gone now, his responsibilities were a lot different and had far bigger consequences when they weren’t done right. So he didn’t let a ball drop.

He spent a lot of time exhausted, a lot of time worrying about payments on the credit card debt their father had left behind. But working himself to the bone was preferable to sitting around and remembering why the responsibilities of his father were now resting on his shoulders. When he slowed down, that’s when the guilt crept in.

Andrew forced his dark thoughts to change direction. Another fifteen minutes of the cocktail reception and they’d be sitting down for dinner and he wouldn’t relax until everyone gave their verdict on the food. He’d just taken a sip from his first and only beer of the evening when someone tapped him on the shoulder. “Andrew.”

He turned to find Jiya’s mother watching him with a serene smile. There was a particular kind of tension that struck him when he spoke to Mrs. Dalal. She’d been a constant in their lives as children, having them over for dinner on nights Andrew couldn’t scrounge up enough money for groceries. In the Dalal household, the Prince brothers had been introduced to the world of Indian cuisine and Jiya’s mother had always made a plate for them to bring home to their mother. Andrew would forever be grateful to this woman for her compassion. Not to mention, she’d brought Jiya into the world.

But he couldn’t pretend she didn’t make him nervous as fuck.

It was in the way she watched him, like she knew every thought in his head.

Considering his mental fantasy land starred her daughter, God help him if that was true.

“Mrs. Dalal.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Thanks for coming.”

“Yes.” She inclined her head. “Very well done on a week’s notice.”

The rare compliment made his chest expand. “I appreciate you saying that.” In silence, they both watched Jiya entertain a group of Jamie’s professor friends with a story across the candlelit room. “Look at her hand gestures. She’s telling them about that customer who rubbed vindaloo sauce in his eye on accident. Instead of using water to soothe the sting, he accidentally dipped his napkin in hot tea and made it worse.” He smiled. “It’s a good story.”

When Mrs. Dalal cleared her throat, Andrew realized he’d been staring at Jiya.

What else was new?

“Yes, my daughter is a good storyteller.” She sighed. “Perhaps you can convince her to display some of that charm next week when our friends bring their son to meet her.”

Dizziness hit, the walls of the room looming closer. Mrs. Dalal continued, sounding like she spoke to him from another time zone. All the while, his head burned.

“We’re trying to find someone who interests her. Though she’ll need to put in some effort as well. Much more than she did on her first date. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was being less charming on purpose. Maybe she doesn’t even realize she’s doing it.” Jiya’s mother sipped from her small glass of white wine. “Maybe she doesn’t truly feel free to let herself find someone.”

What did she mean? That Jiya was giving dating less of an effort because of him? No. But the words he’d spoken to her last night echoed in his ears and he admitted…there was a chance Mrs. Dalal could be right.

You’ve always been my best friend.

We won’t have this if you start dating someone seriously.

Was their friendship holding Jiya back?

Was his secret love bogging her down, even though he couldn’t express it? Christ, it was possible. They shared a brain. He could barely keep his feelings for Jiya at bay and some of them might have escaped. Maybe her mother was right. Maybe she didn’t even realize she was putting in less of an effort into dating because Andrew had a hold on her.

A hold he couldn’t maintain. A hold he had no right to keep.

“I promised her we’d stay friends,” he murmured to himself.

Andrew didn’t realize he’d said the words out loud until Jiya’s mother patted his arm. “And you should. Friends who want what’s best for each other.”


CHAPTER SIX


A bonfire on the beach was the perfect cap on the wedding day.

They made it through the reception with only one teeny fist fight—between a personal trainer and a math teacher who disagreed about the best Avengers movie. Andrew had intervened, bought them a round of drinks, and they’d ended up shaking hands. Jiya had been firmly on the side of the math teacher—the best film of the franchise was clearly Thor: Ragnarok and anyone who said different could suck it.

Some revelers bailed and went home to await their eventual hangovers, others made their way back to the beach. A bonfire billowed and snapped against the black nighttime sky, the tips of the flames kissing the stars like lovers. Olive sat in Rory’s lap, lazily roasting a marshmallow while he whispered in her ear, giving the bonfire competition in heating her cheeks. Jamie and Marcus had told everyone they were going for a walk an hour ago and never come back. Alcohol had done its job and melded several different crowds into one, leaving teachers, trainers, sanitation workers and lifeguards strewn about the beach, staring out at the white caps that lapped at the cooling sand.

A perfect end to a beautiful day.

Jiya was the kind of tipsy that made her think she was capable of writing poetry. The kind of tipsy that made her truly believe a conversation with a stranger could lead to the discovery of the meaning of life. With the amount of hours she worked at Spice, she rarely had time to get her drink on, so she’d decided after her third one that she’d earned a fourth.

With a relaxed sigh, Jiya slid her bare toes into the sand and swept the crowd for Andrew.

They’d both stayed behind at the restaurant to clean up and wish everyone a safe journey home while Rory and Olive had gone ahead and started the bonfire. She’d hoped with Andrew’s hosting duties out of the way, he’d take some time to relax, but he was still watching the proceedings like he might need to save the day at a moment’s notice.

He’d been kind of quiet since the reception. Nothing new there. But after recapturing her weightless mood with the help of her fourth drink, she became determined to poke Andrew until he loosened up.

With that plan in mind, Jiya rose to her feet and crossed the beach to where he stood. Any red-blooded female would take a moment to appreciate the outline of his strong body braced against the star-studded sky. The night breeze tousled his dark hair and plastered the white T-shirt to his thick rolls of muscle. His five o’clock shadow made him look kind of dangerous, but the rolled up jeans and sandy calves made him the guy she’d known forever.

“Hey you.”

“Hey,” he said, without looking at her, as if he’d been aware of her approach. “Drink number four, huh? Should I warn everyone we’ll be getting an impromptu poetry slam tonight?”

“No, thank you. I like to catch my audience off guard. It makes their reactions more authentic.”

His lips twitched. He still didn’t look at her, but the softness around his eyes told Jiya he was thinking of the time she drunkenly wrote a poem on a bar coaster at the Castle Gate on her twenty-first birthday and thought it was a masterpiece, reciting it to anyone who would listen. It had turned out to be the lyrics to “Blackbird” by the Beatles.

“Thanks for your help today,” he said.

“Any time. Always.” A trench formed between his brows but smoothed itself before she could comment. “Will you take me for a walk?”

The muscles in his shoulders bunched. “A walk?”

“Yes. On our legs.”

When he didn’t immediately say yes, it was probably unfair of her not to let him off the hook, but sometimes Andrew needed to be dragged away from his responsibilities. Their goodnights were when he usually relaxed, but they probably wouldn’t have one tonight, since he’d be making sure everyone got some safely.

“I guess I could go by myself…”

She’d only taken two steps when he caught up with her. “Sure, just stroll off alone in the darkness in your princess dress, Jiya.” He shook his head. “You don’t play fair.”

“Is that why none of you will play Uno with me anymore?”

“You always slip extra cards into the discard pile.”

Jiya gasped. “Lies.”

“You do,” he drawled. “Every time.”

“I have small hands! I can’t be expected to hold all those cards.”

His crack of laugher echoed down the dark beach. “You carry trays of food bigger than you, sweetheart.”

“You’re splitting hairs.”

“If you can’t handle the truth, don’t ask.” He reached over and started to ruffle her hair, but dropped his hand away at the last second, making her frown. “You, uh…you’ve got those flying lessons starting up next week, right?”

“Yes,” she breathed up at the sky, forgetting Andrew’s hesitation and the fact that she’d been branded an Uno cheater. “It might be a little soon, but I’m trying to decide on the best name for the airplane I’ll eventually own. Any ideas?”

His thoughtful hum surrounded them in a private bubble as they moved farther away from the bonfire, the sounds of revelry fading away. “How about ‘Wings of Bling’?”

Jiya’s laughter propelled her sideways into Andrew’s side where she nudged him off balance. “I love that. But I need something that’s going to make my mother nervous. Like, the ‘Crash Mobile’ or ‘Splash.’”

“Your flight school hasn’t had a single student-related accident,” he said offhandedly. “Not in twenty-two years.”

“How do you know that?”

Andrew shrugged a shoulder. “You told us the name of the school. It’s all on their website.” He scratched at the back of his neck. “Anyway, your mother is the one who bought you the lessons, so she can’t be that concerned about the risk.”

“Well, she still hasn’t come clean, but I’m working on her.” Jiya blew out a breath. “I really have to bring my A-game for her birthday present this year. A coupon book for foot massages and kitchen utensils isn’t going to cut it.”

He cut her a sideways laugh. “I still have the one you made me in sixth grade. When you least expect it, I’m going to cash in the coupon for one free dishwashing session.”

She snorted. “I’ve washed your dishes a thousand times.”

“It’s not my fault you didn’t collect the coupon.”

Up ahead, a lifeguard tower came into view. It didn’t even occur to Jiya that she shouldn’t climb it. Not in her current frame of mind. She was floating, the night air was the perfect mixture of cool and warm, the sand was heaven on her bare feet—and dammit, she felt pretty. Most of her days were spent in a stifling work uniform and walking the stretch of beach in a dress with a handsome man made the moment dreamlike. Unreal enough that she hooked her feet one by one in the rungs until she’d climbed all the way to the top of the six-foot structure and plopped into the chair.

Andrew smiled up at her from below, but his eyes held a sharp intensity. “Are you angling for a job next summer?”

“Do I need to be a good swimmer to be a lifeguard?”

“Mmm. Kind of a requirement.”

“Then for the tourists’ sake, I better pass.”

He rested a hand high on the chair and she got the impression he was holding it steady, even though it was firmly rooted in the ground. “Is that why you don’t go in the ocean very often? Because you’re not a great swimmer? I can…” His eyes closed briefly. “I mean, if you wanted to swim, I’d make sure someone I trust was watching out for you.”

“You wouldn’t delegate that,” she murmured, without thinking. Thank you, vodka.

Andrew watched her in silence a moment, before shaking his head. “You’re right. I wouldn’t. Not in a million fucking years.”

Don’t think about Andrew shirtless and heinously sexy in his red shorts, watching you swim with that single-minded focus. Don’t do…it. Too late.

Jiya pulled in a lungful of oxygen. “I don’t swim because of seaweed. That slimy feeling of it brushing my legs.” She shivered. “Is a seaweed-free ocean so much to ask?”

His amusement shone. “There are parts of the beach with less of it. I’ll…maybe I’ll take you someday.”

“Cool. When?”

The amusement clouded over and his throat worked. “I don’t know. Someday.” Suddenly serious, he jerked his chin toward the distant bonfire. “Come on, sweetheart. I’ll bring you back.”

“Oh. Okay,” she said quietly, jolted by his off behavior. Fine, things had been a little strained since she embarked on adventures in dating, but Andrew was a rock. Were they never going to get back to that comfortable ground where they’d stood their whole lives? Jiya rose and started to turn, so she could climb backwards down to the sand—

—but her foot slipped on the rung and tethered to nothing, she fell down, down—until Andrew caught her.

Neither one of them moved for a stretch of seconds. Jiya sucked in breath after breath, her open mouth on Andrew’s shaking shoulder. His hands roamed over her body, all business. Searching for injuries?

“Fuck,” he growled finally, wrapping his arms around her, plastering her front to his chest. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you climb up there when you’d been drinking. You’re okay. You’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” she echoed, voice dull. “The drop just scared me a little.”

He held her tighter, humming comfort against her temple. His heart pounded right up against hers, like dueling drums. So stupid, Jiya. It wasn’t that far of a fall. But the adrenaline surged in her, nonetheless, but instead of saving her like it was supposed to, the chemical that released in her blood only made her aware. Of Andrew. His smell, the firm musculature of his body and all the places where it corresponded to her softness. His hands on her back.

The unmistakable thickness of his manhood trapped between their bodies.

Andrew’s low expulsion of air held the touch of a moan and it created a sensual coil in her belly. One that twisted into tighter and tighter spirals the longer Andrew held her suspended above the ground. Before she could stop herself, her knees lifted and found purchase on his hips and he bit out a curse in her ear.

“No. No.” Betraying his words, he wrapped an arm beneath her butt to keep her in place, tiling his hips up ever so slightly. “Don’t do that.”

She gasped. “Are you talking to me or yourself?”

A vibration traveled through him. “You have to stop me, sweetheart.”

“I don’t think I can.” She touched her parted lips to his neck and absorbed his shudder. “I definitely can’t.”

“Jiya, please.”

“You’re…” She lifted her head and met eyes she’d never seen before. This wasn’t her best friend Andrew. It was a man in severe need. Of her. “You’re hard for me.”

He shook his head. “That’s my problem. It can’t be your problem.”

There were a million reasons she should drop her legs, walk away, chalk their lapse in judgment up to vodka come tomorrow morning. This was her best friend. She could ruin their relationship. She was supposed to be moving on and pursuing a relationship with someone else, Andrew knew it, and he wasn’t trying to stop her. So at best, having her legs wrapped around him in this uber-romantic setting was a terrible idea. But nothing—nothing—had ever made her feel more complete than teetering on this magical moment where possibilities lay between them. Kiss him. She could kiss him. “Can’t you make it my problem?” Jiya whispered finally, laying her lips against his and feeling electricity all the way down to her toes. “I have a problem that n-needs solving, too.”

“Don’t do it,” he ground out against her mouth, teeth bared. “Don’t you dare tell me your pussy is wet.”

She wheezed a breath over his language. “Just once, just tonight. I’m so w—”

His mouth locked over hers—and a dragon might as well have swooped down from the night sky and engulfed her in a breath of fire. She was almost angry in that first split second of registering how achingly good Andrew’s mouth fit hers. He tasted like something she’d been craving her whole life without fully realizing how much. Ocean and male and raw hunger. His swelling chest invaded her space, crushing her breasts while his hands pulled her even closer, bruising and reverent and exploratory on her hips.

Jiya wrapped her legs around his waist more securely, though they weakened and threatened to drop every time his mouth slanted a different direction. Every time the tips of their tongues brushed. The harsh sounds he made were like nothing she’d heard from Andrew before. He was admonishing himself even as he savored, licking into the furthest recesses of her mouth like he’d never tasted anything so sweet. Like a famished man set in front of a feast.

Ohhhh. This was arousal. This was the whole in the heat of the moment thing people spoke about when explaining why they couldn’t stop to put on a condom. She would never judge those people again. Her thighs were trembling, the tips of her breasts were in painful points that she couldn’t help rubbing on his brick house of a chest. And then, oh then the fingertips of his left hand dragged up her bare thigh, hesitated for a beat, then clutched the cheek of her butt, kneading it as he groaned.

I’m going to die. I can’t survive this.

Her panties were soaked from needing relief. Needing him. She’d never even received relief from a man before, but her body was adamant it couldn’t come from anywhere else. Not even from her. “Andrew,” she moaned, breaking the kiss. “Please do something about this.”

Tenderness shone very briefly in his expression but was quickly eclipsed once more by hunger. “Christ, you taste so fucking good, Jiya,” he rasped, staring at her mouth. “But this has already gone too far.”

Stop? He’s going to stop. No. No no no. “Ask me the question.”

His muscles tensed, but that hard part of his anatomy stretched and thickened between them. “Jiya, sweetheart, that’s not fair.”

“Ask.”

With a wayward muscle popping in his jaw, he leaned in oh-so-slowly and spoke directly against her lips. “Can I do anything for you?”

How many times had he asked her that question and held his breath? The fact that Andrew always seemed so gratified when she gave him something, anything, to do on her behalf had never struck her as significant. That was just Andrew. Although…maybe there was more to it? Call it intuition borne of knowing someone almost their entire life, but Jiya sensed the dynamic that had always lain between them expanding. Changing. And it excited her.

She sank her fingernails into the nape of his neck. “Make me come, Andrew,” she whispered and saw something darkly sexual flare to life inside of her best friend. There was a corresponding click inside of Jiya, unexpected and irreversible. “You like being told what to do.”

Andrew shook his head slowly. “No. I like you telling me what to do.”

“Show me how much you like it.”

“Jiya…” He broke off with a guttural curse. “This can’t go further than tonight. I can’t give you what you want.”

“No. I understand.” Her nails dug deeper into his neck and her anticipation surged. “But you can give me what I want right now.”

Something a little dangerous and a lot hot flickered in his expression. “Goddamn right I can.” His hips started to move, slowly at first. He sank his teeth into his bottom lip, squeezed his eyes shut and started to pump his hips upward. It quickly became obvious the hem of her dress was caught between them, blocking the friction, and Jiya freed the material with anxious hands, crying out when her thin panties met the distended fly of his pants.

Their mouths met again in quick, biting, breathless kisses that they couldn’t keep up because the pleasure of rubbing together, there in those secret places, was so intense.

Andrew’s eyes glittered in the darkness, watching her, his reservations about touching her gone, carried away on the night breeze. Both of his hands slipped inside her panties and claimed ownership of her bottom, squeezing, rocking her in time with his thrusts—and there she was, being fucked standing up, through her clothes, her toes curling against the outsides of Andrew’s flexing thighs.

“Don’t stop, Andrew. That feels so perfect.”

“Again.” He licked the swells of her breasts, greedily. “Tell me that again.”

Understanding dawned. “You’re so good at pleasing me.”

He made a choked sound and his jaw went slack, his hips pumping faster. “That’s what I do. That’s all I want to fucking do.”

She threaded her fingers into his hair, twisting the strands until he cursed. The pace quickened even more and Andrew’s low grunts seemed to egg on her orgasm, but she couldn’t seem to reach the peak. Every time she almost got there, a yearning inside her cried out for more, just a little more of an elusive something. “I-I need…I want to take off my—”

“Panties?” He dropped to his knees in the sand, taking Jiya with him and continuing to ride her up and down on the ridge of his shaft. “You want me to take off your slinky little panties, the same way you took off your shirt for me the other night?”

Her head fell back on a keening sound. “Yes. Yes.”

“Do you want to see what you made me do?”

She nodded eagerly.

“Say it,” he rasped, stroking his tongue through the center of her cleavage, all the way to her neck. “Tell me to beat off for you.”

Her sex clenched at the note of plaintiveness in his voice and it was a privilege to know Andrew’s deepest, most private wants. Needs. And it was an intoxicating surprise to discover she’d been built to deliver them. There was no time to be nervous or embarrassed by the way they were speaking to each other. She was too warm and eager and excited. “Unzip your pants and show me what you did.” She angled her mouth and razed his jaw with her teeth, glorying in the way his body jolted and shook. “Show me the dirty thing you did while thinking of me.”

Andrew was panting as he set her down carefully in the sand, leaving Jiya facing him in a kneel, her dress still caught up around her waist. “Jesus Christ, look at you, Jiya. You’re going to kill me if you get any more beautiful.” He hissed as he lowered the zipper over his jutting erection. “Oh fuck, sweetheart, I’m not going to last one tug.”

“You will,” she managed, battling a monstrous wave of lust. “You better.”

His shoulders bunched and he heaved her name, taking out his generous arousal. Oh wow. Jiya ground her knees into the sand, hoping to counteract the new whip of hunger with a little pain. Looking at Andrew, watching him touch himself so intimately, was preparing her body to be filled. She wept between her thighs, leaving her slick and wanting. Of him. Of that part of him he started to stroke, his clenched fist tan from the sun, his shaft growing red at the crown. He lifted his shirt with the opposite hand so she could see all of him. The veined ridges of his stomach and how it flexed with each pump of his flesh.

“This is what you d-did in your bedroom?”

“Yes,” he growled. “Thinking of your sexy little tits.”

Jiya swayed under the continual onslaught of heat. “That w-was so wrong of you, Andrew.”

He stroked faster, teeth clenched. “Fuck. I’m sorry.”

“Make it up to me now.”

“Come here.” Before she could comply, Andrew had wrapped an arm around her lower back and dragged her knees closer in the sand, leaving their mouths poised an inch apart. “You’ve got the one remaining shred of my decency protecting you from a messy bang right now, Jiya, but understand that I’d love to be buried so deep I could feel that place where your screams build.”

Her thighs squeezed together automatically, a shocked gasp falling from her lips. But she wasn’t given the opportunity to reel it in the wake of his coarse words. No. Because Andrew kissed her. Differently than before. This was filthy and wet and it changed direction so quickly and so often that she was whimpering and scratching at his shoulders by the time they broke for air. “Please, Andrew.”

“Don’t ask me.” He caught her lower lip between his teeth. “Order me.”

A whip cracked inside of her and without thinking, she ripped his shirt down the middle, revealing the torso she’d spent more time thinking about than was appropriate.

His big form vibrated in the moonlight. “Yes, Jiya.” He nudged her forehead with his own. Hard. Goading. “More.”

Her hand whipped out, her palm cracking across his face. “Satisfy me,” she rasped.

Andrew consumed her after that. He came alive in a way she didn’t know mere men were capable of, let alone her best friend. Rough hands shoved her thighs open and with his tongue, teeth and lips raking up and down her neck, her ear, he positioned his sex over her clit and started to rub. Rub hard. Side to side, up and back. She wanted to look down and watch his ministrations, but he was dominating her other senses too hard to throw sight into the mix.

He tortured her neck, bathing it in hot breaths, thorough licks, stinging bites. Her body lit up, singing like a choir and shame had no presence in the moment. With frantic hands, she tugged down the bodice of her dress, pushing at her strapless bra until she could pinch her nipples—an action she’d never performed before but couldn’t help it now. They ached. They begged to be plucked and teased and sucked—

As if she’d spoken out loud, Andrew used the band of his arm at her lower back to heft her higher and his lips closed around one of her peaked nipples, his hand never ceasing its relentless teasing of her clit.

She was going to come.

Oh, the orgasm of the century was coming.

How could it not when she was looking at the way Andrew’s cheeks hollowed, his tongue dragging across her flesh to the opposite breast and devouring it with almost religious fervor? Jiya started to tremble, the bundle of nerves at the apex of her female flesh started to swell and tingle. The low muscles of her stomach seized up and she sobbed Andrew’s name, almost scared of the magnitude of pleasure that slammed into her like a giant’s fist.

“There you go, sweetheart. Let it out all over my cock.” He kissed her roughly, catching her screams and scrambling her brain further. Oh shit. Oh shit. She couldn’t withstand the pleasure. Too much. And now his tongue? “Tell me I can come, too, Jiya.”

“You can. You can.”

“Tell me I can come on you wherever the fuck I want.”

“Y-yes, Andrew!”

He groaned his pleasure and the second her orgasm subsided, he stood, his shaft still in hand and tilted her chin up, stroking that tight fist up and down, up and down his erection. So powerful. So hot. And then he spent himself on her exposed breasts, growling as drop by drop left the purple head of his sex and created a pattern that would never be duplicated. “Wear my come. I worship you with it,” he pushed out through his teeth. “You beautiful fucking woman.”

When Jiya woke up that morning, she’d known nothing. Nothing about men and women and lust and sex. She would have decreed any form of objectification a bad thing, but she was in heaven at that moment, as a possession. As the creator of his sexual urges. It was like being baptized and reborn and she’d laugh at herself later for making that comparison considering she had come dripping off her nipples, but right now, she wasn’t laughing. No way. She’d just been drop kicked onto a new planet and gravity was missing.

Andrew dropped down on the sand beside her. He hung his head for a moment, his ribcage expanding and contracting, then he reached over and pulled Jiya into his lap. Going to him was so natural, her throat started to hurt. She’d been horribly short-sighted agreeing to make this a one-time thing. What had she been thinking? She was just supposed to live her whole life now, pretending he hadn’t conducted her thoughts and physicality like a maestro for the last twenty minutes? She was supposed to pretend like she didn’t want it to happen again?

And again.

Andrew used one side of his torn shirt to wipe away the fluid on her cleavage. Then he stroked a hand over her hair. “I shouldn’t have let that happen. I know it’s only going to make things harder, but I’ll never regret it.”

Everyone was too drunk or preoccupied to notice Andrew returned to the party shirtless, his ripped button-down left tied to the stairs of the lifeguard chair, like a mile marker. Wordlessly, Jiya helped everyone call their Ubers, her and Andrew using handfuls of sand to extinguish the flames of the bonfire, before throwing empty bottles into trash bags and lugging them to the dumpsters adjacent to the boardwalk.

Jiya was somehow both exhilarated and numb. Several times, she caught Andrew watching her with undiluted intensity from the corner of her eye, but the ease between them wasn’t just missing, they’d set it on fire. Would they ever get it back now?

Or had they sacrificed their friendship on the altar of pleasure?

It didn’t take long for Jiya to get pissed. Even though it wasn’t fair, even though he’d been upfront that he couldn’t offer her more, she wanted to punch him in the nose and demand to know why. Why was he standing by while she dated other people? How could he let her get away when they meant so much to each other—and had attraction to boot? If he didn’t love her as more than a friend now…wasn’t there a possibility he might start to love her in the future?

They had friendship. Sexual chemistry. That was way more than so many people had.

To top it off, she needed him to touch her again. Now. She wanted to be back in his arms and she wanted to stay there all night. Maybe forever. And she wasn’t sure how much longer she could be around him without demanding he put his hands on her. He’d comply, however, because he couldn’t say no to her, which made it wrong to ask again.

When they’d tossed the bags of garbage into the dumpsters, she could sense Andrew searching for the right words to say to her. But she didn’t want to hear them, so she jogged ahead and caught up with one of the departing groups of guests, sliding into the cab after a winded request to sneak a ride home. A quick glance through the window told her Andrew was trying to catch up to her, calling her name, but she ignored him out of self-preservation and rattled off her address to the driver, only exhaling when the car started to move and she was free.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Today was Wednesday.

Andrew hadn’t seen Jiya since Saturday night and every hour that passed without her, a little more color drained out of the universe until it was a dull steel gray.

God, he’d righteously fucked up.

He should never have gone on that walk.

When they’d set off down the beach, he’d already been weak for her. Two days around her looking brighter and more brilliant than the sun and he’d been close to cracking. They usually only stole an hour here and there, at their windows at night or breakfast in the morning. But they’d had almost a full two days to be close, to talk, to smile at each other across the room, brush arms. Taking her on that walk had been a dangerous gamble.

He might have brought her back to the bonfire untouched if she didn’t slip off the goddamn chair. If she hadn’t shaved a decade off his life with the possibility that she might hit her head or break an ankle on his watch. Fuck, he could still feel his heart launching up into his throat. Even though he’d caught her in his arms, his pulse still skipped every time he replayed the scene. Jiya falling. Falling to the earth.

Andrew realized he’d been staring out the front door toward Jiya’s silent house for a full minute and turned with a curse. He tossed the morning newspaper on the kitchen island and set about making coffee with choppy movements. A few weeks back, he would have been comfortable in his anticipation that Jiya would walk through their door for breakfast at the same time she always did. But he didn’t have that guarantee anymore.

For all he knew, they’d never have breakfast together again. She hadn’t even been showing up at the window for their goodnight ritual and that, above everything, slayed him. Without that perfect button on his days, his existence moved in a continuous, colorless loop.

Andrew all but threw the coffee pot under the spout and smacked the start button. Then he held on to the edges of the counter and breathed, breathed through his nose.

Satisfy me.

Jiya’s hoarse command traveled down his spine and tightened an invisible knob. His sweatpants were loose, but they grew tight at a moment’s notice, just thinking about how easily they’d slipped into those roles on the beach. His ultimate fantasy come to life and of course—of fucking course—the girl he’d been obsessed with since he could remember knew exactly how to give him what he needed. Just in time to be taken away from Andrew forever.

You can’t have her.

Andrew reached up and took his wallet off the windowsill, tapping his fingers on the worn leather, before opening the fold and thumbing through the contents. When he found the picture of his father, he slipped it out and forced himself to look. He’d been doing this a lot lately. Making himself acknowledge the reminder of why he couldn’t have Jiya. One decision had changed everything and it couldn’t be undone. Assuring himself there had been no other option didn’t help. Nothing helped. But maybe the reminder of his actions and the consequences would get him through another day of staying away from Jiya.

You have to stay away.

And yet, if she walked through his front door and started preparing khichdi, their morning breakfast staple she’d introduced them to, he would soak up the seconds. Try to get as close to her as possible without being inappropriate or obvious. God yeah he would. He missed her so much his bones felt brittle.

Andrew looked harder at the picture of his father, studying it for nuances. The older man sat in a chair by the living room window, leaning forward like he was preparing to stand. The frown lines on either side of his mouth were stark, familiar. So were the fists resting on his knees. Those were definitely familiar. They’d knocked the breath out of Andrew enough that he’d lost count. And those nights he focused on Andrew? Those were the good times.

At least his mother would be safe. Until tomorrow. If Andrew hadn’t gone out that bloody night of his memories…maybe his father would have focused on him, instead. But Andrew knew too well, the past couldn’t be changed. It was amazing that a man who’d sucked up all the oxygen in every room he entered was reduced to a photograph and the stack of mystery boxes he’d left behind in the Castle Gate basement.

The sound of a car door closing outside brought a frown to Andrew’s face. It was early in the morning. Usually Andrew was the only person awake, besides jogging locals. He stuffed the picture back inside his wallet and crossed to the front door, his steps slowing when he spotted the unmarked car at the curb.

Anger infiltrated his gut, twisting like a gnarled branch when the cop climbed out and smiled at the door, letting Andrew know he’d been spotted and would have no choice but to face the music head on. It would be a cold day in hell before he involved his brothers in something he wanted to handle himself, giving Andrew no choice but to leave the house, barely resisting slamming the door behind him.

Don’t let your temper take over. Reel it back.

“What?” Handler said, scratching his thinning hair. “No good morning?”

He took a slow breath, trying to clear the red from his vision. “What do you want?”

The other man chuckled, but his eyes were cold and glinting. “We don’t have to be friends, son, but you might want to turn down the dial on your disrespect.”

“You don’t think it’s disrespectful showing up at my house?”

“You don’t have to invite me inside,” the officer drawled. “But it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve stepped over that threshold.”

This man had been inside his house before. Probably one of the countless times the neighbors or passersby had called the police because of the crashes and screaming coming from within. Andrew could recall herding his brothers into his bedroom closet on those occasions and staying there with them. But once or twice, he’d crept to the top of the staircase to listen to female cops plead with his bruised and beaten mother to press charges. He couldn’t remember Handler, but him being called to one of their many domestic disturbances wouldn’t be far-fetched. “Don’t expect an invite any time soon,” Andrew said. “Let’s get this over with. You said something about an arrangement with my father?”

“That’s right.” He leaned a hip against Andrew’s car. “Still haven’t heard from your old man?”

“Stop baiting me. You know I haven’t.”

Handler took his time unloading a cigarette from a fresh pack and lighting it. “How do you think I know that?”

Andrew ordered himself to remain calm. Outwardly at least.

On the inside, he was a defendant standing before the judge during sentencing.

“Last time I saw your father, he wouldn’t shut up about the Belmont Stakes. He was going to the races the next day. Had all his bets lined up. And then, nothing. He’s just gone. I found that pretty strange.” He jabbed the air with his cigarette. “You never reported him missing, son. Told the customers he’d fucked off to Florida.”

“That’s right.”

“Nothing happened that night to send him on his way?”

Andrew pretended to think, as if that night wasn’t branded on his insides. “Nothing remarkable.”

“No?” Keeping the cigarette perched between his lips, Handler withdrew a small notepad from his back pocket. “Took me some time to track down your receipts from your hardware store trip that night. A tarp, bleach, gloves…ringing a bell?”

His lungs started to burn. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You paid cash. Smart. But I’ve got the time-stamped security footage.” He winked at Andrew. “Matches the receipt to the second.”

“What exactly are you trying to prove here?”

“Ah, come on.” Handler lowered his voice. “Your old man was an ugly bastard that knocked your mother around, son. You, too, if I recall those black eyes correctly. I understand why you done what you done, but it’s time to lay down in the bed you made.”

Despite the roaring in Andrew’s ears, he heard the front door of Jiya’s house open and denial speared him. There she stood behind the screen, wearing her emerald green robe, her eyebrows drawn together. No. Not happening. Not right now. He’d had nightmares about this moment and it was here. It was landing on him like a forty-ton anvil. But if Jiya got mixed up in any part of this, he would never forgive himself.

Jiya pushed open the screen door and he shook his head.

She ignored him, of course. “Andrew?”

“Go back inside, Jiya.”

Her distaste was obvious as she gave Handler a measuring once-over and he loved her so much. More with every second. Loyal, perfect, beautiful girl. Didn’t she know he wasn’t worth her concern? If she knew what accusations Handler was making, she would never look at him the same again. And she shouldn’t. He wasn’t fit to speak her name. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“Please,” Andrew said, pinching the bridge of his nose until it hurt. “Go inside, Jiya.”

I can’t stand having you around this ugliness. The ugliness I created.

“No—”

“I said, go back in the fucking house!”

His best friend, the great love of his life, stumbled back like she’d been slapped. Tears sprung to her eyes and when she ran into the house, tripping a little over the hem of her robe, Andrew wished he was dead. Maybe he already was. What was the point of living anymore, when he couldn’t have Jiya and now this? Now his chickens had come home to roost. No escaping now. Numbness began to steal through Andrew and he welcomed it.

“Jesus, son. Maybe you did inherit your daddy’s mean streak.”

“Just tell me what you want,” Andrew rasped. “Is this blackmail?”

“Blackmail is such an unsavory word. I’m just letting you know I’ve got collateral.” He stubbed his cigarette out on the roof of Andrew’s car. “When your father was around, he let us use the basement of the Castle Gate as a kind of…storage facility. Once a week, some packages get delivered by one party. The next day, a second party picks up. Easy as pie.”

“What’s in the packages?”

Handler hit him with a narrow look. “You sure you want to know?”

“Drugs or guns?”

“Neither. Electronics.”

Andrew let that sink in. “So my father used the bar as a halfway point between trafficker and dealer.” More dots connected and disgust roiled in Andrew’s stomach. “And I’m guessing you get a cut to let this all happen in Long Beach. Is that what you’re telling me?”

He hated the cop’s impressed expression. Wanted to clean it off his face with one good right hook. “You’re smarter than you look,” Handler said.

Andrew shook his head. “Fuck you. I’m not doing it.”

Handler’s sudden, thunderous frown lines reminded Andrew of his father. “You don’t have to do shit except look the other way.”

“Look the other way?” Andrew echoed with a scoff. “You know how hard I’ve worked to make that place respectable after my father almost ran it into the ground? My brothers and I…it’s our livelihood. It’s all we’ve got and we’re proud of it.”

“Right.” His smile was sly. Sarcastic. “And it was real decent of your daddy to sign the deed over to you, wasn’t it? Being that he was in such a rush to get to Florida. I’m sure a handwriting expert wouldn’t call the signature on that deed a forgery. Or would they?”

A fist drove itself into Andrew’s stomach and it was everything he could do to remain on his feet. “I’m not bringing that kind of shit into my place of business. It’ll start as counterfeit iPhones and eventually, it’ll turn into drugs, and then I’ll be stuck.”

Handler regarded him with a mixture of respect and irritation. “You don’t want the bar used as a midway point, then you’ll transport the packages yourself.” He leaned in closer and tobacco breath wafted over Andrew’s face. “And before you say no, you self-righteous prick, understand I can make your life a living hell. I can put your father’s disappearance on the department’s radar and name you as a person of interest so fast, your head will spin. I can have the Castle Gate shut down for health code violations and while I’m at it, I’ll do the same to your little girlfriend’s restaurant. Do not fuck with me, son.”

Rage nearly choked him. “You go anywhere near her, I will—”

“You’ll do what?” Handler licked his teeth. “You going to murder me, too?”

Hearing the m-word out loud was a kick to the gut. That’s what he was, though. A murderer. A criminal that hadn’t been caught. He had some nerve acting too high and mighty to facilitate illegal transactions when he’d done something so much worse, didn’t he?

It’s over. I’m caught.

For years, he’d kept his head down and hoped the past would stay buried, but he wasn’t that lucky. What choice did he have now but to move the goods? He meant what he said. This situation wouldn’t touch the Castle Gate. More importantly, it wouldn’t touch his brothers or Jiya. He had to protect them. He had to take this on alone, away from the life they’d created in the aftermath of his father. Rory and Jamie were happy. Jiya was going to be a wife someday soon. If he was the only one who didn’t get a happily ever after, so be it. But the people he loved would get theirs, goddammit.

“This is the last time you come to my house. Or my bar,” he said, cold, hard steel in his voice. “Do you understand? I do this thing, it doesn’t touch my family. Or her.”

“Knew you’d come around,” Handler said, inclining his head. “You’ll hear from me soon with more details.”

Andrew watched the dirty cop leave in a dreamlike state. Funny, on the occasions Andrew let himself think of being called to the mat for what he’d done, he’d expected to feel fear. Guilt. Desperation. Worry. Instead, he was deadened. Like he’d been shot full of Novocain.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the blinds in the front window of the house move and he glanced over, just in time to watch Jiya disappear. Grief broke through his anesthetized state briefly, but he locked it away. Quick, before it could take hold. He’d do what needed to be done for his family, like he always had, and he wouldn’t dwell on what might have been if his life had followed a different path. Those ruminations were pointless and painful.

Head down.

Work.

Provide.

Don’t think. Don’t think about her.

He didn’t even make it five seconds.


CHAPTER EIGHT


“No, no, no. Not today.”

Jiya turned her key in the ignition and listened to her car engine sputter, before going eerily silent again. Of all days. Of all freaking days, the old rust bucket had to pick the afternoon of her first flying lesson?

“Please, don’t do this to me,” she wailed into the stifling interior, making one final attempt to start the car before falling back against the seat, utterly defeated.

What had she done to piss off the universe?

“Okay,” she whispered, climbing out of the car before she baked to death and starting to pace. “Think think think.” She took her cell phone out of her purse and called her mother. “Hi, it’s me. Is Dad using his car?”

“Yes. He’s in Levittown buying supplies. Why? What is wrong?”

Jiya mouthed a silent F-bomb. “My car won’t start.”

She didn’t have to explain to her mother that she was supposed to be on her way to the flying lesson. Everyone at the restaurant knew about Jiya’s plans because she never took days off and every Thursday for the next five weeks had been blocked out in the scheduling book since her present showed up in the mail. “What about Jamie?” asked her mother.

“He’s on his honeymoon.”

“Do not ask the tattooed one. I won’t survive you being in a motorcycle and airplane in the same day.”

“I doubt they’ll take me up in a plane on my first day, mother. And don’t worry, Rory is on lifeguard duty today.”

It didn’t escape Jiya’s notice that her mother didn’t suggest Andrew. What was up with that? Of the three Prince brothers, she and Andrew were the closest. Maybe her mother had heard Andrew shouting at her outside the house yesterday?

Just thinking about it made the backs of Jiya’s eyelids burn.

Jerk.

She only wanted to help. He’d been arguing with that cop. The same one from the night of Jamie’s bachelor party and she’d intended to have his back. To take his side in whatever disagreement they were having. Obviously Andrew didn’t want her to have his back, though.

I said, go back in the fucking house!

Jiya remembered how hollow he’d looked standing in the driveway after the cop left. She’d wanted to fly back out of the house and throw her arms around him. But she didn’t. She’d still been frozen. Andrew had never raised his voice to her, never uttered a mean-spirited word to her or about her. His shout had reverberated through her system until she was afraid of going outside to hug him and being rejected.

Jerk.

What was going on with him?

Fine, the tension between them was partially, if not completely, her fault. When she started dating, she’d stopped going to the Prince house for breakfast, severing that ritual that bound them together. And then…what happened on the beach. How she’d encouraged him.

How she’d run off afterward.

She couldn’t really blame Andrew for being a little standoffish with her, but she’d never expected him to be so angry. If she asked him for a ride to her flying lessons, would he even say yes? Could she handle him saying no? Andrew had always been a constant in her life. The one she could count on, no matter what. In the gravest of circumstances, they were there for each other.

Was he lost to her now?

“I guess I could Uber…”

Her mother’s gasp could be heard in South America. “That would be hundreds of dollars, Jiya. Can you not postpone?”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I guess I have to. I was just really looking forward to it.” Her eyes narrowed. “You didn’t sabotage my car on purpose to keep me from flying, right?”

“Honestly, Jiya.”

“It was worth asking!”

She turned in a circle. What was she going to do?

You know I’d cut my heart out before saying no to you, right?

Andrew’s voice drifted back to her from the night of the bachelor party. Their relationship had definitely shifted, but the foundation of their friendship couldn’t have weakened so drastically, could it have? She’d always known Andrew loved helping her out, but now…she couldn’t pretend like that need to please her didn’t run much deeper.

He liked doing for her on a physical level, too.

Jiya’s nipples tingled and she pushed at them with the heels of her hands. Was it unfair of her to ask Andrew for favors, now that she knew about his…tastes?

They’re your tastes, too.

“That’s beside the point,” she muttered.

“What was that, daughter?”

“Oh! Sorry, mother. I’ll, um…I’ll figure it out. Talk to you later.”

She hung up the phone and tapped it against her lips.

Someday soon it might be considered inappropriate for her to ask anything of Andrew. She could be seeing someone. She couldn’t keep calling on him for help when she needed to allow for a healthy distance to settle between them. She’d already decided living with heartache was her only option, right? Continue to pine after Andrew? Pain. Pine after him while building a future with a family? Productive pain. At least life would be moving forward, instead of remaining stagnant. Despite distance between her and Andrew being the healthy option, she scrolled to his name in her contacts, her finger hovering over the green dial button.

“Jiya.”

What the heck? She put the phone to her ear. “Andrew?”

His amused laugh was like a cool kiss on the back of her neck. “Across the street, sweetheart.” She spun around to find him waving from the shadow of one of the apartment buildings that lined the block. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

Even from a distance, she could see his lips twitch. “You can put the phone down.”

Face heating, she dropped the device to her thigh and watched Andrew cross the street in her direction. Ohhh man. She’d found Andrew attractive before, but now that she knew his easy confidence was not unfounded, his appeal had multiplied by approximately eighty-two. Her lips remembered his ability to kiss aggressively and lightly, in turn, with such skill. Such reverence. Her breasts remembered his suction, her bottom remembered the texture of his hands…and perhaps most unfortunately, her lady parts remembered him best of all for rubbing her to orgasm with his huge, thick—

This isn’t helping.

But honestly, universe? Today had to be a baseball hat day? Andrew reminded her of a Hollywood leading man trying to fly under the radar. Beneath the low brim of his Yankees hat, his mouth greeted her with a lopsided smile and his eyes were unsure, apologetic, as they seemed to memorize everything about her. Hair, outfit, flushed cheeks.

In an attempt to seem casual, Jiya leaned an elbow on the trunk of her car, yelping when it turned out to be hotter than the sun’s surface. “Ouch.”

“Aw, Jiya.” Andrew’s hands found her arm, tilting up her elbow for inspection. Before she could guess his intention, he’d leaned down and kissed the red spot. “Poor sweetheart.”

She ripped her arm away. It was pure reflex. Because she never wanted him to stop touching her. After learning his touch and having it taken away, she now missed him with a bone-deep yearning that was so much more than friendship. He’d made it clear they couldn’t be together, so that yearning was as dangerous as a moat full of sharks.

Andrew’s hands remained suspended in mid-air, his face stricken. “Christ. I’m so sorry I yelled at you yesterday.”

“That’s not why I don’t want you to…touch me…I just—”

“Oh. No, I understand. That’s fine. You don’t have to give me a reason.” He took off his hat, shoved his fingers through his hair and replaced it. An achingly endearing move she’d seen him make a hundred times but now it turned her knees to jelly. His jaw flexed its way through their awkward pause. “Why aren’t you at work?”

“I was just about to ask you the same.”

“I didn’t put myself on a chair today. Too many deliveries coming to the bar.”

“But you work tonight?”

“Yeah.” His eyes crinkled briefly at the corners. “Can’t give myself a full day off.”

“No, that’s a direct violation of the Andrew Prince handbook.”

He laughed softly. “So? You headed back to Spice or…” He stopped. “Flying lesson day. That’s today, right?”

“Well…”

“Well?”

If she told him, he’d help and she wasn’t sure if that constituted taking advantage. “It’s nothing.” She pushed his shoulder lightly, but he didn’t move an inch. “Go ahead. I was just getting ready to leave. Like, any second now.”

“Jiya Dalal.”

“Andrew.”

“Your car won’t start, will it?”

Her head fell forward a few degrees and met his chest. “No.”

She felt his hand ghost over her hair, not exactly touching it, but catching a stray strand or two and giving him away. “What time is the lesson?”

“In twenty minutes. And it’s half an hour away.”

“Come on. We’re getting you there.”

Andrew crossed to the open driver’s side door and took out her satchel purse, dropping it over his head. And that’s when she finally admitted to herself that she loved him. Was in love with him. Had loved him all along. Through head colds and bad haircuts and sunburns and sad movies.

He was willing to wear her purse.

“I can get an Uber,” she blurted, heart racing.

His offense was the furthest thing from mild. “Fuck that. I’m parked two blocks over.” He took her hand and pulled her into a jog. “Try and keep up, sweetheart.”

The sound that bubbled up from her throat was relief, but it was also sadness over loving a man she couldn’t have, and when Andrew heard it, he looked over at her curiously. Whatever he saw written in her expression caused him to face forward quickly, features stoic, and all Jiya could do was keep running.


CHAPTER NINE


Andrew got them to Bethpage in record time, though he never drove unsafely. The oldest Prince drove like he did everything else, with casual focus—and she noticed way too many details about him in the twenty-four minutes it took to reach their destination. She noticed the tricep that popped in his right arm when he changed lanes. Noticed he’d neglected to shave that morning and most importantly, how he glanced over at her every other minute. His eyes were the window to his ever-changing moods. Hot, cold, worried, apologetic.

Thankfully there wasn’t an abundance of traffic on a weekday afternoon. Another few minutes with Andrew in the car and she would have asked him about the cop. And she refused to pester him about whatever was going on. They were good enough friends that he should confide in her without having to be needled to death.

Her moods must be ever-changing, too, because right on the heels of her annoyance, she battled the impulse to smooth the hair peeking out from beneath his ball cap. To lean over and smell the combination of Andrew and sunshine that emanated from his white T-shirt.

They didn’t speak once during the entire ride and it hurt to have the ease between them missing, replaced by tension. It was sexual in nature, yes. She didn’t miss the way he watched her thighs, her breasts. But it was so much more than that. The future unknowns sat between them like a silent but active volcano.

By the time they reached the airfield, Jiya all but threw herself out of the car, lifting her ponytail up to fan her neck. She skirted around the bumper of Andrew’s car, catching him in the act of adjusting himself, that hand locking around the bulge behind his zipper and shifting it to the right with a wince. He cursed when he saw her watching, both of them simply existing inside those beats of awareness, before he cleared his throat and approached Jiya, taking her hand. “Come on. We’re not that late.”

“Should we have an excuse ready?” Jiya asked, speed walking to keep up with his long-legged pace. “Circus animals broke free of their trailer on the parkway? No, wait. If it’s a man, we’ll just tell him it’s a woman thing. And make sure you say woman thing in a whisper.”

Andrew looked back at her questioningly. “Why?”

“He’ll be so terrified of getting details, he’ll probably just give me a plane.”

“Are we talking about your period? Or something else.”

“Oh my God.” Jiya’s mouth fell open. “You said period like it was just a regular word and not some ancient incantation that might bring on a plague of locusts. Congratulations.”

Laughter crinkled the corners of his eyes. “You’re not going to need excuses, sweetheart. You’ve got me.”

Feathers brushed the insides of her belly. “Do I?”

You are stupid, Jiya. Definitely too stupid to fly a plane.

They were almost to the registration office when Andrew slid her an unreadable look. “It’s come to my attention recently that you might…” He tugged at the brim of his hat. “Our friendship might be keeping you from giving this dating thing a serious try.”

“Why would it do that?” Jiya croaked.

“Male friendships don’t really mix with boyfriends.”

“Says who?”

“Says me. If we were dating…” He trailed off, shaking his head.

“What?”

His gaze licked her like flames. “If we were dating, you’d be having breakfast or taking walks with other men over my dead fucking body.”

The bright summer sun bouncing off the concrete, along with her internal temperature, was going to fry her like an omelet. Did he realize the effect his words had on her? “Wow, a chauvinist who doesn’t even flinch at period talk. You’re like an undiscovered species.”

Andrew sighed. “Look, it’s just that we haven’t really talked about what happened on the beach—”

“Oh. I see where this is going.” With a hard swallow, Jiya dropped his hand and tightened her ponytail with an aggressive tug. “You don’t want me to get the wrong idea. Just because we hooked up one time doesn’t mean I should stop shopping my options, right?”

By the time she finished speaking, they’d reached the squat, stucco building and Andrew rested his hand on the steel handle. “Don’t say it like that, Jiya. Like it was something cheap.”

She didn’t want to argue with him. She didn’t want the wall between them. Limiting her closeness to this man hurt. Terribly. So she forced herself to step back from the emotional quagmire and look at the situation objectively. Andrew didn’t want a serious relationship. She did want that eventually. Maybe even sooner than later. They’d hooked up in one seriously ill-advised move. And now she was punishing him. Heck, as long as she was being honest with herself, maybe she’d been subconsciously punishing him for letting her go on that initial date with another man.

Wow. That, more than anything, was a reality check.

She’d told Andrew she wanted to stay friends, but that wasn’t going to happen if she didn’t put on her big girl panties and act like a grownup. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them to sever their ties because they were adults who wanted different things.

Jiya laid her hand on top of his and squeezed. “Thank you for driving me. Really. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

She could feel Andrew staring after her as she entered the office. “Hello. I’m Jiya Dalal.” She took the voucher out of her purse and set it on the counter. “I have an appointment for a lesson today at two o’clock. I’m afraid I’m a little late.”

“Yeah, sorry.” The man at the desk set down the Coke he’d been drinking and reclined back in his chair. “Unfortunately it means you’ll forfeit the lesson. We have a packed schedule for the rest of the afternoon.”

Jiya had just turned to give a quick scan of the empty waiting room when she felt Andrew at her back. “Are you the instructor?”

“No.”

“Good. Call them. Their appointment is here.”

“The policy…”

Andrew flicked the underside of his hat’s brim, bringing his eyes out of the shadows. “Forget the policy,” he said coldly, dropping a fist on the counter with a thud. “She’s getting the lesson.”

Much like the Coke drinker, Jiya froze at the rare appearance of Andrew’s anger. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen it, though. No, hadn’t it only been a few weeks ago he’d decked Marcus’s brother for hitting Jamie? “What’s wrong, Jiya?” Andrew had said. “You didn’t know I had any violence in me? Well now you do.”

At the time, she’d definitely been surprised by the use of his strength to injure someone, but she’d known Andrew forever. Surely he was exaggerating. Violence? Please. This was the man who helped her hang wet laundry in the backyard. The man who broke up fights in the Castle Gate. He was not violent.

Right?

She looked down at the veins standing out on the back of his fist and frowned.

The man behind the desk picked up the phone, covering the receiving with a hand. “You’ve completed the paperwork online, right?”

“Yes,” Jiya said, producing them from her satchel and sliding them across the counter. “I brought copies, too.”

“Great. Just a minute,” the man muttered, turning in his chair so he could speak privately into the receiver. Jiya worried he might have called security instead of the flight instructor, but her shoulders relaxed when the man merely informed whoever was on the line that his two o’clock had arrived.

Just like that, Andrew’s anger cleared, too.

He reached over and tugged her ponytail. “I’ll be right here when you’re done, okay?” Knowing how much work he was neglecting, Jiya started to protest, but he cupped a hand over her mouth. “Hey. Go enjoy it. Don’t think about me or anything else for the next two hours.”

I’m so in love with you, Andrew. You idiot.

“Thanks,” she said on an exhale when Andrew took away his hand. “I…thanks.”

“He’ll meet you at hangar one,” droned Coke Guy.

Jiya nodded and sidled past a super-still Andrew, her nose filling with sunshine and ocean and man. When she glanced back at him on her way out of the office, he was watching her over his shoulder from beneath the brim of his hat, sending an involuntary shiver up her spine.

Focus.

She stepped back out into the heat. Two huge, white structures sat in the near distance and she walked toward the hangar with ONE painted on the side. Andrew’s directive came back to Jiya—go enjoy it—and she let a smile curve her mouth. Let excitement ruffle in her chest. That anticipation only amplified when she walked into the hangar, the sheer size of it reminding her of the vastness of the sky that had always fascinated her. Small, single engine Cessnas were lined up in formation, their propellers catching the sunlight.

A man stepped out from behind one of the planes, a smile spreading beneath his bushy white mustache and Jiya immediately felt as ease.

“Ms. Dalal?” He strode forward and extended a hand, reminding her of Santa Claus’s action hero brother. “I’m Rick. I’ll be your flight instructor for the next five weeks.” He gestured to the nearest plane, a white aircraft with cheerful red stripes on the tail. “And this beauty here will be our ride.”

“It’s so nice to meet you.” Jiya breathed. “And she’s beautiful.”

“That she is.” He winked at her. “I might even let you fly her today.”

“Today?” She couldn’t subdue her smile. “My mother is going to faint.”

Rick’s hearty laugh boomed through the hangar. “Let me ask you something. Is this a bucket list experience or do you really want to know everything about flying a plane? That might help me gauge how in depth we make this lesson.” He gestured toward the tarmac. “I can put you in the co-pilot seat, switch control and let you steer this very afternoon. No sweat. Or we could spend some time making sure you do it right. And eventually even on your own.”

“I guess I’m not sure. It’s always been my dream to fly a plane, but I don’t think I’ll know how serious I am about continuing until I’m…”

“Soaring.”

“Yes.”

Rick nodded succinctly. “Come on, then, Jiya. Let’s get the boring stuff out of the way.”

Over the course of the next hour, Rick went over safety instructions, including the procedure for emergency landings, loss of cabin pressure and what to do in the case of a medical emergency. There was a practice control panel in the hangar that he used to explain the controls, before quizzing her on their functions.

It seemed like only a minute had passed when Rick invited her to board the plane, gesturing for Jiya to take the co-pilot seat. She climbed inside and engaged the seatbelt, running her fingers over the controls. This morning, she definitely hadn’t known how to identify a turn coordinator, altimeter or airspeed indicator and she was gratified now to understand each dial and button’s function.

Following Rick’s lead, she put on her headphones, her breath catching in her throat when he started the plane’s engine. When they started to taxi their way to the tarmac, the body of the plane rumbling beneath her, she almost asked to go back. Flying had always seemed so abstract in her head, but not now. Now, it was the smell of engine oil and leather and the aircraft bouncing when they went over a bump in the concrete. This was it, she was…

Flying.

Her fingertips dug into the passenger seat as they climbed into the sky, the seemingly endless runway disappearing, being replaced with blue. “I think I left my stomach back at the hangar,” Jiya quipped into her headset, leaning over to look out the window. She waved at the office they circled around. Whether Andrew could see her or not, she knew he’d be watching. Oh man, flying was an entirely different experience from the front of the plane. Possibilities and nature and peace.

Yes, even with the loud buzzing it was so peaceful.

“All right, Jiya. We’ve reached our cruising altitude,” came Rick’s voice in her headset, after they’d been flying for ten minutes, him talking her through his every action. “I’m going to switch control to you now.”

“I’m ready.”

Another layer of vibration beneath her fingertips was Jiya’s only confirmation that she was now piloting an aircraft. Sure, she was merely holding the wheel but the control was in her hands. The euphoria that wound through her bloodstream wasn’t subtle. It was rich and beautiful and it stole her breath. This was where she belonged. It became obvious in a heartbeat. She belonged in the clouds with the world down below. She’d stepped into a cool, crisp lake, the water surrounding her. Welcoming her.

Since her pre-teens, she’d looked up at the sky and felt an affinity with planes. But now she knew that admiration had been for the pilots. To take control of a metal bird and direct it where to go. To assess the risk and make the choice to take it. That was power.

That was bravery.

She’d never really doubted her own bravery, but the moment she gained control of the aircraft, that courage multiplied and became an obvious part of her. One she wanted to nurture.

Jiya felt Rick watching her out of the corner of her eye.

“What’s the verdict?” came his voice crackling over the headset.

She expelled a breath. “Do we have enough fuel to stay up here forever?”

His chuckle made her smile. “That’s what I thought.”

Jiya went through the seven stages of grief when Rick took back control a few minutes later. They executed what he called a bank angle turn and headed back toward the airfield, Jiya hanging on every word of Rick talking her through the landing. Even though she was no longer steering the plane, she followed his movements on the co-pilot instruments while exhilaration continued to flap inside her like angel wings.

Her legs were shaking as she climbed out of the plane and said goodbye to Rick, assuring him she’d be on time for next week’s lesson.

Then she walked out of the hangar and burst into tears.

Not wanting Rick to see or hear her gulping sobs, she took out her ponytail so her hair would curtain her face and she speed walked to the office. Where Andrew was waiting. She didn’t think about how their relationship was on unstable ground. Or how it could shift more dramatically in the near future. She just needed him. And as if he’d been waiting at the window for her to return, Andrew stepped out of the office and met her halfway, his smile dropping the closer he came to reaching her, replacing itself with alarm.

“What happened, sweetheart?” He held out his arms and she didn’t hesitate to walk straight into him, smooshing her tear-covered face to his hard chest. She was too choked with emotion to speak and it didn’t help matters when his arms closed around her like a safety net. “If you tell me the instructor gave you shit for being late, I’m going to go—”

“No. Nothing like that. He was wonderful. Like Santa’s brother or something.” She mumbled into his pecs, before leaning back and looking up into his concerned face. “I flew the plane, Andrew. I flew.”

The lines slowly cleared from his forehead. “These are happy tears?”

“Yes.”

Briefly, his head fell back and he heaved a relieved exhale up at the sky, before brushing a thumb beneath her leaking eye. Then he pulled her back into his embrace and rocked them right to left, right to left. “How did it feel?”

“Like it’s what I’m supposed to do. Is that crazy?”

“No.”

“Yes it is, Andrew. I’m a twenty-nine-year-old waitress. I can’t just up and become a pilot.”

“Says who?” he scoffed. “You can do anything.”

Jiya pulled away a touch, but kept her arms locked around his neck. “I’d need to like, really commit to this,” she whispered. “And there’s so much happening right now…so many changes…”

Their gazes touched briefly, miserably.

A few beats of silence ticked by, before Andrew lifted her chin up with a finger. “Hey, you’re still paid up for four more lessons. You don’t have to figure out the next step today, all right? But I’m not going to let you talk yourself out of continuing.”

“It’s going to be too expensive—”

“Hey. Jesus Christ. You just flew a plane, badass.” He gave her a lopsided smile that made her stomach flip flop. “Let yourself enjoy it for one day, would you?”

Slowly, the smile came back to her face and Andrew took his turn growing serious. His Adam’s apple bobbed while he gazed down at her, using his fingers to loosen hairs that had gotten stuck to her cheeks using tears as glue. In a move he’d only done one other time—once when she’d gotten sick with the flu—Andrew trailed his fingers down her arm and retrieved the scrunchie from around her wrist. Eyes locked on her, he gathered her hair in careful hands and secured it in its customary ponytail.

“There,” he said hoarsely. “All better.”

Before she realized it, her hands were trailing down the front of his torso, traveling over ridges and valleys, her fingers twisting in the material covering his abdomen—but she stopped just short of pulling him closer. Andrew pulled his lower lip through his teeth, his hands settling on her hips. Shaping them. There might have been an inch separating their lower bodies, but that’s not how it felt. They might as well have been locked together, the way they’d been on the beach.

Speaking of which, she would have signed over a limb to have her legs around his waist.

She could feel how much he wanted her.

The evidence was wedged between them, stiff and ready.

But she could also sense him trying to find the willpower to stop what they’d set in motion. And she didn’t think she could take the rejection today, when her emotions were already being held together by a string. So she eased out of his hold with a smile—one that couldn’t have been more forced or unnatural—and she tugged his arm. Let it drop.

“Come on. Let’s get you to work.”

“Jiya…” he rasped behind her.

She kept walking, though, and they once again rode in silence.


CHAPTER TEN


In the basement of the Castle Gate, Andrew tapped the clipboard against his thigh. Papers containing the next two weeks of shift schedules flapped quietly. Above his head, he could hear the scraping of chairs, the buzzy din of music and conversation, the bell dinging in the kitchen. He was needed behind the bar because the rush would begin momentarily, but he’d gotten a text from Handler while serving drinks and needed a moment to process it. Away from his perceptive brothers, preferably, who would pounce all over him if he appeared as unsettled as he felt.

Wedging the clipboard beneath his arm, he pulled up the text again on his cell. The fact that Handler had his phone number at all when Andrew didn’t provide it was threatening enough. But the picture he’d sent of Andrew locking up the Castle Gate late last night was alarming as fuck. It said I’m watching you without a single accompanying word. On the dark boardwalk, no less, where no witnesses were present. Making matters worse, Andrew hadn’t even noticed anything out of the ordinary.

He supposed he should be grateful it wasn’t a picture of Jiya. Or Rory or Jamie.

Good. Focus on me.

That’s what he wanted, but the picture made him feel vulnerable and he hated that with a passion. He’d been vulnerable before. Too many times to count.

The stacked boxes on the far end of the space absorbed his attention, not for the first time.

Words were written on the sides in thick, black Sharpie, his father’s blunt lettering to match the man’s harsh personality. Every time Andrew came down to the basement, he stopped to stare at the boxes, knowing he needed to go through them at some point, if only just to throw everything away. To get rid of any reminder of the man who’d terrorized him until he couldn’t anymore. Something always stopped Andrew, though.

A finger of guilt dragged up the back of his neck, leaving ice in its wake. Disturbing the boxes felt a little bit too personal. Made the man a little bit too present.

A beat-up metal desk was situated in the corner of the basement, a reading lamp from Staples still bent over the center where it used to illuminate their father’s money counting or paperwork. Andrew never used the desk now, preferring to count money upstairs, but there were many times when he had, as a teenager. He could still feel the crisp bills in his hand, the sounds of his father snoring nearby after a bender. The way those snores had ceased abruptly, sour breath wafting over the side of his face.

“How much?” The question was slurred.

“Four hundred and fifty-two.”

A vile curse. “Count it again, you little shit. There’s got to be more.”

Andrew inhaled and exhaled slowly. “I’ve counted three times.”

He’d prepared himself for the backhand, but it still stung like a son of a bitch. Still created starburst patterns in front of his eyes. The second time was worse because his father’s fist was closed and the force sent the chair crashing into the concrete wall. “If you’re stealing from me, I’ll kill you,” his father growled. “Empty your pockets.”

Andrew did as he was told with shaking hands, dropping some gum and his house keys on the table. “I’m not stealing. The bar just isn’t making money. Maybe if we fix the awning or—”

“You telling me how to run my fucking bar?”

“No. I just—”

The next punch made his ears ring. Out went his lights on the final one.

With a hissed breath, Andrew turned from the desk and stacks of boxes, his grip tight on the clipboard on his way back up the stairs.

Almost immediately when Andrew slipped behind the bar, Rory elbowed him in the ribs and nodded toward the entrance. Through the steady Thursday happy hour crowd, they watched Marcus hold the door open for Jamie and whisper something that made Jamie roll his eyes and smile grudgingly, his happiness obvious. No one had seen those two since the wedding, save the odd text to let everyone know they were alive. Andrew, for one, was happy as hell to see them. Not only had he been untethered since the afternoon at the airfield, everywhere he turned these days, he was confronted with memories of his father.

Ribbing the newlyweds would be the perfect distraction.

“Look at these two smug pricks,” Rory said, loud enough to be heard over the music and beating Andrew to the punch. “Walking in here like they didn’t just ditch their own wedding.”

Marcus took a sweeping bow and the bar applauded.

“Yeah, it’s fine, assholes,” Andrew added, waving a bar rag. “We got your shifts covered. No need to worry.”

“Oh, we weren’t,” Jamie called over the applause, giving them a good-natured middle finger. “I knew we could count on a warm welcome back. Thanks, guys.”

Rory saluted. “Any time.”

Jamie left Marcus at the door to resume his job as bouncer and joined his brothers behind the bar. A large group of demanding students came in and made it impossible for them to talk, so they spent the next hour in their usual rhythm, weaving in and out of each other on their way to take orders or run credit cards. Someone played a bunch of Smiths songs on the internet jukebox, giving the whole night kind of a dulled edge, melancholy feel. Or maybe that was just Andrew. With every word he spoke, every movement, every breath, he could still feel Jiya in his arms. Wished he could replay the moment she ran to him over and over again, for the rest of his life.

He might never get the opportunity to comfort her again, so he let the scene happen on a loop in his head, hoping to memorize every nuance. How her hair smelled, the tears perched on her black eyelashes, the way it felt to be the man she confided in.

Stop.

Christ, he needed to stop.

Andrew prepared a round of whiskey shots, served them, then went back and poured his own, firing it back when no one was watching. He looked at Rory and Jamie where they stood near the bar hatch, laughing at something Jamie said, and he felt so…detached. From everything. The bar, his life, even his family. Like he was watching them from the other side of a glass wall, all picture, no sound. This is where I have to be. This is where I’ve landed myself. And his next impulse was a self-destructive one, but he couldn’t seem to help letting it engage.

His brothers were so fucking happy. He wanted them to stay that way.

If they knew what he’d agreed to do, that happiness would be tested. It would disturb the soil they’d cultivated with Olive, with Marcus. Because they wouldn’t let him transport illegal goods alone. They would want to be in it together.

The only way to keep them out of it was to distance himself.

Andrew would be lying if he didn’t acknowledge the part of him that just wanted to hide from their happiness. There was only one way he’d ever be happy and she wasn’t an option. Fuck, he loved his brothers more than anything in the world, but he needed them to go. Before his actions poisoned the lives they’d carved out for themselves.

“Hey,” Andrew said, approaching them, picking up empty glasses and balled up napkins off the bar as he went. “I’ve been thinking about something. Maybe selling the house.”

Rory cut himself off mid-laugh. “What did you say?”

Jamie watched Andrew in stunned silence.

“Come on, you two are barely there as it is.” Andrew shrugged. “Jamie, you’re either going to move in with Marcus or get your own place with him. And Rory, Olive’s apartment is a fucking palace.” He split a look between them. “You’re paying a third of the mortgage each on the house when you could probably save money moving in with them.”

“So this is just about making a financially informed decision?” Jamie said, cocking an eyebrow.

Irritation made the back of Andrew’s neck itch. Damn Jamie for being so suspicious and analytical. Andrew really didn’t have it in him to be cagey right now. “That’s right. It makes financial sense. What the hell else would it be about?”

“We don’t know, A. You tell us,” Rory laughed without humor. “This is kind of coming out of left field.”

“And you waited until the middle of a rush to drop the bomb, too,” Jamie added.

Andrew held up finger to a signaling customer. “Meaning?”

“Meaning you don’t want to discuss it too deeply.”

Leave it to the middle Prince to nail him. “Look, we can talk it about another time. Just think about it.”

“I’m done thinking about it,” Rory said, his forehead creased. “Yeah, I stay at Olive’s place a lot, but that’s our house. And where the hell would this leave you, A?”

“Anywhere else.”

Rory and Jamie traded a glance. “This is about Jiya,” Jamie sighed, pushing up his glasses. “You really think distance is going to make it any better?”

Until Jamie made the accusation out loud, Andrew didn’t realize Jiya’s proximity did play a huge role in selling the house. What was he going to do? Watch through the front window every time she came to visit with her husband and kids, for the rest of his life? Yeah, he wanted to put his brothers at a safe distance from what he’d agreed to do for Handler, but selling the house and moving might very well save his sanity where Jiya was concerned.

If that was even possible.

Andrew shouldered past his brothers to take an impatient girl’s order, then returned to the speed rack to make her a gin and tonic. His brothers were waiting with their arms crossed, their resemblance more on display than usual.

“Go back to work,” Andrew growled. “We can talk about it later.”

“Oh no, we’re in it now,” Rory said, taking a toothpick from the box behind the register and pushing it between his lips. “Have you talked to Jiya about your idea to sell?”

“Why would I do that, Rory? She’s dating. She will eventually be married to someone else.” He stopped to clear the agony from his throat. “Whether or not I sell the house is not her problem. It can’t be.”

Rory snorted. “So you’re kicking us out and pushing her away. That sound like healthy behavior to you?”

“You’re going to talk to me about what’s healthy, Rory? Jesus. You’ve had your shit together for all of five minutes.”

“That’s one hundred percent true. So learn from my mistakes.” Rory pointed at Jamie, who was being way too quiet. “Hell, learn from his. We both almost let the past keep us from being happy and you’re about to take that same fucking fall.”

“It’s not the same. My past is…” No longer banished to the past.

It was in the present and actively fucking him.

“That cop still following you?” Jamie asked.

“God,” Andrew laughed bitterly. “I knew you were being too quiet.”

Rory went still. “What cop?”

“It’s nothing—” Andrew started.

At the same time, Jamie said, “A cop has been following Andrew. Or at least he was until a couple of weeks ago. Kind of got a little busy with the whole break up, make up and wedding after that.”

“Is he hanging around because of me?” Rory asked, his complexion gray.

“No,” they both answered firmly.

Rory relaxed somewhat. “Then what is it about…”

When their youngest brother trailed off, understanding and apprehension dawning in his eyes, all three of them looked over their shoulders reflexively. Andrew was not having this conversation. Not in the Castle Gate. He didn’t even want to talk about what he’d done, let alone while standing inside these four walls. He was proud of this place and refused to let ugliness touch it. Let the stink get all over him. Just not on the bar. Not on his brothers or Jiya. Please God.

“Listen to me, don’t bring it up again. Not what happened. Not the cop. None of it.” He looked them both in the eye. “Forget what you know, all right? Please.”

“Andrew,” Jamie said, grabbing his arm when he tried to walk away. “Tell us what’s going on.”

Andrew took a breath to center himself, before shaking off Jamie’s hand and forcing a laugh. “I think maybe I just need a breather. Rory, can you close?”

They both reared back like they’d been slapped. Andrew never knocked off early or failed to close on his scheduled nights. Nonetheless, Rory nodded, dazedly, and Andrew wasted no time escaping their concerned stares by ducking under the hatch. He collected his keys and cell phone from the back office—and went out to get shit faced.
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Andrew had forgotten that alcohol brought on the nightmare.

Numbing his brain should have staved off the echoes from the past, but the whiskey he’d consumed by himself in some random dive bar that night had the opposite effect. Andrew might have been drunk, but he was lucid enough to know what was coming. The dream was always the same, after all.

He walked in through the front door of his house, brushing rain off the shoulders of his leather jacket. It was only ten o’clock and his mother was usually still up, so he’d been surprised to find the house dark. But it only remained that way until a lightning strike brought everything into focus and snapped like a camera flash. What? No. He’d seen that wrong.

Andrew only let himself believe that for a split second.

It wouldn’t be the first time he’d witnessed his father looming over his mother with a fist raised. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d heard her screaming for help. For mercy.

His hand trembled as he smacked on the light.

No lights. Power out.

Lightning struck once again and this time he watched his father connect. Heard the thud, the crunch, the gasp of pain. She wasn’t fighting back. She usually fought with a vengeance until one of her sons arrived to intervene. This was bad. She was really hurt.

Anger rocked Andrew so hard, his ears started to ring. He tasted blood from biting down on his own tongue. He’d experienced this level of rage before, mostly when his mother was hurt by their father’s hand, but Andrew’s refusal to share his father’s most prominent trait was usually enough to rein in Andrew’s temper. To stop it dead.

Nothing would stop it now. He was already running into the living room.

This wasn’t happening again.

He wasn’t letting this happen to her again.

Rory broke up their fights often, but he’d come back from prison with a finer edge of violence and Andrew had no doubt that next time? He’d kill the son of a bitch they called father. Andrew couldn’t let that happen. It had to be him. Or this would never end. She was too scared to leave him—and rightly so. Their father was a mean, vengeful bastard and he wouldn’t let her be happy. Wouldn’t give her a moment of peace.

None of them would have peace.

How many times had Andrew been belted across the mouth or had his ribs blackened? And for what? Spilling water? Not closing the door fast enough? Existing?

It ended tonight.

It ended now.

He didn’t pause in his stride as he scooped up his mother’s favorite brass rocking horse figurine and swung it. Once. That was all it took.

His father dropped and Andrew just knew. He just knew without double checking that he’d ended it. And he was shocked at himself and terrified of what was to come, but most of all, he was worried what kind of shape he’d find his mother—

When he looked down, though, it wasn’t his mother lying unconscious.

It was Jiya.

NO. Oh Jesus, please, no. Don’t let this be happening. Not Jiya. He wouldn’t be able to stand it if she’d been injured by his own flesh and blood. Couldn’t stand the possibility of living in a world without her. A miserable wail left him. She looked so small.

Why wouldn’t she move?

Wake up, sweetheart. Please.

“Andrew.”

Her voice. How could he hear her voice when her mouth wasn’t moving? He ran futile hands over her still form, shouting at her to wake up. “Jiya!”

Cold hands gripped his shoulders, but when he looked down, nothing was there but his leather jacket and blood—

Andrew jolted awake in a cold sweat, his heart racing fast enough to make him dizzy. It took him several heaved breaths to figure out where he was, what was happening. Nightmare. Just a nightmare. Jiya was fine and it was all a nightmare. He knew that because she was sitting on his bed, shaking him. Relief like he’d never known blanketed him and he reached for her, dragging her across the bed, up against his chest. Squeezing her. She’s okay. She’s okay.

He didn’t realize he was speaking aloud until Jiya said, “Yes, I’m okay. I’m fine.” She straddled him, rubbing circles onto his bare, sweaty back. “You were just having a bad dream. I heard you through the window.”

Looking over her shoulder at his bedroom, Andrew saw he must have opened the window before passing out, probably hoping Jiya would come out and talk to him. Her window, too, was open in the distance, lamplight glowing from within her bedroom. “Did you climb in here?” he croaked. “You could have hurt yourself.”

“Shhh.” She played with the ends of his hair. “Do you want to talk about the dream?”

“No,” he said on a shudder, inhaling her neck, inhaling any part of her he could reach. “Thank you for coming over.”

Such a formal thing to say when his open mouth was practically molesting her neck. He needed to stop. Now. Now, Andrew. Lift her off your lap and make her go home. But even if he hadn’t drunk a pint of whiskey tonight, the dream would have been enough to snap his control. Enough to make him laugh in the face of what was right. He needed this girl in the most basic, vital, urgent way. Needed to know in his bones that she was alive, living, breathing, and God help him, was he going to ruin everything right here, right now? Just burn it down?

He looked down at the pressed bodies and saw she wore nothing but a cotton ruffle nightgown. It ended at her hips, displaying a sweet pair of lavender panties. Andrew groaned, his hips lifting of their own volition to make her gasp.

“If you stay in my bed, sweetheart,” he said raggedly. “I’m going to fuck you.”

There was something in the way she looked at him then. Like she’d labeled all his innermost thoughts by name. Knew the parts of him he tried to hide. Her hand caressed the side of his face and he leaned into the touch greedily.

“I’m going to stay, Andrew,” she whispered, bringing their mouths a hair apart. “Because I want to. Because I need you now, in this moment, too much to fight it. Okay? And it’s the same for you. It’s the same.”

His heart skipped and twisted. Could he let this happen? If they made love, it would be so much more than physical release. It would be something he’d fantasized about since hitting puberty. Over and over and over until he was raw and gut sick and starved for her. It would be something he thought about every day for the rest of his life. Still, he couldn’t make himself break contact and stop. Couldn’t have done it to save the world. He’d lost her in real life, lost her in his dreams, but he could have her in this moment and Christ, he needed so badly.

He could no more stop himself from lunging forward and throwing Jiya down on her back than he could stop time.

“Need you?” He hooked a finger in the waistband of her panties and slowly, slowly dragged them down her gorgeous, brown legs. “No, Jiya. I fucking require you.”

He thought he heard Jiya make a small sound, but he was distracted from that possibility when she drew her nightgown off, tossing it aside. She trailed her fingertips down the inside of her slightly parted thighs and murmured, “I don’t like waiting, Andrew.”

Andrew’s balls cinched up, tight and fast, and he fell forward, catching himself before he could crush her, panting. Panting. Of course she remembered what he’d revealed on the beach. Of course she would give it to him. He couldn’t remember at which age his fantasies had taken on this particular edge, but the tone of his daydreams had changed. Quickly. He’d gone from thinking about Jiya’s tits to kneeling on the ground in front of Jiya and being ordered to suck them. Being denied pleasure until he’d sucked them long and good.

“I won’t keep you waiting,” he groaned, sliding back on the bed and shoving his face between her thighs. Yes, shoving. He rubbed his cheeks, chin and mouth all over her pussy, stopping only to worship it with a kiss. Fuck. She was warm, wet heaven. Even better than he’d dreamed and in his dreams, she’d tasted like drizzled honey. Her thighs hugged his ears now, squeezing and releasing as he continued to French kiss her wet, little gash, writhing his tongue in her hole and dragging it up to her clit. Flicking. Teasing.

“Andrew. What are you…ohhh, that’s…” Her usually faint accent was more pronounced now and it made him hot. Knowing he’d gotten to her already.

He scooped up her butt cheeks in his hands and lifted her, wanting, needing her to watch. Wanting her to see him slather her clit in wetness. Needing her to watch as he sank a couple inches of his tongue into her hot entrance, sliding it in and out. In and out, before kissing his way back to her clit and closing his groaning mouth over it. Hitting her with suction, tongue flicks, suction, and then just going for broke licking that swelling bud. Thoroughly, hungrily.

Mine mine mine mine mine.

Jiya’s head thrashed above him, her hands twisting in the sheets. “Oh, oh…don’t stop doing that. Don’t stop. Please please don’t stop. Andrew!”

“Oh fuck,” he moaned in between licks of her orgasming pussy. “Oh fuck, your pussy tastes so good, sweetheart. Tastes so good. So good.”

When her tremors started, he moved up her body like a thirsty man in the desert crawling toward an oasis. With her black hair spread out on his white sheets and her eyes dazed, she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. A light dew shined in the hollow of her neck and he lapped at it with his tongue as he positioned his cock between her thighs. A shudder wracked him when he slipped the head through her soaked folds and found her entrance, felt her legs tense around his hips, watched her teeth sink into her full lower lip, her eyes squeeze shut. Bracing.

Bracing?

That should have been a warning to Andrew, but he was drowning in lust, no surface in sight, and he wanted to be connected to Jiya so badly, his heart was butting up against his jugular. Wanting to absorb every tiny pulse of her body, every reaction, he gave her all his weight, locked their mouths together tight and thrust his cock home—

Her shocked cry and brutal tightness told Andrew instantly she was a virgin. That she’d been with no men while away at college or afterward—and he’d agonized and acted like a fool for no reason. But he wouldn’t smite his fortune now by dwelling on who they had or hadn’t been with before. Not when he’d been given the gift of making love to this woman. This fucking goddess. She was the only one who would ever matter. And he would have revered Jiya no matter who she’d been with, but he was thankful as hell he’d touched no one for a decade. There was nothing to mar the perfection of being with her. As far as Andrew was concerned, she was his first time. Jiya Dalal. His first, last and forever, whether they could be together or not.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Sex was nothing like she’d imagined.

It was better—and Andrew hadn’t even moved yet.

Why wasn’t he moving?

His weight on top of her was a revelation. So glorious and safe and visceral, her hands went to his hard, perspiring back automatically and pulled him closer. Dropped to his thick buttocks and yanked that closer, too, and oh—oh the deep groan passing through him made goosebumps break out on every inch of her skin. How had they been near each other so many times and not fit their corresponding parts together? That was madness.

He was full and pulsing inside of her, his body so heavy. Man. Andrew. His scent had an added texture that was primal, sexual. They were still engaged in the same kiss he’d initiated before entering her, but he was breathing heavily now. Faster, faster. And while she wanted him to move, to make love to her, she also wanted to savor every second. This moment, the next, the one after.

The thundering of her heart drowned out common sense or any fear of what would transpire after tonight. After they’d let their needs rule, damn the consequences. If they couldn’t have anything else, she wanted him to look back and remember they had something special. Real. If it couldn’t be forever, at least they’d remember tonight twice as long, right?

The air in the room was still, expectant, like time had paused in honor of what they were doing and her own body thrummed in the same manner. Waiting to be taken.

“Andrew?”

“You’re a virgin,” he grated into the side of her neck. “Fuck. I thought…I didn’t know…”

“Is that a bad or good thing?”

He lifted his head and looked down at her, lust, affection and denial warred in his expression. “A whole lot of both, sweetheart.” His mouth grazed hers once, twice, his gaze searching hers. “Please tell me I didn’t hurt you. Please.”

“You didn’t. I love the way you feel.”

His relieved exhale bathed her face. “Goddamn me for drinking whiskey tonight. If I forget a single second of this…”

“You won’t,” she whispered. “We won’t.”

“Yeah, I’m a little afraid of that, too.” Andrew planted a hand beside her head and levered up slightly to look down to where their bodies joined. They both watched him draw his shaft out slowly and slide it back inside her, Jiya’s nipples getting harder with every added inch. When he was close to occupying her fully, he rocked his hips hard and they both gasped. “Son of a bitch,” Andrew rasped, squeezing her hip hard. “How am I going to make this good when I just want to lay the fuck into you?”

Her sex clenched at the raw, animal hunger in his tone. “If that’s what you want, it’s what I want,” she managed.

He circled his hips and ground down until her thighs started to shake. “I can’t fuck a virgin the way I want to fuck you,” he growled. “Jiya, do you have any idea what it would do to me if I hurt you? I’ll go insane.”

“I know.” She pulled his face down for a kiss and he pillaged her mouth. There was no other way to describe the way he shoved her lips wide with his own. The way he angled his head and lapped at the inside of her mouth with his tongue, before twisting and muddling her brain from a different angle. And as their mouths tangled, his lower body started to roll. To rock. Every time Andrew entered her, seating himself fully with a triumphant grunt, a cog turned low in her belly, tightening, tightening. She didn’t know whether to spread her thighs open or press them to Andrew’s pumping hips. It felt good both ways. Too good. So good, she couldn’t rest, couldn’t stay still, her body writhing beneath his bigger one.

The sounds of flesh slapping filled the air and she felt the desperation in Andrew. Felt it. He gritted an apology and pinned her down with his hips, pounding into her—one, two, three—before stopping with a curse, his breathing shallow. “Jesus, I’m sorry. I’m trying to go slow.” He eased out and in slowly, his eyes rolling back in his head. “You’re just so tight, sweetheart. Fit me like a dream. Knew you would, you beautiful fucking woman.”

Jiya loved his words, loved his admission of weakness over her, loved the way he talked about her body like it had been designed for his individual pleasure. Maybe it had.

You know it has.

She ignored the whispered words in her head because they made her chest twist. Instead, she focused on now. This moment. And in this moment, she wanted that pounding again. Wanted his body driving into her in that frenzy she’d experienced too briefly. She wanted inside, under his skin. Wanted to stand in the rubble of the walls she’d knocked down. Wanted every single facet of him.

She knew just how to get it, too.

Jiya reached up and twisted her fingers in the strands of his hair.

Dropped open her thighs.

“How tight is it, Andrew?”

As if her purring tone made his body react on reflex, he reared back and drove deep. “Ah, Jesus. Tight enough to ruin me forever. So tight my fist probably won’t get me off ever again.”

With her fingers tangled in his hair, she yanked his face down to hers and spoke against his lips. “What do you want to do to it?”

“Please it,” he responded hoarsely. “Please you.”

His answer made her intimate muscles spasm around his flesh. “It’ll please me when you work yourself up into a sweat for me.” One set of fingers disengaged from his hair and trailed down his back, settling on his backside. Lightly grazing him there with her fingernails, making his erection swell inside her. “It’ll please me to see you too out of control to stop.”

He panted against her temple. “Hate to tell you I’m already there.”

She dug her nails into the flesh of his ass. Hard. “Are you?”

“Ahhhh fuck,” he gritted out. “Fuck. Yes.”

“If you’re out of control, show me.”

Jiya could sense his tether fraying, could see it with her own eyes when he draped her legs over his shoulders and folded her in half, bearing down on her with his upper body and entering her in a way that was pornographic. His hips bounced his shaft in and out of her, his lips were peeled back from his teeth, his eyes lustful. Filthy. Smacks of flesh filled the room, growing louder, faster in sequence. And still she knew he was holding back. Trying not to hurt her. Too bad she wanted to be hurt, marked, owned, so she could walk around bearing the scar of Andrew Prince for the rest of her life.

“Harder,” she said in a husky voice. “Faster.”

There. His thickness went justthatmuch deeper and the base of him rubbed against her clit with every savage thrust, every claiming of her body. Her orgasm loomed close, but she didn’t want it to suck her into the void yet. She wanted more. She wanted what he’d threatened. His soul. After all, he already had hers.

“Harder.”

He surged forward and snarled against her mouth. “We didn’t wear a condom, Jiya. If I fuck you any harder, no way I’ll be able to pull out.”

“You will. Harder.”

“Jiya.”

She yanked hard on two fistfuls of his hair and watched bliss rain down on his features. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Again.” Jiya complied and felt his manhood pulsate with renewed intensity inside of her. In hurried, frantic movements, he dropped her legs from his shoulders, pinned them open wide and fell on to her, wrestling her down hard and fucking her.

Fucking her like the world would implode at any moment unless he came.

“You love it,” he rasped. “Yeah, you love my fuck like a dirty little girl. Don’t you?”

He thrust into her so hard, her head ended up hanging off the edge of the bed. Andrew must have thought that unsafe, because he picked Jiya up, turned and threw her down hard in the center of the bed, filling her once again with a shout.

“You don’t open your legs like a nice girl, you slap and claw for what you want, is that right?” Thrust. Thrustthrustthrust. “Are you a feisty little thing, sweetheart? You need this cock shoved in rough to keep you happy?”

“Yes!”

She climaxed around his pumping sex, her thighs hugging his sweaty hips. Without questioning her instinct, she picked up Andrew’s hand and put it on her throat. Looking down at her with a wolfish intensity, he clenched there, and the power of her orgasm doubled. She could feel the walls of her femininity milking him. Watched him travel to a place where he could withstand the pleasure no more—and he roared into her neck, a violent wave passing through his body, shaking it. At the very last second, he reached down and withdrew, shooting hot semen all over her stomach and breasts.

“Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ.” His white-knuckled fist rode up and down the thick rod of flesh, squeezing out what seemed like an endless rush of come. “Jiya, sweetheart. God. Baby, sweetheart. You’re so good. You’re fucking heaven.”

Andrew fell onto the bed beside her, his expanding and collapsing ribcage rubbing against her own. A sticky pressure built in her throat and pressed against the backs of her eyes.

Oh no. Panic was already setting in. What they’d just done had been a horrible mistake. The most glorious, perfect, life changing kind of mistake possible. How was she supposed to move forward with her life when she not only loved this man, but with the knowledge that he knew her body’s melody, chorus and refrain like he’d been singing them his whole life?

“Stay,” he whispered against her shoulder. “Stay stay stay stay stay.”

She shouldn’t. They both knew she shouldn’t. Lying in his arms was going to be the cherry topper on the cake she’d already constructed out of love and physical chemistry. She had almost collected enough gumption to decline and go home, but then. Oh then. Andrew found a discarded T-shirt on the floor and wiped his come off her stomach, gently, sweetly.

He went on to kiss every inch of her body.

Every. Inch.

He started at her toes and worked his way up to her ankles. His lips coasted up her shins and lingered on her knees, giving attention to all sides. He spent a lot of time on her thighs, his palms skimming, fingertips connecting moles and freckles, creating constellations. His breath ghosted over her sex, loving it with humming strokes of his lips, before traveling over her hips, belly, breasts, arms, shoulders, neck. He ended at her mouth and said good night.

“Good night,” she whispered back, allowing herself to burrow into his warmth. Allowing herself to find out being held in his arms was even better than she’d been dreaming.

Allowing herself to sink into a love from which she’d never recover.
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Andrew stared across the pillow at Jiya.

The sound of his heart pounding almost drowned out the inner voice calling him a bastard, but not quite. He’d slept with Jiya. Spent the night with her. Every day of his life had been leading up to last night. Every hard day of work, every failure and triumph. All leading to her. To touching her skin, sinking into her body, breathing with their mouths joined. Everything else had just been details. Precursors.

Yet those details were the reasons he should have sent her home last night.

He wasn’t that strong, though. Or decent, apparently. At least not enough to resist the girl of his dreams coming to him in her nightgown. Comforting him. Being so Jiya. So his.

Not yours.

Even after last night, she can’t be yours.

How could he stay away now? Letting her walk away, watching her date, was already going to be torturous. Now? Now, he actually worried for his sanity. Or the lengths he might go to distract himself from reality. The mere thought of her smiling at another man made his skin feel flayed. He turned over and pressed his face into the pillow, something sharp wrenching in his chest. What the hell am I going to do?

What if he talked to her?

What if he told her everything…and she didn’t condemn him?

What if she wanted to be with him, despite what he’d done?

Cautiously hopeful, Andrew lifted his head and took in her beauty. The sun was only beginning to rise and it outlined her rich skin with the slightest orange, like she was the sunrise itself. His white sheets were twisted around her hips, leaving her tits bare, her navel bathed in the sunlight like succulent fruit. God, she’d been a virgin. All this time. The fact that he’d damned himself for stealing that virtue, which she’d likely been saving for marriage, didn’t stop him from wanting her again. Again. He’d sacrifice a decade off his life expectancy to be on his back right now, watching her buck those hips on top of his stiff cock while he gripped the headboard.

Beneath the bedclothes, Andrew’s shaft filled with blood and lengthened along his inner thigh. Don’t even think about it.

He’d been weak from the nightmare last night. Plied with alcohol. And still, he should have done the right thing. If he woke her up with his tongue between her thighs and fucked her again, he would have no excuses. None. He’d be taking the pleasure of her body, knowing full well he could offer nothing in return.

Unless.

Unless he told her his secrets and she accepted him nonetheless.

Afraid to even hope, Andrew got out of bed carefully so he wouldn’t disturb her. He pulled on a pair of sweatpants and went to the dim kitchen, making coffee in the beginnings of sunlight. A car door closing outside brought his head around and a pit opened in his stomach.

He knew it was Handler before he even looked out the window.

“Motherfucker.”

Andrew unlocked the door, stepped outside. God help him, he wanted to beat his chest and bellow at this asshole who dared come within a hundred yards of Jiya while she was naked and vulnerable inside. Or his brothers, who still slept upstairs. He was selling his soul and this guy couldn’t grant him one simple request? “I told you not to come here again,” Andrew growled when they met at the edge of the driveway. “Get back in your car and leave.”

Handler squinted down at Andrew’s bare chest. “Those nail marks, son?”

Caught off guard, Andrew looked at himself to find he did indeed have several red slashes across his pecs and stomach. Pride swam in his belly, clashing with the irritation. “And?” Andrew raised an eyebrow at Handler. “Been a while since you got scratched up, old man?”

The other man’s expression grew pinched. “Let me guess. Those came courtesy of the waitress next door. The one with the great rack.” He licked his fleshy lower lip. “You know, I’m thinking you two might be serious.”

Andrew’s vision was doused in red, his fists aching from being clenched so tightly, but he didn’t want to give Handler the satisfaction of winning this battle. Nor did he want to give the kind of reaction that would make Handler focus more on Jiya. “Oh yeah. What makes you think that?”

“You’re a good-looking man. Working in a bar and lifeguarding, I’m sure there’s no shortage of willing girls to choose from.” Handler pointed at Andrew’s house, then Jiya’s, in turn. “Now in the case of our pretty Miss Dalal…sleeping with her is kind of like shitting where you eat, isn’t it? Once you start hitting that, you can’t bring other girls home. She’ll see what’s going on right through her bedroom window, won’t she? And that’ll cause problems. So either she’s the only one you’re fucking or you’re not as smart as you look.”

Moments ago, Andrew’s blood bad been boiling, but the more Handler spoke, it started to ice over. This man had been watching closely. Too closely. He knew Jiya’s name, first and last. Knew the positioning of their bedrooms. Had he watched Jiya climb into Andrew’s room last night? The thought made his gut rebel. She’d been vulnerable. Andrew was making her vulnerable just by being involved with her. As friends, as lovers.

In any capacity.

Handler turned smug. “You’re showing me your soft spot, son,” he said. “Can’t say I blame you. She’s cute as hell and her restaurant makes a hell of a tikka masala. Ordered it myself last week. Don’t worry, I tipped your girlfriend well.” As if Handler was unaware that he’d just set off an earthquake beneath Andrew’s feet, he scratched at the patchy stubble on his chin. “Be a shame if they had to shut down for some reason. I think it might bother you more than the Castle Gate closing.”

He just managed to keep himself from throwing up. This man had gone to Spice, been waited on by Jiya. Been near her. Talked to her. This was a threat. He was threatening Jiya, if not with violence, then with damaging her livelihood. No. No no no no.

“She doesn’t know anything. My brothers don’t, either,” Andrew rasped, pressing his fingers to the throb in the center of his forehead. “I’ll do the fucking job, like I told you. I just want her and them out of this.”

Handler flashed an ugly smile. “Now that’s what I wanted to hear.” He handed Andrew a slip of paper out of his pocket. “Be at this address Wednesday night. One in the morning, no earlier or later. Be on time.” He gave Andrew a hard look. “You’re meeting Marlin. He’ll give you the address for the drop off.”

Andrew nodded stiffly. “Are we done here?”

The cop took a menacing step in Andrew’s direction, but he didn’t budge. “You don’t want to find out what I can do if you fuck this up or decide to be a hero, son.”

Any glimmer of hope Andrew had encountered earlier that talking to Jiya might be the best move faded to nothing as he walked back into the house. How could he tell her what he’d done when he knew firsthand how the information could be used to make people do things against their will? Putting distance between them was the only way to keep her safe. She needed to stay away from him. Out of Handler’s reach. And, in turn, Andrew’s.

On autopilot, he made two coffees and walked like a zombie to his bedroom, using a hip to open the door. A pulse rapped in his ear and it tripled in speed when he saw Jiya sitting up in his bed, clearly having just woken. My God, she was so beautiful. How could there be anything so hideous in a world where she lived?

They stared at each other in the gray light.

“I think I should go,” she whispered.

He swallowed and glanced away. His gaze returned to her when she slipped out of bed naked and put back on her nightgown. Her panties. How could he not stare when she was a goddess outlined by the sunshine? His goddess. She was supposed to be his.

But he’d put her in jeopardy.

I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I’ll get you clear of this.

Panic seized him when she padded to the window, preparing to leave and come back never. But she stopped before he could call out. “Andrew?”

He set down the coffee mugs and crossed to her. “Yeah?”

Facing the window, she brushed her hair back over a shoulder, speaking in a hoarse whisper. “If you say to me now…if you say, wait for me, Jiya. Or please don’t go on this next date, Jiya…I won’t, Andrew. You just have to say the words. You just have to let me know there’s something real here and you feel it, too.”

She turned shining eyes on him and the misery inside him turned so acute, he almost fell to his knees. If she only knew how bad he wanted to say the words. If she only knew. But he couldn’t be selfish. Couldn’t darken her potentially bright future. Or make her a target. Christ, he’d made her a target. She didn’t deserve that. She deserved so much better than him.

He loved her. So he needed to give her up. He needed to get her away from the evil he’d invited into their lives, before it touched her.

“Sweetheart, I’m sorry—”

She was already out the window.

When she climbed inside her bedroom and pulled her blinds, vanishing from sight, any remaining light left in Andrew’s universe winked out.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Jiya wore black to dinner.

It wasn’t an intentional decision to dress like a pallbearer, but she stared down at her black tunic and matching leggings now, wishing she’d at least thrown on a colorful necklace to hide behind, so her grief wouldn’t be quite so obvious. Though the shadows under her eyes she’d had no luck concealing were probably the dead giveaway, rather than her outfit.

She swallowed with an effort and picked up her fork, prodding the fragrant curry her mother had prepared for their guests. Normally, the intoxicating smell of garlic and tamarind made her stomach double in size to accommodate all the food, but it was currently the size of the pea. So rebellious to the idea of food, she was afraid to offer it a bite.

Sensing eyes on her, Jiya glanced up and smiled at Mrs. Chauhan.

Her date’s mother.

At the head of the table, Jiya’s father sat, happily tucked into his curry, a lot like Mr. Chauhan, while the mothers were visibly searching for a jumping off point in the conversation.

“Ajay graduated from Columbia. Business school,” Jiya’s mother said, beaming that hundred-watt hostess smile at Jiya, where she sat at the other end of the dining room table.

Across from her date.

You are on a date.

Jiya squared her shoulders and nodded politely at the man who’d arrived with his parents twenty minutes ago. Their mothers were taking turns bragging about their children’s accomplishments, which was one percent nice and ninety-nine percent awkward. She hadn’t exchanged a single word with the man being presented as her potential husband yet, but there had been some shared eye rolls over the proceedings that gave her hope.

Yes. Jiya was determined to give this evening her undivided attention.

Her heart was inside of her chest, beating as usual.

It wasn’t in the house next door, bleeding all over Andrew’s bedroom floor. That was simply how it felt. But she’d given Andrew the chance to stop tonight from happening. He hadn’t taken it. He hadn’t tried to stop her or offered an explanation. Jiya was done.

The pain she’d been living in since Friday morning threatened to clobber her over the head, so she picked up her lassi and took a healthy sip, begging the agony to subside. Get through tonight. You can get through tonight. Then the next day. And the day after.

“He’s also very tech savvy, aren’t you, Ajay?” his mother chimed in while passing a bowl of basmati rice. “I never have to bring my phone to get fixed. He does it himself.”

Looking kind of sheepish, Ajay leaned across the table toward Jiya. “Tech savvy is her polite way of saying I play too much Minecraft.”

His mother bopped him on the shoulder. “Only when he’s not working, of course. Or reading.”

“Reading Minecraft manuals,” Ajay mouthed.

A genuine smile curved Jiya’s lips, though it was a struggle to keep it locked in place. She took a bite of food and forced it past the never-leaving lump in her throat, studying Ajay across the table as discreetly as possible. It had been a long time since she’d actually considered the appeal of anyone of the opposite sex, really. Since she could remember, all the other boys had been not Andrew. And that was it. Her interest went no further. Foolish. I’ve been so foolish.

She’d been waiting for a man who didn’t want her.

Why did her heart refuse to accept that obvious truth?

A vision caught her unaware. Andrew putting her hair in a ponytail at the airfield, gathering every strand like they were gold fibers. Was it only ever friendship with attraction mixed in? Could that really be all it was for him?

“Jiya.”

Her mother’s prompting tone snapped her spine straight. “Yes?”

“Your father and Mr. and Mrs. Chauhan have known each other for some time through the temple.” Her mother turned in her seat and even Jiya’s father seemed suddenly interested in the conversation. He passed Jiya a small smile and her pulse started to thrum. There was something in the water here. Whatever it was, Ajay didn’t seem to be the wiser, either. They traded a look, both of them shifting in their seats.

“Ajay’s mother and father have expressed interest in investing in a restaurant,” Jiya’s mother continued, pushing aside her plate. “Of course, they wouldn’t want to run it themselves. The medical practice is where their passion lies. However, in our many conversations, Mrs. Chauhan suggested the possibility of opening a second location for Spice.”

Jiya dropped her fork, but thankfully her mother had broken out the cloth napkins and it cushioned the fall. “A second Spice? Where?”

“Details will fall into place if we can find the right opportunity,” Ajay’s mother answered. “But we think you would be a great candidate to run the new location, Jiya.”

“Me?”

“Yes.” She’d never seen her mother look prouder. Or more excited. “You are more than ready. You’ve been helping me manage Spice since you were practically a child.” She paused to sip her drink. “You would need help of course.”

Two ticks of silence passed.

“I’m guessing that’s where I come in,” Ajay said wryly.

“Yes, well…” Mrs. Chauhan rushed to say. “There would be a sizeable investment on both sides. It’s only natural that we would want to solidify that partnership.”

Partnership. In other words, marriage.

The implication slapped down onto the table like freshly caught trout.

Of course, marriage had brought them there tonight. This discussion wasn’t surprising, even though they were moving forward at a rapid pace. But Jiya never expected the partnership she was looking for to be incentivized.

A second restaurant could mean a lot for her parents financially. It would be a mark of pride for them, having two locations. One operated by them. One operated by their daughter and son-in-law. They would be partners. They would share goals and celebrate milestones. Wasn’t that what she was after? Someone to be all in with? Now, she could have those things. And with some hard work, she could own her own business, too.

That should excite her a lot more than it did.

When she closed her eyes, though, she could only hear the hum of the engine in her ears. She could only see the blue water and multicolored land below. The wheel in her hands.

Andrew was there, too. Front and center.

Only heartbreak lay in that direction, though. Heartbreak with nothing to show for it. The organ in her chest would surely sputter and beat dully for the rest of her life, but she could still build something. Move forward in the opposite direction. She could still construct a life to be proud of. With someone else. The alternative was to stand in the middle of the rope bridge, without crossing to either side. And hadn’t she already made this decision? To leave dreams of Andrew behind? Their night together couldn’t change anything. It certainly hadn’t for him.

She made a choked sound. “I, um…”

“Would it be all right if I spoke to Jiya alone?” Ajay pushed back from the table and stood. “I think we can agree this is a lot at once.” He looked at her. “Jiya?”

“Yes.” She blotted her mouth with the napkin and stood. “Talking sounds good.”

It didn’t escape her notice that all the parents looked thrilled at Ajay and Jiya’s wish to be alone. She guided him to the garage and knew immediately it was a mistake. Andrew was everywhere. They’d spent a thousand summer days inside this garage, drinking sodas and building castles in the sky. He’d killed spiders in her honor, bandaged cuts on her knee and endured her emo phase when she only wanted to listen to Evanescence.

She’d fallen in love with him inside these walls.

“Hey, listen. I’m so sorry about that,” Ajay started. “I didn’t know it was coming.”

“No, I could tell. It’s fine.”

Seeming relieved, he pushed a hand through his black hair and Jiya took another moment to look, really look at him. He was handsome, in his late-twenties, like her. He wore a blue button-down shirt and slacks, but a tattoo peeked out at the small of his wrist and he wore a silver thumb ring, telling Jiya there was more to Ajay than met the eye. She got a good feeling from him. Like they could be friends. Like maybe they could laugh together.

Love wasn’t even within the realm of possibility for her at that moment. Maybe it never would be again. But she had to move on with her life sometime.

“Do you even want to run a restaurant, Ajay?”

He blew out a breath, taking some time to think about his answer. “Honestly, yeah, I wouldn’t mind giving it a shot. There’s definitely a time limit on how long a man can work as a stockbroker without selling his soul.” He pinched his fingers together. “And I’m just about there.”

They laughed.

Ajay sobered. “You’re…beautiful, Jiya. I hope you don’t mind me saying that.”

There was no flop in her belly. No tingle in her chest. Nothing. But she smiled anyway. “Thank you.” She rolled her lips together. “This is way premature, but…let’s say your wife wanted to fly. In her spare time as a hobby.”

“Fly what? An airplane?”

“Yes.”

He stroked a hand down his jaw. “Um, well I guess I wouldn’t have a problem with it once in a while, but once we had children, I would probably ask her nicely to stop.” He winced. “It’s pretty dangerous.”

“Yeah.” Her smile remained spackled to her face, but her brief surge of optimism waned. She’d already downgraded her desire to fly professionally to a mere hobby, but even that had sounded outlandish. Not just to Ajay, but to her own ears. Did she really think she’d have time to fly a plane and run a restaurant on the side? Have a family?

Get your head out of the clouds, Jiya.

Look where having her head in the clouds had gotten her. In love with a man who didn’t love her in return. She wasn’t going to give up this opportunity to make something out of her life just to fly a plane. That was ridiculous. As ridiculous as falling for her unavailable best friend.

Jiya ignored the painful tug in her middle and squared her shoulders. “I think we should see each other again.”

Ajay’s face brightened. “How does tomorrow sound?”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Andrew knew something was up the moment he saw Jamie’s face.

It was late afternoon on Wednesday and they’d just wrapped their lifeguard shifts. Andrew stood behind the mostly quiet bar, cutting limes and lemons for garnish. Rory was in the back office working on payroll. Andrew was only going to help his brothers get through the rush, then he needed to get moving. His life of crime started tonight.

A hysterical laugh worked its way up his throat but came out sounding more like a gasp. He’d been like this since Friday morning. Exhausted, kind of delirious. No longer giving a fuck. If he thought too much about who he was agreeing to become, he felt sick, so he focused on what mattered. Keeping Jiya safe. Keeping his family away from the situation with Handler.

Keep moving.

Keeping working.

Don’t think too hard.

Don’t think too hard about her.

The knife sliced into his finger and he watched the blood well in a kind of detached way, enjoying the pain a little too much. It didn’t dull the agony in his chest, but it shifted the focus for a minute and he appreciated that.

Jamie grabbed Andrew’s hand and wrapped a napkin around the cut. “You’re bleeding all over the bar.”

“What was your face about when you came in here?” Andrew asked numbly.

His brother’s hands paused in the act of cleaning up the mess. “What?”

“Your face.” Jesus, he sounded like his father. “Just tell me what it is.”

Jamie was still. So still. “I ran into Jiya on the boardwalk.” He closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, A. I can’t believe it happened so fast, but…she’s engaged.”

A knife rammed into his stomach and carved out his insides, one by one. Jamie’s mouth was still moving, but nothing could pierce the howling in Andrew’s ears. He was slapped in the face by a million unwanted images. Jiya dressed for her wedding. Being carried over the threshold of a house. Holding her newborn baby in the delivery room, tired and elated. He wasn’t in any of the visions. Fuck. Fuck. FUCK. Kill me now. If he picked up one of the liquor bottles, smashed it and used the edges on himself, how long would it take to be over? “Why would you be sorry?” he gasped. “That’s great news.”

“Andrew, give me a fucking break.” Jamie put his arms around Andrew and squeezed, but Andrew couldn’t feel a thing. “You look like you’re dying. You feel like it, too. When is the last time you ate something?”

Who cares? He wanted to shout. If his vocal cords worked.

“What the hell is going on?” Rory asked, coming out of the back room, his step faltering behind the bar. “What is it?”

Jamie stepped back from Andrew. “Jiya is engaged.”

“Wha—to who?”

“We haven’t met him,” Jamie supplied quietly. “The son of a family friend.”

“Don’t tell me his name,” Andrew said quickly. He did not want to think of her name alongside a specific moniker. Ever. Nor could he be positive he wouldn’t track the guy down and kick his ass.

Rory came forward hesitantly, seeming to choose the right words. “Hey, man. Don’t worry. It’s got to be like a rebound thing.”

Andrew looked at Rory like he was insane. “Rebound from what?”

Jamie and Rory traded a glance. “You weren’t exactly quiet last Thursday night,” Jamie supplied. “Like, we’re surprised no one called the cops. Or that the foundation of the house didn’t crack in half.”

“Now doesn’t seem like the time for a fist bump,” Rory said. “Just know I’m thinking it.”

“We kind of thought the two of you had finally figured everything out.” Jamie shook his head. “Guess we were way off.”

“Something like that,” Andrew muttered, weaving through his brothers toward the back room. He had no reason to go in there, but he collected two handfuls of white tape for the credit card machines and turned—but they blocked his way out of the office.

Rory kicked the door shut. “Just tell her about Dad, Andrew. I almost lost Olive because I was ashamed of my own violent past. Don’t make the same mistake.”

“Your victim survived, Rory. It’s a huge difference.”

They hadn’t actually made reference to Andrew’s crime out loud since the night it happened. Since he’d called his brothers home to find their hysterical mother and his clothes covered in blood.

“Don’t you think the circumstances would mean something to her?” Jamie asked. “I don’t think you’re giving her enough credit.”

“I’m giving her more than enough credit, Jamie. Because she would probably stick by me. She’s loyal to a fault and she’d have no choice. I’d be giving her no choice. Walking away from me would make her a disloyal friend and she doesn’t know how to be one. She’s Jiya. She’s everything good about everything. Don’t ever accuse me of not giving her enough credit.”

“Fine.” Jamie held up his hands. “So lose her forever? That’s the other option?”

“Sounds like it’s already done. Let me know where they register.”

Rory snorted. “Now you’re just being a stubborn prick.”

Yeah, he was. He heard it. But the resentment felt kind of magical at that very moment. It sewed up his ravaged guts with steel thread and hardened him, so he wouldn’t have to withstand the despair. Instead of an open wound, he could be a scab. An ugly one.

He was saved from any further conversation from his brothers when someone called for service out in the bar. Happy hour started and they didn’t get a moment’s peace for hours, filling drinks, sending orders to the kitchen, cleaning glasses as they went. Andrew could feel his brothers watching him, but he ignored it and kept checking the clock. He couldn’t be late tonight or Handler would twist the knife somehow. Hurt someone he loved—and Andrew’s one job was now to make sure that never happened.

As soon as the rush ebbed, Andrew snatched up his keys and got out of there. Rory and Jamie called after him, but he staved them off with a promise to talk more later.

He had a job to do.
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The address brought Andrew to an underground parking garage in New Jersey.

Knowing he’d be driving back to Long Island in an unknown vehicle, he’d taken three trains to reach the location and a bus for the final stretch. When he saw the garage was abandoned in a neighborhood that could best be described as burned out, his instinct told him to turn back, but what choice did he have but to head inside? It was the middle of the night and apart from a couple of dying halogen lights, there was nothing to guide him forward, except his cell phone flashlight.

“Beautiful.”

With a sigh, Andrew trudged down the ramp, listening for voices. Anything that might clue him in that he wasn’t alone. He wouldn’t put it past Handler to send him all the way to New Jersey at one in the morning to test his dedication.

His footfalls echoed off the concrete walls and vermin scurried in the dark corners, but he kept going, only pausing when a lighter flickered up ahead—

Four sets of vehicle headlights came on at once, blinding him.

Andrew lifted a hand to block the bright onslaught, but the sudden flash had the effect of momentarily making everything so clear. Where he’d started and ended up. How differently things might have been. Through his exhaustion and grief over Jiya’s engagement, the fact that life could change directions so fast was stark and sickening.

That night, when he’d come home late and found his father halfway to killing their mother, he’d just—finally—gotten over his fear of losing Jiya as his best friend and decided to ask her out. They’d gone to see some action movie together, followed by a walk down the boardwalk and he’d wanted so badly to reach over and hold her hand. It had seemed like maybe she’d wanted it, too. She’d done that whole blushing, lip biting thing, hiding behind the fall of her hair and peeking over at him every couple seconds. God. God, she’d glowed that night and he’d thought, the hell with it. I’m going to ask her to be my girl.

He’d only been in love with her since the moment he saw her.

Andrew had pulled her to a stop on the boardwalk and blown out a half-laughing breath. She’d done the same, like she knew what was coming.

He’d cupped her cheek. She’d closed her eyes.

That’s when the thunder cracked and the sky opened up.

For years, he’d worried that dating Jiya might ruin the best relationship in his life. Might change the friendship he treasured above all else. That had been the biggest worry in his life.

And then an hour later, he’d hit his father over the head with a brass horse and he’d ached to go back to that simple worry. When his greatest fear was kissing Jiya and her telling him she thought of him like a brother.

After last week, at least that fear was put solidly to rest.

Now, he ground the heel of his hand into his eye socket and laughed without humor. “You mind hitting the dimmer switch?” Andrew called.

“Oh, this one’s got jokes,” said one of the voices, cutting through the beams of light. “How about telling us who the hell you are first.”

“I’m Andrew. Handler sent me. Are you Marlin?”

The sound of scuffling feet on the concrete was followed by the three sets of high beams cutting off. Without the excessive lights to blind him, Andrew lowered his hand—and found a young guy standing a few feet away…pointing a gun at Andrew’s head.

He stared back impassively.

“Look, I’m unarmed. You want to search me or something?” He held up his hands. “I’m just here to pick up the packages. Feel free to call Handler.”

A figure came into focus in the distance—a bearded man slightly older than Andrew in a Patriots sweatshirt. Carrying a bat. “Well, I, uh…” the guy laughed tightly and smacked the bat off the closest front bumper. “I guess Handler didn’t mention he owes us money. That must be why he didn’t show up himself, like we planned.”

Why hadn’t Andrew seen something like this coming?

Maybe he wasn’t cut out for the criminal life after all.

Through the pinch of shock only came more numbness, though. What’s the worst that happened here? It couldn’t be worse than what was happening back on Long Island.

“You going to hit me with that fucking bat?” He rapped a fist against his chest and could actually feel the hollowness underneath. “Come on, man. Do it. Please.”

They men ahead of him exchanged glances. “Look. We’re going to let you leave with the products. We already got paid by the receiver. But Handler owes us a finder’s fee and I hope you don’t mind, we need to send a little message.”

“Just leave him able enough to drive,” someone cracked.

Laughter bounced off the concrete walls.

Andrew stepped closer to the man holding the gun and pressed his forehead to the muzzle. For a moment, he wondered if it would be so bad if the trigger got pulled. He wouldn’t have to think of Jiya with another man. He wouldn’t have to live knowing she was out there and he’d never touch her again. But his brothers would never know what happened to him and he wouldn’t leave them with that uncertainty. He loved them too much. So he used the other man’s shock to rip the weapon out of his hands and point it back in his direction. “Now you look. I don’t want a problem. Where is the truck I’m supposed to drive back to Long Island? Point it out and I’ll go.”

The guy who’d pulled the gun on him laughed and looked back over his shoulder at his friends. “The gun ain’t loaded.”

The sound of a bat being dragged on the ground scraped Andrew’s eardrums as the men cut out the final set of headlights and converged on him.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Jiya probably should have skipped her flying lesson.

Her head was definitely not in the game. Life had become a swift current and the farther it carried her down the river, the harder it was becoming to see the reassuring shoreline. Plus, there was a churning sensation in her stomach warning her she was headed towards the falls.

She stretched her fingers on the steering wheel, letting the small diamond on her ring finger catch the light, only long enough to make her throat constrict, then she pushed out of her car and locked it, patting the roof in a silent thank you for not breaking down again. A blue-nosed Cessna buzzed past overhead and she leaned a hip against her car to watch it vanish and reappear in the low cloud cover. Another girl learning to fly, perhaps?

So much had changed since the last time she stood in this parking lot. The hand Andrew had held as he led her toward the office was now decorated in another man’s ring. And it was ludicrous how unfaithful that made her feel. She’d all but thrown herself at Andrew’s feet and begged him to keep her. She had nothing to feel guilty about.

Those reassurances rang hollow as Jiya made her way across the airfield toward hangar one. Her shadow stretched long and solitary across the pavement, making it difficult to stem the tide of loneliness. Making it impossible. She almost felt silly being there at all. Indulgent. Why had she even bothered showing up?

Flying an airplane. The dreams of a child.

She was a woman now. She would be married soon and have responsibilities. No more playing house with the boy next door. No more gazing up at the planes over the Atlantic and thinking someday. Someday when I grow up.

While she’d wasted time on dreams and Andrew and dreams of Andrew, she’d grown up without realizing it and her commitments hadn’t followed suit. She might have been a reliable and loving daughter, but what had she actually accomplished?

Those were the thoughts that had been circling her head when Ajay slid the ring box across the table on their first alone date. He’d blushed and rambled and she’d thought, how bad could this be? At least he wanted the kind of future Jiya envisioned, even if she’d always pictured it unfolding with Andrew. At least Ajay seemed to value what she could add to his life. He came part and parcel with a new endeavor. A new restaurant to mold into something of her own making. And while that didn’t necessarily excite her, not like flying, the thought of making her parents proud…the thought of making up for her inexcusable time wasting…propelled her into accepting the proposal.

This is what you’re supposed to do. This is the adult decision.

Never mind that she’d intentionally omitted any mention of her flying lesson today when speaking to Ajay on the phone. Never mind that he’d tried to kiss her after their date and she’d jerked away like he’d bitten her. Attraction would fall into place once she got to know him better. So would honesty. She just wanted to finish her lessons and then…she’d knuckle down and attack her responsibilities in a way that would secure her future.

She’d make herself proud, if not happy.

Hey, you’re still paid up for four more lessons. You don’t have to figure out the next step today, all right? But I’m not going to let you talk yourself out of continuing.

She covered her ears to stop Andrew’s voice from filling her ears, but it didn’t work. It never worked. He’d been whispering in her ear for days, sometimes miserable, sometimes sweet, pushy, funny. He was her very own phantom limb. The ghost of him was still attached, still part of her, but her heart mourned his absence at the same time.

Hey. Jesus Christ. You just flew a plane, badass.

“Shut up,” she whispered, rubbing at her gritty eyes. “Go away.”

“What was that?”

Rick’s voice jolted Jiya and she gasped. She’d been so distracted by the echoes in her head, she didn’t realize she’d entered the hangar. Rick stepped out from behind the plane they’d flown during her last lesson, tossing a greasy rag back and forth in his hands. “Sorry, Rick. I was just having a one-sided conversation.” She attempted a smile, but it never came to fruition. “I promise I’m mentally stable enough to fly.”

“Oh, I’m not worried.” He raised a bushy eyebrow. “The front desk kid isn’t giving you trouble, is he? My nephew isn’t exactly a people person and can’t file worth a damn, but I owed my sister a favor.”

“No, I didn’t even…am I supposed to go in there and check in?” She waved a hand. “Sorry, I’m a little distracted today.”

Rick whistled through his teeth. “Well look at that. I’d say you have a good excuse for being distracted.” He nodded at her right hand. “Congratulations are in order.”

“What?” Understanding dawned when she glanced down and the diamond winked back. “Oh! Yes. I’m engaged. It was kind of unexpected.”

“Was it?” He took the rag off his shoulder and reached up to clean a spot off the body of the red striped Cessna. “It seemed pretty serious to me.”

“It…what?” She thought back to the week before. How Andrew had held her in the middle of the airfield while she cried. Jiya nodded through the fresh slice of pain. “Oh. No, the guy who drove me here last week? He’s just a friend.”

Rick frowned. “He must be a really good one. When he arranged the flying lessons back in May, I swear it was more like an interrogation. He wanted to see my pilot’s license, asked for references, even sat there while I took someone up on a test flight.” He laughed. “He wanted to make damn sure I’d keep you in one piece.”

Jiya’s lungs burned from the lack of oxygen. She couldn’t take a breath. The shaking started in her knees first and spread upward until her stomach was sucking in on itself and trembling. “Andrew paid for the lessons?”

“Andrew.” Rick snapped his fingers. “That’s his name.”

Her vision doubled and rotated like a Ferris wheel. “But he…why w-wouldn’t he tell me? I don’t understand. I thought my parents bought them—”

“And then again last week. He called and asked about extending the lessons. Wanted to know how many hours you’d need to get certified. I think he worked out a payment plan with my nephew, if you want to find out the details.” Rick shook his head wryly. “Are you sure he’s not the one who proposed?”

Jiya doubled over, arms wrapped around her stomach. “Oh my God.”

“Are you all right over there, Jiya?”

“No.” A sob hiccupped out of her mouth. “Why would he do this?”

“You’ll have to ask him yourself.”

The way Rick said those words made Jiya straighten and turn around, half expecting Andrew to be standing there behind her. Waiting with open arms. So reassuring and solid. The man who knew her strengths, fears, favorites and never let her down. Ever.

Not until recently.

And she knew in that moment that there had to be a reason he’d let her go. A valid one. He would never push her away otherwise. He would never hurt her without a cause. She knew that. Her heart and bones and mind knew it, but she’d let doubt drown out the certainty.

Andrew had bought her flying lessons because he wanted her to soar, wanted her to have the thing she’d always wanted, without her knowing he’d been responsible for giving it to her—and that kind of selflessness went well beyond friendship. That kind of selflessness was vast and bottomless. It was love.

“He loves me,” Jiya whispered, relief crashing into her like a semi truck. “But he doesn’t want me to know. Why?”

Rick walked up next to her. “Why don’t we postpone until next week while you go find out?”

“I think that’s probably a good idea.”

He gave her a side hug and she returned it. “Good luck, kid.”

Jiya pulled out her cell phone while jogging back toward her parked car. She’d been brought back to life. Suddenly there was hope. There was the gut deep certainty that Andrew loved her and she was going to fight and scream until he admitted it and agreed to do something about—

She skidded to a halt and brought her ring finger into focus. How had she forgotten for even a second that she was engaged to another man? Promises had been made. With the accepting of Ajay’s proposal, her path had diverged from Andrew. She couldn’t just run to Andrew, as badly as she wanted to. It would be wrong.

Ajay’s parents were planning on investing in a restaurant. Putting her and Ajay at the helm. The opportunity was huge and generous. By marrying Ajay, she was securing her future and making her parents proud in one fell swoop, whereas her relationship with Andrew was anything but secure. It was confusing and tenuous and explosive.

Jiya took out her phone, her thumb sliding over the screen to pull up Andrew’s number.

She couldn’t call him, could she? Would speaking to each other frankly about their feelings be unfaithful now that she had agreed to marry someone else?

Before she could make a decision her phone rang, Jamie’s number popping up on the screen. She answered. “Hello?”

“Jiya…” He was upset. Breathing hard. So unlike Jamie that Jiya’s blood turned icy. “I didn’t know if I should call you, but—”

“It’s Andrew?” Her heart knew. Her heart had known all morning. Why hadn’t she listened? “It’s Andrew. What happened?”

“I don’t know. He’s in the hospital.”

A pitiful sound escaped her, like someone stepping on a child’s toy. “Is he okay? What happened? Did you talk to him?”

“I spoke to him. He’s injured but alive. Is he okay? I don’t know. I don’t think so.” He exhaled hard. Car doors slammed in the background. “His happiness isn’t your responsibility, Jiya. Do you hear me? But I thought you’d want to be there—”

“Shut up. Of course I do. Which hospital? I’m coming.” Hot tears rolled down her cheeks as she climbed into the car and started the engine with trembling hands. “I’ll be right there.”

As she drove, there was no sound inside the car except for her whispered prayers. She wasn’t even sure what she prayed for. Physically, Andrew was fine. She knew that. However, it felt like she’d been living a life with a veil draped over her eyes and it had suddenly been pulled back. What was coming? What didn’t she know?

None of those things mattered when she walked into the hospital forty minutes later and saw Andrew being wheeled by a male nurse through the lobby in a wheelchair, purple bruises and a line of black, nasty stiches marring his beautiful face. Jamie walked beside him, but Jiya couldn’t tear her attention off Andrew. They locked eyes from fifty yards away and she almost collapsed over the leapfrogging emotions she counted before he hid them.

Shock.

Joy.

Denial.

Bitterness.

Jiya threw her hair back and marched right toward them, though she wanted to crawl on her hands and knees. To lay her head in his lap and wail at his beat up condition. Who would do this? Who would inflict such vicious damage? “Why is he in a wheelchair?”

“Hospital policy,” Jamie explained. “He can walk just fine.”

Cool relief coasted down her spine. “Good.” She choked on her next words. “How dare you end up in the hospital the same day I find out you paid for my flying lessons. How dare you.”

“Please, Jiya.” His eyes blazed. “Don’t come over here with another man’s ring on.”

She drew up short at his growl. After a few seconds of recovery, she shoved her ring finger into her mouth and used the moisture to pull it off, neatly tucking it into her pocket. “I’m only obeying because you’re h-hurt…” The sob launched up her throat as if shot from a cannon and her eyes filled with a new crop of tears. “Why are you hurt?”

Her tears visibly devastated him. “Sweetheart, don’t.”

“Who did this to you?”

A muscle jumped in his cheek, but he offered no answer.

Jiya took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, splitting a glance between Jamie and the nurse. “Would you mind giving us a minute, guys?”

Once they were alone, Andrew watched her stonily, his attention occasionally straying to the pocket where she’d stowed her ring. “I’m not in a good place for this right now, Jiya.”

“Neither am I. I’ll never be in a good place to see you hurt.” Her pulse tripped over itself, her arms yearning to be wrapped around him. “I will always come if you need me, though. That’s part of the deal. You said we would stay friends, no matter what. You promised.”

“You don’t understand,” he pushed through clenched teeth. “I’m being the best goddamn friend I know how to be to you.”

She scoffed. “By ending up in the hospital, Andrew? What is going on?”

His jaw muscle popped. “Go home, please. I’m begging you,” he said hoarsely. “You think I’m beat up on the outside? Having you this close and knowing you’re engaged is rotting me from the inside.” His mouth opened and closed, his next words emerging in a near whisper. “How did it happen so fast?”

Today she’d found out he’d paid for her flying lessons. His words now only confirmed that there was so much…yearning going on beneath Andrew’s surface. For her. Meaning their friendship had been lacking honesty. Vital honesty. And she wouldn’t continue that bad habit, because it had landed them here. With him bruised and stitched up in a hospital wheelchair and her engaged to another man. “His parents are investing in a restaurant. A second location for Spice.”

Andrew blanched, the skin around his stitches turning white. “I…y-your parents must be…fuck, I don’t know if I’d be able to do that for you, sweetheart…”

The spiky pressure in her throat was unbearable. Tears blurred Andrew’s image. I’d be happier with you. So much happier. Don’t you know that? She wished she’d discovered how Andrew felt before dinner with the Chauhans. Wished she never found out about the potential restaurant. But she did know. She did know about the huge opportunity being handed to her. What was she supposed to do now?

At this very moment, with the diamond in her pocket, she could only be Andrew’s friend.

And her friend was clearly keeping something dangerous from her. Something that had gotten him badly injured—and honestly, she was pretty pissed about his secrecy and their circumstances. Above all else, she wanted to rail against the timing.

“Here’s how this is going down, Andrew,” Jiya breathed. “When we get home, you will tell us what’s going on. All of us. You’re going to stop being a stubborn idiot and let us help.”

After a moment of visible deliberation, he wheeled himself past her. “Let’s see if you still think I’m worth helping an hour from now.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Everyone sat at the kitchen table with Andrew at the head, expectation heavy in the air.

Not only his brothers were present, but their significant others, Marcus and Olive, held spots at the table. Jiya sat to his right and it was everything Andrew could do not to pull the woman into his lap, bury his face in her sweet neck and beg for a reprieve. From this discussion. From the situation they found themselves in.

Godddamit, he didn’t want her to know the worst thing about him.

Even if he wanted to pull Jiya into his lap, he couldn’t. The ring in her pocket was the seventh presence in the room. Not only that but her fiancé’s family was putting up the money for a fucking restaurant. The flying lessons he’d secured seemed like peanuts now. If he was a good man, he’d be happy for her and the rich future she’d been offered, but he was ablaze on the inside. Having lost the right to be the one Jiya counted on, he would burn forever.

The silence around him started to buzz, curious eyes doing nothing to divert him from his misery but reminding him they were at the table for a reason. The discussion wouldn’t be put off any longer and Christ, at the moment, he didn’t feel like he had anything to lose, anyway.

Late afternoon haze filled the kitchen, but they hadn’t put on a light, leaving everything shadowed. Car engines hummed past outside, kids playing street hockey down the block laughed and shouted, seagulls called. But they were wrapped in the tight cocoon of the kitchen and every eye was on him. On his busted eye, the half-moon of stitches above his eyebrow. The cuts all over his face. If one of his brothers…hell, if anyone at this table showed up with these injuries, he would demand to know what happened. He wouldn’t stop until he’d gotten an explanation and every stubborn chin at this table told Andrew how close they’d grown. As a unit. In the beginning of the summer, it had been the Prince brothers. Jiya. Now Olive and Marcus had joined their ranks and he could trust them. That wasn’t the issue. He just didn’t want them to know what he really was.

No choice, though. This was it.

They weren’t giving him the option of lying by omission anymore.

Truth be told, he didn’t know if he wanted to keep the circumstances with Handler from them anymore. When the men jumped him last night in the parking garage, he’d had a moment of clarity amid the crunches, jolts of pain and blood running into his eyes. He was doing the people at this table a disservice. If they kept something this important from him, he would be livid. And wounded. He wasn’t saving them from hurt, he was just finding another way to cause them pain.

Forget about what he’d do if Jiya was braving something dangerous alone.

He’d set the goddamn world on fire.

Yeah, he needed to come clean and he could admit, there was some relief in knowing that by the time he finished speaking, he would no longer be carrying the weight of secrecy.

Andrew drew a deep breath and let it out. “I guess I should start at the beginning.” He swallowed. “Jiya, you remember that night we saw Mad Max: Fury Road and walked home on the boardwalk? Just over three years ago.”

She stared into the distance a moment, then nodded. “It rained.”

“Yeah.” He nodded at Rory. “You’d just gotten out of prison, maybe a couple of weeks earlier. Summer hadn’t rolled around yet, so Jamie was living in Brooklyn for the school year. It was…I don’t know. Things were coming to a head between our parents. I came home that night and…” Andrew’s leg bounced under the table, but he made it stop. “He was going to kill her. She was unconscious on the living room floor and he just kept hitting her. And hitting her. Hard.” He forced himself to look at Jiya, to watch her reaction to the next part. “I didn’t think, I just picked up the heaviest object I could find and I brought it down over his head. That was it. He never moved again.” He dug his fingertips into his thigh. “I just wanted to stop him, you know? It happened fast and I couldn’t think of what to do after that, except call my brothers.”

“Oh Andrew,” she whispered, reaching for his hand. He offered his upturned palm automatically, but they remembered her engagement at the same time and awkwardly took their hands back. It was a gut punch and it took a moment to stop reeling from the blow.

“My mother never pressed charges, not any of the times he hurt her. No matter how badly. Appearances were important to her. Really important. And this was no different. When she regained consciousness, she wanted…she begged us to make it all go away. She didn’t want me labeled as a murderer and most importantly, she didn’t want anyone to know he’d beaten her. As if the whole neighborhood didn’t already know.” Andrew paused to clear the rust from his throat. “We couldn’t convince her to call the police. She told us we’d end up in court, we wouldn’t be able to afford the legal fees. We’d lose the bar, the house. She might have been right, but looking back, I think we were just fucking scared. Mom and us. So we listened. We didn’t do the right thing.”

Andrew turned to Jiya. “I understand if you want to leave.” He dragged his attention off her unreadable face, looking at Marcus and Olive in turn. “You too. If you don’t want to know the rest, or you don’t want anything to do with me, I would get that.”

Marcus gave Andrew the finger. Olive pushed up her glasses and firmed her chin.

Jiya snorted.

Andrew slowly let out the pressure escape his lungs. Still there. She knew the worst and she was still fucking there. He couldn’t believe it. What had he done to deserve her loyalty? Or that of the people sitting with him around the table?

“Andrew wouldn’t let us help…” Jamie started. “Move him.”

“Rory couldn’t be anywhere near that shit when he already had a record,” Andrew said, remembering the moment he’d watched his father’s face disappear into the depths of the ocean—in a far out location he’d never reveal. It wasn’t information anyone he loved should carry the burden of, except to know the man would never be found. “And you, Jamie. You’d just started teaching. The less you knew the better. I’ve always believed that, but…I don’t have any choice but to tell you what’s happening now.” Andrew looked at Jamie and Rory. “That cop that’s been following me. He knows.”

Jamie cursed. Rory sat up straighter. “Jesus Christ. How?”

“Surveillance at the hardware store. Receipts that match the time stamp. The fact that our father’s forwarding address is bullshit. That might not be enough, but he knows I signed our father’s name on the bar paperwork, signing it over to me. He—”

“He’s threatening you,” Jiya finished, sounding out of breath.

“Yeah,” Andrew said hoarsely. “And you. Spice. He knows…”

“He knew where to hit you the hardest.” Jamie supplied, massaging his eye sockets beneath his glasses. “Jiya.”

Andrew could feel Jiya’s stare warming the side of his face, giving him no choice but to turn his head—and if he’d been standing, the ache her features betrayed would have brought him to his knees. “I would never let anything happen to you. I would die first. You know that, right?”

She gulped a breath and nodded, but still appeared unsettled. God, of course she was. She was trying to go about her life and he stood at the fringes, doing his best to fuck it up. She was probably wishing she’d never associated herself with him.

“What is he forcing you to do with these threats?” Olive asked, her light brows drawn together. Halfway through her sentence, Rory pulled her into his lap and held her close.

“He’s having me transport goods from a supplier to a distributer.”

Jamie blanched. “What kind of goods?”

“No guns or drugs, thank God. Not yet, anyway. He sent me to a location in Jersey. I picked up the truck, drove it to a second location and walked. But Handler failed to mention he owed the middle men some money and they wanted to send a message.” He gestured to his face. “There was at least eight guys. I couldn’t fend them off for long.”

“Goddammit, Andrew,” Rory rasped. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” Jamie said, his skin turning chalky. “I know what that feels like.”

Marcus pulled Jamie’s chair closer and took his hand, bringing it to his mouth. Kissing the gold wedding band there. “We need a solution, Andrew. You can’t do it again.”

“No. You can’t,” Jiya echoed in a husky voice that made Andrew wish like hell he could touch her. “A cop is blackmailing you. That’s not supposed to happen. There has to be some way out. A way to make him leave you alone.”

“If there is, I don’t know what it is,” Andrew said. “I’m stuck. And I’ll do this shit forever as long as he leaves everyone at this table alone.”

“Except you, right?” Rory spat. “Fuck that, A. We’ll find a way out together. And in the meantime, I’ll come with you on the runs—”

“No. Absolutely not.”

“Rory, that’s not happening,” Jamie interjected with a firm headshake. “You’ve already got one strike on your record, man. I’ll go with him—”

Marcus burst out laughing. “Over my dead fucking body, Jamie.” The newlyweds had a stare down that lasted all of five seconds before Marcus leaned in and kissed Jamie hard on the mouth. Then he lifted his left shirt sleeve and made his triceps dance. “Pretty sure I’m the ideal candidate to go along as the muscle. End of discussion. I’ll even let you have control of the radio.”

Olive giggled into Rory’s chest.

“Hey.” Rory slapped the table to get Andrew’s attention. “Bottom line, we’ll figure this out. All right? You’re not doing this alone anymore. And you’re not selling the house to isolate yourself—”

“Selling the house?” Jiya shot up in her chair. “You’re selling the house?”

Andrew wouldn’t lie to her. “Thinking about it, yeah.”

Now it was Andrew and Jiya’s turn for a stare down. Chairs started to scuffle back around them and some casual whistling ensued as his brothers and their significant others left the dining room, leaving Andrew and Jiya alone. Alone with Jiya was his idea of heaven on earth, but not being able to touch her—never being able to touch her again—was torturous. It was the annihilation of his sanity. So he sat very still in his chair, bracing for his stability to erode further.

“I don’t hold what you did against you,” she said choppily. “Maybe it’s wrong to say it, but I hated that man for what he did to you. Your mother. Over and over again with no consequences. You reacted. You protected your mother. I just can’t think badly of you for that.” She wet her lips. “Did you think I would? Is that why you’ve stayed away from me all this time?”

“I didn’t want to touch you with blood on my hands, Jiya. You deserve better.”

“I deserve better than a man who shoulders the burden of an entire family? Day in and day out? I deserve better than a man who puts himself in peril so everyone can continue their normal, happy lives? What better man is there? I’d like to meet him.”

“You better have already met him,” Andrew bit out. “You better not have allowed an unworthy man to put a ring on your finger, Jiya. That would be a crime more offensive than mine.”

“Fine.” She pushed to her feet. “Here we go. Let’s talk about the ring.”

Andrew stood, too, his neck bristling. “Good. Talk.”

“I shouldn’t be wearing it. Not when I love you so much.” Her chest shuddered with the admission. “Not when I’ve loved you since I was ten years old.”

“You…what?” His knees dipped, euphoria colliding with overwhelming regret in his middle. Had he heard her right? After everything he’d just told her…after he’d pushed her away and she’d found someone else…she loved him? Him? Christ, he didn’t know whether he was flying high or buried six feet under. How could this be happening now, when being together was no longer possible? “Jiya…”

Moisture glinted in her eyes. “I love you.”

A hoarse sound escaped him.

She jabbed the air between them with a finger. “You love me.”

“Yes. God yes,” he growled, his heartbeat whipping into a frenzy. “I love you more than life. I don’t remember a second that wasn’t filled with love and more love and need for you.” Reality was a cold bucket of water to the face, though it took several beats to come down from the high of her admission. Jiya Dalal. Loved him. “I love you way too much to shackle you to me when I have no way of knowing if I’ll ever be clear of this shit. I couldn’t do that.” He ground the heel of his hand against his sternum in an attempt to stem the pressure. “I would never make you the wife of a man who moves stolen goods. It’s bad enough you’d be married to a murderer. And I for damn certain, sweetheart…couldn’t ask you to give up the restaurant.”

“But if things were different…”

“If things were different,” he laughed, without humor, bitterness clogging his throat. “Do you know what it’s doing to me that I can’t kiss you right now? I’m a fucking shell.” He pulled at the ends of his hair. “I shouldn’t ask, but…has he touched you?”

“No. No,” she whispered. “I couldn’t bear it.”

Relief sped through him, top to bottom. He stumbled toward her, walking her backward without touching her. “Go home before I try and fuck you. Go home before I let this jealousy out. You don’t want to meet it, Jiya. I’m going insane.”

“Insane enough to sell your house,” she hiccupped.

“That’s right.” He inhaled the scent of her shampoo. “I want you to be happy more than anything in the world, but I’m not strong enough to watch it.”

Silence fell between them and he could see thoughts moving behind Jiya’s expressive eyes. Thoughts he was almost afraid for her to vocalize because they might give him hope. Hope could be a dangerous thing. “Isn’t everything supposed to fix itself when two people admit they’re in love?” she asked quietly, her damp gaze slipping to his mouth. “I’m feeling pretty led on by Hollywood right now.”

His laugh was pained. Lord, he wanted to devour her. Wrap her up in his arms and hold on forever. But all he could do was look at her and adore her. This woman would rule his world forever and if he’d done something to make her reciprocate those feelings, even by the smallest fraction, he’d hold on to the satisfaction of that like a miser, treasuring the knowledge.

He heard her swallow. “We’re all in this together now, okay? There’s a way out, we just have to find it.” Lying unspoken between them was the fact that even if he shook Handler, they still couldn’t be together. Not when she’d been handed a golden future with someone else.

As if reading his thoughts, Jiya’s ducked her head. “Good night, Andrew.”

He wrestled back the impulse to bury his fingers in her hair, kiss the breath out of both of them. “Good night, Jiya.”

His hungry eyes tracked her through the window until she was safely inside her house.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Jiya stood at the kitchen counter packing up ingredients to bring next door. Over the last half hour, morning light had spread like butter across the floor, warming her bare feet. She’d missed the crackling anticipation of preparing to go next door. Making breakfast with the Prince brothers had been part of her routine for years and, apart from her goodnights with Andrew, a favorite part of her daily routine.

This morning’s anticipation had a sharp edge of trepidation, however, making her hands clumsy. After leaving the Prince house last night, the plan had been to attempt some sleep. But she’d been far too restless. She’d lain awake in her bed until midnight came and went, mentally playing out two versions of her life. In one, she married Ajay. They had a stable life, companionship, children. She woke up every morning and ran the new restaurant, like her mother did now with the original Spice. Flying became a distant memory, but in exchange she made her parents proud and passed on a foundation to her children.

In the other scenario, she married Andrew.

Pinpricks traveled over Jiya’s skin, tickling her scalp. Her pulse skipped and swelled in a crescendo of pumps. The very thought of being his wife made her body vibrate like a tuning fork. Made her heart constrict in her chest. There would be a different kind of stability with Andrew. There would be security within their love. The fact that she was with the person who knew her, through and through. There would be laughter and craziness and passion. Passion beyond words.

When it came down to it, last night in the dark, a restaurant couldn’t compete. Not even making her parents instantaneously proud could compare to being with Andrew.

She’d be sentencing herself to life with half a soul.

Before she could guess her own intentions, she’d gotten out of bed, dressed and driven to Ajay’s apartment in Long Island City last night. He’d known why she was there. That much had been obvious as soon as he’d opened the door with a wry smile on his face.

The engagement was off.

She took solace in two facts. One, Ajay hadn’t been all that broken up about the called off engagement. He’d thanked Jiya for doing it in person and being kind about it. Two, they’d known each other less than a week and she hadn’t dragged out the decision her heart had deemed a mistake since the beginning.

Yes. That’s right. Accepting a marriage proposal from a nice, eligible businessman who came with a restaurant attached? Mistake.

Holding out for a murderer? Clearly the right thing to do.

Jiya covered her face with her hands to muffle a hysterical laugh. It had never been more obvious that this love she possessed for Andrew Prince was consuming and unconditional. Sitting at his dining room table last night, there hadn’t been a single second where she’d had doubt about his character or his intentions. She’d only seen the love of her life trying to do his best with the shit he’d been shoveled—and she’d been almost desperate to join him in that shit. Because being at Andrew’s side in the worst possible conditions was favorable to being beside a king in a castle.

Her heart needed him to keep beating. Simple as that.

She sifted some fresh turmeric into a Ziploc bag for the khichdi, intending to replenish the brothers’ supply, tucking it into her tote bag and pausing to acknowledge what worried her most. Even after calling off her engagement for Andrew, she still didn’t know if they would be together. His stubborn self wouldn’t commit to her unless he could give her safety. Security. A life free of the burden he’d taken on in the name of his father’s sins. In the name of the sins he’d committed against his father. But she’d walked into that uncertainty willingly, hadn’t she? Knowing they loved each other was almost enough to sustain her happiness. For now.

Not forever, though.

Last night in the dark, something had happened inside of her.

Something expansive and electrifying and wonderful. She’d experienced the beginnings of it on the beach with Andrew when she’d been handed the reins, the control. She’d felt another stirring of power when she’d streaked through the sky in the airplane, a scene straight out of her fantasies.

Getting what she wanted meant fighting for it. Taking it.

No more sitting back and toiling away, believing good things would happen if she just worked a little harder or made those around her happier.

She deserved her wildest dreams to come true right now.

Reaching out and taking them meant reaching out and taking them.

Jiya had to have faith. She would have faith. They were a six-part team now and they’d see Andrew clear of this mess. She just needed it to be soon, because her heart—and her body—couldn’t continue this life separate from Andrew anymore. Even now, she could see him, feel him in his kitchen. Looking for her. Waiting for her. Needing her.

She closed her eyes and pressed her hips to the counter, wishing for his hands there. On her waist, sliding down to her backside. That hard part of him nudging her tummy. His gruff, broken sounds in her hair.

Her breath released on a frustrated shudder and she reminded herself of today’s plan. For all they knew, it could take months to figure out this mess with Handler—and Jiya wasn’t waiting that long to explore the panty-melting attraction between her and Andrew, so he could forget that nonsense. They’d waited long enough.

She’d just finished packing her ingredients when her mother shuffled into the kitchen in her slippers. “Jiya.”

“Mother.”

The older woman propped a hip against the counter and tightened the belt of her robe. “Was that you I heard sneaking in late last night?”

“I wasn’t sneaking. And yes.”

Her mother’s eyebrow ticked up after some silence.

Jiya forced herself to stop fidgeting with the strap of her tote bag. She was more nervous about telling her mother about the broken engagement than she’d been to break it. If that wasn’t proof that pressure had factored into her decision to accept the proposal, nothing was. “I went to see Ajay last night.”

Her mother’s nails tapped on the counter. “So late at night? It’s very soon for that sort of thing, isn’t it, Jiya? You only met him on Sunday.”

A laugh rushed out of her. “Yes. I only met him on Sunday. I guess that’s soon enough to agree to marriage, but not to sleep together.”

“You slept together?”

“No. No we did not. There was some awkward hugging involved, at best.” Jiya waited until she had her emotions in check and turned toward her mother. “I broke the engagement, mother. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t marry Ajay. I don’t love him. I’ll never love anyone but…”

“But the boy next door?” Her mother pushed away from the counter in a jerky movement and crossed the kitchen, keeping her back to Jiya. “I knew this would happen. I knew you wouldn’t be able to let him go, even though he’s never offered you anything but waiting. And waiting. He has you on a leash, Jiya.”

Her face smarted, but she breathed through the shock. “I know you can’t see it, mother, but I have him on one, too. It’s not a relationship I can explain to you. I’m still figuring it out myself, but I know if I married another man, I would be miserable. I would ache for him.”

“Don’t be crass.”

“I don’t mean intimately…” Her mother turned with a skeptical expression. “Okay fine, there might be some intimate issues—”

“Jiya,” she said on a withering sigh.

“But the pain would be in my heart and my stomach and my fingertips, too,” Jiya rushed to say. “We’ve belonged to each other since the beginning of time. I’ve loved him since the day he walked through the gap in our fence.”

Her mother softened momentarily but buried it under a frown. “He’ll just keep stringing you along. You’re being foolish.”

“I’d rather be foolish and hopeful than be smart and unhappy. That’s my choice. I’m sorry you don’t agree with it.” She extended a hand to her mother, letting it drop. “Andrew wants us to be together. There are just some road blocks—”

“For years I’ve watched you wait. When you were attending college and told me you were dating, I thought that was it. I even told Andrew you were seeing people, so he’d back off. But every time you came home, he got back under your skin like a stubborn splinter.” She huffed. “I thought you’d finally realized it was for nothing.”

Indignation rose in her stomach, hard as concrete. “It’s not for nothing and you shouldn’t have told him that. It wasn’t your business. And by the way, I went on three dates and all of them sucked, because I’ve always been in love with someone else. One person.” She lifted a hand and let it drop. “What else have you said to Andrew that I should know about?”

“At Jamie’s wedding, I might have implied your heart wasn’t into meeting new people because he was holding you back,” her mother said defiantly.

“Mother.”

“It’s true.”

“You’re right, it was true,” Jiya said, holding on to her patience. “Believe me, he didn’t need extra reasons to keep me at arm’s length. Please don’t meddle like that ever again.”

“I don’t meddle,” her mother scoffed, cradling her forehead. “The Chauhans will never invest in the restaurant now, Jiya.”

“Yes, I know. I’m so sorry,” Jiya said, guilt sticking her in the side like a thorn. “I need you to know that I thought hard about letting the restaurant go. I didn’t take the chance for granted, but I would have been forcing myself to trade professional success for happiness. And it’s probably too much right now, on top of everything else. On top of the broken engagement. But you’re already disappointed in me, so I’m just going to get it out there.” She swallowed. “I wouldn’t be happy running a restaurant forever, mother. I love being at Spice because it’s something our family built and maintained. It makes me proud. I just don’t know if it’s mine. My life’s work. The accomplishment I’ll attach to my name.”

She looked at Jiya for long, tense moments. “Don’t tell me this is about the airplanes.”

Her tone opened a pit in Jiya’s stomach. “Andrew bought me the lessons, you know. He wasn’t going to tell me. I found out by chance.”

Again, there was a softening around her mother’s eyes. “There is such a thing as dreaming too much. Dreaming beyond what is possible,” she muttered. “That is what you are doing. And it already pains me knowing where it will leave you. Nowhere.”

That blow left Jiya unsteady on her feet. “Try and remember that you were once in my shoes, mother. Do you regret choosing my father, despite your parents’ expectations?”

Her mother let out a soft expulsion of breath.

“I’ll be in late this morning to the restaurant,” Jiya said. “I’ve already asked the other waitress to help with prep and setting up the dining room.”

As if she hadn’t heard, her mother left the room without looking back.

With her windpipe the size of a straw, Jiya picked up her tote bag and walked out the front door, closing it softly behind her. As soon as she stepped off the porch, she saw Andrew’s face in the kitchen window of his house. He gave her a lopsided smile and held up her cup of coffee—and she remembered that she hadn’t only made the best decision for her.

She’d made the only decision possible.

She’d fought for what she wanted and she wouldn’t stop now.
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While Jiya had definitely missed her morning routine with the Prince brothers, it had been forever altered. Sure, there had always been a heaping dose of tension between herself and Andrew, but she couldn’t have sawed this new tension in half with a machete. As soon as she walked in the door, her nipples beaded at the sight of her man at the kitchen sink. No shirt, just a pair of black sweatpants and a royal blue, backwards hat.

Heaven help her, even the cuts and bruises on his face—as much as they enraged her—added an undeniable masculinity to Andrew that made her all too aware of the hem of her dress, where it brushed mid-thigh. She’d woven her hair up into a high bun and her exposed neck felt sensual, erotic. Especially when Andrew turned to hand her the cup of coffee and did a double take at her high beams.

“Sweetheart,” he said in a gravelly voice, setting down the coffees. “Why aren’t you dressed for work?”

“Are you complaining?”

“Fuck no.” His eyes took on a dark edge. “Are you wearing that to go see him—”

“No.” She held his gaze. “I’m wearing it for you.”

Wariness danced into Andrew’s expression, his chest started to heave. “Jiya…”

She filled her lungs. “I broke the engagement last night.”

His body stilled, gaze sharpening. “You…did what?”

“You heard what I said. I can’t marry someone else.” Her chin started to tremble, but she firmed it. “You exist. You exist, so I could never be happy with anyone else. I’d be with you right now, if you weren’t so stubborn.”

He lunged toward her and stopped short. “Hold on, I’m just…God, I want to tell you breaking the engagement was a mistake, but I can’t. I fucking can’t, because you are mine, sweetheart. I can’t be anything but relieved, even if it makes me a selfish bastard.” He paced away and came back. “Jesus. The restaurant, Jiya—”

“I’m gaining so much more with you than I could ever give up,” she whispered.

He reached a hand toward her, curling his fingers into a fist before he could touch her. “Your happiness is what gets me up in the morning. Every day of my life. So I’ll ask you one more time. Are you sure?” He paused, the vibration of his tone lingering in the air between them. “I haven’t really looked for a way out yet with Handler. Not hard enough, anyway. Maybe because…I thought there was so much more than that keeping us apart. What I did. It’s always been there, telling me I can’t have you.”

“You already had me. You’ve had me forever.” Jiya watched her words sink in, watched hope bloom in his face. Her heart sang in response, but she kept her features schooled. “Now that we’ve straightened that out, there are some things I need to do around the house this morning. I know it’s a beach day for you, but—”

“Be quiet, Jiya,” he rasped, coming closer. So much closer. Keeping his hands at his sides, Andrew buried his face in the crook of her neck, inhaling roughly against her ear. “Christ. Christ, I didn’t deserve you doing that, but I’ve been a walking dead man since I found out. You just brought me back to life.”

Her cheek nuzzled his jaw. “That’s how I felt when I found out you bought my flying lessons.” She smoothed her hands up his chest and listened to him groan. “I knew you’d been full of shit all along.”

“So full of shit, sweetheart.”

“You wanted me. For keeps.”

“Forever. Past forever.”

She bit his ear hard. “I can think of a few ways to torture you for keeping your feelings from me. If you can get the morning off.”

“Torture—” A violent shudder wracked his strong body. “No, we can’t, Jiya. I’m not touching you until I’ve got a clear path forward. Until I can walk it with you. I’m not taking you to bed again until I’m sure I can make you my wife, Jiya. I’m not backing down on that. You’re not some hookup. I have no excuse for what we did in my bed. It was so goddamn perfect, but it was the wrong time.”

“It should have been on our wedding night?”

He growled into her hair. “Yes.”

“Get the morning off. Come find me.” Jiya pulled back and blinked up at him innocently, though she felt anything but. “Maybe I won’t let you touch.”

“Jesus.” Andrew’s breath came out hot against her forehead. “How am I going to make breakfast in this condition. Look what you did to me.”

They both dropped their attention to his erection where it pushed up and out of the waistband of his sweatpants. “I see,” she whispered, moisture slicking between her thighs. “You’re going to leave it hard. That’s how I want it.”

Looking pained, but turned on like nobody’s business, he nodded. “Okay.”

There was an exchange of banter at the top of the stairs and footsteps heading in both directions from the bathroom. Jamie, Marcus, Rory, Olive. In a matter of minutes, they’d be piling down the stairs looking for breakfast. Jiya rose on her tip toes and rubbed her lips against Andrew’s ear. “Get the morning off.”

His eyes were hot as they broke apart and took their usual places at the counter. Jiya grating ginger and Andrew taking the lentils out of the pressure cooker where they had been soaking. At one point, he went to his bedroom and came back with a shirt on to cover the situation in his pants, poking her in the ribs when she smirked. “I fucking missed you.”

“I missed you, too.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to have you, Jiya.”

“I know.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Going to Jiya’s house was a bad idea.

Her parents were at Spice, meaning they would be alone. His erection still hadn’t subsided, not since hearing the word torture in her breathy, beautiful voice. And he had a pretty good idea that Jiya found his no sex vow ridiculous and was in no way committed to helping him keep it. So he really shouldn’t have asked Jamie to run point at the lifeguard hut that morning. He really shouldn’t have showered and put on aftershave.

But here he was. Standing at her door with a hard cock and his tongue practically hanging out of his mouth. What he wouldn’t give for the freedom to plant one on her the second she opened this door. He’d do it right with Jiya this time around, though. She deserved a man who could keep it in his pants for one afternoon.

Andrew had almost started believing that was possible when she opened the door, still wearing that dress from breakfast. Except she’d made a few not so minor alterations.

He stepped over the threshold. “You lose your bra somewhere?”

“My what?” She patted down the bodice of her dress. “Oh my bra.” She shrugged a sexy shoulder. “I can’t seem to keep track of that slippery thing.”

“God. Don’t say slippery.”

A laugh bubbled out of her. “Is there a list of words I should avoid today?” She numbered them off on her fingers. “Thick. Hard. Dripping…”

“Tight. Wet.” His gaze ticked down to the juncture of her thighs. “Smooth.”

Her cheeks darkened. “We’ve come a long way from dick jokes.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” He tore his lusty attention off her and scanned the entryway and the parts of the house he could see from his position. Eagerness licked at his veins at the chance to do something for her. His favorite pastime was being given a job to complete from this girl. Doing it, pleasing her, making her smile. Hell, if she’d invited him over just to torture him sexually, he’d let her. Whatever she needed. But he hoped like hell she’d make him work. Working for her pleasure fulfilled him in a way nothing else did. “You said you need some things done around the house?”

“Yes.” She hedged. “You’re not hurt anywhere besides your face, are you? No sore muscles or anything?”

“No, sweetheart,” he assured her quietly.

“Oh good,” she breathed, her throat working. “My father wants the stone plantar fixed around the tree in the backyard. It’s kind of lost its structure over the years, with all the rain and snow. Having it organized would make him happy—”

“And that will make you happy. Done.”

Her color deepened. “I was thinking we could stack them up again.”

Anticipation lowered the pitch of his voice. “I’ll stack them up again.”

“I don’t mind helping.”

“I don’t mind that, either, but…” The foyer seemed to lock up around Andrew and Jiya, push them closer together. “Don’t punch me in the face for this, but I’d love you to sit somewhere—where I can see you—while I handle what you need done.”

Her lack of bra gave him an up close view of her nipples turning into little points. “Why do you love doing things for me?”

“Because I love you.” They both look a long breath. “But it’s even more than that. Something you own. In here.” He patted his abdomen. “You asked me to put sunscreen on your beautiful back at the community pool when you were a freshman. I was a sophomore. You remember that? I can still feel that…twist inside me. I wanted doing anything you asked to be my purpose. Even when I’m working hard in the bar or on the beach, it’s for Jiya.”

“I admire you,” she whispered, expression dreamy. “I have pride in you.”

He had to clench his hands into fists to keep from reaching for her.

“The way you put me in charge when we touch gives me courage. I don’t know, I—if it had this particular effect because I flew for the first time soon after, but…”

Lord, the expression of wonder on her face almost dropped him to his knees. “What?”

She opened her mouth and closed it. “I can do anything. It’s been this way all along and now that certainty has been knocked loose and…I want you. I want to fly. And I will have both.”

Hearing her claim possession of him, witnessing her confidence made his heart swell in his throat. “Tell me you love me, Jiya. I never want to stop hearing it.”

“I love you.”

Happiness had taken root in his chest the first time she said those words in his dining room. Now it spread its branches. “Good. Then make me work for you. That’s why you brought me over here, isn’t it? To make me sweat for a glimpse of your tits without a bra?”

“Yes,” she gasped.

“Then we’re on the same page, sweetheart.” He took a step in her direction and leaned down, taking a long inhale of her neck. “I’ll be in the backyard. Look pretty for me.”

It physically hurt to walk with his cock so hard, but he made his way to the yard, standing over the haphazard stones for a few moments to come up with a game plan. The morning sun was beating down and Andrew stripped off his shirt in deference to the heat around the same time Jiya joined him outside. She sat down slowly on the back step and leaned back, lifting her face to the sun with closed eyes. The position stretched the dress over her breasts, and if he wasn’t mistaken, she’d opened more buttons since they’d spoken inside. Her cleavage was pushed up into two separated curves in the V of her neckline, so delicious they were more responsible for his sweat than the sunshine.

“Christ,” he rasped, turning around his hat so the brim cast a shadow over his face. He did his best to focus on the job, but she was a golden brown treasure in the sun and he wanted to bury his dick between her thighs more than his next breath. To distract himself, he worked with determined focus, stacking stones, finding ways to fit them together so they would remain upright and not topple over. Kind of like his self-control. And every time he looked over at Jiya, which was often, another one of those buttons had slipped free.

He swiped a hand across his open mouth, battling the need to mosey over and get a closer look at the skin she was putting on display for him. But he loved this, too. Toiling in the sun for her satisfaction. Being her work horse made his balls feel heavy, made his mouth dry up. What an honor it would be to become the man who gratified her in every way imaginable. To know exactly how and when she needed sex. To anticipate her needs outside of bed, too. To be the reason she never went unsatisfied for fucking or food or rest. To complete any and all menial jobs that needed doing. I’ll do them. Hell, he’d get off on doing them. Because they made her rely on him and Andrew wanted that trust. Wanted to be the man she depended on. Wanted Jiya to know she had him wrapped around her little pinky finger and exploit that fact.

Just thinking about her trailing a finger up and down his bare chest and asking for something, anything, made him desperate to reach into his shorts and beat off into the dirt. She was watching him now, relaxing as he took care of business and fuck, God help him, he loved that. He knew Jiya wasn’t the kind of woman who would be happy depending on a man for everything—and because it wouldn’t make her happy, it wasn’t what he wanted either. No, it was the sparing nature of her requests that made him even hotter. In between those times she asked him for things, the anticipation built and left him as he was now.

Hot and horny and prideful.

“Are you thirsty?” she asked him, her husky voice floating across the yard. “Do you want a Diet Coke? Or a beer?”

“Better stick with soda.” Impairing his senses would be a huge mistake with her looking so inviting and his hunger cranked to the highest setting. “Thanks.”

With an effort, Andrew went back to work, having nearly completed half of the stone circle. But his concentration snapped in two when Jiya returned with the damn dress unbuttoned halfway to her waist. Without the benefit of a bra, he could catch little hints of her nipples every time she took a step and they swayed around in the open neckline. “It already looks a million times better,” she said, handing him the cold can. “If you want to take a break inside where there’s air conditioning, there are some things I need done in my bedroom.”

She turned on her bare foot and strutted back toward the house, disappearing through the back door with a sexy swish of ass.

Don’t you dare follow her, asshole.

With determination he didn’t know he possessed, Andrew continued working on the plantar—for a whopping two minutes. But try as he might, there was no way to continue assembling the stones when he knew she was inside waiting for him. Wanting his presence. It was like denying the most basic part of himself. Go to her. Do what she needs.

In the end, God himself couldn’t have stopped Andrew from following her inside, although he was determined not to break the promise he’d made. No touching.

He’d soon regret making that vow more than he could have imagined.
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Jiya’s shameless behavior was all Andrew’s fault.

She’d invited him over because she needed to be around him. Needed to spend time with this man she’d seen far too little of lately. And yes, she’d wanted to explore this dynamic they’d unearthed on the beach and furthered that night in his bedroom. Something had sparked inside her. Something wicked. Not exactly a dominant side. More like an ultra-feminine second skin that melted over her like hot wax and never hardened.

Andrew liked her sitting pretty and watching him work.

He liked being told what to do in bed.

This man who she’d always assumed did things for her to be nice, because they were friends…it actually pleased him to be her servant. He loved doing for her. Loved her taking the liberty of telling him what she wanted. Of him. From him.

There was only one other thing that made Jiya feel this powerful and free—flying.

Andrew was like flying. Being behind the wheel of an airplane was a lot like how she felt now, sitting on the edge of her bed and slipping off her panties. In control. Free. A little impulsive and a lot optimistic. Aware of her flesh and bones and expanding lungs. The major difference being an airplane didn’t turn her on as much as a sweaty, shirtless Andrew in clinging mesh shorts.

Jiya let her head tilt back, felt the cool air conditioner dry the perspiration on her neck. She ran her fingertips down the column of her throat, continuing down to the open neckline of her dress. Her nipples puckered before she even reached them and her thighs widened, her hips shifting on the bed. In her head, thoughts of Andrew revolved. His back muscles flexing in the sunlight, his hot eyes stealing over her body from beneath the brim of his hat. That thick ridge between his legs that seemed to grow out of love for laboring. Laboring for her. She’d asked him to do something, a job, and he’d gotten huge and hard from it.

If she was a total jerk, she would break him now. She would beg him to forget his rule and make love to her. He’d have zero chance of staying in control. That knowledge in itself was so empowering, Jiya had to palm her breasts and squeeze them, a whimper escaping her mouth. Okay. Okay, she craved control. No denying that part of herself now.

She didn’t have to, either. She couldn’t, without denying Andrew what he needed.

What they both needed.

That permission was drugging and beautiful, but could she explore this newfound side of herself without forcing Andrew to do something that would make him feel guilt? Because that was the last thing she wanted. She wanted only good between them. Only love.

Andrew’s footsteps creaked along the hallway floor and Jiya rushed to compose herself. As much as was possible. She fanned her hot face and kicked her panties under the bed. Crossed her legs for good measure.

“Hey,” he said from the doorway, sounding like he’d swallowed a handful of sand. His gaze gobbled up her bare legs, her hips, meandering higher before focusing on her face. His jaw flexed. “I’m almost finished out there. Are you sure you don’t want me to keep at it?”

It was a dangerous game Jiya played, but she had a building urge inside her to give them relief. Something they both needed. She just had to do it without ruining the trust between them—no, she treasured their confidence in each other far too much.

But they were both in physical pain and she longed to end it. Longed to feel close to him in the way she’d felt in his bedroom. On the beach. It almost felt like a responsibility.

“I, um…” She pushed her hair back and watched his eyes go molten on her very nearly exposed breasts. “I need some pictures hung up.” Jiya gestured to the hammer and nails on her bedside table. Beside the nightstand, two framed prints leaned against the wall. One that displayed pillared architecture, “The Adalaj Stepwell, Gujarat” inscribed along the bottom. She watched him study the landmark that stood so far away, in the Indian state where she’d been born but could still picture in her mind’s eye. The other print was a black and white pencil illustration of an airplane flying sideways between two snowy-peaked mountains.

Andrew went to the second print and picked it up. “Where did you get this one?”

She made a valiant effort not to stare at the bulge in his shorts. Or the cut V of his hips pointing right in that direction like a blinking neon sign. “Uh. You know that little gallery on the boardwalk? I was early for work one day and popped in on a whim. It was in the clearance box. I’ve had it for a while now.”

“Why didn’t you ask me sooner to hang it up?”

“A better question is why didn’t I just hang it up myself?”

“Yeah.” Andrew turned his head sharply to look at her. “Answer that one first.”

Jiya took two slow breaths, Andrew’s intense eye contact holding her like a magnet. “I think I wanted you to hang it up for me, even before I knew why I wanted that.”

His chest dipped hard on a rushed exhale. “Why do you want that?” He licked the inside of his bottom lip a few times, back and forth. “Because I want it so bad? Or is there another reason?”

“It…you make me feel important,” she breathed. “You always have.”

A lump slid up and down in his throat. “Good. That’s what you are.”

Jiya’s heart bobbed and weaved inside her chest. Craving their unique connection now more than ever, she reclined back on the bed slowly, propping herself on her elbows. Without looking down, she knew the bodice of her dress no longer hid a thing. Andrew’s riveted attention and the hunger in his expression would have told her all on their own. “Making me feel important isn’t just about love for you, though, is it?” She murmured the rest. “It’s physical, too.”

Andrew shuddered. “Jiya, what are you doing to me, sweetheart?”

She lifted her chin. “Hang my pictures,” she said firmly. “The airplane first.”

He bit off a pained groan, the V of his hips shifting. Flexing. “Where do you want it?”

Nerves stole through Jiya, even as she let the boldness sweep in. She’d played this role with Andrew before, but she’d been discovering. Now she embraced. With a deep breath, she extended her right leg, using her toe to point at the wall adjacent to her bed. The action caused the hem of her dress to flutter down to her hips and leaving nothing, not a thing, to the imagination. “Right there, please.” Her sex tingled at having Andrew’s immediate, hot, undivided attention. He grabbed at the bulk inside his shorts, shoving it once to the right, then the left, cursing. “Are you going to stare all day?” Jiya asked, keeping her voice even. “Or do what I’ve asked?”

A ripple passed through him. “You think I can concentrate enough to swing a hammer when you’re being a little cock tease?”

“I don’t know. Can you?” She pushed out her lower lip. “Maybe I need to do it myself.”

“Stay where you are,” he growled, picking up a nail. He took a long inhale and paced the room a moment, before making his way over to the wall, but she could see the rise in his shorts had grown even more pronounced. Enough to brush against the wall when he stepped close and lifted the hammer. “Here?”

“Yes, that will work fine.”

Andrew nodded and gently tapped the metal into the wall, sending his back and arm muscles scattering in patterns that made Jiya’s thighs clench. God. He was sexy beyond words. How had she never taken the time to appreciate the twin dents at the base of his spine? Oh, she’d definitely taken time to appreciate his butt, but never this blatantly. She’d never inspected the tight curves or the way his shorts draped over his buns like a tongue lick. And she’d certainly never appreciated that part of his anatomy while lying on her bed with her dress up around her waist.

While lifting the frame to position it on the nail, he cast her a hard look over his shoulder, rife with starvation. “How’s this, sweetheart?”

The silky use of her nickname made her folds turn slick. “Perfect.”

His gaze fell to her womanhood. “Fucking right it is.” Seeming to realize that Jiya was just as sexually frustrated as he, Andrew moved with a touch more arrogance to pick up the next nail—and the roll of his shoulders, the flex of his backside, should have won some award somewhere. Anywhere. All of them. Her thoughts must have been transparent, because he shot her a smirk. “Where do you want me to pound in the next one?”

One of Jiya’s elbows lost the ability to hold her and she almost crashed back onto the bed but managed to right herself at the last second. “T-to…just to the right of my door.”

Andrew winked. “Anything you want.”

Dangerous game, indeed. She was a rookie and shouldn’t have played it. Both of their willpower was beginning to slip and she needed to right their course soon, before Andrew overstepped the line he’d made in the sand. The line he’d drawn when he’d been capable of making good decisions. Unlike now. Or maybe that was just her.

It got harder to breathe while watching Andrew hammer the next nail into the wall, displaying so much restrained power it had to be a crime. Even the dark hair under his arms made her lowest muscles pull tight at the reminder of his masculinity. How he could wield it. How it had felt to have him thrusting inside of her, his hot breath in her ear, his hands pressing her knees open. How bad did she want that right now?

Really freaking bad.

Andrew positioned the second print on her wall and stepped back, the hammer dangling against his outer thigh. “Good?”

She nodded mutely and he winked at her. Again.

That wink reminded Jiya that she was supposed to be in control here. That she wanted to be. When she directed the moves they made, she felt free. Felt placed on a pedestal. And it fulfilled a deep need inside of Andrew that she wanted to own. Wanted to write her name on. She could see he wanted that, too. He watched her with hunger and anticipation and lust that overflowed from every part of him.

Jiya sat up and pulled the dress off over her head.

Andrew dropped the hammer to the ground.

“Fucking Christ. Look at you. So beautiful.”

Battling an enormous wave of need, Jiya tossed her hair back. “You have been looking.” She pointed her toe at the rise of flesh in his shorts. “All day long. Haven’t you?”

“Yes,” he said raggedly. “I can’t help it.”

She exhaled unevenly. “Well you better take care of it so you can get back to work.”

Andrew’s stomach muscles knitted up tight. “Take care of it?”

“Uh huh.” Jiya rose and sauntered away from the bed, turning on a toe to gesture at where she’d been sitting. “Sit down, right there, and take care of yourself. I don’t have all day,” she finished, unable to stop herself from sounding breathless. She was. There wasn’t enough oxygen in the room to prepare her for Andrew following her instructions in a manner that was both vulnerable and cocky as sin. On his way to the bed, he yanked down the waistband of his mesh shorts to free his engorged sex and gripped it in a bloodless fist. He dropped into a manspread at the edge of the bed, leaned back a little and started to masturbate himself. Roughly.

Jiya only remembered her total nudity when she fell back against the wall and encountered the cool surface along her spine. Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh.

Exhilaration snapped in her veins. She’d made this happen. She’d done this?

Whatever happened next was her decision. All hers. And yet, it excited her to no end that Andrew had more than enough strength to capture the control back if she pushed enough.

Just enough.

Which she couldn’t. Not today.

But soon? Soon, she would push until he—

“Say it out loud, Jiya,” he rasped, his hand moving rapidly up and down his hardness. “Don’t make me guess what’s putting that look on your gorgeous fucking face.”

“I was thinking…” Heat razed her cheeks. “I was thinking you could take me, if you wanted to. You could just take what you wanted.”

“So why don’t I? Right?” Something a little depraved flashed in his eye. His hand slowed, but his grip seemed to firm and he thrust his hips up into his fist, slow, slow, slow, putting on a show for her. “Why don’t I abandon my hand for something much tighter and fuck us like we’re both dying for, huh? Why don’t I do that?”

“You like when I ask for it,” she hiccupped, trailing her fingers down her stomach and through the small patch of hair. “You like when I demand it.”

“Me. Not it. I like when you demand me. My cock, my time, my life. I want to give it all to you.” His burning attention was riveted on her wayward hand. “Does all that power make you want to finger yourself, sweetheart?”

Her nod was vigorous, unashamed, and how unbelievable was that? She was completely nude in front of Andrew—touching herself—and that same bliss she’d felt soaring among the clouds was wrapping around her middle, twisting, taking hold. “Tell me more,” she whispered. “Help me.”

Andrew was on his feet and closing the distance between them. He rested a forearm against the wall over her head and positioned his mouth above her ear. His hand continued to stroke his flesh between their bodies, but he didn’t touch her. “I gave you that rough, deep fucking in my bed, so I know you like being filled up hard. Don’t mind a little pain to get to the good stuff, do you, sweetheart?”

The back of her head rolled side to side on the wall. “I only know what I like with you.”

Was that her purring like a pouty sex kitten? Because…wow, it sounded kind of hot. Andrew seemed to think so, too, because his moan filled her ear. “That’s a good answer, Jiya. That’s a damn good answer.”

“It’s true.”

“I know it’s true. For both of us.” He pressed his bared teeth to her ear. “I fucking love you. I’m only like this for you. I serve you.”

Jiya’s stomach contracted with such immense affection and lust, she gasped. Moisture coated the juncture of her thighs, spreading down, lower. “Then h-help me. Make me come. I love you, too. I love you—”

“Nice and easy, press your middle and index finger inside your pussy. Good girl. Good. Use all that wet you made to fuck yourself.” He looked down at the fingers sliding in and out of her entrance and groaned, his own hand busy on his shaft. “Goddamn, that’s pretty. Give yourself five pumps, then rub your clit with your middle finger. Just like that. Around and around. Now push the fingers back in—hard, baby. Fuck it hard. Harder.”

Jiya’s head was spinning. Andrew’s voice was weaving a symphony of filth in her ear, propelling her toward the crescendo. She could hear her own sobbing breaths and feel her breasts heaving. On either side of her hand, her thighs started to tremble, the most delicious pressure building low, low in her belly. “Andrew. Andrew.”

“I’m here. Those are my fingers. I’ve finally got them in your tight, ripe cunt and I’m tickling that secret G-spot only I know about.” The slap of flesh between them grew louder, coming from them both, the gaps filled in by harsh grunts and feminine whimpers. “Jesus, you’re so fucking juicy—I can’t wait to get you on your back again, baby. And I’m not going to pull out next time. You’re getting all of me and I’m going to hold your legs together afterward to keep it in.”

The force of Jiya’s orgasm threw her back against the wall. Out of necessity, Andrew broke the no touching rule by holding her up and the final three, frantic strokes of his sex were done directly against her clenching flesh. He bellowed her name into the curve of her neck and a spray of moisture arced across her belly.

Jiya was still in the throes of intense, pulsating pleasure when Andrew spun her around to face the wall, groaning as he released the rest of his spend on her buttocks and lower back. Why that would make her fingernails curl against the wall and another shockwave to pass through her, Jiya didn’t know. Only that her body responded to his pleasure like it came from her own body. On a sob, she squeezed her thighs together and pressed her open mouth to the wall, swimming through wave after wave of her climax. And all the while, Andrew breathed filthy, wonderful, slurred praise into her hair, ensconcing her heart in pleasure, as well.

“Beautiful woman, standing here naked for me. So hot. So perfect. Making my cock miserable. You feel better after that nice, hard fuck? God, I love you. I fucking can’t live without you…mine, you’re mine, you’re mine…”

Jiya would never know how she ended up on the bed with her head on the pillow. Or how long she was blacked out before waking up to find Andrew seated, looking down at her with a wealth of tenderness. Back in his shorts. Regrettably. She only knew her heart sighed as he dragged his fingertips down the side of her face, cupping her there.

“I’d love to let you sleep forever, but you have to be at work.”

She turned her head, brushing her lips against the pad of his thumb. “So do you.” In the stillness, she watched some sadness dance in his eyes. “What is it?”

He glanced away, then refocused on her. “The night everything happened with my father, we were on the boardwalk and…I was going to ask you out. I was just thinking about how different things would be now, if it hadn’t rained.” With a laugh that lacked humor, he dragged his hands down his face. “Or if he hadn’t been a bastard.”

She sat up and laid her head on his shoulder. “Don’t think about what we missed, think about how we’re going to have it in the future.”

“I am.” He kissed her temple, his determined expression causing a flutter in her midsection. “I never stop thinking about it.”

“Good,” she said, nudging him. “Don’t.”

His lips jumped. “I won’t.” After a moment, she heard him swallow. “Listen, sweetheart. I got a text from Handler. There’s another run tonight.” He hurried to continue when she started shaking her head in denial. “Everything is going to be fine, okay? Just…come to breakfast in the morning, huh? Every morning? I can do anything as long as I know you’ll be there on the other side.”

Trying not to betray the fear prickling her nerve endings or look too closely at his row of stitches, Jiya nodded jerkily. “I’ll be there. Always.”

“Always,” he said on a relieved exhale. “Okay. Thank God. Just hang in there with me.”

“I will.” He wrapped his arms around Jiya, only breaking the hug when both of their cell phones started to buzz nonstop, probably people wondering why they weren’t at work. Watching him go was almost impossible, working that night was worse. Later, she slept with her head perched on folded arms on the window sill. She jerked awake when Andrew’s bedroom light came on, powerful relief making her eyes sting with tears. They looked at each other for long moments through the window until he nodded and mouthed the words I love you, pressing his hand to the glass. She mouthed the words back—and they both went to bed, turning their lights off as the sun kissed the horizon.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Andrew swore he held his breath from the moment he left Jiya yesterday until she walked in the door for breakfast. She wore her work clothes this time and carried her usual tote bag full of ingredients. His usual move was to take the bag and start dividing spices and taking out cutlery for breakfast. Her cup of coffee sat on the counter beside his elbow and he should have been handing it to her. All he could do was stare, though.

Jiya did the same after she closed the door, her teeth snagging on her lower lip, her head ducking as if a little shy. How she could be anything but bold around Andrew knowing what she knew about his tastes was a mystery, but her demeanor was a B12 shot to his libido—as if it needed any encouragement.

He roused himself and handed Jiya her coffee, taking her tote bag and setting it on the counter. Their staring match continued and his cock plumped in his sweatpants. It had taken all his willpower not to climb through her window last night, even just to hold her. Absorb her. Smell her neck. Anything.

This time around, the pickup and drop off hadn’t led to Andrew getting stiches on his face, which was preferable to a hospital trip, but nothing about the situation was ideal. Especially Marcus riding shotgun like the bodyguard from hell.

Last time he went to Jersey to do Handler’s dirty work, he’d been desolate. Devastated over Jiya’s engagement. He’d been laser focused on doing the job, protecting the people he loved, making it through the night. This time around, knowing Jiya loved him back, Andrew could admit to being scared last night. Scared there would be more guys. Another attack. Maybe a loaded gun next time. He didn’t want to be that scared again. He couldn’t risk his life anymore when it was worth living now.

More than anything, Andrew wanted the freedom to sleep beside Jiya. To kiss her mouth every time she walked into the kitchen. Right now, he was walking on tightrope over a deep ravine and Jiya, his beautiful, perfect Jiya, was on the other side.

“Good morning,” she said, voice husky and sweet. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“Thanks for being here.” He almost groaned watching her take a sip of the dark brew. “You looked upset when you came out of your house. What’s up?”

“Nothing.”

He squinted at her.

She sighed. “My mother isn’t exactly thrilled that I broke the engagement, so there’s a little tension in the house. It’s to be expected.” Her gaze went to the side. “Don’t worry about it.”

Gut churning over the mention of her engagement, Andrew tipped her chin up. “Of course I’m going to worry about it.” He swallowed a fist-sized lump, his words emerging in a croak. “They really liked this guy for you, huh?”

Jiya set down her coffee and twined their fingers together. “I would have spent my whole life loving you from afar and never being able to have you. You think avoiding that heartache was a sacrifice for me?” Andrew almost asked her to stop talking, her words made him so unsteady on his feet, but he couldn’t find the breath she’d stolen. “He was a nice person. Someone I could be friends with, but—”

“No.” He carried the small of her wrist to his mouth and bared his teeth there. “Telling you not to being friends with him makes me a bastard. Hell, I’m not even able to make you my own promises yet. But I wouldn’t handle it well, Jiya. I’d lose it.” He kissed her wrist, her knuckles and fingers. “Maybe I don’t have the right to be jealous yet, but I’m always sick with it where you’re concerned. You’re mine.”

“Yes, I am. And you’re mine.”

The pace of his heartbeat tripled. “Until the day I die, Jiya.”

Her eyes closed for a moment. “I like the ways you’re selfish with me, Andrew. Because you’re selfless in the ways that matter to me.”

“How is that?”

She cocked her head, studying him closely. “You get nervous when I fly, don’t you?”

“I feel like my insides are being ripped apart,” he said truthfully, without hesitating.

A surprised laugh puffed out of her. “And yet, you paid for my lessons. You braved expressway traffic to get me there on time. You smiled when it was over and told me I should keep going. You encouraged me to do something that scares you.”

“It would be criminal to hide you away, sweetheart.” He lessened the gap between them, burying his nose in the hair above her ear. “You’re the fucking sun.”

Jiya’s breath caught. “You’re the one who helps keep me in the sky.”

“Oh my God.” His mouth latched onto hers in a hard kiss, his senses exploding at the taste of her. “How am I not fucking you senseless right now?”

“I don’t know,” she laughed against his mouth. “It’s your rule not mine.”

Andrew’s frustrated groan came from deep down in his belly.

Appearing to have mercy on him, Jiya pushed away and skirted around the table, putting the piece of furniture between them. As if that made Andrew want to drag her down to the floor and shred her clothes off any less. “The pickup went well last night?”

Andrew opened his mouth to answer, but Marcus strode into the room and beat him to it. “Went amazing, thanks to these.” He flexed his biceps. “Still waiting on a thank you, A.”

“You made me drive an hour out of our way to find a twenty-four-hour GNC, asshole,” Andrew shot back. “And it wasn’t even open when we got there.”

Jamie entered the kitchen with a smile on his face. “Ah, the soothing sounds of the Prince family kitchen. Good morning, everyone.”

Marcus pulled out his husband’s chair and started massaging his shoulders once he was seated. “Jamie, your brother has no appreciation for the intimidating presence I provided last night.”

Jamie was already reading the newspaper. “Appreciate him, Andrew,” he drawled.

Andrew scoffed. “He slept through the whole transaction.”

“Exactly,” Marcus said, massaging Jamie’s ears now. “Even asleep, I’m intimidating.”

Andrew caught Jiya giggling into her hand and couldn’t stop his own smile. “What are you laughing at, huh?” He advanced around the table and caught her in a bear hug, digging his fingertips into her ribs until she squealed. “You think there’s something funny about him snoring so loud in the passenger seat I couldn’t hear the radio on the way there?”

“Yes,” she gasped.

“I don’t snore.” Marcus was the picture of outraged. “Do I snore, Jamie?”

“Like a bear with a fucking cold.” Without looking up, he patted Marcus’s hand which was now resting on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, we still get to be married.”

Marcus visibly relaxed. “I wasn’t worried.”

The whole conversation was taking place behind Andrew, but he was barely paying attention because Jiya was still in his arms, but he’d stopped tickling her. Now she was pulled back against his chest and he was rocking them side to side, his nose and mouth moving in her hair. Her sexy backside was close to being tucked into his lap, hovering just an inch away, and it was the purest torture. Thankfully, Rory carried a sleepy-looking Olive into the kitchen over his shoulder a moment later and snapped the moment in half before Andrew could do something he’d promised not to do.

Jiya cleared her throat and wiggled away, ignoring Andrew’s growl. “Good morning.” She crossed to the coffee pot, the goosebumps on her neck telling Andrew she was well aware he prowled after her. “Want some coffee?”

“Yes, please,” Olive yawned.

Rory sat down and carefully arranged his bed-headed girlfriend in his lap, propping her against his shoulder and looking at her lovingly. “One cup would be great, Jiya. We’ll share.”

“I have spaghetti arms in the morning,” Olive said, rubbing her eyes. “Leads to a lot of spills and subsequent stains.”

Andrew poured and doctored his brother’s coffee before Jiya had the chance, leading to her hip bumping him at the counter. He winked back. And God, at this moment, he could taste happiness. It was right there in his grasp. There were no secrets left between him and Jiya. She loved him, despite them all. She was still there. Still in his kitchen, smiling at him. What the hell had he done to deserve even a single moment like this?

“So everything went okay last night?” Rory asked.

Andrew turned to find his youngest brother watching him anxiously. Rory was a born protector and he didn’t like being left out, whether it was necessary or not. “Yeah, there were only two guys there this time to hand over the keys.” Andrew nodded at Marcus. “I woke up Sleeping Beauty over here and he followed me back.”

“I spent some time on the internet last night, piecing together Handler’s past cases and starting a rough timeline,” Jamie said, pushing aside his newspaper. “I’m not sure if it’ll help, but it definitely can’t hurt. We should know who we’re up against.”

Olive sat up straighter. “Has he ever been under investigation by internal affairs?”

“Here she goes,” Rory said, smiling into his coffee. “My little brainiac.”

“That would definitely give us a place to start digging for dirt on him. Unfortunately, that information probably wouldn’t be online.”

Something was tugging at Andrew’s subconscious and Jiya was the first to notice. She laid a hand on his arm “What is it?”

“I don’t know, it just makes no sense that our father built this relationship with a cop. He hated cops. It doesn’t fit. I keep thinking Handler used the situation with my mother to blackmail our father so he’d let Handler use the Castle Gate as a drop spot. But that doesn’t really track, either. Our dad was an unapologetic asshole. He didn’t give a damn about his reputation.”

Jiya’s brows pulled together. “You think Handler had something else on your father?”

Andrew shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah. And if that’s the case…”

“Dad would have had something on him,” Jamie finished. “Some kind of collateral. He never would have made a deal without it.”

“You’re right. That guy loved gloating about the dirt he collected on every customer in the bar. It would have been a point of pride for him to have an ace in the hole on a cop.”

“But what?” Olive asked.

Jiya inhaled. “Jamie, did any of Handler’s cases involve the Castle Gate?”

Andrew’s middle brother stared into space, as if performing mental math. “No, but I’ve only got the final year of our father’s life outlined so far.”

Olive and Jiya already had their phones out. A handful of minutes passed in silence while the brothers traded looks across the kitchen. “Oh my God,” Jiya held up her phone, then brought it back down in front of her to read out loud from the screen. “July2011 there was an alleged shooting at the Castle Gate. Nearby residents reported gunfire.” Her fingers tapped the screen a few times. “This is literally just an archived police blotter. I can’t find anything else about it.”

“Me either,” Olive said. “Not even when I search the address.”

Marcus dropped into a chair beside Jamie. “Too bad you don’t have cameras in the bar.”

Andrew’s pulse spiked. “We don’t. But our father did.”
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Andrew couldn’t skip another day at the beach, but concentrating on assigning chairs and settling squabbles among the lifeguards was no easy task. He wanted to be at the Castle Gate, searching his father’s old boxes for old camera footage. It was a long shot to say the least, but he’d meant what he said. Their father didn’t back down from anyone, especially cops. If he’d been forced to make a deal with Handler, there was a good reason.

They just needed to find out what it was.

The day moved by at a snail’s pace. There were a couple of drunk and disorderlies on the beach and one teenager who ventured into a no swim zone, so by four o’clock, Andrew couldn’t change fast enough and get to the Castle Gate. He bribed the daytime bartender to stay an extra hour and went down to the basement, stopping at the base of the stairs to regard the long-ignored stacks of boxes left over from his father’s days at the bar’s helm.

Guilt prodded him in the side. A vision of his father’s surprised face caught him off guard, frozen in a flash lightning. His old man would hate knowing Andrew was about to invade his privacy like this, especially after what he’d done. Andrew could practically feel the undercurrents of loathing right now, reaching across the basement and wrapping around his neck. Thus he couldn’t have been more grateful when he heard two sets of footsteps coming down the stairs. They belonged to his brothers. He didn’t have to turn around to know it.

“Let’s do this,” Rory said, clapping Andrew on the shoulder.

It took them twenty minutes.

Each brother had gone through two boxes when Jamie found the DVD, July2011 written on the reflective silver surface in Sharpie. They all but tripped over each other to get upstairs to the office. “Thank God I never upgraded this laptop,” Andrew muttered, opening the CD player on the side, loading the disc and tapping it back closed.

“I’m almost scared to watch this,” Jamie said.

“Likewise, man.” Rory blew out a breath. “But I’m even more scared that it’s nothing.”

“It’s got to be something,” Andrew said. “I need it to be something.”

With both of his brothers’ hands on his shoulders, Andrew clicked on the folder icon and a grainy, soundless video came up on the screen. The scene was a snapshot straight out of Andrew’s memory. The Castle Gate dining room from another lifetime. Half-lit neon beer signs, mismatched furniture, fist-sized holes in the wall. All at once, the sight of it soured Andrew’s stomach and gave him a shot of pride over how far the establishment had come.

There was nothing surprising about the footage. Based on the time stamp, it was well past midnight. Some drunk male tourists were having a laugh, beach bags abandoned at their feet. After about a minute or so, though, their smiles disappeared and one started jabbing the air with his finger, bringing his friend up and out of his seat. They dove for each other across the table, knocking it on its side.

That’s when their father entered the frame.

Andrew hissed a breath. God, he’d never forget those bitter lines around his father’s mouth or the rolled up sleeves that showed off a faded, low-quality New York Jets tattoo. But he’d forgotten the impact the whole package of his father had on him. The discomfort and fear and resentment he incited. Those fists, the ones he had balled at his sides, had been weapons that Andrew never managed to duck in time. Or help his mother avoid completely. The man himself had been a weapon.

Now, Andrew’s father watched the fight taking place in his bar with an air of amused boredom. He tried to break it up once by dragging one tourist off the other, but they went back to throwing blows and their father eventually pulled out a cell phone, dialing and pressing it to his ear. Andrew knew from experience that law enforcement tended to keep close tabs on the boardwalk, so he wasn’t surprised when a cop walked into the bar within minutes.

He was definitely familiar.

“Handler,” Andrew breathed, sitting back. “There he is.”

The fighting tourists were growing fatigued, one sitting on the ground holding the hem of his shirt to his bleeding nose, the other pacing around with a limp, but they were still mouthing off. One of them must have said something particularly offensive, because the man on the ground lunged to his feet. Handler stepped in between them before they could converge, holding them apart by the necks of their shirts.

Their father started to step in to keep the idiots apart—but before he could, one of them pulled something black out of his back pocket. What happened next was instantaneous. The man lifted the black object between the man and Handler.

Handler drew his gun and fired a bullet into the man’s midsection.

The man who’d been shot dropped the object he’d been holding and it fell silently to the ground in plain view of the camera.

“Jesus Christ,” Jamie said.

“It was a cell phone,” Rory muttered. “He shot the guy over a cell phone—”

Handler paced away, ripping his free hand through his hair.

And then he turned and fired a single shot at the second tourist, who dropped like a stone and didn’t move again.

Andrew jerked back, his brain struggling to play catch up. “Oh my God.”

The Prince brothers watched in silence for long moments as their father and Handler locked the door the Castle Gate and engaged in a heated discussion. Finally, after about ten minutes had passed, Andrew’s father started to clean up the scene, eventually dragging the lifeless bodies out of the frame. The screen went dark.

“Part of me wishes I’d never seen that,” Jamie said, pacing around the desk with his hands stacked on top of his head. “They were just a couple of drunk kids.”

Rory stared silently at the closed office door leading to the dining room. “Yeah. That could have easily been me,” he muttered thickly. “God knows I’ve been in enough senseless bar fights in my life.”

“No one deserves to get killed over something like that,” Andrew said quietly, his mouth dry as dust. “Dad helped him cover it up. I have to assume Handler threatened him with the same health code violations and bullshit citations he used on me.”

“Maybe,” Jamie said. “But the public knowledge that a double murder happened in the bar would have been bad enough. It would have killed what little business he had left.”

Rory and Andrew made a sound of agreement.

“Look, what happened was awful.” Rory pointed at the laptop. “But the video is useful, whether we like it or not.”

“Nah. He still knows about what I did,” Andrew said, shaking his head.

Rory scoffed. “He has receipts and a suspicion, A. You have a cop on video shooting a guy for pulling out a cell phone. Hiding bodies and evidence. This is a totally different league.”

“He’s right,” Jamie said. “The means of getting free of this aren’t ideal, but the alternative is living in the shadow of our father forever.”

“What about the families of those guys?” Andrew pushed to his feet and crossed the room. “They just never find out what happened to them?”

“Nothing is fair about this,” Rory said, stopping in front of Andrew and gripping his shoulder, shaking him a little. “But what’s done is done. We can’t change it. We’ve got one play to make now and we’re going to make it.”

“Andrew.” Jamie came to a stop beside Rory. “Don’t you see you’ve been punishing yourself for years over what happened with Dad? The ridiculous hours you work, not letting yourself be with Jiya. You saved our mother from being killed that night. We made a mistake not calling the police and we can’t take it back now. But you can leave it in the past now and be happy. You’re allowed to be happy.”

Rory squeezed his shoulder hard. “Come on, A.”

Was Jamie right? Had he been working himself to the bone for years, forgoing any kind of true happiness, like some pathetic martyr? It was a fact that no matter how hard Andrew worked, he never felt satisfied. Never felt like he’d done enough. Every time he laid a finger on Jiya, the moment seemed almost stolen. Unearned. And maybe that was because he hadn’t forgiven himself over his actions from the night he ended his father’s life. Was it time to forgive himself now? Could he let himself be happy?

Andrew looked his brothers in the eye in turn.

He loved them both so much, his chest ached. They loved him back, too. Had confidence in him. They believed he was better than what he’d done. That truth was right there on their faces.

“I want to do something for those families. I don’t know what yet…”

“Done,” Jamie said, nodding. “I was thinking the same thing.”

Rory made a sound of agreement. “Say the word and I’ll tell you my plan.”

Jamie reared back. “How come Rory gets to mastermind the plan? I’m the family genius.”

Andrew broke off a groan. “Look at me. Turning my brothers into criminals now.”

Rory raised an eyebrow. “You did not just say that with a straight face.”

Andrew waded silently through his guilt for another moment, before finally stepping out of it. Onto the shore. The lightness he experienced was almost unbearable and he only wanted one thing. One person. Wanted her in his arms so badly, he ached. But he had a little more work to do first. Just a little while longer, sweetheart.

“Let’s end this.” he rasped, finally.
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Confronting Handler in the parking lot of his precinct was a deliberate move by the Prince brothers. Rory and Jamie had been unaware of Handler showing up at their house until Andrew told them. After Rory stopped threatening to kick his ass for being secretive, they solidified their plan. Putting it together had taken the whole afternoon and some of the evening, but they’d all agreed securing Andrew’s exit from Handler’s trap couldn’t wait.

They weren’t out of the woods yet, but having a plan, some kind of control over his life, turned the fear Andrew had been feeling for weeks into determination. And a pretty big helping of anger. Yeah, he’d gone through so many stages of grief since he’d been approached by the cop, but he was damn well skipping acceptance.

When Handler whistled into the parking lot with a cup of coffee in hand, he stopped short at finding the brothers leaning against his unmarked car. Figuring out which car belonged to Handler wasn’t difficult. The man had been following Andrew all summer and he’d memorized the license plate number early on.

“Are you out of your fucking mind coming here?”

“What?” Andrew did a mock double take. “You don’t like people showing up where you work? Imagine that.”

Handler bared his teeth and stomped to the closest garbage can, throwing his disposable coffee cup through the opening before marching back toward them. Getting right up in Andrew’s face. To Andrew’s right, Rory coiled like a snake, ready to strike, but Andrew barred him from moving with an arm across the chest.

Handler laughed. “Come on, punk,” Handler sneered at Rory. “Take a swing. I dare you.”

“He’d love that, Rory,” Jamie said evenly. “But I think we can do better than a black eye, don’t you? He’s ugly enough already.”

Handler snorted, whipping his attention to Jamie. “Fuck you—”

“I’d back up a little,” Jamie interrupted, flicking a glance over Handler’s shoulder. “My husband is across the street and he’s having a really hard time being left out.”

Everyone turned to look at Marcus where he paced like a caged lion on the sidewalk in front of an auto parts store. When Marcus noticed he was the focus of attention, he lifted the front of his T-shirt and made his pecs dance.

“What can I say?” Jamie sighed. “He’s crazy and I love it.”

Handler turned back, red faced. “Why the hell are you here?”

Andrew pushed off the car and straightened, forcing Handler to back up a step. He’d never taken the time to notice he was taller than the cop. That the man had deep grooves on the sides of his mouth, his eyes, that were highlighted now by the yellow street lights. He looked bitter and unhappy, reminding Andrew a lot of his father. Andrew was all too aware that he could have ended up like this. If he didn’t have people who loved him. His brothers. His Jiya.

If he didn’t have hope.

But he did. He had hope now because he’d learned to place trust in those who deserved it. Since his father’s death, he’d been carrying the burden of guilt, along with everything else. Finances, household responsibilities, two jobs. To an extent, he loved being the one who organized and executed. The brother that could always be depended on. But he was going to carry his responsibilities for the right reasons again, like he had as a younger man. Not because of guilt, but because he loved seeing his family happy and secure. Their acceptance of his mistakes and refusal to let him face the consequences alone made him confident in being loved, an important part of the Prince family, more than he ever had before.

“You enjoyed the hell out of holding me to the fire, didn’t you?” Andrew said quietly. “Making me feel like scum for what I did to protect my mother. Maybe I did do something unforgivable, but my father was the furthest thing from innocent.” A beat passed. “Not like those tourists you executed in the Castle Gate, right?”

Emotion bled from Handler’s face until he was nothing more than a husk staring back at them. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Need a memory jog?” Rory asked, holding up his phone and hitting play on the surveillance video from the night of the shooting.

It was almost eerie how little reaction Handler showed to the footage, apart from the quick breaths he took through his nose, his lips in a tight line. “That son of a bitch.”

“Yeah,” Rory said. “He was.”

“But a resourceful one,” Jamie added. “He loved to hedge his bets.”

“He told me the cameras weren’t working,” Handler said almost to himself. “The place was a fucking dive, you—”

“The kind of place you’d purposely not record, right? So there wouldn’t be evidence of the fights and drug use and affairs.” Andrew shrugged. “None of us were close to our father, but if I had to guess, I’d say that’s exactly why he had the cameras. He collected dirt, in case he needed to use it against someone.”

“Now you’re using it against me,” Handler spat.

“Not unless we need to.” Andrew leveled him with a look. “Three copies of this video are in a safety deposit box. We retained a lawyer this afternoon and he now has instructions for what to do with the footage if I’m ever arrested. Or if anyone in my family—and I’m including the Dalals—is arrested or subjected to any kind of harm, physical or professional. That means none of your bullshit intimidation tactics or bogus health code violations. That means staying the fuck away from all of us. If you don’t, one copy of this video goes to the media, another to this precinct and the final one will be sent to your family.”

Handler’s expression had been murderous until that last part when he flinched. It was subtle, but Andrew caught it. Jamie was the one who’d searched online until he found a rarely used Facebook profile for Handler. From there, he was able to piece together that the man had a wife and two grown daughters in college.

“You could still pursue my father’s disappearance. You could try and bring me down,” Andrew said in a low voice, stepping closer to Handler. “But you’ll never find the final piece of evidence you’d need to convict me. I’ve got mine right here and it’s damning as hell. So what’s it going to be? I don’t care if you run your side business as long as I’m left out of it—”

“You think it’s easy having two kids in college on my salary?” Handler cut in. “Save your fucking judgment.”

“Like he said,” Rory piped up. “We don’t care. Just find someone else to run your errands. Andrew is done.”

Handler was silent a moment, his attention straying to Rory’s phone. “I thought he had a gun.”

“Yeah?” Jamie asked, a fine edge of irritation in his voice. “What’s your excuse for the second guy?”

The cop didn’t speak for several seconds. “How can I be sure that video never surfaces?”

“Our word will have to be good enough.” Sensing they’d won, Andrew jerked his chin at his brothers and started to skirt past Handler, but he changed his mind when he remembered Handler had gone to Spice, sat in Jiya’s presence, just to intimidate him. Andrew grabbed Handler by the collar and jerked him close. “Listen to me, motherfucker. You ever—ever—go near my girl again, the video will be the last thing you have to worry about.” He breathed in and out, chest shuddering. “Are we done here? Do we have a fucking deal or not?”

“Yeah,” Handler gritted out. “We have a deal. You’re out. Don’t release the footage and you won’t hear from me again. Happy?”

The final weight lifted off Andrew’s shoulders and he shoved the cop away.

Minutes later, when they watched Handler drive out the precinct parking lot and out of sight, Jamie and Rory pulled Andrew into a silent hug. At least it was silent until Marcus threw his giant gorilla arms around them all and asked if they could get tacos.

Tacos would have to wait, though.

Andrew had a ring to buy.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


You could hear a pin drop at the Dalal family kitchen table. Whereas their meal with the Chauhans had been a jovial affair, the atmosphere as they ate dinner tonight would have been more appropriate at a wake. Her mother had gone for full-scale drama by forgoing cooking and ordering takeout, instead, something she’d only done twice in Jiya’s lifetime.

Why would we order takeout? We make the takeout.

That was what Jiya had been told growing up, every time she begged her mother to order pizza for supper. By age ten, she’d finally given up hope and asked Andrew to sneak her slices whenever the Princes had pizza for dinner. She hadn’t realized it at the time, but he must have given up his own slices for Jiya, because there was no way three growing boys had left a scrap of cheese behind.

She barely stopped herself from letting out a lovesick sigh into her mapo tofu. When her mother’s razor-sharp gaze ticked up and landed on Jiya’s face, she knew thoughts of Andrew were visible on her face and no amount of willpower would hide them. It couldn’t be helped, though. She missed him.

There was something afoot, too. None of the Prince brothers had been home all day, which wasn’t unusual since they worked non-stop during the summertime, but something dense hung in the air over their neighborhood, making her stomach roil. Had they found more information about those possible gunshots at the Castle Gate?

Rain started to fall gently on the roof and Jiya’s mother threw up her hands. “Rain now, too? What else can go wrong?”

Jiya and her father exchanged a knowing glance, but didn’t hold it for long, lest they get caught and verbally bitch slapped. With a discreet cough, Jiya started to ask her mother her plans for next week’s specials menu when there was a knock on the front door. At first, Jiya thought it might be the rain or a tree branch being knocked into the side of the house. The wind had definitely picked up outside, along with the rain. It was coming down in buckets now.

But the knock sounded again and her father rose from the table, wiping his mouth and setting down his napkin. “Keep eating. I’ll get it.”

The front door was visible from the dining room, but only if Jiya leaned back in her seat and looked down the hallway, which she did now, balancing on the back legs of her chair. “Are you expecting a package, mother?”

No answer, just a weary hum. The silent treatment was definitely in full swing.

“Please, mother. You can’t just ignore me forever—” Jiya broke off mid-sentence when her father opened the door to reveal Andrew. “What…”

Their eyes met briefly over her father’s shoulder—and his burned. Water dripped from the ends of his hair onto the shoulders of his white T-shirt, the rain having turned it all but translucent. His gaze moved back to her father and he said some words Jiya couldn’t hear over the pounding in her chest. What was going on?

Her father turned and gestured to her. “Jiya, come.”

Was it her imagination or was there a smile playing around the edges of her father’s mouth? “It’s Andrew,” she murmured to her mother, dropping her chair legs back to the floor and rising as if in a trance. No, she was in one as she moved down the dark hallway toward the love of her life where he stood soaked in the doorway, exuding intensity from every inch of his body. “Come inside,” she whispered, unable to draw breath. “It’s raining.”

Andrew looked up as if he’d just noticed the weather for the first time and stepped over the threshold. Then he took another step, and another, until she had to tilt her head back so she wouldn’t have to break eye contact. “Your father just gave me permission to propose to you,” Andrew said, his attention moving to someone over Jiya’s shoulder. “But I would like it from you, too, Mrs. Dalal. If you don’t mind.”

Jiya was the epicenter of an earthquake. Everything inside her shook.

Was this real? The moment had all the elements of a dream. The darkness of their house, the white noise provided by the rain, the way everyone seemed to be standing still. So still. No, please let this be happening. Please. The possibility of a lifetime with her best friend being snatched away would leave her legless. She didn’t have to turn around to know her mother’s exact pose. Chin lifted, arms crossed, one foot turned out. “Well,” her mother said. “Ask permission.”

“Mother,” Jiya rasped.

“No,” Andrew said, brushing their fingers together. “I want to.” He looked into Jiya’s eyes as he spoke and she knew in that moment Andrew had been tempering his feelings for her when they were together. What poured from him now almost made her gasp. His love overwhelmed him, owned him, rocked him, and he let her see it all. Let her parents see it, too. “Being in love with your daughter is the best part of my life. I’m not a good Catholic, but every day I thank whoever is listening up there for putting her on this earth. On that first day we met, your eyes, Jiya…her eyes when she opened the fence in the backyard to invite us over…glued me together when I really needed it. She was my glue until I got stronger. And now all I want to do is use that strength she built in me to protect her. To build her a home and a family. I want to love her for the rest of my life and never, ever leave her side. I will worship her. Please will you let me do that, Mrs. Dalal?”

Hot tears rolled down Jiya’s cheeks, her heart rejoicing in her chest. She was laughing and crying and saying his name and making no sense. But she somehow found the ability to turn and look at her mother—to find she was crying, too. Even though she still looked slightly pissed.

“It certainly took you long enough.”

Andrew’s shoulders drained of tension, his breath releasing in a rush. “She deserved the best man I could be. It took me a while to find him.”

“And you’ve found him now?”

“Yes.” Andrew leaned down and kissed Jiya’s forehead. “I’ll always be my best when I’m with her.” He took a ring box out of his pocket, kneeling down on one knee, and Jiya’s legs turned to jelly at the sight of her breathtaking Andrew, so fiercely determined and brimming with adoration. She crammed her fingers to her lips to keep a cry from escaping. “Jiya Dalal. You’re holding my soul in your hands. Marry me. Cook breakfast with me every morning. Let me hold you and make you safe. Forever, sweetheart. Keep me grounded while I watch you fly.”

A hiccupping sob escaped her. “Yes.”

Andrew let out a rushed of sound, like a tire deflating, and slipped the ring on to her finger. When she looked at it for the first time, she could only make out the twinkle of a diamond through her tears, but truthfully, it could have been from a gumball machine and she would have said yes to this man. Andrew Prince was her soul mate, her best friend…and now her fiancé.

And as he rose to his full height, his hand sliding over her right hip and squeezing just a touch, she wanted to devour him. Inside her head, she could hear her breaths like echoes coming from a cave. If he’d proposed, there was obviously nothing stopping them from being together now. Physically. His rule was no longer valid and her body responded with a swelling of lust.

Andrew shifted on his feet in front of her, licking his lips and dropping his mouth to hers, delivering a chaste kiss in deference to her parents who were watching them like hawks.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning at breakfast, then?”

She buried the knowing smile that tried to dance along her lips. “I’ll be there.”

“Good.” He kissed her cheek, then lifted her hand to drop another one on her knuckles. “Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Dalal. I promise to make her happy.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Dalal sighed, laying an arm across Jiya’s shoulders. “I think you will. Good night, Andrew.”

“Good night.”

Andrew closed the door behind himself and then she was standing in the hallway with a ring on her hand, rain pelting the windows of the house. And she was back to believing that Andrew showing up to propose had all been a dream. She was suddenly desperate to prove to her psyche that it had been real—and even more desperate to touch the man she’d just promised to marry. “I’m going to turn in early,” she murmured to her parents. “I’m suddenly exhausted.”

Her father patted her arm. “You’ve had an exciting night.”

“Yes, I’m sure you are.” Her mother’s voice was dry, letting Jiya know she’d only succeeded in fooling one of her parents with her claim of being tired. “We’ll begin planning your wedding tomorrow.”

Jiya held her mother’s clear approval to her chest as she jogged down the hallway to her room. Before she even walked over the threshold, she knew Andrew would be standing at the window. The rain had soaked him even more thoroughly, plastering his hair to his forehead, but the way he watched her was so hot, it was a wonder the rain didn’t turn to vapor. With his harsh breaths fogging the glass, he crooked a finger at her and she went.

She ran to the window, threw it open and was dragged through the opening before she’d grasped his intention. Their bodies fell together in the small breezeway between their houses, mouths open and hungry on each other. They stumbled in their enthusiasm to taste, to touch, to get as close as possible. Her back landed on the outside of Andrew’s house and he growled, thrusting his hardness up between her thighs, yanking her knees up so he could do it again and again with more insistence, his mouth taking over her neck, cleavage, throat.

“Did you just agree to marry me?”

“Yes,” she gasped.

Andrew moaned her name, rolling his forehead side to side in the crook of her neck. “I’m out, Jiya. It wasn’t pretty, but I’m out. You’ll have an honest man from now on. I’ll make you so proud to have me as a husband.”

“I’m already proud. I love you.” They kissed hard, then sank into a raw, wet dueling of tongues, only breaking away to suck in oxygen. “Take me inside. I need you. Please, I need you.”

“Inside. Right.” He licked rain off the swell of her breasts with a savoring tongue. “Jesus, I’m dying to make you come. I’m fucking dying for it.”

Jiya’s fingers got lost in his hair, twisting. “As many times as I want.”

Not a question.

Fog rolled into his eyes. “Yes. Over and over, until you order me to stop.”

The moisture slicking Jiya’s folds made her squirm and Andrew took the hint, pulling her off the house and lifting her toward the window. He set her butt on the sill and she turned, dropping down into his nearly pitch black room. With the beat of her heart resounding in her ears, she pulled her dress off and watched Andrew climb into the window after her, ducking his wet head beneath the frame. When he straightened, the diffused moonlight outlined his thick shoulders and desire stretched out in her belly, needy and anxious.

On his way toward her, Andrew yanked off his sodden T-shirt and dropped it on the floor, fingers wasting no time working his belt, pulling leather through loops. “Sweetheart, baby, let me get you off. Please.” His zipper was shoved down, pants kicked off. “I’ve been a wreck without the honor. I want your come all over me. I want your body to run out of the shit.”

The pressing of his muscular frame to her softer one forced the air from her lungs in uneven gasps. Already her thighs were trembling, her stomach hollowing. Every inch of her skin was sensitized beyond belief. So much so that when Andrew tucked his fingers into her panties to pull them down, she fell back against the wall, panting.

“Goddamn. You missed my cock so badly,” Andrew said, his mouth moving on her ear. “And you’ve only had it once, Jiya. When you’re getting it on the regular, you’ll feel empty and irritable without it. You know what’s so fucking nice about that? I’m going to love you being irritable and bossy with my dick. I’m going to get so hard every time and you’ll have a fat cock to play with.”

“Andrew,” she half admonished, half moaned. “Stop. I can’t take it.”

His smirk would have been cocky if it wasn’t for the absolute adoration shining from his eyes. “What about my tongue?” He dropped to his knees for the second time that night, his rough hands massaging a path up her thighs. “Can you take that?”

“I…” Her neck lost its function. “I-I don’t know…”

The press of his lips over her clit set loose a series of little explosions all along her nerve endings and before she knew it, her hands were locked around Andrew’s head, pulling him close. “Tilt your hips,” he breathed in between licks of her sensitive flesh. “Let me tongue it all down. Every spot.”

Twin lights spun in front of her eyes, growing brighter the longer Andrew remained on his knees. In a seemingly unconscious move, he propped her thigh on his shoulder and slipped his tongue inside her entrance, twisting his face left to right and groaning. “Oh my God,” she pushed through clenched teeth, her core beginning to clench hard, so hard. “I’m going to. I’m going to.”

Then his tongue found her clit and she buckled, saved from falling only when Andrew pressed a fist to the lowest point of her belly and pinned her to the wall. He twisted that fist slowly, gently applying suction to her clit and pleasure wracked her body. Jiya literally felt like she’d been flung off a precipice and her fingers turned to claws, raking the walls on the sides of her hips, and then his shoulders. His eager grunts sank her nails in deeper, instinctively, and that allowance to let herself be amplified satisfied something inside of her. Something deep. And her flesh seized all the harder, leaving moisture on her fiancé’s French kissing mouth.

Jiya was all but depleted when Andrew stood, but one look at his fierce expression robbed her of exhaustion. She wrapped her fist around his shaft and watched his muscles ripple into tightness. Pressed her tongue to his shoulder to absorb his shudder, listened to his shallow breathing. “I can feel your engagement ring on my cock. You have any idea what that does to me?” Andrew said through bared teeth. “Put me between your legs. That’s where I belong.”

Her hand shook while guiding Andrew to her entrance, whimpering when he flexed his hips, his chest expanding, eyes pinched shut, like he might go berserk unless their bodies joined together soon. She fed the head of his thickness inside of her, crying out when he stooped down and thrust up the remaining distance inside of her. Deep. Elevating her against the wall.

Growling into her neck.

“Andrew,” she sobbed, reeling from the absolute fullness, knowing she couldn’t fit more but shifting her hips against him anyway, bringing up her knees, in an effort to do the impossible.

“I live to love you,” he said in a hoarse voice, sliding his hard length out and grinding back deep, his hands holding her thighs in a bruising grip. “I live to fuck you. Thank Christ I can finally do both.” He propped her leg on his hip, that left hand sliding in between their bodies to pet her clit with knuckle rubs and slow revolutions of his thumb. “A better man might have waited for our wedding night.”

She shook her head, a new, lazier quickening beginning in her belly. “No.”

“No is right. I’ve reached my limit for living without this tight, girl-next-door pussy.” His thumb applied more pressure to her bundle of nerves, moving side to side with devastating care. “You’re going to be so well fucked by our wedding day, I might have to carry you down the aisle. Would you like that? God knows I’m already your servant.”

His words and touch were a potent combination and her already sensitized flesh couldn’t handle the power of both at the same time. As he filth talked into her ear and played with the swollen bud between her thighs, she came in a long, drawn out wave that brought tears to her eyes. “Andrew. Andrew. Oh.”

“Yes!” he roared, impaling her hard against the wall, driving his manhood into the eye of her storm. “Fucking drench me in it, you beautiful woman. Cover me in it.”

Jiya vibrated like a tuning fork, her belly tightening and twisting, legs jerking. She could only hold on to Andrew’s shoulders—bloody from her fingernails—and endure the measured pumps that elongated her climax endlessly, until she was almost begging for it to be over, because surely her body would disintegrate under the constant pressure, release, push and pull. Sated or not, though, she needed Andrew’s release to feel complete. Satisfied. And it occurred to her even through her drowsiness that she knew how to get him there.

She kissed his mouth and he surged forward, melding their lips together like she tasted better than anything in the world and was about to be discontinued. “Andrew,” she moaned when he attacked her neck with his teeth. “You said—”

“That I wouldn’t pull out this time?” Fevered eyes lifted to hers, so intense they made her head spin. “That’s why I’m trying to make it last. I want to remember this.” He kissed her hard, dipping his tongue into her mouth. “I want to watch your eyes while you feel me finish.”

“Do it now. I want to feel it now.”

Jiya felt his abs tighten against her belly. His right forearm came to rest on the wall above. His upper lip curled in almost a snarl as he started to thrust. “Tell me to come. Say it again.”

“Come inside me. I want it.”

He lunged and flattened her hard against the wall, his flesh smacking up into hers, his arousal growing impossibly larger inside her, his breath hot on her cheek. “Do you understand that I’m obsessed with you, Jiya?” She couldn’t answer because his rough, upward drives were stealing her ability to do anything but hold on and withstand the pressure that built deep inside her once again, almost tauntingly. Her back slipped up and down the wall, aided by the perspiration building on her skin, her legs attempting to remain wrapped around Andrew’s pistoning lower body. “Anything you want, sweetheart, you say it. You tell me and I’ll give it. I’ll make you happy. Just keeping looking at me like you are right now.”

“How is that?” she gasped, her vision winking in and out when the base of his shaft found her clit, grinding down on it with every frenzied stroke.

“Like I’m yours. Like you’re mine.” He made a choked noise and pressed their foreheads together, slamming into her one final time, setting off her third climax. “Christ. Oh Christ, Jiya, that’s so fucking good. Fuuuuuuck.” His eyes never left hers, so through her own tumult of sensations, she felt every expulsion of his breath, every tremor that passed through him, the ecstasy, the love, the weight of lust being lifted, the awe and gratitude, the relief. Almost. “My God, I’m still hard. Still so hard for you.”

Those words were barely out of Andrew’s mouth before he ripped her off the wall and spun her around. He used a foot to widen her stance and yanked her hips high against his belly, leaving Jiya balanced on her tip toes. There was no finesse in what happened next. Just a desperate, dying man trying to get to heaven and her body was his only means of getting there. He walked her forward against the wall and fucked her until she had to use a forearm to muffle her screams. After a minute of no mercy pounding into her body, Andrew let out a guttural groan into her neck and more liquid heat bloomed inside her, coasting down her inner thighs.

Andrew turned her back around and buried his face in her neck, rocking her side to side. “I’m sorry.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’ve just been waiting to be like this, with you, so damn long, sweetheart.”

“No more waiting,” she whispered, swooning down to her toes when he carried her in all his sweaty, shirtless glory to the bed. “Now we just love.”

Andrew lay down beside her, pressing a soft kiss to her mouth. “I’ve got enough love to carry us through a hundred forevers together, Jiya.”

Their smiles were unrestrained and rife with affection. “Then we better get started.”


EPILOGUE


Five years later

Andrew sat on the beach and stared out at the horizon, where the Atlantic kissed the baby blue afternoon sky. He was heavy with contentment. The kind some men searched for their whole lives but never found. It made total sense to him why people did everything they could to stay young. Why characters in movies doggedly searched for the fountain of youth. If they possessed one tenth of his happiness, he understood why they would want to live forever.

Just under five years earlier, he’d married the love of his life, making her Jiya Prince.

The mere memory of that day made him cough into his fist to relieve the tightness in his throat. After making her wait on him so long to get his shit together, he’d wanted to give her the exact wedding she wanted—and that had been a traditional Indian ceremony, Andrew and Jiya exchanging vows beneath a madhap on the beach, his bride painted in intricate henna designs that made her even more beautiful in her pride. The ceremony had been woven into a three-day party that people were still talking about. It should have been a blur, but Andrew could remember every detail about it, down to the lace pattern on her veil to the number of tears she’d shed during their first dance as a married couple.

Handler had become a distant memory, though Andrew had seen him once at the grocery store with a young woman wearing a Tulane sweatshirt. The cop’s gaze had passed right through Andrew as if he was a ghost, but Andrew knew Handler had seen him. That single encounter had only made Andrew more secure in the fact that his past was well and truly buried. With some work on Jamie’s part, the brothers had figured out the identities of Handler’s two victims. Thankfully, neither one of them had children, but one of them had a wife. The other was the son of a single mother. Once a year during the holidays, the brothers sent an anonymous cash gift to those remaining family members. They couldn’t take back the unfounded violence that had occurred, but Rory, Andrew and Jamie hoped it helped in some small way.

It was late September now. Not many people on the beach, but Andrew wasn’t surprised when he heard a deep male voice speaking in baby talk approaching from behind. A moment later, Marcus sat down on the sand with his daughter bundled in a pouch on his chest.

“How long are you going to carry her in that thing?” Andrew asked, reaching over to let Ellie snag his finger. “She’s almost one, man.”

“When she stops running for the freaking hills every time I set her down now.” Marcus made a face at the smiling baby. “You do run, don’t you? You do. You dooooo.”

Andrew laughed. “What language are you speaking in?”

“Jamie calls it my native dialect.” Marcus poked his daughter in the belly, making her giggle. “Daddy Two is funny, isn’t he? Is he funny? Is he?”

“I thought we agreed I’m clearly Daddy One.” Jamie sat down beside Marcus on the sand, still dressed in his teaching clothes—a sweater vest and slacks. He leaned over and kissed Marcus, then did it again, apparently for good measure. The baby clapped her hands, squealing when Jamie blew a raspberry into her neck. “How was the shop today?”

“Booming,” Marcus said, lifting the baby out of her pouch and handing her squirming body over to Jamie. “Our little mascot here isn’t just cute, she’s kind of a goldmine.”

“That’s my girl.”

Last month, Marcus’s juice shop—The Main Squeeze—had been featured on a local news station when word got around that a giant was filling juice orders with a tiny baby strapped to his chest. Business had been steady since opening the shop, but now there was a daily line down the block. Andrew might be biased, but it didn’t surprise him one bit that people traveled from all over Long Island to see his niece. She was undeniably perfect.

“Hey,” Rory said, walking up beside them and taking a seat to Andrew’s right. He dropped an envelope full of cash into his lap and adjusted the collar of his Castle Gate polo shirt. “That’s the take from the lunch shift. Mind dropping it at the bank for me? Olive is meeting me here. I’m taking her out for a celebratory milkshake.”

Marcus threw up his arms. “She got that paid internship at Cornell?”

“Yeah, their medical center in Manhattan. Starts in two weeks.” Rory beamed with pride. “She’s going to be a kick-ass psychologist.”

As if on cue, Rory’s wife arrived in Andrew’s periphery, laying a big, smacking kiss on Rory’s cheek and falling into his lap. “Hey, everyone.”

“Congratulations, Olive,” Jamie said, smiling over at her while juggling his daughter. “Proud of you.”

Marcus reached over and gave her a high five.

Andrew leaned down and kissed her cheek.

“Thanks, guys,” Olive said, flushing. “You’re not upset that we’re looking for a place outside of Long Beach?”

“No,” Andrew said, inhaling the salt-tinged air and letting it out. “No, seeing his face at work is more than enough.” Rory shoved his shoulder, but Andrew just smiled. “Look how much has changed over the last five years, right? We’re all still sitting here. We always will.”

“Always,” Jamie said.

Rory nodded. “Always.”

The low buzz in the sky turned all their heads to the right. Andrew’s chest swarmed with pride and he squinted to watch the plane approach against the blue backdrop. He’d come to associate that humming engine sound with Jiya over the last five years. His wife was now a licensed pilot. She worked in a managerial capacity now at Spice, but she’d started giving flying lessons when Rick, her mentor, retired. She’d also started flying advertisements over the busy beaches in the summertime, not to mention the odd marriage proposal—those were her favorites—and she never failed to come home with an air of exhilaration after being in the sky and he thanked God for the day he’d bought those lessons.

Andrew frowned when he noticed a banner attached to the back of Jiya’s favorite red striped Cessna. She wasn’t on the clock. Today was supposed to be a pleasure flight.

Then he read the banner and the sand shifted under his feet.

Andrew, I’m pregnant.

A collective gasp went up among the group before a round of back slapping ensued. Andrew could barely feel any of it through the inundation of contentment and happiness.

I’m going to be a father. I’m married to my soul mate and we’re going to be parents.

Life was huge. Life was beautiful. Life was his wife and he wanted her on the ground now. Was she insane telling him something so important when he couldn’t hold her?

“It’s a good thing I’m moving out, A,” Rory said, bringing him and Olive to his feet with a whoop. “Looks like you’re going to need the extra space.”

The five of them laughed.

“Jesus, my wife is pregnant,” Andrew breathed, shooting to his feet so fast, he got lightheaded. “I need to get to the airfield.”

“Go,” Jamie said, eyes glinting. “We’ll get dinner started at the house.”

“You’re going to make an amazing father, A,” Rory called, pride thick in his voice.

“Thank you,” Andrew called over his shoulder, because he was already running for the boardwalk and the parking lot beyond. It took him forever to reach Bethpage thanks to the traffic, but he knew Jiya would be there. Knew she would read his mind—as only she could do—and be assured he’d come to her. That he always would.

When Andrew arrived at the airfield, he’d barely parked the car before he was running for the hangar. Coming to a stop at the wide entrance, he took a moment to marvel over his beautiful wife and best friend. She wore the flying suit he’d bought her to celebrate earning her pilot’s license, the bright yellow material matching her spirit.

Obviously sensing his presence, she turned from where she’d been polishing her Cessna, facing him with tears in her eyes, a watery laugh escaping her lips, and the last five years flashed in his mind. Morning donuts cuddled into his lifeguard chair, before a single other soul was on the beach. Laughter surrounding them at her parents’ dinner table, their fingers laced together under the table. Jiya’s head thrown back on a cry of his name as she rode him in their bed. Or on the couch, the floor, the back office of the Castle Gate. Anywhere they could steal time together—and there would never be enough. He would never, ever get enough time with the love of his life.

“A baby,” he rasped. “We’re going to have a baby.” They moved at the same time, meeting halfway where Andrew caught his wife up in a tight embrace, lifting her off the ground. “We’re going to take such good care of them. We’re going to give them everything.”

“Of course we are,” she breathed into his neck. “Ask me the question, Andrew.”

Heat pressed against the back of his eyes. “Can I do anything for you, Jiya?”

“Never let this feeling end. This happiness. This love.”

Heart swelling, his arms tightened around her. “Never.”

THE END
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Go back to the beginning with Rory and Olive’s story…


Mouth to Mouth

(Beach Kingdom#1)
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A man with a prison record has no place around a fresh faced college student. Tell that to Rory Prince. He should stay the hell away from Olive Cunningham. There’s one small problem, though. She won’t stop almost getting killed—and with this too-smart, too-sweet girl holding his heart in her hands, Rory is powerless to do anything but keep saving her.

Homeschooled from a young age, Olive is now out on her own and discovering the world, one milkshake flavor at a time. Until recently, she has experienced life through books. She’s walked in a million sets of shoes while flipping pages—enough to know that Rory gives her once-in-a-lifetime feelings. If only he would stop trying to protect her…from himself.
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