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While you do not need to have read The Kyler Collection (Finding Kyler
, Losing Kyler
, Keeping Kyler
) to enjoy this box set, it is recommended for maximum reading enjoyment as that is where we were first introduced to the Kennedy Boys and all the other supporting characters.

However, you can skip the first few books if taboo/forbidden romance isn’t your thing because all four books in this collection are STANDALONE new adult romances focusing on a different Kennedy brother and his love interest.

Enjoy!


Table of Contents


Loving Kalvin



Prologue



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



Chapter Twelve



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Fourteen



Chapter Fifteen



Chapter Sixteen



Chapter Seventeen



Chapter Eighteen



Chapter Nineteen



Chapter Twenty



Chapter Twenty-One



Chapter Twenty-Two



Chapter Twenty-Three



Chapter Twenty-Four



Chapter Twenty-Five



Chapter Twenty-Six



Chapter Twenty-Seven



Chapter Twenty-Eight



Chapter Twenty-Nine



Chapter Thirty



Chapter Thirty-One



Chapter Thirty-Two



Chapter Thirty-Three



Chapter Thirty-Five



Epilogue



Saving Brad



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



Chapter Twelve



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Fourteen



Chapter Fifteen



Chapter Sixteen



Chapter Seventeen



Chapter Eighteen



Chapter Nineteen



Chapter Twenty



Chapter Twenty-One



Chapter Twenty-Two



Chapter Twenty-Three



Chapter Twenty-Four



Chapter Twenty-Five



Chapter Twenty-Six



Chapter Twenty-Seven



Chapter Twenty-Eight



Chapter Twenty-Nine



Chapter Thirty



Chapter Thirty-One



Chapter Thirty-Two



Chapter Thirty-Three



Chapter Thirty-Four



Chapter Thirty-Five



Chapter Thirty-Six



Chapter Thirty-Seven



Epilogue



Seducing Kaden



Prologue



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



Chapter Twelve



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Fourteen



Chapter Fifteen



Chapter Sixteen



Chapter Seventeen



Chapter Eighteen



Chapter Nineteen



Chapter Twenty



Chapter Twenty-One



Chapter Twenty-Two



Chapter Twenty-Three



Chapter Twenty-Four



Chapter Twenty-Five



Epilogue



Forgiving Keven



Prologue



Chapter 1



Chapter 2



Chapter 3



Chapter 4



Chapter 5



Chapter 6



Chapter 7



Chapter 8



Chapter 9



Chapter 10



Chapter 11



Chapter 12



Chapter 13



Chapter 14



Chapter 15



Chapter 16



Chapter 17



Chapter 18



Chapter 19



Chapter 20



Chapter 21



Chapter 22



Chapter 23



Chapter 24



Chapter 25



Chapter 26



Chapter 27



Epilogue



Summer in Nantucket



Releasing Keanu



Adoring Keaton



Reforming Kent



About the Author:



Books by Siobhan Davis



Copyright



[image: ]


A friends-to-lovers second-chance standalone romance

Lana

I knew it would end in disaster, but I didn’t listen to reason. I didn’t care. Because I loved him so much.

Kalvin Kennedy ruled my heart.

Until he destroyed it.

Shattered it so completely that I became someone else. Someone I loathed. Someone who repeatedly lied to her loved ones.

So, I ran.

From him. From myself. Desperate to hide my new reality.

But I could only run so far.

When he reappears in my life, I’m terrified. Unbelievably scared of facing the consequences of my actions.

Never mind that I still love him and want him so badly—there’s too much at stake now.

How can I trust him with the biggest secret of all when he’s likely to rip my world apart again?

Kalvin

Lana was always far too good for me. Everyone knew it but her.

I tried to stay away, but I was weak.

And I hurt her.

Crushed her until she barely resembled herself. Forced her to follow a path she would never have willingly chosen.

And then she was gone.

And my world has never felt as empty, as lonely.

She begged me to stay away. Not to find her. To forget she ever existed.

But that’s like asking me to slice my heart in two and toss half aside.

I’ve never believed in fate, but when I rock up to the University of Florida, I’m ready to eat my words.

Because she’s here. Like I hoped she would be. And I’m determined to prove I deserve a second chance.


Prologue

November Trial
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Lana

I used to think I was a decent person.

Kind, mostly selfless, with a good sense of morality, a good heart.

But I was clearly mistaken.

Because a good, kind, selfless person doesn’t do the things I’ve done these last couple months.

A good person wouldn’t continue to lie.

A good person wouldn’t accuse the only boy who’s ever mattered of such a horrible thing.

“Lana, we need to leave in thirty minutes to ensure we get parking outside the courthouse,” Mom says, poking her head through the door. She checked us into adjoining rooms in the hotel because she’s terrified to let me out of her sight these days.

I look up from the desk, chewing on the corner of my pen. “Okay. I’ll be ready.”

Her expressive hazel eyes—so similar to my own—flit to the handwritten page in front of me. Straightening up, she levels a stern look at me. “What are you doing?”

“I’m writing Faye a letter,” I lie with the confidence of an expert deceiver. The lies just flow off my tongue like warm butter sliding off a knife these days.

I’m a total fraud, and I couldn’t hate myself any more if I tried.

I swallow the painful lump in my throat as I offer her a brittle smile.

“Why? You don’t owe that girl anything.” Her lips pull into a tight line.

“Don’t, Mom.” I shake my head. “She was my friend, and I owe her an explanation.”

“I beg to differ.” Mom crosses her arms over her chest. “Today is all the explanation she needs. Once you testify, she’ll understand exactly why you left without clarifying what happened. It was better that way. Leave it alone, darling.”

Nausea swims up my throat, and I doubt I’ll get through today without hurling. I could continue arguing with her, but then I won’t get my letter finished. And it’s too important to rush. “Mom, please. I don’t want to fight. Not today. I’m writing my friend a letter, and then I’ll put my suit on”—I gesture toward the black, shapeless monstrosity she laid out on the bed earlier—“and meet you in the lobby before we need to leave.”

Clearly noting the resolve in my tone and my expression, she backs down. “I don’t want to fight with you either, honey. I know how difficult today is going to be. I’ll leave you to write your letter in peace.” She closes the door quietly behind her.

I collapse in my chair, exhaling loudly.

Yes, today is going to be difficult.

But not for the reason she thinks.

Shaking aside those thoughts, I refocus on the task at hand. I examine the heap of crumpled pages in the trash—testament to more epic failure. For someone who aspires to be a writer, it’s pathetic that I can’t find the right words to tell the boy I love how sorry I am. I know him inside and out, so this should be uncomplicated. Shoot straight from the heart. Cakewalk, right?


So, why is this one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do?

Glancing at the half-written page in front of me, I scan my latest effort with a frown. Frustrated, I scrunch the page into a ball and toss it clear across the room.

Ugh. Propping my elbows on the desk, I drop my head into my hands and shut my eyes.

His hauntingly beautiful face dances across the fields of my imagination, and a deep pang of yearning punches another hole in my heart.

Gosh, I miss him so much, and I’m not sure I have the strength to do this.

The problem is simple really.

I could
 write this letter, but I don’t want to.


That’s
 what’s holding me back.

Even though I know it’s for the best, there’s a romantic, nostalgic part of me that still sees Kalvin Kennedy as my Prince Charming. My Mr. Right. My future.

The issue with that picture isn’t Kal. Not really. Although, I’m sure he must hate me now, but this one is on me.

It’s all my fault.

I wish things were different.

I wish I could rewrite our story, but I can’t. The damage is done, and there’s no going back.

The usual panic waylays me. I take deep breaths. In and out. Reminding myself I’m doing the right thing. And I can do this.

I’m strong enough.

I’ll have to be.

I rub a tense spot between my brows, picking up the pen and a new piece of paper. I squint at the clock. Time is ticking. It’s now or never.

Kal,

Writing this letter has been one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done. I never thought the time would come when words were the obstacle lying between us.

I’m sorry has never seemed more inadequate than it does in this moment. I could fill this page with row upon row of apologies, and it still wouldn’t come close to making up for what I have done to you, so, I won’t go there. Just know there is no word in the English language that can convey how truly regretful I am.

I don’t think a day will pass where you aren’t hijacking my mind because you live there—in my thoughts and in my dreams. Sometimes, in my nightmares.

You are all I think about, even when I’m trying so hard to forget you.

Even now. Even after all the hurt and the pain, I still love you so much. Probably too much for someone my age. I used to believe it was because we were made for each other. That we had a special kind of love most people never find. Now, I wonder if it’s the opposite. If we were put together to show the destructive side of love.

You have always been my light and
 my dark.

My sun and
 shadow.

My strength and
 weakness.

You bring out the best and
 the worst in me.

Your continual rejection over the years hurt me more than you know—yet it was nothing compared to the pain I endured when Addison showed me that video.

It hurt, Kal. It hurt so much.

I’ve never experienced that kind of soul-crushing pain before. Not even when you first brushed me aside, and I thought I wanted to die.

It’s not an excuse for how I’ve behaved, and I’m not presenting it as such—I’m merely stating the facts, so you can try to understand where this stemmed from.

I’ve gone over and over it in my mind, and most days I struggle to connect my actions with the person I know I am. It’s like a stranger inhabited my body, and I allowed her full control. Unbearable pain blindsided me, separated me from my soul and my heart, and I trusted in someone who manipulated me. I should have known better. I did know better.

I’ve rewritten this letter a hundred times, and it’s tempting to leave out the most important fact, but there’s no point in writing a letter without honesty. I knew it would hurt you, and I wanted you to hurt as much as I was.


There. I’ve said it. Now you know how truly awful I am.

I don’t feel that way anymore, and I’m ashamed I acted so rashly, that I caused so much pain, but I can’t undo what I’ve done. I can only try and repair the damage and hope that, in time, you can somehow find it in your heart to forgive me. Because the thought of you living the rest of your life hating me is worse than the prospect of living mine without you by my side.

Mom claims I have an old soul. Maybe that’s why I was always so sure about us. Why our age never made a difference. Why my love felt like it was born of decades not years. Perhaps that illusion of love shielded me from facing reality.

You and I aren’t meant to be.

I will never regret the time we spent together. Precious childhood memories will remain untarnished in my mind, but that future we both dreamed about as kids was a fallacy created by fertile imaginations.

It’s got to be. Because otherwise we would not have ended up here.

A sneaky tear slips out of my eye, rolling in slow motion down my face. It lands on the page, blurring the ink a little. I swipe under my eyes with my thumbs, glancing at the clock. I resume writing before I run out of time or my nerve fails.

I love you. I always have and I always will, but I’m letting you go. It’s best for everyone involved.

Dream big, Kal, because you are destined for great things.

Don’t look for me.

If you’ve ever cared for me, you will do that one thing. You will stay away. Leave the past in the past, and pretend like I never even existed.

But remember this much—you are the only boy who ever owned a piece of my heart, and that piece will always belong to you.

I will never forget you.

Be happy.

Lana.

The tears return as I fold the page, fit it into an envelope, and write his name on the front. More quiet tears fall as I shuck off my pajamas and pull on the austere jet-black skirt suit. I button the crisp, white shirt all the way up to my neck as I toe on my ballet flats. Tucking the letter safely into the inside pocket of my jacket, I vow to find some way of getting this to Faye before the end of the day. She’s the only one I trust to deliver it to him.

I smooth my long, dark hair into a tight ponytail, taking one last look in the mirror before I leave.

I look like I’m attending my own funeral.

Which is pretty ironic, because that’s exactly what it feels like as I vacate my hotel room for the final time.


Chapter One

October of the following year
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Lana

My head is buzzing, and it feels good. Feels great.

I’m doing it.

Thrusting my bottle of beer at Olivia, I stride toward the bar on slightly shaky legs, determined to properly let loose. This is the third time we’ve attended the Kappa Sigma Friday night party, and every other time I’ve wanted to do this, I’ve chickened out.

Not tonight.

Tonight, I have my big girl pants on.

The few beers I downed earlier at the Gator Growl—UF’s flagship event which marked the culmination of all the homecoming week activities—have helped loosen my inhibitions, too.

“Lana?” Olivia tugs on my elbow. “What’re you doing?”

“I’m dancing,” I confirm, kicking off my shoes. My roommate gawks at me, and I flash her a crooked grin.

Friday night is the only free time I have during the week, my one and only opportunity to cut loose, and I’m determined to make the most of it tonight.

I skip toward the bar area at the rear of the basement. This whole space was purpose-built a few years ago from a generous ex-frat alumni donation, if rumors are to be believed. The other side of the basement houses a few pool tables, a foosball table, a bunch of bean bags and low couches, and a top-notch stereo system. I stuck my head in that room one time and almost passed out from the pungent smoke infusing the air. This section is where most of the drinking and dancing takes place, and I’m way more comfortable out here.

I’ve never been a big drinker, but I allow myself a couple drinks on Fridays, as a reward of sorts for working my ass off all week.

A large counter runs the length of the wall at the back. Rows of shelves are built in behind it with designated space for kegs and cubbyholes stacked full of cups and other drinking paraphernalia. It’s not a functional bar, but it’s the next best thing.

These parties are legendary, and everyone wants an in. Riley—the junior Liv recently started dating—lives here, so we’re an automatic shoo-in now.

The dancing on the bar tradition was started a couple years back by a few seniors—girls from a nearby sorority—who gatecrashed one night. They started a trend, and now it’s almost as legendary as the parties themselves.

The old me wouldn’t have dreamed of doing anything so wild.

The new me can’t wait to get my ass up on that counter. Tonight, I’m joining the honorary roll call, consequences be damned.

I haul myself up on the bar, rather inelegantly, staggering a little until I find my balance. A loud cheer erupts from the packed crowd when I remove my shirt and toss it in Olivia’s direction. My white tank top is tight with thin straps and a sheer lace overlay which touches the edge of my short jean skirt. My usual pale skin is tan from a summer spent by the pool on the grounds of my grandparents’ lavish property.

My hips move of their own accord, and I glance sideways, sharing a blinding smile with the petite redhead dancing alongside me. We grin at each other as the slick beats pump out. Flinging my hair over my shoulders, I do a little shimmy up and down, earning a few catcalls in the process.

I notice a couple of guys watching my every move, and my skin heats up. My moves become a little more provocative, a little sexier. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Liv smiling in my direction. She gives me a quick thumbs-up, and I laugh, continuing to pump and grind to the sultry rhythm.

Surprisingly, I’m enjoying this.

The old Lana would never have been so uninhibited.

But that girl no longer exists.

Along with her scandalous past.

I’m not Lana Taylor anymore. Courtesy of my wealthy grandparents, and a recent circuit court petition, I’m now Lana Williams. A new name deserves a new outlook on life, and I’m determined to forge a new path. To forget the boy who forever captured my heart on a beach in Nantucket.

A surge of guilt washes over me. It’s the same any time I think of Kal. Which is mostly every day, so, obviously, I haven’t been entirely successful with banishing my past, but it’s a work in progress. I’m determined to move beyond it.

Otherwise, what was the point of it all?

The redhead nudges my hip, and I realize I’ve stopped dancing. Forcing all thoughts of Kalvin Kennedy from my mind, I immerse myself in the song, dancing my punctured little heart out.

Sweat trickles down my spine, and my mouth is dry as sandpaper. I’m thinking of calling it quits when I’m distracted by the sound of roaring and clapping coming from the far right-hand side of the room. A group of football players are huddled in a circle, raising their beers in a united salute. As the crowd disperses, I notice the boy and girl descending the stairs into the basement, and my heart stutters in my chest.

She is model beautiful with thick, glossy blonde locks, killer curves, and long limbs. More than a few heads turn in her direction, but I’ve stopped noticing her because the boy beside her has just sent my world into a tailspin.

“No!” I gasp, and my knees turn to Jell-O. With my stomach lurching, and my legs almost buckling, I sway precariously on the counter as everything crashes down around me.

I’m going to be sick.

His head is angled toward the bar, and my mind switches off. I dive off the counter, uncaring how or where I land. I just know that I need to get out of his line of sight before he spots me.

My heart is jackhammering against my ribcage as I flail about in the air. A pair of strong, muscular arms catch me before I face-plant the ground. “Whoa there, pretty lady!” a deep, rich voice says. “You fall or something?” my savior asks, repositioning me so I’m cradled against his very broad, very warm chest.

I peer into lush chocolate-colored eyes, blinking profusely. “Sorry!” I attempt to wriggle out of his hold, but he tightens his grip on my waist.

“You sure you’re okay?”

“She’s fine,” Liv says, materializing alongside us. “You can release her now, Chase.”

Chase frowns as he carefully places my bare feet on the ground. Olivia hands me my shoes, eyeing the guy suspiciously. With her abnormally tall frame, flawless dark skin, striking eyes, and thick jet-black hair, Olivia can command a room like no other girl I know. She’s like this fierce Amazonian warrior, reminding me of those stunning female vampires from Twilight
.

I’m dwarfed when I stand beside her, scrawny and small, the contrast between us never more transparent. Perhaps that’s why she’s taken such a protective stance. Why she looks out for me even when I don’t ask her to.

Chase regards her warily, scrubbing a hand over his stubbly jaw. “Do I know you?”

“Nope, but your rep precedes you.”

He grins, showcasing a set of cut dimples. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

“Uh-huh.” My roomie pins him with a wary look.

Chase chuckles, raising his palms in the air. “Hey, I was just doing my good deed for the night. No ulterior motives.” He turns to me, his eyes roaming up and down my body as I toe on my shoes. “None, whatsoever.” He winks, and heat floods my cheeks. I’m unaccustomed to such shameless flirting, and it throws me for a loop. “Not like I was watching your pretty friend rock that counter like she belongs on stage or anything.” His grin widens, and my cheeks burn brighter.

Straightening up, I clear my throat. “Thank you. For catching me.”

He takes my hand in his meatier one, drawing it to his mouth. “The pleasure was all mine. Anytime …” He quirks a brow.

“I’m Lana.”

He plants a soft kiss on the back of my hand. “Nice to meet you, Lana.” Leaning in, he presses his ear to my mouth. “I definitely hope we meet again.” A slew of shivers ripple over my skin as his warm breath tickles my neck.

He sends me one final cheeky wink before disappearing into the heaving crowd.

“That one is trouble,” Liv warns.

Mention of trouble brings me back into the moment. Grabbing my shirt and purse, I tug on her arm. “Come on. We need to leave. Now.”

“Where’s the fire?”

I risk a quick peek over her shoulder, emitting a high-pitched shriek. He’s heading our way, and if we don’t get our butts out of here right this second, everything I’ve worked for will be shot to hell. Olivia turns to look at the object of my distraction. “No! Don’t look at him. He’ll see you!” I yank on her arm again.

“What the hell, Lana?” She slants a puzzled look my way.

“I’ll explain everything when we get back to the dorm, but we have to go. Please, Liv. I’m begging you. We have to go now
.” Hysteria is bubbling to the surface as the words leave my mouth, and butterflies are running amok in my chest.

“’Kay. Quick.”

We start pushing our way through the crowd. My tank top is glued to my back, and tiny beads of sweat have formed on my brow.

He can’t see me, he just can’t.

Olivia guides me to a side exit at the back of the bar. We shove through the door, barreling out into a narrow alleyway at the back of the building. I run toward the steep stone steps, ignoring the sounds of heavy make-out sessions happening all around us.

“Lana!” a familiar voice calls out, and I whimper. Dammit all to hell.

“Keep running,” Olivia commands, racing hot on my heels. Fueled by adrenaline, I bound up the stairs, pushing my limbs harder than ever before, such is my desire to outrun him.

“Lana! Wait!” The voice is distant, but it won’t take him long to catch up.

We race around the corner of the building. “Follow me.” Olivia veers off to the right. I give chase as she maneuvers a curved path through the shrubbery in between various frats, weaving in and out of houses like it’s her own personal obstacle course. Under the dark blanket of nightfall, I stumble several times as I struggle to keep up. My breath hisses out in panicked spurts, but I resist the urge to look over my shoulder as I race after Liv.

We emerge on one of the main roads, a few yards from a bus stop. “Hold the bus!” Liv screeches as the last passenger ascends the vehicle parked at the curb. We tear down the sidewalk and hop onto the bus in the nick of time. Panting, I scan my card and scurry behind Olivia, dropping into a seat alongside her.

“That was cutting it close,” I pant, desperately trying to get my breathing and my heart rate under control.

“I’ll say.” She shoots me a curious look, before glancing out the rear window of the bus. It takes considerable willpower to keep my focus straight ahead.

A couple of minutes pass in silence, as we both bring our breathing back in line.

I sigh. My head is a mess, and my slightly inebriated state isn’t helping either. Anxiety is holding me hostage, and I can’t think straight.

What the hell is he doing here?

Olivia bumps my shoulder. “You said there was a guy.”

“Yes.”

I told her there was a guy, but I deliberately avoided divulging the details. I had good reasons not to. Plenty of them. Liv and I gelled the instant we met, and I didn’t want her thinking any less of me. Now, there’s no avoiding it. I owe her an explanation, and I’m not going to lie.

I’ve already told a lifetime of lies.

Liv isn’t prone to rash judgments, and I know she’ll give me the floor to explain. I hope it’s enough. Wetting my dry lips, I study her calm expression.

“When were you going to tell me it was Kalvin Kennedy?” she asks.


Chapter Two
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Kalvin

“Goddammit!!” I yell in frustration, coming to a halt as I watch the bus pull away from the curb. Dropping onto a nearby bench, I rest my head in my hands. Adrenaline is coursing through my body, and my heart is thundering in my chest.

She. Is. Here!

When I first caught a glimpse of the crazy girl nose-diving off the bar, my heart stuttered at the mere possibility that it might be her. Well, that and the fear that she’d go splat on the floor. Then I lost her in the crowd, especially when Shelby stopped to talk to some jerk from her anthropology class. It was only when Lana’s considerably taller friend started rushing her out the side exit that I got another look. I only saw her from behind, but I knew. I knew it was her, even if her hair is longer than I’ve ever seen it and the clothes she was wearing were nothing like my Lana used to wear.

I only needed that teeny, tiny glimpse to know it was her.

You never forget the girl who claimed your heart. Even if she did it without me realizing.

It took our lengthy separation for me to see her in the right light.

To know I loved her more than I loved anyone or anything in the entire universe.

I didn’t know love until it tore up my heart. Until I was all cut up inside. Until the loss consumed me, and I could barely breathe without her. It’s only then I realized I’d do anything to get her back.

Kill. Maim. Injure. Beg. Borrow. Steal.

There isn’t anything I’m unprepared to do to win Lana back.

Fuck me. I’m turning into my pansy-ass brother. Lying flat on my back on the bench, with my knees bent, I laugh my ass off as relief cascades over me like a waterfall.

She enrolled, after all. Thank fuck.

My laughter dies off, replaced by a heady surge of longing.

I can hardly believe it.

I’ve been on campus for two months now, and I spent the first few weeks scouring the place for any sign of Lana. I had no idea how vast the University of Florida was or how trying to find one girl on a two-thousand-acre campus was virtually impossible. Although, it doesn’t seem as big now that I know my way around a bit better. After weeks of roaming the campus like an aimless idiot, I finally succumbed and called my brother. Keven has mad IT skills, and it didn’t take him long to hack into the college servers and search the considerable student database only to draw a blank.

My heart had sunk when he confirmed there was no Lana Taylor registered.

I’d been so sure she’d come here. I knew she had enough credits built up to skip senior year, like me, and she’d had her heart set on UF. I remembered the times we’d talked about it, and it’d played no insignificant part in my decision to come here instead of attending Harvard with my brothers and my cousin.

Although this is one of the top universities in the country, and their architecture program is dope, I came here for her
.

A goofy smile appears on my lips.

For the first time in over a year, I feel alive. The urge to pull a Leo and shout “I’m the king of the world” is riding me hard. Damn my wacky Irish cousin Faye and her stupid Titanic
 fixation. That girl has messed with my brain in a big way.

If anyone found me now—lying on a bench, in the pitch dark, in the middle of the night, laughing to myself—they’d have me carted off to the nearest psychiatric ward before I could draw a breath.

My knee bounces up and down, and I’m chock-full of nervous excitement. I desperately need to track Lana down. If I knew where to begin, I’d be on it in a flash. It feels like an eternity since I last spoke to her, and I crave her company as intensely as a druggie craves his next fix.

To have come so close is killing me.

However, I refuse to feel anything but pure excitement.


Lana is here
. That is all that matters.

This changes everything
.

I may have lost her just now, but I’m not giving up until I find her. Until I speak to her and convince her I’m finally in the right place. Ready to give her a commitment and mean it this time.

I haul myself upright and make my way back to the frat house.

“Hey, is everything okay?” Shelby asks, the second I reappear in the room.

The music is blaring and the crowd is getting rowdy. Most of us have been partying since the event earlier, and things are turning messy. I’ve been making a concerted effort to keep my nose clean. Party-boy Kal is a thing of the past, and I’d rather not hit a speed bump.

Shelby palms my face in concern. That’s another thing I’ll need to deal with but not now. Now, I need to drag Brett’s ass out of here and force him to help me.

“Who was that girl?” she asks, peering up at me through her gorgeous big blue eyes. Shelby is every dude’s wet dream, and I know I’d only have to say the words and she’d be mine, but that was never my intention. Even less so now. In the past, I wouldn’t give two shits about screwing a girl one minute and ignoring her the next, but I’m not the same person I was. All the stuff that went down changed me. I’d like to think for the better.

“Someone important.” That’s as much as I’m saying on the subject.

Little lines crease her forehead. “Oh.” She’s not pleased.

“Look, I need to get out of here, but wanna meet for lunch tomorrow?” She deserves to be let down gently.

She perks up, and I feel like a dick. “Awesome. It’s a date.”

Double shit. “I’ll text you in the morning.”

She leans in to kiss me, and I twist my head at the last second so her lips meet my cheek instead of my mouth. Hurt flickers in her eyes, and I feel like a dick again. Over her shoulder, I spy Brett entertaining the adoring masses, and I catch his attention, gesturing toward the door.

My roomie nods, draining his beer and making a dash for it. “Please tell me we’re not calling it a night, bro.” He slaps me on the back. “I’m only getting started.”

“We’re not, but I need to talk to you. You want to shoot some pool?”

He steers me out of the room. “Lead the way, dude.”

We grab an Uber to the local town and hop out in front of the combination sports bar and tavern. One of Brett’s brothers attended UF a few years back, and he told us about this place.

They happily accept our fake IDs as the real deal, so we grab a couple of beers and slip into a booth while we wait for a pool table. Most Friday nights, this place is hopping, but it’s quieter than usual tonight. The majority of the college crowd is still on campus, hitting up parties and enjoying the last festivities of homecoming week.

“What gives?” Brett asks, sipping from his beer.

“I found her. I just found Lana.”

His eyes pop wide. “No shit.”

“She was at the party, but she ran off before I could talk to her.” I raise the bottle to my lips, enjoying the cold, bitter taste as the beer slides down my throat.

“What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to get my brother on the case again. If she goes to school here, she must be registered under a different name.” I lean my arm along the top of the booth. “Now that I know she’s here, she can’t hide from me.”

“What if she was only visiting? She could have a friend here.”

It’s a legit argument, but it carries no weight. “She doesn’t have any friends here. She grew up, with me, in Wellesley. Besides, it was always her dream to come here. She’s enrolled at UF. I’m certain of it.”

He props his arms on the table. “I still can’t believe you traded Harvard—Ivy League
, dude
—for UF, on a hunch that some chick might attend.”

“It was more than a hunch, and she’s more than some chick.” Brett isn’t a fan of my girl, and he’s starting to get on my last testicle. He’s judging her—like the rest of the country—before he’s even had the chance to know her. I take another quick glug of my beer. “The summer before we started high school, we discussed it. She told me she had her heart set on the University of Florida because she wanted to attend college in a sunnier climate and she wanted to connect with her grandparents. Her Mom never let her visit them.”

“What’s up with that?”

I shrug. “No idea, but it was important to her to be close to them. She had no other family.”

He scratches the top of his head. “Dude, it’s still weird. Who leaves their family behind to go on a wild goose chase? Just ’cause you discussed it a few years back was no guarantee she’d actually be here.” His lips curve up. “Knew you had more than a little reckless in you.”

I grin wickedly. “Dude, whatever, you’re totally missing the point.” I cock my head to the side. “I was right, because she is
 here, and that’s all I give a crap about now. I knew
 she’d be here. Maybe my cuz is right.” He arches a brow, waiting for elaboration. “Faye sa—”

“That’s the hottie Irish chick you told me about? The one who’s fucking your brother?”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, and yes, but you know it’s not like that. Ky’s my half-brother, and they’re not actually blood related.”

“It sounds much hotter the way I tell it.” He smirks.

“Whatever gets you going, bro.”

“You have any pictures of her?”

“Faye?”

“No, dipshit!” He taps his bottle against mine. “Your girl.”

“Yeah.” I remove my cell from my back pocket and hand it to him. My screensaver is a pic of Lana and me. It’s the last happy image of us before everything turned to shit.

Brett whistles low on his breath. “She’s pretty.”

I grab my cell back, scoffing. “She’s fucking gorgeous, but I don’t expect you to understand everything she means to me.”

He taps his fingers off the tabletop. “Enlighten me.”

I pick at the label on my bottle. “I told you I spent years acting like a jerk. Pushing her away and pretending I didn’t have feelings for her. Then I lost her, and my world lost all its color. When I get her back, I’m going to treat her like a fucking goddess.”

“Pussy-whipped all ready,” he murmurs, “and you don’t even have the girl.”

“Semantics, dude. That’s all it is.”

“Or a nasty case of overconfidence.” His grin is teasing.

“I fucked up before, but I’m not going to do that again. I just need to make her understand that. She told me not to find her, so she’s bound to be a bit pissed, but I’ll use some of the ole Kennedy charm to win her around to my way of thinking.” I’m spouting the biggest load of bullshit, but maybe if I say it out loud, I might start believing it. Truth is, I’m scared shitless that Lana will refuse to have anything to do with me. Can’t say I blame her. Not after the years I spent acting like a complete moron.

And let’s not forget how spectacularly I messed up with that bitch, Addison.

“You’re a nice guy, Kal,” Brett says, in a more serious tone of voice. “I’m not sure I’d be so understanding.”

There’d been no need to tell Brett my story. When I rocked up to the dorms and met my new roomie, he recognized me instantly. That’s what happens when your mom spearheaded one of the most prestigious, most recognizable fashion brands in the country. There was no such thing as privacy. My six brothers and I had grown up under the glare of the world’s media. Last year was definitely one for the record books, though. Between my trial, my brother’s arrest, my dad’s affair, my cousin almost being killed, news that my three eldest brothers had a different father, and my mom’s admission that she had lied to build her business empire on a falsehood, we were rarely off the airwaves. The media lapped the scandal up, and we were virtual pariahs at school.

Brett knew everything, which, to be honest, was freaking awesome, because it meant I didn’t have to explain the shit show that is my life. More than that, he was understanding.

Except when it comes to Lana. That’s where he draws a line.

When she came clean at the trial, she put herself in the spotlight, and it didn’t present her in the most flattering light. Come to think of it, no wonder she registered under a different name. She probably didn’t want anyone to know who she was. I’m sure she’s picked up her fair share of enemies. That thought kicks my protective instincts into overdrive, accelerating the need to find and shelter her.

“She isn’t how she was portrayed,” I explain. “If anyone’s to blame for what happened, it’s me. Me and my brother’s ex. Lana is a total sweetheart, and it was completely out of character for her to lie.”

“I can tell you mean that. Like I said, you’re one of the good guys.”

“She means everything to me, man, and I let her down when she needed me most. It wasn’t that difficult for me to forgive her. Fact, friend,” I tag on the end, chuckling as I repeat Brett’s catchphrase.

“She’s a damn fool if she turns you away.”

“It’s not as simple as that.”

I’ll say.

Convincing Lana I forgive her for what she did is the least of it.

I have years of stupid mistakes to make up for.

And I can’t wait to get started.


Chapter Three
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Lana

“Okay, spill, girlfriend. I want to know everything,” Liv says. We didn’t talk much on the bus, and when we got back to our dorm, I went to use the bathroom, while Liv fixed our usual nightly drinks. Now, we are both in our pajamas, our faces scrubbed clean of makeup, sitting across from one another on our twin beds, sipping chamomile tea.

I knew this was coming. That it was time to fess up, but it does little to ease my nervousness. Placing my cup on my bedside table, I wipe my sweaty palms over the front of my sleep shorts. I attempt to clear my throat. “Before I start, I need you to know that I was evasive on purpose, but I had every intention of telling you the full story once we got to know each other.”

She bobs her head, urging me to continue with her eyes.

“I was scared when we met and you told me you were from New York because I figured you’d definitely know all about the Kennedys and last year’s trial.” The trial was front page news on every paper and the main item on every news channel that whole week. The nation was glued to the drama.

Leaning forward, she cups both hands around her drink. “Girl, everyone
 knows who the Kennedys are. Kennedy Apparel was the
 fashion brand to be seen in. I’ve got a bunch of their dresses in my closet, and I’m still mourning the demise of the label.”

Last year, Alexandra Kennedy shocked the fashion world when she stepped down as CEO and sold the label to her main competitor. The KA brand has since been swallowed up by the new parent company, Accardi.

My heart falters. “Great, now everyone on campus is going to know.”

“Is that why you changed your name?” she asks, confirming she’s figured things out.

“Partly.” I rub the back of my neck. “Initially, switching to my mother’s maiden name was one of my grandparents’ conditions. My college application was made at the eleventh hour, and they used their connections to help me get in. But it made sense on another level because my name is tainted.”

And, honestly? It’s no less than I deserve.

She sends me a sympathetic look, but I toss it aside. I don’t warrant anyone’s pity, but I also refuse to dwell on it. There are more urgent demands on my headspace these days.

“I’m sorry I kept this from you. Truly, I am,” I admit. “I was sure you’d recognize me and judge me before you’d even had a chance to know me.”

She takes a sip of her tea. “I didn’t recognize you. Not at all. Most of the press coverage focused on Kalvin.”

At the time of the trial, yes. But afterward, the media enjoyed plastering my face everywhere and slandering my previous good name. In most other states, as a minor, I would’ve had some privacy but not in Massachusetts where they have this weird law which meant there was little I could do to stop them from revealing my identity. Add the Kennedy celebrity factor into the equation, and public exposure was guaranteed. It was a relief to leave the north behind for the Sunshine State. At least, in the early days.

“Tell me about him.” She tilts her head to the side. “Tell me about you, and let me hear your side of things because I know what was reported wasn’t the truth. I know you, and you aren’t capable of the things they said you did.”

I can scarcely swallow over the bitter lump in my throat. “That’s the awful truth, Liv. I did most of what they said I did.” I hang my head, not wishing to see the disgust and disappointment in her eyes. I’ve had to face that same look on my mom’s face every day since my testimony. Every day since I dropped the bomb.

“Hey.” The bed dips as she plops down beside me. “I’m not going to judge.” She wraps her arm around my shoulder. “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of, and I know you’re a good person, Lana.”

“Would you have felt that way if you knew immediately who I was?”

She spears me with honest eyes. “I don’t know. I’d like to think I would’ve given you an opportunity to explain your side of things.”

Not for the first time, I count my blessings for whatever cosmos deemed to pair me with Olivia. We just click. Maybe it’s the fact we’re both an only child, or she’s just one hell of an awesome human being. Whatever the reason, I’m glad she’s my roommate, my friend.

“Do I need to give you more alcohol to get it out of you?” she jokes with a smirk.

I scoot farther up the bed, resting my back against the wall. “It’s late. You sure you want to do this now? If I’m going to do this right, I need to tell you from the start. It could take a while.”

She twists around, pulling her legs up off the floor. “I don’t have much to do tomorrow, and I can sleep in. I’m ready and willing to listen if you’re up to it.”

I nibble on the corner of my lips as I prepare to open the doors to my heart. “I was two when my parents landed jobs with the Kennedys. Mom was their housekeeper, and Dad maintained the gardens surrounding the Wellesley property. We moved into a guest bungalow at the edge of the forest that backed onto the estate. Not that I remember too much of that time.” Those early memories are scarce.

“When I got a little older, I used to play outside with the boys. Alexandra didn’t seem to mind in those days. Kal was only a little younger than me, and we gravitated toward one another from the very start. Soon, we were basically inseparable, and we did everything together. We didn’t go to the same schools, but we would meet in his kitchen after school every day, and Mom would fix us a snack and her legendary pink lemonade, and we did our homework together every night. In the winters, we’d watch the latest movies in their home theater or swim in the indoor pool, and I went to all his Little League games. I showed him all my stories”—Liv knows my lifelong dream is to be a writer and that I’ve written a ton of books, all currently lurking undiscovered in the hard drive of my computer—“and he was my most avid fan. He loved everything I wrote, even when it was crap.” I smile at the memory. “He used to draw these pictures to depict scenes from my stories, and he helped me create homemade books.” A tender smile graces my lips as countless memories replay in my mind.

“During the summers, we’d spend days hanging out by the pool, and he was always the one protecting me from his brothers.”

She arches a brow.

“You know he has six brothers?”

“Girl, everyone knows the Kennedy boys. I can’t believe you grew up surrounded by all that hotness.” She fans herself. “Damn, I’m wet just thinking about it.”

I throw a pillow at her head, laughing. “Stop it! They’re like my brothers, and that’s grossing me out. Except for Stinky.”

She splutters. “What the what?”

I laugh again. “Stinky. That’s what I called Kal when we were younger because he used to let rip with the worst farts known to man.” I double over, clutching my stomach. “If I want to annoy the fuck out of him, all I have to do is call him that name and watch him go crazy.” I chuckle to myself.

“He’s not the only crazy one if you ask me,” she quips.

“All his brothers are crazy,” I retort, pretending to ignore her little jokey dig. “They were always trying to dunk me in the pool or pull my bikini top off. Kal would get so mad at them, and I’d have to pretend to be furious because the truth was I didn’t mind. They were fun to be around, and I knew they were only teasing. It was always so quiet in our house, and I enjoyed spending time with them. I looked forward to our summers so much.”

“It sounds like you were a part of the family.”

The sheen wipes off the edge of my reminiscence. “I used to think so, too, but Momma Kennedy made it very clear I wasn’t.”

Liv falls forward onto her stomach, propping up on her elbows, and resting her chin in her hands. “What happened?”

“We grew up.” I drill her with earnest eyes, as the usual hurt resurfaces. “The Kennedys bought a vacation house in Nantucket, and for the first few years, we went with them for extended periods during the summer. It was bliss. Mom and Dad were working, and I spent the days with Kal and his brothers on the beach or out on our bikes. At night, there were BBQs and parties, and we always got to stay up later because the adults lost track of time. The house was exquisite, and it had the most gorgeous infinity pool and—”

“Okay, now you’re making me jealous on purpose.”

I laugh. “Seriously, I loved that house. Loved those summers, which is why it hurt so much when it all came to an abrupt end.”

“Come on, Lana,” Liv groans. “Stop keeping me in suspense. Get to the juicy stuff.”

I fling my pillow at her. “Hey! This isn’t the latest soap opera we’re discussing. This is my life!”

“Your life with the Kennedys,” she swoons, tossing the pillow back at me. “That sounds like a soap opera I’d watch.”

I roll my eyes, though I appreciate her attempts to keep this lighthearted. “The last time I was in Nantucket was the summer before I turned fourteen. Kal had been acting really weird the whole time, and I was worried I’d done something to upset him. I kept asking him what was wrong, and he kept saying everything was fine.” My heart starts fluttering at the recollection. “I was in my room packing the day we were due to return to the mainland when he came barging into my room and kissed me. No warning. Nothing. He just walked right up to me and planted one on me.” My heart is pounding in my chest. “I can still recall it in vivid detail, as if it was yesterday.” My hand moves of its own accord, and I run my fingers across my lips. “As first kisses go, it was pretty damn magical.”

“Wow.”

““I know.” My smile deepens. Irrespective of where we’ve ended up, no one or nothing can take that memory away from me. I grab a hair tie off my nightstand and twist my hair into a messy bun. “Of course, Kal’s mom had to choose that exact moment to bust into my room, and she caught us in the act.”

“She flipped out?”

“Totally, not that you would’ve known it at the time. She pretended not to notice, quietly insisting that Kal go to his room to finish packing. No one ever said a word about it again, but I was never invited back, and from that point on, Kal started acting weird around me.”

“She must’ve said something to him,” Liv deduces. “What a bitch.”

“I think so. Alexandra is a snob, and there’s no way she’d ever consider me good enough for her son, but at the time, I didn’t understand it. I thought I was a horrible kisser and that’s why he didn’t want to hang out with me so much.”

“Wait. What?” She pulls up on her knees. “He just kissed you and that was it? He
 didn’t bring it up?”

I shake my head. “Nope. He never spoke about the kiss or why I was banished. He just kissed me and then never mentioned it again.”

“And how did you feel?”

“Oh, I was head over heels in love with him. Think I probably always had been, but I didn’t know what I was feeling.” She nods vigorously. “I was hurt when he stopped hanging out with me so much but not enough to stop loving him. God, when I look back on it now, I was so pathetic.”

I lean my head back and stare at the stark white ceiling. “My friend Zoe used to say I had obsessive compulsive disorder when it came to Kalvin Kennedy, and I argued nonstop with her about it, but she was right. I see that now. There was nothing healthy or normal about the way I crushed on him. I had no interest in slapping 1D on my walls when the hottest boy on the planet lived in the house next door.”

“Were you hanging with him at all, or had he completely frozen you out?” Liv is frothing at the mouth for further intel.

“Oh, we always hung out, just not like before. We still spent time together almost every day just not in public. We were always alone. Either he came to my house when my parents were at work or we hung out in the cabin at the back of the woods.”

“Kinky!”

I snort. “I wish!”

“You mean there was nothing going on?” She sounds outraged.

“No, not until last year.”

“What the heck did you do?” A puzzled frown furrows her brow.

I crank out a laugh. “Jeez, Liv. There are other things to do with boys besides sex.”

“Boring!” She throws another cushion at me.

I catch it with both hands and stuff it behind my head, sticking my tongue out at her. “We did all the same old stuff, and we talked a lot. About everything and anything. Kal is a real jokester and sometimes it was a chore trying to get him to act serious, but we talked about a lot of deep stuff too, and he opened up to me as I did him. We shared our innermost secrets, and that kept me going, you know? When he was off screwing anything in a skirt, I took some comfort knowing I was the only one he was sharing his dreams with.”

“I gotta tell you, Lana, your boy isn’t sounding like much of a dreamboat.”

I shrug. “It was like there were two sides to him. In public, he was the teasing, charming player every girl in Wellesley wanted to hook up with, and a lot did, trust me on that.” Bile coats the inside of my mouth as years of hurt and rejection attack me from all sides. “But, in private, with me, he was sweet and vulnerable and thoughtful, and it made it extremely difficult not to crush on him.”

I stare off into space. “And he didn’t hesitate to jump to my defense in public if the situation warranted it.” I fiddle with the hem on my shorts. “There was this one time I remember.” My heart skips a beat as I recall the incident. “It was sixth grade, and all the Kennedy boys had come with their dad and my parents to the school play because I had one of the lead parts that year. I knew my lines by heart, but the second I got up on that stage and saw the crowd and felt the heat of the lights, nerves got the better of me, and I was fluffing all my lines. Jasmine Reed was one of the other leads, and she was also the biggest bully in our year. She got mad at me and pushed me mid-scene. I fell over, and some of the other girls laughed. I was so embarrassed.”

“What did boy wonder do?”

I chuckle. “He stormed onto the stage and helped me to my feet. Tucking me under his arm, he turned around and yelled at Jasmine before the teacher dragged him away.” I sigh dreamily. “He was my hero that day, and, funnily enough, I didn’t forget any of my lines after that.”

“Cute story, but let’s get back to more recent times.” She’s practically salivating, and I roll my eyes again. “Something obviously changed between you, though, or last year wouldn’t have happened.”

My chest heaves painfully. “Something snapped inside me last year. Or maybe Zoe finally got through to me. I’m not sure, but all I knew was I couldn’t go on any longer trying to deny my feelings for him. I had tried to move on. All through high school, I dated other boys, and I even had a couple of boyfriends. At first, I did it because I thought it’d make Kal jealous, but it never seemed to bother him. Then, I went through periods where I hated him because I was sick of hearing about him with other girls. And I had girls latch on to me continually when they heard I lived on the grounds of the Kennedy estate only to drop me like a hot potato the minute they realized I couldn’t help them into his bed. I’d continually promise myself I was going to forget about him and find a boy who liked me as much as I liked him, so I went out with a few guys, hoping they could help erase Kal from my mind, but it never worked. I was hopelessly smitten. While I did plenty of stuff with my boyfriends, I never let it go beyond that. I always broke the relationship off before it got serious.”

“Before you had sex, you mean?”

“Yeah. It was stupid, but I was saving myself for him.”

“That’s not stupid, Lana. I wish I’d waited for someone special my first time. My first time was ... ugh!” She shivers, making a gross face. “Anyway, we’re not talking about me. This is the Lana and Kalvin show. What happened next?”

I fight another eye roll. “I found the courage to tell him I loved him, and he deflected. Tried to laugh it off, like my feelings were some kind of joke. I got mad and told him to get out. A few days later, he came back. Said he was sorry for how he’d reacted and he had feelings for me, too, but he didn’t know if he could commit to one girl.”

“What an asshole.” Indignation is ripe in her tone.

“What a pity I didn’t get that memo.” I chew on the inside of my mouth. “I focused on the only part of his admission that I wanted to hear—he had feelings for me too. I suggested we take things slow and casual, no labels or explanations, no exclusivity, just see where things went.”

“You didn’t.” Her mouth is hanging open.

I cringe a little. “I did mention I was obsessive and stupid, didn’t I?”

She jerks her head at me. “Go on. I sense we’re finally
 getting to the juicy stuff.”

Only someone who wasn’t there could refer to what went down as the “juicy” stuff. “I was in cloud cuckoo land for a couple of months. We met up in the cabin at least three or four times a week, like usual, but instead of just talking, we were making out like we needed each other to breathe, and it was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Seriously, none of the guys I dated made me tingle all over like Kal did. I was walking around in a daze, completely infatuated and daydreaming about our future home and our kids and everything.” I shake my head sadly. “I was so stupid, but, in my defense, I was crazy in love, and he made me feel so much. Too much, really.”

“That’s the way first love should be, right?”

“Who knows?” I shrug. “I’m like the biggest screw-up when it comes to love. You should take anything I say with a pinch of salt. Honestly, I’m like an anti-love remedy. Listen to what I did, and then do the opposite.”

“Stalling, girlfriend. Move it along.”

“Move that along.” I show her my middle finger, and we both grin.

I do a belly flop, landing alongside her, mirroring her position. “If I’m the anti-love remedy, then Zoe is like the anti-love cure times a thousand. She was totally anti-Kal, and when she found us kissing one night, she went ballistic. She yelled at me until her face looked like it might explode, and, of course, I told her to fuck off and continued to wallow in ignorant bliss. Then Kal hooked up with this girl from my school at a party, and on Monday she regaled the whole cafeteria with a blow-by-blow account of”—I curl my fingers in the air—“‘the best sex of her life.’ That brought me back to earth with a bang.”

A painful ache ties my stomach into knots. Even now, it still hurts so much. “I don’t know how I ever thought I’d be able to handle him kissing me and hooking up with other girls at the same time. It was a recipe for disaster from the outset. I poured my heart out to him that night. I told him how much I loved him and how I’d been saving myself for him but I couldn’t do it anymore. Couldn’t be his girl on the side. His dirty secret to hide. I told him I wouldn’t share him with other girls, and if he wanted to continue to see me, then he had to commit and promise to stay away from other girls—to be exclusively mine.”

Liv nudges me in the shoulder. “Good for you.”

“It was about time I stood up for myself. Honestly, I let that boy walk all over me, but I’m glad I had some sense of self-preservation, and he surprised the hell out of me by agreeing.”

Tears prick my eyes. “He told me he loved me, that I was the only girl for him, and he would commit to me. He promised.” Tears roll down my cheeks now. “I was deliriously happy, and a few nights later we slept together. It was the most incredible night of my life.” My tears turn to full-blown sobs, and I break down, burying my head in the comforter and crying my eyes out.

Liv smooths a hand up and down my back, but she doesn’t interrupt. She lets me vent. I roll onto my back, wiping my moist eyes with the corner of my pajama top. “It still hurts so much. I don’t think the pain will ever go away. Even though I hurt him way more, it does nothing to dampen the constant ache in my heart.” I clamp a hand over my chest.

“It’s him, isn’t it?” she asks quietly. “He’s the one.”

Everything locks up inside me, and immense terror has a vise-grip around my heart.

This is my worst fear come to life, but I can’t lie to her. Not about something like this. Not when she already knows so much.

Slowly, I nod.

Her lips pull into a grim line. “He doesn’t know, Lana, does he?”


Chapter Four
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Kalvin

“I’m very disappointed in you, Kalvin,” Shelby says, stirring her coffee way too fast. Droplets land on the Formica tabletop as I look everywhere but at the girl sitting across from me. The diner is jammed. It seems everyone’s in need of a caffeine injection after the excesses of last night. “I thought you liked me.” I can hear the pout in her voice. Girls like Shelby aren’t accustomed to getting the brush off. Rejection isn’t sitting well with her.

“It’s not like that,” I protest, manning up and raising my eyes to meet hers.

“Please don’t give me the ‘it’s me not you’ speech. Don’t insult my intelligence.” She glares at me.

“Shelby, you’re beautiful, smart, and cool to hang with. Any guy would be lucky to date you, but I came here determined to stick to my goals. We went on a couple of dates, and it was casual. It was never leading anywhere for me. I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.” I’m not trying to be a dick, but my lack of honesty has gotten me in trouble in the past, so I need to be blunt now.

I never should’ve hooked up with her that first night, but it’d been over a year since I’ve done anything with any girl, and I was depressed after my call with Kev. He’d only just confirmed that Lana wasn’t enrolled in UF, and my mood was low. I thought I’d lost her forever. Brett convinced me to go to the frat party with him, and when Shelby approached me, I didn’t turn her away. Empty inside, I’d needed to feel something
. To know I wasn’t completely broken. We’d hooked up and then parted ways with no plans, and that suited me fine. When I’d bumped into her the following week, she’d convinced me to meet her for lunch. At some point, from then until now, it had turned into several dates, and she was starting to get clingy. I hadn’t slept with her again, and I sensed it was going to blow up in my face. Even if I hadn’t found Lana last night, the writing was already on the wall for Shelby and me.

Even thinking that—Shelby and me—feels wrong on so many different levels.

“This is about that girl last night, isn’t it?”

She’s way more observant than I gave her credit for.

She flings her blonde hair over her shoulder with noticeable defiance.

“Leave her out of this.” There’s no way I want Lana dragged into any more of my drama. I stand up, tossing a twenty on the table. “I’m sure we’ll bump into each other from time to time. I’d like to stay friends.”

“Screw off, Kalvin. It’s not like you’re anything special. I’ve been knocking guys back left and right, so I won’t be short on options.” She flicks her fingers in the air, swatting me away like an annoying gnat. “You’ve some nerve turning me down. Half the girls on this campus hate you. I was doing wonders for your rep.”

Wow.

What a dreamboat.

It’s a side of her I haven’t seen before, and my gut’s telling me this is the real Shelby. My bitch-o-meter is usually more reliable than this. I think I’ve been played.

Shoving my hands in the pockets of my jeans, I wonder how I misjudged her so badly. “Okay, then.” She glowers at me as I walk off, but I couldn’t give two shits. My shoulders loosen up as I step out onto the sidewalk.

Back in the dorm, I change into my track shorts and shirt and rest on the edge of the bed to call Kev. “Dude,” he greets me.

“Bro. She’s here.”

“No shit.”

“I need you to hack into the college system again.” He mumbles something incoherent under his breath. “Please. She must be registered under a different name. Can you do a search for anyone named Lana and see what you find.”

“Okay. Consider it done.”

“Thanks, man. I owe you.”

He snorts. “Yeah you do.”

I hang up, feeling wired. I need to run this excess adrenaline off, so I head out to the track. After stretching, I start off at a leisurely pace, building my speed with each lap. My mind churns a million miles an hour. Finding her is only step one. I need a plan of action to win her back. Shelving Shelby helps. My track record with other girls is abysmal, and winning Lana’s trust is key. She needs to understand I want the whole shebang with her. I’m invested. Lock, stock, and barrel. I’m ready to take our relationship to the next level, and I think we’re finally on the same page. I want to commit to her exclusively. Now, I just need to convince her I’m genuine and pray that she hasn’t moved on.
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I’m spread-eagled on the bed in fresh sweats, bare-chested, and listening to Bono rock it out on my iPhone when Brett graces me with his presence. He must have a new girl on the scene because he’s barely been here all week. Last night was the first time I’d seen him in days.

“What’s up, asshat?” he asks, dumping his gear bag on the ground. Crossing to the refrigerator, he removes two bottles of water, tossing one to me. A musty, sweaty smell filters through the air.

My nose wrinkles as I pull my earphones off. “Dude, you’re polluting the environment.” I point at the offending bag, adding in some gagging sound effects for good measure.

He shrugs. “And you’re insulting my manly smell. I’m wounded.” He pulls a chair over, swinging it around and straddling it. “You’re hardly in a position to throw stones. You leave your smelly shit lying all over the place.” He points at my damp running outfit, currently occupying center stage in the middle of the floor.

Valid. Not that I’m admitting it.

My nostrils flare in disgust as I jump up and open the window. “The difference is my sweat rocks. Yours reeks like hundred-year-old granny panties.”

He laughs, shaking his head. “Delusional much, Kennedy? Your shit smells the same as the rest of us.” Can’t deny that. “What you listening to?” He gestures toward my phone.

“Do you really have to ask?” I stick my head out the window and promptly retreat. I keep forgetting I’m not in Massachusetts. No gentle breeze offers relief from the noxious smells wafting around the room. The sticky humidity takes some getting used to; although, I’ve detected a slight change in the weather this last week. Apparently, the weather rarely dips below sixty here, and the humidity lingers like a bad smell, but it does get a little cooler during winter. My body temp is cranked to toasty all year round, and I never thought I’d hear myself complain about the heat, but the climate in Florida is fucking up my internal wiring. If I could get away with walking around naked, I’d do it.

“U2 is the shit, but you could vary it up. Your taste in music is a lot like your taste in women—singular and a bit on the boring side.”

I flip him the bird. “Don’t insult Lana or Bono and the boys. I’ll stick my dad on you.” Dad hails from Ireland, and the members of U2 are living legends in the Emerald Isle. I grew up indoctrinated. Dad rarely played anything else, and he’s attended every major event U2 has played in the States the last ten years, without fail. Once I turned thirteen, he brought me with him. None of my brothers understand our U2 obsession, and I love that it’s something I get to share with him alone. When we vacationed in Ireland last summer, we saw them live in Croke Park, and there’s nothing like watching living legends perform on home soil. The crowd was electric, the atmosphere was out of this world, and it was the experience of a lifetime.

“I can take Daddy Kennedy any day.” Brett flexes his fists. “Bring it.”

I roll my eyes, swigging from my bottle. “Where you been all week?” He makes a disgusting gesture with his hands, and I laugh. “Figured. Who’s the flavor of the week this week?”

“Sydney. She’s a senior. Met her at the party last week.”

“A senior, huh?” I’m impressed.

“Perks of playing college football.” He winks, puffing out his broad chest.

“You seeing her tonight?”

“Nah. Think it’s time to broaden my horizons.”

I chuckle. Brett has a short attention span. “She know that?”

“She’s cool, man. She knew what this was.”

“If you say so.” I’m remembering the last girl who turned up at our door, sobbing her heart out. “One word. Hayley.”

“Oh shit, man. Why’d you have to go and ruin my good mood. You know I feel bad about that.”

“Just looking out for you, bro. You forget, I’ve been you, and it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

“Says the born-again virgin,” he teases, and I give him the finger. “A few of us are heading to a party in Gainesville. Wanna come?”

“I’m down.” I need something to take my mind off Lana, and you never know, maybe she’ll turn up at this party too.
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The party was a dud, but at least it was time suckage. Shelby spent half the night shooting daggers my direction, but she wasted little time moving on. She worked the room like a pro. Think she went home with one of Brett’s teammates. At least she’s no longer my problem. Thank fuck.

Sunday turns into Monday, and there’s still no word from Kev. I’m not known for my patience, and he cusses me out when I ring him for the umpteenth time Monday night. It works. He emails me a list a couple hours later. I’m disheartened to see over twenty names on the list. Fuck me. Who’d have thought Lana was such a popular name?
 Guess, I shouldn’t be all that surprised in a campus of over fifty thousand, but I’m overdue a break, and I thought Lady Luck was finally shining on me.

Due to some current system upgrade the college is undergoing, Kev wasn’t able to search by photo ID, so I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way and call on every girl on the list until I find her. That doesn’t mesh well with my rapidly diminishing patience supply. I’m going out of my mind knowing Lana is so close but still so far out of my reach.

Tuesday and Wednesday come and go. I attend my classes, spend a couple hours at the track, and the rest of my time is spent checking out the names on the list. I’m growing more disheartened as each girl turns out not to be her. What if she registered under a completely different name altogether? How the fuck am I expected to find her then?


I’m sitting in the bleachers at the Sanders Football Field Thursday evening watching Brett’s practice as I mull over my options. I have seven addresses left to investigate. Seven girls. If one of them isn’t my
 Lana, I don’t know what I’m going to do. Unless I happen to bump into her again, I don’t see how else I can track her down. The chances of lightning striking twice are slim, but I can’t contemplate failure. Not when I’ve come this far. This close.

Shouting on the field rouses me from my depressive inner monologue. Brett and the douchebag supremo on his team are shoving one another as the coach repeatedly blows his whistle, calling for a time-out. Another coach races onto the field, and between them, they manage to separate the boys. Words are exchanged. It looks heated, but I can’t hear what’s being said from here. Douche pants throws his helmet on the ground and stomps off. Hanging his head, Brett walks in the opposite direction, toward the locker room.

The douche reaches my section of the bleachers and scales the steps two at a time. The man is a beast. And a grade A asshole. He seems to have it in for Brett, and this isn’t the first time they’ve clashed.

I narrow my eyes as I watch his ascent. He’s red in the face, and his hands are clenched into tight fists at his side. He sees me watching, and his lips twist into a snarl. “What the fuck you looking at, Kennedy?”

“Not a hell of a lot.” I lean back casually, locking my hands behind my head.

“Screw off. Go find some new girl to rape.”

I’m out of my seat before I’ve had time to process the move. Never mind that he’s built like a brick house, I’m not taking shit from no one. Especially not about that. I fist my hand in his shirt. “I didn’t rape anyone, fucktard, and I’ll kick your ass into next week if you insinuate that again.”

He snorts, pushing me away, and the urge to punch him until he bleeds is riding me hard. It would almost be worth the beating I’d get, except I can’t risk my place here. They’re big on safety, and violence on campus is a major offense. I need to maintain a squeaky-clean record. “Do I look like I give a shit? Give it your best shot, pervert
.”

Rage pummels my insides, and I grind down on my molars. He may be broader than me, and packing more pounds, but I bet I could go a few rounds fueled by rage alone. Man, I want to hit this dude so badly. Lana’s face drifts in front of me, and I take a step back. I need to calm the fuck down before I ruin everything. “Whatever, douche. I’ve way better things to do with my time.”

He sends me a gloating smirk, and my eyes narrow to slits. Coach blows his whistle, purposely looking up here as he barks out a rough demand. “See ya later, perv.” Chase flips up his middle finger as he leaves. I sit back down, resting my head in my hands, mentally talking myself off the ledge.

That’s how Brett finds me twenty minutes later. I’m still brimming with pent-up frustration. “Let’s get out of here,” he says, slapping me on the back.

I crank the A/C to the max when we buckle up in my truck. “You in a hurry to get to the dorm?” I ask.

Brett’s jaw hasn’t relaxed since we left the practice field. “Not especially. You fancy a game at the Reitz?” The Reitz is the campus union, and it’s a sprawling building with a bunch of resources for students including a kick-ass games room we’re quite attached to.

“I wanted to check out a couple more addresses if you don’t mind tagging along?”

“Not like I’ve anything else to do,” he murmurs, and I know better than to go there. He’s pissed over what just went down, not that I’d blame him. You don’t want to draw attention as a newbie on the team for all the wrong reasons. It’s why I’m not telling him about my run-in with douche face yet. No point in riling him up further.

The first two addresses are in the same building, which is a gift. I work my usual charm—sweet-talking whichever girl happens to be at the entrance into letting me into the building—and then I knock on the relevant door, trying to temper my expectation. I come up empty on both occasions. Neither Lana is my Lana, and I make a hasty exit.

Brett sends me a sympathetic look when I haul my grumpy ass back in the truck. He slaps me on the back. “Chin up, my man.”

I drive to Broward, which is next on my list, pulling up on the other side of the road, across from the dorm. I cut the engine and stare out my window, squinting in the dark night at the historical building. The campus here is a mix of old and new, with legacy redbrick buildings residing alongside newer structures. Centuries-old oak trees and tons of green areas line the spaces in between. I love how the newer buildings have been designed with a unique and complimentary architecture that also considers the environmental impact.

I jump out of the truck and hoof it over to the dorm. A cute girl with rapidly reddening cheeks lets me into the building, and I quickly find my next target. Rapping loudly and successively on the door, I wait a good five minutes before accepting no one is home.

Back in the truck, I’m slow to move on. Call it instinct, or wishful thinking, but something is urging me to hold position. “You mind waiting a while?” I ask Brett.

He shrugs. “Go for it.”

Synching my iPhone, I line up a few U2 tunes and settle back to wait.


Chapter Five
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Lana

My heart-to-heart with Liv ended in a humdinger of a row after I confirmed her suspicions about Kal. She doesn’t agree with my decision, and I refused to get drawn into discussing it. I can’t deal with that. Not when my brain is struggling to grasp the fact he’s here. So, we both went to bed mad.

She’s still pissed at me, so I’ve been avoiding her all week.

It’s not actually that hard. Between classes, study, yoga, and my volunteer work at the center, I have minimal downtime Monday through Friday so avoiding my roommate has been a breeze. Doesn’t help with the horrific guilt though. I don’t want to fall out with the best friend I have here, but I’m not ready to delve into all that other crap yet.

I know I can’t avoid the conversation forever, but I need to psych myself up for it. Truth is, I agree with her, and I can’t believe I allowed myself to be coerced
 into something I knew was wrong, again
. You’d think I’d learned my lesson, but it’s hard when the coercers are your parents—the two people I’ve loved and admired for so long.

All week, I’ve been looking anxiously over my shoulder, expecting to discover Kal lurking in the shadows. I know it’s only a matter of time before he finds me, and that thought has my body on high alert. My appetite is virtually nonexistent, and I’ve had trouble sleeping. I look like death warmed up, and I can feel the beginnings of a cold starting.

It’s late when I leave the library on Thursday night. Yawning, I make the short stroll to the bus stop, almost buckling under the weight of my bag. I’ve taken on extra classes this semester as I’m determined to graduate as quickly as possible. I need to get my business degree and find a job, pronto. I can’t indulge in the usual college lifestyle because the choices I’ve made demand sacrifices, and I’m okay with that. It’s not just about me anymore. My parents have made the ultimate sacrifice so I can come here, and I need to make it up to them.

I’m lost in thought, so I don’t notice the rust-colored truck idling at the curb. “Hey, pretty lady,” a baritone voice booms, extracting me from my head. I lift my chin up, coming in direct contact with a pair of rich, luxuriant brown eyes I’ve seen before. It’s the guy from the frat party last Friday. The one who caught me mid-flight. Chase, I think Liv called him.

“Hi.” I wave, shooting him a cautious smile.

“Need a ride?”

“I’m good. The bus will be here any minute.”

Leaning across the seat, he opens the door with a loud creak, his shirt stretching tight across well-defined shoulders and biceps. “I don’t mind. It would be an honor.” He shoots me a lopsided grin, and strands of dirty blond hair fall into his eyes.

I don’t move position. “My mom always told me to never accept rides from strangers.” This guy is massive, his body dwarfing mine, and it wouldn’t take much for him to overpower me. I also haven’t forgotten Liv’s warning. She said this guy was trouble, and I don’t need any more of that.

He chuckles. “Your friend is dating Riley, right?”

“You know Riley?” I’m highly skeptical.

“We‘re buds.” He removes his cell phone from his jeans pocket. “I’ll call him. He can vouch for me.”

“Look, it’s fine. The bus will be here shortly,” I say, but he’s already punching buttons on his phone.

“Yo!” he hollers into the handset. “Bro, I need you to talk to Lana for me. She’s refusing to accept a ride home.” He thrusts the cell at me, and I reluctantly step forward, taking it from his hand.

“Hey, Riley.”

“Hey, Lana. I didn’t realize Chase was sniffing around you.”

“He’s not, I mean, I don’t think he is.” I look over at him, noticing the spreading scowl.

“The guy’s a bit of an idiot, and a total player, but it’s safe to ride home with him if that’s what you want,” Riley confirms.

“’Kay. Thanks.”

“Lana?” His tone makes me falter.

“Yeah?”

“I don’t know what caused the argument between you and Livvie, but she’s upset you guys aren’t talking. I know it would mean a lot to her if you could smooth things over.”

“I am too, and I’ll fix it.”

“Cool. I know that’ll make her happy.”

“Bye, Riley. And thanks.”

I land the cell in Chase’s outstretched palm. “Well?” he asks. “Am I Ted Bundy’s reincarnation, or is it safe to ride with me?”

“Wow. Way to sell it.”

He chuckles. “Come on, sweetheart.” He pats the ripped leather passenger seat. “I’m trying to be chivalrous, and you’re not making it easy.”

“Nothing in life is easy,” I deadpan, dumping my bag on the floor as I swing myself up into the cab. I pull the creaky door shut and strap myself in.

“Wow. Cynical, much?” He checks his mirrors before easing the truck out onto the road.

I shrug, folding my hands in my lap as I look around. The cab is old and well-worn, but it’s clean and smells like peppermint and smoke. The engine is a little on the noisy side, but it moves solidly, feeling more heavyweight than modern trucks. It has a certain charisma, a certain charm. “Cool truck.”

I catch a hint of a scowl before he smiles, glancing at me briefly. “Thanks. It was my grandfather’s. Been handed down through the generations.”

“That’s awesome. It’s like a piece of moving history.”

He looks skeptical as he shrugs. “I guess.” His mouth puckers, and I fall silent. “Where to?” he inquires a minute later.

“Broward.”

He chuckles again. “You don’t give much away, do you?”

“Funny. Everyone usually says I’m an open book.” Or at least I used to be.

“I haven’t been in your company enough to comment intelligently on that statement,” he replies. “But I’d like the chance to.”

I stare straight ahead, wondering what to do with that. He is so hitting on me. I’ve given guys a wide berth this last year, with good cause. “I’m not into random hook-ups, so if that’s why you offered me a ride, you can just let me out here.” I don’t even look at him as I speak.

He busts out laughing. “Whoa, Lana. Cool your jets. I’m only asking if you’d like to hang out sometime. There’s no other agenda.”

I swivel in my seat, the leather squelching with the movement. I eyeball him, and he turns his head momentarily in my direction. “Why?”

“Why what?” His forehead creases.

“Why do you want to hang out with me?”

His lips curve into a lopsided grin. “Because you’re an enigma. You’re not like the other girls I’ve met here, and I like that.”

My eyes showcase my wariness.

“And it helps you’re pretty.” His grin turns wolfish.

“No agenda, my ass.” My eyes drill holes in his skull, and he laughs again.

Stopping in front of my building, he cuts the engine, and the truck comes to a juddering standstill. He turns to face me. “Look, I know I’ve got a bit of a rep already. I may have been a little overeager when I first arrived, but that’s not who I am. I think you’re a nice girl, and I’d like to get to know you.” He holds up his palms. “I swear that’s the extent of my agenda. I can tell you’re different, and I like that.”

“I don’t have time to hang out let alone date,” I reply truthfully, reaching down for my bag.

“Ah, come on, if you’re going to give me the finger, at least be original.”

This time I laugh. “I’m being honest, Chase. I’ve a very full schedule during the week, and I go home every weekend.”

“You do?”

“Yep. I have family commitments.” I swing my bag over my shoulder and open the door. “It’s sweet you asked, but I don’t really see the point.” I jump out, walking around the front of the truck. Chase is out on the sidewalk by the time I reach it. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Anytime, Lana.” He runs a hand through his hair, messing it up in a way that makes him appear way sexy. “Look, why don’t we swap numbers and meet for a quick coffee next week? Everyone’s got time for coffee with a friend.” He pins me with a puppy dog expression. “Pretty please?”

I roll my eyes, fighting a smirk as I remove my cell from my bag. I hand it to him. “Add your number, and then I’ll text you back so you have mine.”

“Cool.” He winks before inputting his digits.

All of a sudden, little prickles of precognition dance across my skin. My head whips around, my eyes narrowing suspiciously. It’s been the same all week. Either lack of sleep or my epic fear of running into Kal is behind it. I shake it off, accepting my cell from Chase’s outstretched hand. He’s watching me with amused curiosity. Great, now he probably thinks I’m a freak.

I pocket my phone, gripping my bag tightly. “I’ll see you around, Chase.”

“Until we meet again.” He lifts my hand, drawing it to his mouth. His lips sweep softly and quickly across my skin. “See you soon, pretty lady,” he quips, climbing back into his truck. He waves as he maneuvers away from the curb.

Frowning, I take the steps, two at a time, wondering what the hell I’ve just gotten myself into.
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Liv isn’t home, and I’m relieved. I’m exhausted and not up to broaching the subject with her tonight. But there is something I need to do, and I’m not putting it off any longer.

I haven’t talked to my friend Faye since orientation week. I assume she’s as busy settling into life in Harvard as I am here, but this conversation can’t wait. It’s been on my mind all week.

Belly-flopping on my bed, I dial her number, and the phone rings a few times before she picks up.

“Howdy, stranger,” she answers cheerfully. “Long time no hear.”

“Hey, Faye. How are you?” My tone is off, and she can tell.

“Hang on a sec, Lana. Let me get rid of the others.” Muffled voices filter through the line, until she returns a couple minutes later. “Sorry about that. I have a feeling we need privacy for this conversation.”

“Did you tell him?” I can’t disguise the hurt and disappointment in my voice.

“Back up there, Lana. What exactly are you asking?”

“Did you tell Kal I was enrolled in UF?”

“I have never discussed our phone calls with Kal. Never.” Her tone is chilly, and I know I’ve just offended her. “And I’m annoyed you’ve jumped to that conclusion.”

“I didn’t mean to accuse you. I swear.”

She sighs. “Look, for the record, I didn’t tell Kalvin you were going to UF. I’m guessing you guys bumped into each other?”

“Yeah, but if you didn’t tell him, how did he know I was here?”

“He didn’t.”

Now I’m confused. “You can’t mean to tell me it’s a coincidence?” I know I’ve been naïve in the past, but I’m not that damned naïve.

“It wasn’t a coincidence.” She sighs down the line. “I want to level with you, but I don’t want to get caught in the middle. You’re my friend and he’s my cousin. I’ve tried to respect both of your privacy and not get involved. He didn’t even know we were in contact. He keeps most things bottled up inside, but he has spoken to me in the last year about you a little. However, I can’t tell you what he said. You need to hear it from him.”

“I respect that, Faye. I do, and I don’t want to put you in an awkward position.”

“I’ll tell you what I can. Kal informed me and Ky in July that he wasn’t coming to Harvard with us—that he was going to UF. I was instantly suspicious. I figured you two had discussed it in the past and he was hoping you’d be there. I had to come clean to Ky, and he wasn’t pleased.”

She snort-laughs, and I can only imagine the argument that must have caused. I’m still reeling at the confirmation that Kal is going to school here. One part of me thought he might have been visiting on the off chance I was here, but now I know he’s enrolled, I’d like to know why.

“I’ve been talking to you in secret for months, and my boyfriend didn’t know,” Faye continues. “We made a promise never to keep secrets from one another again, and he was totally pissed off at me, especially when I made him swear not to tell Kal. And he didn’t, Lana. That’s not how Kal discovered you were there. Ky and I have been arguing furiously over this—he wanted to tell his brother, but I forced him not to. I’ve gone out on a limb for you, but I can’t do that anymore. I love Ky, and I love my cousin, and I’m not comfortable hiding the fact we are in touch anymore. Moreover, if you tell me important stuff going forward about Kal, you can’t expect me to keep that to myself. It’s not fair. I’m trying to be your friend, without being a shitty girlfriend and cousin.”

“I’m sorry, Faye. I never thought about the position I was putting you in.”

“It’s okay, I get that.” There’s a pregnant pause. “So, did you two talk?”

“Not exactly. I ran away.” Her disappointment filters down the line. “You don’t have to say it. I know I can’t ignore him forever. Waiting for him to approach me has me on edge. I … I don’t know what to do with this, Faye. He’s here, and I’m a mess all over again.”

“Oh, Lana.”

“You know I’ve always been an idiot when it comes to him.”

“I can relate to that, more than you realize.” There’s another pregnant pause. “He still loves you, Lana. He hasn’t said it outright, but he doesn’t need to. Actions speak louder than words.”

“Don’t,” I whisper. “Don’t give me false hope. Nothing can happen between us.”

“But you still love him, I know you do. You don’t have to say it either. The kind of love you have for him is not the type to disappear overnight.”

“Whether I love him or he loves me isn’t important anymore,” I say, the words cleaving a line straight through my heart. “It’s too late. He shouldn’t have come here. I wish he hadn’t.”


Chapter Six
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Kalvin

“I still want to kill him,” I tell Brett, leaning over the pool table and lining up my shot. I imagine the ball is Chase’s face, and I thrust the stick with more force than necessary. My aim is off and the ball narrowly misses the pocket. Brett chalks his stick, bends down, and studies the angles. A couple in the corner of the sports bar busts out laughing, and the girl’s shrill giggling gives me an instant headache.

“Like I said earlier, you need to play it cool. Marching over there all caveman-like would not help your cause.” He takes his shot, watching with a shit-eating grin as the ball whizzes into the top right-hand pocket. “I know it’s not easy when the douche has a face made for punching. I was seconds away from knocking that smug grin off his face earlier.” He pockets another two balls with his next shot.

I may as well just hand Brett victory now. My focus is shot to pieces since catching Lana with Chase. Any euphoria I felt at finally tracking her down dissipated with one look at the douche. “I want to punch his lights out. He better not have laid a hand on her.” Chase is a slimy fucker, and he has no place with a sweetheart like Lana. I don’t care what it’ll take—he is not going to touch her if I have anything to do with it.

“You need to chill and strategize. Chase might be a douche, but he’s a calculating douche. If he gets a whiff that you’re interested in her, he’ll dig his heels in and go after her with everything he’s got just to mess with you.”

“Lana’s smart. She won’t fall for his type.” At least, the girl I used to know wouldn’t fall for a sleazy a-hole like him, but I can’t bank on her being the same. I know I’m not. The Lana I knew would never have danced on top of a counter in full view of an entire room.

Just like me, she’s changed.

I only hope that the connection we shared hasn’t altered irrevocably.
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I leave Brett with a couple of his teammates in the bar. Not feeling it tonight. I head back to our dorm room and call Kev the minute I get out of the shower. It takes all my persuasive power, and a hefty dose of groveling, before he agrees to retrieve Lana’s schedule and email it to me. I’m perplexed when it finally lands in my inbox. What the hell? Why is Lana completing a degree in business administration?
 For as long as I can remember, Lana has wanted to be a writer. Her ambition was always to study creative writing in college, so I’m flummoxed. I can’t imagine what caused her to relinquish her lifelong dream. And it’s a damn shame because she’s such a natural. For years, I was in awe of her natural storytelling ability. I’ve read practically everything she’s written, and she’s too Goddamned talented to push it aside.

I guess it’s another piece of the puzzle that is now Lana.

I think she’s changed more than I’ve anticipated.

I’m pensive and melancholy as I crawl into bed. Thoughts of Lana invade my mind, and I drift off to sleep with her beautiful face in my mind’s eye.
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I have a full schedule the next day, so I’m forced to endure my suffering and wait until later to catch up to Lana.

Seriously, today feels like the longest day of my life.

I duck out of architectural history—my last class—twenty minutes before it ends to make the journey across campus to the Heavener School of Business.

My palms are clammy, and a line of sweat coasts down my spine, gluing my shirt to my back. I tug my ball cap down low to shield myself from prying eyes. I hate how instantly recognizable I am around campus. Although I’m more than used to it—consequence of growing up a Kennedy in the glare of the public spotlight—I had hoped for more anonymity coming here. Turns out, my trial captured the interest of a nation. All it took was a few people to notice me around campus, and then social media started blowing up. The news that the infamous Kalvin Kennedy was attending UF was everywhere the next day.

So much for staying in the background.

I wonder if Lana knew I was here and if she’s been purposely avoiding me.

Unfortunately, I
 don’t have the luxury of changing my name. It wouldn’t make any difference. Short of a face lift, there is no disguising who I am. I’ve never had much of an issue with it in the past, but this last year has been hard. No matter how much Lana sacrificed to ensure my innocence was a matter of public record, people still point the finger at me. Still doubt me.

Hasn’t stopped the groupies from forming though. Sometimes, I really can’t figure out the female race. Girls should be running screaming in the other direction, but the reaction is usually the opposite. It’s why I haven’t attended many parties. I can’t stand the unwanted attention.

The old Kal would’ve lapped it up, milking it for maximum personal satisfaction, ensuring Chase’s current score sheet looked like child’s play. Now, even the mere thought of hooking up with random girls curdles my stomach. Apart from that one time with Shelby, I haven’t had sex in over a year, and while I miss it, I’m not tempted to go there. I have zero interest. Losing the one girl I always thought would be there for me has changed me. I would give anything for a do over. There are so many things I’d do differently.

Brett thinks I’m insane, but he’s more than happy to soften the blow of rejection for the girls I consistently turn away.

At least one of us is happy.

Students start piling out the doors, and I straighten up, focusing laser-sharp eyes on every person emerging from the building. I don’t want to miss her in the crowd. I’m frantically searching the large group converging on the sidewalk when all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck lift.

She’s close.

I can feel it.

I step nearer to the building and then I spot her. Time seems to stand still. She’s skipping down the stairs with a couple of other girls, her head thrown back, laughing. Her entire face comes alive when she smiles. I take a moment to slyly study her. Her usual pale skin is now tanned and glowing, and where once she was boyishly slim, now she’s grown into her body. Although she appears thinner than the last time I saw her, curves dip in and out in all the right places. She’s all woman, and I can’t keep my eyes off her.

She is so beautiful and so completely unaware.

My heart pines for her.

My arms long to hold her.

My cock throbs with possessive need.

I’m striding toward her before I know it, almost running in my haste to get up close and personal. The blonde on her left notices me first, her frown quickly transforming to a gasp of recognition. I’m singular in my focus, and my direction and my eyes haven’t wandered from Lana. She is chatting animatedly with her friends, utterly oblivious to my imminent approach.

As her foot lands on the sidewalk, I slam to a halt right in front of her. That delicate floral smell I’ve always associated with her drifts through the air, tempting and comforting me. At least some things haven’t changed. “Lana.” My voice comes out barely louder than a whisper. Her entire body goes rigidly stiff, and a tiny whimper escapes her lips. Her head is down and she’s studying the sidewalk as if her eyes are physically lasered to the asphalt. Her other friend’s eyes expand, and she clamps a hand over her mouth. “Lana,” I say again, louder this time. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Can we talk? Please.”

“Please leave me alone,” she whispers, still not looking at me.

“I can’t do that, honeybun.” The childish endearment rolls off my tongue without conscious thought. Greta—Lana’s mom and our ex-housekeeper—used to make these delicious pastries with honey and nuts when we were kids. It was an old European bun recipe, apparently, handed down over the generations in her family, or so Greta said. They were Lana’s favorite treat, and somewhere along the way I started calling her honeybun. The name stuck, even though she hated it. Actually, it was because
 she hated it that I continued to call her it. I resist the urge to chuckle even though I love teasing her. I’m a total dick like that.

“Don’t call me that!” she snaps.

“Sorry. It’s a difficult habit to break,” I murmur, trying to appease her. I don’t want to fight with her now. I just really need to speak to her. To find out if she’s okay. If there’s any possibility she’ll give me a second chance.

Slowly, her head lifts, and she gasps when our eyes finally meet. Her familiar, big hazel eyes still contain the same sparkling innocence, the same little amber fleck. My gaze treks around her face, noting how the smattering of freckles dotting her nose and cheeks has deepened. Her glossy hair falls in waves over her forehead, tipping over her shoulders and down her back. Her little nose, so perfect and dainty, rests on the same silky-smooth skin. Her full lips part, and memories of kissing her surge to the forefront of my mind, making breathing difficult. Things are in motion down south, and I have to resist the urge to adjust myself in my shorts. Drawing attention to my growing boner would not help my plight.

Her eyes take in my face with the same intensity. Our eyes lock on, and I could easily drown in her gaze. We stare at one another, a multitude of unspoken sentiments electrifying the space between us. So much emotion is conveyed in her expression, as no doubt there is in mine. She was never able to shield her emotions from me, and now seems no different. My heart thrashes against my ribcage, and my fingers twitch with compulsive need. Not touching her is killing me. Expectation is ripe in the air, and the usual charge in her presence is alive and kicking. I long to close the gap between us and scoop her into my arms. I want to bury myself in her scent, to feel her touch against mine, to worship her lips like they deserve. But I hold back, urging the rampant pounding of my heart to calm the fuck down.

Baby steps, I remind myself. “You look good, Lana,” I admit in a choked voice.

“Don’t,” she croaks. “Please, don’t.” Her eyes dart wildly around, and then she runs off, racing down the road as her friends stand there with their mouths hanging open.

I take off after her, quickly catching up with my longer strides. Gently, I take her elbow. “Please, stop. I’m begging you, Lana. Please just hear me out.”

She tries to shake me off, and I tighten my grip. Her pace slows down, and I ease back until we’re at a standstill. I move her over to the wall, out of the way of the passing foot traffic. Her back flattens against the brick as her chest moves up and down. She’s chewing on the side of her mouth in an obvious tell. Her head tilts up, and she stares at me. I get lost in her eyes again.

Minutes pass, could be hours, and all we do is stare at one another.

I gulp. She gulps.

Our eyes never stray.

Not till she finally breaks the silence. “Why did you come here, Kal?”

“I came for you.” Slowly, I move my hand, brushing a stray lock of hair off her forehead. “I miss you so damn much.”

She swallows. “Why?”

I stare at her incredulously. “What do you mean?”

“Why on earth would you miss me?” Her honest expression stings.

“Why on earth wouldn’t I?”

“Because I ruined your life?” Now her
 expression is incredulous. “You should hate me, Kal.”

“I could never hate you. Never.” I plant my hands on the wall, one on each side of her head, leaning in a little, desperately needing to be closer to her. “There is nothing you could do that would make me love you any less.” Fuck it. I’m putting it all on the line. “I still love you, Lana, and I want you back. I’ll take all of the blame if you want me to, but give me a chance to make it up to you. To prove I can be there for you in the way you’ve always wanted.”

Her eyes turn shiny, and her lower lip wobbles. She opens her mouth to say something but then closes it again. A little sob travels up her throat, crushing me. I want to envelop her in my arms and soothe her pain, but I’m afraid of startling her. Afraid she’ll run off on me again, so I fight the craving. Finally, she turns around to look at me again. “I did something unforgiveable. We can never come back from that.”

“I forgive you.” The words tumble out of my mouth without prompting, and I speak directly from my heart. “I forgave you last November. I meant every word of what I said that day in the courtroom.”

A tear slips out of the corner of her eye as she watches me. She opens and closes her mouth again. I can sense how emotional she is. I can relate. I’m an emotional tornado on the inside.

Silence envelops us again.

“You cut your hair,” she blurts out randomly. “I like it. It suits you.” I send her a cocky grin. Can’t help it. If this is how she wants to play it, I’m game. “Shame about the ears, though. There’s no hiding them now.”

Immediately, my fingers fly to my ear lobes. “What’s wrong with my ears?”

Her lips curve into a teasing smile. “Dude, if you don’t know what’s wrong with your ears, far be it from me to burst your ignorant bubble.” She stifles a giggle, and my heart soars. God, I’ve missed this so much. Missed her.

“Ha! Good one. You almost had me there.” I nudge her shoulder, and for a split second, it feels like old times. Like no separation exists. Like we haven’t hurt each other so much. “I’ve never seen your hair so long,” I say, deciding to keep it easy-breezy. My fingers toy with the ends of her hair, and she flinches.

“Yeah, well, I haven’t had much time to focus on stuff like that.” She freezes, and her eyes pop wide, demonstrating the full “deer in the headlights” effect. I arch a brow, curious to understand her reaction. “With school and my volunteer work and extra classes, I’m far too busy,” she rushes out.

“You volunteer?”

She nods. “At the local rape support center.”

A layer of tension descends, and my throat constricts. “That’s … yeah.” Fuck. I don’t know how to respond.

More awkward silence flitters between us.

“Why are you studying business admin?” I blurt, desperate to move to safer topics of conversation. “What happened to your dreams of being a writer?”

Her face pales, and she instantly shuts down. Damn me and my big mouth.

“That’s none of your business anymore,” she snaps, and it hurts. “You may think you still know me, but you don’t.”

“Give me a chance to get to know you all over again. I know I let you down, but I promise I won’t let you down again.”

“Those words are too easy for you, Kal.”

“I deserve that, but I’ll prove I’m serious this time. Please, Lana. Please forgive me.” I’ll get down on my knees if that’s what it will take.

“It’s too late, Kal. Too much has changed.”

“I’m not giving up on us, and I’m not going away. I’ll be like your perpetual shadow,” I joke, trying to alleviate the rapidly building tension.

“Please don’t. I don’t want that, and I have it on good authority that campus security takes a dim view of stalking.” She ducks out from under my arms. “I have someplace I need to be.” She starts to walk off but stops. Pivoting around, she straightens her back as she faces me. “You shouldn’t have come here, Kal. I asked you not to find me for a reason. Please stop following me. I’m trying to make a new life for myself, and you’re not a part of that.”

Her words slice a line straight through my heart, and I react instinctively, without engaging my brain. “And Chase is?”

Her eyes narrow to slits, and her hands land on her slim hips. “Excuse me?”

“I saw you, with him, last night,” I spit out. “Is he the reason you don’t want me here?”

She harrumphs, shaking her head. “This is priceless. You have some nerve showing up here like this and then throwing that out at me. Chase is none of your business. Butt out, Kal. I won’t tell you again. Leave me alone.”

“Fine, if that’s what you want, but promise me you’ll stay away from him. He’s not a good guy, Lana. He’s with a different girl every night of the week. He’s an asshole, and he’ll only hurt you.”

Her nostrils flare, and her cheeks redden. “Are you kidding me right now?” She glares at me. “Have you any idea how hypocritical you sound?”

I wince. There isn’t much I can do to defend myself. “I hear how that sounds, but I’m not the same guy you knew. I’ve changed, Lana. I haven’t bee—”

She raises a palm, cutting me stone dead with one cold look. “I don’t want to hear it, Kal. I’ve heard it all before. It was a pack of lies then, and it’s a pack of lies now.”

Her hurt runs deep, and I have no one to blame but myself. “Please, Lana. We have so much to talk about. Just hear me out. Are you hungry? We could grab something to eat. I—”

“It’s not happening, Kal. This”—she gestures between us—“this isn’t happening again. It’s just like you to turn up here and expect me to fall at your feet.” She moves closer to me, jutting her chin out defiantly. “You say you’ve changed. Maybe you have, but it’s too late.” She prods a finger in my chest. “I’ve changed. You can’t walk all over me anymore. I’ll never be that girl again, and I meant what I said in my letter. A part of me will always love you, Kal, but I don’t want to do this. Our relationship is over. Our friendship is over.”

My eyes burn painfully. This is like my worst nightmare come to life.

“You need to leave me alone. I have a new life, and it doesn’t involve you.”


Chapter Seven
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Lana

I’m shaking like a leaf when I get back to the dorm. Slamming the door shut, I slump to the ground, pressing a hand to my throbbing chest. Tears pour down my cheeks, and I cry out in frustration. It was so hard to tell him those things. Lies piled upon lies. I know I hit my mark. He was hurting. I could see it in his eyes. But it’s for the best. I can’t do this again. There is far too much at stake.

It doesn’t matter that I still love every fucking gorgeous infuriating inch of Kalvin Kennedy—he can’t be mine. And he won’t want to be once he finds out.

“Lana!” Olivia yells, rushing to my side. “What’s wrong? What is it?”

“He moved here for me, Liv. He doesn’t hate me.” A hacking sob erupts from deep inside me. From the very core of my soul. “He said he loves me.”

“What happened exactly?” She sinks to the floor beside me.

“He was waiting for me outside class.”

“How was it?”

“He … he … oh, God, Liv, he looked amazing. He’s all grown up now, and he’s even more gorgeous, and he seemed … different. He was
 different.” I can’t deny that. He exuded it like it was something tangible.

“Do you feel differently about him now?” Her earnest eyes bore into mine.

I shake my head. “No. It was all there. I still love him. I still love him so much.” Sobs burst free of my throat, and I give into it, burying my head in my hands and crying my eyes out. Liv pulls me into her chest, and I sob all over her shirt. When my crying fest dies out, I lift my head up, piercing her with an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry, Liv. For fighting with you. For ignoring you all week. I’m a crappy friend.”

“If you’re a crappy friend, then so am I,” she protests. “I was ignoring you too, and I had no right to judge you or tell you what to do.”

“I’ve thought of nothing else all week,” I admit, sitting upright. “I know I have to tell him. I always knew I would. I just didn’t think I’d have to deal with it so soon.”

“I think it’s the right thing to do.”

“How am I going to explain it?” My eyes close momentarily. “I almost destroyed his life once already.”

She winces. “It’s not the same thing.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. You know I’d never say such a thing, but I made a call last year, and now I’m going to pay the price. I thought there’d be time. When he has his life together, when it wouldn’t derail him, maybe after college …” I sound like a robot, or a trained monkey, repeating words that have been programmed in my mind.

“There’s never a right time to drop a bomb like this.”

“I know.” I’m quietly contemplative as my mind lingers over my conversation with Kal. “I falsely accused him of rape, and he still doesn’t hate me, but he will once he hears this!” I bury my head in my knees. “I’ve screwed everything up, and I’m so scared, Liv. What if he …” I can’t even finish the thought let alone articulate it.

She wets her lips. “Can I ask you something, Lana?”

I pick my head up. “Sure.” I left our last conversation hanging, and I know she must have lots of questions.

“Why did you do it? Why did you accuse him of something he didn’t do?”

I massage my temples as I prepare to tell her the rest of my sordid tale. “The day after he took my virginity, he told me we needed to keep our relationship a secret for a little while longer, just until he found the right time to break the news to his mother. He promised he hadn’t changed his mind and he was committed to me, but it left a sour taste in my mouth. I thought he was lying. That it was just like the kiss all over again, only this time it was worse. I was wracked with self-doubt. Kal had slept with lots of girls. Who was I to think he’d be interested in little, inexperienced ole me? I clearly wasn’t up to the job.”

I’m fighting tears again as old emotions return to taunt me. Liv rubs my shoulders, sensing how deeply traumatic this is to relive. “All I could think was that I was an embarrassment to him. That he didn’t want to be seen out in public with someone like me. I’m beneath him in so many ways—I’ve always known that. I was so upset—at him, at myself. We had the most vicious argument, and I told him to get out and leave me the hell alone.”

I drop my head on her shoulder. “I thought he’d come back. If not to tell me he’d do the right thing, at least to properly explain, but the rest of the week and the weekend passed without a word from him, and I was growing more and more disconsolate. Then Addison showed up.” Fiery pain burns behind my eyes.

“I remember her name from the news reports and that other case that came to trial a couple months back,” Liv supplies.

Addison’s half-sister was sentenced to life in prison at the start of the summer for the murders of two policemen and the attempted murder of Kal’s cousin, Faye. Addison was left paralyzed after her sister shot her when she tried to help Faye escape.

Karma is a bitch.

“Addison was Kyler Kennedy’s ex-girlfriend, and I knew she was a total bitch, but she played me perfectly. She told me Kal had come on to her the night before and that she’d had sex with him. At first, I refused to believe her because I knew how much Kal detested that girl. She had cheated on Kyler with his best friend, and he hadn’t been the same since. Kal despised her, so I thought it was a lie until she showed me the proof.”

“It’s true what they reported? She actually recorded it?” Liv looks aghast.

“Yeah. She had a tape of them fucking, which she took great delight in sharing with me.” I snort, even though it isn’t remotely funny. “I threw up all over her shoes, but she was performing the role of concerned friend, so she had to pretend it didn’t matter.”

“Lana, that’s … fucking awful. I can’t even imagine.”

“As long as I live, I’ll never be able to erase those images from my mind. It doesn’t matter that I’ve since found out she set the whole thing up—got him drunk, came on to him, and recorded them having sex—I will never forget how distraught I was that day. How much it hurt to know he had sex with someone else so soon after promising me he was finished with other girls, so soon after we had slept together. I gave him my virginity, and he did that to me!”

My trip down nostalgia lane is good for me. I can’t ever forget who Kal is. He may believe he’s changed, but can a person ever truly change something that’s so inherent to their nature?


I turn to face her. “Can you imagine seeing the boy you love having sex with someone else? The boy who has owned a piece of your heart for as long as you can remember. The boy who only has to look at you and you melt. Our connection was so strong, Liv. I could tell what he was thinking in any given moment just by looking into his eyes. I know his every nuance. I know his deepest darkest secrets, and he knows mine.” I sigh, staring up at the ceiling, feeling the pain as if it’s the first time I’m experiencing it. “How can two people who are intertwined so completely hurt each other so much?”

Her eyes are damp as she looks at me.

“I don’t know how to exist without him,” I admit truthfully. “He has always been a part of me, and trying to survive without him is slowly chipping away at my soul, yet the hurt still exists, refusing to go away. It devastated me, Liv, and it turns my stomach every time I think of it, yet the images won’t go away. They are as sharp in my mind as if I was an actual fly on the wall. If there was a defining moment, that was definitely it.”

I pause, needing to draw a long breath before continuing. “I was beyond livid. More so when I confronted him and he denied it to my face. That’s when I knew he’d been lying to me about everything. I was destroyed. Utterly heartbroken. I didn’t come out of my bedroom for days. I cried nonstop, and I thought my heart would actually break. I have never experienced such anguish, such physical pain. My parents were extremely worried about me.”

My poor parents. I’ve put them through the wringer this past year. Their marriage has fallen apart because of me, and that’s another addition to the list of things I can never forgive myself for. When I think about it, it’s a wonder I can haul my ass out of bed each day with the weight of self-revulsion pressing down on me.

“I can’t imagine how devastating that must’ve been,” Liv says quietly.

“It was horrendous. Of course, Addison was counting on that, and she manipulated me beautifully. She was there every day with soothing words and apologies. Then she started dropping little hints about how he needed to pay for what he had done. She painted herself as a victim too. Sobbed over how she would never get Kyler back now and how dirty she felt for having slept with his brother. We raged at the Kennedys together. It was a full-on bitch fest, and she fueled my thirst for vengeance. I was hurting so badly, and I wanted him to feel that pain. All the years of rejection, all the years of watching him hook up with other girls, all his false words of love—it took its toll. It replayed in my mind until I felt like I was going crazy. Maybe, I did. Stress can do funny things to a person.”

I take a shuddering breath as emotion attempts to overpower me. I still find it so difficult to talk about this. Even though my actions were despicable, and it’s a miracle Kal has forgiven me, it’s hard to completely forgive him for the part he played when the hurt is indelibly imprinted on my heart. Which is hypocritical, I know. He’s as much Addison’s victim as I am. We’ve both made terrible mistakes. Mistakes that have hurt each other deeply.

“When Addison first proposed her suggestion, I was disgusted, and I asked her to leave. There was no way I was accusing him of something he didn’t do, no matter how he’d treated me. But the more the thought infiltrated my mind, the more plausible it seemed. I knew it was wrong, but I was in a blind rage, and I veered back and forth for days. Then Addison brought the condom Kal had used the night he was with her, and I saw red. I’m ashamed to admit I lost it. Went berserk. Trashed my room. My brain shut off. I went out and told my parents he raped me, then it all fell into place like Addison said it would.”

I start crying again. “I’m a horrible person, Liv. Not just for what I put Kal through but for rape victims everywhere. The thought that my actions might lead a genuine victim not to come forward still haunts me at night.”

Liv looks me directly in the eyes. “That’s why you volunteer at the center.”

“Yes. I need to give something back. To try and atone for my actions.”

“Does it help?”

“I honestly don’t know. I’d like to think I’m helping them, but I don’t know if it’s helping me. It’s a constant reminder of my mistake. Of how very wrong it was to accuse someone I loved of rape. I told him today there is no coming back from that.”

“A part of me understands it now. Why you felt you couldn’t tell him, but it’s not right that all the responsibility has fallen on you, either.”

“It felt like the appropriate decision at the time, but now I’m not so sure.”

We are both quiet for a bit.

“I think you were brave to come forward at the trial like you did. That took guts.”

“I had to fix things.” I look directly into her eyes. “I was less emotional by then, and I knew what I needed to do. I could’ve retracted my statement before the case went to trial, but Kal’s reputation was being slandered in the media, and I know how narrow-minded the local community could be. I was sure they were giving him hell in school, and then my attorney told me he got in more trouble for a fight at a party and he was on house arrest, and I felt awful. He was being punished for something he hadn’t done, and if I was going to make amends, then I had to do it publicly. I had to put the record straight in a way that ensured the media would report his innocence. It was the best way I knew to fix things. I didn’t even tell my parents. They heard the truth for the first time when I testified.”

“That must have been a shock.”

“They barely spoke to me for days. I let them down. Let myself down.”

“I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

I vehemently shake my head. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I don’t deserve it. I trusted the wrong person, and I’m smarter than that.”

“You can’t continue to beat yourself up over it. You have to move on.”

“I’m trying.” I look at her. “Does one mistake define who you are for life?”

“I don’t believe so. Everyone deserves a second chance. Kal is here now, Lana, and—”

“Don’t go there. Please. I’m hanging by a thread as it is.”

“What are you going to do about him then?”

“I don’t have a freaking clue.”


Chapter Eight
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Kalvin

Brett comes bounding into the room, his hair still damp from a post-training shower. Dumping his foul-smelling duffel on the floor, he sends me a curious look. I jump up, stalking toward him, jaw taut and my fists clenched into balls at my side. “Hit me,” I demand.

“What?”

“Punch me in the face. As hard as you can.”

He stares me out of it. “Dude, are you high?”

I roll my eyes. “No! Hit me! Now!”

His brows nudge up. “Drunk?”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I yell. “Just fucking punch me!”

“Hell to the no. I know how this one ends. I hit you and then you’ll hit me, and before we know it, we’ll be knocking the shit out of one another.” He points at himself. “This face is far too pretty to mess up.”

“God, you’re insufferable,” I complain, mentally praying for patience I know I don’t have.

“I’m insufferable? Dude, you are one crazy, weird motherfucker.” He shakes his head as he bends over, opening the refrigerator and removing two beers. He tosses one to me. “Calm the fuck down, and tell me what’s going on.”

“What’s a guy to do to get a fist in the face?” I mumble, unwilling to let this go.

“If you’re that determined, start an online campaign. There are plenty of dudes who would kill to kick the shit out of the notorious Kalvin Kennedy.”

I drop back on my bed, groaning. “Did you have to go there?” It’s not like I need any reminders. He smirks, and I sit up, resting on the edge of the bed. Sighing, I drag my hands through my hair, still full of pent-up frustration. “I’m an idiot.”

Brett pops the lid on his can. “Well, duh!”

“Now I really want to punch you
.” My throat works overtime as I tip the can into my mouth.

“Dude.” Brett leans into my face. “Let the punching thing go, and tell me what has you so riled up. I’m not a betting man, but if I was, I’d bet this was something to do with your girl.”

“She’s not my girl.” The thought cuts me up. “And considering how much I messed up today, I doubt she ever will be.”

He leans against the edge of the desk. “What did you do?”

I fill him in quickly. “I think I was holding my own until I brought up that douche, Chase.” I pummel my fists into my temples. “Ugh, I’m such a jealous, possessive freak.”

“You’re right to be wary of him. He’s a jerk, and I wouldn’t trust his motives.”

“Why her?” I plead. “Why does he have to be interested in her! As if this isn’t difficult enough. Someone cut me a fucking break here!” I yell at the ceiling, feeling all kinds of sorry for myself.

“We’re going out,” Brett decides, throwing a shirt at me. “You need to let off some steam.”

“Can you find me someone to punch?” I stand up, yanking the shirt over my head.

“No. Punching!” Brett sends me a stern look. “You can find other ways to chill.”
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We return to the same frat house, and I frantically search the basement for her, but she’s a no show this week. I hang with Brett and his football buddies, but I’m not contributing much to the conversation. My limbs start loosening after my third beer, but my head is still an ugly mess.

Lana was different today. There’s a cold, apathetic edge to her personality that didn’t exist before. Her rejection was blunt and to the point, and it surprised me. One part of me likes that. Likes that she’s making me work for it this time. It’s no more than she deserves. But that other impatient, lazy part of my personality doesn’t want to wait. I have missed that girl more than I ever thought possible.

I need her back in my life.

I don’t care what I have to do—I’m going to win her back. Failure is not an option. That word doesn’t exist in the Kennedy vocab.

“Your brain is going to implode if you don’t stop overanalyzing it.” Brett props his butt on the edge of the table beside me.

“I never had to try that hard with Lana before, so I stupidly assumed I could coax her back into my arms. I need a new plan.”

“You sure this chick is worth all the effort? Getting emancipated so you can travel halfway across the country, miles from your family and friends, is a lot to do for one girl.” My mouth twists into a snarl. He holds up his hands. “All right! I get it. She’s worth it.” A serious expression washes over his face. “Can I ask you something and you won’t get mad?”

I snort. “You know me better than that, and the urge to punch something or someone hasn’t gone away.”

“You’re such an ass sometimes.”

I smirk. “You and me both, brother.” I tap my bottle against his, and we share a conspiratorial grin. A flutter of catcalls ripples through the crowd, and I glance up. A few girls are dancing on the counter, drawing admiring looks from all corners. Still can’t believe she did that. I smile at the memory, wishing I had caught more than a glimpse of my Lana shaking her booty.

“How can you trust her again?” Brett asks, drawing me back to the conversation. “How do you know she won’t pull something like that again? Aren’t you worried?”

“Honestly? No. Lana only did what she did because I hurt her desperately. I’m never going to hurt her again, and she won’t do that to me either.” Lana may have changed, but she’s still the same person underneath. Good and kind and honest, and my supreme confidence in her trust comes from knowing her on a soul-deep level.

“I’m going to grovel like I’ve never groveled before,” I tell him, with a knowing nod. “I’ll do whatever it takes to win her back.”

“Nah, dude. No groveling necessary. Woo her.” Brett wiggles his brows. “Remind her how much she misses you. You can be devoted without groveling.”

Ideas swirl through my mind. “Dude.” I slap him on the back. “That’s an awesome idea.”

He shrugs, tapping his temple. “Plenty more of those up here.”

I laugh, and just like that, my melancholy lifts. Showing Lana how much I love her will speak volumes. She said words were too easy, so now I’ll prove it with my actions.

Brett nudges my shoulder. “Four o’clock. Is that your girl?”

I whip my head around, and my heart starts doing a victory dance in my chest. Lana is huddled in the corner with the same friend from last week and one of the frat guys I’ve seen around. I push off the table, knocking back the rest of my beer for Dutch courage. “Wish me luck.”

“Blow her mind, Casanova.” Brett touches his knuckle to mine.

I navigate through the crowd like a man on a mission. A few girls reach out for me as I pass, but I ignore them. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Shelby deep in conversation with a couple of her sorority sisters over the other side of the room.

Lana’s friend jerks her head in my direction, and Lana’s spine stiffens. She turns around, and all the air knocks out of my lungs. Her hair is styled in soft curls, and two sparkly clips hold her bangs off her forehead, showcasing her exquisite features. A light flush radiates her cheeks, and her eyes are smoky behind a layer of thick, black lashes. Her lips are plump and glossy, and they seem to call out “kiss me” to me, and I’d love to oblige, but that’ll probably only earn me a slap to the face. Her brows knit as I approach, taking the edge off my enthusiasm.

She’s wearing a cute red dress with thin straps and a hem that stops at her knee. Black wedge sandals make her appear taller than her five-foot-three frame. She’s an alluring mix of innocence and sexiness, and I’m drawn to her like a moth to a flame. My eyes don’t leave hers as I close the final gap between us. Her friends have stopped talking, and everyone is focused on me.

“You look beautiful,” I say, stopping directly in front of her. I don’t want to crowd her, but I’m also not going to let her run away before I’ve said my piece. “I owe you an apology. I’m sorry for what I said earlier. I didn’t mean it, but the thought of losing you forever is making me desperate.” Her friends are listening to every word, but I don’t care if the whole room hears. “One hour of your time. That’s all I’m asking for. One hour to explain some stuff. What do you say, Lana?” I peer into her captivating eyes.

Conflicting emotions flit across her features. “I … I can’t, Kal. I just can’t.” She moves to walk around me. What the hell? She won’t even speak to me? How the hell can I woo her if she won’t even talk to me?


I step in front of her, gently taking her arm. “Lana, I’m begging you. I’ll do anything. What will it take for you to hear me out?” I drop to my knees in front of her. “Please, honeybun.”

“Oh my God!” Her whole face turns puce. “What are you doing?” she hisses, her eyes quickly scanning the room. “Get up!”

“Will you agree to meet me if I do?”

“Yes! Just get up. Please. You’re drawing attention.”

I scramble to my feet, failing to keep the ginormous grin off my face.

“Kalvin? What are you doing?” a female voice asks from behind me, and my grin vanishes. A tanned arm slides around my waist as Shelby materializes at my side. “I’ve been looking all over for you.” Leaning up, she goes to plant a kiss on my cheek, but I step back as if she’s on fire, quickly removing her arm.

“Not now, Shelby. I’m in the middle of a private conversation.” I shoot her a furious look.

“You haven’t changed at all.” Lana harrumphs. “You’re unbelievable.”

“This is not how it looks. I swear.” My eyes are pleading. Then, I turn to face Shelby. “I told you we were finished, and I meant it. Run along now.” I refocus on Lana, dismayed to see such a familiar look on her face. I don’t care if I was rude. All I care about right now is the disbelieving girl in front of me.

“This is about you and me. No one else. I can explain everything.”

“Save your breath.” Lana’s mouth pulls into a firm line. “I’ve heard it all before. From you, from Faye. There is nothing left to say. I meant what I said earlier. Leave me alone.”

“Lana.” Her friend attempts to intervene. “Maybe you shou—”

“Liv. Don’t.” She flips her gaze up. “I know you mean well, but this is my decision. I’m calling it a night. I’ll see you Sunday.” She leans in, hugging her friend fleetingly.

“I’ll take you home,” I offer, desperation creeping into my tone.

“No thank you. I know how to take the bus.” She sidesteps me.

“I’ll come with,” Olivia says.

“Don’t be silly,” Lana replies. “Stay with Riley. I’m a big girl and well capable of making my own way back to our dorm. I’ll text you when I’m there.” She waves, before striding toward the exit.

I follow her, shoving people out of my way in my haste to keep close to her. “It’s not safe. Hate me all you want, but at least let me escort you home.”

She spins around. “I said no! Just leave me alone, Kal. Please, just stop this.”

A shadow falls over us. “Lana? Are you okay?”

I bite down hard on my lip, drawing blood. “Fuck off, Chase.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” he coolly replies.

I notice Brett getting up, heading in this direction, and I subtly shake my head.

“I can give you a ride home, Lana. I only got here, and I haven’t had anything to drink,” Chase offers.

I put my face in his. “Not happening, douche. I’m taking her home.”

“Neither of you are taking me home,” Lana argues, her eyes burning with unconcealed anger. “I’m more than capable of looking after myself.” She glares at me, and then her gaze softens as she fixes her attention on douche features.

What da fuck?!

“Thanks for the offer, Chase, but I’m good.”

He cranks the charm to the max, sending her a blistering smile. “Honestly, it’s no problem, and I’d rather ensure you get home safely. I’ll only worry, otherwise.”

Yeah, I’m sure you will, asshole.

She worries her lower lip between her teeth. “Okay, if you’re sure I’m not putting you out.”

“What?” I explode. “Lana, what the hell?” I move closer to her. “I know you’re still pissed at me, but don’t do this. Don’t go with him. I’ll call an Uber for you, and you can wait with your friends until it arrives.”

“I’m not sure what I’ve done to offend you, Kennedy, but I assure you Lana is completely safe with me.” Chase lays it on thick. “The last thing I would do is hurt her.” He holds out his arm to Lana. “You ready?”

“Lana. Don’t.”

She loops her arm in his. “You don’t have a say in my life anymore, Kal. Goodnight.”

They walk off, leaving me with my mouth hanging open and my heart ripped to shreds. Screw this! I’m not letting her leave with him. I have only taken one step, when Brett moves in front of me, halting my progress. “What happened to not groveling or baiting her about Chase?”

“Not now.” I try to push past him, but he’s a stubborn prick, and he continues to block my path.

“This isn’t the way to win her back. You need to calm down and leave it until tomorrow. She is going with him, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it now.”

“Dammit!” I claw my hands through my hair as frustration kicks the shit out of my insides. I hate that Brett is right, but he is. There’s no point going after her. All it will do is give that dickhead further ammunition. If he was interested in her before, I’ve just made this an exciting challenge. God, I’m such an idiot.

Well, if he’s up to the challenge, then so am I.

Bring. It. On.


Chapter Nine
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Lana

“I didn’t know you knew Kennedy?” Chase says once we reach his truck, opening the passenger door for me. I slide into the seat, buckling my seatbelt as I stall. I don’t want to lie but I don’t want to divulge the truth either. I like my anonymity on campus. Chase rounds the front of the truck and gets in his side. Sitting back, he looks at me expectantly.

“I used to know him when I was younger, but I haven’t seen him in ages, and I didn’t know he was attending UF until recently.” There’s no word of a lie in that statement.

Chase slowly turns the key, and the noisy engine rumbles to life. “I play football with his roomie, and we constantly butt heads. It appears Kennedy has taken a dislike to me because of it. We don’t even know one another, and I’d hate for that to get in the way of our … friendship.” He gives me a cheeky grin as he maneuvers the truck out onto the road.

He must think I’m an idiot if he believes I’ll fall for that load of baloney. If there’s bad blood between them, there’s a good reason. Kal doesn’t judge people without due cause. Sitting here now feels so disloyal, and I’m regretting my decision to accept a ride with Chase and wishing I hadn’t texted him my number last night. I’d been hesitant for a whole bunch of reasons, and I should have trusted my gut. I know I’ve hurt Kal again, but it’s for the best. I have to get him to see there’s no future for us.

Chase seems to be under the illusion I’m looking for more than friendship, even though I’ve previously attempted to set the record straight. “Look, Chase, you’re a nice guy, and I’m grateful for the ride, but I’m not in the market for a boyfriend or a hook-up. I told you this last time. I barely even have time for friends, so it’s probably not worth it, especially if it causes issues for you with Kal or his roomie.”

“Kal?” His brows nudge up. “Ah, I see.”

“It’s not like that,” I explain. “We were best friends as kids. That’s all. Don’t go reading anything else into it.” All it would take is a quick Google search for Chase to figure out the connection between Kal and me, and then my cover will be well and truly blown. Call me selfish, but I like being able to walk around campus without insults being hurled at me every five seconds. It’s another justifiable reason for staying away from Kal. If people see the two of us together, it won’t take much to join the dots. I’m still receiving hate mail, even if it’s dwindling. Some people have long memories.

“If you say so.” He doesn’t sound appeased.

“So, this coffee you mentioned.” I give him my best smile, hoping to distract him from all thoughts of Kal. “I’m with the fam this weekend, but I have a free thirty minutes after classes end on Monday if you’ve time to meet up?” I have zero intention of meeting him, but he doesn’t need to know that. I just need to steer him off the subject of Kal before he puts things together.

His answering smile is capacious. “Perfect.” He pulls up alongside the curb in front of my building. “You sure you have to go home this weekend?”

“Yeah.” I open the truck door, hoping he’ll get the hint.

“Okay.” He says the word in an exaggerated fashion, and I’m praying he lets it drop. Thankfully he does. “I’ll text you about Monday.”

“Cool.” I smile at him as I jump down. “Thanks for the ride. Have a great weekend.”

“Take care, pretty lady.” He winks, and I keep the forced smile on my face.

Exhausted, I crawl into bed a short while later, nuzzling my pillow. I’m excited at going home tomorrow, like always, but that excitement is tinged in apprehension. I don’t know what to do about Kal, and I keep veering back and forth over the right decision, pulled in two different directions.

One part of me says I’ve made my bed and should stick with the program. It’s what my parents want. The other part of me—the one that’s never wanted it to be like this—thinks it’s time to follow my heart and do what I should have done all along.

No one will ever convince me that Kal is completely over my betrayal. I honestly don’t see how he could be. He might think he is, but deep down, it must sting. I nearly had him locked up for flip’s sake. That he still wants to speak to me is remarkable, let alone the fact he wants to start over. How I wish it were as simple as that. It is taking every scrap of willpower to resist throwing myself at him, and I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out. If he’s serious about not backing down, it’s only a matter of time before I cave. I’m enough of a pragmatist to accept that. I’m powerless to resist that boy’s charms and know I can’t ignore him forever.

How can I make him see I’m doing this for him?

I toss and turn, unable to fall asleep, so when Liv returns a couple of hours later, I’m still wide awake.

“You can turn the light on,” I mumble as she stumbles about in the dark room. “I can’t sleep.”

Her bedside lamp flickers on. “I’m not surprised.”

I hear the soft rustle of clothing and then the creak of wood as she climbs into bed. Unspoken words line the space between us, and I don’t have to be psychic to know she has stuff she wants to say. “Just say it,” I whisper, twisting my head around so I’m facing her. “I know you’ve got something on your mind.”

She angles her body so she’s facing me too. “I spoke with him after you left.”

“Thought you might.”

“I didn’t want to, but he can be very persuasive.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“I gave him a hard time, and he took it. He said nothing is going on with that girl, and I believe him.”

“Even if that’s the truth, it doesn’t matter.”

“He’s not giving up, Lana, and to be honest, I don’t want him to.”

I sit bolt upright. “What the hell, Liv? Whose side are you on?”

She swings her bare legs out of the bed, leaning her elbows on her knees. “Yours. Always yours. I wasn’t there when all that stuff went down before, so I can’t comment on how he was back then, but I know what I see now. He means what he says. He misses you like crazy, and he cares about you.”

She eyeballs me. “Lana, most guys wouldn’t ever speak to you again let alone forgive you. He has. That’s huge in my book. I think you should meet him and listen to what he has to say. You two have so much history, isn’t it worth at least hearing him out?”

“You don’t understand, Liv. It will never just be a meeting. He has this invisible power over me, and if he turns on the charm, I don’t trust myself to stay strong.”

“Would it be so bad?”

I moan. “Liv, come on. You know why it would. I don’t think he can handle this.” That makes two of us. “I’ll have to drop out.” The thought has popped in my head on more than one occasion since Kal showed up.

“Don’t go making any rash decisions. It won’t come to that.”

I rest my head in my hands. “I’m scared, Liv. I’m afraid to meet him. What if I mess up and give the game away?”

“You didn’t hear the guy. He’s smitten and heartbroken, and I’d chop off my left tit to have a guy talk about me the way he talked about you. I know you’re worried, but you don’t know how he’ll react, and you’ll never know if you don’t at least listen to what he has to say. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for—”

“Enough. Okay, you win. I’ll think
 about meeting him, but that’s as much as I’m promising.”

“It’s a start,” she says gleefully, sliding back into bed.

“Please don’t tell me you’re a new signed-up member of the Kalvin Kennedy fan club,” I groan.

She chuckles. “The only fan club I’m a member of is the Lana Williams one.”
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My mood perks up the instant the bus glides into Earleton. I disembark at the usual stop and make the rest of the journey on foot. The balmy air is still humid despite the early hour, so I remove my denim jacket and stuff it in my back pack. The ground is dry underfoot as I make my way along the narrow road that winds toward the lakefront. The air is slightly cooler under the center of trees, and I turn my face up to the sky, ingesting the sights and sounds as I walk. The lyrical chirping of birds elevates my mood further. Every step brings me closer to Hewson, and there’s a definite spring in my step now. I miss him so much when I’m at school, even if everything I’m doing is for him.

Arriving at the high wrought iron gate which leads to my grandparents’ vast estate, I punch in the security code on the wall-mounted keypad and step back as the gate opens. I emit a little gasp of surprise when I spot Jerome—my grandparents’ butler—waiting in a truck just inside the entrance. “There you are, Ms. Lana,” he greets me from the open driver’s side window. “Glorious morning.”

“It is indeed.”

“I was doing some early morning chores, and I thought you might like a ride up to the house.”

I already have the passenger door open. “Thanks so much. That was thoughtful of you.”

“Anytime, Ms. Lana. You know that.”

The silence is comfortable as we maneuver the long driveway. Acres and acres of manicured lawns surround us on both sides as we head toward the house. The property is bordered by a high wall at the front, but at the rear, tall oak trees line the space between the house and the private dock which juts out onto the beautiful lake. Except for my grandparents and their fuddy-duddy beliefs and frosty attitude, this place is like a little slice of heaven on earth.

I can see how Mom grew up so sheltered.

The house comes into view, and the truck eases smoothly onto the redbrick stone path leading to the front entrance. Two massive palm trees reside over a magnificent fountain occupying center stage. My grandparents’ house is quite traditional in style. Painted in white, it is a two-story house with six steps leading up to the mahogany-stained double doors. Three mammoth white columns buttress the porch giving a grandiose feel to the place. A massive wraparound terrace extends across the width of the house on both sides. With twelve bedrooms, fourteen bathrooms, six large reception areas, a library, two kitchens, and a fabulous pool and outdoor patio, it is a world away from the bungalow I grew up in. Not that the setting is all too unfamiliar. The Kennedy house in Wellesley was exquisite with every creature comfort known to man. I’m accustomed to being surrounded by wealth and excess.

I’m just not used to living in it.

Not that I’m complaining too much.

My grandparents took me, Mom, and Hewson in despite their misgivings.

I hop out of the truck, bounding up the steps as the front door slowly opens. Mom smiles at me, and the little boy in her arm gurgles happily. Every trace of anxiety lifts off my shoulders as I stare at him. Dropping my bag, I quickly close the distance, sweeping Hewson into my arms. “Hello, sweetheart.” I press my lips to his forehead. “Mommy really missed you.”


Chapter Ten
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Kalvin

I’ve a mad case of déjà vu. I’m in the same diner as last week, at virtually the same time, with the same girl sitting across from me. I texted Shelby a couple hours ago asking her to meet me here. I’m not sure what last night was about, but I need to make things abundantly clear to her. Other girls are a red flag for Lana, and I’m fucked if I’m going to let Shelby ruin things for me. While I don’t intend to confirm who Lana is—I’m guessing she wants to keep her real identity a secret—I need to convey how much she means to me so Shelby understands there’s no prospect, whatsoever, of us hooking up or even hanging out ever again. I won’t do anything to jeopardize my chances with the girl I love.

Shelby sips from her latte, eyeing me circumspectly over the rim of her cup. She’s taken obvious care with her outfit and makeup, but it was a useless endeavor, completely wasted on me. “I knew you’d call.” She beams at me. “I knew you would come to your senses.”

I can’t figure out if she’s stupid or delusional or a bit of both.

“Shelby, I asked you here to set the record straight. I thought we were on the same page, but after last night, it seems some clarification is called for. I’m going to sound like a dick, and I don’t mean to, but I have no interest in you. None whatsoever. I felt it best to put it out there so you don’t waste any more of your time. Like you said, there are tons of guys only too happy to go out with you, so you shouldn’t get hung up on me.”

Her eyes blaze as a red flush creeps up over her neck. She’s seething. “Wow. Your legendary ego is true.”

“Shelby, what do you want from me?” I sigh, already tired of this conversation.

“We could be so good together, Kalvin. I know it. You know it.”

Delusional it is.

“Everything was cool until that girl appeared on the scene. Who is she?”

“She’s my … best friend, and I came here for her. We lost touch, but I want to reconnect with her. Her friendship is important to me.” I was going to admit she’s the
 girl, but I don’t think Shelby would appreciate that. Lana has had to deal with pettiness from other girls in the past over me, and I’m not subjecting her to it again.

A puzzled look appears on her face. “If she’s only your friend, then why would she have any issue with us dating?”

I feel like banging my head against the wall. “I don’t know how to put this any more clearly, Shelby. Irrespective of who Lana is or isn’t to me, or how she would react, there is no future for us. I’m not interested in you.” I stand up. “I’m trying to be a gentleman about it, but if you approach me again when we’re out, I won’t be nice. I don’t want you to come anywhere near me or my friend. It’s best if we make a clean break so we can move on.”

She flips her middle finger up at me. “Unreal. If this is you trying to be a gentleman, I’d love to see your not-so-nice side,” she snarls, slipping out of the booth. She gets all up in my face. “Message delivered. Loud and clear.” She casts a derogatory glance over my cargo shorts, U2 shirt, and sneakers combo. “I’m too good for the likes of you anyway.”

“Whatever you say, Shelby,” I acquiesce, shrugging.

“You stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours,” she says, as if it was her idea.

“Agreed.” I toss some cash on the table, tipping my ball cap at her as I saunter out of the joint.

After spending a couple hours at the track, I head back to the dorm to Skype my brother and Faye. Lana dropped her name in the conversation last night, and I’d like to know why.

“Hey, asshole. What’s up?” Faye says, sending me a teasing smirk through the screen.

“Did you know Lana was here?” I get straight to the reason for my call.

Her face contorts. “Eh …” It’s rare to see my cousin at a loss for words. She glances over her shoulder—at my brother, no doubt. Tucking strands of thick, brunette hair behind her ears, she drills me with a serious expression. “Yes. I knew Lana was going to UF.”

“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?!” I demand, pacing the room with my cell in my hand. “And why didn’t I know you two were in contact?”

“Because she asked me not to tell you.”

“I’m your Goddamned cousin! And you knew I was hurting. I can’t believe you kept this from me.”

“What the hell was I supposed to do, Kal?” She leans into the screen, frustration blatant. “She asked to stay in contact with me on condition I didn’t tell you. I thought you’d prefer that at least one of us was still in touch with her.”

“What difference did it make when I didn’t know?” I yell as all my pent-up frustration rises to the surface.

The screen goes fuzzy, and then I’m looking at my brother’s angry face. “Don’t you dare take this out on Faye. Lana put her in a very difficult position.”

“Did you know, too?” My tone is unrelenting.

“Faye told me on the plane to Ireland,” he admits.

“What the actual fuck?” I roar, throwing myself down on my bed. “I can’t believe this. You both knew she was coming here, and neither one of you told me! Faye had her fucking number all this time while I’ve been searching all over campus for her!? I thought she wasn’t here! That I’d lost her forever! I’ve been going insane. This is totally messed up.”

Ky glances over his shoulder, speaking in a muffled voice to Faye. Then my cousin appears beside him. “Don’t blame, Ky. He’s been arguing with me since he found out. He wanted to tell you, but I wouldn’t let him.”

“Why not?” She opens her mouth to speak, but I interrupt her before she’s uttered a word. “If you dare spout any of your usual crap about true love and destiny, I swear I’m going to jump on the next plane and personally wring your neck.”

“You are way out of line, brother.” Ky glares at me. “Keep this civil or I’m hanging up. This is not Faye’s fault.”

“Kal, just listen for a minute, will ya?” Faye pleads.

I send daggers at her.

“You never informed either of us of your plans to go to UF until it was a done deal, and you never mentioned this was about Lana. In fact, since the end of last year, you’ve been noticeably quiet whenever I broached the subject. You haven’t been forthcoming either.”

“Because it fucking hurt too much to even think about her!”

“I know, Kal, and I’m sorry I kept it from you, but I made a promise to Lana, and I didn’t want to break it.”

“Bro, Faye was trying to be a friend to Lana and a friend to you, and it was an impossible situation. I’m glad it’s all out in the open now.”

I snort. “Not that it helps.”

“Why?” he asks.

“She doesn’t want anything to do with me, and there’s this douche sniffing around her. It’s pretty hopeless.”

“It’s not,” Faye insists, vehemently shaking her head. “We don’t talk about you much. I think it’s hard for her too, but she always asks how you are. Always
. She still loves you, and that means all isn’t lost. Besides, she hasn’t mentioned any other dude to me.”

“She’s hardly likely to, though.”

She vigorously shakes her head. “No. I only spoke to her last night, and she would’ve said something. And
 before you go off on another one, I was going to call and tell you. Promise.”

“She’s telling you the truth,” my brother confirms. “We were going to call you tomorrow.”

I nod. “It’s okay.” Some of my anger has faded. “I believe you, and I don’t want to fight anymore. It goes against my nature.”

Faye rolls her eyes, but some of the tension has left her face.

“Sorry for overreacting,” I tell her.

“Nah, it’s grand. You’ve every right to be mad at me. I’ve told Lana that I won’t be keeping important stuff from you again. She understands.”

“Cool.” I gulp nervously. “So, you’re a girl.”

“Yep, last time I checked,” Faye jokes, looking down at her chest.

My brother slips his hand under her shirt, and she shrieks, slapping his hand away. “She’s most definitely a girl,” he smirks. Faye elbows him hard in the ribs, and he falls off the side of the couch.

I laugh. “Any ideas on how I should play this? Brett thinks I should woo her. I already tried groveling and that got me nowhere.”

She is quietly contemplative.

“Send her a few dick picks,” Ky suggests, sitting back up, without a trace of humor on his face.

Faye shoves him again. “Oh my God. How did you ever get any girl to go out with you? That’s the worst idea. You grew up with Lana, too. You should know that’s not the way to win her over.”

He smirks. “I know. Just wanted to wind him up.”

“Asshole.”

“Payback’s great.” He grins smugly. “Who’s a pansy-ass now, Kal? Hmm?”

I wish I could reach into my phone and smack him. “Hardy, har. You’re a great help.”

“Knock it off, you two. I’d like to get off this call sometime this century,” Faye chastises us.

My brother’s expression turns serious. “Kal, are you sure about this? After last year—”

“I’m sure.” I pause briefly. I’m not one for mushy sentiments, but neither was my brother until he fell in love. If anyone understands, it’s Ky. “If you love someone, really love someone, you stand by them, even when they’ve screwed up. Especially then. You forgive them for their mistakes.”

Ky nods slowly. “Yeah, I hear ya.”

“Wow,” Faye gushes. “That was pretty profound.”

I shrug. “I love her. No one means more to me than Lana.”

“Welcome to the pansy-ass club, bro,” Ky says with a chuckle, and our grins match.

I look at Faye. “So, how should I go about this? Any ideas?”

“I think Brett is right. You should totally woo her, but be creative. Lana’s a sweet girl, and she needs the right approach. You’re a great guy, Kal, and you can be very charming and sweet when you aren’t being a douche.”

Wow, way to stroke a guy’s ego.

“You also know Lana, and you have a shared history. Remind her of that.” I nod as a slow smile graces my lips. I’m already conjuring up a couple ideas. “And don’t forget the most important thing,” she adds.

I stare at the screen.

“Don’t stop fighting for her. When things are rough, don’t give up. Show her she can count on you. That the faith she put in you was not misplaced. Prove to her that you are the guy she always believed you to be.”
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Lana’s roommate Olivia confirmed she wasn’t around this weekend; otherwise, I would’ve engineered some way of bumping into her. Instead, I spend the rest of the afternoon making wooing plans, and I’m in a fantastic mood when Brett returns, readily agreeing to accompany him to a party on the outskirts of the campus. Some guy from his microelectronics class lives there with a couple other guys.

The party’s in full swing when we arrive shortly after ten.

I’m taking my time with my beer tonight, sipping it nice and slow as I chat with a few of the guys. It’s a nice crowd, and the vibe is chill. Until Chase walks through the door.

Brett catches my attention from across the room, making a slicing gesture with his hand. As much as my fist begs to connect with his face, I stay over on my side of the room, conspicuously avoiding any potential confrontation. The last fight I got involved in ended up with me on house arrest and a fucking monitoring device strapped to my ankle. It’s an experience I’m in no rush to repeat.

Every so often, I snatch a quick look at the douche. He sure loves the sound of his own voice. He’s in the middle of a group of loudmouths spouting shit for the benefit of the girls hanging around. My interest is piqued when I spot a tall girl sidling up to him. The blonde has thick pink stripes running through her hair, which reminds me of Faye’s half-sister Whitney. She seems to have a similar sense of style too, if her short strapless tank and even shorter skirt are any indication of how she normally dresses. I don’t understand girls who think that’s attractive. Openly displaying the goodies takes away the allure. I prefer something to be left to the imagination. Memories of Lana in her hot red dress last night spring to mind, and all of my blood rushes to a certain part of my anatomy. Lana’s grown into her skin, and it only adds to her appeal.

While I’ve been fantasizing about Lana, Blondie has wrapped her lips around Chase’s, and they are indulging in a gross make-out session in the middle of the room. Tacky has nothing on that pair. Someone shouts “get a room,” but they remain lip-locked. I watch in disgust as his hand wanders under her skirt, and he openly gropes her in front of his buddies.

His eyes flit open, and he spies me watching. I fix my gaze on him, keeping a neutral expression on my face. His eyes never waver from mine as he slides a second hand under her skirt, pulling her ass in firmly against his crotch. Bile floods my mouth at the thought of those hands going anywhere near Lana. Then he’s lifting the girl up, and she wraps her legs around his waist as he walks them out of the living area and into the corridor leading to the bedrooms.

An hour later, I’m getting ready to call it a night when he resurfaces, shirtless and with the top button of his jeans undone. He swaggers to the refrigerator, snatching a couple of beers. I turn away, motioning to Brett that I’m calling it quits.

I sense him behind me before he opens his mouth. “Hope you got a good look, Kennedy, because the next girl in line for the Chase treatment is that pretty little thing you were salivating over last night.”

Blood thunders through my veins, but I keep my voice calm as I turn sideways to face him. “In your dreams, douche. She’s way out of your league.”

Putting the beers down on the counter, he folds his arms and smirks. “Now, now, Kennedy, don’t be a sore loser. Not my fault she prefers my company to yours. Give up while you still have some of your dignity.”

“Do you even hear yourself? Grow up, dude, and get real. Lana will toss you to the curb any day now.”

“I don’t think so.”

I’d love to wipe the smug grin off his face. “I know so.”

He cocks his head to the side. “You seem very sure of yourself. Why is that, I wonder?”

He’s fishing for info, and I’m not going to be the one to give it to him. “Any idiot can take one look at her and one look at you and figure it out for themselves.”

His smirk extends as he leans in. “But that’s the beauty of it, Kennedy. I’ll have sweet, little virginal Lana eating out of my hand in no time.”

“Over my fucking dead body,” I growl, losing the last shred of my control. I shove my finger in his bare chest. “You will stay the fuck away from her.”

He laughs again, as Brett materializes at my side. “Whatever this is, let it go,” he urges Chase. “She’s not your type and you know it.”

“No can do, bro. I want that pussy. She’ll be ripping her panties off and begging me to fuck her tight cunt before the week is out,” Chase supplies. “You can count on it.” He cracks his knuckles, shooting a smug grin my way.

My fists ball at my sides, and I’m seconds away from exploding.

He leans in. “I’m going to screw her senseless, every which way, repeatedly, until she’s so fucked she can barely walk.”

I lose it, throwing myself at him with my fists up and raised. Before I can punch the bonehead, I’m yanked back and flung aside. Stumbling, I lose my balance and fall to the carpeted floor. “Get out,” Brett’s friend tells Chase. “I told you the last time this shit isn’t cool. Get out and stay out. You’re not welcome here again.”

Chase shrugs. Another guy tosses his shoes and shirt at him. “Screw you, asshole. Got what I came for anyway.”

I’m scrambling to my feet when Chase pushes past. “Let’s catch up next week, Kennedy. We can compare notes.” He grabs his junk, snorting with laughter as he heads out the door.

“Dude, you have to get your shit together. That was too easy for him,” Brett says.

“I don’t remember you keeping your shit together at practice,” I retort.

He sighs. “Why do you think I’m saying this? That guy has a fucking degree in pissing people off. It’s not like I want to argue with him all the time, but he irritates the crap out of me and I blow up. You do realize you’ve just shown your hand? He’s going to make getting Lana under him his life’s mission now.”

I curse under my breath. Brett’s right. I’ve just set the gauntlet, and he’s readily accepted the challenge.


Chapter Eleven
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Lana

Sunday morning walks by the lake are one of the things I most look forward to each weekend. We’ve already attended church, and Hewson is napping in his stroller. Mom is contemplative at my side, her eyes fascinated with the dull sunlight glistening off the calm, clear water as we walk around the lake’s perimeter. I fasten the hood over Hewson’s head, making sure he’s shaded. His thumb is in his mouth, and he’s sleeping with his head to the side. His thick, dark hair is growing rapidly, and I may need to take a trip to the salon soon. I can’t believe he’ll be six months next month. In one way, it feels like only six weeks have passed, and in another, it’s as if he’s always been here.

“Mom?”

Her head snaps up, and she looks over at me. “Yes, sweetheart?”

“What’s going to happen when the Kennedys find out about him?” I haven’t told her Kal is at UF yet because I know she’ll freak.

“They won’t.”

“We can’t be naïve, Mom. They will find out sooner or later.”

“I don’t see how.” Her eyes darken. “Have you told that girl? Have you told Faye?”

“No, Mom. I haven’t.” And that’s the truth. Besides, Liv, I haven’t told a soul about my son. Mom was insistent.

Her breathing returns to normal. “Then I don’t think you have anything to worry about. We are well hidden here.”

“I’ll have to tell him at some point.”

She stops walking, placing her hand on my elbow. “No.” She shakes her head. “No. You can’t tell him Lana. Not ever. We already agreed to this.”

She calls it agreement.

I call it emotional blackmail.

And I always planned on coming clean once his life was back on track. Mom was never going to convince me otherwise, even if she thought she already had.

A twisty pain forms in my gut. “Mom, how can you say that? I can’t deny him his child forever. It’s wrong.” I don’t want to point the finger of blame at my parents, but they are the reason Kal doesn’t know. When I discovered I was pregnant a few weeks after the trial concluded, I planned on telling my parents first and then Kal. However, Mom was adamant that I keep him in the dark. Back then, I didn’t know what I know now, but I still can’t fathom why she was so hypocritical. Mom said the press would hound me if they discovered I was having his child and they would forever paint me as a lying whore. She said Alexandra would whisk the child away from me, and I’d never see him again. Terrified and hormonal, and already sick to my stomach of the hate mail and death threats, I had agreed when they presented their plan to me. Horrific guilt got added to the maelstrom of emotions after my grandparents laid down terms, but by then it was too late to back out. All that mattered was ensuring I had a roof over Hewson’s head and a way to care for him.

However, I’ve had plenty of time to think about everything since, and there is much to regret. This seems to be a familiar pattern in my life these days.

“Do you want to lose Hewson? Because that’s what’ll happen if Alexandra Kennedy finds out he is her grandson.” There is little love lost between Mom and Kal’s mom, although I don’t quite understand what’s driving it.

“Kal wouldn’t let her do that, Mom.” I speak with confidence. Kal is many things, but he wouldn’t take my son away from me. I’d stake my life on it.

“Kal would have no say, child!” Her grip tightens on my arm. “He is too immature to raise a baby, and he would defer to his mother. Besides, you know what he’s like, Lana. A baby would only curtail his lifestyle. He won’t want anything to do with him.”

I want to defend him. To tell her she’s wrong, but I’m too afraid she might be right. I honestly have no idea how Kal would react to the news he’s a father. Would he embrace it or run for the hills?


“Anyway,” she continues, letting go of my arm and taking a step forward, “I thought you agreed it was best to let him live his life. You should never forget how you almost ruined him.”


How could I?
 Self-loathing is my constant companion, my guilty conscience a daily reminder of my many failings. Plus, my grandmother reprimands me often enough.

My grandparents are very religious, and I haven’t made a good first impression. They don’t think highly of me, at all. Having a child out of wedlock, months shy of my eighteenth birthday, and refusing to reveal the father’s identity didn’t go down well. We are only living here because my mother made the ultimate sacrifice for me. For Hewson.

All-consuming guilt threatens to suffocate me, and I bite back any further protest, feeling ungrateful for even thinking these thoughts. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, Lana.” She stops walking again, sighing softly. She cups my face. “I know how sensitive you are, and how difficult this is for you, but you’ve done the right thing. For all of you.”

I don’t understand how she can say that. Not when she was in almost the same situation as me, yet she made the opposite choice. “Mom? Can I ask you something?”

“Of course, sweetheart.”

Hewson stirs in the stroller, and we start walking again. “Do you regret having me?”

“No, darling!” she rushes to reassure me. “Don’t ever think that. You are the best thing I’ve done with my life.” She pats my hand. “And your son is a blessing too. If I implied any less, I apologize. He’s my grandson, and I love him very much.”

Tears prick my eyes. “I know you do, Mom, and I’m so grateful for all you are doing for me, and for him.” Mom walked away from my dad so that Hewson and I would have a place to call home. So that I could attend university and get a degree. She is his sole caregiver during the week, while I live on campus, and I wouldn’t trust anyone else with him. We have undoubtedly grown closer since I became a mom myself, and I’ve welcomed that. Right now, she’s one of the few I have in my corner. I can’t afford to alienate her. It doesn’t help me decide what to do about Kal, but, for now, I push that aside, determined to enjoy the last few hours with my son.
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Hewson is lying on his back in his playpen, gurgling contentedly while we eat dinner at the table. On Sundays, my grandmother insists we eat in the formal dining room, and we are expected to dress accordingly. I’m wearing a skater-style black silk dress that has a high neck and cap sleeves and reaches just below my knees. Plain black ballet pumps adorn my feet. My hair is fixed in a neat bun, and I’m only wearing lip gloss and mascara.

It’s important I toe the line. I can’t forget they control the purse strings. One false move. One wrong comment, and they could cut me off. It’s why I find it hard to relax whenever I’m here. I’m constantly on guard.

As a child, I couldn’t understand why Mom had ceased contact with her parents. One hour in their company, and it all made perfect sense.

Still, I shouldn’t complain. They took us in, and they made it possible for me to attend college, and I am
 grateful. They may not be the easiest people to get along with, but they didn’t abandon us in our hour of need. Without them, we would have struggled to get by, and I certainly wouldn’t be in college. My parents couldn’t afford it, and I’d left it too late to apply for a scholarship. Living here may not be ideal, but it’s preferable to the alternatives. Some single mothers aren’t so lucky, and that’s enough to eliminate any uncharitable thoughts.

“How is school, Lana?” my grandfather asks after the maid has cleared away our dessert dishes. Mom’s dad is a nice man, but he doesn’t have much say in things that go on around here. My grandmother is a control freak, and she has everyone bowing to her every command. She rules this house—and the people in it—with an iron fist. Mom says it’s why she was such a successful businesswoman. Most outsiders think it was my grandfather’s business brain that took their fledgling retail business from a friendly, local supermarket to a multi-million-dollar national chain of stores and a recognizable household brand, but my grandmother was the driving force in the business as much as she is in their personal lives. There’s no denying she’s a formidable force and a bully—albeit an impressive one.

“School is good, Grandfather. I’ve signed up for extra classes, I’m doing some volunteer work, and I’ve joined a yoga class with some friends.”

“That sounds wonderful, my dear.” He gives me an affectionate smile.

“I do hope you have the good sense to avoid getting involved with any other young men,” my grandmother contributes.

“Of course, Grandmother.” I smile through gritted teeth.

She takes a timid sip of her coffee before pinning me with a deadly look. “As much as that beautiful boy is an innocent, no man will want to raise another man’s bastard.”

“Mother!” Mom is aghast. “Was that really necessary?”

My hand is shaking as I raise the tea cup to my lips. I feel an overwhelming urge to slap her. How dare she!

“Do you dare to question me in my own home?” she replies, leveling an icy expression at Mom. Her sly barbs are a constant reminder that we are at her mercy. For someone who claims to be pious, she sure has a nasty mean streak.

Mom knots her hands in her lap. “Of course not. I’m sorry, Mother.”

“If you had done a better job of raising your own child, she wouldn’t have found herself in the same situation as you.”

Mom can’t disguise the hurt on her face, and I’m indignant on her behalf. “Mom did a great job raising me.” I eyeball my grandmother. “And it’s unkind of you to imply otherwise. This is the twenty-first century. It’s not that uncommon to have a baby as a single mother anymore.” Take that and stick it.

“It’s a mortal sin!” Her face contorts unpleasantly. “And children should never talk back to their elders.”

“I’m not a child.” Mom squeezes my hand in warning, but I’m not backing down. “I’m respecting your rules and your conditions, but I won’t sit here and listen to you insult Mom when she’s done nothing to deserve it.”

My grandfather looks out the window, clearly wishing he was anywhere but here. Tension is ripe, and I hate that Hewson is surrounded by an ever-present layer of the stuff. That can’t be good for him. At that precise moment, he lets out a rather loud wail that turns into a gutsy cry. It’s time for his next bottle. I rise carefully, moving to the playpen and swooping him up into my arms. Cradling him to my chest, I plant a soft kiss on the top of his head. I close my eyes, inhaling his gorgeous baby smell, reminding myself of why I am doing this. I hold him closer to me, this tiny piece of Kal—a permanent reminder of the boy I love.
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Tears slide down my cheeks as I press one last kiss to Hewson’s cheek, tiptoeing from his room so as not to wake him. Sunday nights are my least favorite part of the weekend. Saying goodbye never gets any easier.

Mom drives me back to the campus, never once commenting on my melancholy mood. I rest my head on the window and close my eyes. Grief and pain battle with guilt and remorse inside me. Leaving Hewson behind every weekend carves a new scar on my heart. I hate that he is parentless all week. Yes, he has my mom, and she’s an angel. She loves and cares for him exactly as I would, but it’s not the same. I wonder if he’ll grow up disconnected from me because I wasn’t around for his formative years.

The fact I’m depriving Kal of that too doesn’t sit right with me, but what choice do I have?

That’s what I tell Liv when I return to the dorm and she asks if I’ve given any thought to Kal over the weekend.

“Just talk to the guy. You don’t have to tell him about Hewson yet,” she suggests, noting my glum expression, “but talk to him. Gauge if he’s changed. Confirm his motives. Maybe spend a little bit of time with him, and after that, you can decide whether to tell him or not.”

“You think I’m a monster for keeping this from him, don’t you?”

“I know you had to make tough choices, and I can’t imagine being in such a difficult position.”

“I regret not telling him when I found out, but I was in such a state back then and my parents convinced me it was for the best. Now, I’m so confused.” I pull my knees up under me on the bed. “One part of me thinks it’s best to let him go on with his life so he’s not missing out on anything, but another part of me says he’s missing out on way more by not knowing his son. Then I think of what Mom said and I get scared.”

“Courts are generally reluctant to remove a baby from his mother,” she says. “And your family has plenty of money to fight the Kennedys if they took this to court.”

“It’s not my money, and I doubt my grandmother would support that. She won’t want her name dragged through the mud. As much as I want to believe Kal wouldn’t do that, I can’t emphatically say he wouldn’t. I can’t ever forget my betrayal, and this could be the final nail in the coffin. What if he thinks I’m the worst person to bring up his son?”

“I honestly doubt he’d think that, but deciding to tell him isn’t without risk,” she acknowledges.

I slump on my side. “My brain hurts.”

“I wish I could offer better advice.”

“I’m not sure anyone can advise me, and you’re a great friend. Thank you.”

She scoffs. “Stop. You’d do the same for me.”

“I would.”

“I know.” She grins, yawning. “Sleep on it. Maybe the right decision will come to you overnight.”

I laugh. If only it were that straightforward.
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Predictably, I had the worst night’s sleep, and I’m struggling to keep my eyes open during classes the next day. My notetaking is abysmal, and it’s like everything is going in one ear and out the next. I haul my weary ass to the Reitz at lunchtime with my friends, and we head to our favorite restaurant for lunch. We’re sipping on sodas and waiting for our food when the inquisition begins. I’ve been expecting it since Friday.

“So, you and Kalvin Kennedy, huh?” Maya asks, jiggling her eyebrows.

“I grew up near him, and we used to hang out a bit when we were kids.” I hope I sound nonchalant because I need to kill this conversation superfast.

“And?” Brianna pries, straining across the table.

“And, what?” I shrug, feigning indifference. The girls are nice, and I don’t think they’d judge me, but I can’t risk telling them the truth. The more contained it is the better my chances are of keeping it on the down low.

She rolls her eyes to the ceiling. “I’ve seen nuns that are more forthcoming than you.”

I take a big slurp from my drink.

“What Bree means to say is he’s fucking hot and are you screwing him?”

My eyes startle. “You got that
 from Friday?”

“Girl, there was enough electricity between you two to start a fire. So, what’s the deal? You fucking him or what?”

“No. I’m not having sex with him, and I have no plans to.” A tingle down below makes a liar of me. My body is one hundred percent not happy
 with that statement.

The waitress appears, placing hot plates in front of us.

“Is that so?” Maya slathers a fry in ketchup, popping it in her mouth.

“Yes
. So can we drop it now?”

“Not likely,” Bree says with a toothy grin, and I groan.
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I can scarcely keep my eyes open during the last class of the day, and I’m elated when it finally draws to a close. I’m going to skip the library and grab a nap instead before my shift in the center starts. I text Chase telling him I’m not available to meet for coffee now, ignoring his responding call when I see it flickering across my screen. I know if I answer he’ll only talk me into it. My bed is calling to me, and it’ll wait for no one.

“If you’re not having sex with him,” Bree says, as we step outside the building, “why is he waiting for you again?” She points across the road, and I jerk my head in that direction.

Kal is leaning against a shiny, silver truck, holding a paper cup and bag in one hand. He straightens up when he sees me, treating me to one of his panty-dropping smiles. He blows me a kiss, before nudging his head to the side in a “come hither” manner. I gulp, rooted to the spot, completely indecisive. Pushing off the truck, he saunters leisurely toward us, his gaze raking over me like a soft caress. My body tingles all over, and raw needs pulses in my core.

No one does intense like Kalvin Kennedy.

I’ve been on the receiving end of it before, and it’s like being trapped in a laser beam.

As his eyes continue to devour me, I sway a little on my feet, a combination of exhaustion and potent longing. This isn’t fair. I’d swear he cast a spell over me when I was a kid if I didn’t believe that was outside the realm of possibility. He continues to stare at me, like no one else exists, and I’m feeling faint. I lean against Maya’s side, clutching her arm to steady me. Kal’s eyes twinkle knowingly, and I want to curse my pathetic ass self for being so damn weak.

“Ho. Lee. Shit,” Maya exclaims. “He can eye fuck me like that any day. I think I just came in my panties.”

As he closes the gap between us, I can’t tear my gaze from him though I know I should. His eyes are brimming with naked emotion, and it does something weird to my insides.

“Oh crap,” I murmur. “I am so screwed.”


Chapter Twelve
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Kalvin

Operation Honeybun has officially commenced, and if the look on Lana’s face is any indication, I’d say I’m off to a winning start.

“Hey, beautiful,” I say, when I’m finally standing in front of her. “These are for you.” I hand over my offerings.

She stares at me, all glassy-eyed, and I smother my smug grin. “What …” her voice is barely louder than a whisper. She clears her throat and blinks her eyes. “What is it?”

“Chamomile tea and a blueberry muffin.”

Her startled eyes meet mine. “You remember?”

I momentarily frown. As if I could forget. “Of course.” I dazzle her with another expansive smile, taking her hands and wrapping them around the cup and bag. Our fingers meet and fiery tingles shoot up and down my arms. She’s always had that effect on me. “I remember everything about you, honeybun. The Imaga could zap my brain with their futuristic memory stick thingy and I’d still remember you. You’re in here and no one can erase you.” I tap the side of my head as her cheeks flush at the mention of her childhood fictional creation. I wonder if she held onto the drawings I did for that story. I had immense fun imagining warped little green aliens running riot on unsuspecting humans.

The tall good-looking blonde—the same one who was with Lana on Friday—nudges her sharply in the ribs, shooting her a calculating look. My hand thrusts out. “Hi, I’m Kal.”

“Maya,” she mutters, looking equally as dazed as Lana. Her handshake is firm.

“I’m Bree,” the other girl confirms, gulping as her cheeks redden a smidgeon.

“Nice to meet you both. Would you mind if I borrowed Lana for a bit?”

“Oh no,” Maya says. “We don’t mind at all. You can borrow
 her for as long as you like.”

Bree looks a little confused. “Is borrow a code word or something?”

“Oh em gee,” Lana says, finding her voice. “Would you two knock it off.” She sends an irritated look at her friends, before refocusing on me. “This is really sweet of you, thank you, but I’m heading back to my dorm, so there’ll be no, um, borrowing
, taking place.”

A yawn escapes her mouth, and I notice the dark circles rimming her eyes and her wan skin. “You look tired. Are you okay? You’re not sick, are you?”

“No,” she says, stifling another yawn. “I didn’t get much sleep the last couple of nights.”

Carefully, I slip my arm over her shoulder, mentally cringing when she stiffens. “Let me give you a ride to your dorm. You look dead on your feet.”

She ducks out from under my arm. “It’s fine, Kal. I can get the bus.” She starts walking away. “But thanks again for this,” she calls over her shoulder.

Ignoring her friends, I run after her, planting myself directly in her path so she has no choice but to stop. “Would you please stop running off.” It takes considerable effort not to show my frustration.

She looks at her feet, nibbling on her lower lip.

“Lana. Look at me.” I fold my arms.

She lifts her head. “Why are you being so nice to me?” she asks softly.

I scratch the side of my head. “Because I care about you, and I want you back in my life. You’re my best friend, Lana.” My throat catches. “Can’t we be friends again?” It’s not what I want, but I figure I need to move slow. Ease her into this gently.

“I don’t understand why you want to. I don’t understand how you can forgive me.”

And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the crux of the issue.

My arms drop to my sides. I peer into her eyes. “Look. Please can we go somewhere to talk? I know you’re tired, and I won’t keep you long, but we can’t put this off indefinitely. We’ve left too much unsaid. Let’s just talk about what happened and take it from there?” Indecision is written all over her face. I duck my head down so I’m more on her level, pouting as I give her my best puppy dog eye expression. “Please, honeybun. One coffee. One chat. And if you still want nothing to do with me, then I’ll back off. Scout’s honor.” She knows I was never a scout, so I’m sure my lie is as transparent as the confusion on her face, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

She sighs. “Okay.”

I mentally fist-pump the air, sending a shit-eating grin her way. You’d swear I just won the fucking lottery. Very carefully, I take a light hold of her elbow and steer her across the road, conscious of her friend’s watchful attention.

She waves them off as I open the door and she climbs in.

I switch the A/C on as I kick the engine into gear. “That little place around the corner from your dorm okay?”

“Sure.” Her lips press together, and she looks out the window, giving nothing away.

I scroll through my music, selecting her favorite U2 song. Her lips twitch as Bono’s dulcet tones resonate through the cab.

I park in front of the small coffee place, running around the front of my truck to open the door for her. “Thanks.” She offers me the barest of smiles. You’d swear I was leading her up the gangplank or something. Not for the first time, I kick myself for all the ways I’ve unintentionally hurt her.

We place our orders and take a small table at the back, near the window. Lana removes her sweater, placing it over the top of the chair. She clasps her hands together on the table, and I notice she’s shaking. I lean forward in my seat. “Don’t be nervous. It’s only me.”

“I still can’t believe you’re here,” she says, as the waitress appears with our lattes.

“Believe it, babe. I’m not going anywhere.”

She is pensive as she licks the froth off the top of her cup. “So, um, how are we going to do this?”

“Why don’t I go first?” I suggest, putting my coffee down. She nods. “Just hear me out before you interrupt, okay? I’ve come a long way to say this.” She nods again, gulping as she drums her fingers off the table. Fiery reddish undertones glisten in her long hair as she moves her head, and I long to reach over and weave my fingers through the strands.

When we were in elementary school, Greta used to style her hair every morning in the kitchen, and I developed a rather unhealthy fascination with it. I’d go into a trance each morning watching as Greta pulled the comb through her hair, scooping it up at the sides and pulling it back in a ponytail. That’s the very first time I remember sporting a semi.

Lana is watching me closely, and her lips are parted in anticipation.

“Sorry. I was just remembering how your mom used to do your hair in our kitchen every morning before school. I used to zone out watching you.”

Her eyes widen. “I never knew that.”

“There’s lots you don’t know.” Fact, friend.

Her answering smile is sad.

“Faye gave me your letter. I must’ve read it like a million times.” I retrieve the creased envelope from my back pocket, placing it on the table between us. “It made me cry the first time I read it.” Man, if any of my brothers was a fly on the wall, I’d never live that admission down. “I never meant to hurt you, Lana. I thought I was protecting you, but I know now that I went about everything all wrong. You have always been the only one for me, but I shouldn’t have shut you out and refused to tell you what I was feeling.”

A tear trickles out of the corner of her eye, but she swipes it away. “Last year, when I said those things, I meant them. I thought I was ready to commit to you, but I guess I wasn’t fully on board with it if I could let Addison get her hooks in me like she did. It doesn’t matter that I was drunk and pissed or that our relationship was in limbo. You’ve been there for me my whole life. You accepted all my shit, without question, and I let you down after you’d given me everything. I will never forgive myself for that.”

“Don’t. Please don’t do that.” Anguish is clear in her eyes, and more tears are threatening to breach the surface. “Don’t blame yourself because this is so not your fault.”

“That’s not the way I see it,” I answer truthfully. “I hurt you over and over. I knew you had feelings for me, and I deliberately refused to confront them or my own. I continued to play the field, even though I knew it upset you. I was a total ass, and my actions drove you to do it. I placed you in Addison’s lair. I’m as guilty as she is.”

“Oh my God,” she cries, leaning over the table. There’s a glint of anger in her gaze. “I can’t believe you think that! You are so wrong! It doesn’t matter that I was wounded. That didn’t give me the right to say what I said, to do what I did. Nothing can excuse that, and if you think telling me you understand makes it all right, then you don’t know me. I can’t let you take the blame. I won’t let you.” She shakes her head adamantly.

Fuck it. I reach out and take her soft hands in mine. “We’ve both made mistakes, baby. Why can’t we agree we were both wrong and put it behind us? Move forward instead?”

“It would never work, Kal.”

“Why the hell not?” I demand, trying to keep a leash on my temper. Tears slide down her face, and fresh strips rip from my heart. I’ve always hated to see her cry. “Don’t cry, honeybun. Please.”

“You may think you’ve forgiven me, but you can’t have. Not really. At some point, you’d start to resent me, and it would destroy us. I would rather hold onto whatever good memories I have than see everything turn to crap.”

“I never took you for a coward, Lana.” She attempts to snatch her hands back, but I hold on tighter. I’m not ready to let her go.

“I’m a realist, Kal.”

“Answer me this. Do I truly own a piece of your heart, Lana? Is it still mine?”

“You already know the answer.”

Her voice is cracked, and it chips away at my soul.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a couple of girls at another table whispering and looking over at us. One of them eyeballs me, glaring daggers. Ignoring them, I refocus on the fragile creature seated across from me. Lana can be stubborn as all hell when she wants to be, and she’s not ready to let go of this yet. I can see I have my work cut out for me. “I need to hear you say it.”

“Why torture yourself? Us?”

“Lana,” I hiss, straining across the table. “Because I won’t give up hope if you still love me. If you tell me you have no feelings for me anymore, then I’ll leave you alone. I promise. But if you tell me you still care, then I’m not giving up on us. One of us has to fight.” She opens her mouth to speak, but I hold up one finger. “I need the truth, Lana. You owe me that much.” I can’t make it easy for her to lie. If she honestly tells me she’s over me, I will
 walk away. I’m not going to force her to feel something she no longer feels. It will kill me, but I’ll do it.

She’s full on crying now. A shadow darkens the table, and the girl from the other table looms over us. She plants a cautious hand on Lana’s shoulder. “Are you okay?” Her tone is soft, but her expression is furious as she levels it in my direction. “Is he hassling you?”

“What?” Lana looks up at her, furiously swiping at the moisture under her eyes. “No, of course not!”

“Are you sure?” Her eyes penetrate Lana’s. “He has history, and you don’t have to be afraid.”

“Oh my God.” Lana yanks her hands from mine, clamping one over her mouth. She looks horrified.

“We are trying to have a private conversation,” I say through gritted teeth.

“I’m making sure she’s okay,” the stranger snaps.

I soften my tone and my look. “And I’m glad there are girls who look out for other girls, but you don’t have to worry about me, with her or anyone else.”

She stares at me in disbelief.

“Thank you for checking, but I assure you I’m fine. We’re … old friends, and just reminiscing about stuff that makes me sad,” Lana says. “Kal wouldn’t hurt me or any other girl. I know what you’re referring to, and he didn’t do it. All charges were dropped because he’s innocent.”

Now the girl sends daggers at Lana. “That proves nothing,” she scoffs. “No one will ever convince me he didn’t do it.” Her eyes narrow to slits as she glowers at me. Her hostile reaction may as well be a physical punch in the face.

Lana’s jaw pulls taut as she stands up. “He didn’t do it, and I should know because I’m the one who falsely accused him!”

Fuck! I can’t believe she admitted that. There goes her cover on campus.

The girl rocks back on her heels, blinking profusely. “You! It was you!?”

Lana stands her ground, straightening her back and jutting her chin up. “Yes, it was me. I’m not proud of what I did, and I wish I hadn’t done it. Kalvin Kennedy is innocent, and he doesn’t deserve your hatred. If you want to do good, spread that around. If you need someone to hate, hate me. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we are
 trying to have a private conversation.”

“Bitch!” the girl snarls at Lana, and I jump out of my seat. Lana pierces me with a look straight from hell, and I quickly sit back down.

A deathly hush has settled over the room, as every single person is riveted on this conversation.

“You are entitled to your opinion, and believe me, I’ve thought worse things about myself,” Lana calmly replies.

Her eyes scan the room, noticing the captive audience. She looks at me with pleading eyes. “Can we get out of here?” I nod, tossing some cash on the table. I take her hand and usher her out the door. All eyes are on us as we depart, and I’m guessing it won’t take long before this gossip is shared across campus.

“Why did you do that?” I ask quietly when we are seated in the truck, twisting around so I’m facing her.

Her entire body is shaking, and I long to comfort her. “I cannot believe people still think you did it!” I shrug. It’s old news to me. “Does that happen a lot?”

I shrug again. “Reactions vary.” I don’t want to elaborate. She’s shouldering enough guilt as it is.

“That … that’s awful. God, I’m so sorry!” Deep lines furrow her brow. “I confessed publicly so you wouldn’t have to endure speculation, but it was pointless, wasn’t it? The damage was already done. That is why this can’t happen.” She gestures between us. “Don’t you see?” Her voice cracks on a loud sob. “You are much better off without me. I’m doing this for you! I want what’s best for you—and that’s not me!” She shakes her head, and more tears spill. I reach out to her, but she jerks back. “Don’t, Kal. Don’t try and console me. That will only make me feel worse.” Her eyes blaze with puissant emotion. “This is what I’ve been trying to tell you! I don’t deserve your sympathy, your comfort, or your forgiveness. I sure as shit don’t deserve your love. I have never been worthy of you, even less so now.”

“Would you stop saying that!” I roar, losing control of my emotions. “Stop putting words in my mouth and thoughts in my head, and just listen to me.” I force myself to draw a calming breath. “I. Forgive. You.” I grip her chin, forcing her face to mine. “I love you, and I know you still love me. Fuck the rest of them. Fuck what they say about me. I don’t care. All I care about—all I’ve ever cared about—is you.”

She reaches up, cupping my face on one side. I lean into her hand, craving her touch as much as the cold Massachusetts air. “And I care about you,” she says softly in between tears. “But you don’t own a piece of my heart.”

Boulders form in my stomach at her words, and something inherent dies inside me.

“You own the whole damn thing,” she quietly admits, and it’s amazing how quickly my sorrow transforms to euphoria.

I open my mouth to speak, but she moves her hand, placing the tips of her fingers against my lips. I savor the feel of her skin against my mouth. My tongue darts out, and I snatch a quick taste. She gasps, jerking her hand back. “There is nothing you can say that’ll make this right. I
 messed everything up for us. I
 did this. Not you. I can’t let you take the blame, and you don’t have to do this. I’ve accepted my fate. I’ve come to terms with letting you go.”

“Aagh!!” I sag over the steering wheel, consumed with pent-up frustration. This is like going around in fucking circles. My brain is starting to pain me. I whip my head around. “How many times do I have to say it? I forgive you! Why isn’t that enough?”

Steely determination is etched across her face as she drills me with a serious look. “You have no idea how much I wish it was.” She has the door open with one leg out on the sidewalk before I’ve taken my next breath. “But it isn’t.”

I throw my hands into the air, beyond exasperated. “Why, Goddammit? Why not?” What the hell is wrong with this picture?

“Because I can never forgive myself.”


Chapter Thirteen
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Lana

The nap was nonexistent after that encounter. I couldn’t find the off switch for my brain, and I spent the hour before my shift in bed staring at the ceiling, attempting to evict all thoughts of Kal from my mind.

It was a fruitless exercise, though.

He claimed permanent residence in my heart and my head a long time ago.
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The rape support center is relatively quiet tonight. Mondays are always the same without any scheduled group therapy sessions. I yawn as I type up the reports Brenda gave me an hour ago. Between being up half the night Saturday with Hewson teething and my erratic sleep last night, I haven’t managed more than eight hours sleep in the past sixty hours. I’m running on coffee and adrenaline and fueled by a desperate need to occupy my headspace with anything besides the boy who refuses to go away.

Brenda steps into the office, placing her hand on my shoulder. “Would you mind sitting with the client until Lucinda is ready for her?”

“Flight risk?” I guess, and she nods. Showing up here is a huge step for most of these girls, but some can’t follow through, and they bail before they’ve even spoken to one of the center counselors. I can’t contemplate how difficult it must be to deal with something so intimately traumatic.

While my tasks are usually confined to making coffee, typing up letters, reports, and various accounting sheets, sometimes Brenda asks me to sit with one of the girls to provide moral support.

The irony isn’t lost on me.

Before I started volunteering here, I came completely clean about who I was and what I had done and why it was so important to me to work here. Since the attack, I haven’t been able to get the victims out of my head, and I think I’d go crazy if I wasn’t doing something to try to make amends.

“Hi.” I smile at the girl cowering on the low couch outside Lucinda’s office. “Would you mind if I sat with you?” She looks at me through terrified eyes. “Can I get you some water, tea, or coffee?”

“Water would be good.” Her smile is fragile. Nodding, I head to the kitchen and grab her a bottle. When I return, I sit down beside her, handing over the water. We sit in silence. Most times, the girls just need the moral support. Sometimes, we chat about everything and anything except
 the reason for their visit.

“Have you worked here long?” she asks after a little while.

“A couple months. I’m a freshman at UF, and I only moved into the dorms at the end of August.”

“I attend FIU in Miami, or at least I did until …” Her lower lip wobbles, as she brings the bottle to her mouth.

“First time here?” I ask softly, and she nods. Silence surrounds us again.

“No one knows what to say,” she blurts a few minutes later. I give her my undivided attention. “My family can’t look me in the face, and my boyfriend is afraid to touch me.” Her bottom lip trembles. “I thought the worst was over when I got away from … from him
, but the nightmare was only starting.”

Her body is quaking, and my heart aches for her. I take her hand firmly in mine. “I’m sorry it happened to you.”

“I don’t know if I can do this. I’ve already relived it a couple of times—when I had to give statements—and it gets harder every time.”

“Lucinda is very easy to talk to, and there are no expectations. You can say as much or as little as you want to.”

She tightens her grip on my hand. “Does it help?”

“I can’t speak from personal experience, but I think so. I see a lot of the same girls show up every week, and they say the support is helping them get through it.”

“I think my boyfriend’s going to break up with me.” Tears pool in her eyes. “We’ve been together six years, and I know he blames himself, but he can’t always be there to protect me, you know?”

“It’s hard for the people who love you to see you in pain.” That I can attest to personally. Although, my loved ones’ empathy was misplaced because I was a filthy little liar. I had no entitlement to their compassion. A new layer of revulsion washes over me, but I force it aside. This isn’t about me.

Lucinda’s door eases open, and the previous client leaves with her head down not looking at either of us. “Ms. Parker?” Lucinda smiles, beckoning her forward, and we both rise.

I squeeze her arm. “It was nice talking with you. I’ll leave you in Lucinda’s capable hands.”

She clasps my hands tightly. “Thank you.”

She is still on my mind, hours later, when I’m lying in bed, overtired and unable to fall asleep. If she had only known who she was talking to, I doubt she would’ve been thanking me. Turning over, I bury my head in my pillow, praying for darkness to take me under.
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Kal is waiting outside my dorm the next morning. He’s lounging against the wall, dressed in figure-hugging dark jeans and a pure white shirt, looking sinfully good. His arms are more defined than I ever remember, his biceps bulging in a sculptured way under the short sleeves of his shirt. His broad shoulders and molded chest are totally drool-worthy and I’m sure my tongue is hanging out in a most unattractive fashion. Running a hand through his dark hair, he pushes off the wall and saunters toward me, whistling under his breath and grinning, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

“Morning, beautiful,” he says, yawning, and I can’t fight my smile.

“Still not a morning person, I see.” I shouldn’t tease him, but it’s too easy to fall into comfortable patterns.

“Definitely not.” He shudders, as if something nasty just crawled up his spine. “But I’ve had to condition myself. My fault for signing up for too many early morning classes.”

“I can always use my tried and tested wake-up method.” My lips fight a smirk.

“Oh, hell to the no. An impromptu shower in bed is not my idea of fun.”

I nudge him in the ribs. “Aw, come on. You secretly loved it.”

“Yeah, I secretly loved
 you jumping all over my bed pouring a pan of ice cold water over my head,” he drawls, rolling his eyes.

“It worked though. Like a treat.” I titter as the memories flood my mind. “Man, you are such a cranky pants in the morning.”

“Hey.” He nudges my hip. “Don’t be mean. I’m not cranky now.” His hand darts out, and he removes my book bag without invitation. “Ride with me?”

“Are you even going my way?” I suddenly realize I have no clue what major he’s pursuing.

“Nope,” he says, popping the P. “But I have plenty of time to drop you off at class first.”

“How long are you going to do this?”

“As long as it takes.” His expression is defiant and resolute. “I heard what you said last night, Lana, but I don’t agree. It’s not going to deter me. I came here for you
, and I’m not giving up. You’re too important to me.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “Even if it’s not what I want?”

He leans down slowly, pressing his delectable mouth to my ear. The familiar citrusy scent of his cologne swirls around me, and my knees turn weak. “You can protest as loudly as you like, but we both know the truth.” His sexy voice, combined with his warm breath and his mesmerizing scent, fry my brain, and I can’t even form a response. “You want this too.” I sway slightly on my feet, and he chuckles, holding onto my elbow to steady me.

Clearing my throat, I step away, snapping out of it. “What am I going to do with you?” I wail.

He closes the gap between us again, peering into my face. His eyes bore into mine, and I get lost in his gaze. His breath trickles over my skin, ensnaring me in a mystical web of desire. Every part of my body craves his. My eyes flit to his mouth, and I bite my lip, my mouth watering deliciously. His eyes follow the movement, and his tongue darts out, licking his tempting lips. A little whimper escapes me. “I can think of plenty of things.” He moves his face closer, until his mouth is only a hairsbreadth from mine. It would take nothing, literally nothing, to breach that tiny gap and kiss him. I’m terrified of how much I want to. I hold my breath and my body rigidly still, afraid to move a muscle. “None of them PG-rated,” he whispers.

Oh dear Lord. Everything south of my belly is rejoicing at his insinuation, and a hot flush creeps up my chest and over my cheeks.

A myriad of emotions flitters across his face. His smile falters a little, and he moves back creating some space between us. I’m already mourning the loss, and it’s that moment when I acknowledge I’m a lost cause. I’ve always been powerless to resist his charm, and, once again, he has sucked me in, almost effortlessly. “Please, let me take you to class?” There’s a vulnerability in his tone that melts the remaining icicles in my heart, and I figure there isn’t much point protesting any further, so I let him lead me around the corner to where his truck is parked.

“Have you declared a major yet?” I ask when we are both seated in the truck, desperate to stick to less-threatening topics.

“Yep. Architecture.”

That doesn’t surprise me. Kal always had an eye for good design, and he was constantly drawing when we were younger. Where most kids drew people or scenes, Kal sketched buildings. “Good for you.” At least one of us is pursuing our ambitions. He shoots me a strange look as the truck glides out into the traffic. “You know I still have the drawing,” I say.

“Our house?” he asks, instantly understanding. He’d been twelve when he created the vision of our future home, complete with a stylish library and workspace for me. He let me keep the drawing, and every so often, I take it out and cry. I’d been so sure when he’d designed it that we would be together in that house at some point in the future. Married and with children to fill all the space. It soon became abundantly clear that was a childish dream that would not come to fruition.

I nod, trying to mask my sadness.

“No way.” He runs his fingers through his hair, smiling. “I’d like to see it sometime.”

“That can be arranged.”

An awkward silence settles over us.

He clears his throat a few minutes later. “Did Olivia mention I stopped by last night?”

I shake my head. “She was already asleep when I got back, and I didn’t get a chance to talk to her before she left for the track this morning.”

“She runs?”

“Yeah. Not seriously or anything, mainly to keep in shape.”

“I haven’t seen her at the track at all. Like ever.”

I twist in my seat, staring at him in shock. “You go to the track?”

Slapping a ball cap down on his head, he chuckles. “You don’t have to sound so surprised.” I send him a knowing look, and he chuckles again. Kal is one of the laziest people on the planet. His idea of exercise is lifting the remote. He’s lucky he’s got good genes and a fast metabolism which allows him to eat like a horse and still look like he’s stepped off the pages of GQ magazine. “I run a few times a week and do a couple sessions in the gym in the fitness center.”

“Ah, that explains all the”— I stop before I embarrass myself—“eh, stuff you’ve got going on.” I gesture flippantly at his body. Heat floods my cheeks. It’s a feeble recovery but the best I can come up with in my current sleep-deprived state. My brain cells tend to take a hike when confronted by Kal’s uber-hotness anyway.

“Someone’s been checking me out.” He winks, and his grin turns wolfish.

“Hard not to when you keep turning up everywhere.”

“Told you I was going to be your shadow.”

“Stalker, more like,” I cough, and he laughs.

“See.” He reaches out and squeezes my knee. “We can totally do the friends thing.”

No, we totally can’t.

And just like that, my good mood evaporates.

What am I doing?

A worried expression appears on his face. “Stop overthinking this, and, please, don’t shut down on me. Let’s just go with the flow and not think about any of the heavy stuff. Can you do that?”

I’m too tired to go over old ground, and I know how pigheaded he can be when he fixates on something. I shouldn’t do this. It’s risky and most likely headed for a major crash and burn, but I find myself nodding. I’ve missed him so much, and I’m tired of trying to keep away from him. Since I’ve discovered he was here, he has consumed my every free moment. Maybe it’s time to throw caution to the wind and see how things pan out. I ignore that troubled inner voice whispering negative thoughts in my ear.

I want to spend time with him—I miss his company.

There, I’ve admitted it.

His answering grin almost blinds me.

Kal pulls up in front of the business school, and I can’t believe the whole journey passed by in a blur. He puts the truck in neutral. “Now that wasn’t so difficult, was it?” He gives me a saucy wink, and I roll my eyes, my fingers curling around the door handle. “Wait!”

He hands me a cup and paper bag, and my brows lift. “It’s that yucky green smoothie you like, the one that looks like edible grass, and a chocolate doughnut.”

“Are you trying to fatten me up?”

“Dammit! She’s onto my evil plan,” he quips. “I’m trying to fatten you up so all the assholes on campus leave you alone.”

I roll my eyes again. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you’re as delusional as ever. You’re gorgeous, Lana, and I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”

“If this is about Chase—”

My explanation is cut short by a primal growl.

“Dude, did you just growl? Like legit growl?”

He scrubs a hand over the light layer of stubble on his chin. “What can I say? That douche brings out the beast in me.”

While I don’t owe him any explanation, and we are only tentatively trying the whole friends thing I still feel bad for ditching with Chase on Friday. I don’t want to intentionally hurt Kal ever again. “Nothing is going on with Chase. We’re barely even friends.”

“I know you think I’ve ulterior motives, but that guy is trouble. I know for a fact he has his sights set on you, and not in a good way.”

“Now who’s the delusional one?” I open the door, climb out, and walk around to his side.

Kal lowers his window, poking his head out. “Trust me on this. I know I’ve no right to ask anything of you, but just promise you’ll be on your guard around him.”

I sling my bag over my shoulder, taking a tiny sip of my smoothie. “You are worrying for nothing. I have minimal free time, so even if he wanted to hang out, it wouldn’t happen.”

He looks somewhat appeased. “Thanks for this,” I say, shaking the paper bag under his nose. “I’d better go.”

“Lana?” he calls out as I move to turn around.

“Yeah?” I stare into stark, brilliant blue eyes. Eyes that have always drawn me in. Eyes that know me inside and out.

Straining out the window, he twirls a lock of my hair between his thumb and forefinger. “Thank you for jumping to my defense last night.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

He looks like he wants to argue but thinks better of it. “You know what that means?”

I sigh. “Yeah. My ID is blown.” I’m not happy about that fact, but I still don’t regret what I said. I couldn’t stand by and let that girl unfairly berate Kal. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve had to deal with worse.”

He visibly stiffens. “What does that mean?”

I groan. Why did I have to open my big mouth?
 “I’ll tell you another time.”

“If anyone says or does anything, you need to call me.” His tone brokers no argument. “You still have my number?” I nod. “Send me a text so I have your new one.”

“’Kay.” I slant him a wave as I start up the steps.

“Oh, and, Lana,” he shouts, and my foot stalls. I spin around. “One more thing. I won’t be happy until you forgive yourself, and that’s my new goal in life.” The truck’s engine purrs to life as I gawp at him. “And you, of all people, know how much I love a good challenge.” He blows me a kiss and winks. “Have a great day, honeybun.” And then the truck is pulling away from the curb, leaving me there with my mouth hanging open.

I was wrong before.

I’m not just screwed.

I’m royally screwed with bells on.


Chapter Fourteen
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Kalvin

“Dude,” Brett mumbles in a sleep-laden tone early the next morning as I stagger around the room, trying to get dressed without waking him. “Not again!”

“Dude. This whole wooing shit was your idea.” I squint in the dimly lit room, scouring the floor for my sneakers. “Fact, friend.” I smirk as I toss his words back at him.

“Remind me to keep my mouth shut next time,” he says, in between yawns. Brett and I are the perfect combo—both night owls and class-A jokesters—a match made in roommate heaven. I snicker to myself, thankful he doesn’t have a direct line to my thoughts. I’m going soft in the head.

“Duly noted.” I toe on my sneakers, grab my wash bag, ball cap, and keys, and head for the door. “Catch you later, bro.” A loud rumbling sound rips from his mouth, and I quietly chuckle as I tiptoe out of our room.

After a quick trip to the bathroom, I hop in my truck and make it to the coffee place before the crowd descends.

I’m sitting on the low wall across the road from Lana’s dorm fifteen minutes later, sipping on an espresso as I wait for her to make an appearance. For the first time in a long time, I feel unburdened. Yes, we’ve got a shit ton of crap to wade through, but things are heading in the right direction. Nothing or no one could deflate my good mood today.

My heart soars when Lana appears in the doorway. My eyes roam her body, and intense longing grips me on all sides. She’s wearing tight skinny jeans that mold to her perfect legs like they were spray painted on. A loose, sheer off-the-shoulder light-pink sweater covers a white tank. Pink and white Converse adorn her feet. Her long hair is still damp from her shower, cascading in soft waves down her back. Without even trying, she is one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever seen. Her head darts around, and I smile as she clearly looks around for me.

“Yo! Beautiful!” I holler, claiming her attention.

She bounds down the steps and walks toward me, smiling, looking happy and carefree, and I wish I could freeze frame this moment. Capture it for all eternity.

“Hey.” She drops down beside me, dumping her bag at her feet. “What you got for me today?” She gestures toward the paper bag resting on the wall beside me.

“Who says it’s for you?” I tease, wiggling my brows.

She nudges my shoulder. “I know it’s for me, hand it over.” She holds her palm out. “I missed dinner last night, and I’m ravenous.”

I hand the bag and the cup to her, with a frown. “You need to eat, Lana,” I chastise, raking a line over her slim body. “You’ve lost too much weight as it is.” It hasn’t escaped my notice.

She takes a massive bite of the muffin, closing her eyes and moaning, and it’s like a shot of liquid lust straight to my cock. I squirm a little, discreetly adjusting my jeans so she doesn’t notice the boner I’m currently cultivating.

“I stayed late in the library last night, and I was too tired to grab something on my way back,” she admits in between mouthfuls. “It’s not like I don’t eat on purpose. Sometimes, I just forget.”

“You should’ve called me. I would’ve picked something up for you.”

“That’s sweet, but you know I wouldn’t do that.”

“Why not?” I ask, tucking her hair behind her ears.

“Because I’m not your responsibility.” She shrugs, finishing off the last of the muffin.

I wish I’d brought her something more substantial. “I’m taking you to lunch today.”

“No can do.” She stands up, brushing crumbs off her lap. “I already have plans.”

If she says with Chase, I’m going to hit something.

“We have a standing girls lunch date every Wednesday. I’d never live it down if I bailed for lunch with a boy
.” She says the word like it’s dirty.

I swoop down, grabbing her bag and slinging it over my shoulder. Without thought, I link my hand in hers and urge her forward. Her palm is soft and warm against mine, her touch flooding me with so many feels. Her eyes flit to our conjoined hands, but she makes no comment, allowing me to steer her toward my truck. “That’s cool. Once you are eating.”

When we reach the truck, I put her bag in the back and wait until we are en route to the business school before I broach my next subject. “You still like bowling, right?”

“Is the Pope Catholic?” she jokes.

I smirk. “Bet I beat your ass now.”

“Not a chance,” she smugly replies, leaning back in her seat and arching her arms over her head.

The motion causes her tits to strain against her thin sweater, and I can’t draw my eyes away. I don’t remember them being so voluptuous before. They’re fucking magnificent, and visions of sucking on her hard nipples jump into my mind, tempting and distracting me. My cock throbs painfully in my jeans.

“Kal!” Lana screeches, and I swerve, the truck narrowly avoiding eating the sidewalk.

“Eh, sorry.” I force my eyes on the road. Fuck!

She clears her throat a minute later. “What were you saying? About bowling?”

“Oh, yeah.” I twist my cap around backward on my head, keeping my eyes firmly on the road. “A few of us are heading to the Reitz tonight for a game. I thought you might like to come?”

“That sounds like fun, but I volunteer at the center on Wednesday nights. Sorry.”

“What time do you get off?”

“Usually about ten, but it depends. Sometimes it’s later.”

I park around the corner from her building. “We can still make it work.” I twist around so I’m facing her, and it’s like a punch to the gut. She’s even more beautiful than I remember, and it’s becoming so difficult not to touch her. My fingers twitch with intense longing, and my mouth waters at the sight of her lush, slightly parted lips. Memories of our hot make-out sessions in the cabin turn my semi into a full-on raging boner. I hope she doesn’t notice. One false move could send her scurrying away. I need to gently coax her into this, but patience has never been one of my strong suits.

She coughs, recapturing my attention. “We can still make this work, how?” she prompts.

God, I’m acting like a total idiot. “I can collect you from work and bring you back with me. We’ll be there till at least eleven.”

“You’re sure?”

I frown. “Of course.”

She chews on the corner of her nail, pulling her knees up to her chest. “What will your friends think? Do they know who I am?”

I reach out, removing her finger from her mouth. “Brett, my roomie, is the only one who knows, and he’s cool.” I’m slightly twisting the truth, but I also know Brett would never be hurtful to Lana even if he is slightly wary of her.

“Won’t the others figure it out?” Worry lines furrow her brow.

“Overthinking, babe.” I smooth her forehead with my thumb. “And if anyone figures it out, who cares? If anyone dares say anything to you, I’ll kick their ass.”

“You shouldn’t have to defend me.”

She hangs her head, and I smother my groan of frustration. Why can’t she just get over this? If I can, why can’t she?


“Honeybun.” I tilt her chin up. “We can’t do this every time. We are friends, and friends support each other. What happened is in the past. We are moving forward, and you are not going to dwell on it. If other people have an issue with it, let them.” I shrug. “All that matters is you and me. You’re my best friend, Lana. You’ve always
 been my best friend. If we don’t work to get our friendship back on track, then Addison and Courtney, and all the begrudgers, and people who want to see us fall, have won. They tried to destroy us, but we’re stronger than that, right?”

Her eyes glisten with determination. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“I usually am,” I smirk.

She swats my arm. “Good to see you haven’t lost your cocky streak.”

Well, dammit, she had to go and mention the war. My dick strains against my jeans. “I’m all kinds of cocky for you,” I admit without stopping to apply a filter.

“Oh. My. God. You did not just say that.” Her cheeks flush, and I throw back my head, laughing.

“Just keeping it real, babe.”

Shaking her head, she gets out of the truck. “Thanks for the ride, Kal. I’ll text you the center address later.”

I love how my name sounds coming out of her mouth.

She rounds the front of the truck as I lower my window. Leaning against my door, she peers up at me. Her mouth opens and closes several times, and I wonder what’s so hard to say. “Kal,” she finally whispers. “I really have missed you. I felt like I lost a part of myself when I had to leave you behind.”

Be still my beating heart. I place my hands over hers. “I know, sweetheart. I know.”

Her eyes roam over my face, her chest rises and falls, and so much emotion radiates in her expression, and I love
 it.

I want to kiss the shit out of her right now.

“Are we really going to do this?” she whispers.

I can’t help what I do next. Moving fast, I skim my mouth over hers, superfast, just one fleeting caress of our lips, but it’s everything.

Everything.

“Yes,” I whisper, as she gasps. “Now, get your cute butt in that building before you’re late. I’ll see you tonight.”

[image: ]


I wander around all day with a smug grin on my face, buoyed with renewed hope.

It’s the end of the day, and I’m currently parked in front of the business school waiting to drive her home when I see him.

Douchey McDouche.

Lounging against the wall outside, he’s eye fucking every female that vacates the building. My fists strain white with the effort involved in not beating his sleazy ass. I want to demand what the fuck he’s doing, but I don’t trust myself not to lose it.

Lana’s eyes startle when she sees Chase approaching. She tightens the grip on her bag, shuffling on her feet as she stares up at him. He smiles seductively at her, and her shy smile gives rise to full-blown laughter as she cracks up at something he says.

I want to rip off my shirt, pummel my fists against my chest, and swing over there with a primal roar, marking my territory, but I can’t. I have no claim on her, yet, and I can’t afford to jeopardize things by acting all possessive and alpha male. Douche face would only get off on that. When he puts his hand on her hip, I bury my head in my hands, fighting the almost insurmountable urge to get out of my truck, race over there, and thrust my fist in his face. Man, that image is so tempting.

The thought of his hands anywhere on her body—hell, the thought of any
 guy putting his hands on her—sends me into a murderous rage. I’m a fucking hypocrite, I know, but I can’t bear to think of any other guy being with her like that. Although, I’m not naïve. Lana’s gorgeous, and she’s had her fair share of admirers over the years. We’ve been apart for over a year. I can’t ignore the fact she may have been with others since she was with me. Stabbing pain splinters my heart all over.

I don’t want her with any other guy.

She belongs with me.

I love that I was her first—the first boy to kiss her and the first boy to make love to her—but I’m terrified that I won’t be her last.

Lana is smiling up at Chase, gesturing animatedly with her hands, and a bitter taste floods my mouth. I start up my engine, gunning it out of there before I do something I regret. Something I can’t come back from.
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My palms are sweaty as I sit in my truck outside the center waiting for Lana later that night. It’s not like me to be nervous, but I get this strange, fluttery sensation in my chest every time I’m around her lately. I bailed in the middle of a game to come get her, much to my teammates’ disgust. Comments about being pussy-whipped were bandied about. I may have overused my middle finger a bit.

Lana is wearing the same jeans and sneakers she had on earlier, now combined with a figure-hugging strappy black tank top that is a little too low in the front. Usually, you wouldn’t hear me complaining, but it’s not the most suitable attire for bowling. If any of the guys even look sideways at her, I’ll kill them stone dead. She has teamed the tank with a sparkly black cardigan that is open and flapping gently in the night breeze. Even in the dark, she lights up my world. Spotting my truck, she heads in my direction, pulling herself up into the passenger seat. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.” She smiles at me, and I stare at her as if in a daze. Floral scents waft through the air, tickling my senses. Lana always smells like summer and apple blossom.

“Ready to get your ass whooped?”

I snort. “Now who’s being cocky?” I start the engine and ease out onto the road.

“I’m confident. There’s a difference.” She twists around so she’s facing me, tapping a finger off her lip. “Remind me again how many times you’ve beaten me at bowling?”

I chuckle. “First time for everything, sweetheart. You haven’t seen me play in a while.”

“Ohh. It’s like that I see.” Her smile defrosts all the frozen parts of me. She leans toward me, deliberately talking in a low voice. “You’re not the only one who enjoys a challenge.” I glance quickly at her, and I think I stop breathing. “Eyes on the road, Kal. Let’s not have a repeat of this morning.”

I try to play it cool. “You caught that, huh?”

“Your tongue was hanging out, and you were panting like a dog in heat. Hard not to.”

I snort, loving this more playful side of Lana. It reminds me of how good it was between us. When we were in the cabin, it was as if we were in our own little world. I saw a very different side to Lana then, as she, no doubt, did with me. She’s the only girl I’ve fully let my guard down with, and I want that back. That closeness. That bond. I have to believe we can reclaim it.

“It’s not my fault you’re irresistible, and, if I didn’t know better, I’d say those babies”—I wave my hand in the direction of her chest, carefully keeping my eyes on the road—“have been surgically enhanced.”

She slaps my chest, and I jump.

“Shit, sorry,” she exclaims when the truck swerves a little. “I won’t mess when you’re driving.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Well, I do.” She settles back in her seat. “I’m not ready to depart this life yet.”

“Is it true?” I ask, wanting to lighten the sudden inexplicable tension. “Did you have a boob job because I know they’re bigger.”

She fails to smother her giggle. “Yes, they are, and, no, I didn’t.”

“Well, hot damn.” My jeans are straining again. I swear Lana has a unique talent when it comes to turning me on. “Is that like a thing?”

She splutters, laughing hard. “You are so ridiculous. They just grew over a couple of months and … and they didn’t go back down.” Her expression turns grave, and I’ve no idea where her mind has gone.

“Well, me likie. Me likie a lot.” I wink, wanting to wipe that serious look off her face. “Do you think you might show me some time?” Her eyes pop wide, and she splutters again. “Purely for scientific research purposes, you understand,” I add, grinning wolfishly.

“Don’t push it, Stinky.”

My smile expands at the use of her nickname. “Oh, I want to push it, Lana. You have no idea how far I want to push it.” I smirk, and the look I give her is suggestive in the extreme.

“Mind out of the gutter, dude.” She feigns disgust, but I spot the sly curve of her lips as she turns her head.

Lana may want to appear oblivious—she’s anything but.


Chapter Fifteen
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Lana

“Hey, everyone, this is Lana,” Kal says by way of introduction when we reach the end of the bowling alley where a bunch of guys and girls are congregated. All heads turn in my direction, and I offer up a shy group wave. Kal places his arm around my shoulders, steering me to the last lane. “What the fuck, guys?” He scowls at the scoreboard. “I was gone twenty minutes, tops, and you managed to throw the game?” He shakes his head. “Lame.”

“Asshole,” a good-looking guy with massive shoulders and a smirking face says, thumping Kal in the arm. His gaze flits to mine before returning to Kal. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“Lana, this is my roomie, Brett. Brett, Lana.”

“A pleasure.” Brett says, taking my hand and planting a soft kiss on the back of it.

“Likewise.”

“Happy now?” Kal asks.

“Fact, friend,” Brett says.

“It just so happens,” Kal says, his gaze skipping around his friends before fixating on me, “that I’ve brought a secret weapon.”

“Kal!” I hiss, digging him in the ribs, attempting to hide my embarrassment.

He ignores me.

Of course.

“Lana is an epic
 bowler. Made it to the Junior Gold Championships two years running.”

“I came home empty-handed,” I remind him.

He takes my wrist, rubbing his thumb against my sensitive flesh. “You were so close that last time.”

I can still remember the buzz in the arena, and the adrenaline shooting through my veins. All Kal’s brothers had traveled with us, and I remember how desperately I wanted to win, but it wasn’t meant to be. “I know, it sucked.”

“You’re still the best bowler I know, babe.” He smacks a loud kiss off my cheek before turning to his teammates. “We are going to whoop those pansy-asses!” he yells, and the group hoots and hollers in approval.

He shunts me forward so I can choose a ball. “You know I hate when you do that,” I murmur in a low tone so no one else can hear us.

“Babe.” He spins me around so I’m facing him. “And I’ll tell you what I’ve told you a million times. You are unbelievably talented, and you shouldn’t be shy about that. Put a bowling ball in your hands and you’re on fire. Own it!”

I roll my eyes. “Great speech. Unoriginal, but great.” I’ve heard it a thousand times, but no matter how many times Kal says it, I will never be that
 person—the one who brags, who shows off, who claims center stage. I like bowling. It’s fun, but I’m fairly certain I’d feel that way even if I were shit at it.

Blocking everyone out, I position myself in front of the lane and align my shot, stepping forward a few paces and thrusting my arm out in a precise, skillful move. Our team cheers when I hit a strike.

I’m showered with compliments after my fourth strike in a row, and I’m starting to relax and enjoy myself. Most of the guys are on the football team, along with Brett. The girls with them are friendly, and we chat casually in between bowling. Kal hovers near me the whole time, and he hasn’t stopped touching me. Either his fingers are linked with mine or his hand is on my lower back or he has me tucked into his side, but he finds some way of touching me, and I’m lapping it up.

I know he’s spouting the friendship line, but this feels like more than that. I don’t want to overanalyze it, and I’m trying to do as he suggests and not overthink things, but I can’t help speculating. Over the years, I’ve spent plenty of time imagining what it would be like to date Kal, to feel the weight of his undivided attention, to be on the receiving end of his love. Now, I’m experiencing a teensy part of what that’d be like, and it’s more than I ever imagined. I both hate and love the little burst of hope building inside me.

If this ends badly, it has the power to utterly destroy me.

Destroy us both.

And it’s not just the two of us anymore.

Am I being selfish again?

I don’t know.

Is it wrong to want this?

Because, oh, God, I do want this. I want him. I want him so badly.

“You’re up, honeybun,” Kal says, planting his hands on my shoulders and nudging me forward.

Brett’s head whips around fast. “Back up there, dude. Did you just call her honeybun?”

Oh cripes. I mentally cringe.

Kal shrugs, unconcerned, and there’s a twinkle in his eyes. “I did. You know we have history.”

“And cheesy pet names, it seems,” Brett drolls with a teasing smirk. “What do you call him?” His eyes brighten with interest.

I have my mouth open to respond when two things happen at once. Kal turns pleading eyes on me at the same time a female voice gasps, crying out, “Oh my God, you’re her
! You’re the girl who accused him!”

It’s as if all the air has been sucked out of the room and my lungs.

I knew this was coming, yet I’m totally unprepared.

A quiet hush descends over our group, and I’m conscious of the attention of every person. Kal pulls me back into his chest, his arms snaking around my waist. My heart is hammering, beating way too fast, looking for a way out, but I can’t shy away from this. Before Kal can rush to my rescue, I clear my throat. “Yes. I’m that girl.” I hold my head up and meet every pair of curious eyes. “I made a terrible mistake,” I add, gulping over the lump in my throat. “One I will have to live with for the rest of my life.”

The girl that made the comment steps directly in front of me, a look of utter contempt across her face. “You think that makes it okay?!” she yells.

“No. Of course, I don’t.”

Her lips curl into a snarl. “I despise girls like you.”

“Hayley,” Kal cuts in. “That’s enough.” The warning in his tone is clear.

“How the fuck can you stand there holding her? You’re as bad as she is.”

“This is none of your business.” Kal grits the words out, and his body is tense behind me. I attempt to shuck out of his embrace, but his arms tighten around me.

“The hell it isn’t!” She’s shouting now, and a larger crowd has gathered around us. I want the ground to open up and swallow me. She jabs her finger in my chest. “What she did affected every rape victim!”

“That’s a bit of a sweeping generalization, don’t you think?” Kal’s tone is laced with anger.

I curl my hand around his arm, urging him to shush. This is my battle, not his. “You think I don’t know that?” I ask quietly. “I think about that every minute of every day. If I could take it all back, I would.”

She harrumphs, planting her hands on her hips. “You seriously expect me to believe that?”

“It’s the truth.”

“As if anyone can believe a word that comes out of your mouth. Lying whore!”

I recoil at the familiar words, and festering wounds crack wide open inside me. My heart is galloping, slamming painfully against my ribcage. Every word out of her mouth is like a physical blow, each one more potent and hurtful than the last. My eyes graze the crowd. Some are as furious as this girl, glaring at me with hateful expressions. Others look away, refusing to meet my eyes. Brett and some of his teammates look apologetic.

Kal starts to turn me in his arms. “You don’t have to listen to this. We’re leaving.”

The girl darts forward, and the next thing that registers is a stinging pain across my left cheek. Tears prick my eyes. “That’s for my friend. She was raped and she was afraid to report it after what you did.”

Kal is trembling as he pulls me around, inspecting my face with tenderness. It’s completely at odds with the thunderous expression on his face. I swat his hands away. “Don’t.”

“You have no right to pin that on her!” he says to the girl. “Your friend is responsible for her own actions, not Lana, and if you ever touch her or speak to her like that again, I will lodge a formal complaint of assault with campus security.”

“Kal.” Brett steps forward.

“Don’t, dude.” He looks around at his friends. “What you think you know isn’t the truth. I shouldn’t have to explain myself but …”

I don’t stick around to listen to the rest of it. The urge to put as much distance between myself and this place is overwhelming. I turn around and run. As fast as my legs will carry me.

He calls after me, but I keep running, tears streaming down my face.


Chapter Sixteen
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Kalvin

I’ve been driving around for hours, frantically searching for her. It’s after one a.m., and I’m going out of my freaking mind. She hasn’t returned to her dorm, and Olivia hasn’t heard from her either. She isn’t answering any of my calls or texts, and I’m sick with worry. Realizing it’s pointless driving around aimlessly, I park in front of her building, hoping she’ll return home at some stage. I’m giving it one hour, max, before I call campus security.

Minutes before two a.m., a lone figure rounds the bend, and I release the breath I’d been holding. I’m out of the truck, racing across the road, before I’ve even had time to register the action. “Lana!” I pull her into my arms, hugging the shit out of her. She’s like a statue against me, and she’s unnaturally quiet. Slowly, I ease back a little, tilting her head up so I can check she’s okay. Under the dim glow from the lamppost, I detect red-rimmed swollen eyes and blotchy skin. She’s been crying, and I hate that. “You scared me. I’ve been driving around for hours trying to find you.”

“Sorry,” she mumbles, looking at me as if she’s looking through me.

“Don’t cry, baby. I’m here now, and I’ve got you. You don’t have to face this alone.” I crush her against me, pressing a fierce kiss to the top of her head. My protective instincts are cranked to the max. This, right here, is exactly why it was worth taking a risk in coming to UF.

She shivers, and I tuck her against the side of my body, heralding her inside. She stalls just outside the elevator, twisting around to face me. “Kal? How do you deal with it? How do you remain so unaffected by the looks, the slurs, and the whispers?”

Gently, I cup her face. “It hasn’t been that bad for me.”

She looks down at her feet, and her shoulders hunch over in a defeated manner.

I don’t hesitate to encase her in my arms. She rests her head on my chest and her arms grip my waist. I smooth one hand up and down her back, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Some people still think I’m guilty, but I don’t care what random strangers think. I know the truth, and those close to me know the truth. That’s all that matters to me.”

“I wish I could see it like that.”

“Hey.” I press a kiss to her forehead. I can’t stop touching her. “I grew up with all kinds of crap being spouted about my family in the press. I’ve had more experience dealing with the media, and I’ve learned to block it all out. Don’t be too hard on yourself. Most people would struggle with the attention in your position.”

“Can we … could we talk? I mean, I know, it’s late and—”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

She leads me by the hand to a communal living room in the basement. She flicks the switch by the door, and the room floods with light. A bunch of soft couches are arranged in a rectangular space in the room, and we gravitate toward one. Lana toes off her sneakers and curls onto the couch, pulling her knees in to her chest.

I sit alongside her, not crowding her but making it clear I’m not going anywhere.

“I’m sorry you had to endure that tonight,” I admit. “I … I didn’t think it through.” Winning Lana back was always going to be tough, but I never realized quite how many external obstacles stand in our way.

“It’s not your fault. I was hopeful that people wouldn’t find out about me here, but it was wishful thinking. I can’t outrun my past. Even if I hadn’t admitted who I was the other day in the café, people would’ve figured it out once they saw us together. I just wasn’t prepared for it to happen tonight, and in such a public way.” She lifts her head up. “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you in front of your friends.”

“You know I don’t give a monkey’s ass about that! I came here for you, not them, and I’m the one who should be apologizing for putting you in that situation.”

“Oh, God, don’t, Kal.” A tear trickles down her cheek. “I can’t bear it when you do that.”

Familiar frustration bubbles inside me. “I’m sick of this blame game, Lana, and I want it to stop. We’ve both done things we wish we could undo. I hurt you, you hurt me. It happened. Accept it, and move on. Please. For the love of God, please.” My voice raises a notch, and I try to keep my temper under control, but it’s fucking hard because I’m getting sick of this broken record.

“You cannot explain it away like that! This is not a tit for tat situation. What you did pales in comparison to my actions, and you know it!”

“This isn’t a competition over who inflicted the worst pain! We both made mistakes, and if we want to move on, we have to accept that and agree to leave it in the past.”

“I want to!” Tears are streaming down her face now. “I want to so much! But how can I leave it in the past when people won’t let me?! When virtual strangers accost me, slinging obscenities and attacking me! Tell me, Kal, how can I ever move on or forgive myself when my failings are shoved in my face every day?”

A bitter taste fills my mouth. “That happens to you a lot?” She nods, and a sharp pain stabs me in the gut. “Tell me, please.”

She takes a shuddering breath, resting her cheek on her knees as she talks in a hushed tone. “I was expecting a backlash after the trial, but I thought it would die off. The media made up whatever they wanted, reporting all kinds of crap about me.”

I remember. After the first week, I stopped reading the garbage they published. Dad noticed how upset I was, and he dealt with it. I’m not sure what Dan—our family attorney— did, but he made it go away.

“Then my grandparents gave us shelter,” she continues, “and it stopped once they couldn’t get to me.”

Or most likely because of whatever injunction Dan took out, but Lana doesn’t need to know that.

She sits upright, leaning her back against the arm of the couch. “I was so stupid. I thought that’d be the end of it. I’d moved far away, and I naïvely thought no one would know who I was, but I underestimated how much the story gripped the nation. People recognized me. Called me a lying whore and other similar sentiments. Spat in my face in the street. This one lady even verbally abused Mom one day we were out shopping. Said it was her fault for not raising me with the right moral standards.”

I shake my head sadly, disgusted and heartbroken that she’s had to deal with such venom. “You said attacked, Lana. What did you mean by that?”

She wets her dry lips. “It was a couple weeks before Christmas. I was out by myself, picking up some gifts, when this girl confronted me in Wal-Mart.” Her chest heaves up and down. “She grabbed my arm, explaining how the case she’d taken against her rapist had been thrown out of court two weeks after your case went to trial. They accused her of lying and destroyed her character to the point where the jury didn’t believe she was legitimate. She said it was all my fault and now her rapist was free to torture other girls. When I said I was sorry, she slapped me, really hard.” Her voice trembles. “Then she slapped me again, and she wouldn’t stop, slapping me harder and harder each time. I tried to fight her off, but she was stronger than me, and she had a tight hold on my wrist. It only ended when the store security guard hauled her off me.”

I take her hands, rubbing soothing circles on the back of her skin. “Fuck, Lana. That is awful. Please tell me you pressed charges against her?”

She looks at me like I’m stupid. “Of course, I didn’t. No one would’ve taken it seriously. She was the victim, not me.”

This girl is ripping my insides apart. My heart bleeds for her. No one is on her side, and I’m so unbelievably grateful that I followed my heart and came here. She may not be willing to accept it yet, but she needs me. And I’m not leaving her to deal with this shit on her own anymore. “I hate that you’ve had to deal with such prejudice.” She opens her mouth to speak, but I stop her with a stern look. “Do not say what I think you’re about to say. If you breathe one word about how you deserve it or it’s a punishment, I will fucking lose it. Everyone makes mistakes, Lana, it’s part of being human. How you deal with it is what matters. You owned up in front of the world, and that took courage. I know you did that for me.”

I bring her hands to my mouth and press my lips to her skin. “All those people who cast stones have made mistakes. The only difference is theirs didn’t play out in front of the media. Their mistakes didn’t involve someone who was a public figure. If I was any other boy, the case wouldn’t have gotten any publicity, and you would’ve been able to quietly retract your statement and deal with the consequences in private. Neither of us were afforded the luxury of privacy, and I hate that, but I’m not going to let it ruin you or me.”

She sniffles, and I move fast, scooping her up and hauling her onto my lap. My arms go around her as she rests her head on my shoulder. “That woman had no right to lay that on you, and she certainly had no right to hit you. That shit is never acceptable, and you need to believe that because no one has the right to physically attack you. Never. No matter what.”

“Will it ever get any easier? Do you think they’ll ever forget?” Her warm breath lingers on my skin, heating me on contact.

I run my fingers through her hair. “They will. It will go away, and until then, we’ll be strong enough to deal with it. You don’t have to handle this on your own anymore. You have me.”

She’s so quiet I think she’s fallen asleep. Then, she shifts, sighing deeply. “I wanted to die,” she admits, lobbing a new chunk out of my heart. “I hated myself, and I was missing you so much, and some days I thought I couldn’t go on living with the thought of never seeing you again. I was a mess. I know now I was depressed, but at the time, it seemed like I was stuck in a hell of my own making and that I had to accept my punishment. There were days I couldn’t even get up out of bed. Days where I refused to eat. Where I locked myself away in my room and refused to talk to anyone. Only for …”

She trails off, her body tensing underneath me.

“Only for what, baby?” I whisper, pressing a kiss to her temple. Silence engulfs us again, and I bite back my impatience. This can’t be rushed. She needs to get stuff off her chest in her own time.

Sitting up straighter, she palms my face. “Kal.” She gulps, and her entire body is shaking.

I run my hands up and down her arms. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’m here for you, and I’m not going anywhere.”

“Promise?”

I press a kiss to her forehead. “I promise. I will never give you cause to doubt me ever again. I will never let you down. You’re my person, Lana.”

“I am?”

“You always have been.”

She leans in and kisses my cheek. “You’ve always been my person, too, Kal.”

I want to kiss the shit out of her right now, but I manage to restrain myself. The first time we kiss again is going to be special. This time, I’m going to do everything right by her, and I’m not going to fuck things up.

Her lower lip wobbles as she gazes into my eyes. Conflict is waging a visible battle across her features.

“I … I …” she says, and I suck in my breath in anticipation.


Chapter Seventeen
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Lana

“I am such a coward,” I wail, mid-yawn, to Olivia the following morning. “It was on the tip of my tongue. I was going to tell him about Hewson but I flaked.” I bury my head in the pillow.

“The longer you leave it, the worse it’ll be.”

I sit up in the bed. “I know, but I’m terrified. We’re reconnecting, and it feels so good. I’m scared that when I tell him this I’ll lose him forever.”

“You’ll lose him if you don’t tell him soon, and you’ve got to trust him. If he can forgive you for the rape accusation, he can forgive you for this. Explain it to him like you explained it to me, and once he’s had time to process it, he’ll understand.”

“What if he doesn’t?” I sit cross-legged, chewing on the ends of my hair. It’s a disgusting habit from childhood.

“Then you’ll adjust. You are stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

“I think you’re pursuing the wrong major,” I tell her in all sincerity. “You should switch to psychology. You‘d make an awesome psychologist. You always know the right things to say.”

She snorts, and a bubble of laughter flies out of her mouth. “I don’t know about that.” Her expression turns serious. “I care about you, and I hate to see you worried is all.”

“I am going to tell him,” I say, with more confidence. “I just need to grow a pair and man up to it.” I swing my legs out of bed, yawning again.

“I’ll be here for you when you do.” She gives me a quick hug before leaving. I’m glad I don’t have an early morning class today. It was after three before I crawled into bed, and I’m exhausted.

Kal is waiting outside for me again. I shake my head, smiling as I cross the road to his truck. I climb inside and turn to face him as something occurs to me. “How do you know my schedule? And what about your own classes?”

“Good morning to you too, babe.” Ignoring me, he leans in to kiss my cheek. A flurry of feather-soft tingles dance over my skin. My eyes flit to his scrumptious lips, and my mouth waters. My heart starts accelerating, and the urge to kiss him is almost too much to resist. The more I’m around him, the more he touches me, the more I want to move us out of the friend zone.

But I can’t do that.

Not until he knows about his son.

The thought is sobering, and I scoot back in my seat, averting my eyes.

“Is everything okay?” he asks softly.

“Sure.” I give him my best effort of a smile. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“You know me.” He shrugs as the truck kicks into gear. “I’m asleep the instant my head hits the pillow.”

I’ve always envied him his ability to sleep at the drop of a hat. As someone prone to bouts of insomnia, I wish I could sleep anywhere, at any time, like him. “You didn’t answer my question,” I remind him.

“I might
 have acquired a copy of your schedule.”

I groan, leaning my head back against the headrest as it all slots into place. “You got Keven to hack into the college server, didn’t you?”

“Busted.” He grins proudly, reaching over and lacing his fingers in mine. “Don’t worry. He left no trace.”

“Your brother is going to get himself into deep shit one of these days,” I mutter, shaking my head.

“Nah, he’s way too smart for that.”

I stare idly out the window as an idea comes to me. “Do you have any plans tonight?”

“Nope. I’m all yours.” He sends me a cheeky wink.

“Can you meet me at Lake Alice at five? Don’t eat. I’ll bring food.”

“Is this a date?” He brings the truck to a standstill.

I lace my hands in my lap as I look up at him. His cerulean eyes glisten mischievously. “Do you want it to be?” My heart is thumping inside my chest.

His other hand threads in mine, and he tugs me forward until there is hardly any space between us. He stares at me through hooded lashes, and strands of his hair fall forward over his forehead. Electricity crackles in the air. My heart skips a beat when his gaze lands on my mouth. He leans in, and fireworks detonate inside my chest. My mouth feels dry as sandpaper. “More than anything,” he whispers. I close my eyes as his seductive breath fans over my face. “Lana,” he whispers again, and my eyes flit open.

His eyes have darkened, and the look he’s giving me would melt panties and hearts the world over. “I want to kiss you so badly right now.”

My gaze zones in on his tempting mouth, and I want to meld my lips and my body to his and only stop when I need to come up for air, but I can’t let this happen. Not yet. Not until after I tell him tonight.

“I want that too, Kal,” I whisper. He moves in for the kill, and I jerk back in the nick of time. “But we can’t. Not until we talk some more. There is other stuff that needs to be said.”

He groans, clawing his hands through his hair. “Just so you know, you’re killing me. I’m, like, dying right now.” His flair for the dramatic is showing. “You have no idea the things you do to me.” His lustful gaze fixates on me again. “No idea the things I want to do to you.”

I gulp, and he chuckles. His hand cups my cheek, and I lean into his touch. “Can I ask you something personal?” I cautiously nod. “You don’t have to answer, and you can call me out for being a dick, but it’s something that’s driving me insane. I need to know.”

“Shoot.”

“Have you slept with anyone since me?”

“I haven’t even kissed anyone since you.”

He looks shell-shocked and happy. Then he’s lifting me over the center console, and I’m in his lap. I spot several curious gazes as people walk past the truck. “That makes me unbelievably happy.”

“Have you?” I whisper. I’m not sure I want to know. His answering scowl tells me everything. I look away.

“Baby.” He tilts my chin up with his finger. “I hadn’t kissed anyone in over a year until I got here. I didn’t even look at another girl. None of them were you.” That goes some way toward appeasing me. I urge him to continue with my eyes. “The first few weeks I was here, I scoured the campus looking for you. I had Kev search the student database for you, and when he told me you weren’t registered, I got depressed. Brett took me out that night, and when this girl came on to me, I let her comfort me, because I felt so empty inside, and I just needed to feel something
, anything. I slept with her, but it was only that one time, and I regretted it straightaway. She was a bit clingy after that, and we kissed a couple times, but that was it. I swear. I wasn’t into it, and I would’ve ended it even if you hadn’t been at the frat that night.”

“You’re talking about that blonde girl?”

“Yeah. Shelby, but you don’t have to worry about her. I set her straight.”

“And she’s the only one you slept with all year?” I’m skeptical because that’s not Kal’s usual modus operandi.

“I swear it. After everything, after I lost you, I changed.” He pauses, and I sense he wants to say more. “Look, let’s talk more tonight.” He glances out the window. “You need to get to class.” He opens the door and slides out, holding me in his arms. Very gently, he places my feet on the ground and reaches in to retrieve my book bag. After depositing it on my shoulder, he hands me my takeout bag, and I smile. He pulls me into his arms, holding me tight, and I sigh, more content than I’ve felt in a long time. He kisses my cheek. “Have a good day, honeybun. I’ve got a late class today, so I can’t give you a ride home, but I’ll pick you up for our date. We’ll travel to the lake together.”

“Okay.”

He pulls my free hand to his mouth, kissing it. “I miss you already.”

His blue eyes twinkle with sincerity, and I practically melt into a puddle of goo by his feet. “I’ll miss you too.” I lean up, pecking his lips briefly, pulling back before he can latch on. “See you tonight.”

Bree and Maya are waiting at the top of the steps for me, and they grill me relentlessly the whole way to the auditorium, only letting up when the professor calls the class to order. At lunch, I try my best to answer their myriad of questions, but it’s difficult to define the status of my relationship with Kal. A horde of butterflies takes up residence in my chest, and I veer from heart-stopping excitement to stomach-churning anxiety as the day progresses. Tonight is all-important and never far from my mind.

I’m dismayed to find Chase waiting for me outside my last class of the day. I’d thought he would have read between the lines by now. I’ve consistently knocked him back, but he’s either too stupid or too stubborn to grasp my lack of interest. He seems like a nice guy, but there are obvious issues between him and Kal, and while I don’t want to string him along, I also don’t want to do anything to upset Kal. I know where my priorities lie, so it’s time to fix this.

“Hey, pretty lady,” he greets me. “Can I give you a ride home?”

“No thank you, Chase.” I peer earnestly into his face. “Can we talk for a minute?”

He crosses his arms over his chest. “You’re blowing me off?”

“I can’t hang out with you. It’s nothing personal, but I’d like it if you could stop texting me and stop turning up like this.”

His features harden. “This is because of Kennedy, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and no,” I truthfully reply.

He leans into my face, all serious like. “Do you know what he did? There’s a reason plenty of girls on this campus are wary of him.”

“What?” Crap like that makes me so mad.

“You don’t know?”

Okay, he doesn’t seem to know my true identity, and I’m not going to tell him, but I want to set the record straight. His animosity toward Kal makes sense now. “He didn’t do anything, Chase. He was wrongly accused and released without charge.”

“You can’t be that naïve,” he scoffs.

Now I’m getting irritated. “Don’t be an ass. Kal is innocent, and you shouldn’t be spreading malicious gossip about him—it’s not right.”

He barks out a laugh, and his face contorts unpleasantly. Tiny hairs lift on my arms, and, instinctively, I take a step back. “Or is it his money? Huh? He can do anything once he splashes the cash?” Anger ripples across his face.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you. Please, leave me alone, Chase. I don’t want to see you anymore.”

He schools his features into an impressive neutral line, stepping back. “Your loss, Lana. See you around.”

Yeah, not if I can help it.

He takes off and I release the breath I’d been holding.


Chapter Eighteen
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Kalvin

I rap on Lana’s door, shuffling anxiously on my feet. Wiping my hands down the front of my jeans, I give myself a mental pep talk. Even with my limited dating experience, I’ve never been this nervous. All day, I’ve been on a countdown for tonight.

The door swings open, and Lana stands before me looking like a freaking angel. She’s wearing a pretty white sundress that stops just above the knees. A light blue cardigan covers her arms. Her hair is loose, tumbling down her back and her skin is radiant and glowing. Her welcoming smile is timid. “You look beautiful,” I tell her, stepping into the room, and she blushes.

“So do you.” A cocky retort hovers on my tongue, but I hold back. I’m determined to be a complete gent tonight.

“Hey, Kal.” Olivia pops her head around Lana. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too.” I can’t tear my eyes from Lana. I extend my hand. “Ready?”

“One sec.” She moves to the bed, hefting a wicker basket up.

“Give that here.” I take it from her before she can protest, lifting the lid and peeking in. My grin expands. “A picnic?”

“Yep. Just like old times.” She smiles and this time it meets her eyes. “Let’s get going before it turns dark.”

“Have a good time, kids,” Olivia drawls, her tone laden with sarcasm. “And don’t miss curfew!”

“Funny,” Lana says drolly, sticking her tongue out at her friend.

I keep a firm grip on her hand the whole way to my truck. Stowing the picnic basket in the back, I open her door, helping her into the passenger seat. She sits rather stiffly in her seat, with her hands knotted in her lap. “You nervous?” I ask, sliding into the driver side.

She nibbles on her lip. “A little.”

“Me too.” Her brows nudge up. “I haven’t been on many dates.”

“You haven’t?” I hear the skepticism in her tone, and I fully understand where it’s coming from.

The engine purrs to life, and I ease out onto the road. “Nope. I hooked up with girls at parties, but I rarely asked anyone out on a date. Most times it was only a one-time thing.”

She is quietly mulling that over, and I let her. “How come?” she asks a few minutes later.

“Let’s get to the lake and then I’ll tell you.” I have plenty of things I need to tell her tonight, and I won’t rush it.

We arrive about twenty minutes later, quickly securing a secluded spot away from the edge of the lake. Alligators have been known to inhabit these waters, and I’m not taking any chances. I spread a blanket out on the ground, under the shade of a large tree. Lana starts unpacking the picnic basket while I kick off my sneakers and drop down beside her. Although the temps are definitely cooler at night, it’s still warm enough to sit outside without the need for a jacket.

“No way!” I exclaim when I spot the honeybuns. “Where did you get those?”

“I found a bakery in Gainesville that makes them from scratch. They aren’t quite as nice as Mom’s, but they’ll do.”

I watch in awe as she unloads all our favorite picnic foods, and I’m almost choking on the wedge of nostalgia in my throat. Memories surge to the forefront of my mind. “Remember that last summer in Nantucket, that time your mom packed a picnic for us for Surfside Beach?” The private strip of beach in front of my parent’s vacation property is decent, but my brothers and I enjoyed cycling to Surfside Beach to mingle with the crowds. That day, Lana and I had managed to sneak out by ourselves and Greta had surprised us with a basket packed full of yummy goodness.

“I do.” She smiles up at me. “That was the day my face got sunburned, and Mom threw a hissy fit when we got back.”

I remember that day for an entirely different reason. “You got a flat and I had to put you on my handlebars, and we rode home the rest of the way like that.”

“I remember. Fun times.” Her smile is whimsical.

“I think we almost crashed a few times because I was too busy staring at your ass to concentrate.”

Her eyes almost bug out of her head. “You were only thirteen!”

“Thirteen-year-olds still have eyes in their head, Lana. And I was horny as shit that summer,” I freely admit. I smirk as her mouth hangs open. She looks incredulous. Doesn’t she understand my feelings for her at all?
 “You were all I thought about that summer, Lana,” I add quietly. “All I dreamed about.”

She gulps, and there’s a bit of an awkward pause. “I loved those summers,” she admits a minute later, clearly avoiding acknowledging my declaration. Fine, we’ll do this her way. “I was devastated when I was no longer invited.”

“That was my fault.” I take a sip of the sweet pink lemonade.

Her head tips up. “I always wondered. I assumed it was because your mom saw us kissing and she didn’t like it.” She takes a small bite of her salad.

Twisting around on my side, I lean on one elbow, supporting my head with my hand. She mirrors my position, placing her salad aside. “I know I should’ve explained, but I didn’t know how to do that without hurting you.”

“I was so confused. I thought I must’ve been a terrible kisser for you to kiss me like that and then never mention it again.”

I gasp, genuinely horrified. “That’s what you thought?” She nods. Reaching out with my free hand, I rub my thumb across her lush mouth. “Lana, that kiss was the most memorable kiss of my life.” The look on her face tells me she doesn’t believe me. “You remember how weird I was that trip?” She nods again. “That’s because I was dying to kiss you the whole time, and I’d been trying to work up the courage to do it. To tell you I had all these feelings for you. I was a bit confused myself, but not about wanting to kiss you. I wanted to kiss you so much, but I was scared you didn’t feel the same way. I didn’t want to ruin our friendship.”

“Really?”

I cup her face. “Yes, really. That last day, I kinda panicked, because we were going home and I still hadn’t done it, so, before I lost my nerve, I just pushed my way into your room and kissed you. Man, I can still remember how amazing it was.”

Her eyes turn dreamy, and she brings her fingers to her lips. “Me too,” she whispers.

“I thought I was going to explode in my pants.” Her face scrunches up in gentle laughter. “Oh, she laughs at my suffering,” I tease. “I had the worst case of blue balls that entire vacation.” She blushes again, and it’s unbelievably cute. “I love that you were my first kiss.”

Her jaw slackens. “I didn’t know that.”

“Well, you were, and it was the best first kiss ever. That’s when I knew you were the girl for me.”

“What?” she splutters, her eyelashes fluttering incessantly.

I lean in, grazing her cheek with mine, needing to have her close. “Mom knew it too, and she wasn’t happy. She warned me to stay away from you. Told me she couldn’t invite you to come away with us anymore.”

“I figured as much,” Lana says in a breathy tone.

I move my face back, peering directly into her eyes. “I was furious with her, but there wasn’t anything I could say to change her mind. Besides, I was kinda freaked out by it. My feelings for you scared me. I was way too immature to deal with it, so I took the coward’s way out. I didn’t know how to tell you, and I didn’t want to hurt you, but I see now that my silence was worse.”

“I knew she didn’t want you to be with me. I understood that perfectly well.”

“Mom’s a snob, you know that, but it was never anything personal. She likes you.”

Lana’s smile is sad. “In her eyes, I’m just not good enough for you. I can’t say I disagree. All those years, I loved you, hoping you would love me back, but you were always out of my league. You were never going to love someone like me.”

I roll my eyes. “Lana, how have you stayed so clueless all this time?” Her smile falters a little, and I inwardly curse myself for my insensitivity. It doesn’t take a genius to work it out. “I’m sorry, I take that back. You see, I always thought you knew how I felt, that you understood my feelings for you.” I sit up, crossing my legs, pulling her up with me until we’re facing one another with our knees touching. My eyes eat her up. “Lana, it was always you
. You were always the only one for me. All that other stuff I did was stuff I needed to get out of my system, or at least that’s what I thought at the time. None of those girls ever mattered. Why do you think I never had a girlfriend? Barely dated? I had no interest because I was saving all that for you. I didn’t want to declare myself until I knew I could commit to you exclusively. I thought you knew that, but I made a total mess of everything because I never leveled with you, and you deserved better. I toyed with your feelings, hurt you time and time again, and I’ll always hate myself for that.”

“I tried everything to get you to notice me, but you didn’t seem interested. And I thought you were ashamed of me. That’s why we always met in private. Why you never wanted me to come to any of the parties.”

“Fucking hell.” I want to punch and kick myself until I bleed. “Nothing could be further from the truth. Firstly, I loved spending that time with you alone. When it was just you and me, I could be myself. You know stuff about me no one else knows. You were always so easy to talk to. I didn’t want to share that with anyone else—I was selfish, and I wanted to keep you to myself, but I’ll admit I also wanted to hide it from Mom. She must have suspected where I went every day, but she never mentioned it.”

My fingers weave in and out of her hair as I talk, and her eyes open and close. “As for the parties, there were two reasons I didn’t want you there.” I hate to admit this, but there’s been enough lies and untruths between us. If we have any shot of a future, we need to be brutally honest with one another. “I didn’t want you to see me with other girls.” I wince, hating myself when I see the same familiar hurt and disappointment flaring in her eyes. “And I didn’t want other girls bullying you. I knew what they said about you behind your back. I knew how some of them used you to try and get to me, and I wanted to protect you from that.”

“You couldn’t protect me.” She shakes her head sadly. “It never went away.”

“What?” Every bone in my body locks up.

“Other girls took great enjoyment in telling me how they’d hooked up with you. Everyone knew I lived on the Kennedy estate, and it was obvious I cared about you. Some of the other girls were so cruel.”

“Shit, Lana. I’m so sorry. I was a total ass, but those days are behind me. I promise. I’m going to prove that you’re the one I love. That you’re the only one I want. If you’ll just give me another chance.”

Her eyes are wet, and she’s staring at me as if I’ve just told her I have proof that Tupac is alive and well and living in some Godforsaken town in Wyoming. “You love me?” Her voice wavers.

“I’ve always loved you, even if I didn’t show it. I was an immature punk who couldn’t keep it in his pants, but my heart always belonged to you.”

“And now?” she whispers.

I pull her over into my lap. My arms lock tightly around her waist, and I get lost swimming in the depths of her intoxicating hazel eyes. That little amber fleck sparkles expectantly. Her entire body shakes against mine. “My heart still belongs to you. I
 belong to you. I love you, Lana, and I’m ready to give you the world if you still want that and me.”


Chapter Nineteen
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Lana

I have dreamed of this moment for years, and I’m choked with emotion at his heartfelt words and fearful of what I need to say next. Before I tell him about Hewson, I need to ensure he knows the totality of what’s in my heart.

“Kal, I love you so much. There has never been anyone else for me. Whenever I imagined my future, it always revolved around you. I don’t want or need the world. All I’ve ever wanted, ever needed, is you.”

I palm his face, my heart brimming with love. “I can still remember the moment I knew I loved you. I was so young, but it didn’t matter. I still knew.” The images rebound in my mind, and I’m experiencing it as if it’s the first time. “It was that same day—the day we went to Surfside by ourselves. We were in the water, racing to shore.”

“I remember.” He grins. “I kicked your ass.”

He had won, not surprisingly. Even back then, his legs were twice the length of mine, and my determination was no match for his long, fluid strokes. I can still visualize him standing before me as I came out of the water, breathless and panting. It was a glorious day, the sun hot and heavy and the sand scorching underneath our feet. At the precise moment I looked up and locked eyes with Kal, the sun bathed him in a golden glow—illuminating his form like a full body halo, his skin glistening with beads of water, wet hair falling over his forehead, eyes shining and twinkling with amusement, and his grin wide.

I had stood there staring at him, rooted to the spot, unable to tear my eyes away. My heart pounded. Blood rushed through my veins. A surge of emotion so strong washed over me like a tsunami wiping everything in its path. Everything I knew before was gone in an instant. And I knew the truth.

I knew I loved him dangerously.

“Brave effort, but you’ll never beat the champ, honeybun,” he’d said, winking proudly.

“I stuck my tongue out,” I tell him, returning to the present. “And you chased me, caught me quickly, scooping me up in your arms.” My eyes skim his face, my fingers tracing soft lines across his cheeks, his strong jawline, his face the same yet not the same. “You held me so tight,” I whisper, “and I never wanted you to let go.” The feel of his damp skin underneath my hands and the brush of his body against mine is as vivid as if it was yesterday.

“I wanted to kiss you then,” he whispers back, his fingers winding around my neck.

“Do you remember how we looked at each other?” He nods. “It was like time stood still. Like no one else existed in the world but us.” Something passed between us in that moment, some unspoken, inexplicable connection, and I knew I’d never love any boy like I loved him. “I knew then that I loved you. That I’d never love anyone else but you.”

“Lana.” His voice is breathy, needy, as his hand fists in my hair and he draws me closer. His eyes darken with lust and pure unadulterated emotion, and he moves in for the kill.

“Wait!” I plant my hand on his chest. “There’s something I need to tell you first.”

“Don’t say it,” he whispers, pressing a soft kiss to one corner of my mouth. “Nothing else needs to be said. I love you. You love me. I don’t want anything to take away from this moment.” He presses a kiss to the other corner of my mouth, and my brain goes blank. He trails a line of hot, sweet kisses up and down my jaw, nibbling on my earlobe and licking the throbbing pulse at my neck.

My head falls back, and I’m losing control and all sense of right and wrong.

His hand slides from my waist to my hip, and he grips me firmly, his arousal pushing against my ass. A whimper flies out of my mouth as I rock against him, my own need throbbing almost painfully. His mouth brushes against mine, and that one touch unravels me. Seizing the back of my head, he closes the remaining distance between us, fusing our mouths. His kiss is surprisingly soft and tender, and his lips caress mine with infinite adoration. The kiss deepens, his mouth moving more demandingly against mine. He tugs my lower lip between his teeth, and I gasp into his mouth. His hand moves down my back, gripping my ass, hoisting me even closer as my legs straddle either side of him. His erection is thick and hard against my stomach, and my panties are soaked with need.

His tongue runs along the seam of my lips, requesting entry, and I open for him. He explores my mouth with growing intensity, and our tongues tangle wildly. His kisses brand my lips, leaving scorching-hot imprint marks. My skin is on fire, and I writhe against him as a surge of pent-up desire breaches the surface.

He breaks away, and we both pant, gasping for air. His eyes are heavy with desire, his lips swollen. “We have to stop,” he pants. “Or I’ll end up taking you right here.” There isn’t a single part of me that objects to that plan. He pecks my lips quickly. “I love kissing you so much.”

“Ditto.” I chuckle at my breathy voice.

He intertwines our hands as we attempt to get our breathing under control. “Spend the day with me tomorrow.”

The corners shave off my happiness. “I can’t. I have to go home.”

“Again?”

All the warmth leaves my body at once as reality comes a calling. “I go home every weekend. I …” My mouth turns dry, and I’m like a solid brick of ice in his embrace. I shudder all over.

Say it, Lana! Get this over and done with.

But I can’t force the words out. I don’t want anything to ruin this moment.

Kal wraps his arms around me more snugly. “It’s okay. You don’t need to explain, but can I book a date for the following Saturday, please?”

“Why?” I croak, struggling to breathe over my mounting panic.

“I hate that I missed your eighteenth birthday, so we’re having a do over. I want an eighteenth birthday date.”

My heart spikes in a new burst of happiness. “You don’t have to do that. It wasn’t a big deal.” I didn’t want any fuss. Mom took me out for dinner while my grandparents babysat Hewson. Dad sent me a gift voucher for my e-reader.

“Well, I happen to think it is. I was really depressed when the day rolled around because I wasn’t with you.” He tweaks my nose playfully. “I want to give you a day to remember, so, what do you say, are you in?”

I know Mom won’t mind if I tell her I have to work an additional shift or I have an assignment to do. I shouldn’t lie, but I want to spend the day with Kal.

I’m a selfish bitch. I know that, but it doesn’t stop me from agreeing. “Okay, I’m in.”

We finish the rest of our picnic reminiscing and chatting about more casual stuff. I’m on cloud nine when he drops me home, kissing me for an eternity outside my dorm. Ignoring the inner voice berating me for my cowardice, I fall asleep dreaming of Kal’s lips, his beautiful words, and the way it felt being held by him.
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Kal wants to drive me home on Saturday, but I manage to win that argument, thanks to the ungodly hour I need to leave. Still, I know I won’t be able to deflect questions about my weekends, and why I need to go home, for very long.

I’ll tell him after the date to celebrate my eighteenth, I promise myself.

Mom greets me at the door—like she always does—with Hewson snuggled against her chest. I rush to his side, holding my arms out for him, but he clings to Mom, refusing to even look up at me.

This has never happened before. Someone may as well have made mincemeat of my heart. Tears glide down my cheeks as I follow my mother into the house. She places Hewson in his playpen and turns around, enveloping me in her arms. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. He’s just going through a phase. It’s his way of punishing you for not being here. Give him some time, and he’ll come to you.” She pats my arm, wiping away my tears. “It’ll be fine.”

Mom was right, and after a little bit, Hewson lets me pick him up. I spoil him rotten all day, and he’s barely out of my arms.

That evening, I take my time getting him ready for bed. I fill the tub with the rubber ducks he loves and get in with him. We have great fun splashing about, and we only get out when the water starts to turn cold. After we’re dressed in our pajamas, I hold him close to my heart while he drinks his bottle. I regale him with stories in a hushed voice while U2 plays quietly in the background. I tell him about Kal, and he falls asleep with my whispered words of his father in his ear.

On Sunday, I bring him to the local playground, pushing him on the baby swing and holding him as he slides down the slide. In the afternoon, we take a dip in my grandparents’ heated pool while Mom reads on a lounge chair, sneaking sly looks when she thinks I’m not watching. Her loving smile and my son’s playful chuckles fill my heart with so much joy.

I stand by his crib for longer than usual Sunday night, staring at my beautiful baby boy, awash with conflicting emotions. His chest rises and falls as he sleeps with a contented smile on his face. His hair is growing longer and darker by the day, an exact match to his father’s. I skim over his face, noting the strong jawline, broad nose, and golden skin. I imagine if I asked Alexandra for pictures of Kal as a baby that it would be like looking into a mirror. Apart from the little dimple in one cheek, all his features are a carbon copy of Kal’s.

What is he going to think when he finds out?

It’s not like he purposely chose to be a father at seventeen, so it’s a lot to take on board. Then again, I’ve adjusted, and I can’t imagine my life without Hewson. Even though I’ve sacrificed my dream of being a writer, and some days I’m dog tired and teary and ready to give in, I don’t have any regrets. The love I feel in my heart for this little boy is indescribable. I would move heaven and earth to give him everything he needs. I want him to grow up happy and well cared for and to know he is loved so much. I may not have planned this, but there can be no greater gift than creating such a beautiful new life with the boy I love. I hope Hewson grows up to be the very best parts of both of us.

No, as I look at my precious miracle, sleeping soundly in his crib, I don’t regret bringing him into this world—only shutting his dad out. Kal has already missed so much, and I won’t blame him if he can’t ever forgive me for that. Even if he hates me, even if he refuses to have anything more to do with me, I will always have this little piece of him by my side. Very softly, I trail my fingers across Hewson’s little face. He stirs, and his lips curl into a smile. My heart swells with love. No child will ever be more loved by a mother.

I pray Kal feels the same way. Despite how he might feel about me once he hears the news, I hope he’ll want to form a relationship with his son.

I want that for Hewson.

I want that for Kal.


Chapter Twenty
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Lana

Leaving Hewson this time is the hardest of all, because I know I’m not going to see him until next Sunday. Guilt is chipping away at my defenses, and I’m tempted to text Kal and call the whole eighteenth makeover birthday date off; however, the instant I see him—waiting across the road from the bus stop for me, looking hotter than any mortal has a right to—all honorable intentions fly out the window.

I run to him, and he picks me up, swinging me around in his arms. His mouth crashes to mine with urgent need, and we devour one another, kissing each other frantically as if it’s been two years instead of two days since we last kissed. “Baby, I missed you so much,” he says when our lip lock ends, hugging me close to his chest. “Please stay the night with me? Brett is away at a game, and we have the place to ourselves. I just want to hold you and kiss you. I have no other expectation. I just can’t be without you tonight.”

“Okay.” I send Olivia a quick text as Kal drives us to his dorm.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” I quip as we enter the messy space. A large U2 poster is hanging on the wall by his bed. Clothes litter the floor, and empty pizza boxes and cans are scattered across the table. Both beds are unmade. I shake my head. “Still a slob.”

“I was going to clean up before you came, but then I figured there’s no point. You already know all my bad habits, and you still love me.” He grins smugly, flashing his perfectly straight perfectly white teeth. Flopping down on the bed, he pats the space beside him.

“No chance. I’m not getting into that bed until I’ve changed the sheets.”

He rolls his eyes before burying his nose in the comforter. His nose wrinkles. “It doesn’t smell that bad.”

“And that’s all the answer I need.” I plant my hands on my hips. “Sheets, please?”

I change the bed, while Kal clears away the dirty clothes and the empty boxes. Then we get changed—sleep shorts and a tank for me and track shorts for Kal—and snuggle up in bed, watching a movie on his laptop. My head is resting on his bare chest, testing my willpower to the limit. Kal is all sharp angles, and defined muscles, and my hands start wandering without permission.

“Are you feeling me up?” I can hear the amusement in his voice.

No point denying it. Not when my fingers are currently exploring every dip and curve of his abs. “Yeah. Got a problem with it?”

He laughs lightly. “Hell no. Don’t stop.” His arm is firm around my waist, and, with his other hand, he plays with my hair. “Lana,” he whispers.

“Yeah,” I whisper back, looking up at him.

“I love you.”

Tears well in my eyes. “I love you too.”

I want this to be real. So, so much. I wish there was no other secret between us. No risk of this all falling apart. Not when it feels so exquisite. So perfect. So right. We’re on borrowed time and I’m clinging to it like a drowning woman clinging to a life belt.

“I hate that I’m still making you cry.” He dabs at the moisture on my cheeks.

I reposition myself, running my hands up his impressive chest. “These are happy tears.” In part. “I never thought you’d ever say those words to me.”

He pulls my head to his. “Get used to it. I’m going to repeat them so much you’ll be begging me to take them back.” His smile is teasing before he pecks my lips.

“Never,” I whisper against his mouth. “I will never tire of hearing you say that.”

I lean in and kiss him, covering his mouth in short, teasing strokes. His hand grips the back of my head, and he pulls me on top of him, our bodies flush against one another. Angling my head, he kisses me passionately, his tongue dipping in and out of my mouth. My arms snake around his neck, and he maneuvers us so we’re on our sides, our bodies pressed against one another. My leg curves up, wrapping around his thigh. He groans, grinding against me, and as his hard-on pushes against my core, I whimper, gripping his thigh more tightly. My hands move down, exploring his ripped chest and abs, and I revel in the way he flinches and quivers at my touch. His hands slide under my tank top, inching higher and higher until his fingers reach the edge of my bra. “Can I take this off?” he asks in a sultry voice.

I sit up, lifting my tank over my head and tossing it on the floor. I unclip my bra and fling it aside, never taking my eyes from his. He moans, licking his lips as he watches me. “Fuck!” He reaches out, and his fingers caress the tip of one nipple before he grabs my full breast in his hand, squeezing softly. “These are fucking magnificent.” His other hand grips my other breast in the same manner. “Didn’t want this one to feel left out,” he jokes with a smirk. “Lie on your back.” I oblige, and he crawls over me, peppering my face and neck with kisses before moving slowly down my body. He presses the softest kiss in the gap between my breasts, and the most embarrassing moan leaves my mouth. He chuckles as his tongue flicks out, tasting one nipple. My back arches off the bed as I make another embarrassing sound. “You are so responsive. I love it.” His lips suction over my nipple, and he draws it deep into his mouth, sucking and grazing the tip, and the pulsing in my core is going haywire. He moves to my other breast, lavishing it with the same attention, as his lower body presses down gently against me.

I raise my hips, rocking against the bulge in his pants, squirming with need. He lifts his head from my chest, piercing me with a heady lust-filled gaze. “Can I make you come?”

“Please,” I beg, squirming underneath him.

Bracing himself on his hands, he leans down and kisses me deeply. I wrap my legs around his waist, tugging him down on top of me, and he chuckles into my mouth. He takes his time moving down my body, kissing, nipping, and sucking as he goes. “Kal, please.” I’m frantic with need.

His fingers reach the band of my shorts, and he slips his hand under, rubbing along my belly. Then he eases my shorts and panties down my body, pulling them off until I’m completely bare in front of him. Liquid lust radiates in his gaze as his eyes roam up and down my naked body. “Spread your legs,” he commands, nudging my thighs apart.

His breath tickles my core as he kneels between my legs. I buck up when he slides one finger inside me. “Fuck, you’re so wet.” My core is aching, and I’m moving with the rhythm of his finger, needing urgent release. Then he adds a second finger, and I scream as he starts pumping more frantically before withdrawing and replacing his fingers with his mouth. I last about twenty seconds before an explosion detonates in my body, sending shards of blissful tremors ricocheting throughout every part of me. He stays with me, milking every last delicious tremor until my body stills.

My hair is a tangled mess across my face as he moves up beside me. His lips are swollen and glossy from me, but I don’t care, yanking his mouth to mine and kissing him as if my life depends on it. “Oh my God, I needed that.”

“I love making you come.” He kisses my nose. “I intend to make it my life’s mission to make you come every day.”

“Oh, God,” I moan, running my hands up and down his back. “You can’t say things like that to me.” I push him down until he’s flat on his back. “Stay.” Kneeling before him, I grip the hem of his shorts and start tugging, but he takes hold of my wrists, stopping me.

“You don’t have to do that.”

I pierce him with a furious look. “Fuck off, Stinky. You just rocked my world, and I’m going to return the favor.”

He locks his hands behind his head, smirking. “If you insist, honeybun.”

I flip him the bird before whipping his shorts off. His erection springs up, and I lick my lips in anticipation. Wrapping my hand around his impressive length, I start stroking him slowly on purpose. His eyes roll back in his head as his body jerks underneath me. I tighten my grip, quickening my pace, and he moans out loud. Without warning, I lower my mouth onto him, taking him deep as I continue to grip him at the base. I graze my teeth along his length, and he shouts out. Sucking harder and faster, I bring him to release, suctioning on when he tries to free himself, swallowing every last drop.

I crawl up beside him, snuggling into his side. “Ho. Lee. Crap. Lana. I have no words.”

“Ha!” I laugh. “I brought the mighty Kalvin Kennedy to his knees.” Literally. I snicker.

“I’ve just amended my life’s mission.” He tips my chin up so our eyes meet. “It’s my mission to make you come every day and for you to reciprocate.”

“I think that can be arranged,” I tease, deliberately ignoring that chanting, negative voice in my head.

After cleaning up and redressing, we turn off the lights and cuddle. “Night, babe,” Kal whispers, ghosting a kiss across my cheek. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. Goodnight, Stinky.”

He is out for the count within seconds, snoring softly as he holds me secure in his arms. And even though my mood swings are veering between dangerous highs and abysmal lows, and my brain is churning with apprehension, I follow him a little while later.

The alarm on my cell phone wakes us both the next morning. We’ve changed positions during the night, and when I wake, Kal has his arms wrapped around me from behind and our legs are tangled together. “Ugh,” Kal mumbles, “turn that noise off.” He buries his head in my shoulder, and delicious tingles caress my body. “Go back to sleep,” he murmurs.

“I can’t.” I run my hands up and down his strong arms. “I need to drop my bag at my dorm and pick up my stuff for today.”

He tightens his arms around me like a vise-grip. “Not letting you go. Let’s ditch and stay in bed all day.”

Warmth suffuses me, and I lean into the outline of his erection against my lower back. My core starts a happy dance, and it takes enormous self-control to wrestle out of his hold. “I can’t, Kal. I can’t miss any classes.”

He sighs, rolling onto his back and yawning, as he rubs the sleep from his eyes. He peers up at me. “Okay. I’ll drive you.”

I push him back down. “Don’t be silly. I can make my own way there.” I bend down and kiss him quickly. “I’ll catch you later.”

His hand darts out, grabbing hold of my elbow before I can get up. “Nuh-uh. I’m not letting my girl walk around campus this early by herself. I’m driving. No argument.”

And my heart melts all over again.

After we stop off at my place and I change bags, I go with him to pick up coffee and doughnuts, and we eat them in his truck parked around the corner from the business school. “I’ve decided I’m going to tell my other friends who I am,” I tell him in between bites of my chocolate doughnut.

“You sure?” He’s leaning back against the door, with one knee crossed over the other.

I nod. “I don’t want to risk them finding out from someone else. It’s only a matter of time before everyone knows. I’d rather take control of it. I’m not going to let it derail me.”

Leaning over the center console, he kisses me. “I won’t let it either.”

I lace my fingers in his. “I’m really glad you’re here, Kal. Thank you for coming after me.”

“I would go to the ends of the earth for you.” He sweetly kisses the tips of my fingers.

We part ways then, agreeing to meet up at the end of the day. I practically float into the building and skip through my morning classes with a dreamy grin on my face.

At lunchtime, we head to one of the open areas around the back of our school to enjoy an al fresco lunch, stopping to pick up sandwiches and soda on the way. “I’m so glad I decided to come here,” Bree says, tilting her face up and allowing the balmy air to coast over her skin. “I love the climate and the campus.”

“You coming to the game Friday night?” Maya asks, balling up her sandwich paper and throwing it skillfully into the adjoining trash can.

“All hail the Gator Nation,” Liv jokes, pumping her fist in the air.

I shrug noncommittally. I’m not a big sports fan, although you’re almost a pariah around here if you don’t support the Gators. “I’ll check with Kal.”

Maya nudges me in the ribs. “So, things are heating up between you and the stud?”

I wipe my clammy hands over the front of my jeans. It’s now or never. “I guess so.” I gulp as Liv shoots me a subtle, reassuring nod. I told her I planned to talk to them, and she agreed it was a good idea. “Actually, there’s something I need to tell you both.” My eyes flit between her and Brianna. They give me their undivided attention, and, before I lose my nerve, I launch into my story, explaining who I am and why I enrolled under a different name. I don’t go into all the details, giving them enough so they have a good picture. I don’t breathe a word about Hewson, for obvious reasons. As I speak, I watch their expressions alter. Neither of them interrupts me, giving me the full floor.

“And that’s pretty much it,” I finish up, feeling a little lighter.

“You knew?” Maya asks Liv in a clipped tone.

“I only found out recently.”

“I understand why you did it.” Bree reaches across the wooden picnic table, touching my arm. “And I can tell you’re genuinely remorseful. Everyone makes mistakes. Everyone deserves a second chance.”

I squeeze her hands. “Thanks, Bree. That means so much to me.”

Maya snorts, a look of naked disgust on her face. “I call bullshit. You honestly expect us to believe you were manipulated by some bitch into accusing the guy you loved of rape, all because he hurt you?” Her voice raises a notch, and I hope no one else is tuning in to this conversation.

“That’s what happened. It’s pathetic, I know, but it’s what went down.”

“It’s beyond pathetic,” she snarls. “It’s disgusting! It’s immoral! It’s wrong on so many levels! How can he forgive you for that? I would never speak to you again. In fact”—she rustles up the remnants of her lunch, shoving it in her bag and standing up—“I don’t want to speak to you again.” She glares at me. “You are not the sort of person I want to call a friend. Stay the hell away from me.”

She storms off, leaving the three of us speechless.


Chapter Twenty-One
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Kalvin

“What’s wrong?” I ask the minute Lana appears in front of me. It’s the end of the day, and I’ve been hanging out here the last fifteen minutes waiting for her to show.

“I’ll tell you in the truck.” The glum expression on her face concerns me. I attempt to tuck her into my side, but she shucks out of my reach.

“What’s happened, babe?” I ask again once we are seated in my truck.

She glances out the window, her frown deepening. I follow the direction of her gaze, spotting her friend Maya glowering at her from across the street.

Oh shit. That conversation clearly didn’t go well.

“Can you just get out of here, please,” she beseeches, and I hate how her voice trembles.

My jaw clenches, but I say nothing, putting the truck into first and driving off.

I come to a complete stop outside the park, twisting around in my seat and taking her small hands in mine. “I gather your conversation didn’t go too well?” I scrutinize her face.

“Bree was okay with it. She understood, but Maya … Maya kinda flipped.” She chews on the corner of her lip, averting her gaze.

“Screw her.” I gently grip her chin, turning her face to mine. “She’s not a real friend if she can turn on you so quickly. She has no right to judge you.”

Her beautiful eyes are vulnerable, and she looks so upset. I want to rage at the world for dealing her such a shitty break. Can’t they see how sorry she is? How she’s trying to make amends? Hasn’t she paid enough of a price?
 A searing need to run away with her, to protect her and keep her safe, is riding me hard.

I open my mouth to speak, but she cuts me off with a look. “I know you mean well, but I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I need to get ready for my shift.” She pulls her hands away from me, and it feels like we’ve just taken ten steps back.

“Lana, please. Don’t let her do this to you.”

“Take me home, Kal. Please.”

She’s retreated into her shell, and I know if I continue to plead she’ll only dig her heels in further. It’s like that time she discovered I kissed Jan Matthews at a party. Lana asked me about it on the Monday after the party, and I told her it was meaningless, but she went all kinds of quiet. When I pressed her for details, she clammed up, ignored me for a solid two weeks
, and wouldn’t tell me jack shit about what was going on. When I discovered that Jan was one of a group of girls bullying Lana at school, I was sick to my stomach.

Even thinking about it now turns my insides. I hate that I did that to Lana. I am never going to stop trying to make up for it.

I got my revenge on Jan at the next party—rejecting her very vocally and publicly—before pulling her aside and telling her if she ever threatened Lana again I would ask my buddy, Cole, to share the naked photos she’d texted him all over school. She never came near me or Lana again.

But it took Lana ages to thaw out, to forget what I’d done.

I hate the thought we might be back in that space.

Sighing, I power up the engine and drive to her dorm.
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The rest of the week follows a similar pattern. Lana is subdued and closed off, and I’m at a loss what to do. I continue to show up, driving her to and from her dorm each day, picking her up from the center, and she spends time with me on her free nights, but she may as well be a ghost.

We kiss.

We cuddle.

A lot.

And it seems like the only time she’s able to let go of whatever’s troubling her.

Friday night, I convince her to come to the Swamp to watch the Gators game with Riley and Olivia and a couple of the guys as a show of support for Brett. While he doesn’t start, and I’m not that big of a football fan, I like to attend some of the games so he knows I’m here for him.

After, we hit a party outside campus with the football team. Lana is a little more animated, and I’m hoping she’ll be in better form for our birthday date. “So, where are you taking me tomorrow?” she asks, sipping on the same beer she’s had since we arrived.

I plant my mouth against hers in one brief, sweeping gesture. “That’s classified. If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

She rolls her eyes. “Could you be any more cliché?

“Says the writer,” I tease.

“Not anymore.”

“You’re not writing?” As long as I’ve known Lana, she’s always writing some story. It’s as natural to her as breathing.

She casually shrugs. “Well, I do have one project, but I hardly ever get to work on it.”

“What’s it about?” I swig from my bottle.

She ponders this a minute, and I wonder if she’s going to shut down again. Lana has never had any trouble confiding in me about her ideas. Hell, we discussed plot lines and character development so much in the past I could demand co-writing credit, and she’d be hard pushed to deny me. She knows I love discussing her work.

“It’s kinda semi-autobiographical,” she admits a minute later.

“What’s the title?” I know there is one because it’s always the first thing she considers when an idea has popped into her head. She has an uncanny ability to nail it even before she’s started writing the damn thing.

She hesitates again before responding in that soft-spoken tone of hers. “The Story of Us
.”

I almost choke on my beer. Brett approaches, slapping me on the back. “They have words for dudes who can’t handle their beer.” He pretends to whisper. “Pussy!”

“Takes one to know one, asshole.”

“How’s my girl?” Brett asks, sliding an arm around Lana’s shoulders, surprising her and me.

“I’m good.” She smiles up at him, but only I can tell she’s lying. She’s wound as tight as a ball of yarn.

“Hi, Kalvin.” The voice comes from behind me, but I’d know Shelby’s faux sultry tone anywhere. I inwardly groan. After our last convo, most girls would run a mile before accosting me. That girl has skin as thick as a rhino’s hide.

Lana’s smile fades, and her body goes rigidly still. Pulling her out from under Brett’s arm, I tuck her possessively into my side and turn us around to face my most recent mistake. “Hi, Shelby. Have you met my girlfriend, Lana?”

Brett grunts out a laugh. Lana is like a frigging statue in my arms. I smooth my hand up and down her back, urging her to chill the fuck out.

“No.” Shelby fakes a smile. “Nice to meet you.” Her endearment is as fake as her smile. Her lips purse into a thin line as her gaze rakes over Lana in a transparent disbelieving manner.

I don’t like it one fucking bit.

“Was there something you wanted because we’re having a private conversation here.” I’m being deliberately rude, and I couldn’t give a flying fuck. Her blatant disregard for Lana has me irritated and grouchy.

Brett snorts, spraying beer out his nostrils.

“Actually, I was hoping we could chat in private.” She bats her eyelashes at me, and Lana squirms in my grip. I clamp my hand firmly around her waist. She’s going nowhere.

“Anything you have to say can be said in front of Lana and Brett.”

She scowls, and it’s remarkable how much it transforms her pretty face. It’s like taking a sneak peek into the ugliness of her soul. “Fine!” she hisses. “Have it your way.” She pulls a garment out of her purse, throwing it at my face. “I just wanted to return these. You left them at my place.” I fist my hand in a pair of my boxers, cringing as Lana stiffens again. Shelby’s eyes glisten maliciously as she eyeballs Lana. “After we fucked.”

I’ve never wanted to hit a woman before, but I do now.

She cocks her head to the side. “You remember?” Running the tip of her finger up my chest before I can stop her, she leans in. “I’m still sore all over.”

What a fucking bitch.

I’m done trying to be nice.

I’ve stood by and watched other girls trample Lana’s feelings in the past, and I’m not going to make the same mistake again.

I shove her hand away from me. “Fuck off, Shelby, and to answer your question, no, I don’t remember that one time over a month
 ago because it wasn’t memorable in any way.” A muscle ticks in my jaw. “I’m with Lana, now. And if I wasn’t, I still wouldn’t touch you even if you were the last vagina on the planet. I’d rather suck my own dick than go there again.”

Brett is doubled over, clutching his stomach, trying to withhold his laughter.

“You’re a fucking asshole,” she rages, her face as red as a tomato. “You’re welcome to the douche. I don’t want him anymore,” she flings that parting comment at Lana before stomping off.

“Dude,” Brett says, slapping my shoulder as he struggles to breathe. “I’d rather suck my own dick. Fucking-A!” He convulses with laughter.

“Don’t knock it, bro. I heard you can get a couple ribs surgically removed and then you’re all systems go.” I give him a knowing wink, and he doubles up laughing again.

“Dude, seriously, is that a thing?”

“Fact, friend. Google it.”

“Can you take me home, please,” Lana says, not meeting my eyes.

That sobers me up. “Of course, if that’s what you want.”

“It is.”

Brett sobers up real quick too. He raises his brows, and I subtly shake my head. Old wounds are the hardest to heal, and all it takes is one confrontation, one whisper of suspicion, for the wound to rip open, festering and aggravating sore feelings all over again. Lana’s hurting, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it go away.

“I’m sorry about Shelby,” I tell her once we’re comfortably seated in the back seat of the Uber.

“Forget it.” She looks out the window, staring into the bleak darkness, as we turn onto the campus. “It’s not like it’s anything new.”

I bite back my groan of frustration. This time last week everything was fucking perfect, and now it’s all in the toilet. Guess it wouldn’t be worth fighting for if it was drama-free.

The Uber stops in front of Lana’s dorm, and I move to pay the driver, but Lana stalls me with one look. “I’d like to be by myself tonight, Kal.”

“If that’s what you prefer.” I grit the words out, failing to disguise how pissed I am. I know Olivia agreed to stay with Riley to give Lana and me some time alone.

“It is.”

“I’ll collect you at eight in the morning. We need to get on the road early.”

“I—”

“No, you don’t,” I cut her off. There’s no way in hell she’s backing out of tomorrow. I do the only thing I can to ensure she follows through. I guilt her into it. “I’ve gone to tons of fucking trouble organizing everything for you to pull out at the last minute.”

I watch the silent battle waging war inside her. “Okay. I’ll see you then.”
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I’m at her door at eight a.m. sharp the next morning, determined to put things back on an even footing. The door opens slowly, and I hold the large bouquet of red, white, and pink roses out in front of me. “Good morning, birthday girl. I hope you slept well.”

She looks exhausted, and I can tell she didn’t have a good night. I wish I knew what the hell was occupying her mind.

She buries her nose in the roses, inhaling deeply, and a genuine smile graces her lips for the first time this week. Thank fuck. “They’re beautiful, thank you.”

After she arranges them in a vase, she grabs her purse, and we set out on the two-hour trip to Orlando. She’s jittery the whole ride, and we don’t talk much. I’m not at my best first thing in the morning, and she’s still playing the virtual mute role. We listen to some U2, and I hide my smile when she hums along with the songs, afraid she’ll shut down if she notices my observation.

I pull into one of those all-you-can eat buffet places a few miles outside of Orlando, and we fill our bellies.

When I pull into the entrance for Universal Studios, her beautiful face lights up, and she turns to me with blatant excitement on her face. It’s contagious, and soon I’m sporting a matching smile. I pay and pull the car into the express parking zone, slotting into a vacant space. The crowds are starting to form, but we don’t need to worry about that. Dad’s guy is already waiting off to the side with a sign bearing my name.

I take her hands in mine. “I wanted to pack as much into today as I could so we’re only here until lunchtime, but we have an official VIP guide who will get us right to the top of the express line so we should still get to go on tons of rides.” Having money and contacts definitely comes in handy sometimes.

She’s practically bouncing in her seat now. I laugh as relief washes over me. Helping her out of the car, I enjoy the opportunity to put my hands on her. I introduce myself to the guide, and he escorts us down to the park. Lana points out several things on the long walk, and I don’t miss how her eyes go out on stalks when she spots Bubba Gump. She was with us one time when we visited their restaurant in New York, and I know how much she loved it. That’s why I’ve reserved a table for lunch there.

But that look in her eyes is nothing compared to the look of wonder on her face when we reach The Wizarding World of Harry Potter. Her eyes are glassy and awestruck as we stroll through Diagon Alley, and I pull her into my side, hugging the shit out of her. We go on the Gringotts ride and take the Hogwarts Express to Universal’s Islands of Adventure where we almost make ourselves sick as we rush to go on every ride. Lana’s as much of a thrill seeker as I am, and she doesn’t back down from any challenge, even if she screams her lungs out on a few of the scarier rides.

Our last stop is the Jurassic Park ride, and we disembark soaking wet and laughing our asses off.

After we’ve dried off, I escort her to Bubba Gump for lunch. As requested, the restaurant has booked us a table in a private corner, and they have decorated the table with balloons which is a nice extra touch. The smile hasn’t left Lana’s face all morning, and that makes me unbelievably happy. She leans into me after the waitress leaves with our orders. “I can’t believe you organized all this, Kal. I’m having the best time ever.”

“You deserve it, babe. And we’ve still got lots more to do.”

She takes my hand in hers, grinning. “I know what you’re doing.”

I pop a piece of bread in my mouth, not giving anything away.

“You remembered.” She squeezes my hand.

“I told you I remember everything about you, Lana. Every memory is permanently stored here.” I touch my chest in the place where my heart beats for her.

She pecks my lips, and I seize the opportunity, hauling her against me and kissing her deeply and slowly. The clearing of a throat has us breaking apart. The waitress sets our appetizers down with a knowing smirk.

Lana’s cheeks are bright red, and I bust out laughing. “Your face is hilarious!”

She swats my arm, lifting up her fork and waving it in my face. “That’s your fault.”

“If you think I’m ever apologizing for kissing the shit out of you, you can think again.”

“It’s impossible to stay mad at you.”

I kiss her cheek. “I’m glad you’ve finally admitted I’m irresistible.”

Her fork clangs on the table. “I said no such thing!”

“Aw, come on, baby.” I graze my nose up the column of her neck and she shivers. “Admit it. You know it’s the truth.”

She cups my face lovingly. “I can’t deny something that’s fundamentally true. You’ve always been irresistible, Kal.” She kisses me sweetly. Just once. “Why the hell do you think I’ve been in love with you my entire life?”


Chapter Twenty-Two
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Lana

Kal demolishes his lunch and the remainder of mine after I push my half-eaten plate away. “I don’t understand how you look like you do when you eat like such a pig,” I remark.

“Genetics,” he jokes.

I sigh. “Can’t deny that. The Kennedy gene pool is something else.” My son is a part of that now.

The waitress clears the table and takes our coffee orders.

“You ready for the next part of our date?” He stretches back in the seat, snaking his arm around my shoulders. I love how touchy-feely he is with me. It’ll never grow old.

“Yep. Are we going alligator watching or to the Kennedy Space Station?”

“You’ve figured it out, huh?”

I nudge him in the ribs. “What kind of a dummy do you take me for? When we arrived here, I knew straightaway.”

That last summer in Nantucket, Kal and I had talked about our plans for the future. It’s where I first mentioned I wanted to go to college in Florida to be near my grandparents. Kal said he would come too, and we planned tons of cool things we were going to do. We each had a top five list of places to visit, and I know he’s trying to make that dream come true. Even if we were only kids on the cusp of our teenage years, he still understood how important it was to me.

“Is the reality stacking up?”

“Today it is.” I squeeze his knee as I smile up at him.

“But not the rest?” He sits up straighter in his chair, just as the waitress arrives with our coffees and the check. He hands her a snazzy black credit card, and her eyes almost bug out of her head.

“When we were kids, everything seemed so black and white,” I start to explain. “But reality is so many different shades of complexity.”

“Tell me about it.” He dumps four sugars into his coffee.

“That’s disgusting, and really unhealthy.”

“Sorry, Mom.” He winks, licking the froth off the top of his cup as I shake my head.

“I understand now why Mom had severed all contact with her parents. They’re not very warm people, and they haven’t treated her right.”

“In what way?”

I take a small sip of my coffee before speaking. “Mom got pregnant with me when she was eighteen, a few months shy of getting her high school diploma.” That had been a shock. Mom has always seemed so prim and proper and very strict when it came to dating and boys. Although, thinking about it now, it kind of makes sense.

Kal is waiting for me to continue. “My grandmother is deeply religious, so you can imagine how that went down. Even worse was the fact that my father was the butler’s son and older by four years. They were disgusted. Abortion was out of the question, even though I know my mom would never have considered that, and they were opposed to her marrying my dad, even though he assured them he loved her and would stand by her. They doubted his ability to provide for her. Marriage to the help’s son was not what they had in mind when they’d enrolled her in an exclusive private school.”

“Your grandparents have money?” Surprise is evident in his tone.

“My grandparents are wealthy. Not in the same league as your family, but they built a very successful retail business from the ground up. They sold it ten years ago and made a fortune—apparently—not that Mom benefitted.”

“What happened after they found out she was pregnant?”

An anxious fluttering feeling takes up residence in my chest. I wish I hadn’t opened this particular line of conversation now. It’s far too close to the bone, and my nerves are stretched thin. “They told her they’d support her if she had the baby and gave it up for adoption. That was the only option they were comfortable with.”

“Obvs, your mom told them to stick it.”

My lips curve up involuntarily. “Nicely put,” I tease. “Yes, she told them she was marrying my dad and keeping the baby, so they threw her out and cut her off.”

“Harsh.”

“I don’t know how anyone can do that to their own flesh and blood. Even now, grandmother only let us move in upon certain conditions.” I shake my head sadly. “She acts as though she’s come from old money, and she’s obsessed with how the outside world perceives her and her family. She seems to have forgotten that she was dragged up, pitifully poor, and fought her way out of it. It’s as if she’s erased her past.”

“And you only found all this out after you moved in with them?” he asks. I nod, unwilling to elaborate on how exactly that came to be.

Rampant guilt runs riot inside me.

I’m telling him tomorrow.

I’ve been dead set on it all week.

I’m not chickening out this time.

Kal is going to know in the morning that he has a son.
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It takes about thirty minutes to get to the airboat rides place. We wait in line behind a young couple with two small children. A boy and a girl. Twins, if I had to guess. They look to be about five. “I’m very sorry, ma’am, but we’re fully booked,” the man behind the counter says. “You’ll have to wait until the next run in an hour. Though, the forecast isn’t good, and I can’t guarantee it’ll run to schedule.” The woman’s smile disappears as the little boy starts to cry. They move away from the counter, and Kal steps up.

We head outside where a private airboat waits for us. “How many can this boat accommodate,” I ask the driver.

“Up to six, ma’am.”

Kal’s smile is knowing as I pose my question. “Would it be okay if that family came with us?”

Hauling me into his arms, he kisses the top of my head. “Of course, babe. I was going to suggest it inside, but this is your day, and I had planned on going out alone.”

Glancing behind him, I see the little boy seated on a bench outside, crying his eyes out. His mother is crouched in front of him, offering soothing words. “I’ll go tell them if you fix things with the office.”

Ten minutes later and we are off. The little boy and girl, Cade and Camilla, are tucked between their parents, shrieking with glee as we take off through the murky waters. Water sprays us on both sides as we speed off.

After about ten minutes, the boat slows down, and the driver–slash–guide points out several interesting things in the swamp as we all keep beady eyes open for any sign of alligators. Our patience is rewarded, and a few minutes later, we happen across a female alligator and her two babies. Instinctively, I move closer to Kal, and his arm tightens around my waist with a low chuckle.

Momma alligator turns her stare directly on us as she slinks forward, edging unbelievably close to the boat. The driver assures us we are safe, but adrenaline is still pumping through my veins. We both take copious pictures with our cell phones. At this proximity, the magnificence of the animal can’t be mistaken. Its bulbous brown eyes observe us with a sharp intensity that sends shivers up my spine. Its maternal instincts are strong, the guide informs us as the first plop of rain lands on my forehead.

The driver reacts fast, turning the boat around and speeding away. More rain falls, coming down in heavy sheets, pelting my skin so hard it feels like a shower of stones bouncing off my arms. I bury my head in Kal’s shoulder as the heavens open up.

By the time we get back to the office, we are all completely soaked through. My hair is plastered across my face, and my clothes are stuck to my skin. Our feet squelch as we walk back to the car, laughing despite the unscheduled bath from Mother Nature.

“It’s crazy how humid it is even though the sky just emptied its guts,” Kal says from the dry, hot cabin of the truck.

“It’s always humid around here. Takes some getting used to.”

“I’m with ya, babe.” He tosses a pair of his sweats and a plain white shirt to me. “That’s all I’ve got, but at least they’re dry.

“Getting drenched twice in one day has got to be some kind of record,” I quip, squeezing water out of my hair.

We have to peel the clothes from each other’s bodies, which is fun. Of course, Kal can’t resist cracking a few smutty jokes, and when his hand makes a grab for my bare boob, I slap him away. Thank God for tinted windows. “Behave. We’re still in a public place.”

“No one can see,” he replies, making another grab for me.

“Kal.” I pin him with a serious look, and he returns it with a faux innocent one.

“What?” He raises his palms. “You can’t expect me to watch you stripping naked in my truck and not get turned on. You make me hard, baby.”

My eyes flit to the loose gym shorts he has on, noticing the discernible bulge. Heat swarms my body, and all my lady parts react enthusiastically. I lick my lips, and he growls. “Unless you intend on following through, you can’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?” I smile sweetly, as if I’m completely oblivious.

“Like you want to feast on my dick.”

I splutter. “Oh my God. You are such a guy.”

“Last time I checked.” He smirks, adjusting himself.

“Drive, Kal,” I command. “You are not defiling me in a truck
.”

“Can I defile you in a bed?” he retorts with a naughty glint in his eye. The engine hums as he thrusts the stick in gear.

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On how well the rest of our date goes.”

“Oh, yeah, baby. We are so
 getting it on.”

Because we stayed longer than planned in the theme park, we’ve had to forgo the trip to the Kennedy Space Station, but Kal promises he’ll bring me back. The stupid, idealistic, romantic side of my brain kicks in, visualizing a family trip with Hewson. My heart swoons at the thought, but I can’t afford to indulge such thoughts. He may wash his hands of me for good after I confess.

I can’t afford to dream.

Because it may just be another one shattered.
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Kal has checked us into a luxurious suite in a hotel in Gainesville for the night. I find a stunning strapless red dress with matching heels waiting for me in the room. Apparently, he’s got one more surprise up his sleeve.

After taking a long soak in the tub, and beautifying myself while he’s disappeared to God knows where, I get dressed and leave the room to find him.

I meet him down in the lobby, and he whistles low under his breath as I twirl for him. I’m not sure what the dress is made of, but the material is silky smooth against my skin, swishing gently around my thighs as I spin around.

“I knew that would suit you the minute I spotted it.” His lips graze my bare collarbone. He’s wearing a tux, and I’ve never seen him look so hot. His eyes are attentive and hypnotic as he slides a corsage on my wrist.

“What’s this?” I give him a puzzled look.

“You missed prom.” He cups my face, leaning in for a soft kiss. “So, I figured we’d do a prom makeover tonight.”

We step outside and I gasp at the stretch limo waiting for us. Once we are situated in the back, Kal pours me a glass of champagne, wrapping his arm around me as we toast. “Happy birthday–slash–prom, honeybun,” he purrs, clinking my glass.

“Thank you so much for today, Kal. I’ve had an amazing time.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad I got to do this with you.”

“Did you go to prom?”

He shakes his head. “Nope. Faye and Ky begged me to go with them, but I knew I wouldn’t enjoy it without you. Besides, we had sworn a vow.”

We had.

We’d agreed years previously that we would be each other’s prom date, although, I never expected him to follow through. Not once he started chasing after any female with a pulse. I assumed he’d ditch me for some sexy hottie who’d happily spread her legs for him. I’m flabbergasted that he didn’t attend. Kalvin Kennedy is one of Wellesley’s most notorious party boys.

He chuckles. “I fucking love that you’re surprised.”

“I am,” I readily admit, sipping the sweet, dry amber-colored liquid. “It’s not like you to miss a party.”

He stretches out his legs. “That was the old me. That person no longer exists.”

I know why, but I want to hear the words from his mouth.

“Tell me what happened after I left.”


Chapter Twenty-Three
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Lana

He waits until we’re seated at our table in the restaurant, having ordered, before telling me. Some of this I’ve heard third-hand from my attorney, but I need to hear this from him, even if I know it’s going to launch my guilt-o-meter into outer space.

“People believe what they want to believe, and I’ve made my fair share of enemies back home, so it’s not surprising that some people believed I was guilty.”

“I heard you were placed on house arrest.”

His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. “Yep. You know Ben Roberts? He called me a rapist in front of a bunch of people at a party and I lost it. Rearranged his face a bit. A few others jumped into the fray, and it turned into a massive fight. Myself, Faye, Ky, Brad, and Keaton all got arrested.”

“Crap.” I sink a little in my seat. Indirectly, this was my fault. “I can’t believe Faye was arrested. Surely, she wasn’t involved in the fight?”

“No, but there was other stuff going on with her that night. Dad showed up with Dan, and no charges were brought against any of us, but the D.A. insisted I was put on house arrest, and I had to wear one of those fucking anklet things.” His face contorts. “Not the happiest few weeks of my life.”

“I’m sor—”

“Babe,” he interjects, reaching across the table to take my hand. “It’s not your fault, and we’re not discussing it any more. Not if it’s adding to your guilt. It’s over and done with, and I survived to tell the tale.”

I flick my lip between my teeth.

“Honestly, babe, it ended up being a good thing. Dad hired a private tutor. She was a fucking ball buster, but I earned enough credits to skip senior year and graduate with my brother and cousin. If that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be here with you now.” He massages my hands with his thumbs. “Sometimes, things happen for a reason.”

That makes me feel a teeny bit better. “You have such a good heart, Stinky.”

“You should know.” His adoring eyes pierce straight through to my soul. “You own it.”

“I didn’t know you had such a romantic side,” I admit, swooning under the glare of his adoring expression.

“Babe, I’ve been nurturing it for years, just for you.” He gives me a cheeky wink, and I laugh, all traces of my recent stress subsiding.

“I’m a lucky girl.”

His face turns more serious. “We’re both lucky. Lucky to have found each other so young, and lucky that the mistakes we’ve made in the past haven’t risked our future.”

A bucket load of new stress dumps all over me.

“So.” He draws the word out. “The Story of Us
, huh?”

“I’d hoped you’d forgotten about that.”

“Not a chance in hell. Am I in it?”

I slant a knowing look at him. “What do you think?”

His grin turns smug. “Can I read it?”

“It’s chicken poop.”

He laughs. “You say that about every draft.”

“This time I mean it. I told you I haven’t had much time to work on it. When, or if
, I get it finished, and it’s in reasonable shape, I might
 consider showing it to you.”

“Might?” I blush, and he strains forward. “What?”

“There’s some stuff in it that you don’t know. Stuff you might get mad about.”

“Like what?”

I bite my lip. Why did I have to go there?


“Come on, babe. No secrets. Total honesty is how we roll now. You tell me something I don’t know, and I’ll tell you a secret too.”

I suck in a brave breath. “I kissed Kent.”

He blinks at me as if in a daze. “What?” he explodes a minute later, and a few disapproving heads turn in our direction.

“Shh,” I hiss. “I knew I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“You can’t tell me you kissed my brother and leave it at that.” His eyes burn.

“Technically, I’ve kissed all your brothers.”

“Kiss chasing as kids doesn’t count,” he snaps, “and, unless I’ve picked this up wrong, whatever happened with Kent is different.”

“I’m not telling you if you’re going to get grumpy.” I slouch in my seat, my happy mood flittering away. “It’s not like it meant anything.” It’s my own fault for raising such a stupid subject. I half-expected him to laugh.

He massages his temples. “You didn’t—”

“No, I didn’t sleep with him.” I fling my napkin down. “You know there’s only been you.” That seems to calm him down.

“Tell me.”

I sigh. He’s not going to let this drop. “It was a few months before you and I made our agreement. It was the night I saw you groping Luce Parker out on the deck of the cabin during one of your parties.” A bitter taste fills my mouth as another horrible memory returns.

His face pales. “I didn’t know you were there.”

Tension ties my shoulders into knots. “You had those parties most weeks, Kal. You think I didn’t sneak out and watch? I wish I hadn’t. I wish I could erase all the images of you with other girls from my mind.”

I look down at the table, tears pricking my eyes. He takes my hand. “I wish I could take it all back.”

Slowly, I lift my head. “Yeah, I can relate.” But resurrecting the stuff that filled my nightmares for years isn’t going to do either of us any good. I’m an idiot for steering the conversation in this direction.

“And what? Kent saw and he comforted you?” Kal guesses.

I nod. “He was only arriving to the party. I had fled in tears after I saw you with her, and I crashed straight into him. He saw I was upset, and he wanted to know why. I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t admit how much I felt for you. I was so mad and so upset, and I didn’t know what I was doing. All I knew was that I needed a distraction. Needed to kiss someone else. To try and erase you from my heart. So, I kissed him. I
 did it, not him.”

“But let me guess,” he snarls. “The horndog didn’t exactly push you away.”

“Actually, he did.” He quirks a brow. “He said he didn’t want to get in the middle of whatever was going on between us. Seems I didn’t need to say anything for him to understand. I told him it was pointless because every slut in town had already come between us.”

Kal winces.

“I told him if he didn’t want to kiss me I’d find someone else who would. He didn’t need much persuasion after that.” His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat, and by the look on his face, I can tell he’s very unhappy about this. “Does it help that I imagined he was you the whole time?”

“That only makes it worse.” His lips pull into a thin line. “I’m going to kill him when I get my hands on him.” His fists clench on top of the table.

“No, you’re not. It meant nothing to either of us. He was there for me when I needed him, but that was it. We made out for a while, and then I went home, and he went to the party. End of story.” And it’s not like Kal’s in any position to judge. “Now it’s your turn.” I lean back, folding my arms. He clears his throat, opening and closing his mouth successively. Alarm bells blare in my head. I lean forward. “Say it.”

His eyes penetrate mine. “Zoe kissed me.”

“What?!” I shriek, jumping up in my seat. The waiter approaches, and I hastily sit back down. Kal assures him we’re fine, and he eyes us both suspiciously before stepping away. “Zoe? Really? You just had to make a move on my best friend?”

Screw this shit.

Reaching across the table, he grabs my hands before I can pull away. “I did not make a move on her. She. Kissed. Me.”

“I’m going to fucking kill her!” I think back to all the times she criticized me over Kal. All the times she told me I was stupid and a fool. Called me crazy, obsessed. Was that all some scheme to get me away from him so she could have him for herself?
 “You think you know someone.” I shake my head. “I thought she was my friend.”

“To be fair, she was drunk, and I’m not entirely convinced she knew what she was doing.”

“Don’t defend her! She made a move on you, and that’s not cool. She knew exactly how I felt about you. It’s why you two were always snarking at each other, right?”

“I can’t speak for her, but I think she was embarrassed. I didn’t kiss her back, Lana. She pressed her mouth to mine, and once I got over the shock, I pulled away. I accused her of being a shitty friend to you, and, of course, she threw that right back at me.”

“I can’t believe it,” I murmur, hurt over my friend’s betrayal. “Why the hell did I even start this conversation?”

“Hey.” He rubs his thumb on the back of my hand in soothing circles. “We promised each other honesty, and it’s good that we both know. Now we can forget it.”

It’s not as easy as that, but I let it go, wanting to get this night back on track. Too many girls have ruined things between us, and I’m not going to let old history drive a wedge between us tonight. Not when this might be the last time I’m with him like this. “Fine. No more talk of the past.”

“I’m still going to kick Kent’s ass,” he murmurs, and I give him the evil eye.

He raises his palms. “Fine. Fine. Let’s move on.” He examines me for a second. “There is something I’m curious about. Why are you studying business, Lana. Why have you given up on your dream?”

Wow. What an awesome subject change. Barely less painful than the last topic. “It’s classified. If I tell you, I’d have to kill you,” I reply, hoping to deflect by throwing the same words back at him.

He leans back in his chair as our entrees are placed in front of us. “Why, Lana? I want to know why.”

I say the first thing that pops into my mind. To be fair, I’m pretty sure this is exactly how it would’ve gone down if I’d asked to study creative writing. “My grandparents are paying my college fees, and they didn’t support my dream. They wanted me to study something more practical, something that would help me find a job.” I shrug, attempting to downplay it so he’ll drop the subject before I tie myself up in more lies.

“That sucks butt,” he exclaims a little too loudly. A few older couples at the adjoining tables look over at us again, disdain etched across their faces. This place is as hoity-toity as you’ll find around these parts, and we’re obviously not acting appropriately.

“It’s not the end of the world. I can always pursue it later.”

He looks quietly contemplative, and we eat our entrees in silence.

After the waitress has removed our empty plates, he pins me with a grave look. “There’s still time to switch majors. If you want to follow your dream, I’ll pay your fees.”

My insides turn to mush, and I’m fighting tears. “You would do that for me?”

“Of course, I would. I love you, and I want you to be happy. I hate that you still doubt me so much. I’m determined to prove I’m serious. There’s nothing I won’t do for you. Nothing.”

“Kal.” I turn my head around so he can’t see the tears forming.

“Just promise me you’ll think about it?”

“Okay,” I whisper.
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Cozied up in front of the TV, snuggled into Kal, is one of my favorite pastimes. I’ve a multitude of memories of nights like this from our childhood. “Remember when I fell out of the tree house and broke my leg?” Kal asks, barreling through my reverie.

“Yeah. You were eleven.”

“I prayed to God every night to keep my leg broken,” he admits. I sit up, staring at him like he’s just grown an extra head. “You spent every second of every day with me and I loved it. We read and watched movies and talked, and you took such good care of me. I didn’t want it to end.”

“Oh. My. God. That’s why you threw yourself off the tree the week after the cast came off? You were trying to break your leg again?”

He laughs. “Yep. I was an idiot. Lucky Dad was there to catch me or I would have ended up back in the ER.”

I slap him hard across the chest.

“Ow. What was that for?”

“Your dad dismantled the tree house the next day. I loved that place. All that time, I thought your dad was so mean, but it was all your fault! Jerk!”

He laughs again. “You can’t help a guy for trying.”

I snuggle back into his chest, curling my legs up under me. I wonder how many of my other memories tell a different side to the story. I never imagined Kal shared the same feelings I did, and it makes me giddy with happiness. I sigh contentedly as I close my eyes, allowing his body heat to warm me. Even though I’ve had an amazing time on our date, this is the highlight of my day. I’ve always been more of a simple pleasures kind of girl. Which isn’t me saying I’m ungrateful for everything he did today. Today was magical, and I will remember it for the rest of my life, but I don’t need grand gestures from Kal.

I just need him.

“Are you ready for your present?” he whispers, pressing his delectable mouth to my forehead.

“No way, Kal. You’ve already given me so much!”

He gets up, returning with a large gift-wrapped box. “I haven’t given you nearly enough, but that’s a work in progress.”

“You are spoiling me.”

“You deserve it.”

I don’t. That’s not even debatable.

I set about opening my present, and it’s almost a shame to tear through the pretty wrapping like I do. When I pop off the lid, I gasp, then shriek, and then gasp some more. He laughs. “Take them out, read the inscription.”

My hands shake as I remove the entire Harry Potter collection with the original hardback first edition covers. There were only a limited number of these printed, and I know they must have cost a fortune.

I open the cover of the first book, and I almost faint on the spot. “Oh. My. God.” I stare up at him, awestruck. “Kal!” I whisper. “How did you …” I’m speechless as I reread the personal inscription J.K. Rowling has written to me. Me.


He shrugs, like it’s commonplace to give your girlfriend a rare collection of her favorite books that have been personally signed by one of the most famous authors on the planet. “Kennedy Apparel dressed her for a few prestigious events, and Mom had her contact on speed dial. Keaton snagged the number for me, and I gave her a call. I told her about you and what I was hoping to do, and she was only too happy to help.”

I fist my hand in his shirt, pulling him to me. Surprised, he stumbles a little. I grip his face, smashing my lips against his with urgent need. I plunder his mouth, using my lips and my tongue to feast on him. My heart is swollen with so much love. He is everything I’d hoped he would be, and more.

I can’t lose him. I just can’t.

He grips my hips, pulling me down on top of him. My thighs spread and I straddle him, grinding against the bulge in his pants.

He moans, and his lips leave mine, his hot mouth trailing a path up and down my neck.

I’m panting and writhing on top of him, awash with so many conflicting emotions.

All that I feel for him is breaking me apart.

Everything he has done for me has proven his love.

There is only one more thing he can do to prove he means it forever.

The irony of the timing isn’t lost on me.

“Have we arrived at the defiling part yet?” His mouth latches on to the throbbing pulse in my neck, sucking hard, and I whimper in ecstasy.

I want to rip our clothes off and lower myself on top of him. I want to feel him moving inside me. Feel his lips as they worship my body. Feel every thrust, every sensation, every part of him.

But I can’t be that selfish.

There can be no barriers between us when we breach that final step—corporal, invisible, or other.

So, I pour everything into my kiss, deliberately not answering him. Every hungry caress of my mouth is telling him how I feel. The unquenchable, infinite love beating in my heart for him. The gut-wrenching regret twisting my stomach into knots. The splintering guilt threatening to destroy me. Fear and hope battle against one another as I think of what my revelation is going to do to him.

All these emotions infuse every kiss, every caress, and I need him to feel it. To feel me. Right down to the very essence of who I am.

To understand how much of myself I’ve already given to him.

How much more I want to give.

To know how much I cherish the part of him I’ve already claimed.

To feel my undying, painful need for him.

A sharp pain jackknifes my insides, and I can’t stop the sob that rips from my mouth, so primitive and raw it could have come straight from my soul.

Loving him the way I do, it physically hurts.

And I can’t wait a minute more.

I have to tell him now.

“Baby?” Kal’s concerned tone only makes things worse. “What’s wrong?” Moving stealthily, he repositions us so I’m sitting on his lap on the couch. I can’t stop crying. “Did I hurt you?”

I hate that that’s his first instinct.

“No,” I sob. “I’m the one who’s hurt you.”

My sobs become uncontrollable, and my entire body shakes as I cling to him, knowing this could be the last time.

“I love you, Kal. I love you so Goddamned much. Never forget. Never.”

He palms my face, and worried eyes meet my tear-stained ones. “Lana. You’re scaring me. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I have somethi—”

I’m interrupted by the loud ringing of my cell phone. The shrill tone breaks through the emotional tornado surrounding me. I glance up at the clock. It’s after one a.m. Very few people have cause to call me, and a call at this time of night raises all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck. My sixth sense is blaring all kinds of alarms. “I need to get that.” I jump up, grabbing my cell and staring through blurry eyes at the screen. My internal warning system is on high alert, and a trickle of sweat glides down the gap between my breasts. “It’s my mom. I’ll, uh, just talk to her out here.” I race from the living area out into the bedroom and beyond to the en suite bath as I press the accept button. “What’s wrong?”

“Lana, you need to come quick!”

“Is Hewson all right?”

“I don’t want to worry you unnecessarily, but he’s not well. Not well at all. The doctor is en route. He has an extremely high temperature and a strange rash. I’m scared it’s meningitis.”

“Oh my God,” I shriek. My breathing is erratic, and my heart is pumping way too fast.

“I’m leaving now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I burst into tears the minute I hang up.

Kal is beside me in a heartbeat. “What’s happened, Lana?”

Our son is sick. He could have meningitis. We need to go to him.

I want to be able to say those words, but I how the hell can I? I can’t break the news to him like this!

“It’s my grandmother,” I lie. “She’s really sick. Mom has called the doctor, but she wants me to come home right now.”

I want to throat punch myself.

Either that or repeatedly bang my forehead against the wall.

I’m a disgusting excuse for a human being.

My son should have his father with him, and the reason he doesn’t is all because of me.

“Come on, I’ll drive you.” Kal ushers me out of the bathroom.

“I’ll take an Uber.”

“Don’t be fucking ridiculous, Lana! I’m bringing you and that’s that. I won’t come near the house if that’s what you’re worried about.”

I reluctantly nod. I don’t have time to argue with him. I change into jeans and a shirt, snatching my purse and my cell, leaving the rest of my stuff behind as we race out of the room.

Kal floors it and we make good time on the quiet, nighttime roads.

When we enter Earleton, my heart rate accelerates and blood pounds in my ears. My palms are clammy. Kal has kept a reassuring hand on my knee while he drives, but we haven’t spoken. He knows I’m upset and scared but he’s respecting my need for privacy. “Stop here.” I point at the end of the narrow, winding road that leads to the lake and my grandparents’ house. I can’t let him get any closer. I’ve promised myself that if the situation is grave, I will call him back, but, until I know what I’m dealing with, I’m not taking any chances.

I don’t want him to find out like this.

It’ll destroy him.

“I’ll drive you to the entrance.”

I vehemently shake my head. “You can’t. The road isn’t suitable for vehicles. I’ll make it on foot from here,” I lie.

He kills the engine and puts the truck in neutral. “I’ll walk with you.”

“No!” I yell, and he jumps a little.

“I’m not letting you walk out there on your own in the dark. It looks creepy as fucking hell,” he adds, his eyes narrowing as he surveys the woodland bordering the area.

I can scarcely breathe or think over the thrumming of blood in my ears. This can’t happen. “He has a shotgun!” I exclaim, facing him with panicked eyes. “My grandfather. He has a shotgun, and, he, ah, likes to hunt.”

“Okay?” Kal looks confused.

“He’ll shoot you!” I grip his arm. “I’m not allowed to date. Not even allowed to look at a boy,” I babble, desperately grasping at straws. “My grandmother is even stricter than Mom. If they see me approaching with you, they’ll freak. He’ll shoot you,” I repeat, curling my hand around the door handle. I lean over and kiss him quick. “Thanks for bringing me, but I need to go! I’ll text you later.”

I don’t give him time to raise other objections, jumping from the truck and sprinting away. Tears are cascading down my face. I reckon I’ve cried enough tears these last few weeks to fill my own damned lake. Pushing thoughts of Kal aside, I focus on my son, allowing my fear to propel my legs faster. When I reach the end of the road, rounding the bend toward our property, I skid to a halt. Mom’s car is emerging from the gate, the lights illuminating my form. She lowers the window. “We need to get to the hospital. Get in.” I open the back door, gasping at the sight of Hewson.

His hair is stuck to his forehead, and a heavy layer of sweat coats his entire face. His cheeks are flushed bright red, and he’s exercising his lungs like I’ve never heard before. Each high-pitched wail is like a dagger straight through the heart. I place my palm on his forehead, whimpering at how hot he is. “Shh, baby.” I caress his hot cheek. “It’s okay. I’m here. Mommy’s here now,” I say, climbing in the back seat alongside him.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Kalvin

Something is seriously up with Lana. I’ve never seen such blatant panic on her face. Before I could protest, she hightailed it out of the truck. My concern for her safety overrode any wrath I might incur which is why I gave chase.

Why I’m standing now under the shadow of a large oak tree reeling at what I’ve just seen. What I just heard.

“Shh, baby. It’s okay. I’m here. Mommy’s here now.”

I stumble backward, lose my footing, and crash to the ground. My head spins, and I’m shivering all over. My legs feel like Jell-O.

Lana has a baby.

A freaking real-live baby.

I didn’t see it, but I heard its pitiful cries.

Lana has a baby.

Baby.

Baby.

Baby.

I think that baby could be mine.

My stomach churns, and I lean over, hurling up the remnants of our expensive dinner. I puke repeatedly, until there’s nothing left to expel. Wiping my mouth with the sleeve of my shirt, I scramble to my feet. My legs are shaky as I stagger back along the uneven road in the dark. My mind is whirling at ninety miles an hour.

Is that my baby?

I keep asking myself different variations of the same question.

Is that baby mine?

A light bulb goes off in my head, and I slam to a halt, leaning against the nearest tree.

I know someone who knows.

Fissures of rage start building in my gut, tangling with the confusion and the shock as I pull myself up into the truck. Thrusting the truck in gear, I whirl around, wheels spinning, smoky dust clouds billowing, and head for the airport.
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The plane touches down in Logan International Airport shortly after 9 a.m. Sunday morning. I didn’t sleep a wink on the flight. My mind is contemplating all kinds of thoughts. But it all comes down to one thing: Lana has a baby and she never told me.

Why?


Because it’s mine and she wants to hide it from me? Or she was too afraid to tell me because she knows keeping something like this a secret is unforgivable?
 There’s another alternative, but it’s too upsetting to even consider—that she lied about not sleeping with anyone else and the baby is some other dude’s.

Certain things click into place now—how she spends every weekend at home and the regular, nightly calls to her mother—it’s because of the baby.

If I’m right, and the baby is mine, it goes some way toward explaining her reticence this past week and her mini breakdown in my arms last night.

I think she was on the verge of telling me.

At least I hope she was.

I drag my weary ass off the plane and head outside to catch a cab. I bought new clothes in Orlando International Airport, ditching my rain-sodden puke-stained previous ones. I rinsed out my mouth and cleaned my teeth. Had a couple of stiff whiskeys in the VIP lounge, but even that hasn’t stopped the constant shaking of my hands. I think my body’s in as much shock as my mind.

Anger flows through my veins the nearer the cab gets to Harvard. Faye and Ky don’t share living space—he shares an apartment with his friend Brad, and she’s in one of the campus dorms—so I send a text to Kyler asking where he is. Most college students are still snoring in bed, but my brother is a creature of habit, and he’s fanatic about his early morning workouts, so, I’m not surprised to receive an immediate reply.

Ky: My place.

Me: Is Faye with u

Ky: Seriously, asshole?

Me: Don’t go anywhere

Ky: ??????

Ky: Kal?

My cell rings but I terminate Ky’s call. What I’ve come to say needs to be said face to face.

My fist pounds on his apartment door fifteen minutes later. It swings open and my brother stares at me for a second, silently stepping aside to let me in. He’s wearing jeans that are unbuttoned at the top, hanging slightly off his hips. His chest and feet are bare, his hair damp from a shower.

“You look like shit,” he says.

“Where’s Faye?” My eyes dart around the room.

“I’m here.” She yawns as she steps into the living room, rubbing sleepy eyes. Her hair is all messed up, and she’s still in her pajamas. Her nipples are poking out through the thin fabric of her top. “Kal!” My cousin’s face lights up at the sight of me.

“Babe,” Ky says, groaning unhappily. “Please put some clothes on.” She rolls her eyes, taking a step back.

“No!” I stalk toward her, gripping her elbow as I eyeball her. “Did you know? Have you known all this time and you’ve kept it from me? Is that really why you didn’t tell me about her?” My voice is getting louder and louder as anger ignites a flame inside me.

“I don’t understand, Kal. What do you mean? What’s going on?” Her expression is a mixture of confusion and anxiety.

My grip tightens involuntarily, and I narrow my eyes at her. “Don’t treat me like I’m a fucking idiot!” I roar as explosive emotion emits in a dangerous volley. “I didn’t come all this way so you could continue to fuck with me! I can’t believe you kept something like this from me! Just tell me, Goddammit. I have a right to know!”

I’m ripped off her with force, stumbling as I’m pushed aside. “Get your fucking hands off her, and stop shouting.” Ky glares at me as he steps in front of his girlfriend, shielding her with his body. “What the hell, bro? You need to calm the fuck down.”

I lean forward, placing my palms on my knees. My heart beats furiously in my chest. I’m panting as my breath hitches painfully in my throat. A mad fluttery sensation has invaded my chest, and a heavy pressure weighs me down, like invisible hands are pushing and constricting my chest cavity. I suck air in and out in fast, exaggerated spurts, and it feels like I’m having a coronary. Or what I imagine one feels like. Black spots distort my vision, and I sway a little, reaching an arm out to balance myself. “Fuck.”

Faye darts out from behind her protector, planting herself in front of me. “This is something to do with Lana?” she guesses. Tentatively, she takes my hands in hers, helping me straighten up. “Breathe, Kal. In and out. Nice and slow.”

I do as she says, drawing in big gulps of air and willing my heart rate to slow the fuck down.

She rubs my back. “That’s it. Take your time.” Her head whips up, and she shares a concerned look with my older brother. “Can you fix him something to drink?” she asks, and he steps away.

She steers me over to the couch, gently pushing me down. Then she flops down beside me, wrapping her arms around my waist. It feels like her arms are the only things holding me together. I’m shaking all over.

Ky returns, resting his butt on the edge of the coffee table. He hands me a steaming hot mug. I wrap my hands around it as if on autopilot, but it does nothing to ward off the chills or the shaking that is racking my body from head to toe. I can’t stop trembling.

They exchange another worried expression.

Liquid spills out of the cup onto the hardwood floor as it rattles in my hand. Ky takes it from me, placing it on the table beside him. “Kal, you’re scaring the shit out of me. Please tell us what’s happened. Is Lana okay?”

“She … she …” My mouth tastes like sandpaper, and that nauseating feeling is back. I rest my head in my hands. Get a fucking grip, man!


Faye presses a kiss to my cheek. “We’ve got you. We’re here for you,” she says quietly. “Let us help.”

Drawing a deep breath, I lift my head and stare at my brother. “Lana has a baby.” His eyes startle, and Faye gasps.

“What?” The note of shock in her high-pitched tone tells me this is the first time she’s hearing this.

“You didn’t know.”

“No! She never mentioned a baby. She …” She clamps a hand over her mouth as she figures it out. Her eyes are out on stalks.

“It’s yours?” Ky asks, his shell-shocked expression meeting my hazy gaze. “Lana had your baby?”

“I don’t know. I think so but … I don’t know.”

Understanding dawns. “She doesn’t know you know,” he surmises.

I nod and then proceed to tell them everything that went down. Faye never leaves my side, rubbing my back in soothing gestures as I speak. Ky has a mask of indifference on his face as he listens intently to every word, but I know better than to believe it. My brother is an expert in disguising his true emotions, and he has always put others before himself.

We are all mute for a few minutes after I finish up, digesting everything.

“It’s got to be yours,” Faye says, cleaving a line through the invisible tension in the air. “I know it’s been almost a year since you’ve seen her but that stacks up,” she muses out loud.

I think back to that time we slept together, doing some calculations of my own. “Then she would’ve been pregnant during the trial, and she wasn’t.” I gulp. “It isn’t mine.” A strange emotion washes over me—one I can’t decipher.

“She must’ve gotten pregnant soon after the trial ended,” Ky deduces, his shoulders visibly relaxing.

“I hate to say this,” Faye interjects in a strong Irish accent. Her lyrical Irish brogue is most pronounced during times of high stress. “But it needs to be said. If Lana has a baby, I’m one hundred percent certain it’s yours,” she tells me. “Lana loves you, Kal, and she hated herself for what she did. There’s no way she went out after that trial, met some random bloke, and got herself knocked up. No fucking way.” She turns my face to hers. “When did you sleep with her?”

I reply automatically. I haven’t forgotten one detail about that night. “August sixteenth.”

We’re all quietly computing in our heads.

“You didn’t actually see the baby, you only heard it, right?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I croak, trying to speak over the block of raw emotion in my throat. I’m no expert, but the baby didn’t sound right, and Lana was frantic, and although I’m screwed up over this entire situation, I’m also worried that the baby is sick. If it’s mine and he or she is sick…

Faye nods her head repeatedly, and I try to refocus on the conversation. “Think back to the trial, Kal. Remember how she looked. She was pale, and she looked unwell. She was wearing an ill-fitting, loose skirt suit. She was
 pregnant. I’d bet money on it.”

We let that statement hover in the air. My eyes jump between my brother and my cousin.

“We can sit here speculating all day,” Ky says, “or you can get your ass back on that plane and go and talk to her.”

I stare off into space. My head is cluttered, and I can’t think straight. “What if it’s mine?”

Ky and Faye share some wordless communication. She subtly shakes her head at him. Leaning forward, he places his hands on my knees. “If it’s yours, Lana has a lot of explaining to do.”
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I crash for a few hours, managing to get a bit of shut-eye. When I saunter into the kitchen, the most delicious smells infuse the air, and my stomach growls. I haven’t eaten a thing all day, and now I’m ravenous. At least this fucked-up situation isn’t messing with my appetite.

Faye turns around, approaching me with her arms out. I’m pulled into her hug whether I like it or not. “Did you manage to sleep?” She holds me at arm’s length, scrutinizing my face.

“Yeah. I conked the minute my head hit the pillow.”

She chuckles, releasing me to return to the stove. “Some things never change.” She removes a dish from the oven.

“I didn’t sleep at all last night,” I admit, leaning over to inhale the delicious smells of lasagna. My mouth waters in anticipation. “You made my favorite.”

“Yes. And I’ve garlic bread and tiramisu too.”

I rest my chin on her shoulder. “You’re spoiling me.”

She spins around, and there’s a heartfelt expression on her face. “I’m caring for you the best way I know how.”

“Thank you.” I’m embarrassed when my eyes grow moist. God, I’m a complete mess.

She takes my hand. “It’s going to be okay. No matter what, things will work out.”

“I’m not sure I share your optimism.”

“You need to give her a chance to explain.”

Further conversation is interrupted at the sound of voices in the hallway. Then Brad strolls into the kitchen, wearing a couple of days’ worth of stubble on his chin. His clothes are disheveled, his hair is sticking up in all directions, and he smells like a brewery. His cautious expression transforms into a smile when he sees me. He slaps me on the back. “Bro. I didn’t know you were visiting.”

“It was a spur of the moment thing.” I shove my hands in my jeans.

“Kal just discovered Lana has a baby,” Ky says from behind him. I’m not mad he’s admitted that. Brad has spent so much time in our house, I consider him my pseudo brother. “We think it’s his.”

“Da fuck?” Brad glances over his shoulder at Ky. “Are you fucking with me?”

Ky slides his arm around Faye’s waist from behind. “Nope.” He presses a kiss to the top of her head. “We’re trying to decide what to do.” Faye reaches an arm around, clasping the back of his neck as she angles her head to kiss him.

A pang of jealousy slaps me in the face, and Brad looks like someone just throat punched him. Guess I’m not the only envious one, except the emotion is coming from different places. “I don’t know what to say,” he tells me.

I shrug. “That makes two of us. I can’t wrap my head around this.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Fucked if I know.”
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I have a full belly when I say my goodbyes to my cousin and Brad a couple hours later. Brad has football practice, and Faye has to finish an assignment that’s due in the morning, so Ky is driving me to the airport on his own.

“How are the living arrangements working out?” I ask.

He sighs. “It’s up and down, man.” He glances quickly at me. “When it’s just him and me, things are okay, but when Faye is over, it’s another matter entirely. Brad either disappears or goes all moody.”

“He looked rough.”

Ky sighs again, switching lanes to take the next exit. “No one can accuse Brad of not throwing himself into the college lifestyle. It’s like he’s on a mission to win the title of ‘most laid’ on campus. He’s going through pussy like no one’s business. At least three times a week, I find some half-naked chick sneaking out of his room.”

“He’s trying to bang Faye out of his system,” I suggest.

Ky curses, and the SUV swerves. “Do you have to be so fucking insensitive?!”

I rub the back of my neck. “Sorry, just being honest. As someone who once screwed around in an effort to forget the only girl who mattered, I think I know where he’s coming from.”

“This is different,” Ky snaps, and I’m instantly guilty.

“I know it is. I’m sorry. I still think you and Faye should’ve moved in together. I can’t see how this is going to work out.”

He turns off for the airport. “I agree, but she wanted the full college experience. She wanted to live in the dorms and have a roommate, and I didn’t want her missing out on that. I also know how much guilt she’s harboring over coming between me and Brad, and I think she thought this’d be good for us.”

“But it’s not.”

He shakes his head. “It’s not. The tension is growing by the day, and shit’s going to hit the fan any day now.”

“Maybe it needs to happen for all of you to move on.”

“Perhaps.”

Ky parks the car and gets out, coming with me to the departures area.

They call my flight, and I get up. Ky stands, pulling me into a hug. “Call me after you talk to her.”

“I will,” I promise, shucking out of his embrace.

Ky plants his hands on my shoulders. “I mean it, bro. You’re not on your own with this. Faye and I will support you, no matter what.”

“I appreciate that. A lot.”

“We’ll hop on a plane anytime you need us. Just say the word.”

“Thanks, man. And you promise you won’t say anything to the others. Not yet. Not until I know for sure.”

“Of course not. We’ll figure this out together.”

I get back on the plane, feeling slightly less alone than I did on the outbound journey.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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Lana

It’s Sunday night, and I’ve decided to skip classes on Monday so I can stay home with Hewson for a little while longer. Thankfully, it wasn’t meningitis—just a very bad throat infection. But I’ll never forget the horrific terror I felt as we drove toward the hospital with my son burning up beside me, crying his little heart out. If anything had happened to him, I would’ve lost my mind.

The hospital admitted him for a few hours to run tests, and I’d been frantic with worry. I actually burst out crying when they told me he was going to be fine. The sheer relief I felt almost took the legs out from under me. They gave him an intravenous injection of antibiotics and sent us home with instructions to give him plenty of fluids and pain medication. I moved my bed into his room, and I haven’t left his side since.

Huge guilt chips away at me. I should’ve been here with him. Instead, I was out having fun while my baby was gravely ill. Not only that, if it had been something serious, his father wouldn’t have even known, and that’s not something I can live with anymore.

I told Mom this morning that I’m telling Kal the truth. She was furious I’ve concealed the fact he’s at UF, and we had the mother of all fights. Now, she’s refusing to speak to me.

Hewson is sleeping soundly, and I press a soft kiss to his forehead before stepping out onto the adjoining veranda. I sit down on the loveseat, staring out into the dark, still night air. I check my phone again. I’d texted Kal this morning to let him know everything was okay, but I haven’t heard a peep from him all day. He must be mad that I ran off on him like that. I send him another quick text, letting him know I won’t be returning until tomorrow night. I don’t want him hanging around outside my dorm waiting for me unnecessarily.

I kick off my shoes and pull my feet up under me, tugging the blanket over my lower body. It’s starting to get a lot colder at night. I lean back and call my dad. He answers on the third ring.

“Hi, honey. It’s good to hear from you.”

“You too, Dad.” And it is. His strong, calm, self-assured voice has always had the power to soothe me. I can’t ever remember a time when he’s raised his voice at me or my mother. He reminds me of a gentle giant. Tall, strong, and protective with the heart of a big cuddly bear.

My mother chose well.

“What’s wrong?”

“How do you know something’s wrong?”

“I know every inflection of your voice, Lana. I know when something is bothering you. Is Hewson okay because your mother said it wasn’t meningitis.”

I sit bolt upright. “You talked to Mom?”

He exhales deeply. “Sweetheart, your mother and I are still very much together. We talk every day.”

I swing my legs around, planting them flat on the hardwood floor. “What the what?”

My grandmother agreed to take us in on a few conditions. One of which was that my mother walked away from her marriage. It seems the years haven’t endeared her to my father. I’ve been crippled with remorse and guilt at the thought I’d been indirectly responsible for breaking my parents up.

It seems that emotion was misplaced.

“Don’t be mad, honey. We didn’t tell you because we didn’t want you to have to lie to your grandparents. You didn’t need the additional burden.”

“Let me get this straight. You and Mom haven’t split up?”

“No. We did what we needed to do for you. So you and Hewson would be well cared for, and you could plan your future.”

I’m speechless. My parents never cease to amaze me. A few months ago, I would’ve told you I couldn’t imagine how they could continue to put my needs before their own, especially after I disappointed them. However, now I’m a mom myself, I understand it. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t sacrifice for Hewson. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything, honey. I hate being away from your mother, from you, but this is only temporary until you graduate and get a job. Then we can be together again.”

“I’ve felt so guilty,” I admit. “I thought I’d split you up.”

“I’m sorry, Lana. Perhaps we made the wrong decision not telling you. I didn’t consider you might feel like that.”

“I love you, Dad, and I miss you so much.”

“Me too, sweetheart.”

Now, I feel terrible for arguing with Mom earlier. “Dad? Can I ask you something?”

“You can ask me anything, pumpkin.”

I tell him about Kal turning up in UF in the hopes of finding me and how I’ve struggled with the secret I’m keeping from him. He doesn’t say a word. Just listens as I explain everything. “I want to tell him, Dad. He has a right to know he has a son. I was wrong to keep this from him.”

“No, Lana. We
 were wrong. You’ve always wanted to tell him, and we should’ve respected your wishes, but we were worried.”

“That his mom would take the baby, I know.”

“Not about that. At least, not on my side. This is the one thing your mother and I disagree on. Alexandra Kennedy is a lot of things, but she would never deprive a mother of her son. You don’t remember this because you were too young, but that lady sacrificed a lot so she could build her fashion business and provide a comfortable life for her family. I remember her tears every Sunday night when she left on a business trip. It broke her heart to be away from those boys. That’s why I’m sure she’d never do that to you.”

I’m quiet as I mull over what he’s said. “Why then, Dad? Why strong arm me into keeping this a secret from him?”

“I can only speak for myself. You’ll need to ask your mother, but I was trying to protect you. From him. You think I didn’t know how much my little girl was in love with that boy? I’ve stood by for years and watched you pine after him. Watched him struggle with his emotions, hurting you in the process. I can’t bear to watch it again. I’m worried Kalvin isn’t mature enough to deal with this, Lana, and I fear you’re going to get hurt again. I wanted to spare you that.”

A slicing pain stabs me clear through the heart. Is he right? Will Kal crumble when he finds out?
 “Irrespective of how he reacts, he still needs to know.”

“I agree,” Dad says.

“You do?” After his last statement, I’m surprised.

“Yes. And I also believe you’re strong enough to handle this. I’m hoping he proves me wrong. I know he has feelings for you, Lana. I just don’t know if they’re strong enough to be who you need him to be.”

“He came after me, Dad, and he’s different. He’s changed. He’s grown up.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Lana, and I’m hoping it works out for you, but you’ve got to be realistic. Don’t set yourself up for a fall. That little baby needs you. If Kalvin can’t man up and support you and his son, then you are better off without him anyway.”
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I check in on Hewson again before hunting Mom down. He’s still fast asleep with the covers kicked off.

Mom is sitting on the balcony outside her bedroom, drinking a glass of wine. “Mom? Can we talk?”

“Of course, sweetheart.” She pats the space beside her. “Come join me.” I sit down on the wicker couch alongside her. “Would you like a glass of wine?”

I almost fall onto the floor. “What?” I splutter.

A small smile plays over her lips. “I think we might need it for this conversation. If you’re old enough to be a mother, you’re old enough to have a glass of wine.”

“Okay.”

She pours the wine, handing the glass to me. “I’m sorry for what I said this morning,” she admits, speaking first. “All my life I’ve tried to do the right thing by you, but you’re an adult now. A mother. I’ve got to let you make your own decisions.”

“Dad told me. About you two.” I take her hand in my free one. “I’m so glad. I hated the thought that I’d split you up.”

She squeezes my hand. “I love your father too much to give him up just because my tyrant of a mother demanded it.”

“Why, Mom? Why did we do this? Why did we come here?” I mean, I know why, but all the reasons that seemed logical last Christmas aren’t so plausible now. “I could have waited another year and then applied for a scholarship. We could be with Dad now.”

“Trying to raise a baby on a scholarship is a hardship I didn’t want for you, Lana. It’s difficult enough as it is. And I know how much it’s hurting you to be away from Hewson during the week, but I also know how smart, hardworking, and talented you are, and I know you’ll get that degree in next to no time. I want you to have options, honey. Options I didn’t have.”

“Do you regret it? The choices you made.”

She puts her glass down, before doing the same with mine. She clasps both my hands in hers. “Never. I don’t ever regret having you or loving your father. Your father has been my whole life, and I will be by his side until I no longer exist. I’ve been blessed with the love of a good man. Blessed with an amazing daughter.”

“But?” I ask, because I sense one coming.

“But I regret that I left myself with limited options. Do you think I wanted to wait hand and foot on the Kennedys? I’m better than that, but I never got to go to college, so I had to take whatever opportunities I could. And, to be fair, we were lucky they took a chance on us and gave us somewhere nice to live. It wasn’t all bad, but I regret not doing more with my life.”

“I can’t believe your parents have all this money and they denounced you in such a horrible manner.”

“You’ve seen for yourself what my parents are like. Daddy, God bless him, isn’t a bad man. He has a good heart, but she bullies him. He has lost control of his own mind. He has no opinion. No say. No power. My mother was always a cold, calculating woman. I often wonder if I was a mistake, if my mother hadn’t intended on having children at all. Growing up, she threw herself into the business. I was raised by a succession of nannies and household staff. Mother paraded me about when it suited her. She sent me to the best school, and I would’ve gone to an Ivy League college if I hadn’t gotten pregnant. She wanted me to mix in the right circles. To marry into old money. She was disgusted when I fell for the butler’s son. I will never forget the look on her face when I told her I was pregnant with his baby.”

A tear slides down her cheek. “She slapped me. Imagine if I’d slapped you when you told me you were pregnant.”

I lean over and hug her. While my parents were shocked and upset when I told them I was pregnant, and we had a difference of opinion on how to deal with it, they have never been cruel or unkind. Instead, they have been supportive and self-sacrificing. I’m only just beginning to understand how very difficult it was for my mother to come back here.

“Mom, do you genuinely believe Kal’s mom would take Hewson?”

She shrugs. “I don’t honestly know. I hope not, but she likes to be in control too.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Mom,” I say softly, “but it’s possible you’re projecting feelings of your own mother onto her. Alexandra isn’t Grandmother. Yes, they are both snobs and workaholics, but the key difference is that Alex would do anything for her children. She wouldn’t abandon them like your mother did you.”

She says nothing, but I see the enhanced rise and fall of her chest, and I know I’ve struck a chord. I don’t want to upset her, but, the more I think about it, the more my father’s point of view makes sense. Not that I’m letting that cloud my judgment either way. I’m telling Kal even if his mother tries to gain custody. That’s a battle for another day.

“I don’t want to stay here any longer.” She opens her mouth, but I shake my head, stalling her objections. “I’m telling Kal because he deserves to know. I’m not sure how he’s going to react. I think he’ll probably hate me, but I can live with that once he does right by his son.” I’ve given a lot of thought to this in the last few hours. “Hewson is the only priority in all this. At the very least, he will provide for him financially. I know what you think of Kal, Mom, and I’m not going to deny that some of that is true, but it’s only part of who he is. He cares for me, and he has a good heart. He’ll do the right thing.”

A throat clears behind us. “Excuse me, ma’am. Miss.” The butler bows at both of us. It’s ridiculous and archaic and it makes me hugely uncomfortable but the tyrant insists. “I apologize for interrupting, but there is a young man at the front gate asking to be let in. He refuses to leave until he speaks to Miss Lana.”

My stomach plummets to my toes, and I think I’m going to be sick.

“Is his name Kalvin Kennedy?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

“It is, Miss Lana.”

I stand up, holding my spine straight. “Please let him in, Jerome. I’ll talk to him.”


Chapter Twenty-Six
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Kalvin

I came straight to Lana’s grandparents’ house from the airport, having already showered and changed clothes before I left Harvard. As I stand outside the vast, ornate mahogany doors, my nerves are stretched to breaking point. My heart is racing like it’s doing a few laps around a Formula One track. I wipe sweaty palms down the front of my jeans as the door creaks open.

Lana stands before me, dressed in a pair of cut-off denim shorts and a long-sleeved tight-fitting top with a pink-and-purple-butterfly pattern. Her legs and feet are bare, and her hair is pulled back in a ponytail. There isn’t a lick of makeup on her face. She looks so young, so beautiful. Exactly how I always picture her in my memories.

Silently, she steps aside to let me in, but I’m rooted to the spot. Unable to move. I stare at her, noting the steely determination in her expression. Various emotions are etched across her face. She’s not hiding. Not anymore. My heart is thrashing against my ribcage as we continue looking at one another. Her gaze coasts over my face with concern. My eyes penetrate hers, seeking the answer I already know.

“Is the baby mine?”

“Yes.” Her voice is firm, confident. “We have a son, Kal.”

My heart careers around my chest cavity, screaming, rejoicing, panicking. I stumble, reaching out and gripping the edge of the doorframe to steady myself.

Oh fuck. Fuck. It’s true.

I have a son.

I’m a dad.

I cling to the doorframe, digging my fingers in. My heart rate is elevated, my breathing exaggerated. I’m struggling to keep myself upright.

The acknowledgment hits me harder than I imagined. I’m feeling so much.

Too much.

A strangled sound flies out of my mouth.

She moves toward me, but I raise my hand, holding her back. “Is he … is he okay?” I haven’t forgotten the frantic cries I heard last night or Lana’s blatant fear. “Is he sick?”

She nods, not looking too surprised, and it’s obvious she realizes how I’ve figured this out. My anxiety elevates a few notches. “Not seriously,” she rushes to add. “Mom thought it might’ve been meningitis, so we brought Hewson to the hospital, but he’s fine. He has a bad throat infection, and he’s been really sick, but he’s doing better the last couple hours.”

“That’s … that’s good.” I barely recognize my own voice.

“Would you like to see him? He’s sleeping but you can peek in.” Expectant eyes meet mine, and I swear she’s holding her breath for my response.

My heart rate accelerates again. “I … yes. I’d like to see him.” Oh fuck.

“Come in.” She gestures with a swish of her hand, and I step into the marble-tiled entranceway. A sweeping mahogany balustrade frames a long staircase on our left. Broad corridors extend in three different directions off the main lobby. A massive old-fashioned crystal chandelier hangs overhead. “Hewson’s room is this way.” She points at the stairs. “Follow me.”

I walk after her like a zombie whose every move is instinctual rather than contrived. “Hewson?” I ask when we’re halfway up the stairs, as the name registers in my foggy brain. “You called him Hewson after Bono?” Bono’s real name is Paul Hewson, a fact Lana is well aware of having listened to me obsess nonstop over my favorite band for years.

“Yes.” She stops at the top of the stairs, turning to offer me a shy smile. “I wanted him to have something of his father, so I named him Hewson Kalvin.”

I can’t believe we’re having an almost normal conversation. I’ll add it to the list of surreal moments over the last twenty-four hours.

“What’s his last name?”

Her smile fades. “Williams,” she whispers, and I wonder if that was one of her grandmother’s conditions.

I don’t like it. Don’t like it one bit, but I say nothing, locking it away in a mental cubbyhole along with a million other things we need to discuss.

I trail after her, looking around anxiously. The hallway is dimly lit and painted in a drab green color. I’m half-expecting her grandfather to jump out with a loaded shotgun. “Eh, Lana?” I whisper, scrubbing a hand over my prickly jaw. “Your grandfather doesn’t really have a shotgun, does he?”

She attempts to stifle a giggle.

Surreal moment number 497.

“No. I made that up,” she admits sheepishly, “and they aren’t here, anyway. My grandparents have gone to their cabin in Aspen until Tuesday.” She nibbles on her lower lip. “I’m sorry, Kal. More than you can realize,” she whispers. Her words bounce off me, falling meaninglessly to the floor.

Sorry is far too easy a word for her to say. Sorry cannot even begin to compensate for how she’s treated me this time.

My eyes narrow at her, as anger competes with trepidation for prime position. Her hand stalls on the door handle. “This is his room. You need to be super quiet so you don’t wake him. He had a difficult time last night, and he needs to catch up on his sleep.”

I nod curtly. Does she think I’m an imbecile?


Her hand goes to my elbow, and I jerk away without conscious thought. Hurt flares in her eyes. “We have a lot to talk about. Can you stick around for a while so I can explain? Please.”

I jerk my head in agreement. As if I have any intention of leaving without some answers.

As she opens the door slowly and carefully, time seems to stand still. Blood rushes to my head, making me lightheaded. I quietly crack my knuckles as I step into the room. The room is large with a vaulted ceiling and two wide windows, curtained with heavy ornate drapes. A small glow emits from the tableside lamp in the corner of the room. My eyes hone in on the wooden crib in the middle of the room. I stop breathing as I detect the little bundle atop the mattress. A single cot, with an unmade comforter, is pulled alongside the crib. Lana must have been sleeping in here beside him. I watch her for a moment, bent over the crib, staring at our son with a look of joy and adoration on her face. My spout of anger splutters and dies as I watch her watching the baby with unbridled love and pride, not even realizing I’ve stopped moving. I’m rooted to the spot again, drenched in emotion. My heart does a funny jump.

She lifts her head, smiling expansively, waving me forward.

My sneakers don’t make a sound on the plush carpet as I take another step. Then another. With every inch I move, my heart swells in my chest. My breath is oozing out in exaggerated, heavy spurts. She meets me halfway, taking my hand confidently in hers and urging me forward. I cling to her arm, more terrified and elated than I’ve ever been in my life.

And then I see him.

This small, perfectly formed little human.

This little part of me and Lana.

He’s lying on his side, with his thumb in his mouth. I clamp a hand over my mouth as the most powerful burst of emotion hits me full on. My hand shakes as I look over my son for the first time. A light sheen of sweat dots his brow. His hair is thick and dark like mine. Tiny curls adhere to his sticky brow. His little chest rises and falls, his feet tangled in a white blanket. A serene sort of reverence washes over me as I stare at him in amazement.

Naked emotion brims in my chest, and I can’t stop the tears from flowing. I’m clinging to Lana’s side like I’ll fall over without her. I feel her eyes on me, but I can’t tear my gaze from our son.

I don’t know how long we stand there, holding each other and staring at our baby boy. Silent tears continue to glide down my face, and when I glance at Lana, I notice she’s crying too. There is a lot still to be said. A crap ton of explanation necessary, and I’m not entirely sure how I feel about Lana now, but, in this moment, all I want is to hug the shit out of her.

So, I do.

I reel her into my arms, hugging her tightly as I continue to gaze, awestruck, at my son asleep in his crib. “He’s perfect,” I whisper.

She nods, smiling through her tears. “He is, Kal. He really is.”

After a while, she eases back, looking up at me with sad determination. “We should talk,” she mouths.

I nod, watching as she bends over the crib, planting a delicate kiss on his brow. She looks inquisitively at me, and I step beside her, blood thrumming wildly through my veins. I lean in slowly, memorizing every second. My lips press gently against his brow, and his skin is warm but so soft under my touch. His breath trickles out of his mouth, and a delicate, fresh, clean fragrance lingers over him. I hover over his face for a minute, enchanted by the smell and feel of him.

Lana curls her fingers around my arm, and we tiptoe out of the room like thieves in the night. I startle in the corridor when I spy Greta waiting for us. She nods before walking away.

We follow her into a large, formal living space. Greta sits down on a stiff-looking couch in front of an open marble fireplace. I sit down on the couch across from her, and Lana perches on the edge beside me. “Hello, Kalvin.”

“Hello, Mrs. Taylor.” When she worked for my parents, we used to call her Greta, but things are different now.

“I only have a few things to say, and then I’ll leave you and Lana to talk in private.” She folds her hands primly on her lap. “You should know Lana wanted to tell you when she first found out she was pregnant. John and I are responsible for the fact she didn’t. We see now that it was wrong, but we thought it was the best way of protecting her after everything that’d happened.”

My jaw locks tight, but I borrow from my brother’s repertoire, schooling my features into a neutral line. “I can’t pretend to imagine what you must be feeling, and I’m sure this has come as a huge shock, but all I ask is that you treat my daughter with the respect she deserves. She has done a wonderful job with that little boy, but there is no need for her to do that alone anymore. Whether you two are together or not isn’t a factor. You are both his parents, and, as such, the responsibility should be shared. All we ask is that you do right by Lana and Hewson.”

I nod in agreement, because I don’t trust myself to speak. She can’t expect me to have any clue what to do when I’ve just been hit with this news, but I don’t want to waste time arguing with Greta.

I need answers from Lana.

“Okay.” She rises, moving over to Lana and pulling her into a gentle hug. “I’m going to bed, but wake me up if you need anything.”

“It’s okay, Mom. You get some sleep.” She points to a small white unit on the coffee table. “I have the baby monitor, and I’ll watch Hewson. I want to feed him his bottle tonight.” She kisses her on the cheek.

“Goodnight, Kalvin.” She gives me a small smile before exiting the room.

Lana moves to the couch her mom just vacated, sitting down across from me. She clears her throat. “I’m sorry you found out like this, but, I swear I was going to tell you. I tried a few times, but I kept chickening out.”

“You should’ve told me the minute we met on campus.” I lean forward, placing my palms on my knees. “That’s why you ran, isn’t it?” She nods. “If I hadn’t shown up here, were you ever going to tell me?”

“Yes.” She holds my eyes, and I see the stark truth in her gaze. “What Mom said is true. I wanted to tell you when I discovered I was pregnant, but they convinced me not to. I thought it was better to let you get on with rebuilding your life, and, in a few years, after you’d gotten things back on track, I would tell you.”

I snort out a laugh. “That is fucking priceless! How could you ever think that was fair?”

“I wasn’t in a good place, Kal.” She’s gone very quiet. “I’m not offering excuses because I know it’s unforgivable, but I was very depressed after the trial. I couldn’t eat or sleep, and I was existing in a haze. Like I was surrounded by constant fog, and I couldn’t see straight, couldn’t think clearly. I’m not proud I allowed myself to be convinced of something I knew was wrong for a second time, but I wasn’t myself. Plus, I was feeling sick all the time. I didn’t realize it was because I was pregnant until a few weeks before Christmas.”

There’s an uncanny sense of déjà vu in her sentiment.

Secrets and lies. That’s the sum of what we’ve become.

“You expect me to believe you were pregnant during the trial but you didn’t know it?” How can you not know you’re pregnant?
 It sounds a bit fishy to me.

“I know what you’re thinking, and I don’t blame you, but I’m not lying. I hadn’t had periods for a couple of months, but I was distraught and stressed, and I presumed that was the reason. It never even crossed my mind that I could be pregnant until I was in a pharmacy picking up some meds for Mom and I happened across a pregnancy test. Something just snapped into place, and I knew. Knew I was pregnant. I bought two tests and went to the bathroom at the back of the store and confirmed it.”

The magnitude of that moment hits me, and, although I’m still all kinds of messed up, I can’t help feeling sorry for Lana. I hate that I was denied that experience with her. “I should’ve been there with you.”

Her foot taps restlessly off the carpeted floor, and she worries her lip between her teeth. “What would you have done if I’d told you back then?”

I lean back, sighing as I stare at the ceiling. “I’m not sure,” I admit truthfully, “but I wouldn’t have left you to deal with it alone.”

“I wasn’t alone. Mom and Dad were great.”

“I should have been the one supporting you,” I snap. “Supporting our baby.” My voice cracks, and I’m starting to lose control of my emotions. I’m all over the place. Feeling hurt and angry one minute, happy and awed the next, sad and aggrieved after that. My head hurts, and I don’t know how to fully express all that I’m feeling, or if I even should. “I hate that you went through that alone, but you didn’t even give me a say. I know things were broken between us, but how could you do that to me, Lana? How could you deny me that knowledge?”

“I wish I could take it all back. I do.”

“But you can’t, and I’m the one who’s missed out on …” My head whips up. “How old is he?”

She gulps. “He’ll be six months in a few weeks.”

Air whooshes out of my mouth, and I rest my head in my hands.

I can’t. I just can’t.

I lift my head, and tears sting my eyes. “I will never get that time back. How could you do that, Lana? The girl I knew would never have done that to me.”

Her lower lip wobbles, and tears pool in her eyes, but she doesn’t cry. She keeps it together. “I know,” she whispers, and her face falls. “I’m not the same girl.”

My eyes skim over her face, seeing so much of the Lana I knew, but she’s right. She’s changed. So have I. “And I’m not the same guy you knew.” Truth.

“Where do we go from here?” Her tongue darts out, wetting her lips, and she fidgets with her hands in her lap. “I mean, what about us?”

I just stare at her, numb, as if in a daze. A heavy tension settles in the room. “I don’t know how or what I’m feeling now,” I admit. “All I wanted was honesty, Lana. Was that too much to ask for?”

A high-pitched cry erupts from the digital monitor on the table. The video screen is a little blurry, but the baby is clearly awake, his lungs in full working order, as the crying intensifies. Lana jumps up, glancing at her watch. “His routine is shot to pieces, so he’s probably looking for a bottle now.” Her pace is brisk as she strides toward the door. She casts a look over her shoulder. “You could give him his bottle, if you like?”

My Adam’s apple bobs in my throat, and my mouth turns dry. I nod slowly, without conscious thought. Her answering smile is luminous as she hurries out the door. I’m in a kind of daze as I watch her arrive in the room through the monitor. She lifts the baby up, cradling him to her chest and murmuring soothing words as she gently rocks him in her arms. “It’s okay, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”

A massive lump clogs my throat, constricting my airways. A layer of sweat breaks across my brow.

“Daddy’s here, and he’s going to give you your bottle,” she coos.

An icy-cold shiver creeps up my spine and bile fills my mouth.

I start frantically pacing the floor.

I don’t know what I’m doing.

I can’t do this.

How can I take care of a baby when I can barely take care of myself?

This was a mistake.

I shouldn’t have come here yet.

I’m not equipped to deal with this.

Lana thinks I can slot into some role, a role she denied me for six months, and that everything will be sunshine and rainbows.

Well, it’s not.

It’s completely messed up.

Panic is doing a number on me, and I can’t think straight. My heart is beating so fast in my chest, and my shirt is stuck to my back.

I need to get out of here.

I race out of the room, run down the stairs, and fly out the front door.

I clamber into my truck, quickly putting it in gear. Without looking back, I take off, desperate to put as much space between me and this house as possible.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Lana

My heart sinks when I return to the room and there’s no sign of Kal. Without checking, I know he’s left. I position Hewson in my arms and give him his bottle with tears rolling down my face.

I knew it had been going too well.

Maybe, I pushed too hard.

It’s an awful lot to take in. I had months to get used to the idea; he’s had less than one day. My tears dry up. He just needs some time to get used to the idea. To process all his feelings.

I trust him to do the right thing.

I can be patient.

We can be patient.
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I don’t tell Mom how Kal disappeared last night because I don’t want her scowling at me in an “I told you so way.” I tell her we have lots to work through but so far so good.

What’s one more lie in a sea of lies, right?

Hewson is vastly improved on Monday. He isn’t back to his usual self, but he’s catching up on his sleep, and his temp has come down plus he’s taken all his bottles today. I hate the thought of leaving him, and although I don’t like skipping my shift in the center, my son is my priority, so I decide to stay another night. I’ll catch the first bus to UF in the morning so I don’t miss classes again.

I press a soft kiss to his brow as I tiptoe out of the room at the butt crack of dawn on Tuesday morning. I’m crying again. It feels like I’m always crying these days, but I vow that’s going to be a thing of the past.

I need to be strong.

For Hewson.

For Kal.

For me.
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I fill Liv in on everything after classes on Tuesday, and she listens intently, never once interrupting or telling me she knew this would happen. “What are you planning to do?”

“Give him some space. Let him work through it in his own time.” Even though it kills me, because now he’s become a fixture in my life again, I’m missing him terribly. But I can’t be selfish. And I can’t rush him. “I trust Kal,” I tell her truthfully. “He’ll make the right decision.”
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The week and weekend comes and goes without a peep from Kal, and I’m beginning to doubt myself. I thought he would at least have checked in on Hewson by now, but I haven’t heard from him or seen him around. The early morning coffees and end of day rides are a thing of the past. With every passing day, my hopes dwindle and my fears grow.

I head to the center on Monday night with a heavy heart. Brenda puts me straight to work, and I’m grateful for the preoccupation. A couple of hours into my shift, she asks me to sit with a new client while she waits for her first appointment.

The girl waiting on the couch looks deeply troubled. Turning haunted blue eyes on me, she frowns a little. Her stringy red hair has pronounced bangs that have been bluntly cut, and they don’t do much for her. She’s wearing a loose-fitting dirty gray shirt and black pants. A pang of sorrow assaults me. What was done to this girl, and is it something she can come back from?


“Hi. I’m Lana. Can I get you something? Water? Coffee?”

She looks up at me, and her expression turns to one of confusion. “Do I know you?”

Prickles of alarm wash over me. “I don’t think we’ve met before.”

She brushes it aside, shaking her head, and my shoulders relax. “A black coffee would be great.”

“Coming right up.” I smile and leave to fix her drink.

When I return, she is sitting stiffly on the couch, her eyes boring into mine as I approach. My smile falters as I hand her the steaming hot coffee. “Is everything okay?”

“You’re her, aren’t you?” she says, standing up. “You’re that Lana bitch from the Kennedy trial.”

I’m not hiding anymore. Keeping secrets and telling lies has brought me nothing but pain. I stand tall. “Yes, I’m that Lana.”

Her eyes narrow. “Why are you here? You shouldn’t be here!”

“I volunteer here because I want to help.”

“Don’t you think you’ve helped
 enough?!” she spits, her tone turning nastier by the second.

“I’m sorry. I don’t wish to offend you or cause you any further pain.” I take a step back. “I’ll leave. I’ll get Brenda to come and sit with you.”

“Yeah, just run away,” she sneers. “Run away and leave a mess in your wake. You’re good at that.”

I take the hit directly to my heart. Her aim couldn’t have been better. “I’m sorry.” I’m beginning to hate those two words, and I’m sick of hearing them come out of my mouth. I hate that my actions have necessitated their frequency. The girl is glaring at me like I’m the most evil person on the planet. What she fails to comprehend is that she couldn’t hate me as much as I hate myself.

I’m turning around to leave when she flings her coffee at me. Scorching-hot liquid soaks my shirt, splashing the exposed skin at my neck. A few drops land on my face, and it feels like someone is peeling the skin off with a carving knife. Wild screams rip from my throat as unbearable pain slices across my upper body. I grab my shirt and whip it off, using the dry side to mop up the liquid currently burning my chest, neck, and face. I’m on my knees, screams intermingling with tears, when Brenda and two of the therapists rush into the corridor to see what the commotion is about.

Lucinda swings into action. The girl is taken into one of the rooms, and I’m brought to Brenda’s office. Lucinda removes the first aid kit from the wall while Brenda helps me into a chair, softly extracting my hands from my neck. She winces. “She needs to go to the ER.”

Lucinda crouches in front of me. “How badly does it hurt?”

“A lot.”

She applies some salve before removing her sweater and handing it to me. “Put this on. Brenda will bring you to the hospital. Do you want me to call anyone for you?”

Kal’s face swims before me. “Could you call my roommate for me?” I send Liv’s number to her phone and let Brenda escort me to hospital.

In the car, she asks me what happened, and I tell her everything that went down. She pats my hand but says nothing.

Liv arrives about an hour later. We’re still waiting to be seen. Brenda refuses to leave, so the three of us wait together. Eventually, I’m seen by a doctor who confirms I have superficial burns to my face and second-degree burns to my right side, neck, and chest area. Blisters are already forming in a little row of bubbles over my right breast. It’s just as well I’m finished breastfeeding. He dresses the wounds on my neck and chest and applies a cooling balm to the marks on my face. Giving me a script for pain medication, he sends me on my way.

Back in the dorm, I crawl into bed, lying carefully on my uninjured side. Liv hands me a bottle of water, and I pop a couple of pills. “Do you want me to call him?” she asks quietly.

“No. He doesn’t want to speak to me.”

She nods sadly. “Okay. Let me know if you need anything else.”

“I will. Thanks for coming tonight.”

“No problem. Try to get some sleep.”

Surprisingly, I actually manage to sleep quite well, but when I wake the next morning, I’m in excruciating pain. I’m afraid to look in the mirror for fear of what I’ll see. I have no choice but to stay at home, and I inwardly curse, hating to miss more classes.

After a couple of days, the pain isn’t as bad and the redness on my face has reduced enough that I can venture out in public.

Thursday is my first day back since the incident, and it turns out to be eventful for a number of reasons. “What the hell happened to you?” Maya asks, dropping into the seat beside me before our financial accounting class starts.

I startle, surprised to see her talking to me. She’s avoided me like the plague since my confession. “A girl threw coffee at me at the center Monday night.”

She looks horrified.

I shrug. “It’s not the first time I’ve been attacked.”

A shameful expression crosses her face. “That’s terrible, Lana. Are you in much pain?” She gestures toward my neck which is still bandaged. The marks on my face have faded so they’re only barely visible.

“Not much. I’m taking some pills, and I change the dressing every day. The blisters on my chest and side are the sorest, but they appear to be healing.” Thankfully. The doctor had suggested they might have to be drained otherwise, and I can only imagine how painful that would be.

She goes quiet. The professor steps into the room, setting up the session. “I owe you an apology.”

“No, you don’t. It’s fine.”

“I do.” She turns in her seat, facing me. “I was horribly judgmental when I should’ve been more understanding. You’re my friend, and I didn’t even let you properly explain.”

“Honestly, Maya. It’s fine. I’m used to it.”

“That doesn’t make it right. And no one has the right to hurt you. That’s just so wrong.”

“It is what it is. I’m beginning to think this is going to follow me my whole life.”

“I hope not, because that wouldn’t be fair.”

“Didn’t you get the memo?” I joke. “Life isn’t fair.”

Our convo is ended when the professor calls for quiet, but we go for coffee afterward and thrash everything out. I leave the coffee shop feeling happier than I have in days. I’m not watching where I’m going as I round the corner, and I collide with a hard wall of solid muscle. Pain spears me on my right-hand side, and I drop my bag, crying out as I sway on my feet. A meaty pair of arms holds me up.

“Shit!” a familiar voice says, and I look up. Brett has a concerned look on his face. “Are you all right?”

“I will be in a minute,” I rasp, gently holding my sore side.

“Let’s sit there,” he suggests, pointing at a bench over the way. He takes my bag and helps me hobble across the road.

“What happened to you?” His eyes fixate on the bandage on my neck.

“If I tell you, you can’t tell him.” When Kal contacts me, I want it to be for the right reasons.

He rubs the pronounced stubble on his chin, looking conflicted. “I know you guys have, uh, shit to work through, but he’d want to know you’re hurt.”

“Please.”

He leans back on the bench, resting one thick leg over his knee. “You’re killing me, Lana, but okay. If you won’t let him help you, let me.”

“I don’t need help. It’s not like that.” I fill him in on what went down Monday night.

“You shouldn’t have to deal with stuff like that.”

“I made my bed, Brett. Now I’m lying in it.”

“I’ll be honest, I was hugely skeptical when Kal first told me about you. I struggled to believe he could forgive you, but I get it now. I know we don’t know each other all that well, but I can tell you’re not a bad person. Anyone can see that within ten seconds of meeting you.”

“Thanks.” We are both quiet for a bit. “You don’t have to give me deets, but is he okay? How is he doing?”

He twists around in his seat. “He’s trying to get his head around it, but it’s a lot to take in.”

“I know.” I pick at a loose thread on the hem of my jacket. “I’m trying to be patient, but it’s hard. I miss him so much.” I look up at the sky, my eyes following the slow motion of the fluffy clouds overhead. “I always seem to be missing him. You’d think I’d be used to it by now,” I add in a jokey tone, trying to lighten the mood.

“He misses you too, but you lied to him again, Lana, and he’s pissed.”

My heart bleeds at the confirmation. “He has a right to be.”

I stand up. God, I’m sick of myself at this stage. If it wasn’t for Hewson, I don’t know that I’d have the energy to face the world every day.

“Do you have a picture?” he asks.

“What?” My brow puckers.

“Of Hewson.” He grins. “Rad name.”

“It is, isn’t it?” I grin as I extract my phone from my bag. I pull up a cute photo and hand it over.

His grin softens into a more affectionate one. “Wow. That asshole’s got good genes, got to give him that.”

I clear my throat. “Ahem.”

He barks out a laugh. “I’m just yanking your chain.” He pats the seat beside him, and I sit back down. “Lana, he’s beautiful. You two have created a beautiful little dude.”

I beam with pride. “I didn’t think it was possible to feel so much love. I’ve always loved Kal with an intensity that is borderline unhealthy, but this is different. I look at my son, and my heart floods with happiness, with a joy that’s so pure and untainted and innocent, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. I want Kal to experience that too.”

Brett hands me back the phone. “He’ll get there, Lana. I know he will. He’s good people.”

“I think so too. That’s the only reason I haven’t been pounding on his door. I’m trying to respect his need to think this through. To give him space to figure things out. All I ask is that he includes Hewson in his life. I want him to grow up with a father. I want him to grow up with Kal.”

“He’ll be a great dad.”

“I know.”

He stands up. “But don’t tell him I said that. I’m planning on getting plenty of mileage out of this one.” He chuckles, and I shake my head, getting up alongside him.

“Thanks for being a friend to him. I’m glad he has someone to talk to.”

“He’s spoken to Ky and Faye too.”

“I thought he might.” And I’m guessing Faye is under strict instructions not to call me, which is why I haven’t heard from her. I’m not brave enough to call her myself. Besides, it’s not fair to put her in an awkward position, and I promised I wouldn’t do that again. I touch Brett’s arm. “I’ve to get ready for my shift at the center, but thanks for everything.”

“No problem. Anytime, Lana.” I move to walk away, but he holds onto my elbow. “Give me your phone again.” I hand my cell over without question. “If you need anything, anything at all, call me.” He inputs his number before handing the phone back to me.

“I will, thanks, Brett.”
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The center manager calls me into her office before I’ve even taken my jacket off. A weight of dread sinks to the bottom of my stomach like a lead balloon. I think I’m about to get my marching orders.

She spends a couple of minutes fussing over me, asking how my injuries are, and if I need anything. Once that’s out of the way, she jumps straight to the heart of the matter. They don’t want me volunteering here anymore. Now the word is out about who I am, it’s no longer appropriate. Client comfort is of paramount importance, and she’s worried victims will stop coming forward. The work they do is too important to take any risks.

I agree completely, and I won’t stand in the way of victims receiving the support they need; however, it doesn’t stop the anguish from chiseling a hole in my heart as I trudge home.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Kalvin

“I just saw Lana,” Brett exclaims, stepping into the room and shutting the door with his foot.

I’m lying spread-eagled on my bed, wearing a pair of sweats and indulging my new favorite pastime—staring at the ceiling. I’ve spent so much time staring at this ceiling the last week and a half I can tell you where every little bump and every little stain is located. I know that at the end of my bed is a black smeared mark that is the squished remains of some insect. My money says someone deployed Lana’s old trick. Grab the thickest book you can find, jump on the bed, and throw it at the poor unsuspecting creature. At least it’s a quick death.

“Did you hear me?” Brett asks, dumping his gear bag on the ground.

“Yep,” I say, popping the P.

Just trying to pretend I didn’t.

My thoughts are consumed with Lana and the baby, and it feels like my skull is going to explode.

Last week marked the first anniversary of the trial, and I’ve been in a pretty shitty mood since. When I returned to the dorm that night, I found a package waiting for me with Lana’s handwriting all over it. She sent me her manuscript. The Story of Us
. I still haven’t plucked up the courage to read it. Now, it sits on top of my bedside table taunting me. Hurling imaginary abusive comments at me. Words like coward, chicken, deadbeat dad, and other unmentionables.

Brett drops onto the edge of my bed. “Come on, man. I know you’re hurting, but you can’t hide in here forever.”

“I’m not hiding. I go to classes and the track.”

“And you’re a hermit the rest of the time.” He leans forward on his hands. “I can’t fucking imagine how you’re feeling, but you have to face up to things eventually. The longer you leave it, the more damage you’re doing.”

I pull myself into a sitting position. “Don’t fucking pin this on me! If anyone’s responsible, it’s her!” I’ve undergone the whole gamut of emotions since I fled Lana’s house that Sunday, but I can’t seem to get beyond the anger and disappointment.

“I know you miss her.”

“Of course, I fucking miss her!” I yell. “But that means jack shit. She lied to me for months. Lied to my face for weeks. I can’t forgive her for that.”

He rubs the back of his neck. “What about your son, Kal? What are you going to do about him?”

I flop back down on the bed, the usual wave of terror flooring me. “I … I don’t know.”

Brett sighs. He’s been earning his best bud accolade these past few days. He let me stew for the first week, but, slowly, he’s been trying to coax me into talking. The tricky thing is I can’t figure out the maelstrom in my head. I go around and around in circles, never reaching a solution. I’ve never felt so many conflicting emotions. Been so unsure of my own mind. Not even when I was a prisoner in my home awaiting trial for a crime I hadn’t committed.

The fear I felt then pales in comparison with the fear I feel now. I’ve barely eaten all week, and nothing messes with my appetite.

My entire system is in flux.

And I don’t know what to do about it.

How to pull myself back.

I sit up again, flattening my back against the wall. “I want to be there for him, Brett, honestly I do, but what the fuck do I know about being a dad? I’m not even eighteen yet, for fuck’s sake, and I can barely manage to take care of myself!”

Visions of Hewson’s tiny face invade my dreams at night. If I draw a breath in now, I can smell his smell. I may have only been in his company for a short while, but that kid sure made an impression.

“Dude, no one knows how to be a parent,” Brett says, sounding suspiciously like he’s quoting something he read in a parenting book. “It’s a ‘learning on the job’ situation.”

“What if I’m no good at it?” I vocalize another one of my fears.

“You won’t know until you try.”

“I can’t treat my son like he’s a guinea pig! He’s not a test subject.” A renewed surge of inadequacy swims to the surface.

“Dude, think of your own parents. Are you telling me they’ve never made mistakes, because I know mine did.”

I snort, thinking of all the ways my parents have fucked up. “Dude, my parents practically wrote the ‘how not to parent’ book.”

“And do you think any less of them? Love them any less? Hate them for anything they did?”

Well, shit. “No to all the above,” I begrudgingly admit.

Brett’s expression is smug.

I stick my finger up at him. “No one likes a know-it-all.”

“You’re just pissed because you know I’m talking sense.”

“I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

“Ha, fuckin’ ha. I can be serious when I need to be. And this isn’t about me. We’re talking about you, so stop trying to go off topic.”

“It’s a lot of responsibility. My life will completely change.” My brutal honesty demonstrates my selfishness in all its ugliness, but it’s one of the thoughts that has cropped up a few times since I found out. Babies are a crap ton of work and responsibility. I’m not sure I’m ready for that.

He glares at me, and I’m pretty sure he wants to throat punch me right about now.

“You want to hit me, don’t ya?”

“So fucking badly, you’ve no idea.”

“I know how it sounds. I’m just being honest.”

“Thing is, Kal, the deed is done. That kid is your flesh and blood. That automatically makes him your responsibility. You don’t get to pick and choose the timing.” He pulls his knees up. “How do you think Lana felt? She had no choice in the matter, and all the responsibility has fallen on her shoulders, and, from the sounds of it, she’s getting on with things because she has to. That little boy is depending on her.”

Greta’s words come back to haunt me.

“She’s had over a year to come around to the idea. I’ve had twelve days. Twelve
!” I climb off the bed, pacing the floor. “And she had a choice. She didn’t have to carry the burden alone, she made that decision.” Or allowed it to be made for her.

“Let me tell you a story,” he says, patting the space beside him.

“Story time with Brett, yay,” I deadpan. “Please, Unkel Brett, can you read me Pinocchio. That’s my favorite stwory,” I lisp, putting on a babyish voice.

He slaps me across the head, pulling me down beside him. “Dipshit. I’m trying to have a grownup conversation here, and that’s difficult enough for me as it is. Stop being an ass. Just shut up and listen.”

I put my serious face on and turn to face him.

“My brother Asher found out he was going to be a dad a week before his nineteenth birthday,” he starts explaining. “Unlike your story, the girl was just a random hook-up. A girl he had gone to school with. He went on a bender for two weeks after he found out, trying to drink himself into oblivion. I should know. I was still in high school and the only one living at home. I was there for it all.”

Brett comes from a large family like mine. He has four older brothers and one older sister. How he tells it, he was an accident, arriving unexpectedly when Asher was five. His mom gave birth to him when she was forty-four, and both his parents are in their sixties now.

“Man, it was the worst shit show. Genesis—the girl he knocked up—”

I hold up a hand. “Wait a second. Genesis, dude? Who the hell calls their kid Genesis?”

“It happens, bro. Get over it.” He sends me a “shut the fuck up look” and I clam up. “Anyway, Genesis
 came from a bad neighborhood. Her dad skipped town when she was a kid, and her mother was a known alcoholic. She tossed her out on her ass when she got pregnant so she came to live with us. Asher had no choice but to grow a pair. Living with Genesis was … interesting. At first, man, it was gross. All she did the first four months was puke. Don’t know why they call that shit morning sickness, ’cause she puked nonstop, all day long. Then she seemed to perk up, if you catch my drift.” He wiggles his brows.

“Speak English, dude.”

“Her tits fucking exploded, man. Like, they were the biggest breasts I’ve ever seen to this day, and believe me when I say I’ve seen my fair share.” I don’t need convincing. He makes a cupping gesture with his hands, and his lips go all pouty.

“You were sleazing over your brother’s pregnant girlfriend? Dude, that’s some sick shit right there.”

“Dude, I was fourteen, and she used to prance around the house in these tight tank tops with her tits on full display. I spent months jerking off just thinking about them.”

My face contorts. “Dude, you have serious problems.”

“Dude, do I look like I give a fuck?”

“Continue.” I wave my hand in the air. “This is disgustingly entertaining so far.”

He shoves his middle finger up at me. “It didn’t take long for Asher to realize Genesis wasn’t going to win any Mom of the Year awards. She drank throughout the rest of her pregnancy, and we worried the baby would come out drunk or a raging alcoholic, but Demi arrived all pink and healthy and utterly gorgeous.”

His eyes light up at the mention of his niece. He’s told me about her before, but I never knew the background. “I love my niece. She’s the coolest, sweetest little thing, but it was difficult when she was a baby. The first few months were a fucking nightmare, not going to lie to you, bud. She had colic and she screamed all the time. Like, I mean, all
 the time. I couldn’t go to sleep without ear plugs.”

I have no idea what colic is, but I don’t feel like educating myself either.

I’m in sync with that old adage—ignorance is
 bliss.

“Dude, that girl has a fine pair of lungs on her, I tell ya.” He chuckles. “Genesis did a runner when Demi was fourth months old, and we haven’t seen her since.”

I curse under my breath.

“Honestly? Best thing that could’ve happened. Not that Asher felt that way at the time. He took it all on himself. Felt he hadn’t done enough to help. To make her feel accepted. He felt huge guilt over the fact Demi was growing up without her mother. Our mom helped out a lot, but she was still his responsibility and he stepped up. Dropped out of Yale. Yale
. Fact, friend.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Asher was always the smart one, the one designated to take over the family business, so no one was surprised when he got into Yale, but he had to give it up. He didn’t want to be so far away from Demi, so he enrolled in a local college and worked his ass off to graduate with a business degree.”

His expression turns grave. “He had a rough couple of years, but he did what he needed to for his daughter. I’ve never been prouder of my brother, and he’s an amazing father. Demi dotes on him. Worships the ground he walks on. Asher works for Dad’s company now, and he’ll take over as CEO in three years when Dad retires. He started going out with Melinda two years ago, and she insisted that Demi was an integral part of their relationship from the get-go. She’s been the mom Demi deserves. They recently got engaged, and they’re planning to marry next year.”

It’s a nice story, and I get why he’s telling me this, but the whole scenario still scares the crap out of me.

Brett’s hand lands on my shoulder. “I know you’re worried you won’t be good enough, but you will be. It won’t be easy, but nothing worth fighting for is. Everyone knows that.”

“There’s more to it than that. There’s Lana, figuring out how we do this whole thing, and telling my parents and the rest of my brothers. There’s a shit ton of stuff to figure out, and honestly, man, I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Asher was a fucking mess at the start. He expressed a lot of the same sentiments as you, but he pulled through. If you talked to him, he’d tell you he wouldn’t have it any other way. I can set up a call for you if you think it’d help.”

“Maybe. Let me think about it.”

“I just want to say one final thing, and then I’ll shut up. There are a couple major differences between your story and my brother’s. You have history with Lana and you love her, I know you do. She’s made some bad choices, but they’re not insurmountable if you can find it in your heart to forgive her. And she
 loves you
. She’s loved you her whole life. You have a girl and a son worth fighting for, Kal. Don’t do something you’ll end up regretting because that may be the one thing you can’t recover from.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Lana

When the following day passes and there’s still no word from Kal, I hit rock bottom. I’ve lost him, and at this stage, I’m also concerned that he’s not going to be there for Hewson. I’m running out of ways to throw Mom off the scent, and I’ll have to admit the truth if he doesn’t man up soon. I’m also questioning my whole approach. Am I right to leave him alone to work this out, or should I be more forthright?
 I don’t want to push him. I want him to make this decision by himself, but what if he doesn’t?
 For Hewson’s sake, I’ll have to intervene. Kal can reject me, but I’m damned if I’m going to let him reject his son without putting up a fight.

I thought leaving him a copy of my manuscript for The Story of Us
 along with a handwritten note on the day of the anniversary of the trial might have sparked something in him, but it appears to have made no difference, which worries me enormously. While I’m talking a great game, deep down I’m scared I’m deceiving myself into thinking everything is going to work out when it’s not.

I’ll have more free time on my hands now I’m not volunteering at the center. It could be a curse if I don’t keep myself busy, so I’m going to use the time to focus on two things—working on my book and researching options for college next semester. I meant what I said to Mom a couple weeks ago. I want all of us out from under my grandmother’s influence. I’ve discovered there is family housing on campus and childcare facilities—Baby Gators—and I’m actively looking into it to see if it’s a possibility for Hewson and me. I want Mom to be free to reunite with Dad in Connecticut. I know she’ll put up the mother of all fights, but I’m prepared for it.

At the very least, I’ll make sure Kal provides some financial support for Hewson, so I think I can make this work. The big issue is funding for next semester’s fees. I’m due to meet with the administration next week to see if there is any scholarship potential. It’s a long shot, but I want to do everything in my power to stick with my life plan without the need to rely on my grandparents’ money.

I also have another idea which might help with the financial side of things, even if it’s a long shot.
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I’m one of the last to leave the library Tuesday night, and I’m bone-weary by the time I make it back to my dorm.

A form steps out of the shadows, and I scream.

“Shush, Lana. It’s only me,” Kal says, while I try to recalibrate my heart. His hands are shoved in his pockets, and he’s staring awkwardly at the ground. “Can we talk?”

“Yeah. Sure,” I pant out.

He leads me to his truck and we both get in. Tension is ripe in the air as I wait for him to start. He clears his throat, and I turn to look at him. Even in the dim light of the cab, I can see the strain on his face. Dark, bruising shadows linger under his eyes, and there’s a thick layer of hair on his chin. It looks like he hasn’t shaved in weeks. His mouth is pulled into a grim line, and his face is leached of all color.

He looks as bad as I feel.

“I’m sorry for running out on you. I shouldn’t have done that, but I freaked,” he starts by explaining.

“It’s okay. I know you were in shock.”

He frowns as his eyes hone in on my neck. Instinctively, I reach up, wrapping a hand around my bandaged skin. “What happened?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Goddammit, Lana! Hasn’t there been enough lies? Enough omissions?” My stomach lurches sourly. Slowly, I nod and explain what happened. “You should’ve told me. I would’ve come to the hospital with you.”

“You weren’t exactly speaking to me, and I wasn’t sure you’d want to know.”

“Of course, I would have! Just because things are … messed up between us right now doesn’t mean I’ve stopped caring. I’m trying to wrap my head around it, Lana, but it’s a lot to take in.”

I gulp. “I know. I’ve been there, but if it helps, Kal, he’s a sweet little boy and so easy to care for. He is sleeping through the night now, and he’s always happy and smiling during the day. It’s … it’s not hard to love him. Not hard at all.”

“I don’t think I’ll be good enough,” he whispers. “I don’t know the first thing about being a dad.”

Taking a chance, I shunt over a little, taking his hands in mine. “You just have to be yourself. That’s all. I believe in you.”

“How did you do it? How did you know what to do?”

I snort. “Kal, I was completely terrified the first couple of weeks. The enormity of it only hit me when I was holding him in my arms. To know this tiny little person was so defenseless and so utterly reliant on me was the proudest and scariest feeling in the world. Believe me when I say I know all about feeling inept. I would look at him sleeping in his crib at night and feel wholly inadequate.” I bite the inside of my cheek. “But I was also determined.” I eyeball him. “I was all he had, so I had to be enough. That gave me the strength and determination I needed. Well, that and the baby books I devoured.” I laugh, but it sounds forced. “Between them and Mom and learning as I went along, I’ve managed, and you will too.”

He rubs the back of his head. “Can I, uh, borrow those books?”

My lips tug up. “Sure. They’re back at the house, but I’ll get them for you this weekend.”

“I, uh, was thinking maybe I could come visit this weekend? If that’s okay?”

I can’t contain the happy feeling, and a huge smile spreads across my mouth. “That’d be great. We could take him out somewhere so we don’t have to be around the others. Maybe we could go to the—”

“Lana,” he cuts in bluntly, removing his hands from mine as if he’s only just realized our hands were conjoined. “I was thinking maybe you could show me how to look after him this weekend and that after that I could take him out, by myself, every Saturday.”

Disappointment is a brutal kick in the gut. “Sure. Of course.” I try to rein in my misplaced excitement.

He levels me with a sincere look. “You lied again, Lana, and I’m so angry with you. It honestly wasn’t that hard to forgive you for the trial because that was hurt speaking, and I’d contributed to that, but this—this is completely different. You kept something hugely important from me. Denied me the chance to be at the birth of my child. Forced me to miss out on the first six months of his life. I will never get that time back.”

He looks out the window, carefully planning his next words. Slowly, he turns around. “I want to forgive you, and maybe someday that forgiveness will be forthcoming, but how can I ever trust you again, Lana? How can I believe you’re telling me the truth when I know you’re capable of such dishonesty?” His voice cracks, and tears are clogging my throat, but I hold them at bay. I have no right to them. Everything Kal says is the truth.

“I came to UF to fight for a second chance. To prove I could be the man you deserved, but things have changed. Now you need to prove you’re the woman I know you to be, because the Lana I knew didn’t lie, and she sure as hell didn’t allow herself to be manipulated into doing things she wasn’t comfortable with. The girl I knew carried such quiet confidence with grace, she knew her own mind and had the strength to follow her convictions. But you’re not her, and I can’t believe in you, can’t trust you, not when I know what you’re capable of. And without that, there is no us. When I look at you, all I see is deceit and lies, and that’s not a good foundation for a relationship, so, whatever we had, whatever we were reclaiming, it’s lost. You and I are over. I’m here because I won’t abandon my child, and I want the opportunity to get to know him, but that’s it. That’s all I can offer.”

It’s a miracle I hold the tears at bay, but I do, nodding my understanding.

But when I get back to my dorm, the dam breaks, and I collapse into a sodden heap on my bed, soaking my pillow, and only falling asleep after I’ve cried myself dry.
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I don’t see Kal the rest of the week, and it’s for the best. My heart is broken, shattered into a million pieces, and I can scarcely drag my body out of the bed each day. It would be so easy to give in to my depression, to stay in bed, shutting out the outside world and giving into my grief. But I can’t. I can’t indulge my self-pity. I’m a mom now, and I’ve made a commitment to my son, and that’s why I get up every morning and go to class and immerse myself in my studies and my book.

I promised Kal if there was anything to report regarding Hewson I’d contact him, and I meant it, but our son has had a placid, uneventful week, according to Mom. I travel to Earleton on Friday night, forgoing the usual social interaction. I haven’t had much enthusiasm for parties these last few weeks. Anyway, I’m making great inroads with my manuscript, and I plan to stay up late tonight, writing on my veranda, looking out over the lake. If there’s anything I’ll miss about my grandparents’ estate, it’s the peace and quiet and the stunning views.

Mom has deliberately kept Hewson up a little later tonight so I can see him before he goes to sleep. He’s fresh out of the bath, all soft and gorgeous smelling when I pull him into my arms. I give him his bottle seated in the rocking chair in his room and then tell him a story, watching as his eyelids grow heavy. I continue to talk in hushed tones, rocking him in my arms long after he’s fallen asleep. I miss him so much during the week that, some weekends, it’s almost impossible to let him out of my arms.

Placing him carefully in his crib, I slide the blanket up over him. I kiss the top of his head and sigh in contentment.

This right here.

This is why I’m doing everything.

Why I know everything will be okay, even if my vision of the perfect family life has come to a crashing end.

I tiptoe out of his room and make my way to the smaller reception room where I know Mom’s waiting to talk to me. When I step inside, I startle at the sight of my grandmother, sitting stiffly on the couch across from Mom looking like there’s a lamp pole shoved up her butt. My grandparents use the formal living room, and they hardly ever step foot in this room, which is why Mom and I have claimed it as our own. Mom’s lips are pulled tight, and her eyes look shiny. My fingers dig into my palms. If grandmother has said anything to upset her, I won’t be responsible for my actions. No matter how hard Mom tries, grandmother never praises her, and she’s always quick to find fault.

Honestly, I can’t get out of here fast enough.

“Ah, Lana. There you are,” she greets me almost pleasantly, patting the couch alongside her.

My eyes dart to Mom’s and she subtly nods. With mounting trepidation, I sit down beside my grandmother. She smiles at me, and warning beacons boom in my head. “I believe your young man is visiting us tomorrow.”

“He’s not my—” Mom’s terrified eyes stop me mid-sentence. Understanding, I clear my throat. “Yes.” I smile.

“Excellent. I look forward to meeting him. I expect he’ll stay for dinner.”

Over my dead body am I subjecting Kal to whatever she has in store. “I’ll ask him.”

Her smile turns into a grimace. “I expect you both to be there.” Her tone is demanding, and I have a silly, childish urge to poke my tongue out at her. I stifle my giggle, merely nodding. She can go to hell. I’ll have Kal out of here in plenty of time. I don’t care how mad she gets.

Mom slumps on the couch after grandmother has left.

“What’s that all about?” I get up and move to the table. I pour two glasses of wine and hand one to Mom as I sit down beside her.

“She was over the moon when I told her Kalvin Kennedy was Hewson’s father and that he was coming to see him tomorrow.”

“Ah, I see.” I kick off my shoes and lift my bare feet onto the table. We hadn’t told grandmother who the father was on purpose because Mom said she didn’t trust her not to interfere. Not to contact the Kennedys and make them aware. We were worried she might do that anyway, even without proof. My trial testimony is a matter of public record, so it wouldn’t take much to join the dots, to figure out he was my baby daddy. Grandmother is a total snob, and the fact Kal comes from such a prestigious family has clearly delighted her. Blood boils in my veins.

“It makes me dislike her even more,” Mom admits, a little apologetically. Even though no one would blame Mom for saying she hated her parents, she has never once said that about them. My mother has more dignity in her little toe than my grandmother has in her whole body. “If your father had come from money, she would’ve been overjoyed that he wanted to marry me and accept responsibility for his baby, but because he was poor, she wanted to get me as far away from him as possible.” She takes a big swig of her wine. “It hurts a little that she’s willing to accept Kalvin just because he comes from money.”

“I know, Mom.” I rest my head on her shoulder. “But she’s a narrow-minded bigot, and she’s going straight to hell. I don’t care that she goes to church every day, donates thousands to church funds and charities, and acts all pious in the community. Being charitable in your every thought and every action is what matters. It’s why you’ll be an angel when you get to heaven.”

I’m happy when a smile lifts the corners of Mom’s mouth. I deplore seeing her so upset. I know living here has been very hard on her, and I sense she shelters me from the brunt of it. My heart swirls with love and pride. “I love you, Mom. I don’t say it enough, but I love you and Dad so much. I couldn’t have asked for better parents.” My words carry much more weight now I’m a parent myself, and I see how difficult it is.

“I’m proud of you, Lana, and we both love you very much.” She kisses my temple. “I always knew you’d make a great mom, but you’ve surpassed all my expectations. I know things haven’t been easy, but I admire your strength and your determination. I admire how you’ve pulled yourself out of that dark place you were in and how hard you’re working to create a better life for you and your son. I genuinely hope things work out for you with Kalvin, but if they don’t, you’ll be fine. More than fine.” She pats my hand. “Forge your own path in life, sweetheart. Don’t rely on anyone else to do it for you.”
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I’m a complete Nervous Nellie the next morning as I wait in the lobby for Kal. The front gate confirmed he just arrived. After what feels like eternity, the doorbell chimes, and I take a step forward. I dressed Hewson in a cute blue-and-white polo shirt and shorts. He’s been in great form all morning and is not due a nap for a little while. My heart is thumping so hard in my chest, I’m sure you can hear it echoing along the cavernous hallway. I open the door with clammy palms.

The sun has decided to grace us with its presence today, and thick beams of glorious sunshine bathe Kal in a golden glow. He’s wearing snug-fitting dark denims and a white T-shirt under an open azure button-down shirt that brings out the blue in his eyes. Pristine navy sneakers adorn his feet. The scruff from his chin is gone, and some color has returned to his face. Looking slightly uncomfortable, he claws a hand through his thick, glossy hair, and a few strands fall over his forehead. He looks sinfully good, and my heart longs for him.

No measure of time will ever erase my attraction to him or how he makes me feel.

The woodsy, citrusy scent of his cologne swirls around me as he steps into the lobby. His eyes are fixated on Hewson, and expectation is ripe in the air. Tentatively, he extends his hand, curling his fingers around Hewson’s. “Hey there, little buddy.” Hewson wraps his fingers around Kal’s and gurgles. Kal’s eyes fill up.

The sharp tappity-tap
 of heels on the marble floor has me groaning. “Heads-up,” I whisper. “My grandmother is incoming. She’s a massive fan.” His expression is disbelieving as he arches a brow.

“Lana, darling,” Grandmother says, leaning in to kiss my cheek—for, like, the first time ever—“there you are. And you must be Mr. Kennedy. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She extends her hand, and Kal shakes it while I resist the urge to run to the kitchen for some bleach to scrub her saliva from my cheek.

“Likewise, Mrs. Williams. You have an impressive home.” My grandmother’s smile is so vast I think it might split her face in two. I stare at the stranger in our midst with growing unease.

She pats his arm affectionately. “You’re too kind.”

“Thank you for taking Lana and my son in.” He glances at me, looking a little apprehensive. “But, you should know, I intend to support them going forward.”

That catches me off guard. And Grandmother. She’s a little shaken when she replies. “That’s very admirable, but Lana and Hewson are always welcome here.” She leans in, pinching Hewson’s cheek. I don’t think she’s cruel enough to deliberately hurt him—her assaults are more of the verbal kind—and she genuinely seems fond of our baby, but she clearly pinched harder than she should have. Hewson bursts out crying, and instant rage replaces the blood flowing through my veins. My motherly instinct roars inside me, and my hand is on the move before I think. Kal reacts fast, curling his fingers around mine and pulling me into his side, before I can raise my hand to my grandmother. His eyes urge caution.

Shucking out of his hold, I cradle Hewson to my chest, rubbing a hand up and down his back as I whisper soothing assurances in his ear. I gently rock back and forth until he’s settled.

Grandmother looks a little sheepish, but she doesn’t apologize. I don’t think sorry exists in her vernacular. “If you’ll excuse us, Grandmother,” I say through gritted teeth. “Kal and I have a lot to talk about.”

I urge him to follow me with my eyes. He trails wordlessly behind me as I head upstairs to my room. We need privacy to talk, and this is the only place I’m confident Grandmother won’t impinge on.

Hewson has stopped crying by the time we close the door, but his face is splotchy and tear-stained.

“I wanted to slap her too,” Kal admits, “but that wouldn’t have been very smart.”

I start pacing the room, holding my son protectively to my chest. “That pompous, interfering, snobby old bag!” I hiss.

Kal steps in front of me, holding my elbow. “Stop. Chill.” He looks down at Hewson, nestling into my chest. “Can I hold him?”

My anger flitters away. “Of course. Here.” Gently, I reposition Hewson in Kal’s awkward arms. Lifting one of his hands, I place it across Hewson’s back so he’s lifted a little higher against Kal’s torso. When Hewson wraps his tiny arms around Kal’s neck and leans his head on his shoulder, a little whimper leaks out of my mouth. I can’t help it. I’ve imagined it so many times.

Kal is standing rigidly still, a look of utter shock on his face. His eyes well up, like my own. My son looks so tiny clinging to his dad but so at home. It’s all my fantasies come to life. Raw emotion clogs my throat, and I can’t speak. Gradually, Kal relaxes, becoming more confident as he smooths his hand up and down Hewson’s back. He looks down at him with so much love in his eyes, and I can’t stop the joyful tears from falling. “You’re a natural,” I whisper.

“Lana.” His tone is awed. “He’s so beautiful.”

“Of course, he is, Kal. He’s a part of you.” I shrug, trying to lighten my words even though they come from my heart and soul. “There’s no way he couldn’t be.”

After Hewson has fallen asleep, I place him in his crib, and we head to the veranda of my room with the baby monitor. Mom has left pink lemonade and honeybuns on a tray for us, and I smile at her thoughtfulness.

Kal looks a bit dazed as he sits down. “My heart feels so full. I didn’t think I’d feel so much, but holding him in my arms, damn, that was special.”

“Every day with him is special.” I pour lemonade into two glasses, handing one to Kal. “That’s why it’s so hard to be away from him all week. I hate it, but it’s necessary. The reason I’m taking extra classes is so I can graduate as quickly as possible. I want to get a job and provide a proper home for him.”

Kal takes a sip of his drink, looking thoughtful. “That’s the real reason you’re studying business?” I nod. He is quiet for a bit. “It’s kinda one of the things I wanted to talk to you about today. I have no right to demand things of you, and that’s not what I’m trying to do at all. Despite how things are between us, I still want what’s best for both of you, and living here isn’t it.” He looks over his shoulder into my bedroom. “This place is not what I want for my son,” he adds quietly. “It’s … stale, depressing, devoid of life.” A little smirk crests his lips. “Comes complete with its own domineering tyrant.” I can’t help but smile. He’s not wrong. “And I want my son nowhere near her.”

Removing an envelope from his back pocket, he hands it to me. “This is all I have right now, but I’ll get more.” I blink excessively as I open the envelope, losing count of the amount of hundred dollar bills. “Will that help?”

“More than you know,” I whisper.


Chapter Thirty

[image: ]


Kalvin

She clutches the envelope tightly in her grasp. “I get the first half of my grandfather’s trust fund in January when I turn eighteen, and it’s yours. You can pay your tuition and maybe buy a house or an apartment for you and Hewson. Something close to campus would be good so I can see more of him.”

Tears prick her eyes. “A house?” she whispers. “How much is half exactly?”

“A mill or thereabouts,” I confirm.

She blinks rapidly. “Wow.”

I shrug. Money has never meant that much to me, but I know I’m lucky because we have plenty of it. All I’d have to do is call Mom or Dad, and they’d wire the funds so Lana could buy a house immediately, but I’m not ready to tell my parents quite yet. They’re going to give me hell when they realize I sat on this, but I need to get comfortable with my son first before I bring the rest of the Kennedy clan down on top of him.

I need this time for me. For me and him.

Plus, I’m not sure how Mom’s going to react to Lana. When we were kids, Mom had treated Lana like the daughter she’d never had, but all that changed after I kissed her in Nantucket. I don’t know what she’s going to think now. I may be all kinds of pissed at Lana, but I don’t want her burdened with more stress.

Brett said something last night that struck a chord. He said a lot of girls would have put my name on the birth certificate if they’d just had my kid. Use it as an excuse to bleed me dry. Lana did the opposite, and not because she’s never been into me for my money. She was attempting to give me back my life, and she mistakenly thought saddling me with a baby would interfere with that. She fucked up. No question about that. But her motives weren’t entirely wrong.

I wish I could say it was enough to forgive her, because I want to, but I can’t help how I feel. Something is broken between us, and I don’t know if we can find our way back.

For now, I’ve got to push that aside. Ensuring she and Hewson are provided for is my number one focus. I want them out of this fucking mausoleum, pronto.

“I can’t take all your money, Kal,” Lana protests. “I’m glad you want to help support Hewson financially, and I’ll happily accept, but I’m
 not your responsibility. I can’t take your money for my tuition. I’ll fix that myself, and I already have a few ideas.”

I knew she’d do this. I put my glass down and turn to face her, blasting her with the full magnitude of my awesomeness. Her eyes, predictably, glaze over. I’m not going to apologize for blatantly using my charm to get her to agree. This is for her too, and I’ll use whatever tricks I have in my arsenal to convince her. “I’m getting to follow my heart’s desire, and it’s only right that you do too. It’s not too late to change your major. You can still pursue your dream, and you don’t need to sacrifice your ambition anymore. I’m going to help you. I swear it. I won’t leave you to bring our son up alone. I’m invested.” Naked emotion clogs my throat. “I mean, I’m fucking useless, but I’ll learn, right?”

Tears brim in her eyes as she nods.

“Promise me, first thing Monday, you’ll go speak to the appropriate person and put the wheels in motion.” I see the conflict in her eyes. The unwillingness to take something for herself. The belief that she hasn’t done anything to earn it. I jump to Plan B. “If it makes you feel better, you can consider the tuition fees a loan, and you can pay me back once you are making millions from your books.” My smile is honest. I’ve been reading her stories for years, and she’s got a God-given talent. She’s going to be a very successful writer. I feel it in my bones.

“Did you read it?” Expectant eyes meet mine.

Fuck. The Story of Us
 is still sitting unopened on my bedside table like a ticking time bomb. “Not yet.”

“Oh.” She averts her eyes.

I tilt her chin up with my finger. “I will read it, I promise, when I’m in the right frame of mind.” It means a lot that she’d trust me with it when I know she had concerns about showing it to me.

“I … okay. And thank you for the money. That’s enormously helpful.”

“You’ll accept?” She nods. Thank fuck. A little bit of stress lifts off me. “I’ve spoken to Ky, and he’s prepared to loan me whatever cash we need until my trust fund kicks in. He received his, this year, and he’s hardly dipped into it.” I reach out and hold her hands, because I know she’s going to fight me on this. “If you want, you can start looking for a new place to live right away. I’ll make it happen, whatever you need, whenever you need it.”

Tears course down her cheeks. “You can’t just swoop in and save the day.” She half-laughs.

I smirk. “Why the hell not? I’m Hewson’s father. It’s my job to provide for him. And you’re the mother of my child, and that means I need to make sure you’re looked after too. I’m not going to take no for an answer, and we both know how stubborn I can be.”

“Let’s not forget impatient,” she jokes.

“Exactly. Which is why you must say yes to everything before I flip.”

She nibbles on her lip, and so many emotions skate over her face. I want to pull her into my arms and hug the shit out of her, but I can’t. I can’t forget what she’s done. And it’s hurt me more than I’ve let on.

“Okay,” she relents, and I breathe a sigh of relief. “But the tuition money is just a loan. I’m going to pay you back every cent, and I don’t want to buy a place, I already have something in mind.” She proceeds to tell me about Baby Gators and the family housing on campus. Her name is already on the list for the next available unit. I make a mental note to have a word with the relevant person to see if I can do anything to bump her up the list.

I spend the rest of the day with Lana and Hewson. She shows me how to feed, change, and bathe him. We take long walks on the grounds, in between spouts of torrential rainfall, and we pour over a bunch of books covering every aspect of caring for babies and toddlers. She shoves me out the door at four p.m. before her grandmother can interrogate me during dinner.

On the drive home, I’m feeling less freaked out and more confident than I’ve felt since finding out. I pull out my cell and punch in my brother’s number.
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Over the next week, I throw myself into my classes and the track, texting Lana daily for updates on Hewson. She forwards me photos Greta sends her during the day, and I well up at each and every one. I still can’t believe he’s mine. That we created such a perfect little baby. I pepper her phone with texts as I progress through the baby books, and we laugh together over the absurdity of some of the advice. I enjoy the flirty nature of our conversations, but I’m deliberately holding back. We need to get along for Hewson’s sake, but that’s all this can be.

I tell Mom I can’t come home for Thanksgiving, and I spend the day at a hotel with Lana and Hewson. I know if I went back to Wellesley I’d have to confess, and I’m not ready for that yet. I hate lying to my family, but I’ve got my own family now, and they have to come first.

Another week passes by, and I can’t believe we’re into December. My first semester is almost completed, and I’m doing okay at this father lark. I’ve spent the last couple of Saturdays with my son. Usually, I just hang around Earleton, but I make a point of taking him out on my own. It would be too easy to fall into a pattern with Lana, and I don’t want to get her hopes up.

She handles it stoically, although I can tell by the long, wistful looks she sends my way that she wishes things were different.

Brett came with me last week, and he doted on Hewson. We had a hairy moment when Hewson detonated a stink bomb in his diaper. Man, shit was literally flying everywhere. At least Lana had the foresight to pack a fresh change of clothes for the baby, but the same couldn’t be said for me and Brett. When I returned Hewson later that night, the smell of shit off me was puke inducing. Lana was in hysterics when I told her what happened, and I left the house with her laughter echoing in my ears.

I’m still smiling at the memory when my cell rings, dragging me back to the present. I pick up, offering my brother the usual greeting. “What’s up, asshole?”

“Hey, douche. Just ringing to check in. How’s my little nephew?” Ky asks.

“He’s great. Did you get the pic I sent last night?”

“Oh, we did. Dude, Faye has a whole wall dedicated to Hewson in the kitchen. My cell was out of my hand before I even had time to look at it.” He chuckles.

“Bro, someone sounds broody,” I tease.

“Don’t fucking go there,” he warns, and I drop it. “You booked your flight yet?”

“Nope.” Stress undercuts my tone. Christmas is only a few weeks away, and I know I’m going to have to go home and tell the folks. The thought makes me want to submit for a full body waxing. It’d be less terrifying.

“You can’t delay it any longer, Kal,” Ky says quietly. “You need to tell them.”

“I know. How do you think they’ll react?”

“They’ll be okay with it, bro. I’m sure they’ll be shocked at first, but they’ll be happy once the news has settled. You know how much Dad loves babies. He’ll be all over Hewson like a rash.” He pauses for a second. “Are you planning on bringing Lana and the baby with you?”

“No.” Lana’s going to Connecticut to spend Christmas with Greta and John. A family unit has become available on campus, and she’s moving in there with Hewson in January, so this’ll be her last opportunity to be with her family before everything changes. There’s no need for her parents to live separately any longer, so Greta is moving to Connecticut full-time. Everything is starting to fall into place.

“That’s too bad,” Ky says. “It’d be good to see them. I’m not sure how I’m going to break the news to Faye. She’ll be devastated. She can’t wait to hold Hewson in her arms.”

“You’re so screwed, bro.” I prefer to joke than face the truth. He mumbles something incoherent. “When everything’s out in the open, she can fawn over Hewson as much as she likes. I’ll need all the help I can get when I bring him home.” A pang of sadness washes over me at the thought of going home without Lana.

Just then, my phone pings with a text. It’s Riley. Strange. We’re not that close. But I know he’s still seeing Olivia, so I figure this must be something to do with Lana. A sudden panicky feeling causes all the air to rush out of my lungs. “Bro, I’ve got to go.”

“Book your flight, Kal,” Ky says before hanging up.

I call Riley immediately and he answers straightaway. Blaring music rings out in the background. “Give me a minute,” he roars down the phone, and I hold the handset away from my ear. The noise mutes, and then Riley is speaking in a more level tone. “Sorry about that. It’s loud as fuck in there.”

It’s Friday night and I don’t need to be a rocket scientist to work out where he’s at. “You at the frat?”

“Affirmative, and you need to get your ass here, stat.”

Tiny hairs lift at the back of my neck. “Is Lana okay?”

“Look, dude, I don’t want to get involved in your business, and I know stuff is awkward between you guys right now, but I figured you’d still want to know this. Chase is putting the moves on Lana again. Usually, I wouldn’t be concerned ’cause Lana’s got no interest in him, but she’s kinda sad tonight, and she’s been drinking. I’m worried she might be about to do something she’ll regret.”

Oh, hell to the no.

That asshat is not laying a finger on my girl.

I’m already pulling on clothes. “I’m on my way. Keep her away from him till I get there?”

“I’ll do my best. Hurry the fuck up.”


Chapter Thirty-One

A few hours earlier
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Lana

It’s Friday night and I’m lying face down on my bed, wallowing in self-pity. I had a late study session this evening—cramming for my exams next week—so there was no point going home tonight. Hewson would be fast asleep by the time I arrived. I’m not sure why today, of all days, I woke up so depressed.

It’s all tied to Kal and the fact we don’t have a future together except as co-parents.

He’s been completely up front with me, and he’s kept his word in relation to Hewson. That’s all that should matter. He’s spending time with our son and providing for both of us. He’s paved the way for my parents to reunite. Things are slotting into place, so I should be ecstatic, yet all day I’ve felt like I’m on the verge of tears. Like the tiniest thing will set me off.

I’ve got to face facts.

I’ve lost Kal.

I’ve lost that dreamy vision of the future I had—the one where the three of us were a proper family. Where Kal was living with us and we were raising our son together as a couple. As a team. And it hurts so much. It hurts to see him collecting Hewson and going off by himself. If I’d told him when I first discovered I was pregnant, I would have that life now. But there’s no point in crying over all the what ifs. I don’t have a time machine. I can’t turn back the clock.

And I shouldn’t be so greedy. So selfish. Kal is doing more than I could ever ask of him. He’s proving to be a natural father, and he’s going out of his way to support my ambitions. I shouldn’t want more.

The door opens, interrupting my pity party, and Olivia prances into the room. She takes one look at me and jumps on the bed beside me. “What gives?”

I lift my head. “Just ignore me. I’m having a bad day.”

She leans back, tucking her hands behind her head and crossing her ankles at the feet. “Someone once told me I was a great listener.” She smirks and I swat her with a pillow. That someone was me. And I meant it. She has listened to me whining about all my drama for months now and never once complained or sought anything for herself. “Come on. A problem shared is a problem halved.”

I half-laugh and half-moan. “So cliché!”

I sit up, pulling my knees into my chest. “I’m having one of those ‘woe is me’ days.”

“Let me guess? This is about Kalvin?”

I nod. “He’s doing great with our son, Liv. Really great, and I shouldn’t want more, but I do.”

“You can’t help loving him.”

“I know, but I think this is it for us. I don’t think he’s going to change his mind. I’ve hurt him too much this time. And I deserve it, I do, but I can’t help thinking what’ll happen when he starts dating again. The thoughts of another girl hanging out with him and Hewson break my heart. And what about when he finds the girl he’s going to marry and spend the rest of his life with? Will some other woman try to replace me as Hewson’s mom? Maybe it’s stupid to be thinking so far ahead, but I can’t help where my head’s gone, and these thoughts are making me ill, Liv. I don’t think I can bear it.” I bury my head in my knees.

She squeezes my shoulder. “It’s only natural to feel like that, but I don’t think you should give up hope yet.”

I lift my head. “It would be easier if he wasn’t so Goddamned irresistible, and I swear my ovaries have gone into meltdown since I’ve seen him with our son. That only makes him more desirable. I didn’t think it was possible to love him any more than I did, but I do. The love I have for him is infinite. Whether he loves me back or not, it doesn’t matter. He is it for me. I know there’ll never be anyone else. I’ll be this lonely old spinster, and he’ll be married with kids, and Hewson will want to go and live with his dad, and I’ll end up on my own.” I pour every ugly, miserable fear straight from my heart, realizing how pathetic I sound.

“Wow. That’s one hell of a pity party you got going on.” She scrambles to her feet. “I know what you need. You need to get drunk and let loose. Just drink and dance and forget about all the stuff in your head. Riley and I are heading to the frat. Come with us.” She extends her hand, and I let her pull me up.

I’m not convinced I’m in the party spirit, but it sure beats hanging around here feeling sorry for myself.
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We’ve been here a couple hours, and the place is packed to the rafters. Now that exams have commenced, it’s a much-needed stress reliever. I’ve had a few wine coolers and I’m nicely buzzed. “Hey, pretty lady,” Chase says as he approaches. “I think someone’s been avoiding me.” His breath oozes across my ear, and I step sideways, away from him.

“You know I have been, and you also know why.” I fold my arms sternly across my chest. Chase practically called me a gold digger the last time we spoke, revealing a side of him I didn’t much care for.

He scrubs a hand over his jaw. “Look, about that.” He leans into my ear. “I was way out of line, and I apologize. I know you’re not that type of girl. Kennedy just gets on my fucking nerves.”

“Apology accepted, Chase, but it changes nothing between us. Sorry.”

Not sorry.

His face drops, and a twinge of guilt sparks in my gut. His hands land on my hips. “I respect that, Lana.” He presses his mouth to my ear. “And I’m not hitting on you, I swear.”

Says the guy with his hands on my hips.

“But I just need to know one thing.”

Removing his hands, I step back, peering at him suspiciously. “What?”

“Not in here.” He gestures toward the other room. The one Liv and I have affectionately christened the weed room. “It’s quieter in there. I can hardly hear myself think out here.”

I’m keen to get this over and done with, so I stupidly agree. I’m trailing Chase when Riley steps in front of me, blocking my path. “What are you doing?”

“It’s not what you think.” He pins wary eyes on me. “I’m not interested in Chase. This is my last conversation with him, and then we’re done. I’m going to make sure he understands.”

“You can’t trust that guy.”

I sigh, spotting Chase frowning over his shoulder at us. “I know, which is why I’m shutting this down now.” I smile up at Riley. “Thanks for watching out for me, but I got this.” I maneuver around him and head toward Chase.

He guides me into the cloud-filled room, and my nostrils twitch. I think I’ll get high just breathing the air in here. Leading me to a little nook in the corner, he lounges against the wall, piercing me with a pitiful look. Every part of me goes on high alert. “I know who you are, Lana.” His tone is deceptively soft. “Now that whole thing with Kennedy makes sense, but I want you to know that you aren’t alone. You don’t have to put up with it anymore. I can help you.”

My eyes narrow. “What are you talking about, Chase?”

“You don’t have to pretend with me. I know.”

I scratch the side of my head, utterly confused. “Know what?”

“That he paid you off to withdraw your statement. Everyone knows he raped you and bought your silence.” My mouth falls open. What the actual fuck?
 Before I can protest, he continues. “And I’m guessing he followed you here to continue tormenting you and he’s got you right where he wants you. You can’t let him get away with this, Lana. People like him, people with money, they think they rule the fucking world. They think they are above the law and that they can get away with anything. But he can’t. He can’t do this to you. My uncle is an attorney, and I’ve spoken to him about it. You can tell the truth, no matter what confidentiality agreement they got you to sign. There are ways around it. I’ll help you.” He moves to take my hand, but I swat him away.

If I thought that Chase genuinely cared about me, and honestly believed what he said was the truth, then I might feel differently. Might be touched that someone cared enough to want to intervene. Makes a change from the usual reception I receive.

But I’m not buying this.

Chase showed his true colors the last time we spoke, and the look of pity on his face is as fake as the tits on that brunette across the way he keeps sneaking glances at. He’s got some kind of agenda with Kal. This isn’t about me at all.

“I don’t need your help,” I clip out. “You are way out of line and way off the mark. Kal did not rape me nor did he buy me off. I retracted my statement because it was a lie, and I had only said it to hurt him. I retracted it in court because I wanted the public to know this was on me, not him, and I am pure sick of people like you trying to manipulate the situation for your own end. I don’t know what your beef is with Kal, but I won’t be a part of it.”

Chase’s lips curl into an unattractive snarl. “You’re making another mistake here, Lana.”

“Screw you.”

“I know you wanted to,” he sneers, his eyes roaming over my body in blatant disinterest, “but I’m not into Kennedy’s sloppy seconds, even if I was prepared to take one for the team.”

“You’re a sick individual, and I want nothing more to do with you. Stay away from me.” I push past him.

“Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you,” he calls out. “It didn’t have to be this way, but you’ve left me no choice.” His words peter off as I stalk away, leaving him for dust.

When I reenter the main party area, I make a beeline for the counter. I’ve had enough of this, and it’s time I did something about it. Most people know my real identity on campus now. I haven’t missed the secret looks, the finger pointing, or the hushed whispers these last few weeks. No one has hurled abuse at me, at least not yet, but that doesn’t mean they are oblivious to the rumors doing the rounds. I’m finally learning to ignore people’s prejudice. It infuriates me to no end, though, that my sacrifice seems to have been in vain. People still think Kal did it, and I’m going to put an end to these new rumors once and for all.

I duck behind the counter and pull the megaphone out of a cubbyhole. Kicking off my shoes, I pull myself up on the counter beside the three other girls dancing their booties off. The crowd hollers when I stand up straight. Clearing my throat, I glance at the DJ in the far corner of the room as I raise the megaphone to my mouth. “Can I have everyone’s attention, please.” My voice booms out across the room. The DJ looks up. “Can you kill the music, please. I have something I need to say, and I want to ensure everyone hears.”

My heart is thumping wildly in my chest, and a line of sweat drips down my spine. Butterflies are having a field day in my gut, but I’m glad my voice rang out confidently, that resolve zips through my veins spurring me on. I know I can do this, and it’s the right thing to do.

I’m doing this for Kal. For Kal and Hewson.

Our baby hasn’t been on this campus once for a reason. I don’t want people finding out about him yet. But when we move in to our new apartment, the news will spread like wildfire, so, it’s important I put this latest rumor to bed first. The last thing I want is other students believing our son is the product of rape. He was conceived in love, and I don’t want anyone casting doubt on that.

The DJ mutes the music, and the crowd stills. Most everyone has turned toward the counter, giving me their undivided attention. Groups trickle out from the weed room, curious. “Most of you probably know who I am,” I begin to explain, “but I want to state it for the record. My name is Lana Taylor, and I’m the girl who accused Kalvin Kennedy of rape.”

A shocked gasp ripples through the crowd. Olivia and Riley push through to the front, and my friend gives me a big smile and an encouraging nod.

“I know there are all kinds of rumors floating about, and I wanted to help put them to rest. Kalvin Kennedy did not
 rape me. And he didn’t pay me to withdraw my statement. I did that all on my own because I had falsely accused him of something he didn’t do. Kalvin and I have known each other since we were two. I’ve been in love with him as long. I’m not going to delve into details of our personal lives, but our relationship has been difficult the last few years. He did things to hurt me, and I was hurting a lot, so I told a lie. The worst lie a girl could ever tell about a boy. It was a horrible mistake, and the guilt and self-loathing is something I will carry with me to my grave. I’m ashamed of myself.”

I look around the room, and I have everyone’s devoted attention. This feels strangely cathartic, and my heart opens wide as more words filter from my mouth. “I let myself down, because that girl you all read about is not the person I am. I let my parents down, too, but, most of all, I let Kal down. He’s my best friend, first and foremost, and I treated him appallingly.”

A loud snort from the side of the room causes a few heads to turn. I cast a quick glance at Chase, lounging against the wall with a jeering expression on his face. Ignoring him, I continue. “I confessed in court because I wanted the public to know the truth, so this wouldn’t follow him around. It’s sickening that it wasn’t enough. That people still think the worst of him hurts me so much, because he doesn’t deserve it. Kal’s a good guy, a great guy, and I want you all to give him a chance. To know the truth when you hear it. To understand he’s not the guy you’ve been led to believe.” A layer of stress lifts off me. I sway a little on my feet, feeling drained and suddenly exhausted.

A few startled gasps emerge from the crowd, and people start stepping aside. “That’s all I wanted to say. Thank you for …”—my words falter as I spy Kal weaving his way through the masses, right toward me—“listening.” I manage to get the last word out, although it is barely louder than a whisper.

Kal lifts his head up when he reaches the counter, his piercing blue eyes locking on mine. The look of fierce determination on his face has my heart skipping a beat. He holds my waist, lifting me clear off the counter. Ever so gently, he places my bare feet on the ground, keeping a hold on me. His head dips, and he never takes his eyes from mine as he lowers his face toward me. “I love you, Lana Taylor. I love you so much.” His words are loud, and clear, and they seem to reverberate around the room. Then his mouth is covering mine, and he’s kissing me like he’s never kissed me before. The room disappears. The noise fades. It’s as if it’s just the two of us. Glued to one another, as close as two people can get without getting naked. His hands hold me firmly around the waist as his mouth explores mine. My hands are planted against his impressive chest, and the steady thump, thump of his heart vibrates under my palm. His tongue sneaks into my mouth, and I silently swoon. Our lips move against one another in perfect rhythm, and my body comes alive from his caress. My heart feels like it’s going to grow wings and take flight.

A throat clearing breaks us apart. “Get a room for fuck’s sake,” Riley says, with a teasing grin. Kal wraps his arms around me, keeping me close against his body.

“That was frigging awesome, girlfriend. I’m so proud of you.” Liv manages to grab me away for a sneaky hug.

Kal instantly tucks me back under his arm. “Thanks for the heads-up, man. I owe you.” He high-fives Riley as Liv and I trade puzzled expressions.

Riley slings his arm around Liv’s shoulders, kissing her cheek. “Anytime.”

Kal looks down at me. His eyes are dark with lust, his lips swollen from my kisses. “Can we get out of here?”

I lean up on my tiptoes, kissing him quickly. “I thought you’d never ask.”

I grab my shoes, hurriedly slipping them on before I give Liv one final hug and let Kal lead me out of the basement. People stare at us as we leave, but the reception is a lot less hostile than usual.

I have only taken two steps outside when Kal grabs me, pushing me up against the wall, pressing his hot body against mine. “I can’t believe you did that.” His lips graze the column of my neck, and I shudder as intense desire sweeps over me.

“It better fucking work,” I pant, gasping as he sucks on my neck, right where my pulse beats wildly.

He chuckles, lifting his head, and I pout at the loss of his mouth on my skin. He grins, reaching up to tuck my hair behind my ears. “You’re so beautiful, Lana. I don’t think I’ve told you enough. You’re like the brightest star in the sky, lighting my life in so many ways.” He runs the tips of his fingers over my cheeks, and his feather-light touch sends delicious tingles all over my body. He presses a kiss under my jaw and then a quick one on my lips. His expression turns serious. “I forgive you.”

“You do?” My breath hitches in my throat in hopeful anticipation.

He nods. “I read your book, and I heard what you said back there, and I can’t stay angry at you anymore. Not when we love each other so much. Not when I know we are meant to be together.” He twines his fingers with mine. “I want you, and I want Hewson. I want us to be a family. My life means nothing unless you are by my side.”

I can’t help the tears that slide down my face. “You really mean it?”

He hauls me into his chest, enveloping me in his strong arms. “More than anything.”

I bury myself in his chest, inhaling his gorgeous smell and just reveling in the feel and touch of him against me. I didn’t think I’d have this again, and my heart is so full of joy I wish I could commit this feeling to memory forever. “But from now on, there can be no more secrets or lies between us. Complete honesty, Lana. That’s what I need.”

“You have it. I promise. I love you, Kal. So much it scares the hell out of me sometimes.” I peer up at him. “The older I get, the more my feelings intensify. I don’t know if it’s normal for an eighteen-year-old girl to have so much love in her heart for a boy, but my feelings for you have always run deep. There will never be anyone else for me. Never.”

He pushes me against the wall with a growl, running his hand slowly up and down the length of my thigh. His hard-on strains against my core, and my ovaries start a happy dance. “My feelings run every bit as deep,” he affirms, before smashing his mouth on mine in a wild frenzy. Our teeth clash, our tongues tangle, and we devour one another. My body vibrates with need, and I rock against his hips, gripping his ass and holding him firm against me. “Lana,” he whispers, his voice thick with lust. “I need to bury myself deep inside you.”

It’s like music to my ears. Finally, we are on the same page, and there are no more barriers between us. “Your place or mine?”


Chapter Thirty-Two
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Kalvin

“Get naked, baby,” I demand the instant we step inside my dorm. Thank fuck, Brett is at an away game tonight. I need this connection with her. Need to immerse myself in her so fully that all she sees, all she hears, all she feels, is me. I need to worship every inch of her body, and I can’t wait a second longer.

“Already ahead of you.” Her tone is smirking. I look up, and my jaw drops. She already has her top and her bra off, and she’s in the process of removing her jeans. Lana can come across as quiet and demure, but she’s never been that to me. She’s a private person, and she doesn’t let people in easily, but I know the real her, and she has this steely, quiet confidence that is totally sexy.

When we first started making out, I was taken aback by how forthright she was. She wasn’t nervous or shy around me at all, and that was both a surprise and a major turn-on. When we had sex—that one and only time—she was unashamedly responsive, sexy as hell, and she rocked my fucking world. I almost come in my jeans, such is my excitement at the promise of a repeat.

A lifetime of repeats.

Sauntering forward, she palms the bulge in my jeans, popping the top button. “Strip, dude.”

I’m standing there like a mute, frozen, as she shimmies her jeans and panties off, tossing them across the room. She stands before me, utterly naked, and she’s completely stunning.

“Fuck, Lana. You are so beautiful.” My eyes roam hungrily over every curve, and she flings her hair back, never removing her eyes from mine, letting me drink my fill. “If this is what having a baby does for you, I want a whole football field full of kids.”

She rips my jeans and boxers down my legs in one smooth move. Wrapping her hand around me, she strokes me in slow, sensual moves. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she purrs. “One baby is quite enough for now.”

“Fair enough.” I nip at her lips, my hand curving around one supple breast. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t practice.”

I start walking her back toward the bed, but she places her palms against my chest, stalling me. “Oh, I want to practice.” Her hand goes around me again, and a guttural moan leaves my mouth. She runs her teeth along my neck. “I want to practice. A lot.” She looks up at me, and the lustful sheen in her eyes almost makes me come on the spot. “You make me so fucking horny, Kal, and I’m going to ride you like you’re my own personal horse.”

“Stallion, babe. Like your own personal stallion.” I can’t be having any fucking horse comparisons. I squeeze her breast before dipping my head and sucking her nipple into my mouth.

She groans, and her hand starts pumping faster. Suddenly, she pulls back, and I mourn the loss of her tit in my mouth.

But not for long.

When she drops to her knees and takes all of me in her hot mouth, I let a volley of expletives out. She works me expertly, her mouth and hand hitting all the right spots, and I’m dangerously close to losing control. The sight of her bent over me, sucking me off, is the most glorious sight in the world. My fingers thread through her hair, and I throw back my head, groaning as pleasurable tremors whip up my spine.

“Stop, baby. I don’t want to come yet.” Gently, I lift her up, carrying her to the bed. I lay her down flat, kneeling between her legs. Nudging her thighs aside, I lick my lips as I slide one finger inside. “You’re so wet.”

“For you, Kal. Always for you. I want you inside me. Hurry.”

“Patience, firecracker.” I smirk, adding another finger, pumping in and out, curling both fingers inside her in a way I know will cause her the most pleasure. I flick my tongue against her swollen nub, and she cries out. I work her quickly, bringing her over the edge in less than a minute. I fail to keep the smug grin off my face.

Grabbing a condom, I suit up and position myself between her legs. I kiss my way up her neck, sucking on her earlobe and pressing wet open-mouthed kisses all over her face. When my mouth presses against hers, I kiss her deeply. No tongue, just our mouths moving together as my hearts inflates with everything I feel for her. “I love you,” I breathe against her mouth, staring into her eyes.

She threads her hand in mine. “I love you, too. Now, make love to me.”

I inch inside her slowly, unsure if this will hurt or not. The books she gave me said it can be a little sore the first time after having a baby. I watch where we are joined, easing slowly inside her even though my dick is screaming at me to pound into her hard, marveling at how flat and unmarked her stomach is. I press a reverential kiss to her belly. The place my son called home for nine months.

“Kal?”

I look up at her, now fully situated, holding myself intact inside her. My biceps quiver with the effort involved in holding myself over her. “Yeah, babe.”

She rocks her hips up, and stars explode behind my eyes. “You aren’t hurting me. If that changes, I’ll tell you, but, please, for the love of all things holy, move! I need you to fuck me now!”

I start thrusting gently, but she grips my ass, wrapping her legs around my waist and pulling me against her with more urgency. “Harder. I need you harder and deeper.”

“Your dirty talk is so fucking hot you’re going to make me come in about two seconds if you keep it up.”

“Don’t you dare!” She glares at me, and I chuckle, increasing my pace, thrusting into her in long, hard strides. She moans, and her mouth suctions on my chest. “Yes! More, baby.”

I increase the tempo, and she matches me thrust for thrust. My hands are in her hair, and my lips are tasting her everywhere, as I continue thrusting into her. A wave of pure liquid lust shoots up and down my spine, and a tingling sensation starts building. “I’m going to come.”

She leans a hand down between us to rub herself, and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. “Faster, Kal,” she croons. “Hell, yes!”

We tumble into bliss together, rocking and writhing against one another until we’re both sated.

I get up, toss the condom in the trash, and bring a cloth back to bed. After I’ve cleaned her up, I flop down beside her, pulling her into my arms. “Fuck, Lana. That was something else. That was unbelievably fucking amazing. Incredible.” I peck her lips.

She props up on an elbow, turning to face me. Her hair cascades over one shoulder. I press a kiss to her bare shoulder, and she shivers. “Really?”

I frown, unsure where this lack of confidence is suddenly coming from. “Abso–fucking–lutely.” I tilt her chin up with one finger. “Why are you doubting yourself?”

Her cheeks flush red. “Because you’ve been with lots of girls, and I’ve only been with you.”

I hate that I’ve done that to her. That she doubts herself because I was an asshole who couldn’t keep it in his pants. I still have a lot to do to make up for that. To prove to her that she is the center of my universe. The only girl I want from this moment on.

I sit upright, pulling her with me. I grip her face in my hands. “None of those girls meant anything to me. It was just sex.” I kiss the tip of her nose. “I have no words to describe what being intimate with you is like, because it’s everything
, Lana. You’re everything. Making love to you is like nothing I’ve ever experienced because I never loved any of those girls.”

I place her hand on my chest. “You own me, Lana, and your touch ignites the most insane feelings inside me. Seriously, I only have to look at you and I get hard. Being inside you is the most magical feeling in the world, and the way you move underneath me, the way you know what you want and aren’t afraid to ask for it, it’s hot as hell. Sex has never felt as good with anyone else because none of them were you.”

“Thank you,” she whispers, and I pull her into my arms.

“You may not have been my first, which, by the way, is something I’ll always regret, but you are most definitely my last. I have eyes for no one but you, Lana. You’re my entire world. You and Hewson. You are it for me.”
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The next few days are a whirlwind of activity as we take our exams and make plans for the holiday season. Lana agrees to come home with me so we can tell my parents together. We are going to spend a couple days with her parents first and fly to Massachusetts on Christmas Eve. We’ve been busy buying tons of furniture for our new apartment, and I’ve broken the news to Brett that he’ll have a new roomie come January, but he was happy for me.

“Do it, babe,” Lana says, jumping onto the bed beside me. I’ve been staring at my cell for the last twenty minutes, terrified to make this call. Not for me but for her. I don’t know how Mom is going to react to the news, and I don’t want anything to hurt Lana. She wraps her hand around my wrist. “I know why you’re hesitating.” I look up at her, melting at the sight of her gorgeous big eyes, so full of concern for me. “I’m not worried about your mom, so you shouldn’t be either.”

“You’re not?”

“Nope.” She smiles, scooping a large spoonful of chocolate ice cream. “Open up,” she demands, and I obey. Because I’m completely pussy-whipped and wrapped around her every finger.

“Mmm,” I murmur. “That’s good.”

“I know.” She swallows a spoonful and then leans forward to kiss me, pushing melted ice cream into my mouth. I groan, and my dick twitches in my pants. It’s a wonder I’m still able to get it up so easily. We can’t keep our hands off each other, and we haven’t spent a night apart since the frat party. “Make the call, Stinky,” she purrs, suggestively licking the back of the spoon, “and I’ll eat the rest of the ice cream off your naked body.”

“Deal.” My hard-on is now straining against my jeans. “You’re a wicked woman.”

She pushes me playfully. “Shut up. You love it.”

I do. And her.

I wait a couple minutes for my excitement to die down before calling Mom.

“Honey, it’s so good to hear from you.”

“Hey, Mom. I wanted to talk to you about Christmas.” I’m so nervous I just blurt it out.

“If you say you’re not coming home, I’ll personally get on a plane and drag you here if I have to. We haven’t seen you for months, and we miss you.” Lana takes my free hand, running soothing circles on the back of it.

“Don’t worry. I’m coming home. My flight is already booked, but, uh, I’m bringing someone with me.” Two someones, actually, but I can’t let that cat out of the bag just yet.

“A girl?”

“Yes, a girl, and you know her.”

“Lana! You’re bringing Lana?”

“Yes. How the hell did you guess that? Has Ky said anything?”

“Kyler knows?”

Ah, shit. I should’ve kept my big mouth shut. “Yeah, but from your tone, I’m figuring he wasn’t the one to tell you.”

“No one told me, honey. Did you honestly think I didn’t know Lana was the reason you decided to go to UF?”

“You knew?”

“I had my suspicions.”

She doesn’t sound upset or mad. “It’s okay to bring her?”

“If that’s what you want.”

“It is.”

“Are you sure, honey?”

I know what she’s asking. My family was hugely disappointed with Lana for falsely accusing me of rape, and they are bound to be a little cautious of her now. It’s something else we’ll have to overcome. “More sure than I’ve been about anything ever before.” I’m conscious of Lana sitting rigidly still beside me. While I know she’s put on a brave face, my mom’s approval means more to her than she’s let on. “I love her, Mom. We’re together and that’s never going to change. She’s the only girl for me.”

“You’re still very young, Kalvin.”

“I’m almost eighteen, Mom, and I know my own mind.”

“Very well. We can talk about it when you’re home.”

“You have to promise to be nice to her. Everyone has to. She’s my guest, and if anyone treats her disrespectfully, I’ll leave.” Lana is shaking her head at me.

“Sweetheart,” Mom says. “Your brothers have always been fond of Lana, and she’s welcome here anytime. You have nothing to worry about. Please give her our love, and tell her we’re looking forward to seeing her again.”

“’Kay. Thanks, Mom. See you soon.”

I hang up and turn to Lana. “That went better than expected.” I run my hand around the back of her neck, pulling her toward me.

“She doesn’t mind?” she asks, as I lower my mouth to hers.

“Nope.” I kiss her hard and then pull back, whipping my shirt off. “A deal’s a deal, woman. Pay up.” I start tugging at the hem of her shirt as a loud knock booms on the door. “Hold that thought.” I wink, racing to answer it. “I’ll just get rid of whoever it is first.”

I swing the door open, and the mad grin on my face evaporates on the spot. I’m pushed roughly against the wall as the officer yanks my hands behind my back, cuffing me. Then he says some words I’d hoped never to hear again. “Kalvin Edward Kennedy. I am arresting you for the rape and sexual assault of Ms. Shelby Walsh.”


Chapter Thirty-Three
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Lana

I grab my purse and my keys, pulling the door shut behind me as I hurry outside. I call Grandmother from the back seat of the Uber, on the way to the police station. Her displeasure filters down the line as I quickly explain. “I need a good attorney. Can you recommend anyone?”

She is aloof on the other end, not that I’m overly surprised. She’s disgusted we’re moving out and that Mom is going back to Dad.

“Please, Grandmother. He didn’t do this. This is all my fault for casting doubt on his character in the first place. Are you going to help me or not?” I’m not holding out much hope. Kyler is my next call if she refuses to help. Even though he’s emancipated and his parents aren’t legally required at the station, I don’t know if Kal would want me to call them anyway, and I’d rather leave that up to his brother to decide.

I play my final card, saying the only thing that might convince her. “I’m sure his parents will be extremely grateful. I’ll make sure to let them know how supportive you were.”

“Fine.” Her voice is curt. “I’ll call my attorney and ask him to go to the station. Ensure Kalvin doesn’t say anything until he gets there.

“Trust me, he knows the drill.” The sour taste in my mouth grows more pungent.

When I get to the station, they won’t tell me anything or let me see him. I’m pacing back and forth across the floor in the waiting area, deliberating my next move, when a stout man with ruddy cheeks and a mop of silver hair bustles into the room. “Miss Williams?” he asks, and I almost shake my head.

“I’m Lana,” I say, accepting his handshake.

“I’m James Montgomery, your grandmother’s attorney. Let me secure a room so we can talk. I would like you to explain what happened before I meet Mr. Kennedy.”

A few minutes later, we are seated in a small room. The attorney extracts a pad and pen and takes notes as I tell him what happened. “Do you know Miss Walsh?” he asks, removing his suit jacket and hanging it across the back of his chair.

“I’ve only seen her a couple of times. From what Kal told me, he slept with her one time when he first arrived on campus. I’ve no doubt it was consensual.” I explain how she threw his boxers in his face and how mad she was at his rejection. “This is purely vindictive.”

He rolls up his sleeves. “That may well be the case, but at this juncture, it is her word against his, and his previous reputation will not do him any favors.”

I slam my fist on top of the table in frustration. “That reputation isn’t deserved. It isn’t a true representation of who he is. The case was thrown out of court, and he wasn’t charged with anything, so how the hell can they use that against him?”

“I understand how upsetting this is, my dear, but, unfortunately, that case received massive attention in the media. Whether he was acquitted or not doesn’t really help. People know of him. They have their own opinions. To some, he was always guilty.”

A messy ball of emotion builds in the back of my throat. My accusation has ruined Kal’s life. The shadow of suspicion is always going to follow him around. My heart is heavy in my chest. “What if I gave a statement? Would that help? I can reiterate the facts and explain face to face how my accusation came about. I can tell them what I know of Shelby, confirm what she said the last time they met.”

He stands up. “I’m not sure how helpful that would be.” He eyeballs me apologetically. “I don’t know how much weight your word carries.”

I feel like bashing my head against the wall. “Because once a liar always a liar?”

He nods sadly, slipping his suit jacket back on. He pats my hand. “Try not to worry. Let me speak with Mr. Kennedy and find out exactly how strong the case is against him.”

He leads me back out to the waiting room. “Sit tight. I’ll update you when I can.”

The next three hours feels like three years. Mom calls, wondering if there is any news, and I pour all my frustration out. My fingernails are chewed to the bone as I pace the room, growing more and more agitated. My finger hovers over the call button on my cell repeatedly, unsure if I should call Kyler or not. I’ve all but decided to do that when Mr. Montgomery reappears with Kal in tow.

I rush him, flinging my arms around his neck. “I’ve been so worried.”

He rests his head on my shoulder, and his arms circle my waist. He holds me tight, and my heart is splintering in my chest. He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t move, just clings to me like his life depends on it. Mr. Montgomery disappears, returning a few minutes later. “You are free to go for now, Mr. Kennedy. My office will contact you in the morning.”

Kal lifts his head, taking my hand in his as he turns around. “Thank you, sir. I’ll await the call.”

We leave by the front entrance, and I’m relieved that it’s reporter free, but I wonder how long it’ll remain that way. We go back to his dorm, and I order takeout while Kal grabs a shower. He’s been unbelievably quiet since we left the station, but I don’t want to push him.

He emerges from the bathroom, steam chasing behind him, in clean sweatpants and no shirt. His feet are bare. He rubs a hand towel back and forth across his head, still not talking.

After we’ve eaten, he pulls me down alongside him on his bed. I rest my head on his chest, curling my body into his. His hand smooths up and down my spine. “I’m so sorry, Kal,” I whisper. “This is all my fault.”

“I can’t believe it’s happening again.”

His words slice through me like a knife.

“What did the attorney say? What does he think your chances are?”

His chest heaves up and down, and he sighs, his hand stalling on my back. “There is no evidence to support her claims. Just her word against mine, but that’s enough of a problem in itself.”

“When is she alleging this took place? If you have an alibi—”

“She is claiming I raped her the first night we met. Apparently, she has a witness, someone who has said she didn’t want to leave with me, and this person is prepared to testify that she was upset and crying the next morning.”

“If she’s claiming that’s the truth, why the hell did she wait three months to report it?” I fume.

“She was afraid, apparently. Your name was mentioned, and the insinuation you were paid off as well as your treatment at the hands of the media were both cited as reasons for not coming forward sooner.” He harrumphs. “You’ve got to admit it sounds plausible. All this because I rejected her.” He shakes his head. “What a clusterfuck.”

A horrid feeling washes over me, and I think I’m going to be sick. “Oh my God, Kal. I’m so—”

“Do not say you are sorry,” he roars, and I flinch. “I am so fucking sick of hearing you say that! This is never going to go away!” I pull out of his embrace, fighting back tears as I swing my legs over the side of the bed. I start gathering up my stuff, putting it in my bag. Kal sits up, planting his feet on the floor. “What’s to stop more girls from coming forward alleging the same thing?” He shakes his head. “I’m royally screwed.” He buries his head in his hands, and my heart is broken.

I was stupid to think we could ever get past this. To ever believe we had a future. Now Kal is facing the prospect of jail again, and I won’t survive if he goes down for something he didn’t do. I’ve got to make this right.

I’ve got to, at least, try.

“I think I should go.” I hate how my voice cracks.

“I think that’s for the best,” he agrees, and my lower lip wobbles.

I kiss the top of his head, but he doesn’t make any move. With silent tears streaming down my face, I exit his room.

Back in my dorm, I’m pacing the floor like a crazy woman. Liv has already gone home for the holidays, so I’m left with my own thoughts.

I replay Kal’s words in my mind, and it can’t be a coincidence. It just can’t.

I need to speak to Shelby, but I don’t have a clue where she lives. I can’t ask Kal because, A, he’s not currently speaking to me and, B, I know he wouldn’t want me to do this, but I’m damned if I’m going to sit around and watch while my mistake tries to ruin him again.

I pull out my cell and call the one person who I know can help. He picks up on the third ring. “Keven, I need your help.”
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Twenty minutes later, I’m standing outside the apartment block where Shelby lives. Keven Kennedy has unbelievable IT skills, and it only took him five minutes to locate her address. I made him swear not to tell Kal, but I have zero faith he’ll keep that promise. He wasn’t in favor of me coming here on my own even though I fully explained. I reckon I have a very narrow window of opportunity to do this before Kal shows up.

I’ve got to make every second count.

I rap loudly on her door, praying to every deity known to mankind that she hasn’t skipped town yet. I thump harder with my fist. “Shelby! It’s Lana. Open up. I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”

The door swings open a few minutes later. Shelby is dressed to the nines, as if she’s going out. “What do you want?” she hisses. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I just want to talk.”

“Well, I don’t want to talk to you.”

She moves to close the door, but I shove my foot in the doorway. Removing my cell, I thrust it in her face. I’m taking a huge risk doing this, but I don’t think I have a choice.

“What is this?” Her brow wrinkles.

“His name is Hewson, and he’s my son. My son and Kalvin’s. If you won’t talk to me for Kal’s sake, at least do it for his son’s.”

Unnamed emotion skitters over her face. She clears her throat, looking more closely at the phone. “I didn’t know he had a son.”

“We didn’t want anyone to know yet. Please, Shelby. Please, let me come in.” It’s killing me to be polite to the bitch when I want to rip every strand of hair from her head and poke toothpicks in her eyes.

Indecision washes over her features, and I know I’m running out of time. Fuck it. I’ll say what I need to say out here. “We both know Kal didn’t do this. You’re lying. I’m going to take a wild guess and say Chase is somehow involved.” Her eyes twitch at the mention of his name. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

Her mouth pulls into a grim line, and her pupils dilate. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and the fact you have a son doesn’t change the situation. He raped me. I’m not soft like you. I’m not going to let him bully me into withdrawing my confession. He’s going to go down for this.”

Her face is an impressive mask, and I know I’m not going to get anywhere with her. Whatever sliver of hope I had dies an instant death inside me. “You are going to ruin his life for something he didn’t do. I don’t know why you and Chase are doing this, but you should know that you are going to ruin a good man, and I’m speaking from personal experience when I say this will ruin you too. Whatever your motive is, this won’t feel so good when the dust has settled and you’ve put an innocent man in jail for a crime he didn’t commit. When you’ve deprived a little boy of his father.”

A glint of emotion flickers in her eye.

“My son has only just found his father, and you are going to take that from him. You are going to ruin my life and my baby’s too.” The air is fraught with tension. “I hope you can live with that on your conscience.”

She stands frozen in the doorway as I leave, my heart weighted down with fear.

Kal is getting out of his truck when I step out onto the pavement. “Lana!” he shouts, running toward me. “What the hell were you thinking coming here?” He grips my elbow, looking up at the apartment building as he tows me to his car.

“I was only trying to help. Chase put her up to this.”

“What?” Kal comes to a standstill. “What did you just say?”

“She didn’t confirm it, but I saw it in her eyes. At the frat house, the last time, he was trying to get me to admit that you’d paid me off. When I told him that wasn’t the truth, he got mad, and he said something cryptic. I ignored it because he was clearly crazy, but now I’m wondering if he didn’t set this all up.”

“But Shelby didn’t confirm it?” His eyes crinkle as his face turns contemplative.

“Not verbally, but I could tell she was lying.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “I showed her a picture of Hewson. I thought if I appealed to her on his behalf that she’d drop it, but she refused to budge.” I’m sorry is on the tip of my tongue but I manage to keep a tether on the words. “What if we asked Keven to find some dirt on Chase or her? There has to be something there. Some reason why they are targeting you,” I mull out loud. “And we can tell your attorney our suspicions. Plenty of people can confirm Chase is a douche, and it might, at least, cast some doubt. Buy us some time to prove you’re innocent.”

Kal surprises me, pulling me into his arms. His chin rests atop my head as I tentatively slide my arms around his waist. “I’m sorry for shouting at you earlier. I didn’t mean to take it out on you. It’s not your fault. I know you’re only trying to help, and I need that. I need you.”

“It’s okay.” I don’t tell him he’s wrong, that it’s totally my fault, because I don’t want to fight with him anymore tonight.

And if he needs me, then I’m going to be there for him.

For as long as he’ll have me.

Chapter Thirty-Four
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Kalvin

My cell phone is vibrating on a continual loop the next morning, waking both of us up. I stare at the screen through groggy eyes. As my eyesight focuses, I curse.

“What?” Lana asks through a yawn.

“It’s Mom. I’m guessing the news has broken.”

“Oh no.”

I answer the call. There’s no point in delaying the inevitable. Mom is frantic on the end of the line, and I do my best to settle her. She’s furious that we didn’t call her yesterday, but I assure her that Lana had it all in hand and her grandmother’s attorney knows what he’s doing.

“Fuck,” I groan, tossing my phone aside after I hang up.

Lana peeks out the window. “I don’t see any reporters.”

“Mom got a heads-up from a contact of hers in the media. A local paper has picked up the story, and they’re preparing to run with it. Mom has Dan on the case. Hopefully, they can get an injunction in time to stop it.”

There’s a firm rap on the door, and we exchange worried expressions. “I’ll get it.” She presses a kiss to my cheek, climbing out of bed and heading to the door in her cute pajamas.

I grab my sweats off the floor and pull them on. Running my hands through my hair, I try to tame it. Lana returns with a sheepish-looking Shelby. I glance warily at her. “You’ve got some nerve coming here,” I snap.

“I’ve just come from the station. I’ve withdrawn my allegation.”

Lana rummages in her purse, as the sweetest sense of relief washes over me. The pressure in my chest eases, and I lean over, breathing heavily as I cradle my head in my hands. Lana drops down beside me, wrapping her arm around my back. I lean into her for strength.

“I’m very sorry, Kalvin. More than I can say.”

“Why?” I lift my head up, eyeballing her. “Why would you do that to me?”

She shuffles awkwardly on her feet. “You didn’t want me, and I was pissed. Then I hooked up with a Chase a few times, and he wasn’t a fan either. It was all his idea. He suggested we could blackmail you.”

My lips curl into a sneer. “How?”

“I was going to approach you and tell you I’d withdraw my claim if you paid me off.” My fists curl into tight balls at my sides. “Then we were going to split the cash.”

I glare at her. “What if I hadn’t paid up?”

She looks down at the floor. “Then Chase was going to testify that he saw you dragging me from the frat party against my will and that I broke down and confessed the rape to him the next day.”

“Why does Chase hate Kal so much?” Lana asks.

She looks me direct in the eye. “It’s not you per se, it’s what you represent.”

“Explain that.” I grit the words out.

“Chase grew up dirt poor, and he has a major chip on his shoulder. He hates anyone with money. When you showed up on campus, he saw a way to make some fast money and a way to stick it to the rich at the same time.” She faces Lana. “He knew who you were all along. At first, he was going to fuck you, take compromising photos, and force Kal to pay to keep them out of the media.”

I growl, anger plowing through my veins.

“But he couldn’t get close to you, so then he thought if he got you to confess to being paid off he could use that to blackmail Kal. When that didn’t work either, he came up with a new plan.”

“He was using you, Shelby,” Lana says.

“I know. I was an idiot, but the thought of all that cash was so tempting. We didn’t have much growing up either. My mom remarried last year, and my stepdad is stinking rich, but he’s a complete tightwad. It would’ve been nice to have my own cash.”

“Get out,” I snap. “Get out and stay the fuck out of my face.”

She gulps nervously. “I’m sorry, Kalvin. I didn’t know you had a son.” She looks to Lana. “My dad ran out on my mom when I was only a baby. I know what it’s like to grow up without a father. I couldn’t do that to another child. I was awake all night thinking about it.”

Lana rises, nodding tersely. “I’ll show you out.”

She is smiling when she returns. “It’s over.” She throws her arms around me, and I lose myself in her touch, her warmth.

“That’s if she actually withdrew her statement.” I check my cell. No missed calls from my attorney. which is concerning. Surely, he’s been notified by now?


“Well,” Lana says, reaching behind me. “If she didn’t, I have it all on tape.” She waves her cell at me. “I recorded her.”

I chuckle. “Oh my God, the irony!”

She laughs with me. “I know, right?”

I pull her onto my lap. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For fighting for me.”


Chapter Thirty-Five
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Lana

“We’re here,” Kal calls out, ushering me through the front door of his family home. A home that’s as familiar to me as it is to him. A swarm of butterflies lands in my stomach. Nausea travels up my throat, and I’m sure I’ve turned an unflattering shade of green.

Originally, we had planned on arriving yesterday, Christmas Eve; however, with events on campus those last few days, we were a day late arriving at my parent’s place, and Kal, being all kinds of thoughtful, didn’t want me missing out on time with my folks, so, he cancelled our commercial flights and arranged for the Kennedys’ private jet to collect us this morning instead.

Thankfully, Kal’s attorney called just before we left campus to confirm Shelby had retracted her statement, and the police have dropped all charges, eradicating the last vestiges of stress. Alex managed to keep all mention of it out of the press, and it appears we’re home clear. I’ve never felt more relieved, and I can tell Kal feels the same.

However, my shoulders are currently tied in a million knots as a new layer of stress descends at the thought of the reception awaiting us. I think I might actually puke.

Hewson woke on the journey from the airport, and I gave him his bottle in the back of the Mercedes. Max—the Kennedys’ personal chauffeur—almost keeled over when he first greeted us, me holding a babe in arms, but I haven’t missed all the cute glances he’s thrown our way since. I can tell he’s already enamored with Hewson. Our son seems to have that effect on everyone.

“We’re in here,” Alexandra hollers, and my stomach lurches.

Kal slings his arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close to his side. “It’s going to be fine. I promise.” He kisses my forehead and then our son’s.

I grab hold of his arm, terrified. “Maybe this is an awful idea. Maybe we should have told them on the phone.”

“It’s bound to be a shock, but they’ll be okay with this. I promise.” He captures the back of my neck, lowering his mouth to mine. He kisses me deeply, and some of my stress dissipates. “You trust me, right?”

I nod. “I trust you.”

“Then trust that I’ve got this. You and Hewson are my family now. You’re my priority. If this doesn’t go well, we’ll leave. All you have to say is the word. Okay?”

I wrap my free hand around his waist. “I love you, Kal.”

“I love you, too. Both of you.” Hewson emits a small gurgle, nuzzling into my chest as Kal musses up his hair.

Kal keeps his arm firmly around my shoulder as he moves us through the lobby and out into the living area. All his brothers are here. Faye too and her dad, Adam, along with her half-brothers, Jake and Josh. I’ve never met them before, but she’s told me all about them. Crappity crap. I didn’t know they were coming. Didn’t realize our welcoming committee would be quite so large.

All conversation dies in the room the minute we enter. Everyone is looking at us with similar dazed expressions. I’m trembling with fear. Kal notices, reeling me in tight and running his hand up and down my back. “Hey, everyone. You remember Lana.” He turns to me, his eyes glistening. “And this is Hewson.” He flips his chin up, looking his parents directly in the eye. “Our son.”

You could hear a pin drop in the room. No one says anything. Everyone just stares, mouths hanging open, with shell-shocked expressions on their face.

Faye is the first to break the tension. Of course, she and Ky already knew, but Kal had sworn them to secrecy. She races across the room, giving me a quick hug. “You look great, and I’m so glad you’re here.” Dipping her head, she beams at my son. “But this little guy. Oh my gosh!” She kisses his cheek ever so gently, and tears fill her eyes. “I’ve been so excited to meet you,” she whispers, cooing at him.

She grabs Kal into a smothering hug, never once taking her eyes off Hewson. “He’s soooooo beautiful. I want to run away with him.” A mischievous glint appears in her eye. “Clearly, he takes after Lana, considering you’re pig ugly and all.” She nudges Kal’s shoulder, smirking. Her teasing tone is exactly what’s needed to slice through the frigid atmosphere.

Then our son bridges that final gap.

I’ve heard Mom talk about the precious moments in life. Those special times when I was little and I did things for the first time. This is one of those times. A memory to cherish.

Hewson’s lower lip trembles a little as he looks around the room at all the expectant faces. He’s at the stage where he’s starting to get nervous around strangers. He wiggles in my embrace, and his arms go out, reaching for Kal. Kal gathers him to his chest, his eyes shining with so much love. Then Hewson opens his mouth and utters his first word. “Dada.”

My heart explodes with pride and sheer happiness. Tears leak out of my eyes when Kal starts crying, cradling Hewson in his arms and kissing the top of his head repeatedly, holding him so lovingly, like he’s the most precious cargo in the world. “Say it again,” he whispers, being totally greedy.

“Dada.”

“That’s my boy!” Kal smacks a loud kiss on his cheek as a sob erupts across the room.

Alexandra rushes toward us, tears flowing freely down her cheeks. The rest of the family trail behind her. “Darling, that was so precious.” She wraps her arms around all of us, hugging us. “He’s so beautiful.” Easing back, she crouches over until she’s eye level with Hewson. “Hello, darling. Welcome to the family.” She takes his tiny hand, and he latches on, curling his finger around hers. She visibly melts. Then Hewson gurgles, smiling at her, no hint of discomfort at all.

“Oh, boy,” Faye says, winking at me. “That one’s going to be trouble.” We laugh. “I can already see the girls lining up.”

“Hey, Lanabelle,” Keaton says, drawing me in for a hug. “I’ve missed you.”

I can scarcely speak over the wedge of emotion in my throat, although, I shouldn’t be surprised. Keaton has always been the most gracious, the most sensitive of all Kal’s brothers, and we’ve always gotten on well. “I missed you too,” I croak, holding him tight.

Then he looks at Hewson, and my heart melts at the look on his face. “Hey there, little dude.” He wipes the sloppy dribble off Hewson’s chin in a sweet gesture.

“He’s teething,” I explain, removing a fresh bib from my bag and replacing the wet one around his neck.

“He’s adorable,” Keaton remarks, staring at Hewson with a massive smile on his face. “Let’s hope he takes after you and not jerk face.” He gestures toward Kal.

“Hey, no bad language in front of my son.” Kal shoots his brother a stern look, and Keaton cracks up laughing.

The others crowd around, and I soak up the atmosphere, my tense muscles relaxing with every laugh, every joke.

We are late starting dinner because each of Kal’s brothers wants a turn holding Hewson. Kal goes to his room—where we’re all staying—to make up Hewson’s crib. I’m comfortably seated on one of the big leather couches, with Hewson dozing in my arms, while Faye and Alex set the table. James, Kal’s dad, disappears for a while, returning with a sturdy, wooden old-fashioned highchair. “This was your daddy’s,” he tells Hewson, strapping him in.

When we are all seated, with heaped plates in front of us, James raises his glass in a toast. “To family and extended family.” His eyes are soft as he looks around the table. “Alex and I are so grateful you are here with us today. Every person at this table holds a special place in our hearts.” He glances at Adam, Faye’s father. “Even you, Adam,” he teases, and we all laugh. According to Faye, her uncle and her bio dad resolved their differences during their Irish vacation last summer.

“Wow,” Adam jokes. “That’s high praise indeed.” He nods at James, and a moment passes between them.

“We are especially grateful to officially welcome Lana and Hewson to the family. Awesome name by the way.” He winks at me, and I smile. “All any parent wants is to see their children happy. And I see lots of happiness today.”

He clearly misses the eye rolling Kent’s been doing at his expense.

We raise our glasses. “To family. To health, happiness, love, and forgiveness. To the future.”
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Kal is putting Hewson down, and I’m sitting with Faye, Kyler, and the rest of Kal’s brothers in the games room. “Who would’ve thought a little baby would turn all the burly Kennedy boys to mush?” Faye says, smiling. “They adore him. I
 adore him.” She looks wistfully at Kyler.

“I can tell.” I take a sip of my wine, as Kal strolls into the room.

“All good?” I ask, straightening up.

“He’s tuckered out.” He chuckles, taking his beer off the table. “He fell asleep the instant his head hit the pillow.”

Kent snorts, leaning forward and winking at me. “Taking after his daddy already. You’d want to watch that.”

Everyone groans. You can always count on Kent to try to stir shit up.

“That reminds me.” Kal hands me his beer and walks to his brother’s side. Superfast, before anyone has even registered the motion, Kal’s fist juts out, and he punches Kent on the nose.

The place goes crazy.

“Shh!!” I hiss. “Don’t wake the baby!”

“What the fuck?” Kent explodes, prodding the sides of his nose for damage.

“If you ever touch Lana again, I will happily kick your ass all over Wellesley.”

All eyes turn to me, and my cheeks heat. “Oh my God. Kal! Stop it!”

“Dude, she was so
 into me.” Kent smirks, and I draw a sharp breath. He’s not going to let this go. Standing up, he starts rolling his hips in a thrusting fashion. “She loved every second of it. Don’t let her tell you different.” Next, he starts humping the arm of the chair. “This cock is magic, baby.” Faye snorts with laughter, while I bury my head in my hands, groaning. Trust Kent to totally exaggerate and Kal to completely overreact. He knows we only made out for a bit. That Kent’s cock never came in direct contact with any part of my body.

But they’re both idiots.

Kal lunges at his brother, wrestling him to the ground. They thrash about, swinging a few punches as the rest of the Kennedy boys watch the show.

Kaden—Kal’s eldest brother—lands a hand on my shoulder. “And he’s a father now?” His lips curve into a smile. “God help us all.”

[image: ]


Kal and I are sitting in the conservatory, alone, drinking hot chocolate a few hours later. “Are you happy?” he asks.

“Couldn’t be happier. I was worried they wouldn’t accept us, accept me, but they’ve been very welcoming.” I know it can’t be easy for the Kennedys to forgive me. I put Kal through hell last year, but they seem willing to give me the benefit of the doubt, and I’m grateful. This has gone much better than I expected. I know how important this was for Kal, so I’m delighted it’s gone smoothly.

“I knew they would be. Dad loves babies, and my brothers act all tough, but they’re really pussies underneath.” He cups the back of my head, kissing me sweetly on the lips. “Besides, you’re practically family. You grew up with us, Lana, and I know my brothers all love you.”

We wander back into the sitting room, and I smile at the sight of Faye softly singing to Hewson as she rocks him in her arms. “He woke up a few minutes ago. She didn’t want to disturb you, or at least that’s the story she’s sticking to,” Kyler tells us in a whisper. His eyes look suspiciously shiny as his girlfriend cradles Hewson in her arms, looking like a total natural.

Kal and I share a knowing look. Kyler hasn’t taken his eyes off Faye for more than a few seconds all day. This is the first time I’ve been around them since they got together officially, and it’s not hard to see how besotted they are with one another. It’s a side of Kyler I’m not used to. As he gazes adoringly at her, it isn’t difficult to guess his thoughts.

Alex obviously thinks so too. Planting herself directly in front of Kyler, she pierces him with a serious look. “Don’t even think about it,” she whispers. “Let me get to know one grandchild before you introduce another.”

“Chill out, Mom.” Kyler tucks her into his side. “I’m just admiring the view.” Faye is completely oblivious to all this, totally wrapped up in Hewson, pressing soft kisses to his head as she continues to rock him in her arms even though he’s already fast asleep again. “And hoping that’ll be me, be us, one day. But not yet.” He kisses the top of his mom’s head. “I always wrap it before I tap it, so don’t worry.”

Alex turns pale, and Kal almost chokes. I attempt to smother my laugh. Alex puts a hand over her heart. “I’m sure I didn’t need to hear that. We’re being responsible would’ve more than sufficed.”

From the corner of my eye, I watch Adam narrow his eyes at Kyler. Kyler straightens up, clearing his throat. “Apologies, Adam. That was insensitive of me. I meant no disrespect.”

Kal buries his head in my shoulder, muffling his laughter.

“The twins are in earshot, Kyler. I’d appreciate it if you remember that. And I’m with your mom. I’m not overly fond of hearing details of my daughter’s sex life.”

“On that awesome note,” Kal says, snickering, “we’re heading to bed.” He takes my hand as we say our goodnights. Faye reluctantly passes Hewson into my arms, and together, as the family unit I always wanted us to be, we retreat to our room for the night.
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Alex asks to speak to me the following morning after breakfast, suggesting a walk on the grounds. It’s freezing outside, but the air is crisp and dry. Smothering my nervousness, I wrap Hewson up nice and cozy and grab my coat. I push the stroller outside, with Alex by my side. We don’t talk for a few minutes, and my anxiety is increasing with every step.

A short while later, just as we’ve entered the wooded area that borders the rear of their estate, she clears her throat. “I wanted to talk to you because there are some things I need to say.” She looks over at me, smiling softly. “I don’t know exactly what you think of me, but you should know I was never opposed to you, Lana. You’re as much a daughter to me as Faye. I’ve always known how you and Kal felt about each other. You were inseparable from the moment you met, even when you were very little we could see the love shining between you. James and I always said you two would end up together.”

I can’t hide my surprise. For years, I’ve believed Alex disliked me.

“That day in Nantucket, I knew things had turned a corner, that your relationship was evolving, and I stopped it because I felt you were too young. I didn’t tell Kalvin not to hang out with you anymore. I asked him not to take things further with you until you were a little older. I didn’t realize the part I would play in what would end up happening, and for that, I’m truly sorry. I don’t fully understand what happened between you, and I don’t want to know, Lana. He’s my son and there are certain things I don’t care to hear. I’m sorry that you got hurt, and I’m unbelievably happy that you were able to find your way back to each other.”

She stops, and I’m shocked to see tears in her eyes. She squeezes my hand. “I’m so grateful you’ve brought Hewson into our lives. I’m a firm believer that things happen for a reason.”

“You’re not upset? Because we’re so young, and it’s something else I kept from him?”

“Sweetheart.” She hugs me briefly. “A baby is always a blessing, and I can already see how much you and Kalvin love him. Besides, I wasn’t that much older than you when I got pregnant with Kaden. It’d be very hypocritical of me to criticize you.”

“Thank you,” I say quietly. “I was very worried coming here. I thought you’d all hate me because of what I did. I know I’ve hated myself enough for it.”

She pauses momentarily. “It’s time to forgive yourself, honey. You want to look forward to the future, not remain chained to the past. I should know.” She peers into my eyes. “I spent years hiding a secret that almost destroyed us. I’ve only recently come to realize how that link to the past was holding me back from the things I wanted to do. I don’t want you to make the same mistakes. I know you love my son with all your heart. You always have, and I know the person you are in here.” She taps a finger against my chest. “And that’s why I can forgive you. Why we’ve all forgiven you. God knows we’ve made our fair share of mistakes. Who the hell are we to judge?”

I don’t realize I’m crying until she wipes her thumbs across the dampness on my face. She pulls me into a hug. “I wouldn’t want anyone else for my son. You’ve always been perfect for him, Lana. My intention was never to keep you two apart. I just wanted to slow things down until you were both ready. All I want for my sons is that they’re happy. That they find someone to love who loves them as much in return. Kalvin has that in you. You two are for life. I wish you every happiness, honey, because you deserve it. And I want you to know you are as much a part of this family as anyone. You always have been.”
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When we return to campus in January, we discover both Shelby and Chase have been expelled for conduct which brings the university into disrepute. One in five students on campus suffers some form of sexual assault which is why the authorities treat such incidents very seriously.

I’m now enrolled in the creative writing program, and I’ve a huge amount of work to catch up on, but hard work has never scared me. As we settle into our new apartment, and Hewson settles into the Baby Gators daycare facility, I feel a level of contentment that is unsurpassed.

Mom and Dad are happy in Connecticut, and while I’m sad that things didn’t work out for her with her parents—my grandparents have resumed ignoring us and pretending like we don’t exist—I can’t say I’m losing much sleep over it. It’s a shame my grandmother couldn’t get over her aversion to my father, couldn’t let the past stay in the past, and while I will always be grateful to her for taking me and Hewson in, I’m not going to allow her to cast a shadow on my future. If she wants to reconcile in the future, I would be receptive, but I’m not going out of my way to make amends.

Kal and Hewson are my priority now, and everything else takes a back seat.

As the weeks turn into months, we adjust to our new schedule, with the help of friends. Saturday night is date night and the one day of the week when Kal and I can focus on our relationship. Our friends take turns babysitting, even Brett who turns out to be the best sitter of all, and life is good.

More than good.

I’m living my dream, and the reality is even better.

Every day, I fall more and more in love with my man. Kal is everything I hoped he’d be and more. I couldn’t wish for a better best friend, a better lover, a better cheerleader. And he’s an amazing dad. Hewson is the apple of Kal’s eye, and they are literally joined at the hip. On weekends, we go on family outings, and once a month, we take turns visiting our extended families. Mom and Dad were a little wary of Kal, at first, but thanks to his unwavering love of me and our son, they have since embraced him.

I walk around with a smug, happy look plastered on my face, and there is little to complain about.

Kal finally read my book, and I shared my plans with him. With his support and encouragement, I self-published The Story of Us
 two months ago. To my shock and delight, it was an instant bestseller. I’m distributing twenty-five percent of the profits to a rape support charity, and the rest is being saved toward next semester’s tuition. Kal argues with me relentlessly over it. But, a deal’s a deal.

And I’m a lucky bitch.

I know that.

As we prepare to spend the summer break together, I acknowledge how things could have turned out so differently and how happy I am with where my life is heading.

I couldn’t ask for anything more.


Epilogue

August
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Lana

I’m leaning over the ledge staring at the crystal-clear waters of the Atlantic Ocean, taking a moment to cherish the beauty that is my life. The moon casts magical shadows on the sea, and in the distance, the faint sounds of laughter can be heard. Glancing along the beach, I spot the telltale glow of a fire. The beach parties along this private strip are legendary.

When Alex and James said we could use the Nantucket house for the summer, I squealed with joy. Getting to spend every minute of every day with Kal and my son is a luxury we don’t normally have, and I wanted to pack as much into our summer break as possible.

But it’s more than that.

This house and this island have always had a special place in my heart. This is where I fell completely in love with my soul mate, and the memories I have of summers spent here will never fade. That we get to experience this again, and to make new memories with our son, thrills me in ways I can’t even begin to explain.

We quickly settled into a new routine. I get up at five a.m. and spend a few hours writing outside, before the heat and humidity affect my productivity and before the two men in my life start making welcome demands on my time.

We eat a leisurely breakfast on the deck before heading to one of the public beaches. We stop in town on our way back, having a late lunch or early dinner. On lazier days, we stay here, using the private beach to chill out, kissing, touching, and making plans, as Hewson makes sandcastles and snoozes under the shade of the umbrella. Kal is teaching him to swim, and we spend hours every day in the water. He’s running all over the place now, and, I swear, you need eyes in the back of your head.

Nights are filled with sipping wine, snuggling up outside, and making love until the early hours. Kal is adventurous in bed, and I still can’t get enough of him. Barely a minute goes by without us touching in some shape or form, and I’ll never grow tired of it. I crave his touch as much as I need air.

Strong arms slide around my waist, and a firm, irresistible body lines up behind me. “You doing okay, baby?” Kal asks, brushing my hair aside to kiss my neck.

I shiver as delicious tremors ghost over my skin. “I’m perfect. Just taking a moment to appreciate everything.” I twist around, looping my arms around his neck. “Where is everyone?”

“Our moms are clearing up after dinner, and our dads are drinking whiskey in the study. Everyone else is … around.”

Both our families came out two days ago. I was nervous about it, but so far things are going smoothly. I know it’s strange for my parents to be back here as guests rather than the hired help, but Alex and James are gracious hosts. Even though they are separated, they are a solid unit, and I know all the boys are holding out hope they’ll officially get back together.

I tense a little in his arms. “Who has Hewson?”

He smirks. “Who do you think?”

“We’ll have to check Faye and Ky’s bags before they leave. I wouldn’t put it past either one of them to try and kidnap him,” I joke.

Kal draws me in flush to his body. “Neither would I. They are going to make awesome parents someday.”

“I think so, too.”

His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat, and he looks a little green in the face, all of a sudden.

“Are you okay? You don’t look so hot.” My eyes crinkle in worry as I cup his face.

Michael Buble’s melodic tones waft through the nighttime air as the sound of “I Believe in You” emits through the outdoor speakers. “Dance with me?” Kal gulps nervously as he extends his hand.

I place my palm in his, and he pulls me in flush to his body. My heart is thumping as I curl my hands around his neck. His arms encircle my waist. Then we’re moving, softly brushing our bodies as we sway to the music. He’s peering deep into my eyes, with so much emotion radiating from his gaze, telling me everything that’s in his heart. So much love exists between us. It never ceases to blow my mind. To know I could love another person as much as I love him.

Our eyes remain locked, as we dance, while Michael sings about starting over, how good things come back to you, and about reasons to believe in love. As I listen to the lyrics, it’s as if he wrote the song especially for us.

Kal starts singing, and then I’m twirling in his arms, spinning around and around, laughing as my heart and soul soar with everything I’m feeling.

The pitter-patter of little feet has me turning around. Hewson is running on his chubby little legs toward us. Our entire families are lined up at the edge of the patio, watching with happy smiles. Blood thrums through my veins, and a fluttery feeling starts up in my chest. The music quiets until it’s a hum in the background.

“Come here, buddy,” Kal calls out to Hewson. Hewson runs past me, and I pivot around as he barrels straight into his father’s arms. I gasp. Kal has removed his button-down shirt, and now he’s sporting an identical T-shirt to his son. Both of them are on their knees, peering up at me.

My eyes fill up automatically as I realize what’s happening.

“From the moment I met you, my soul came alive,” Kal says, his voice choked with emotion. “Every part of my life has been full of your presence, and I know that I couldn’t exist without you. Your love lifts me up. It makes me a better person, a better man, a better father. You are the reason I believe in love. You are the reason I’m so unbelievably happy. That I get up every day counting my blessings. I’m so grateful you gave me another chance. That you’ve given me this unbelievable life. I don’t want to spend a second without you by my side.”

He stands up, scooping a wriggling Hewson in his arms. They move in front of me, both my boys wearing matching “Marry Us” shirts. Kal lifts the lid on the little black box. “I love you, baby. Make me the happiest man on the planet and agree to be my wife. Marry me, Lana.”

Kalvin

I’ve never felt such abject terror as I do in this moment. My hand is outstretched, the massive diamond ring glistening under the glow of the outside lights. Tears flow down Lana’s face, and I can’t tell what she’s thinking. She’s shaking, sobbing, but she still hasn’t said a word, and now I’m petrified. Damn my cocky arrogance. If she rejects me, my brothers will never let me live this down. Why I thought it’d be a great idea to propose in front of both our families fails me now. What the hell was I thinking?


I know we’re still young, and I’m not suggesting we rush out and get married straightaway, but I want my ring on her finger. I want the commitment. I want the world to know she’s mine. I want her to know she has my heart for eternity. That I’ll always be here for her and Hewson. That I want more kids with her.

I think I’ve stopped breathing. Hewson is restless in my arms, not understanding the magnitude of the moment.

“Yes,” she chokes out, finally. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

My relief is immediate, my knees almost buckling. Over my shoulder, I see Faye move forward, and I let Hewson down, nudging him in her direction. Lana flings herself at me, crying and laughing, and I lift her up, spinning us around, my heart full to bursting point. “Thank fuck. You almost gave me a coronary.”

The music starts up again, and I put her feet on the ground, sliding the ring on her finger. She can hardly see it through her tears. “Oh my God, Kal, it’s beautiful.”

“Just like you,” I whisper, reeling her into my arms. “I love you, honeybun. So, so much.”

“I love you, too. You’ve just made me the happiest girl in the world.”

“My new mission in life is ensuring you’re happy every day of our forever.” I can’t hold back any longer, needing to taste her, to feel her lips moving against mine. I kiss her long and deep and passionately, uncaring that we have an audience. She’s my fiancée now, and I’m going to kiss the shit out of her every second of every day for the rest of our lives.

A not so subtle tug on my leg has us breaking apart.

“Up, Daddy,” Hewson demands, not liking to be left out.

I scoop him up, and he wraps an arm around me and Lana. We dance to the music, laughing and twirling around as our son giggles. In the background, our families are chatting and smiling, and no other moment could be more perfect.
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“Have you any ideas on a date?” Faye asks, a couple of hours later. Hewson is tucked up in bed, and our parents have retired inside for the night. Melissa and Keaton are snuggled up on the loveseat, while Kent, Keanu, Kev, and Kade have wandered down the beach to check out the party, leaving only Lana and me, Ky and Faye, Faye’s Irish friend Rachel, and Brad. Everyone is delighted for us, and this night can’t get any better. Well, it can. Once I get Lana under me later. I can’t wait to make love to her as my fiancée for the first time. I’m already hard thinking about it.

“We’re in no rush,” Lana says, having already discussed it with me earlier. “We’re thinking just after we graduate.”

“I can’t believe you picked this by yourself.” Faye takes Lana’s hand in hers, admiring the ring.

“I might’ve had some help.” My eyes flick to Ky’s momentarily, and I smile at the secret we’re keeping. I wasn’t the only Kennedy choosing an engagement ring that day.

Faye’s gaze bounces between me and her boyfriend, frowning a little. Ky pulls her in tighter to his side, pressing a kiss to her temple as he shoots me a warning look.

“You did good, babe,” Lana says, kissing me softly on the lips.

I stand up. “Excuse us. We have somewhere we need to be.” Taking her hand, I lead her around the front of the house.

“Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise.”

I open the car door, nudging her inside. I’ve only had one beer on purpose. She slides in, staring at me in confusion. “Where—”

I silence her with a drugging kiss. When I pull away, I place one finger against her lips. “No questions. A surprise is only a surprise if you don’t know.”

I’m smug as I drive away from the house, heading southbound.

Ten minutes later, I stop at the high wrought iron gates, punching the code into the keypad. I feel Lana’s eyes on me as I drive up the small entranceway, stopping in front of the one-story Spanish-style property. It’s painted in contrasting shades of terracotta and cream, which are a bit gauche, but it was the stunning architectural design that caught my eye.

I hope she likes it.

That she isn’t mad I purchased it without consulting her.

I was too afraid she’d say no.

She’s a bit funny when it comes to money, but she’s going to have to get over it. As my wife, she’ll share everything that’s mine.

I run around to open her door, taking her hand and helping her out of the car. “Why are we here?” I spot the nervous look in her eyes.

“I wanted to show you our new vacation home.” My heart is in my mouth. “Surprise, baby. Happy engagement.”

Her eyes are out on stalks. “You bought us a house?”

Carefully, I draw her into my arms. “I know how much you love it here, Lana, and I love it too. I wanted us to have our own home. For Hewson to spend every summer here with us.” She’s crying again. “Don’t cry, babe. Please. On a scale of one to ten, how mad are you?”

She laughs, playfully slapping my chest. “Stupid, crazy, Stinky. Why would I be mad?” She presses her body against mine, her eyes darkening. “I can’t ever be mad at you. Not when you love me as well as you do. You love me good, Kal. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you, but I won’t ever take you for granted. I promise.”

She presses her mouth to mine in a feather-soft kiss that unravels every part of me. “I love it, and you. I love you so much.” Then her mouth is on mine again; this time it’s hot and intense and hungry. We devour one another, and my hand creeps under her dress, tracing soft caresses up and down her thigh. Ripping her mouth from mine, panting with the same desire I feel, she grabs my hand and starts pulling me toward the front door. “I have an idea.” Her eyes glisten mischievously, and the bulge in my pants strains to the point of pain. “We need to christen our new home, and I can’t think of a better time to start.”

And as she pulls me into our new house, there isn’t a single part of my anatomy that disagrees.

Brad

I’m surrounded by fawning, lovesick couples, and it’s souring my stomach. Melissa and Keaton are kissing innocently on the loveseat while Faye and Kyler are kissing not so innocently on the couch across from me. Kal has taken his new fiancée off to show her the house he bought her. I’m happy for my friends, honestly, I am, but it only serves to highlight what an epic clusterfuck my life has become.

Everyone is moving on but me.

I knock back the remainder of my beer, reaching out to grab a fresh one from the ice bucket. Rachel eyes me over the rim of her bottle, and I stare back at her. Her eyes look as pained as mine. I only found out at the last minute that Faye’s Irish friend was coming. Apparently, she’s spending a few weeks on vacation in the States with her bestie. If I’d known she was visiting, I most definitely wouldn’t have come here. I avert my gaze, not able to witness her agony. I can scarcely tolerate my own.


Why the fuck did I agree to come here?
 It’s bad enough I’ve had to endure this intense yearning in my chest all year, without subjecting myself to it during summer break. I feel instantly guilty at my uncharitable thoughts. I’m a fucking shitty friend. The worst kind. The one that skulks in the shadows, bitter and seething, coveting the one girl he can’t have.

I’ve tried everything to forget Faye, but nothing’s working.

Every girl I’ve fucked in an effort to forget her has only served to remind me more of her. Every girl morphs into the Faye of my imagination while underneath me, and the guilt ratchets up a few notches. By the time we’re done, I can’t get the girl out of my bed fast enough.

I’m a mess, and I’ve no one to blame but myself.

I should never have allowed my heart to become invested.

I’m ruining everything, and there doesn’t seem to be a Goddamned thing I can do to stop it.

Nothing is working. The only relief I get is when I’m numb from an alcoholic high and I’m too drunk to think coherently. Then my head is a blissful Faye-free zone. At least for a few hours, until reality comes crashing back down, reminding me I’m in love with my best friend’s girl.

My gaze has drifted to Faye unknowingly. They’ve stopped kissing, and now Ky is glaring at me like he’s seconds away from ripping into me. I wouldn’t blame him, and I’d deserve everything he dished out.

I look away, inwardly cursing myself as I knock back my beer. The seat dips beside me, and a sensual fragrance tickles my nostrils, evoking memories I’ve long since buried.

“She’s never going to leave him. He’s it for her,” Rachel says quietly.

“You think I don’t know that?” I snap.

Fiery eyes meet mine. “Still an asshole I see.”

I snort. “You didn’t seem to mind last time.”

Her eyes narrow. “I don’t tend to discriminate much when it’s a drunken fuck.”

“Or at all,” I reply nastily.

“You don’t know me, so don’t pretend like you do,” she clips out.

My eyes roam her sexy body, remembering how good it felt being inside her. “That’s where you’re wrong,” I reply, spotting the anguish and the pain lingering at the back of her eyes. “I know you’re hurting and that you’ll do anything, try anything, to blank the pain.”

She glares at me, but there’s a hint of fleeting vulnerability behind the heat. “You should know. Found anything that works?” Her tone is taunting.

I bark out a bitter laugh. “Nope, but I’ve only made my way around a fifth of the campus. There’s plenty more girls to fuck next year.”

She shakes her head sadly. “It’s not the solution. You’ve got to change things up.”

“Like you have?” I throw back at her, pissed for all sorts of reasons.

“I’m trying.” She rests her hands in her lap, biting her lip, and damn if my cock doesn’t twitch to life.

“How?” I ask, my mouth dry and hungry at the same time. I’m in desperate need of a lifeline, and if she’s got ideas, I’m all ears.

“Didn’t Faye tell you?” she inquires, arching a beautifully curved brow. She tosses her hair over her shoulder, and my mind conjures up memories of twisting my hands in the thick, silky strands as I thrust into her. Her long tresses are dark brown now, not the garish red she was sporting the first, and last, time we met. The first and last time we fucked.

She jerks her chin up. “I’m moving here permanently.”

I sit up straighter. “What?”

She nods. “Alex helped me secure a place on the fashion design degree program at the Massachusetts College of Art and Design. Faye and I are going to share an apartment off campus this year.” Her eyes sparkle with relief and expectation, and it’s a different look on her.

Well, shit. That means another year of sharing living space with Ky. I had prayed and hoped that he would move in with his girlfriend this year and spare me the agony. I guess I’m in for a second year of absolute torture. I take an angry swipe of my beer. I could tell him I want to room on campus this year, but I’m not leaving my best bud high and dry. That would just be another shitty act to add to the list.

God, this situation is unbearable, and I feel like I’m walking on eggshells all the time.

“You know,” she says, turning toward me, a softer expression on her pretty face. Her beautiful brown eyes light up, and her face semi-glows, enhancing her hotness. Rachel is stunning, and there’s no doubt the guys will be lining up for a sample. “I’ll need all the friends I can get, and maybe we can help each other. I … I know what it’s like to hurt so much that you can hardly breathe.”

The look she gives me is the most honest one she’s shared with me yet. I’m not sure why she’s let her guard down, but this shit can’t happen.

I stare at her as if she’s insane.

I can’t be friends with her.

One, she’s Faye’s best friend and an additional complication I don’t need in my life.

Two, she’s hot as all fuck, and I don’t trust myself around her. Especially when I already know what a great lay she is.

And three, she’s even more messed up than I am. I don’t know what demons lurk underneath her skin, but I’ve enough of my own without adding hers to the mix.

Rachel and I can’t be friends.

Rachel and I can’t be anything.

I need to make that abundantly clear.

Sighing, I plant my feet on the table, working out how to do this.

The nice guy hiding underneath my exterior doesn’t want to hurt her, but there’s too little of that guy left in me. I’m killing him, slowly, one brain cell at a time. I pierce her with my most venomous look. “Why the hell would I want to be friends with you?”

A glimmer of pain darts in front of her eyes, but I ignore the remorse, pushing on.

“You’re just some girl I fucked against the wall when I was drunk. If friends is code word for fuck buddies, you can forget it. I don’t offer seconds.”

Her nostrils flare, and her eyes narrow. She gulps, and I know I’ve hit my mark.

I feel like a worthless pile of garbage.

“Fuck off, Brad. For the life of me, I will never understand how either of them can call you a friend.” She stands up, and I can’t stop my eyes from drinking her in. From her sinfully luscious lips to the creamy swell of her breasts and down over her long legs, barely covered in her skimpy jean shorts, Rachel is temptation on a platter. Leaning down, she pins me with a vicious look. “And for the record, I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire let alone fuck you again.”

She stomps off, anger radiating from her pores, shaking her delectable ass, while I try to disguise my begrudging amusement and my growing boner.

No, Rachel and I can never be friends.

Because friendship would never be enough with a girl like her.

And contemplating anything else is like tempting a hornet’s nest.

Two damaged hearts plus two messed-up minds equals one motherfucking destructive clusterfuck waiting to happen.

And my life is enough of a clusterfuck as it is.

So, I add her to the list of girls I’m not allowed to touch.

And hope that this time I can stick to my resolve.
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An enemies-to-lovers standalone romance

Brad

I’m in love with my best friend’s girl.

She knows it. He knows it. Everyone
 knows it.

Faye will never be mine, but try telling that to my stupid heart.

An endless rotation of girls streams in and out of my bedroom in a desperate attempt to forget her, but nothing eases the horrid ache in my chest. Rejection isn’t anything new for me, but it hasn’t gotten any easier.

Until she
 reappears in my life. Like an out-of-control tornado. Storming in, all fierce and angry, ready to steamroll everything in her path. Rachel is trouble with a capital T bundled in a gorgeous, sexy, Irish package.

She pushes all the wrong buttons, and I can’t decide if I want to yell at her or kiss her.

I should steer clear.

But I’ve never been very good at taking my own advice. Especially when it comes to girls I can’t have and shouldn’t want.

Rachel

I need to escape.

To put as much distance between me and that monster so I can start living my life.

Yet, even the vast Atlantic Ocean isn’t enough to sever the connection. To allow me to forget how he’s ruined me. His hold is more than just physical. He has a vise grip on my head and my heart, and I can’t breathe, can’t think, can’t function.

So, I do everything to blot it out.

Until he
 reappears in my life.

Brad McConaughey. So hot. So infuriating. So in love with my best friend.

Every word out of Brad’s mouth makes me want to throat punch him or kick him in the nuts.

But he makes me feel, and I hate him for it. A part of me might actually love him for it.

I should keep my distance, but like destructive magnets, we are drawn together.

This isn’t going to end well.

I know it. He knows it.

But we’re powerless to resist.


Prologue

August–Nantucket
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Brad

“You remember Rach, right, Brad?” Faye gestures toward her friend who is currently engrossed in conversation on the other side of the patio with a newly engaged Lana and Kalvin. They’ve just returned from visiting the house Kal bought his fiancée as a surprise engagement present.

Hell, yeah. Of course, I remember her. “Sure.” Play it cool, dude.
 “Hard to forget mouthy little Red.” Except she’s dyed her hair since the first time we met, and her bright red locks have been replaced by rich chocolaty-brown strands that beg to be touched.

Faye scowls. “I hope you’re not going to be rude to her again.”

Uh-oh. Recalling our chat from an hour ago, I realize it’s a bit late for that. But that’s not what Faye is referencing.

The first time I met Rachel was when she sprung a surprise visit on Faye, at Wellesley, with their other friend Jill, more than a year and a half ago.

I was only rude to her about ninety-five percent of the time.

The other five percent … well, let’s just say I definitely wasn’t rude then and leave it at that.

I smother my smirk before Faye notices. “Don’t worry. I’ll play nice.” I send her a toothy grin, and she narrows her eyes suspiciously. Considering Faye never said a word to me after her friends returned to Ireland, I think it’s safe to assume Rachel didn’t tell her what went down between us. I thought girls told each other everything, and I’d been expecting a shakedown that never happened.

Thoughts of that night wander through my mind, and not for the first time.

It was one of the hottest experiences of my life.

We’d been out in Boston earlier that day. After dinner in the city, we came back to the house and watched a couple of movies. Rachel and I had been knocking back beers at an alarming rate, as if it was an implied competition. Ky had been pawing at Faye relentlessly all day, and I’d just about reached my limit. Excusing myself, I’d lied and said I was tired, but I didn’t head to bed. I stepped outside, oblivious to the cold winter night air because I was so consumed with thoughts of Faye and the caustic pain ripping my insides apart.

My heart throbs painfully in my chest, performing that horrible twisty thing it does every time I think of her—the girl I want and can never have.

Speaking of.

“Earth to Brad.” Faye clicks her fingers in my face. “Where’d you go? I’ve been talking for, like, the last three minutes, and you haven’t heard a word I said, have you?”

“Sorry. Drifted off.”

She takes a step closer, and I instinctively take a step back. Defensive mode is the only way I can tolerate being around her these days. The urge to sweep her into my arms and kiss the living daylights out of her hasn’t faded. Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Ky watching me with hawk eyes.

He knows.

He knows it hasn’t gotten any better.

That I’m still lusting after his woman.


Wrong.
 Still in love
 with his woman.

The tiny cracks in our relationship are spreading, and I’m waiting for him to detonate. Can’t say I’d blame my best bud. He’s been unbelievably mature about the whole situation, but I know I’m stretching his patience to the limit. It’s been almost two years, and I should be over her. God knows I’ve screwed enough girls in the intervening period, but trying to fuck her out of my head isn’t working.

Nothing is working.

I’m still in love with my best friend’s girl. His one true love. The girl who will always be by his side.

I’m pathetic and weak, and I hate myself for it. Every day my self-loathing intensifies until I think I might burn from the inside out.

Faye sighs, dragging me back into the moment. “Are things ever going to be okay with the three of us?” Her bright smile has evaporated.

I could lie but what’s the point?

She knows how I feel.

He knows how I feel.

It’s the unspoken elephant in the room. This constant wedge between us. I don’t know how much more of the stress I can take.

“I’m trying,” I answer honestly.

She shakes her head sadly. “No, you’re not. Not really.” I arch a brow. “I know you’re screwing all around you, but you always pick the wrong girls, and I’ll bet you’re doing that on purpose.”

“Don’t try to psychoanalyze me,” I growl, irritated all of a sudden. “You don’t know what I’m feeling.”

Bravely, she touches my arm. “You’re right. I don’t, because you keep shutting me out. Shutting Ky out.”

“Because I have to!” I run my hands through my hair. “I can’t talk to you about it, and you know why.”

“You need to widen the field. Look for a nice girl, not one of those groupies who hang off your every word. That’s not you. I know it isn’t.”

“Faye, I’m nineteen, on the football team at Harvard, and as horny as the next guy. No guy goes to college to find their soul mate. They go to party and fuck as many girls as they can before they settle down. There is nothing wrong with what I’m doing, and you and Kyler don’t get to lecture me on my lifestyle, so butt out.”

Shucking her hand off, I walk away, not giving a shit that it’s rude to bail without warning. I need to blow off some steam—to calm the insanity brewing to epic proportions inside my head. I stomp down to the beach, veering left away from the party in full swing on the other side of the sandy strip.

I drop down onto the sand and rest my head on my knees. What an epic fuck-up. Shit. I let out a frustrated roar. Way to act like a total immature ass.

I need a distraction, so when my mind returns to that night with Rachel, I welcome it.

I was out on the patio, feeling sorry for myself when she joined me. “What do you want?” I snapped.

She faced the picturesque gardens as she spoke. “She’s completely and utterly in love with Ky.”

I sighed. “I know.”

She turned around to me. “So, do something about it, because you’re wasting your time if you think she’s going to ever leave him.”

“Don’t pretend you know what I’m thinking or what I should do.”

“You’re an idiot.” She barked out a laugh. “A guy like you has tons of options. Find someone else. Get laid. Find a life that isn’t so centered around the Kennedys and this house. Take control of your own life. You dictate where you go and who you spend it with.”

“You make it sound so easy.” And, suddenly, I’d wondered if we were even speaking about me anymore.

She paused considerably before replying, and I swore tears appeared briefly in her eyes. “I know it’s not easy. Nothing that important ever is.”

“How do you do it?” I risked asking, looking at her with a fresh perspective.

Her pretty brown eyes glistened with pain. “I’m still trying to figure it out, but I think I’m getting there.”

“How?” I whispered, moving closer to her. I stared deep into her eyes, like they might hold the key to eradicating my misery.

She peered up at me, contemplating how much to tell me. Right then, Rachel was an open book, and the pain I witnessed was all too real. That girl was hurting. “I drink and I fuck, usually in that order. It’s the only time I can blank it all out.”

My eyes popped wide in surprise. Not at what she told me. I’d seen enough the night before to verify that statement. I was startled she was being so honest. We were virtual strangers, and she owed me nothing. “Does it help?”

Her hand landed on my arm, and tingles danced over my skin even through my shirt. “Yes and no.” She moved closer and her chest brushed against mine. “It dulls the pain in the moment.” Her hands slid up my chest, and my arms wrapped around her waist. My heart started beating faster. “And in that moment, it feels fucking great. Not to think about any of the crap. Just to feel”—she looked off into space—“normal. Even if it is fleeting, delusional.”

“You want to feel like that now?” I whispered, fixating on her mouth so there could be no misunderstanding.

“You don’t even like me.”

“You don’t like me.”

“True.” She smiled as her small hands crept around the back of my neck. “You’re a dick.”

“Do you like most of the guys you fuck?” I pulled her closer against my body, ensuring she felt the straining bulge in my pants.

She thought about that for a bit. “No. Almost never.”

I grinned. “Well then, I don’t think we have any problem. Do you?” A slight frown appeared on her forehead, and I instantly knew what caused it. “Don’t go there. You’ve already said it. She loves him. She wouldn’t care about this.”

“She cares about you.”

“Please. Don’t.” My tone was effusive with pleading. Now that the seeds had been sown, and my body was on board with the plan, if she backed out, I would be in a whole new world of pain.

Removing her hands from my neck, she slid one down the narrow gap between us, palming my erection. “You need this? You need me?”

“Yes,” I growled, pushing into her hand.

A steely resolve etched across her face. “Fuck me, Brad.”

And I did.

And it was the hottest sex of my life.

Pushing her up against the wall, ensuring we were out of sight of the windows, I tore her panties away as she popped the button on my jeans. Our mouths meshed in a frantic marriage of pain and lust and anger and despair. She tasted of beer and mint, and her lips were as soft as silk as they moved effortlessly against mine. My fingers plunged into her wet warmth, and she moaned low under her breath, already as worked up as me. Shoving my jeans and boxers down, and quickly rolling a condom on, I thrust into her hard, over and over, while she dug her nails into my back. I captured her moans with my mouth and held her legs firmly around my waist as I fucked her. My hand was rough as it kneaded her breast through her dress, and I could feel her body on the brink of losing control. “God, Brad. Don’t stop. Fuck me harder. Do it. Harder. Faster,” she gritted out, and I damn near exploded on the spot. When she came, her entire body shuddered around me as she whispered my name in my ear. My release followed and I continued pumping until I was completely spent.

I’m hard now just thinking about it.

After we screwed, we just walked away without acknowledging what we’d done. She left the next day without even saying goodbye. I’d like to say I haven’t thought of her in the interim, but there’s no point lying to myself.

I have thought of her often.

Wondered what kind of pain tortures her.

Wondered how many random guys she’s fucked since I last saw her and whether it’s brought her any measure of peace.

I bark out a dry laugh as realization dawns. Unwittingly, I’ve been following her advice. Getting drunk and getting laid, but she’s right. It’s a momentary escape from the pain. Once it’s over, the usual heartache returns. Only this time, the heartache is joined by a new layer of guilt and self-revulsion.

Does she feel that too?

Does Rachel hate herself as much as I hate me?

She’s moving here now. She’s transferred from her college in Ireland to the Massachusetts College of Art and Design. Alex Kennedy, Ky’s mom, helped set everything up.

As Faye’s best friend, and new roomie, Rachel is going to be a more permanent feature in my life. Not that I need any more complications, but I guess I’m about to discover the answers to my questions.


Chapter One

Three Weeks Later
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Brad

Faye’s stunning blue eyes swim to the forefront of my mind and I groan. Not now. Go away.
 It’s bad enough I’m in love with my best friend’s girl, but the fact she plays a starring role in my daily fantasies makes me feel like some sick pervert. Ky would cut my balls off if he knew the extent of my obsession. Honestly, it’s getting to the stage where I’m starting to genuinely worry about myself. Nails dig into my ass, and I thrust harder, grunting as a wave of pleasure courses through me.

“Who the hell is Faye?” the blonde underneath me asks with a growl, clearly pissed.

“No one …” Fuck, what’s her name? Cassie? Carla? Kayla, that’s it, I’m pretty sure.
 “Kayla. Sorry, baby. This is so good.” I thrust in harder to drill it home. See my point?
 I’m totally losing it if I’m calling out Faye’s name as I’m nailing some other chick. My own thoughts make me a little sick. How has it come to this? How have I sunk so low?


Her eyes roll in her head, and her back arches off the bed. “That is
 good, baby
. And my name’s Callie, asshole.”

I pull her up onto my lap, bracing one arm against the headrest as I thrust my hips up to meet hers. I kiss her passionately, greedily, focusing one hundred percent on the hot blonde who is currently giving me the ride of my life. We went at it half the night, and I must’ve fallen asleep before I could kick her out. Not that I’m complaining. A morning quickie is a rare treat. My head dips, and I suck her nipple into my mouth. She screams my name out at the exact same moment the door to my bedroom swings opens.

“Ho. Lee. Crap!” a familiar voice shrieks, and I rip the blonde off me faster than a bloodsucking leech. “Shit, sorry, Brad. I didn’t know you had company.” Faye shields her face with her hand, quickly looking away. Her cheeks have turned bright red. You’d swear she was some virginal innocent by her obvious embarrassed expression. Except I share this apartment with her boyfriend, and I’ve heard them plenty of times in the throes of sex. Judging from the sounds emitting from his bedroom, and the way Ky’s headboard bangs wildly against the wall, I’d say Faye is used to being well and truly fucked.

And now my mind has totally gone there. Great, just what I need. My dick starts hardening again, and I reach down, covering the evidence with my hands. The blonde grabs the sheet up under her chin, and her eyes beseech me to handle the situation.

“Faye, babe,” Ky says, approaching from behind her. The blonde’s eyes narrow suspiciously. Ky peers into the room, roaring with laughter as his hands snake around Faye’s waist. He leans his chin on her shoulder. “You turned voyeur or something?”

She slaps his arm. “I didn’t know he had someone in here.”

“Eh, hello.” I gesture toward Callie. “Do you mind getting the hell out of my room.”

“Of course, bro.” Ky starts backing Faye out into the narrow corridor. “But make it snappy. Rachel’s flight lands at eleven, and we want to get there early in case it arrives ahead of schedule.”

Dammit. I had totally forgotten today was the day. Could this day get any worse? And why the hell did I agree to go with them?
 I snort. I know why. Because Faye turned the charm on, and I relented straightaway. I’m wrapped around her finger every bit as much as Ky is.

They close the door, and I return my attention to Callie, my cock straining with renewed arousal. “Where are you going?” I reach for her as she swings her legs out the side of the bed.

“Home.”

I pat the mattress. “Come back to bed. We have enough time to finish.”

She plants her hands on her hips, standing before me stark naked, and damn, if it isn’t hot as hell. She has a rocking body, and she isn’t afraid to show it off. “I’m no longer in the mood.”

I stand up, moving toward her with intent. “I can fix that in two seconds.”

She thrusts out a palm, slamming into my chest and holding me at arm’s length. She looks down at my hard erection. “I’ll bet you could, but I’m not some dumb bimbo.” She points at my dick. “That’s not for me. That’s for her
.” She spits the word out like it’s poison.

“Ah come on, don’t be like that.” I make an attempt to pull her into me, but she’s having none of it.

“I didn’t want to believe everything that’s said about you because I’ve seen how you are in class, and I couldn’t reconcile that person with the rumors. But it turns out the rumors are true. You’re a total douche, Brad, and nothing would entice me between the sheets with you again. Now, let me go.”

I lift my hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Fine. Your loss.” Guess I’ll have to rub one out in the shower now.

She angrily pulls her clothes on as I grab a pair of sweatpants off the floor and tug them on. Yanking the door open, she stomps into the living area and I rush out after her. She’s glaring at Faye, and Faye stares at me in confusion. “Call me some time,” she says to Ky, roaming his body with hungry eyes. “I have a feeling you’ll be in need of new female company soon.” Casting another glare at Faye, she storms out of the apartment leaving a mess in her wake.

“What the hell is that chick’s problem?” Faye asks Ky, her fists clenched into balls of fury at her side. “What a bitch! She hit on you right in front of me.” A red flush creeps up her neck, and her eyes blaze with unconcealed anger.

“Babe.” Ky draws her into his arms. “Ignore her. She’s obviously sore because you interrupted, and clearly, she didn’t get her rocks off.” He levels an amused look my way.

“Neither of us did,” I growl. “Thanks for that by the way.” The amused expression drops off Ky’s face, and his uber-protective mode cranks up a notch. He’s getting ready to chew me out. Not that he needs to. Faye is more than capable of standing her ground, but Ky loves to go all alpha-protector. “Sorry,” I add quickly, before he can lay into me. “It’s not your fault I lost track of time.”

“I was going to say I’m sorry for ruining your fun, but after the way that bitch acted, I think I’ve just done you a massive favor, Brad,” Faye proclaims.

Well, fuck me. Can my warped life get any more warped?
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“Why did Rachel go back to Ireland anyway?” I ask from the backseat of Ky’s Range Rover en route to Logan Airport.

“She had to pack up the rest of her stuff, and her parents wanted to talk to her about something,” Faye confirms, shifting around in the passenger seat so she’s facing me.

“And she’s really moving here for good?” I look absently out the window as Ky takes the exit for the airport.

“Yep.” Faye can’t contain her excitement. “It’s going to be so cool having her here. And the apartment she bought for us to share is incredible. It’s in a fabulous building only minutes’ walk from Harvard. She got the best unit on the top floor, and we have our own rooms with walk-in wardrobes and en suite bathrooms and our own outside decked area. And they have this amazing communal rooftop deck too, parking, Wi-Fi, twenty-four-hour concierge, and even a gym,” she gushes, sighing dreamily. “It sure beats living in the freshman dorms.”

“Breathe, babe.” Ky pins her with an amused look. “And you wanted
 to live in the dorms last year.”

She twists around in her seat, the leather making a squelching sound in the process. “I know, and I’m glad I experienced it, but I’m happy to be moving out and moving in with someone I know and trust.”

Ky squeezes her thigh. “Me too, and I’m glad you’re away from Becca. That girl gave me the creeps.”

Faye’s roomie last year took more than a little liking to Ky. It didn’t seem to matter that he was besotted with his girlfriend—she pestered him all of fall semester to the point of harassment. Ky threatened to report her and organized a transfer for Faye to a single dorm, and, thankfully, that was the end of her interference. But it added a lot of unnecessary drama to our freshman year.

Faye shudders. “I know. That girl was genuinely scary.”

“It’s behind us now.” Ky looks at her so adoringly—in what is his usual way—and a pang of envy has a vise-grip on my heart. It’s so difficult to be around them, and that whole situation with Becca meant Faye spent an inordinate amount of time in our apartment those first few months, which only added to my torture. I enjoyed a lot of hookups and one-night stands in the early Harvard days. Anything to not have to return home and listen to my friend banging the hell out of the girl I love.

While Faye and Ky returned to Wellesley for summer break, I chose to stay in our apartment, needing the headspace. One of the guys from the football team moved in with me, and we spent the summer partying up a storm, only toning things down the last few weeks once early practice sessions started up. Coach takes a dim view of excessive partying, and I’ve been privy to more than a few lectures over the course of the last year. Still, it’s hard for him to find fault when I’m keeping good grades and playing well.

Faye stretches over the console to kiss Ky, and bile swims up my throat.

Closing my eyes, I rest my head against the window, praying to God to release me from this hell.

“I’ve a good feeling about this year. Our sophomore year is going to be great. For all of us,” Faye says softly. My eyes fly open, just catching the hopeful look she sends my way. I pray she’s right, because the prospect of spending another year locked in this awkward love triangle doesn’t bear thinking about. I don’t think I’ll survive another year of the same. There is only so much a guy can take before he cracks.

Faye returns Ky’s adoring gaze, reaching across to tenderly caress his face.

My heart aches again, and I slump a little in my seat, awash with a whole array of conflicted emotions. Sometimes, I wish I could just remove my brain and all the accompanying futile thoughts and enjoy the nothingness. The complete and utter silence that would be a welcome relief.
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Rachel’s flight has already landed by the time we park, and we race through the airport to reach arrivals before she walks out.

About two minutes after we arrive, she emerges through the gate looking even more beautiful than I remember. Her gorgeous dark hair is loose and flowing in thick waves down her back. She is wearing fitted skinny jeans that hug her curves in all the right places and a flimsy white blouse over a snug white lacy tank top. Moving confidently in her strappy stilettos, she removes her large sunglasses, propping them on top of her head as she notices Faye running toward her. The girls hug as Ky takes ahold of Rachel’s suitcase, returning to my side.

“You doing okay?” He glances sideways at me.

“I’m fine,” I say, more harshly than necessary.

He levels a serious look at me. “What was up with the girl earlier?”

I shrug. “Who knows? We weren’t doing much talking.”

He scrubs a hand over his cheek. “I know things are rough, man, but screwing your way through campus again this year isn’t the answer. And it’s not who you are.”

“I don’t give you advice on your love life, so don’t try to inject yourself into mine,” I hiss. “I’m sick of everyone trying to tell me what to do. It’s my life, and I’ll live it the way I want to.”

He sighs, and I watch as the girls loop arms, heading in our direction. “That’s bullshit, man, and you know it. Fine if you don’t want to confide in me. I get it. But at least confide in someone
.”


What’s the frigging point?
 Talking about it isn’t going to solve the issue. I have no clue how to fix this clusterfuck I find myself in. I should never have suggested I act as Faye’s fake boyfriend during senior year of high school. That’s really when all the problems started. I was already attracted to her looks and her personality, so putting myself in that position was a recipe for disaster. But I thought I was helping Ky out. His troublesome ex was blackmailing him, and he was concerned she would target Faye if she knew he was falling for her. So, we agreed the best form of protection was to pretend I was her boyfriend, to hide her true relationship.

By the time our fake relationship was over, I was already head over heels in love with her. I should never have allowed my heart to become invested, but it was difficult to remain detached when we spent so much time together. We were going through similar things at the time, and we connected in a way I’ve never connected with any girl before. She became a good friend. And so much more. While Faye had a strict no-kissing policy in place, we held hands and were openly affectionate for months. She stole my heart before I even realized it.

And let’s not forget the two times we had kissed before she cemented her relationship with my best friend. I can still remember how soft her lips were. How good it felt to hold her in my arms.

Reliving those memories is killing me, but I must love torturing myself, because I can’t stop thinking about her. She’s the only girl I want even though I know she will never be mine.

And I hate that there’s constant tension in my relationship with Ky. We’ve known each other since we were two, and this is driving a wedge between us. Ky and I used to be able to talk to each other about anything, and I miss it. He’s the brother I always wished I had—not to disparage my two sisters whom I miss so Goddamned much—but, growing up, Ky was my de facto brother, and I never thought the time would come when a girl came between us.

And it’s not like this is an isolated case.

Addison was the first girl to drive a stake through the heart of our friendship, and our relationship never had time to recover from that fuck-up before this new one kicked off.

The girls land in front of us. “Look who came with,” Faye says to Rachel, wiggling her eyebrows as she stares at me.

I jerk my chin up, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Red.”

Her lips purse before speaking. “Dickhead.”

And I am a dickhead. I know she doesn’t like to be called that, and it’s not exactly fitting any more considering her hair is no longer the garish red it was when we first met, but I know it pisses her off, and I want her to stay mad at me. Rachel has some stupid notion in her head that we can be friends, and I’m determined to quash that idea before it takes root.

Friendship with a girl as hot as Rachel would only lead to sex, and I don’t go back for seconds.


Chapter Two
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Rachel

That guy is such an asshole. He’s the only potential blip in this otherwise stellar plan of mine. I honestly can’t fathom how Kyler has been best friends with Brad since they were little kids. How they’re practically like brothers, according to Faye. Brad has a major chip on his shoulder, and he doesn’t seem to care who knows it. Well, I came here to get away from that kind of shite and no one is going to drag me back to the gutter. Not even a guy as fit as Brad.

The guys are leading the charge in front of us, giving me ample opportunity to ogle the asshole without his knowledge. My eyes drop from his broad shoulders and muscular back—which flexes and rolls under his clingy shirt as he moves—to his shapely ass, and I have to fight the urge to jump him from behind. There is no denying how utterly gorgeous Brad McConaughey is. With his cropped blond hair, stunning blue eyes framed by lashes that should be illegal on a guy, and the chiseled lines of his tanned face, Brad is temptation on a stick. He has that all-American golden boy good looks I used to swoon over when I was younger. He’s like the US equivalent of Niall Horan, albeit a moodier, crankier version. Not that I know Niall Horan personally or anything, but he always comes across as a total sweetheart. Looks, talent, humor, intelligence, and a good heart. A winning combination if ever there was one. Although, I’m kind of protective over our homegrown talent, so I might be biased.

Faye digs her elbows in my ribs, breaking through my inner Niall swooning. “Were you even listening to me?”

“Nope.” I grin at her, linking my arm more firmly through hers. “I was just daydreaming about Niall Horan.”

“Random dot com.”

I snort. “I was thinking that Brad could be like the US Niall Horan if he wasn’t such an ass.”

Quick as a flash, Brad spins around, eyeballing me with a smirk. “You think I look like Niall Horan? All the ladies love Niall, or so I’ve been told.”

“And your point is?”

We come to a standstill in front of Kyler’s car.

“The ladies love me too, Red. And I think you have an inkling why.”

He winks, and it’s so wrong.

All of it.

The sleazy comment, the sly reminder that he’s been inside me, and the shady wink. I often get a sense with Brad that he’s playing a part. A role he’s not entirely comfortable with, which is why he can’t pull it off most of the time. I roll my eyes. “Modest much, dickhead?”

He barks out a laugh. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.” He leans against the side of the car as Kyler loads my case in the boot. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Faye sadly shake her head.

“It’s college. A hard dick is a hard dick. A lot of girls don’t discriminate.”

The corners of Kyler’s mouth turn up as he closes the boot. He shares a knowing look with Faye, taking her by the hand and helping her into the passenger seat. When he leans in and kisses her, I silently swoon. I’m so happy for my best friend. She’s found herself a good guy, and they are crazy in love. Even though I don’t believe in it for myself, I’m thrilled she is in such a good place in her life. Faye has had her fair share of demons to battle, and she gives me hope. If Faye can pull through it, then so can I.

“A lot of girls or just you?” Brad teases, pushing off the car and opening the back door for me.

Our chests brush as I slide into the seat, and a flurry of delicious tingles spreads over my skin. Resting a hand on top of the car, he leans in, arching a brow as he waits for my reply. I purposely keep my eyes locked on his face, ignoring those lick-worthy biceps of his. Even though the urge to wrap my arms around the rock-solid definition in his upper arms is almost too much to resist, I won’t give him the satisfaction. His ego’s through the roof as it is, and my Niall comment didn’t help.

The last time we spoke, three weeks ago in Nantucket, he made his feelings blatantly clear. He hates me so much he doesn’t even want to be friends. I’ve tried not to let the crushing rejection hurt, but I’d only be lying to myself if I said it didn’t gut me. I’m attempting to turn over a new leaf, to start a clean new chapter in my life, and his hurtful words chipped away at my fragile self-confidence. But I’m determined to rise above it. Screw him. I don’t need him in my life anyway. “I hate to disappoint you, lover boy, but I’m not in the minority when it comes to opinions on sex. Plenty of girls enjoy casual sex without attachment. Like I said, when you need to fuck, a dick is a dick is a dick.”

Faye splutters from the front seat. “Christ, Rach. When did you get so cynical?”

“You call it cynical. I call it realism.”

Brad scoots in the back alongside me as I buckle myself in. “But you’re forgetting the most important thing, Red.” He smirks. “All dicks are not made equal, and it’s how skillful you are with your tool that counts.”

Ky cracks up laughing in the front seat while maneuvering the SUV out of the car park.

“Okay, I’ll concede on dick size. A juicy big cock is nice.” Faye makes a strangled sound in the back of her throat. “Riding a tiny pecker is no fun, but, size aside, guys can be taught how to use their dicks correctly. It’s not rocket science.”

He pins me with an intense look. “It sounds like you have lots of personal experience.”

And just like that, he transforms a jokey conversation into a serious one. All the blood drains from my face. I had to put up with a lot of this shite back home, and I’m not going to deal with the same crap here. Especially not from him. “Are you calling me a slut?”

He holds my gaze. “I’m not the one who used that word.”

Faye gasps.

“So, let me know if I got this straight. It’s okay for you to act like a manwhore around campus and everyone will pat you on the back and tell you ‘you the man,’ but a girl who indulges in casual sex is a slut and deserves to be stoned for her deviant ways?” I glare at him, putting the full weight of years of hurt behind it. “Have I got that right?”

“I don’t make the rules, Red. Things are the way they are, and I think you’re getting your panties in a bunch for no good reason.”

“You would say that. You’re a class-A jerk.”

“Do you always resort to insults to try and win an argument? I hate to break it to you, but that’s a proven sign of lower intelligence.”

I curl my hands into fists at my side. “And any guy who throws that accusation around just to one-up a girl who is clearly anything but stupid is an arrogant motherfucker.”

I was going to add “with a small dick” onto the end, but I stopped myself in time. That is something I know categorically isn’t true, and there’s no way I want to introduce that particular subject to the conversation. I’m not sure why I kept the fact I slept with Brad from Faye, but it isn’t something I want to dwell on or discuss at this juncture. I made a solemn promise to myself to leave the past behind when I left Ireland, and I’m not about to renege on that deal.

My sanity depends upon it.

My future
 depends upon it.

“Can you two just stop? Please,” Faye beseeches. “You’re making my head hurt.”

I send one last glare Brad’s way, before squishing over in the seat until my body is crushed against the door, putting as much distance between us as physically possible.
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“Oh my God, Faye!” I screech when we enter the apartment, dropping my handbag on the floor by the fireplace as we step into the open living space. The place is virtually unrecognizable. It was just a bare shell when I signed the contract, and now it is fully furnished. Faye has obviously gone to considerable lengths with the interior styling, and I couldn’t love my friend any more than I do in this minute. She has no idea how much something like this means to me.

The living room is all soft couches in muted grays and lilacs with matching rugs, pictures, and other accessories. Floating gossamer curtains frame the wide window at the far side of the room. “You have done an amazing job, girlfriend. It’s stunning. I love it.”

I trail the tips of my fingers over the expensive-looking walnut table as I pass by the dining area and into the kitchen. The white gloss cupboards are clean and new despite the overuse they have no doubt already been subjected to. Faye and Ky have been living here the past week, coordinating the fit-out. Faye loves to cook, and I’m sure she has given the kitchen a thorough workout by now. I smile when I spot the far wall devoted to Hewson. There must be at least twenty photos of the little guy pinned to the corkboard. I inspect them more closely, smiling at his adorable little face. “He’s so cute he almost makes me broody.”

“I know. Me too. I just love him so much.” Faye has that dreamy quality to her voice that is always evident when she talks about Kyler’s nephew. The pair of them dotes on him.

Kyler almost chokes on his bottle of water, and Brad slaps him on the back.

I open the side door to our private deck, admiring the little wicker table and two chairs. Two narrow loungers reside on the other side, and a massive cream-colored plant pot is crammed to capacity with colorful flowers.

“Let me show you your room.” Faye tugs on my elbow, pulling me back inside as the boys drop down on the loungers, stretching out their long limbs.

“Well, what do you think?” she asks, nervously chewing on the side of her thumb. My gaze roams the room, skimming over the king-sized cream leather bed, the sleek glossy furniture, and the beautiful cream, gold, and duck-egg blue bedspread and matching curtains. A soft beige carpet is underfoot.

I spin around, pulling my best friend into my arms. “I love it. It’s perfect. Elegant and understated.”

She eases back, frowning a little as she scrutinizes my face. “Why the worry lines?” she asks.

“I thought I told you to take the master suite? It makes more sense for you to have the bigger room. You are the one with the boyfriend after all.”

“Rach, you own this place. I didn’t feel comfortable taking the master bedroom.”

That’s Faye all over. “You’re an idiot.” I lightly punch her in the arm. “We’ve talked about this. It doesn’t matter who bought the place. It’s only money.” I can afford to be flippant about it now. My whole attitude to money changed after my parents won over eighty million euro on the lottery. Before then, I would have shared Faye’s opinions, but now I have more than I need, so I refuse to let it get in the way of anything. Faye has a generous allowance from her recently discovered bio dad, and the Kennedys are loaded, so money is not an issue for her either, but I sense she’s still struggling to come to terms with that.

As if on cue, she rolls her eyes. “I can’t believe you’ve done a one-eighty. You were such a tight wad in school.” She holds up a hand as I open my mouth to speak. “I know. I know. It’s because you didn’t have much money back then, and now you have loads, but I don’t get how your attitude has changed so fast.”

“There are more pressing demands on my headspace than money, Faye. That’s why. It’s one less thing to worry about and I’m not going to feel guilty for it. Mum and Dad gave us ten mill each and I’m more than set up for life.”

She nods. “You still should have let me pay half. James and Dad were more than happy to cough up my share.” James is Kyler’s dad and Faye’s uncle. Although, they only found out a couple years ago that James isn’t actually his bio dad. That’s a whole other story.

“I need to have somewhere I can call mine even though”—I rush to reassure her—“this is totally your place too.” It’s hard to articulate my feelings, and I mean every word. This apartment is as much hers as it is mine, but it was important to me that my name was the only one on the deed. I need to make roots. To forge a new path in life. To forget the past, live in the present, and look forward to the future. It’s hard to explain that to anyone when they don’t know the secret I’ve been hiding these last six years.

Faye swallows noisily, and we stare at one another. I know it’s on the tip of her tongue. To ask me, as she does periodically from time to time, if I’m ready to talk about it. She knows something happened to me, but she has none of the specifics, and I intend to keep it that way.

I can’t tell her.

Can’t tell anyone.

I’m too ashamed.

I swing into deflective mode. “My parents are getting divorced.”

Her eyes pop wide. “What?”

I perch on the edge of the soft bed. “That’s what they wanted to talk to me about. It’s a joke.” I shake my head as a sour taste fills my mouth. “Dad is shacked up with this gold digger who is barely older than me, and Mom is indulging all her cougar fantasies with her gym instructor. Apparently, they have fallen out of love and want to move on in their lives, blah, blah.”

“I’m so sorry, Rach. Does your brother know?” I nod, not wanting to get into a conversation about Alec. “How are you feeling?” She sits down beside me, wrapping her arm around my shoulder.

“I’m not really sure yet,” I admit truthfully. After years of pretending I don’t have any feelings—it’s been my main coping mechanism—I’m terrified to open that door. Afraid all the pent-up emotions from my past will jump out and swamp me, drowning me in a sea of things I don’t want to think about let alone feel.

Relocating to America is my big attempt at taking control of my life. Already, I can breathe easier here. There is less looking over my shoulder. The sense of relief that I’ve done it, that I’ve followed through, is monumental.

I just hope it’s enough.

That the distance is enough.

That I can finally live my life without fear.

Because I’m done being a victim.

I’m a survivor.

And it’s finally time to start living my life.


Chapter Three
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Brad

It’s the next morning, and I’m standing in line in the local coffee place waiting for Ky to show up when someone taps me on the shoulder. I turn around, wracking my brains, when I spot the blonde from yesterday. Shit, what was her name again? “Hey.”

“Hey, asshole.” Her lips curl into a snarl.


What is it with chicks calling me derogatory names?
 Rach had a choice collection for me yesterday, not that I didn’t deserve some of them. I was out of line with my insinuations, but what she doesn’t know is that it’s deliberate. I need her to continue hating me, because she’s far too fucking tempting otherwise. I’ve already jerked off twice thinking about her, which is causing a certain degree of confusion in my muddled mind.

“I’m not interested in talking to you if you’re not going to be nice.” I move to turn back around, but she applies gentle pressure to my arm, stalling me.

“I know who she is.”

I quirk a brow. I haven’t a clue what she’s talking about.

“Faye.”

That one word sends chills up my spine. I shove her hand off. “What the fuck?”

She shrugs nonchalantly. “I’m just letting you know I know who Faye is.”

The line moves as the door swings open, and Ky steps inside. I inwardly curse. I don’t know what her agenda is, but the last thing I need right now is Ky discovering I called out Faye’s name while I was boning some random chick. I jerk my chin up, gesturing to the empty table in the corner. “Grab that,” I holler. “I’ll put your order in.”

The girl spins around, watching Ky weave a path through the busy café. Slowly, she turns around. “Interesting. Very interesting.”

I lean down, putting my face in hers. “I don’t know what you think you know, but you’re mistaken. Faye is my best friend’s girlfriend, and there is nothing going on with me and her. She’s over at our place all the time, and I was drunk the other morning. It was a slip of the tongue, and it meant nothing.”

“Whatever you say, asshole.” She folds her arms, leveling a stubborn look my way.

I narrow my eyes. “If you do anything to cause problems between them, I won’t hesitate to take you down. Consider this a warning.”

She shoves her middle finger up at me, all brazen like. She starts backing up toward the door, sneaking glances at Ky as she does. “Whatever you say, asshole!” she yells, before pushing her way outside.

I curse under my breath as I watch the confusion spread across Ky’s face. The line moves, and I prop my elbows on the counter while I place our orders.

I hand Ky his coffee, taking the seat across from him. “What’s her beef?” he asks straightaway.

“Told you already, I don’t know,” I lie, “but I hope she’s not going to become a problem.”

“It’s par for the course when you screw around. You’re bound to meet a few whackos.” He blows on the top of his coffee before taking a sip. “All set for Monday?”

The first semester officially starts on Monday, and, contrary to popular opinion, I’m actually looking forward to getting stuck into my studies, especially now I’ve chosen business administration and management as my major. It’s good to have a dedicated focus. Although my schedule is heavy between classes and football, I welcome it. There’s less time to think. Harvard suits me so well in a lot of regards. It isn’t one of those colleges where football is king and the players are treated like immortals, and I like that. We have decent support at our games, and the team enjoys a certain notoriety, but not every person knows who I am on campus, and I can go about my business largely under the radar. Plus, the professors are excellent, and no one frowns upon you if you take your studies seriously.

I need to graduate with strong results. I know I’m a decent football player, but so are a lot of guys on the team. More than thirty-five ex-Crimson players have been drafted or signed professional contracts with the NFL, but the competition is always fierce, and the odds are slim. I can’t count on a professional football career. While it would be a dream come true, I’ve had a dose of reality these last few years, and nothing is guaranteed.

Thanks to my quasi-orphan status, I’m on a scholarship, and I need to maintain good grades. Usually, you have to find some kind of work if you are on a scholarship here, but I’m exempted due to my football commitments. I have minimal spare time, so I’ve had to take out a few student loans to cover the rest of my expenses. I prefer that though, and even if I graduate with a mountain of debt, I’d hate to be saddled with work on top of my other responsibilities. Having a job would’ve given me zero time for partying, which is the only way I’m managing to retain a grip on my sanity in light of my whole unrequited love scenario.

I lean back in my seat, stretching my legs out and crossing my feet at the ankles. “Yeah. I’m ready for Monday. I took some extra classes during summer break so I’m ahead.”

“Cool. Have you heard anything from your family?”

Piercing dagger-like pains stab me all over. “Nah, man. Same ole, same ole.” I’m downplaying it but Ky knows me too well.

“Shit, bro. I hate that. Are you sure you don’t want me to get my parents on the case? I know they could do something.”

This is, like, the millionth time he’s offered, and I’m really grateful that he wants to help. But no one can. It’s an impossible situation. “Thanks, dude. I know you want to help, but it’s too risky. I don’t know if the Feds are still keeping tabs on me, and I can’t take that chance.”

I only discovered the Feds were watching me when Faye was kidnapped during senior year of high school. Ky and I had taken off after her, making a botched rescue attempt. If the Feds hadn’t shown up, I’m not sure what would have happened. Turns out, they’d been following me for a while. Hoping my renegade parents would reach out to me and they’d have a lock on their whereabouts. But my parents haven’t contacted me since they fled abroad over two and a half years ago.

“I thought Kev confirmed they weren’t?” Ky responds, taking a big slurp of his drink.

Keven Kennedy has mad hacking skills, an expertise his family—and me by extension—have had cause to lean on a lot in the last couple years. On many occasions, I’ve been tempted to call him and ask him to search for my family, but I’ve always stopped myself. While Kev has considerable ability, I still can’t take the risk. My family’s lives depend on them staying hidden. Still it sucks that I don’t even know where they are or what they’ve been doing these last few years.

“He did, and while I’m not doubting your brother, I’m still being cautious. You never know with stuff like this. The government wants to catch my dad real bad. It’s an election year, and it’d make them look good.”

“It sucks, man.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

We are both quiet for a bit. Thoughts of my family always make me melancholy. It’s been so long since I’ve seen them, and I miss them so much. I hate feeling like this. Aimless, lost, alone.

“Hey, speaking of Keven. It’s his twenty-first next week and Mom’s throwing a party at the Boston Merrion Hotel on Saturday. You’re coming, right?”

“Sure. Wouldn’t miss it. Thanks for the invite.” He rubs his prickly jaw, looking pensive, and I know he has something on his mind. “Out with it.”

“What’s going on with you and Rachel?”

I drain the last dregs of my coffee before I reply. “Has she said something is going on between us?”

He shakes his head. “No. Let’s just call it intuition.”

I may as well come clean. I shrug. “We fucked once. The first time we met. It’s no biggie.”

A sly smile spreads across his mouth. “You dirty dog, McConaughey. You kept that one quiet.”

“It was in the middle of all that shit that was going down. It didn’t seem important.” That’s only a half-truth, though. I didn’t want it getting back to Faye that I’d had sex with one of her best friends. I was still harboring hope she’d pick me, and I didn’t want it influencing her decision. But that ship has long since sailed, and I figure it’s only a matter of time before Rachel fills her in.

“You got feelings for her?”

“Nope.” I pop the P, rubbing a thumb across my lower lip.

He surveys me astutely. “Okay. Well, you should know she was with Kev when we vacationed in Ireland last year. I don’t know exactly what went down between them, but she asked Faye for his number last night.”

I shrug, feigning indifference. “None of my business.”

If that’s really the case, why is there such a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach?
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“Party at Noah’s tonight,” Ryan says as we walk out of the locker room together. My hair is still damp from the shower, and my legs ache from the extra ten laps coach made me run for arguing with him in front of the team. “You game?”

“Sure.” I fling my duffel over my shoulder as we step out into the corridor. The usual groupies are loitering in the lobby, alongside some of my teammates’ regular fuck buddies and a few of the guys’ girlfriends. I wave to a couple of the girlfriends as Ryan and I walk past.

“Brad! Wait up!” a voice calls out from behind me. Ryan and I turn around, watching a good-looking brunette jog toward us. Her tits are bouncing up and down, capturing both our attention.

“Nice,” Ryan murmurs under his breath. “She one of your regulars?”

“I don’t have regulars.”

“And why is that?”

“I don’t have time for a relationship or clingers-on,” I lie.

“Hey.” The brunette smiles as she comes to a standstill in front of us. She’s gorgeous, and she knows it.

“Hey,” I reply coolly, wracking my brains to see if I know her. She doesn’t look familiar, but that’s nothing new. I’m usually completely smashed by the time I take a girl to my bed.

“I was wondering if you were going to the campus party tonight? And if you wanted to hang out?” With the way she’s currently eye-fucking me, it’s obvious hang out is a polite way of asking for a hookup.

“I’m out of here, man,” Ryan says, slapping me on the back with a knowing look. “Catch you later.”

“Noah’s place?” I ask, leaning against the wall.

“Yes. That’s the one.” Her eyes spark with hope and desire.

“Have we met before?” That’s code for “have we fucked before?” because it’s not like I can ask her outright; I’m not a total douche.

“Not really. I’m in your math class, but I don’t think you’ve noticed me. I, on the other hand, have definitely noticed you.” The look she gives me is suggestive in the extreme. My brows nudge up in amusement. This girl has balls, and I admire that. She steps into me, placing her hand on my chest. “I just broke up with my boyfriend, and I’m looking for some fun. I heard you’re the right guy for the job.”

That kind of comment is like the playboy’s holy grail. But I’m role-playing, at best, so, it’s no surprise I feel strangely empty at her words. I’m debating my reply, when Coach barks out my name. My head swivels. He is standing outside the door to the locker room with his arms folded sternly across his chest, staring at me. He wiggles his fingers in a “come hither” manner.

I maneuver around the nameless girl. “Gotta go.”

“What about the party?” She pouts, and it’s not a good look on her.

“I’ll think about it,” I throw out over my shoulder as I sprint toward Coach.
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“Take a seat,” he says, flopping into the chair behind the desk in his office. I prepare myself for a lecture. “Two things.” He eyeballs me. “Firstly, I welcome suggestions from players, but there’s a correct way to pitch ideas to me. Arguing with me in front of the team is not
 the way to get my support. I liked your idea, and I’ll consider it, but, in future, ask to meet with me in private, and we can discuss it in a professional manner.”

“Of course, Coach. I apologize if I was out of line.”

He nods, leaning forward and propping his elbows on the desk. “Secondly, get your head in the game.”

My eyes pop wide. I’m always focused on the field, and I’ve never given less than one hundred percent. “My head is in the game, sir. I don’t understand.”

He sighs, as if he’s already grown tired of this conversation. “The girls, the booze, and the partying, McConaughey. They’ve got to go. I’m not saying you can’t have fun or that you can’t have a girl, but try and find one you like and just stick with her?”

Huh. I want to tell him I’ve been there and bought the T-Shirt only to have it ripped right off my back, but I don’t think he wants to hear about my romantic drama. “I’ll tone it down, sir,” I promise.

“Make sure you do. I know I don’t need to spell it out for you. This is an important year. This is when scouts really start to take notice. If you want to play in the big leagues, you have to get your act together. NFL coaches do not want players they have to babysit or troublesome PR nightmares. They want professional athletes with leadership potential who are serious about a sports career. You are starting to make a name on campus for yourself and not for the right reasons. If that’s happening here, you’ve got a problem. You hear me, son?”

I gulp, and my Adam’s apple jumps in my throat. “Loud and clear, Coach.”

His expression softens. “I know you’ve been dealt some heavy blows, and I admire you for fighting for your dreams, but you’ve got to push those lingering demons aside before they rob you of the future you want. You are not your father, and you are not responsible for his crimes. You didn’t steal client’s money. Your father did. You didn’t force your family to flee the law. Your father did. You haven’t done anything wrong, and if that guilt you’re shouldering is because of your father, let it go. No one blames you for that.”

That’s easier said than done. While my family situation weighs heavy on my mind, and there isn’t a day that goes by where I don’t worry about my mom and my two sisters, the guilt I’m carrying isn’t connected. That’s all thanks to the mess in my head over Faye, but Coach doesn’t need to know that. He doesn’t understand I lose myself in drink and girls to forget the one girl who means something to me.

“Okay.” He slams his hands down on the desk before standing up. “Get out of here, and get your head screwed on correctly. I don’t want to have to talk to you about this again.”


Chapter Four
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Rachel

It’s Monday morning, first day of classes, and I’m a bundle of nerves, but I’m doing my best to disguise it. I drop into a seat in the lecture hall alongside a girl with chin-length strawberry-blonde hair sitting by herself. She looks up at me and smiles.

“Hi, I’m Rachel.”

“You’re Irish? That’s awesome.” Her face lights up. “My cousin is going out with an Irish girl, and she has the cutest accent ever.”

I rein in the eye roll. “What is it about Americans and the Irish accent? The amount of times I’ve had that said to me since I moved here is ridiculous. Back home, there is nothing special about the way I speak.”

“It’s the novelty factor, I guess.” She crosses one leg over the other. “And there’s a lot of Irish descendants in Boston.” She thrusts her hand out at me. “I’m Lauren, by the way. I’m a newbie. Just transferred from the University of Illinois.”

“No way!” A genuine smile graces my lips. “I just transferred from the College of Art and Design in Dublin.”

“Awesome! We can be newbies together!”

I smile. “Sounds good.” And it does. Apart from Jill and Rachel, I haven’t had many female friends. A few girls I hung out with from school disowned me a couple of years ago, not wishing to associate with my new party girl image. And the friendships I made in college last year were fun but nothing permanent. I haven’t heard from any of those girls since I left Ireland, although I haven’t reached out to them either.

As Lauren and I chatter away, it’s as if we’ve known each other for years, and instinctively I know we’re going to be the best of friends.
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“She’s so lovely, and we just clicked instantly,” I tell Faye after leaving our yoga class later that night. “It’s nice to have someone in the same predicament as me. Especially because a few of the girls in class seem like total cows and really competitive.”

“Tell me about it. You know I’ve dealt with my fair share of mean girls. Ignore them. It’s the best course of action. They’ll soon move on to someone or something else.”

“I couldn’t give a shit really.” Truth. “But having a friend helps. Lauren moved here because of her boyfriend. He’s a junior in Harvard. He’s studying computer science, and I was wondering if Kev knew him.”

“That’d be cool if he did. We could all hang out together.”

“I can’t wait for you to meet her. I think you’ll like Lauren too.”

“I could use more female friends. I still find it difficult to trust anyone. Last year, so many girls tried to use me to get to Ky or Brad or one of my cousins. It was exhausting and it pissed me off, so I’ve given up trying to make friends with anyone in class.”

“That sucks, girlfriend.” I loop my arm through hers. “But it’s your fault for falling for such a hottie. Girls will always want your guy.”

She groans, pushing wisps of damp hair off her sweaty forehead. “Don’t mention the war. Brad hooked up with this total bitch the other morning. Before she left, she totally eye-fucked Ky in front of me. I wanted to claw her eyes out.”

“No way! That is so uncool. Who does that? Screws one guy and then eyes up his best friend as she’s doing the walk of shame?”

Faye opens the door to the smoothie bar, and I follow her in. We join the long queue. “Well,” she says, looking a little guilty. “I may have inadvertently contributed to that.” I send her a curious look. “I walked in on them having sex, and she stormed out shortly after that, so I guess she had reason to blame me but not to ogle my boyfriend and tell him to call her sometime.”

I choke on a laugh. “Oh my God. You caught him screwing? For real?”

Her face scrunches up. “Please don’t remind me. It’s like the images are imprinted permanently on my brain.”

“It can’t be that disgusting. Brad’s a total ride.” The words slip out before I question the wisdom of them.

Her gaze bores through me. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you have a bit of a crush on Brad.”

I snort, moving up the line. “Puh-lease. As if. The guy’s a jerk. I don’t crush on jerks.”

Or anyone.

That would imply having to indulge certain feelings, and I really try to avoid that at all costs.

She tilts her head to the side, looking contemplative. “He’s really not. Underneath, he’s still the same sweet guy I met when I first moved here. Don’t let him fool you otherwise. He’s going through some stuff, and the last couple years have been hard on him. I don’t know why he acts like that around you.”

I pull my invisible bravery hat on. “I have a theory about that.”

“Okay. Let’s hear it.”

I clear my throat and then release a flurry of words. “I think it’s because we fucked, and he regrets it, and he most certainly doesn’t want you finding out about it.”

Faye is rooted to the spot, her mouth hanging open. “Wait? What? You slept with Brad
?” Her brow puckers. “When did this happen, and why am I only hearing about it now?” A hurt look is etched on her face, and I feel like a crappy friend.

The line moves forward and so do we. “Look, don’t get mad. I was going to tell you, but then you were going through all that stuff, and things were already awkward enough between you, Ky, and Brad, and I didn’t want to add to that. I didn’t deliberately decide to hide it from you, and it wasn’t like it was planned or anything. It just happened.”

“You still should’ve told me. Damn, Rach, you keep far too much stuff locked up inside. It’s not healthy, and it’s going to come back and bite you one of these days.”

Tension ties my shoulders into knots. Not this again. Deep down, I know Faye is right, but it’s baby steps for me. One thing at a time. “I’m sorry, and I’m telling you now.” I fill her in on what went down that time we visited the Kennedy house in Wellesley. She listens without interruption, as we inch farther up the line.

“That sounds really hot,” she concurs, when I’ve finished talking. There’s a wicked grin on her face as we sit across from one another, sipping our smoothies.

“Believe me, it was. Best sex of my life.” My core throbs in remembrance. Or it could be misuse. It’s been a while, but that’s by choice.

“So how do you feel about him now?”

“I hate him.”

Her lips twitch. “No, you don’t.”

I stretch across the table, putting my face in hers. “Yes. I. Do.”

She leans back in her chair. “What aren’t you saying?”

“I talked to him in Nantucket. Made a peace offering, and he rejected me outright. He was actually really mean.” A tightness invades my chest with the memory.

She frowns. “That doesn’t sound like Brad.”

“You think I’m making this shit up? He made his feelings very clear. He doesn’t want to be my friend, to have anything to do with me.”

She goes quiet. “I think that might be my fault,” she says after a bit.

“How do you figure that?”

“Because of the way he says he feels about me.”

“The way he feels about you, you mean.”

She shakes her head. “Brad doesn’t love me, not like that. He just thinks he does.”

I look idly out the window. “I don’t know him well enough to agree or disagree with you. He just doesn’t like me.” I shrug, even though it hurts to admit it, and I can’t figure out why I even care. Other people’s opinions of me usually just float over my head. You have to be in touch with your emotions to actually care what people think of you either way. But with Brad it’s different. I just haven’t worked out why.

“That isn’t it. Trust me. I know the guy. There is no reason he would have for hating you. I’m telling you, this is tied up with me. I bet he feels something for you, and he isn’t ready to face up to what that means.” She sighs. “God, I wish there was something I could do. This is tearing us all apart, and I know it’s charging toward some kind of tipping point. I’m scared of the fallout. I already feel guilty enough.”

“Faye, you have nothing to feel guilty about. You never led him on. You were up-front with him the whole time, and he knew how you felt about Ky.”

“I still kissed him twice, and I never should have done that. It gave out mixed signals.”

I sip my drink. “That’s water under the bridge now. It’s been years, Faye. Brad knows the score. If he hasn’t moved on, that is on him, not you.”

“What are you going to do about him?”

I slurp my drink before replying. “Keep out of his way as much as possible. I don’t want to add to your burden, so I’ll try to be on my best behavior whenever I’m around him. It’ll be challenging, but I’ll give it my best shot. It’s just, sometimes, he makes me so mad I could spit.”

“You sure you don’t have feelings for him?”

“When have you ever known me to catch feelings? Chill. Don’t worry. It’ll all be cool.”

Faye leaves the smoothie bar before me. I’ve arranged to meet Keven outside to ask him my favor, and I don’t want her around to overhear our conversation, so I told her he’s running late and shooed her out the door. I’m standing at the corner of the building, waiting for Kev to show his face, when a conversation drifts my way.

“I’m telling you, there’s something going on there. Something Brad doesn’t want me to discover. He basically threatened me, and no one does that unless they have something to hide,” a female voice says. I inch closer to the wall and take a quick peek around the corner. A blonde is standing with her back to me, talking to two dark-haired girls.

“Why do you even care? So what if he’s hiding something,” the taller brunette asks.

“Because I can’t stand cheaters,” she hisses.

“Or you want to dig your claws into Kyler Kennedy?” The shorter brunette smirks.

Blondie tosses her long hair over her shoulder. “I’d be doing Kyler a favor. I’ll bet he wouldn’t be pleased to know his best friend calls out Faye’s name when he’s in the middle of sex with another girl.”

What the ever-loving fuck?

A hand lands on my shoulder, and I jump about ten feet in the air.

“Sheesh, Rachel. It’s only me,” Kev says, as I struggle to recalibrate my breathing.

I slap his massive arm. “You scared the hell out of me, Kev. Didn’t your mum ever tell you not to sneak up on unsuspecting girls?”

“Sure. Same way I figure your mom told you never to eavesdrop on other people’s conversations.”

“How much of that did you hear?” I level him with a somber look.

“Enough to know Brad is more fucked in the head than I realized.” He reclines against the wall, folding his arms across his very impressive chest. A chest I’ve been up close and personal with.

“I know, but you can’t say anything. Let me talk to him.”

“I didn’t realize you two were close.”

“We’re not. He hates me, but I’ll make him listen.”

Kev’s eyes drill into me. “I’m sure he doesn’t hate you, Rach. That’s a virtual impossibility. You’re far too pretty and sweet.”

My insides turn to mush. “That is one of the nicest things anyone has ever said to me.”

He quirks a brow. “That’s sad, if it’s true. You’re a gorgeous girl, Rachel, and you should’ve been told that a thousand times.”

My cheeks turn red, amazing myself. I cannot remember the last time I blushed. Probably before I turned thirteen, when I was still innocent.

Kev grins. “Aw, you’re so cute when you’re blushing.”

“Shut the fuck up. And don’t tell anyone.” I grin back at him. “I’ve a rep to maintain.”

“These lips are sealed.”

Talk of his lips brings memories of our time together to the forefront of my mind. We spent a lot of time making out the summer before last when he visited Ireland with Faye, Ky, and the rest of the Kennedys. Those were some fun times.

His expression turns more serious, and I’m guessing he’s worked out where my mind just went. “Look, Rachel.” He smooths a hand across the top of his cropped hair.

I hold up a hand. “No need to say it, Kev. I’m not looking to pick up where we left off in Ireland. I’m not in the market for a boyfriend or a hookup, so stop looking so worried.”

His shoulders visibly relax. “We were good together, but it was a one-time thing. I don’t do relationships either.”

“We’re cool, Kev. Honestly. Don’t sweat it.” I swat his arm. “It’s like I told you that time we talked. I need a do-over, and you helped, you know.”

He looks surprised. “I did?”

I nod. “Yeah. You ultimately led me on a path to this point, so I guess I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me a damned thing. Just be happy. You deserve it.”

My cheeks flush again, throwing me for a loop. “I, uh, thanks.”

He grins again. “I did wonder when you asked to meet up.”

“Oh, yeah.” I clutch onto the lifeline. “About that. I need your help.”

Taking my elbow, he steers me away from the building, only stopping when we reach an empty bench. He looks all around before nodding for me to sit down. “Okay. What’s up?”

I fish the documents out of my bag, handing them to him. “First up, this is a paid gig.” I thrust a wad of cash at him.

He swats my hands away. “I don’t want your money.”

“You’re taking it.” I open his palm, shoving the money in, and closing his fist around it.

He takes one look at the fierce determination on my face and relents. He pockets the cash and eyeballs me. “What do you need me to do?”

“I need two things. I need to be invisible, and I want you to track someone for me. It’s all there in the paperwork.” His penetrating gaze unsettles me. “Stop looking at me like that. If you don’t want the job, I’ll find someone else to do it.” I reach over him to snatch the documents back, but he lifts them over his head.

“Calm down. Of course, I’ll take the job.”

Air whooshes from my lungs in grateful relief. Silence engulfs us as he examines the paperwork. When he notices the name, his head lifts. My eyes dare him to pry at his peril. We stare at one another, and I thrust my shoulders back, confidently holding my own. He continues scrutinizing my face, and a line of sweat glides down my back.

One of the main reasons I approached Kev to do this—besides his mad IT skills—is because he can be trusted to keep my confidence, and he won’t ask questions. The guy is uber-private, and I know he’ll be discreet. But if he makes a liar of me now, all bets are off. I’ll find someone else who will do it, no questions asked.

“I can do this,” he finally confirms. “It might take a couple of weeks as I’ve already got a heavy workload with college and other stuff. Which is more important to tackle first?”

I mull it over. “Hide me, then track him.”

“Consider it done.” He stands up, extending a hand toward me. I let him pull me to my feet. “I’m not going to ask because I know you don’t want me to, but if you’re in trouble, I want you to know you can come to me. About anything. At any time.”

Tears prick my eyes. “Thank you,” I whisper, suddenly choked with emotion. I haven’t told Kev anything, yet he can tell this is serious shit. “I’ve never had anyone to call.”

Quick as a flash, he pulls me to him, wrapping his warm, muscular arms around me. I nuzzle into his body, struggling to breathe over the pressure in my chest. He rubs his hand up and down my spine, and, gradually, I calm down. I shuck out of his arms. “Thanks, Keven. You’re such a nice guy.”

“Ssh!” He puts a finger to his mouth. “Don’t ever repeat that statement in public. You’re not the only one with a rep.”

I laugh, and his expression softens. “I’ll keep in contact with you via text, but the messages will be cryptic.”

“I understand.” Faye told me he’s messed up in all kinds of crap, and I’d rather not know. I’ve enough of my own crap to sort through.

“In terms of the tracking, do you want a weekly or monthly report?”

I shake my head. “Neither. The only time I want to hear from you is if he steps foot on US soil.”

“Understood.”

“Thanks, Kev. I really appreciate this.”

“I’m glad to help.”

He won’t let me walk home by myself, even though it’s only five blocks away, insisting on driving me.

As I wave him off outside our building, a spreading warmth heats up all the frozen parts inside me. I’ve never had anyone I could confide in or call upon before. Knowing Kev is on my side, even without having the facts, helps relieve some of the anguish and fear. As I skip into the building, a surge of hope bubbles to the surface.

I’m taking back my life, and I’m no longer alone.


Chapter Five
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Brad

To the birthday boy,” Faye says, raising her glass in a toast. The rest of the Kennedy brothers, Melissa, Lana, Rachel, and I lift our glasses. It’s Saturday night, an hour before the party officially starts, and we are enjoying a few drinks while Alex and James Kennedy rush around the grand ballroom of the Boston Merrion Hotel with the event planner, making sure everything is perfect.

We played our first game of the season this afternoon, and it was a landslide victory. We beat URI fifty-one to twenty-two, so I’m definitely in the mood for celebrating.

While most of us aren’t legal yet, James organized a few buckets of beer, wine, and vodka on the down low. The bartender sends surreptitious glances our way every now and then, and judging by his frown, he isn’t happy, but I guess no one wants to challenge the mighty Kennedys, and I’m guessing money has changed hands. And it’s a private function, so it’s not like we’re deliberately flouting the law by drinking in public.

“To Kev,” Kal says, as everyone chinks glasses. “My hero. When I grow up, I so want to be a badass, mean, and moody gray-hat just like you.”

Lana pinches Kal’s arm, as everyone else either laughs or groans.

“You’re an idiot.” Kev shoves Kal good-naturedly. “I sympathize, Lana.” He sends his sister-in-law-to-be a benevolent look.

“Thanks. I need all the sympathy I can get,” Lana teases, shooting Kev and Kal a wide grin.

Kal snakes his arm around his fiancée’s waist, holding her close as he kisses her quickly. They are giving Ky and Faye a run for their money in the PDA stakes, but I’m happy for them. They’ve had their own fair share of crap to deal with, and it’s good to see them come out on the other side of it.

Kev trails behind Rachel as she rushes to the door with a squeal. Discreetly, I cast an eye over my shoulder. She’s wearing a figure-hugging red, knee-length dress that showcases her rocking body to perfection. I’ve been hiding a massive boner since she arrived. I can scarcely take my eyes off her, which is problematic for a whole heap of reasons. I watch as she greets a pretty girl with strawberry-blonde hair, pulling her into a hug. Kev is laughing with the guy she arrived with—a tall, skinny, nerdy-looking dude.

“She looks fucking hot.” I twist my head around. Kent’s eyes are dark with lust as he stares at Rachel.

“She’s way out of your league.” I raise a bottle of beer to my lips. “Don’t bother wasting your time.” I know Kent has hit on Rachel a few times, and she’s always knocked him back. Kent is one of the triplets, and although they turn eighteen in a couple months, he’s too young and too immature for Rachel. I don’t need her to tell me that.

If I’ve a chip on my shoulder, Kent has a boulder on his.

“Is that a note of jealousy I detect?”

“Nope.”

“So, you don’t care that Kev seems to be staking a claim then?”

I jerk around at that, watching with bile in my mouth as Kev takes Rach’s hand and pulls her into his side. She snuggles into him, and I feel like puking.

Kent sniggers. “Yeah, thought as much. You haven’t taken your eyes off her since she showed up. Man up, Brad, or you’ll lose her.”

I almost choke on my beer. “I think I’ve heard it all now. The day I take romantic advice from Kent Kennedy is the day the world ends.”

“Hardy, har.” He elbows me in the ribs, swiping my beer and draining it in one go. “I bet I’ve had more girls than you.”

He probably has. “Don’t be so crude, Kent, and it’s not a competition.”

“Hell yeah.” Kent smirks, looking at something over my shoulder. He rubs his hands gleefully. “Now it’s time to get the party started.” He smiles devilishly at the girl who lands in front of him.

“Hey, sexy.” Faye’s half-sister, Whitney, purrs as she runs her hands up Kent’s chest. “Were you waiting for me?”

“You betcha, gorgeous.” He slings his arm around her shoulder, grinning like he just won the lottery.

“I know you.” She gives me the once-over with a mischievous smile.

“I’m Brad. Ky’s friend. We met at the Kennedy house one time.”

“Oh yeah. Now, I remember.”

“You look different.” The last time I met her she was younger, still a kid. She had really long blonde hair with bright pink strips in it. Now her hair just about brushes her shoulders and it’s a dark purple color. She’s taller, and with the amount of makeup on her face, and the barely-there dress that is molded to her definitely-not-childish curves, she could easily pass for nineteen or twenty, although I know she’s at least three years younger than that.

Faye yanks Whitney out from Kent’s protective embrace, pulling her into a monster hug. “Hey, Whit. How are you? I’m so glad you could come.”

Whitney extracts herself from her big sister’s embrace, wrapping her arms around her waist self-consciously. “God, you are so uncool. Who does that?”

A glimmer of hurt flashes across Faye’s face, and my blood boils. “Don’t be such a bitch.” I stand up, walking to Faye’s side. “You should be glad your sister is happy to see you.”

“Butt out, butthead.” She pouts, and Kent snorts with laughter.

Faye shakes her head, and my eyes lock onto the long, elegant column of her neck. She’s wearing her hair up tonight, and she has a gorgeous black and gold dress on that hugs her curves to perfection. Her stunning long legs are encased in towering sandals, bringing her at eye level with me. Lightly, I touch her arm. “You okay?” She turns to face me, and I suck in a breath. Her stunning blue eyes are heavily made up, and she looks even more gorgeous than usual.

“I’ve got this.” Ky appears on her other side, drilling me with a subtle look that says “back the hell off.”

I didn’t realize when I declared my feelings that I was condemning my friendship with Faye too. The only time I get to talk to her is when Ky is by her side, and that just makes everything awkward, so we don’t talk much. And I miss her. We were good friends our senior year, and we helped each other through stuff. Now, I feel like I’m not even allowed to be her friend, and that sucks.

I take a couple of steps back, swipe another beer, and drain it in one go. When I reach for another, I notice Faye frowning. I feel a drunken coma coming on, and I don’t need any bystanders. “I’m going to stand by the bar,” I say to no one in particular.

“Hey, I’ll come with.” Kal pecks Lana on the lips and saunters over to me, slapping me on the back.

He doesn’t say a word until we’re propped against the counter of the bar watching the band rehearse on the other side of the room. More guests are starting to arrive, but the room still looks half empty. Knowing the Kennedys though, they will have invited half of Boston, and it won’t take long for the place to fill up. “What’s up?” Kal asks, eyeing me shrewdly.

“Nothing much, bro. How’s Hewson?”

His entire face lights up at the mention of his young son, and he removes his cell from the pocket of his pants. “Here.” He pulls up some pictures. “This was him last week when Lana and I took him to the park.”

Hewson is captured on a swing midair, and his head is thrown back in laughter. “Man, he’s getting so big.”

“He’s nearly one and a half now,” Kal proudly admits. “He’s a cool little dude even if he is like a wannabe demon when he doesn’t get his own way.” He chuckles.

“Sounds like he’s taking after the Kennedy side of the family,” I tease.

“No doubt about it.” Kal grins. “He’s my mini me in every conceivable way.”

“Don’t let Lana hear you taking all the credit.”

“She’d agree with you. He’s like a clone of me. It’s incredible. There are some days when I still can’t believe he’s a part of me. It’s humbling.”

“Shit, bro. When’d you go and get all grown up?” I tap my bottle against his. Kal has always felt like my little brother, as much as he is Ky’s. Because there isn’t that much of a gap in our ages, we tended to hang around quite a bit outside of school.

“Don’t be fooled. I’m still a big kid at the best of times. Lana likes to say she has two kids to look after.” He laughs.

“Have you set a wedding date yet?”

He shakes his head. “Nah. No rush, dude. We want to finish college and put down some permanent roots before we do that.” Lines crease his forehead as he looks over my shoulder.

I follow his gaze, noticing the eldest Kennedy brother, Kaden, greeting a cute redhead at the entrance to the ballroom. I’ve seen him with her before, but I can’t remember her name. Kade’s wide shoulders are even wider, and his bulging biceps are straining the material of his shirt. “Someone’s been hitting the weights.”

Kal snorts. “I think Kade is taking this crap with Kev to a whole new level.”

“What? They’re still not talking? And you think he beefed up to piss Kev off?” That seems far too juvenile for Kade.

“Who knows?” He shrugs. “They talk but not like they used to. They were always tight, but since they got into that fist fight in Ireland, they’ve been at each other’s throats. They’re not even rooming together anymore.” Kal scowls again.

“What?”

“I can’t believe he’s still with her. I don’t know what he sees in Tiffani.”

I skim my gaze over the redhead’s body, focusing on her awesome chest. “I can see two reasons.” She turns around, showcasing a pert ass. “Make that three.” I smirk. Kal stares at me like I’ve just sprouted horns. “What? Has monogamy turned you into a pussy, too?”

“Dude, there’s some weird shit happening here. I think you’ve morphed into me, and I’m acting more like how you used to. You know, when you were decent.” He pins me with a knowing look, and I snort. An excited glint appears in his eye. “It’s like that movie, you know the one with Lindsay Lohan in it, where she switched bodies with her mom.” A huge grin appears on his face, and he clicks his fingers as the memory comes to him. “Bro, we’re exactly like that. It’s our own version of Freaky Friday
.”

“If that’s the case,” I say, taking a swig from my bottle, “I guess it’ll be me taking Lana to bed later then.” His face pales, and I bite back a laugh. “Just think about that when you’re fucking her. That it’s really me boning her. Me with my hands all over her gorgeous body.” I wink at him, watching as his face turns even paler.

“You’re a twisted bastard, McConaughey.” I send him a smug grin. “Takes one to know one, asshole.”

Girlish giggling from behind has us both turning around before Kal can come back with a retort. Lana, Faye, Rachel, and Melissa—Keaton Kennedy’s girlfriend—are all huddled over a phone, laughing. Kev appears behind Rach, placing a hand on her bare shoulder as he leans over to look. A muscle ticks in my jaw, and all trace of good humor evaporates.

“Nothing’s going on with them,” Kal offers up, astutely assessing the situation.

I take another swig of my beer, my eyes never leaving Rachel. She is looking up at Kev, saying something to him, and she’s giving him the biggest smile ever. A sour taste builds in the back of my throat. “None of my business,” I say through gritted teeth.

“I see how you look at her. And I see how you still look at Faye when you think no one is watching.” He scratches the back of his head. “I’m here if you ever want to talk about it.”

Well, damn. That’s not something I ever expected. I can’t ever remember having a serious conversation with Kal. He really has matured. “Thanks, man, but there’s nothing to talk about.”

“You’re a good guy, Brad, and you deserve to be happy. If Rachel could be that for you, don’t mess it up.”

“She appears to be already taken.”

“Kev isn’t interested in her like that. They’re friends. Nothing more.”

Huh. Could’ve fooled me. The guy can barely keep his hands off her. Not like I care, anyway.

I lose count of the number of beers I knock back in the next couple hours. When the familiar numb feeling crawls over me, I finally start to relax, loosening the top button of my shirt as I make my way back over to our table. The party is in full swing now. The ballroom is packed to capacity, and the dance floor is hopping as Kev’s college friends rock it out alongside members of his family and his parents’ friends.

I’ve only just dropped into a seat beside Ky when Faye’s voice projects around the room. “Can I have everyone’s attention please,” she asks from her position on stage. “And I need the birthday boy up here right now.” A few of Kev’s friends holler, nudging him toward his cousin.

“What’s going on?” I ask Ky.

“Oh, man, this is going to be so funny. Kev is going to kill her.” He snorts, poking me in the ribs. “Just listen and watch.”

“In Ireland, we have a tradition when you turn twenty-one, and it’s something that I think Keven will get a kick out of.” She purses her lips, struggling to contain her mirth. “Come here, big fella. Don’t be shy.”

We get up and move around the side of the room. Kev walks toward Faye with a dark look on his face, and I can’t help laughing. He looks like he’s walking the green mile.

One of the waiters places a chair in front of the stage. Faye steps down beside it, still clutching the mic and grinning like crazy. When Kev arrives, she shoves him down into it. “Now, I need twenty-one girls to give our birthday boy twenty-one kisses.” Kev eyeballs Faye, but the corner of his mouth twitches. The crowd roars their approval.

“Oh, yeah. I’m so doing this on my twenty-first,” Kent says, materializing beside us with Whitney in tow. She stomps on his foot. “What the hell, Whit?” He bends down, rubbing his sore foot. He glares at her. “That fucking hurt. And stop being a baby. It’s not like we’re fucking exclusive or anything. Chill out.”

“You’re a jerk,” she hisses.

“Whatever.” He throws his hands in the air.

“Those two are a disaster waiting to happen,” Ky mumbles.

“Okay,” Faye calls out, reclaiming our attention. A big group of girls are eagerly awaiting direction. “Line up in a row, one behind the other.” Faye leans down, talking quickly to Kev. She nods before straightening up. “Rach? Girlfriend, up here.” She gestures with her fingers, and Rach strides through the crowd with her head held high drawing the attention of every male in the room. My eyes are like heat-seeking missiles tracking her every step. They huddle in conversation, and then Rach arches a brow before swinging her gaze on Kev. He pulls her down, whispering in her ear. I’m dying to know what’s going on, but I don’t want to ask the question and have Ky questioning me about her again. Rachel nods and then moves to the very end of the line.

The band starts playing, and slowly the girls move up to Kev, offering kisses. Most just kiss him on the cheek; a few give him quick pecks on the lips. A couple seize the opportunity, kissing him deeply before he can pry them off. From his relaxed wide-legged stance and the smug grin on his face, I can tell he’s enjoying this.

“Well, dammit all to hell,” Ky exclaims, folding his arms. “I think this may have backfired. He’s fucking loving this.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Kal says. “As if any dude is going to complain about twenty-one girls lining up to lock lips.” Lana elbows him sharply in the ribs, sending him a pointed look. He plasters an obviously fake indignant look on his face. “Except me. I would kill Faye stone dead if she tried that on me.”

The line is dwindling, and my nerves are stretched thin. Faye plants herself in front of Rachel and I watch them giggling. Faye leans down, and kisses Kev on the cheek. My heart is in my mouth as I watch Rachel step up to him. He pulls her down into his lap, and a chorus of wolf whistles rings out across the room. I run my hand around the back of my neck, wanting to look away but conscious of Ky’s observant gaze. He’s watching my reaction, and I’m not going to give him any ideas. I know he’s trying to pawn me off on Rachel in the hope I’ll forget about Faye. I’m not stupid. It’s what I’d do if I was in his shoes.

Kev’s arms snake around Rach’s back, creeping up her spine and winding into her hair. He pulls her face to his and melds his lips to hers. The crowd goes wild as he kisses the shit out of her. My stomach lurches to my toes, and I grind down on my molars, feeling far too much for the amount of beer I’ve consumed.

Eventually, he stops molesting her mouth, stands up, and takes her hand. Alex and James walk to their son, handing him a gift-wrapped box, and Rach discreetly steps to the side. Her eyes zone in on my mine from across the room, and we share a loaded look. Ky watches silently, and that should be enough to make me look away, but it’s like I’m frozen in time. My eyes refuse to look at anything or anyone but her.

And she doesn’t break eye contact either.

Not until Kev turns around, stretching his hand out and motioning her forward. I turn around and grab another bottle of beer from the bucket, having seen enough.

Another couple of hours go by, and I’m starting to see double. I’m being an unsocial prick, sitting at our table, drinking, and watching everyone else having fun on the dance floor. A shadow looms over me. “Can I talk to you?” Rachel asks, and I tilt my head up. She takes the seat beside me without waiting for a reply.

“Where’s your boyfriend?” I snap.

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“So that wasn’t your tongue shoved down Kev’s throat earlier?” My mouth pulls into a sneer.

She sends me a short, biting smile. “Oh, no, it was. My tongue was most definitely in his mouth.”

I growl, grabbing my beer and knocking it back. Little worry lines crease her brow as she watches me. “Like I care if you have a boyfriend,” I mumble after a bit, more to myself than her.

She sighs again. “Keven is not my boyfriend, nor is he ever likely to be, so stop being such a grump.”

I harrumph. “I think you need to tell Kev that.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but Kev and I are just friends. He wanted me to pretend to be his girlfriend at the party because there’s this girl here from his class who won’t leave him alone. He slept with her once, and she refuses to go away or something. I don’t know, and I don’t care. Forget about that. I need to ask you something.”

I put my drink down and look into her eyes. A little amber fleck twinkles in the middle of her rich brown eyes, captivating me. I’ve never noticed it before. Her lips part gently as she rakes her gaze over my face. It’s like being stripped naked. The intensity burns the skin off my bones. I should look away, but I’m enraptured by her. She pulls on her lower lip with her teeth, and it’s like a shot of pure, raw lust has been injected into my bloodstream. Memories of fisting my hands in her hair as I fucked her swarm to the forefront of my mind, and I’m getting hot. My cock twitches in my pants. Before I know what I’m doing, my hand is cupping her face. “You look really beautiful tonight.” I rub my thumb across her bottom lip. “Your mouth is so sexy.”


Wait. What the fuck am I saying? What the hell am I doing?
 I drop my hand from her face, averting my eyes.

“You’re hammered.” She sighs.

“What?” I jerk my chin up, watching as she shakes her head.

“Drunk. Smashed. Two sheets to the wind. Totally fucking useless to me.” She rolls her eyes.

That raises my hackles. “Excuse me?”

She stands up. “I’ll talk to you when you’re sober.”

I rise, gently taking her arm. “I’m perfectly fine. You can say what you need to say now.”

She looks down at where my fingers are curled around her lower arm. I remove them immediately. “You are about as far from fine as a person can get.”

“You, of all people, have a nerve to judge me,” I spit out.

“In case you’re too drunk to notice, I’m completely sober. I’ve been drinking mineral water all night.”

I snort. “Sure, you have. And I’m Mother Teresa.”

“Fuck you, Brad.”

My eyes darken as I stare at her. “In your dreams, Red.”

“In my fucking nightmares, more like.” She folds her arms across her chest, and the movement pushes her tits up higher in her dress. I wet my lips as I gape at her gorgeous chest. Rachel has a great rack—even if I didn’t get my hands on her naked flesh that time we fucked. But I felt her through her thin dress and she’s perfect. A decent handful but not too much. My eyes are glued to her chest, and it hasn’t skipped her attention. Her eyes narrow to slits, but I don’t care. The lure of all that luscious creamy skin is too much to resist, and I lean forward and kiss her.

I get one brief kiss in before she pushes me off. Searing pain rips across my cheek as she slaps me. “Don’t you dare touch me when you can barely stand up straight. And, for the record, I don’t have a boyfriend because I don’t want a boyfriend. And that extends to casual hookups and you too.”

Then she turns on her heel and storms off, leaving me looking like a complete idiot.


Chapter Six
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Rachel

A few hours later, I’m in my pajamas, making tea and toast, when the front door clicks open and shut and Ky wanders into the living room. Faye slides off the kitchen stool and goes to her boyfriend, wrapping her arms around his waist.

“Did you get him home okay?” I ask, taking a third mug out of the overhead press.

“Yeah. He was totally smashed, but I managed to get him back to the apartment and put him in bed. He was snoring when I was leaving.”

“Maybe you should stay there tonight,” Faye says, although I’m sure that’s the last thing she wants. “What if Brad pukes in the night?”

“It would serve him right to choke on his own vomit.” Ky presses a kiss in Faye’s hair. “He was way out of line tonight.”

I carry two mugs in my hand as I walk around the other side of the counter. I hand them to Faye and Ky. “Yes, he was, but it’s not a big deal.”

“Try telling that to Kev.”

My brows nudge up. “You do know your brother and I are only friends?”

“I know. Kev told me what you agreed to do, but that doesn’t mean he was happy about the way Brad treated you. He wasn’t, and neither am I.”

I walk back to the kitchen as the toaster pops. “I appreciate you both looking out for me, but it’s no biggie. I’m more worried about Brad. He was in a right state.”

Faye pins me with a knowing look. I stay quiet as I butter the toast. I place the plate in the center of the marble island and pull myself up onto a stool. “I know what you want to say. That’s the way I used to get, right?”

Faye takes the stool beside me, and Ky sits down across from her. “Yeah. I’ve seen you like that before.”

I chew on my toast, thinking back to how out of control I was. “I’ve been like that way more than you’ve ever seen,” I admit, being wholly truthful for once.

“I’m glad you’re not doing that anymore. Jill and I used to worry about you so much.” Mention of our other friend brings a tsunami of guilt to the surface. I haven’t been a very good friend to her lately, and she was only trying to help.

Ky is quietly eating and drinking as he listens to us talking.

“I know you did. I used to worry about myself.” I level an earnest look at her as I take a gulp of my tea. “I’m trying to get my head on straight now. I didn’t like the person I was when I drank, so I’m determined to stay in control now.” In fact, I think I was a borderline alcoholic or close to the point of no return. Now, two drinks is my safe limit, and I’m sticking to that.

Faye reaches across the counter, squeezing my hand. “I’m really proud of you, Rach.”

Her words fill my heart with happiness. “Thanks. I’m proud of me, too.” It hasn’t been easy. For so long, drink and sex were my crutches. My way of escaping reality, and I lived for weekends when I could get out of my face and forget my life. But it was only delaying the inevitable. It was only ever a temporary release. So, I know, more than anyone, what Brad is feeling, and I feel for him. I do. Yes, he’s a dickhead, and he knows how to wind me up until I’m seething, but he’s in so much pain, and he’s lashing out.

I’m furious with him for earlier. Getting all jealous and then trying to kiss me in front of everyone when he was drunk. The old me would’ve had no issue going there with him, but I’m changing. I want guys to respect me. To respect my body. Sex is a whole other minefield I’m trying to decipher.

I’m not destined to fall in love. I know that’s not in the cards for me, that I’m incapable of sharing every part of myself with someone in such an intimate way, and I’ve resigned myself to that fact. It is what it is. Maybe, at some point in the future, I’ll want to give it a go, but, for now, I don’t want a relationship.

However, there’s a part of me that wants to help Brad. Because, from what I’ve seen, he doesn’t have anyone else. Ky would be there for him if he could, but their situation is impossible, and there’s no way the two of them can have an honest conversation when Brad is convinced he’s in love with Faye. I saw him tonight, watching her. He has feelings for her all right, and I don’t want to get mixed up in the middle of that, but it doesn’t feel right leaving him by himself.

I’ve been there, and it’s the loneliest place on the planet.

Waking up with one hell of a hangover and dealing with the solitude and the return of all those thoughts you want to banish so badly is the worst thing on Earth.

Besides, I still need to ask him about what I overheard outside the smoothie bar on Monday, so I can kill two birds with one stone.

“I’m going to go to your place and keep an eye on Brad. I don’t think he should be left alone.” Faye and Ky exchange a knowing look. “I’ve been in his shoes, and I know what it’s like to wake up hungover, sick, and by yourself. I’m looking after him as a friend, nothing more, so you can forget any matchmaking ideas. I’m not interested in Brad like that.”


“Sure, you’re not, little liar,”
 an inner voice taunts as I climb off the stool and walk to my room to get dressed.
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The smoke alarm is going off as I turn the key in the lock and step into Brad and Ky’s apartment thirty minutes later. “Shit!” I race into the kitchen. Brad is slumped over the kitchen table, fast asleep, snoring, and completely oblivious to the swirling smoke quickly filling the airspace. I swat my hands through the smoky cloud as I make my way to the cooker. A deep-fat fryer is on the hob and the hob is on
.

The whole place could have gone up in flames.

I shudder, horrified at the images playing in my mind.

Wrapping a damp cloth around my hand, I turn off the cooker. Flames are licking the base of the deep-fat fryer as I grab the extinguisher off the wall and spray it all over the hob. I only resume breathing when all the flames are out. Very carefully, I carry the offending item outside to the balcony with the damp cloth protecting my hands. Placing it on the ground, I turn back inside, coughing profusely. I leave the double doors open to help clear out the smoke. My eyes are stinging, and my throat is dry and achy after only a couple minutes in this environment.

Brad is moaning and clutching his head in his hands when I walk back into the kitchen. The smoke alarm is still going off, so I run to it, jumping up and waving a cloth back and forth underneath the device until it finally stops. My ears offer up grateful thanks.

“What the hell?” Brad croaks, looking around in confusion. He is sitting at the kitchen table in only a pair of boxers, but I’m too fucking angry to consider all he’s got going on.

“You nearly set the place on fire!” I screech, and his hands automatically cover his ears.

He looks up at me in confusion, his brow puckered. “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your sorry ass!” I sag in the chair alongside him, suddenly drained. “Shit, Brad!” I shake my head, looking at him through a new lens as my anger gives rise to concern. “You could have died if I hadn’t decided to come check on you. Others could have died.”

His face turns a sickly green color, and he pales at my words. Jumping up, he knocks his chair to the ground and lunges for the sink. A pang of sadness washes over me as I watch him throw up the contents of his stomach. It’s too close to home. How many times was I alone puking by myself after purposely overindulging?
 An acute twisty pain spears me on the inside. How easy would it’ve been for me to make a similar mistake to Brad? To be so drunk, and out of it, that I’d put the fryer on the hob instead of plugging it in?
 Too easy. That’s the scary truth of the matter.

I get up and move to his side, rubbing my hand gently up and down his back. I grab a wad of kitchen towel and hold it out to him. He takes it from me, looking up as his stomach expels for the last time. The look of sadness and vulnerability in his gaze almost undoes me. The only other time I’ve seen such a tortured soul is when I’ve looked in the mirror. His eyes fill with tears, and I don’t hesitate, pulling him to me and wrapping my arms around his waist. He clings to me, and his head drops to my shoulder. His body trembles against mine, and silent tears tumble down my cheeks. I don’t know if I’m crying as much for me as I am for him, because my head and my heart are aching so badly I can’t make sense of my emotions at the moment.

After an indeterminable amount of time, his body stops trembling, and he lifts his head. He looks into my tear-sodden eyes and then presses his forehead to mine. I almost pass out from the noxious fumes, but I consciously hold my breath and give him a minute before easing out of his grasp. I take his hand. “You need to sleep this off. Come on.”

I lead him to his bedroom and help him back into bed. I fix the covers over him and clear a space on his bedside locker. “I’m going to get you some water and tablets. I’ll be right back.” I touch his cheek and offer him a small smile.

When I return, he is already fast asleep. I leave the tablets and water by his bed, crouching down to look at him as he sleeps. He looks so innocent, so young and untroubled like this. And so gorgeous. Brad McConaughey is a lot of things, but there is no denying he’s a beautiful man. His hair is much shorter than when I first met him, but that cropped look suits him. He has the face to pull it off. With his long lashes, stunning blue eyes, and carved face, he could easily model. If his football career takes off, and he becomes a celebrity, I can see him gracing the front cover of magazines and not looking out of place.

Very quietly, I tiptoe out of his room and make my way to Ky’s room where I promptly conk out the instant my head hits the pillow.

Sunlight is streaming through the open window when I wake sometime later. Rubbing my eyes and fighting a yawn, I reach for my phone, startled to see it’s after eleven already. My throat feels like someone took sandpaper to it. After a quick trip to the bathroom, I pad to Brad’s room and peek in. He is on lying on his other side with his naked back facing the door. The covers are all tangled up in his legs, and he’s snoring loud enough to wake the whole neighborhood. I must have been in quasi-coma mode not to hear that ruckus during the night.

I head out to the kitchen, surveying the damage to the hob. After I’ve cleaned it up, it looks in working order, except for the spot where the fryer had been. That is covered in congealed melted plastic, and there’s no way I’m tackling that.

I pull out a griddle pan and fry up some bacon, mushrooms, and tomatoes on one of the rear rings.

I have just dished up two plates when Brad wanders into the kitchen, still in only his tight-fitting black boxers, not bothering to conceal the sizeable erection he’s sporting. He is yawning and running a hand through his hair when he stalls the minute he spies me. His eyes startle in confusion. “Rachel.” His voice is hoarse. “What are you doing here?” His gaze drops to my sleep shorts and down my bare legs and feet.

I carry the plates to the table. “You don’t remember?”

Slowly, he shakes his head, and I can clearly spot the confusion mixing with panic in his eyes. I smirk, knowing full well where his head has gone. “Sit, eat, and I’ll explain.”

Air expels from his mouth in a loud rush as he walks cautiously toward me.

I laugh. “Relax, we didn’t sleep together although you did drunkenly kiss me at the party.”

He groans, looking embarrassed. “Unfortunately, I remember that part of the night. I, ah, sorry about that. I was being an asshole.” Like a naughty little boy, he looks up at me with a pleading face.

“I’ve already forgotten about it. Please just sit down and eat. You need to get some food into your system.”

We eat in silence for a little while before he puts his cutlery down and clears his throat. His eyes dart between me and the open French doors. “Why is the deep fryer out on the balcony?”

“Because it was on fire when I arrived.”

His face drops. “What?”

I nod. “You were fast asleep in the kitchen, the fryer was on the hob, and the smoke alarm was going off when I arrived. You were totally out for the count.” I push my half-eaten plate away, my appetite vanquished. “You could have died.”

His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat, as he fixates on the fryer. Turning around, he looks at the stove and then up at the ceiling. My eyes follow his movement, and I gasp. There’s a dirty, smoky mark on the ceiling in the shape of a giant mushroom cloud. “Oh my God.” His voice is strained. “I … I don’t even remember putting it on.” He clamps a hand over his mouth. “Thank you,” he whispers, after a minute. “I don’t know why you’re here, but thank you.”

I nod. “I didn’t think you should be by yourself, so I took Ky’s keys and grabbed an Uber. I can’t even think about what would’ve happened if you’d been here alone.” And, the more I think about it, the more annoyed I’m getting with Kyler. Yes, I know things are awkward as fuck between them, and he can’t bear to be away from Faye, but Brad is still his friend, and he should not have left him alone last night. Not when he was clearly incapable of looking after himself.

“Why do you care?”

I pin him with a frank look. “You know why.” We stare at one another. “I’ve been drunk and alone. I’ve puked in the kitchen sink too many times to count. I could have set the house on fire. I had no one looking out for me either.”

A muscle pulses in his jaw. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not your responsibility, and I’m a big boy. I fucked up, but that’s all on me.”

I level an incredulous look at him. “It was more than just fucking up! You could’ve died! This is serious, Brad, and I know what I’m talking about.” I glare at him. Maybe he’s still drunk, or he’s lost too many brain cells to alcohol, but I’m not taking this bullshit.

“I know it’s fucking serious! I know I need to get my shit together,” he seethes, leaning across the table. “But it’s my life, and no one asked you to get involved.”

I stand up, seeing red. “You are the most ungrateful, stupid, idiotic dickhead I’ve ever met! And you infuriate the fuck out of me!” I scream.

He scrubs a hand over his unshaven jaw. “Look, Rachel, I—”

“No.” I raise a palm in front of his face. “I don’t want to hear it. I’m the fucking insane one for even worrying about you in the first place. You can set your grouchy ass on fire the next time, and see if I care.”

I stomp toward the bedrooms, spinning around as I remember the main reason why I came here. “By the way, I overheard some girl outside the smoothie bar telling a couple of her girlfriends how you called her Faye when you were fucking her. It sounded like she was planning on making trouble. I wanted to give you a heads-up, because if you don’t sort that shit out and she does anything to hurt my friend, I am holding you personally responsible.”

He angles his head to the side. “I’ve dealt with that. She won’t cause trouble.”

I snort, shaking my head. “Yeah. That’s reassuring. Not.” I glower at him.

“She won’t be a problem!” he yells. “And it’s none of your business so butt out.”

“Next time I even consider coming here to check on you, I’m going to give myself a lobotomy,” I toss out before flouncing to Kyler’s room to get dressed.

I don’t see Brad again, even though I had half-hoped he would cop the fuck on and apologize for his assholery ways, but it didn’t come to pass. That jerk is the most stubborn man I’ve ever met.

As I pull the door shut on their apartment and start pounding the pavements home, “Dickhead, dickhead, dickhead” is my constant silent mantra. Never again, I promise myself. I am never putting myself out for that dickhead again.


Chapter Seven
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Brad

Ky rips me a new one when he returns home late Sunday night, and I let him. There isn’t anything he says that I haven’t already said to myself. Last night was the wake-up call I needed. I need to get my act together before I permanently fuck things up.

The rest of the week passes by quickly and uneventfully. I avoid all parties and social activities and focus on classes, study, and football practice.

It’s Saturday, and we obliterated our opponents in the game earlier, and everyone on the team is buzzing—our season is off to a flying start. I’m crawling the walls and in desperate need of a change of scenery by now, so when Ryan confirms that Noah is hosting a celebratory party for the team at his place, it takes me all of two seconds to agree to attend.

The place is crammed to the rafters when we arrive, and we make a beeline for our crew. As usual, a group of girls are surrounding the football players. Normally, I’d pick a chick early in the night and go back to her place, but I’m not feeling it tonight. I’ve been in a weird funk all week. I’m determined to end the night relatively sober, so I’m sipping my beer instead of chugging it back like usual.

I ignore the busty blonde trying to catch my eye and close ranks around the guys, keeping her out. Ryan chuckles. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing. Just not in the mood tonight.”

He places his hand to my forehead. “You running a fever or something?”

I swat his hand away. “Funny, I could ask you the same thing.”

“Chels and I have agreed to date, and I promised her we’d be exclusive, so I’ve got a reason.”

“No shit?” All Ryan did the last semester of our freshman year was complain about how clingy Chelsea was.

He scratches the side of his head. “You know she lives in the adjacent town to mine, so, we hung out a bit this summer, and I changed my opinion of her. I like her and the idea of sticking with one girl for a while. These groupies are starting to piss me off.”

“Christ. If anyone has a fever, it’s definitely you.”

He laughs, tipping beer into his mouth. “Maybe.” His gaze roams over my head, and a sly smile coasts over his lips. “Hey, isn’t that the girl you were talking to after practice last week?”

I turn around, catching sight of the gorgeous brunette heading my way. “Yeah.”

“You hook up already?”

“Nope.” I take a decent-sized mouthful of my drink. “She’s on the rebound and wanted me to be her fall-back guy. Her assumption that I’d readily agree pissed me off.”

Ryan chuckles. “Dude, what’s crawled up your butt? Last year, you wouldn’t have given two shits about that.”

“Yeah, well, I’m reassessing a few things.”

“Hi, Brad.” The brunette curls her fingers around my biceps, smiling up at me. “Remember me?”

She’s wearing a tiny tank top that leaves little to the imagination. Her skintight jeans mold to her form, and there’s no denying she’s a gorgeous girl. She licks her lips as she leans up on her tiptoes and presses her mouth to my ear. “I was hoping you’d had time to consider my proposal.”

I’m not really feeling it, but it’s been two weeks since that disaster with Kayla or Callie or whatever the hell her name was. And all week I’ve been rubbing one out in the shower with fantasies of Rachel playing in my mind, which is something I don’t want to encourage. Maybe I need to get back in the saddle.

I smooth a hand over my head, staring at her lush mouth. “I might be open to persuasion.” Excitement lights up her eyes. “If we do this, it’ll only be a one-time thing.” I make sure to be up-front about that every time.

She nods her head enthusiastically. “I’m totally cool with that.” Yeah, that’s what a lot of the clingers say.

Ryan has a knowing grin on his face. “Shut it,” I say, taking the girl’s hand and leading her out to the corridor. I press her up against the wall and lean in. She looks up at me expectantly, her hands snaking around my neck. My fingers tangle in her hair as I angle my head and lean in. Her mouth is soft and welcoming against mine, and I kiss her gently at first. Her delicate floral fragrance swirls around me, and I grip her hips, drawing her body flush against mine. She gasps into my mouth. I deepen the kiss, grinding my pelvis against hers.

Her fingers dip under my shirt, and her hands start exploring. As we kiss, a million thoughts swarm my mind. I try to focus, but my mind keeps wandering, and I’m merely going through the motions. She’s gorgeous, and a great kisser, but I’m not feeling this. Not feeling it at all. All the little raspy sounds she’s making are irritating the fuck out of me, and there’s literally zero action happening down south. That’s never happened to me before, and it’s frustrating. Irked, I kiss her harder, delving my hands back into her hair. An image of Rachel wrapped around me, digging her nails into my back, and writhing against me crawls into my mind, and I rip my lips from the brunette, falling back as my dick finally sparks to life.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, pouting.

I exhale noisily. “Sorry, but I’m not into this.” Her eyes drop to my crotch, and she smirks. Her arrogance fucking pisses me off. I lean in, my jaw drawn tight. “Sorry to disappoint you, but that’s not for you. There was zero life in my dick the entire time I was kissing you.”

She narrows her eyes, and her lower lip wobbles. Now, I feel like utter crap. Just ’cause I’m all fucked up doesn’t mean I have to take it out on her. “Look, it’s not you, okay. You’re gorgeous, and at any other time I’d be down for this, but the timing is off. Besides, you look like a nice girl. You should find someone other than a football player as your rebound guy. Better yet, go back to your boyfriend.”

I’m horrified when tears well in her eyes. “Yeah, it’s not me, right, as if I’m going to fall for that. All the girls said you were a dead certainty. That you screw any female with a pulse.” She pushes off the wall, furiously swiping at the falling tears. “I’m the one girl on campus you don’t want to screw, and I’m basically on my knees begging? Go fuck yourself, asshole. I’m far too good for the likes of you anyway.”

She shoves past me, bumping into someone as she goes.

“What did you do to her?” Ky asks, lounging against the wall and eyeing me warily.

“Told her I wouldn’t fuck her. Apparently, I screw anything that moves, so the rejection didn’t sit well with her.”

Ky arches a brow. “You turned down pussy?”

“You don’t have to act so surprised.”

“It’s not exactly your usual M.O.”

I shrug. “Maybe I’m sick of whoring my way around campus.”

Ky straightens up, mumbling something under his breath that sounds suspiciously like “about time.” He bores a hole in my skull. “What’s going on with you, bro?”

I sigh, leaning my head back against the wall. “I wish I knew.”

Ky moves over beside me, mirroring my position. “We haven’t spent any time together in ages. Why don’t we hang out tomorrow? Want to head to the track?”

This is the first time in months he has expressed interest in doing something without Faye tagging along. And I haven’t been to the Middleborough motocross track in months. There was a time it was like our second home, but these days, I have zero free time to indulge my hobby. I pick my head up. “Yeah, let’s do it, man.”

We head back into the party, and I stifle a groan when I spy Rachel with Faye along with that girl and her boyfriend from the night of Kev’s twenty-first.

“Yay!” Faye exclaims when she sees me, like I’m her favorite person in the world. “We were hoping you’d be here. You’ve been laying low all week.”

“Yeah, well. There was good reason for that.” Out of the corner of my eye, I spy the brunette I was just kissing in a huddle with a few girlfriends. They all throw daggers at me, but I pretend not to notice.

Ky doesn’t move to his girlfriend’s side, which surprises me. He is usually stuck to her like glue at these things. Faye introduces me to Lauren and her boyfriend, Gavin, who it seems is in class with Keven. Rachel gives me a curt hello and then proceeds to ignore me. Ky and I chat about crap, and it almost feels like old times.

“Well, if it isn’t the asshole extraordinaire,” a female voice pipes up from behind me, sarcasm dripping off every word. Rachel visibly stiffens. I angle my head, inwardly cussing when I lock eyes with Callie.

“Trying to have a private conversation here, Kayla. Run along now.” I glare at her before turning away again.

“My name is Callie, asshole.”

“And mine’s Brad, but you know that too.” Having made my point, I take a swig from my beer as Ky silently surveys our exchange. He has that neutral expression on his face. The one that means he’s calculating behind his indifferent mask.

“You’re Kyler, right?” she asks in a sweet tone of voice, eyeing him like he’s her next meal. I catch Rachel’s eye, and she’s silently imploring me to do something. Very gently, I take Callie’s arm. “Let me help you find the door.”

“Get your hand off me,” she slurs, swaying on her feet a little. “I’m saying what I came here to say.”

Reluctantly, I let her go. “Don’t do this. Please. Let’s go outside and talk.”

She snorts in a most unattractive fashion, before straightening up, shooting me a superior look. “Yeah, I don’t think so, asshole.” She raises her voice, and turns toward Kyler again.

Rachel rounds our group, hissing in my ear. “Do something! Just drag her out of here! They can’t hear it like this!”

“I can’t force her to come with me against her will, and she’ll only shout it out anyway,” I whisper back. “There’s no stopping this.”

“I think you should know, Kyler,” she bellows out, successfully capturing the interest of the room. “That your best friend imagines he’s fucking your girlfriend when he’s with other girls. He called me Faye several times during sex.”

She’s lying. It slipped out once, but I’m not going to win any brownie points by publicly correcting her. It’s still one time too many.

“I can’t help wondering if it’s more than just his imagination though.” Callie sends a suspicious look in Faye’s direction. Faye has turned the color of milk, and she looks like she wishes the ground would swallow her whole. She hates being the center of attention, and the entire room has muted, watching the drama with bated breath. “How much do you trust your girlfriend, and is that wise?” She peers adoringly at Ky.

“That’s enough.” Rachel places herself in front of Callie, glaring at her. “You’re a poisonous little bitch, and no one believes your lies. You think you’re the first girl to spread rumors in an attempt to dig her claws into a Kennedy? This is old news. No one believes you, so just fuck off before you embarrass yourself even more.”

“I’m not lying!” Callie roars.

“Tell that to someone who actually gives a crap,” Rach coolly replies, and I want to kiss the fuck out of her feisty lips. She’s handling this perfectly. “You’re pathetic. I feel sorry for you.”

“Time to go, Callie,” Noah says, appearing beside her. He nods at me. “Let me escort you out.” She doesn’t go quietly, continuing to mouth off. Hushed murmurs filter around the room as everyone waits for our reaction.

“I’m sorry about that.” I can’t even look at Ky or Faye.

Ky slaps me on the back, more firmly than necessary. “Everyone just act normal,” he commands in a low voice, grinning at me as if he found this amusing. “I’m not airing our dirty laundry in public or giving any weight to those rumors.”

Rachel returns to Faye’s side, whispering urgently in her ear. Lauren and Gavin don’t know where to look.

Ryan saunters over with Chelsea hanging off his arm. “She’s a crazy bitch, and she’s been mouthing that crap all week to anyone who’ll listen. Don’t pay any attention to her.” His worried gaze flits between Ky and me. “Hey, did you hear …” I tune him out as he starts talking game stats and strategy, not that I’m ungrateful he switched the subject, but all I can think about is how the hell I’m going to explain this to Ky.

Twenty minutes later, Ky eyeballs me, speaking quietly. “I think it’s safe to leave now, and you’re coming with us.”

I wet my dry lips, nodding and wishing I’d consumed a bucket load of beer. I have a feeling I’m going to need it for this conversation.

No one really talks as we make our exit, not until after Lauren and Gavin have said their goodbyes and we are back in our apartment.

The second the door shuts, Ky rounds on me. “Is it true?”

There’s no point lying. “Partly.”

“Explain that,” he demands.

I can’t even look at Faye as I confirm it. “I called her Faye once. It was unintentional. I was drunk, and it just slipped out. I’m sorry.”

Ky grabs tufts of his hair and starts pacing the room. The rest of us are afraid to even breathe.

I finally glance at Faye. She looks really upset, and I don’t blame her. “I’m really sorry, Faye. The last thing I want is to embarrass or upset you.”

Ky shoves me. “Don’t fucking talk to her! Don’t even look at her!” He’s close to losing it.

“Babe.” Faye moves to his side, pulling him away from me. “I think we should go. Brad didn’t mean it, and—”

“Of course, he fucking meant it!” Ky roars, and she flinches. “Do you not see how he looks at you?!”

Faye prods a finger in Ky’s chest. “Don’t you fucking shout at me! Just stop it. Stop this or I’m leaving.”

He throws his hands in the air. “I might’ve known you’d take his side.”

“Are you for fucking real?” she screams. “You’re acting like an idiot and all because some bimbo wanted to cause trouble.” She grabs her purse from the table. “Well, congratulations, bimbo,” she yells, looking at the ceiling. “You win!” She whirls around to her boyfriend. “Happy now? I’m going home, and you’re not coming with me. Not when you’re in such a foul mood. I’ve had about enough of this shit to last a lifetime.” She storms out of the apartment, and Rachel runs after her.

“We’re not done talking about this,” Ky fumes, jabbing his finger in my direction. “But I’m not letting her leave by herself.” He races out after her, and I collapse on the ground.

“I told you to deal with her,” Rachel says, materializing a few minutes later. “I just knew she was trouble.”

“I thought you were gone.”

She sinks down beside me, pulling her knees to her chest. “Oh no. I’m not getting in the middle of that. I’ll just wait here for an hour and then go home. Hopefully, he’s cooled off by then.”

“You can stay the night here. I don’t mind.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so.” Her lips curve into a sneer.

A muscle clenches in my jaw. “I didn’t mean anything by that.”

“Sure. You were just offering out of the goodness of your heart.”

I hop up, incensed. I’ve taken enough crap from girls tonight. “You know what, Rachel. I really couldn’t give a shit. Stay here or leave. Makes no difference to me. If I wanted to fuck someone tonight, I had plenty of offers. I certainly don’t have to lower my standards.” I send her a pointed look, even though it’s a low blow and a total lie.

She scrambles to her feet, her cheeks inflamed. “You are officially the world’s biggest dickhead, and I wouldn’t fuck you again even if my life depended on it.”

“Yeah, I seem to recall you telling me that before. Sounds like you’re trying real hard to convince yourself of that. Isn’t that right, Red?” It’s like enraging a pit bull.

She pokes her finger in my chest, and steam is practically billowing out of her ears. Her skin is flushed red, and there’s a thunderous look in her eyes. Yeah, I’ve definitely poked the beast. “In case that’s too complex for your simple brain”—she spits out the words—“I hate you. I fucking detest you. I cannot even stand to be in the same room as you. I am done with this shit. Stay the hell away from me.”

Because I’m an idiot, I smirk.

Her hands ball into fists, and I think she might actually hit me.

Instead, she emits a roar of frustration and stomps to the door, slamming it violently behind her.


Chapter Eight
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Rachel

I hope Ky kicks Brad to the curb. I hope he ends up miserable and alone. I hope he gets crabs and his dick falls off. I hope he drinks himself into a coma and never wakes up. Okay, I take that last one back. That’s taking it to extremes. I don’t want him to die. I just want him to stay the hell out of my life. He’s ruining my do-over. All week, he’s been hijacking my mind, and I hate it. He’s making me think about things I don’t want to think about. Making me feel things I don’t want to feel.

I try to wipe the murderous look off my face as I pass a couple in the lobby. Pushing the door open, I suck in a greedy mouthful of air, internally talking myself off the ledge as I slow my pace. The street is deserted, and apart from the glow from the street lamps, it’s pitch dark. I lean against the wall and pull out my phone, calling up the Uber app. I try to rein in my anger as I wait for the driver. Brad gets under my skin like no one else, and I’m so confused by the torrent of emotions I feel.

The door slams, startling me. Brad appears in my line of sight, and I groan. His facial features relax when he sees me.

“Fuck off,” I hiss before he’s even reached me.

“What are you doing, Red?” he asks in a breathless voice.


What’s it look like, dickhead.
 I think it, but I don’t say it. Instead, I choose to ignore him, humming under my breath and looking everywhere but at him. It’s super childish but hugely satisfying.

“Rachel? Do you need me to call an Uber, or have you already done that?”

I whistle a tune, looking at my feet this time.

“That’s very immature,” Brad says, and I lift my head up, whistling in his face.

His face turns red, and he looks like he wants to give me a few slaps. “I just wanted to make sure you got home safely, but if you want to act like you’re five, that’s fine. I’m not going anywhere, but I’m more than happy to stand here and ignore you too.”

He folds his arms and leans his back against the wall. The movement stretches his shirt across his chest, and I hate that my treacherous eyes involuntarily scan his ripped chest and abs. He catches me looking and smirks.

That smirk of his holds prime position on my Top Ten list of Most Annoying Things. Seriously, every time he smirks, I want to kick him in the nuts. Or make him eat a fist sandwich. My hands tighten into balls, and I really think I could hit him. I mentally count to ten, praying for patience I know I don’t possess. “Go away, Brad. I’m not your responsibility,” I snap through gritted teeth, tossing his own words from last week back at him.

“I don’t give a crap what you think. I’m not leaving any girl out on the sidewalk at this hour by herself. You can hate me all you want. I don’t give a flying fuck.”

“I swear you were put on this planet just to irritate the crap out of me.”

“Touché, sweetheart.” He taps his fingers off his forehead in mock salute.

“I’m not your sweetheart, your Red, or your anything!” I stomp my foot in annoyance. It was either that or smash my fist in his face.

He shrugs, attempting to smother a laugh, and that only riles me up further. He knows he’s getting to me, and I hate that I’m falling into his trap, but I’m too enraged to think logically. “I can’t believe you just stomped your foot. You’re really indulging your inner child tonight.”

“Shut. Up. Dickhead.” I push off the wall, scrunching my hands in my hair. I’m feeling too much, and that’s never a good sign. “And you can’t talk considering you have the attention span of a gnat and a brain that’s ruled by your dick.”

His mouth twitches. “You’re hot as hell when you’re mad.”

I round on him, jabbing my finger in his chest. “No! You don’t get to do this.”

He acts all innocent. “Do what?”

“Flirt with me! I won’t allow it!”

He laughs. “I’ll flirt with you if I like, and there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it until the Uber gets here.” His eyes smolder as he zeroes in on my mouth. His tongue darts out, and he licks his lips in a deliberately suggestive manner. “The feistier you are, the more you turn me on.” My throat runs dry, and an almost painful ache starts throbbing in my core. I want to punch myself in my greedy, needy vagina.

No, no, no, no. Hell no. This is not going down.

I don’t want him.

And I’m not
 remembering the explosive orgasm he gave me last time we shagged. I’m not remembering how intense it felt when he was inside me. I’m definitely not remembering that.

“I like that,” he murmurs, and the seductive quality to his voice has me biting down hard on my lip. It’s either that or do something ridiculous like moan.

“Like what?” I snap.

“The way you’re feeling me up.” He smirks again, and the urge to punch his lights out is almost overpowering.

“I’m not …” I trail off as I zone in on my hands, gliding up and down his impressive chest. How the fuck did that end up happening?
 I step away, pulling my phone out with trembling hands and start pacing the pavement. I need to get away from him before I do something stupid like jump his annoyingly sexy bones. Where the hell is my Uber?
 My knees are like jelly, and I’m feeling all hot and bothered underneath my clothes. I hate that he has this effect on me. Hate it.

No guy has ever made me feel so much with so little.

I usually pride myself on my lack of feeling, and Brad is really messing with my mojo.

“Rachel.”

I lift my head up and draw in a gasp. He is stalking toward me with the darkest, most lust-filled expression in his eyes. How the heck am I expected to resist him when he looks like that?


I hold out a hand. “Stop right there, mister, and don’t come any closer.”

He shoots me a wicked grin. “Or what?” he asks, tilting his head to the side in a cocky manner. “What will you do to me if I close this gap and shove my hand in your panties? What will I find if I push my fingers inside you? Are you wet for me, Rachel? Do you want to fuck me as much as I want to fuck you right now?”

My eyes flit to his jeans, and there’s no way I could miss the giant swell of his erection. My knees almost buckle from under me. He takes another step forward, and I take another step back. “Stop. Don’t take another step.” I cringe at the sound of my hesitant, breathless voice.

“You’re the girl who told me the best way to numb emotion was to do this. Get drunk and fuck. I’m not that drunk, but I want to fuck. I want to fuck you. We can fuck against the wall again, but I’d rather not give any of my neighbors a show.” He holds out his hand. “Come on, Rach. Don’t think. Let’s just do this. We both need the release.”

His hand levitates in the gap between us, like a predator dangling candy in front of a child. My core pulses with need, and the devil on my shoulder is screaming at me to screw him. He must sense the confusion in me. Slowly, he lowers his other hand, rubbing his palm up and down his arousal.

Holy shit. I’m in deep doo-doo with this dude. He’s twisting my insides into knots. Making me want things I shouldn’t want.

He watches me watching and his chest swells. “I’ll make it good for you, Rach. Last time was too quick. Let me make you feel good. Let me worship your body all night long.”

Oh, hell
.

That sounds good.

Too good to pass up.

All the fight leaves me. My greedy vagina wins out. The inner devil on my shoulder squeals with joy as I fling myself at Brad. His strong arms go around my waist, and his mouth crashes down on mine without hesitancy. We devour one another like we can’t get close enough. His mouth is soft and warm gliding against mine, his tongue demanding as he parts my lips and delves inside. My heart is beating ninety miles to the hour, and I think I’ll die if I don’t get my hands all over him. Every inch of his rock-hard body is pressed against mine, igniting every cell, every nerve ending, with liquid lust. I have never been this horny. Never craved a guy as much as this, especially not when I’ve been sober.

Sex and me have a weird, complicated connection, but, in this moment, I feel almost normal. And I’m not sure what I think about that. All I know is I want to stop thinking and just feel this. Feel Brad worship every inch of my body. I whimper in the back of my throat

“Upstairs. Now,” he demands, breaking the kiss and taking my hand.

I keep my head down as we race through the lobby.

The second the elevator doors close, Brad is on me, his mouth plundering mine with the same fervent need. His hand creeps under my dress and into my knickers. He thrusts a finger inside me, and I cling to his shoulders, digging my nails into his toned flesh as I cry out. “As I thought. You’re fucking dripping, Red.”

The elevator pings, and I stagger out of the lift as if in a daze. Brad keeps a firm hold of my hand as he practically sprints to his apartment. The warmth from his hand seeps into my skin, heating me all over.

He fumbles with the keys, cursing when they drop to the floor, and I smile. He’s as flustered as I am, and that’s good to know. That I’m not in this alone. I’m purposely not engaging the rational side of my brain because my body will kick the shit out of me if I quit this now. I couldn’t run away even if my mind demanded it. My body craves him like I’ve never craved a guy before.

The instant Brad pulls me into the apartment, he attacks me all over again. My back slams into the door as he backs me into it. His hands fist in my hair, and he angles my head, melding his mouth to mine. His tongue swirls into my mouth, and I groan. I yank his shirt out of his jeans, my hands slipping under as I explore his bare chest. He shudders under my touch, and that only turns me on more. He lifts the hem of my dress, hauling it up my body, and I release my hands, allowing him to pull it off me. I stand before him in my matching black lace undies and high heels.

He drinks his fill, his gaze raking me from head to toe, and I’m on fire from the intensity of his focus. “You are so beautiful, Rachel. Absolutely stunning.”

His dark eyes are cloaked in desire as they lock on mine. I grab a fistful of his shirt, pulling him from the hall toward the bedrooms. He stops in the living room, pushing me up against the wall and kissing me so hard I feel it all the way to my toes. Overcome with lust, I snatch his shirt, yanking it apart with force. Buttons pop, flying all over the place. I toss the ripped shirt aside and dip my head, licking a line from the top of his jeans all the way up his chest. He tastes and smells divine. So masculine. So earthy and musky, and I need to feel him in my hands. I pop the buttons on his jeans and slide my hand inside, wrapping around him. He gasps. “Shit.” Grabbing the back of my head, he aligns our mouths once again. I shove his jeans and boxers down, as our kissing grows more and more frantic. Honestly, I think I’d crawl inside him if I could. My body’s on fire, and I’m moaning and writhing against him with reckless abandon.

Without warning, he steps out of his jeans, kicking them away, and grips my hips, lifting me up and effortlessly throwing me over his shoulder. I yelp as he swats my butt. “I am going to fuck you until you pass out,” he promises, and I bite my lip hard as my pussy pulses in expectation.

He stops outside his door, gently placing me back on the ground. His eyes are almost fully black with desire as he stands before me utterly naked. He’s magnificent. His body is a work of art. All defined curves, sharp lines, and carved angles. I want to lick every inch of him, and that thought rattles me.

Brad is changing me, and that scares me as much as it enraptures me.

He drags the tip of his finger under the strap of my bra, pulling it down one arm. Then he moves to the other side, doing the same. Bending his head, he runs his mouth across the swell of my breasts, and I stumble, my legs almost going out underneath me. Quick as a flash, he unclips my bra and flings it aside. He stares at my tits, and my nipples harden under his smoldering gaze.

“I have been fantasizing over your tits, but, fuck me, Rach, my imagination didn’t do you justice. You’re gorgeous.” He lightly traces the tip of his finger over one breast and then the other.

It’s like they are hotwired to my pussy, and I almost come on the spot. I have never been so aroused, and so needy. “Brad, I need you inside me. Now.”

He kicks the bedroom door open with the back of his foot, never taking his eyes off me. His look turns serious. “I want this, Rachel. I want this really badly. Do you?” My mouth has gone dry again. I nod. “I need you to say it, beautiful. All joking aside, are you sure? I might die of the worst case of blue balls if you back out, but I won’t hold it against you.”

I wrap my arms around his neck, pressing my body flush against his. “I want this. I want you. I want you to fuck me until I pass out.”

His mouth crashes down on mine, and that’s the end of all conversation.


Chapter Nine
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Brad

When I wake the next morning, I’m immediately conscious of two things. One: my body aches everywhere—a combination of tired muscles from the game and a delicious achy feeling from the mammoth sexathon with Rachel. And, two: the gorgeous creature I spent hours worshiping last night is still here, curled into my side, looking totally angelic in slumber. Her head is resting on my chest, and my arm is wrapped around her naked back. Our legs are tangled in each other and the sheet.

I rarely let girls stay over, preferring to call an Uber and escort them outside once the dirty business is over. But I was insatiable last night, and I couldn’t bear to part with Red. I guess we both fell asleep from sheer exhaustion at some point.

She stirs, and little wisps of hair flutter across her brow. I take a quick moment to study her before she wakes up, opens her mouth, and hostilities resume, as I’ve no doubt they will. Her skin is flawless and a gorgeous creamy color, her cheeks flushed a little from the heat. Her lush mouth is slightly parted, and her lips appear still swollen from my kisses. Her long lashes are thick and lustrous as they flicker open. The hand on my chest moves southward, and my erect cock throbs with need. You’d think after five rounds last night, I’d be all out of juice, but, I’m learning, with Rachel, there appears to be no such thing. There’s no denying the powerful attraction between us.

“Oh, fuck.”

My little firecracker is fully awake. I clear my throat. “Morning.”

She scrambles away from me, like she’s just been electrocuted, grabbing the sheet up under her arms to hide her naked breasts.

It stings, and I switch to defensive mode. “No need to act all shy now, Red. I’ve seen all the goods.” And some. Memories of last night, unhelpfully, flood my brain, and there’s no disguising the bulge under the sheet.

“Shit, what time is it? I’m meeting Lauren and Faye at eleven.”

“It’s just past ten.”

A flurry of expletives leaves her kissable mouth, and I chuckle.

“I need to get dressed.” Her eyes dart around my room, and a tiny frown creases her brow. Her lips purse as she remembers the trail of clothes we left in our wake.

I fling the covers off and stand up, stretching my arms out over my head as a massive yawn rips from my mouth. Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Rachel doing her best not to look at me. I smirk, and her eyes narrow to slits. “See something you like, Red?” I wink.

“Can you at least put some boxers on?”

“And ruin my fun? I happen to like watching you squirm.”

She sticks her tongue out at me, and I laugh. “Now I’m just remembering all the things you did with that tongue last night.” Her cheeks inflame, and, shit, is feisty no-bullshit Red actually genuinely embarrassed?

She bounces back quickly. “A gentleman wouldn’t be such an ass the next morning, but I guess I should’ve known to expect this from you.” She folds her arms across her chest and glares at me.

Rachel’s already made her feelings perfectly clear through her actions, so I’ll make this real easy for her now. Besides, it’s better to be the rejecter
 than the rejected
.

“Chill the fuck out, Red. We had sex. Big deal. It’s not like anything’s changed. You’re a great fuck but still a complete pain in my ass.” I turn my back on her rapidly reddening face and walk to my dresser, removing a clean pair of boxer briefs.

When I turn around, she is standing behind me with the sheet wrapped around her body and her hair sticking out all over the place. The urge to grab her and kiss her is riding me hard. Fuck this girl. She is a temptation I don’t want or need.

“You’re still a dickhead, and I’m blaming last night on temporary insanity.”

“I’m blaming it on wild monkey lust. No point in lying to oneself, Red.” Smirking, I mess up her hair, knowing it will totally piss her off.

She slaps my hand away, and, if looks could kill, I’d be ten feet under by now. “I don’t care what you call it, but it should never have happened. It’s never happening again.”

I rub a hand over my erection, preparing to finish this off. “Drop to your knees and we’ll call it quits.” I’m an asshole. I know it. But it’s far too easy to wind her up. And I’d much rather deal with her anger than face facts, because this girl stirs too many emotions in me, and I’ve too much crap going on in my life right now to add to it. Having her hate me is the best policy. Never mind that I already want a repeat of last night. Red is right about one thing. That shit ain’t happening again.

My cheek stings as she slaps me across the face. “You’re a despicable human being. Truly despicable. Is this the way you treat every girl after sex? No wonder you have such a rep on campus.” I shrug, refusing to allow those words to infiltrate the armor around my head and my heart. “Stay away from me, dickhead. I mean it this time. And if you dare breath a word of last night to anyone, I will string you up by the balls and castrate you slowly, inch by inch, until you’re begging me to stop.”

A loud throat clearing startles both of us. I jump back, and she screams. Our heads jerk to the door. Ky is lounging against the doorframe with a knowing look on his face. He dangles a lacy black bra from the tip of his finger. “I think this might belong to you.” He offers it to Rachel, and she walks toward him, snatching it away with a horrified look on her face. Ky produces a bundle of clothing and hands it to her. “Your dress?”

Her face has turned puce, and I take pity on her. Grabbing a pair of sweatpants from my dresser, I walk to the door and push Ky aside. “Let’s give the girl some privacy.” I close the door behind me and follow Ky to the kitchen.

“Dude, please put those on.” He gestures toward my sweats. “Eating breakfast with your giant boner staring me in the face is not my idea of a pleasant Sunday morning.”

I get dressed and saunter to the coffee machine, switching it on. A new layer of stress heaps on top of me as I turn to face my friend. He reads my expression instantly. Sitting in a chair at the kitchen table, he drops his head in his hands. I watch him silently. After a couple minutes, he looks up at me. “Look, about last night…” He trails off, clearly at a loss for words, and I get it. I don’t have a fucking clue what to say either.

I pour two black coffees and hand one to him, slipping into the seat across from him. “Do you want me to move out?”

“What?” He looks surprised. “No. Of course not.”

“It’s not like we even see all that much of each other anyway. I doubt you’d even miss me.”

He curses, dragging a hand through his hair. Dark circles line the space under his eyes. Either he had trouble sleeping or he also indulged in a late night sexathon. “I’ve been an ass.”

I almost fall off my chair. “What?” Now it’s my turn to act confused.

“Rachel tore strips off me last week for leaving you alone, and Faye has been nagging me too.” He scrubs a hand over his chin. “I haven’t been a very good friend to you, Brad, but I’m going to try harder if you’ll do the same.” He doesn’t need to elaborate on that statement. I know what he’s alluding to.

“What do you think I’m trying to do?” I arch a brow, gesturing toward the bedroom with a nod of my head at the precise moment Rach makes an appearance.

The look of hurt on her face is hard to miss.

Aw, shit. I didn’t mean for her to hear that. For it to be misconstrued. I stand up. “Rachel, I didn’t me—”

She slams past me. “Save your breath, dickhead. I’ve heard just about enough from you today.” She tosses a quick glance over her head. “See you later, Ky.” Offering me one last glare, she storms out of our apartment, and the door almost lifts off the hinges.

“Jesus Christ, Brad!” Ky sighs in frustration. “You’ve just made things a million times worse. Now, Faye is going to be fucking pissed. You can’t bone her friend and then treat her like a piece of trash.”

I stand there incredulously although I don’t know why. “Everything doesn’t revolve around you and your fucking girlfriend! And I’m not the only asshole around here!”

He jumps up. “You know what? Screw this shit. I came over here as a peace offering, hoping we could go to the track and iron out our differences, but there’s really no point. Not when you seem to enjoy hurting the people you profess to care about. I’ve got better things to do with my Sunday.” Grabbing his hoodie, he stalks out of the apartment without uttering another word.

I slump in my chair, wondering how the hell I’m managing to fuck up my life so spectacularly.

I return to bed and sleep for a couple hours. The smell of Rachel’s perfume lingers in my room, infuriating me at the reminder of my latest fuck up. Any enjoyment from last night is erased by the ugliness that was today. I strip the covers off my bed and add them to the laundry pile before making my bed with fresh sheets and opening both windows to air the room out. As if removing every trace of her will fix my broken brain. Then I mope around the living room for hours, feeling sorry for myself, trying to evict all the memories of last night from my mind. But it’s futile. Every touch, every caress, every blissful sensation is imprinted on my mind, and it replays on a continuous, torturous loop until I can stand it no more. I need to get out of here.

I change into running shorts and a sleeveless top and go outside. I decide to head to the Malkin Athletic Center to pound the treadmills. It might help calm me the fuck down. I start off jogging at a gentle pace, only picking up speed as I enter the Harvard grounds. When I run past one of the upperclassmen residential houses, two figures standing in the shadows snag my attention. I stop running, concealing myself behind the nearest tree as I watch Rachel and Keven Kennedy talking animatedly. She is gesturing wildly, and she looks upset. His big hands land on her shoulders, and I go rigidly still. He is peering deep into her eyes as he talks, and a sour taste floods my mouth. Slowly, she nods. He slings an arm around her shoulders and ushers her around the front of the house. He opens the door for her, and she steps inside.

I don’t move for at least a couple of minutes, wondering what the hell is going on between them. I shouldn’t care. It’s none of my business, but I’ve lied enough to myself. It bothers me that something might be happening between them. That she’d leave my arms and run pretty much straight into his.

I should be happy. I was deliberately horrible to her because I didn’t want her to catch feelings.

Problem is, I already have. I’ve just been in denial. Fact is, this last week, the only Irish girl occupying space in my head is Rachel.

That should be a welcome relief, but it isn’t.

I bark out a laugh as the irony of the situation jumps up and slaps me in the face.

Am I trapped in a different love triangle with another Kennedy brother?

Probably would serve me right for treating Rachel like shit this morning.

I need to get out of here. Standing around wondering what she’s doing with Keven in his room isn’t going to help clear my head. Turning around, I backtrack and head for Cambridge. I have a familiar route I run, and I set off at a fast pace.

Sweat coasts down my spine, gluing my top to my back as I run. My feet pummel the sidewalk as I race through Cambridge like there’s a knife-wielding maniac on my heels. I weave around the foot traffic, ignoring the shouts and curses leveled at my back. The busy streets and sounds of the city help drown out the disquieting thoughts in my head.

After an hour, I slow down in a quieter part of town. I approach a street vender and buy two bottles of water and a couple protein bars.

I knock back one bottle of water, tossing the empty container in the nearest trash can, before I start walking back toward our apartment. A delicious gentle breeze wafts over my skin, and I pour the second bottle of water over my head, welcoming the cold rivulets as they trickle over my hot skin.

I’m passing by a narrow alleyway when a hand darts out, latching onto my arm. Caught unawares, I drop my water bottle as I’m yanked sideways. It rolls to the ground, falling over the edge of the curb. I swivel around, ready to put up a fight, and come to a screaming halt at the sight that confronts me.

The woman falls back, urging me to follow with her eyes.

My heart is thrashing around in my chest, beating so fast and so out of control as I walk silently behind her. She stops behind a smelly dumpster and turns to face me with tears streaking across her cheeks.

A lump the size of an apple is wedged in my throat, and I want to say something, do something, but I’m rooted to the ground like a mute. I can only stare at her, drinking her in.

Is this real, or am I projecting? Is my imagination playing the cruelest prank?

She looks different, but it’s still her. Thinner than I recall, but she looks real. Whole. Alive.

She reaches up and cups my face, and her touch does funny things to my insides. It is her. She’s really here. I blink excessively, still rigid as a statue. Her gaze never leaves mine. So much love shines in her eyes, and the lump in my throat expands. I don’t even realize I’m crying until she swipes at the tears quietly trailing down my face.

Finally, I find my voice. “Mom?” I croak. “What are you doing here?”


Chapter Ten
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Rachel

“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want the app,” I tell Keven, holding out my hand for my phone.

“Are you sure?”

I nod. “Yeah. I don’t want to know where he is at every minute of the day. I only need to know if he comes anywhere near me.”

“If you let me install the app, I can set it to notify you if he comes within a certain range. You can just ignore it the rest of the time.” He leans back in his chair, crossing one leg over his knee, as he studies me. “And you’re hidden. He won’t be able to find you, so the tracking app is only precautionary.”

I’d like to believe that, but he’s
 resourceful too. And he told me he’d never let me go. That I’d never be free of him. A familiar weight presses down on my chest. I draw deep breaths, in and out, willing my heartrate to slow down.

Kev is still watching me with those shrewd all-seeing eyes of his. I can tell he’s curious, and, if I know him at all, he’s probably already digging.

Not that he’ll find anything. On the surface, he’s
 squeaky clean.

My secret is safe, unless Kev’s developed an app which can dig through my brain.

Then I’m in serious trouble.

“No,” I reconfirm. “I don’t want the app.” I can’t tell Kev how anything connected to him
 is impossible to ignore. That app would sit on my phone like a blaring beacon, calling out to me, taunting me, demanding I check. And I’m trying to forget him. To forget what he did. To overcome the many ways in which he tried to ruin me.

But he hasn’t ruined me. I’m finally fighting back. And I’m getting better. I’m healing. He might have destroyed my childhood, and robbed me of my innocence, but he’s not taking my future. I’m a survivor, and I’m going to get through this. I’m strong enough to do it.
 I repeat the familiar mantra over and over in my head. I need to keep reminding myself of the important things.

And I’ve already taken such a huge step in moving here.

What I’ve asked Kev to set up is self-preservation.

Having a link to his whereabouts on my phone would be the opposite of that.

The less I know, the better.

I rest my arse on the edge of the desk. “I know I’m asking a lot, but could you just monitor the app and have it notify you if he lands on American soil?”

He leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “That’s a mighty big ask.”

I open my bag and withdraw my purse. “I can pay you more.”

He stands up. “That’s not what I meant, and I’m not taking any more of your money. I meant we need to narrow the search field. How about I set the tracker to notify me if he gets within a twenty-mile radius of Cambridge?”

Bile swims up my throat, and a powerful shudder rips through my body at the thought of him coming anywhere near me again. “Make it fifty miles.”

Kev doesn’t miss the way my entire body trembles. “Rachel.” His voice is uber-soft, as if he’s speaking to a frightened child. Perhaps that’s what I still am. “I know we don’t know each other all that well, but I meant what I said before. You can trust me. You can tell me what’s going on, and I won’t tell anyone. I swear.” I look everywhere but at him. He tilts my chin up with one finger, forcing me to look at him. “I won’t judge. I can see how scared you are and I’m doing my best to help, but it would be easier if I knew exactly why you’re so frightened of him.”

I’m mortified when huge tears pool in my eyes. God, what is wrong with me?
 I’m blaming the dickhead. He’s raising tons of surface emotions, and I’m ill-equipped to deal. “I can’t, Kev,” I whisper. “And I do trust you, so much, but I haven’t told anyone, because if I talk about it, it’ll only become more real, and I’m trying really hard to put it behind me.”

Without hesitation, he pulls me into his arms, and it’s like déjà vu. Man, Kev gives the best hugs ever. I know Faye thinks Kev is the most guarded of the Kennedys, but that hasn’t been my experience. There is something about him that makes it almost too easy to talk. We spent a good bit of time together the summer before last, and, although everyone thinks all we did was hook up, we actually spent most of our time talking. That one night he spent in my place was one of the best nights of my life. We spoke about second chances and needing a do-over without either of us explaining the reasons why. He didn’t pry, and I didn’t push, and it was perfect. I know everyone thinks we slept together, but we didn’t have sex. I had the best night’s sleep I’d had in years, cocooned in his warm, protective arms.

Kev’s a fantastic kisser, and he makes me feel safe and cared for, and a part of me wishes it could be more than that. But it won’t ever be. He isn’t interested in me like that, just like I’m not interested in him like that.

And he doesn’t make my body tingle and come alive the way the dickhead does.

Irony is a bitch. To pick up feelings for a dickhead like Brad is idiotic, even more so because he’s in love with my best friend. I don’t know what possessed me to throw caution to the wind last night. Deep down, I knew I was going to get hurt and that it’d only confuse things further.

Hearing him tell Ky I was some kind of experiment to help him get over Faye was a savage kick in the teeth. And a major blow to my do-over efforts. Last night had been magical. The first time I’ve been with a guy and really and truly let myself go. Let myself feel things and not be drunk or numb or self-conscious. With the way he adored my body, and the words that poured out of his mouth, I thought he had felt it too. I’d felt cherished and desired, but it was an illusion. A cruel joke. The universe’s perverted way of messing with me further. I was a damn fool. I was just another handy fuck to him, and the acknowledgment hurts. A lot. I’m in a whole world of pain today, and I’ve no one to blame but myself. I knew it would backfire on me, but I ignored all the warning signs, giving in to unprecedented lust.

My self-worth is in the toilet again. That blanket of self-loathing is back, and it feels like I’ve regressed a few months.

It’d be easy to blame the dickhead, but this is all me. I’ve got to stop letting guys get to me so much. I need to develop thicker skin.

“I’m worried about you,” Kev says, still holding me against his chest.

I wriggle out of his arms, desperately needing to get a grip. “Don’t be. I’ll be fine. And you’re helping me enough.”

He looks pensive. “Does Faye know?”

I shake my head. “I told you. No one knows.”

His eyes soften. “I’m probably the last person you’d expect to suggest this, but what about speaking to a therapist? They are anonymous and they won’t judge.” I start shaking my head, but he continues on. “My brother was very reluctant too, but I know it’s helped him. It could help you too.”

I know Faye actively encouraged Ky to pursue therapy to help him deal with all that crap surrounding his bio dad, and she’s mentioned it several times to me over the years. She saw a therapist for years over the trauma arising from stuff that happened to her in school in Waterford, and she has spoken about how much it helped.

There were times when I really wanted to go speak to someone like that. Someone neutral who could help me make sense of what was happening. But I couldn’t speak to a therapist, because they’d involve the police, and it’d break my mother’s heart. I can’t do that to her. I can’t destroy her.

So I continue to keep his
 secret.

And hope that I’m strong enough to rise above my past.

I’ve got to be.

Because if I can’t put it behind me, he’s already claimed my future too.


Chapter Eleven
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Brad

I haven’t stopped hugging her. I’m afraid to let her go in case she magically disappears. I’m still scared it isn’t real even though I know it is because her body is warm and comforting against mine. “I’ve missed you so much, Mom.” I crush her to me, her head barely meeting my chest.

“Oh, honey. We’ve all missed you so much. I’ve been so worried.” She manages to pry herself out of my clinging clutches. Both her hands move to my face, and she cups my cheeks firmly. “It’s great to see you looking so well. You’re all grown up. Look at you?” She steps back, casting an admiring glance over me. “So healthy. So handsome.” She grabs my hands in hers. “I’m so proud of you and happy you stuck to your goals. Not a day went by when I wasn’t thinking about you. Leaving you behind was the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make, and it was all so rushed, and I worried I didn’t impress on you enough that it was extremely difficult to go without you, but I didn’t want your father’s crimes to derail your future. I didn’t argue with your rationale because I loved you so much. I hope you know that.”

Although there were plenty of times, when I was depressed and upset, when I convinced myself Mom didn’t love me as much my sisters—how could she when she left me behind without much protest—I’m not admitting that now. I won’t add to her worries or her guilt. Deep down, I’ve always known my mother loves me. We’ve always been super close, and those times when I doubted her was only because I was hurting so much. Missing her so much. “I know, Mom. I’ve always known.”

A loud clatter at the entrance to the alleyway has her anxiously scanning her surroundings. I glance over my shoulder. “It’s okay. Someone just knocked over a trashcan.”

She gulps, pulling the hood of her jacket up over her head again. “Can we go somewhere to talk? Not your apartment. I don’t trust that you aren’t being watched.”

I don’t know if the Feds are still tailing me, but I’m not taking any chances. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.” I remove my cell and tap out a quick message to Ky. Even though we are barely even speaking, I know he won’t let me down.

I need ur help. Can u come get me?

The phone rings not even a minute later. I pick up, lowering my voice and cautiously looking around.

“What’s happened? Are you in trouble?” he asks, before I’ve even had a chance to speak.

“I’m fine, but I need you to come get me. It isn’t safe to explain over the phone. Come alone. As quick as you can.”

“I’m already on the move. Hang tight.”

“Kyler?” Mom whispers, and I nod.

We don’t talk much as we wait. I can tell Mom is too scared to talk in public, so we just embrace, and I’m enjoying recouping some of the missed hugs from the last two and a half years.

My phone vibrates with a text.

One minute.

I take Mom’s hand and turn her around. “Come on. Just keep your head down, and let me guide you.”

Kyler’s large black Range Rover pulls up in front of the alley, and I tug on Mom’s hand, running toward it. I open the back door and help her up before sliding in beside her. Kyler’s eyes almost bug out of his head. “Mrs. McConaughey?”

“Hello, Kyler,” Mom says with a shy smile. “Thank you for coming to get us.”

“Of course.” He looks completely shocked as his eyes flit to mine.

“Can you get us out of here?” Even though the windows are dark glass, I scan our surroundings, half-expecting the Feds to make an appearance. My foot taps nervously off the ground.

He nods, thrusting the car into gear and gliding out into the traffic.

“Where are Emma and Kaitlyn? Are they okay?”

She laces her fingers in mine. “Your sisters are safe. They are with your Aunt Cora.”

My stomach lurches to my toes. “Mom, is that wise? Wouldn’t that be one of the first places the Feds would look?”

Ky looks at me through the mirror, sharing my concern.

A resigned world-weary look appears on her face. “We’re hiding in their basement room, and we arrived in the dead of night a week ago. No one saw us arriving, and I’ve hidden in the trunk of your uncle’s car every time I’ve gone out, which hasn’t been much. I only ventured out to find you. I’ve been watching and waiting for the right moment to reach out.”

I slide my arm around her shoulders, holding her close to my side. “I’m going to fix this. I’m going to keep you safe.”

Kyler looks at me again, and an unspoken communication passes between us. I nod my agreement. He punches a button on his phone and a dial tone rings out. His dad picks up a few seconds later. “Kyler.”

“Hey, Dad. I need your help. I’m en route to Mom’s house as we speak. Can you call her and let her know and then meet us there with Dan?”

“Sure, but—”

“I’m fine, we’re all fine,” Kyler preempts, “and I’ll explain everything when we arrive. I’ll be using the special entrance.”

“Okay. I hear you loud and clear, son. Consider it done. Drive carefully.” He cuts the call, and Ky presses his foot down on the accelerator.

“Special entrance?” I inquire, raising a brow.

He grins. “You’ll see.”

Mom is trembling beside me, and any trace of humor fades. “Don’t worry, Mom. Alex and James will help us. We can trust them. They took me in and helped with school and college and my sponsorship. They’re good people.”

Even though Ky and I were joined at the hip, our parents were never overly friendly. Sure, Dad played golf with James on occasion, but they were never close. And Mom barely knows Alex because she wasn’t around for school runs or parent-teacher meetings, and it’s not like they had much in common. Alex was too busy running her multi-billion-dollar fashion empire.

“It seems I have a lot to thank them for, and I don’t want to bring trouble to their door.”

“My parents will want to help, Mrs. McConaughey, and Dan is one of the finest attorneys around.”

“Thank you,” Mom whispers. “And please stop calling me Mrs. McConaughey. We’re all adults here, and I’m good with Danielle.”

Kyler grins. “Okay, Danielle.”

“Thanks, man.” My words are suffused with gratitude. I could live ten lifetimes and never fully repay Ky and his family for all they have done for me.

“You’re my family, bro. No matter what is going down between us, that will never change.”

Another shared look passes between us. I reach forward and squeeze his shoulder. No more words are needed.

“I’m just going to call Faye real quick. She’ll only worry otherwise.” He makes the call, discreetly updating Faye without mentioning names or specifics.

I’m surprised when Ky bypasses the main entrance to his mom’s house, driving around the rear of the vast estate. He stops the car in front of an open section of the woodland which rims the perimeter of their property. Pulling a fob out of the glove box, he presses a button, and I watch, with my mouth hanging open, as the trees part, revealing a hidden iron gate. The gate glides open, and Ky maneuvers the car into a dark tunnel. When the gate clangs shut behind us, a row of spotlights light up the ground in front of us.

“What the hell, dude?” It’s like something from a James Bond movie.

He chuckles as he slowly drives forward. “Dad went a little overprotective after everything that went down last year, and he hired this guy that used to work for the CIA or Homeland or something to build a secret entrance to the property.” Up ahead, a long tunnel awaits. Spotlights embedded in the floor flicker on, one at a time, lighting our path. “He’s also building a fully-equipped underground bunker complete with every luxury known to man, as well as impenetrable panic rooms with supplies and direct communication to local authorities. He has a fulltime team of security guards watching the property and keeping an eye on all of us, and he’s learning how to shoot and fight. It’s his new pet project, and he’s like a little kid on Christmas morning.”

“Good God,” Mom exclaims, drooping a little in her seat.

“It seems like we definitely came to the right place.”

Ky laughs again. “One hundred percent. I think Dad fancies himself as a modern-day Batman. I’m just waiting for him to show up in a cape one of these days.”

Tires screech as the Range Rover rounds a bend. Ky slows down as we enter a largish garage with bare stone walls and an angled, vaulted ceiling. As I look around in amazement, I’m inclined to agree with Ky’s dramatic statement. His dad’s superhero aspirations are most definitely showing.

James Kennedy is waiting off to the side, lounging casually against the side of a blacked- out SUV with his feet crossed at the ankles.

We all exit the car at the same time, and James’s eyes pop wide the instant he sees Mom. He pushes off the SUV, walking toward us with urgency. “Hello, Danielle. I wasn’t expecting to see you.” His hand is outstretched, and his tone and expression is surprised yet friendly.

“It’s good to see you, James, and I’m sorry to show up unannounced.”

He waves his hands about. “Not at all. Brad is basically an adopted member of this family, and that means you are by default. Family is everything to Kennedys. Whatever you need, you’ve got it.”

A lump forms in my throat again, and Mom looks teary-eyed. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you for all you’ve done for Bradley.”

“Honestly, that’s not necessary. We’re glad to help. Speaking of which, Alex is waiting upstairs, but I think it’s best if we meet down here. Work is still underway on this facility, but the west wing is completed. We can move there and talk in complete privacy.”

James calls Alex and then we follow him out the back of the garage and down a long well-lit passageway. He stops in front of a heavy-duty door, typing in a code on the wall-mounted keypad. There’s a click, a ping, and then the door slides open to reveal plush living quarters bathed in a soft glow from the overhead lighting.

“Full lights on,” James commands, and the room bursts in glorious brightness. He turns around, with his arms thrust out, grinning. “This is pretty cool, right?”

“Damn straight.” My jaw is so slack it’s practically touching the floor. This part of the annex is open plan with a large living area, kitchen to the far right, and a dining room at the end. The space is painted a soothing blue-gray color, and a few carefully placed modern paintings hang on the walls. The furniture is all high end and sophisticated yet comfortable looking. A large fake window displays a serene woodland scene. The air feels light and the temperature is just right.

There are no words.

“We have four en suite bedrooms, a living room, gymnasium, games room, dining room, and fully-equipped kitchen in this annex.” He eyeballs Mom. “It’s completely private and safe. I’m guessing you need a place, Danielle, and you are welcome to stay here for as long as you need to.”

Mom looks around in awe. Then she looks up at me and bursts into tears. I don’t hesitate to bundle her into my arms. “It’s okay, Mom. Don’t cry. Everything is going to be okay.” Her entire body is quaking against mine, and I hold her tighter, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Thank you, James. Thank you so much.”

He nods, just as Alex enters the room with Dan Evans, the Kennedy’s attorney. She strides toward Mom with purpose. “Danielle?” Shock is splayed across her face.

Mom sniffles, wiping her eyes and shucking out of my embrace. “How are you, Alex?”

Alex doesn’t hesitate, leaning in and hugging Mom like they are long-lost friends instead of mere acquaintances. “How are you
 is more to the point? How did you come to be here?”

“Why don’t we sit down and have some coffee?” James proposes, gesturing toward the long oak table in the far corner of the room.

Ky is already fiddling with the expensive coffee station in the kitchen. I help Mom into a seat and join my friend in the kitchen. We work silently and efficiently, loading a tray with cups, a coffee pot, cream, and sugar. Ky opens the cabinet, and I’m not surprised to find it well stocked. He removes a couple packets of cookies, adding them to the tray.

I take the empty seat beside Mom, automatically holding her hand.

“Why don’t I ask you a few questions, and we can take it from there?” Dan suggests.

I pour a coffee for Mom, adding a drop of cream and one sugar into the cup before handing it to her. She smiles at me before nodding at Dan. “Sounds like a plan.”

Removing her sweater, she hangs it over the back of the chair and folds her hands in her lap. “Fire away.” She holds her head up high, looking Dan directly in the face. “What do you need to know?”

“Where is your husband?”


Chapter Twelve
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Rachel

“Try not to worry. Ky said everything was okay, and he’s been texting you all night,” I repeat, trying to reassure Faye for, like, the millionth time as we make breakfast together. It’s the start of another week, and we need to be out the door within the hour. We were both idiots for signing up for early Monday morning classes. Faye’s concerned because Ky took off yesterday evening, and she hasn’t seen him since. All we know is Brad was in some kind of trouble, and they went to the Kennedy house in Wellesley where they stayed last night.

“I know,” she sighs, slathering lashings of butter on her toast. “I just wish he could tell me what’s going on. Not knowing is killing me.”

“What about his classes today?” I plop my butt in a chair.

“They aren’t going which is also concerning. Ky doesn’t like to skip, and Brad needs to keep a clean slate so he doesn’t fall foul of his football coach.”

“Whatever’s going on must be important then,” I muse, and it’s totally the wrong thing to say to little Miss Worry Wort.

She stops chewing mid-munch, and a new layer of anxiety creeps over her face.

“Relax, Faye.” I reach out, squeezing her hand. “They are big boys, and they know how to look after themselves.”
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“What happened Saturday after we took off?” Lauren asks once we are seated side by side in the lecture hall, waiting for the prof to show. I fill her in quickly, giving her the clean-sanitized-non-hookup version of events. I’m too embarrassed over how easily Brad played me to admit I slept with him, and the less people who know about my humiliation, the better.

“That girl was such a bitch to do that, whether it was true or not.”

“I know. It was mean and spiteful, but the Kennedys always draw those kind of gold diggers.”

“I kinda felt sorry for Brad.”

I pin her with a disbelieving look. “You did? Why?”

“He looked really embarrassed and genuinely remorseful, and I doubt it meant anything.” I snort. Can’t help it. Her eyes probe mine. “You don’t agree?”

“No. Everyone knows he’s in love with Faye. It’s been going on for years.”

She taps a pen against her lips. “Weird. I didn’t see that at all. The only girl he had eyes for”—she looks pointedly at me—“was you.”

I flip my notepad open as the prof enters the room. “I think you were seeing things.”

“Nope. I’m very observant. In fact, it drives Gavin mad. He says I’m always looking at everyone and everything going on around me and that I constantly ignore him. Which is why I noticed Brad looking at you when he thought no one was watching. Or maybe he wasn’t aware he was doing it, but, every so often, his gaze would flit to you as he was talking to Kyler. I think someone’s crushing on you.” There’s a teasing glint in her eye.

“Well,” I whisper, lowering my voice as the professor calls for quiet. “Even if that was the truth, I’m definitely not crushing on him. He’s an annoying fuckwit, and he makes me want to pull every last hair out of my head.”

Liar. Liar. Pants on fire.

“Uh-huh.” Lauren grins. “You keep trying to convince yourself of that.”

I sigh. I’m fooling no one. Least of all myself.
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My phone pings just as I’m entering the second last class of the day. The text is from Faye, so I open it up immediately.

Need 2 talk 2 u urgently. Ring me now.

Turning around, I offer up apologies as I maneuver a path through the people pouring into the room. When I’m back out in the hall, I find a quiet spot and call my friend.

“Can you get home now?”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“I can’t say over the phone, but I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent.”

“Ky’s back?” I’m guessing this is something to do with whatever is going down with Brad.

“Yeah.”

I hate ditching class, it’s not in keeping with the new-me, but friends take precedence.

Always.

“I’m leaving now. Be there as soon as I can.”
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I’m not altogether surprised to find both Brad and Ky waiting with Faye when I step foot in our apartment a half hour later. I deposit my backpack on the floor in the living room and walk to the fridge, grabbing a bottle of water.

No one speaks, and it’s all very cloak and dagger. They wait for me to get settled before Faye clues me in. “Brad’s mom is back in the country,” she admits, surprising me.

While I’m not privy to all the ins and outs of Brad’s family history, I know enough to understand it’s risky for her to be back on American soil. My gaze bounces to his, and the look he gives me is a mixture of exhilaration and sheer terror. But it’s genuine, and there’s a lot to be said for that. I return my attention to Faye, nodding for her to continue.

“Brad’s dad is still overseas, and if the government find out she’s back, they’ll most likely arrest her. For now, she’s going to stay in hiding, but we need to get Brad’s sisters from his aunt’s house and bring them to Wellesley so they can all be together while Dan is figuring out the best course of action.”

“Who’s Dan?” I ask.

“My parent’s attorney,” Ky confirms. “He’s going to try and find a loophole they can work with.”

I clear my throat, resurrecting my lady balls, and look at Brad. Ignoring the sting of his rejection, and the fact I know how hot he looks stark naked, I speak up. “I’m really happy that your family is back, but I don’t see what this has to do with me?”

He leans forward in the chair, propping his arms on his knees. “The Feds were watching me at one time, and we don’t know if they still are. They know I’m close with the Kennedys and Faye, too, so it’s hard to find someone who isn’t on their radar.”

“So, you need me to …?”

“Drive to my aunt’s house, pick up my sisters, and deliver them to Wellesley.” He has the decency to look sheepish. My brows climb to my hairline. “I know it’s a big favor to ask, but you’re the only one the Feds aren’t aware of. I could ask one of the guys on my football team, but then I’d have to fill them in on everything, and I can’t take that risk. I know I can trust you, and I’ll be coming with so you won’t have to do this on your own.”

“You say that like it’ll sweeten the deal, but the thoughts of you and me, alone, in a car for any amount of time is about as enticing as eating raw kangaroo testicles.”

Faye scrunches her nose, grimacing. Brad doesn’t see the humor, scrubbing his tense jaw with a look of growing panic on his face. Thing is, of course, I’m going to do it. I’d be a heartless bitch not to, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take advantage of the opportunity to make Brad squirm a little. He deserves it.

His head lifts, and he pierces me with a solemn expression. “Look, I’ve been a complete jerk to you, I get that—”

“Try backstabbing, self-serving, arrogant, slimy dickhead,” I interject.

I catch Ky’s eye, and he winks. He’s enjoying a little payback too.

Brad swallows a whole tub of humble pie. “So, I’ve been a backstabbing, self-serving, arrogant, slimy dickhead, and I know you owe me nothing, but I’m begging you, Rachel, please, please do this. Do it for my mom and sisters, not for me.”

I pretend to inspect my nails. “What’s in it for me?”

Faye gasps, jumping up. “Rach, what the hell has gotten into you?”

I level her with a “butt out” look, and she clamps her lips shut. Not before showing me her middle finger though. I smother the laughter waiting to bubble up my throat.

“What do you want?” Brad asks, ignoring Faye’s unwanted intervention.

I wrack my brains for something good, and then it comes to me. I’m struggling to hold on to my composure as I speak. “You’ll allow me to take a photo of you naked, holding a carefully placed sign confirming you’re a—”

“Backstabbing, self-serving, arrogant, slimy dickhead,” he supplies for me with a sigh.

“Corrrrect. And you’ll allow me to post it online or anywhere around campus that I choose.”

Faye sniggers, and I know she’s cottoned on.

“Fine.” He stands up. “Agreed.”

“Sit down. I’m not finished,” I demand, really getting into the spirit of it now.

He grits his teeth, and a muscle ticks in his jaw. Reluctantly, he sits back down. “What else?”

“And I want five orgasms.”

Faye falls off the side of the couch, convulsing with laughter. Ky has a hand over his mouth, struggling to keep his cool.

But I’m not done yet.

“All in the one night, and you will do exactly as I tell you.” I tap a finger off my chin. “Like my own personal sex slave.”

Brad smirks that infuriating smirk of his, and I’m ready to take him down another peg or two. “I’ve no problem agreeing to that.” He leans back, locking his hands around the back of his head, grinning nonstop.

“And you’re not allowed to come.”

He smirks again. “I hate to break it to you, Red, but it’s not like you can stop me.”

“Wanna bet?” I arch a brow and he shoots an amused look my way. “You’ll be fully clothed, I’m not laying a finger on you, and you’ll pleasure me exactly as I tell you. If you are close to coming, I’ll throw a bucket of ice water over you.” He blinks profusely, and the grin slips off his mouth. The other two are howling with laughter at this stage. “And if that fails, there’s always a male chastity belt.”

His expression is a mixture of disbelief and mounting horror. “That’s not a thing.”

“Is too.”

“And how would you know?”

“I might’ve had cause to Google it one time.”

“You’re totally fucked in the head, and you can’t do that! That’s complete torture.”

I fold my hands in my lap, giving him a smug grin. Oh, it’s cruel, but I’m getting perverse pleasure out of this. “Exactly.”

“Sadist,” he mumbles under his breath.

“Oh my God, Rachel, remind me to never get on your bad side.” Ky laughs, pointing a finger in Brad’s direction. “Shit, man. She has you by the balls.”

“Fine. I’ll agree to your terms. Can we make a move now?”

He stands up again, and I pull myself to my feet, arching my spine in a regal fashion. “Shake on it.” I extend my hand, and Faye titters.

His handshake is warm and firm, heating me upon contact. He pulls away, his expression turning all business-like. “Now it’s my turn to have the floor.” His look challenges me to argue, but I’ve had my fun. “Okay, so this is how it’s going to go down. You’ll drive Ky’s Range Rover out of the garage with me in the cargo hold and head toward the I-95. There’s an abandoned gas station just outside of Dedham where you can pull in. Provided no one is following us, I’ll drive the rest of the way. Before we reach my aunts, I’ll hop back in the cargo hold, and you can drive to her house.”

“Okay. Let’s go then.”

Ky and Faye walk to the underground car park with us. Ky is explaining how the controls work, while Faye and Brad are talking in quiet whispers behind us. “I’ll be fine. I was driving my uncle’s tractor when I was barely out of nappies.”

His brow puckers.

“Diapers,” Faye explains, “and I think that’s a slight exaggeration. Although”—she turns to grin at Brad—“I hope you have an iron constitution because you’re going to need it with Rachel’s driving.”

I playfully shove her. “Hey! I’ve been driving way longer than you, and I’ve never been in an accident.”

Faye plants her hands on her hips. “And how many penalty points do you have on your license?”

I flap my hands about. “They don’t matter. They were only for speeding.”

“God, help me.” Brad makes the sign of the cross, shaking his head.

I send him one of my special death-destroyer looks. “Shut your gob, and get your cute butt in the boot.”

“You think my butt is cute?” He opens the rear door of the SUV, smirking again, and my fists involuntarily ball up at my sides. It’s instinctive at this stage. That smirk of his always rubs me the wrong way, and I hate that he knows that and uses it at will to piss me off.

“I think you’re a butthead. Now get in the cargo hold
.” I fake an American accent, and he chuckles.

He climbs into it, putting his delectable butt way too close to my face. I’m pleading involuntary reaction to what I do next. I whack his butt hard and then squeeze his cute buns a little. He stumbles, loses his balance, and tumbles head-first into the cargo hold. He whacks his head off the side, emitting a volley of colorful expletives. “What the actual fuck, Rachel? Are you actually trying
 to kill me?”

I raise my hand to the door. “If I wanted to kill you, I’d do a better job of it.” I smirk, giving him a dose of his own medicine. “Now, stop being such a drama queen, it’s only a little bump.” My grin turns devilish. “I’ll try to keep to the speed limit, but I’m making no promises.” Before he can protest, I slam the door shut, smacking my hands together in satisfaction. I fucking love messing with his head.

Love it. Love it. Love it.

“Wow. You really want to make him sweat,” Faye says, leaning back against Ky. He has his back to the wall, and his arms are clasped around her waist.

“He deserves it for being an asshole.”

“When are you going to let him off the hook?”

“About five minutes before we get to Wellesley.”

Faye snickers. “Cruel bitch.”

“If the cap fits, girlfriend.” I grin wickedly as I hop up into the Rover.

They come over to the window. “Be safe, and please slow down,” she beseeches.

“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

I thrust the stick into gear and start backing out of the parking spot.

“Try not to murder my friend,” Ky hollers.

“That’s one promise I cannot commit to,” I shout out, revving the engine and flooring it out of there.


Chapter Thirteen
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Brad


Shit, Faye wasn’t kidding.
 Rachel is a lunatic driver. I’m thrown all over the cargo hold as she maneuvers the car like it’s a fucking tank and we’re being chased by an enemy hell-bent on our destruction. I roar at her, but she ignores me. Her self-satisfied chuckles drift my way, and I know she’s enjoying this immensely.

I slam to the front of the cargo hold as we come to a screaming halt, instinctively placing my hands over my face in a self-protective gesture. My breathing is erratic and my heartrate is elevated to near-coronary territory. It’s a wonder I didn’t crap my pants.

A waft of welcome cool air drifts over me, and I blink my eyes open. I hadn’t even realized I’d closed them.

“Time to get out, dickhead,” she purrs, as if I haven’t just endured a near-death experience.

“Holy fuck, Red,” I exclaim, accepting her hand and letting her help me out. I make a grab for her shoulder as I stand on shaky legs. My limbs are trembling in shock. “That was insane! What idiot thought it was a good idea to give you a driver’s license?”

She laughs. Actually laughs. The bitch.

“Shit yourself, did ya, big guy?” She wiggles her brows, and her glee is obvious in the extreme.

“Very fucking nearly,” I admit, shaking my head in disbelief. I hold my palm upright. “Give me the keys. You’re not going near the steering wheel again.”

She drops them into my upturned palm, grinning like an idiot. “Poor baby,” she teases, pinching my cheek. “Can’t handle a little rough play.”

I send her a cocky grin, knowing she hates when I look at her like this. “I think we both know the truth on that score.”

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you arrogance is a most unattractive trait?” she retorts, flouncing over to the passenger side door without waiting for my response.

I decide to make her sweat a little, because I haven’t forgotten that I still owe her for earlier. Without replying, I settle into the driver side seat, pushing it back to accommodate my longer legs. I switch the engine on, smoothly steering the car out into the traffic. Once we are back on the highway, heading in the right direction, I relax a little. “So, Rachel, about the other night.”

Her head pivots to mine, and her eyes narrow to slits. “I’m not going there.”

I glance at her quickly, planting a fake innocent mask on my face. “Why not? We’re consenting adults, and we both enjoyed ourselves.” She opens her mouth to say something, no doubt something derogatory and argumentative, but I cut her off first. “Don’t even attempt to deny that. All those naughty moans and cries you made would only make a liar of you. And let’s not forget that dirty, filthy mouth of yours.” I can vividly remember every crude, dirty word that came out of her mouth and how it ramped my arousal into orbit.

Blood starts heating down south, and I squirm a little in my seat. The purpose of this line of questioning is to aggravate Rachel, not to turn me on, I silently remind myself.

Her cheeks flush, and she bites down on her lower lip, and my cock twitches to life. Subtly, I part my legs a little, hoping she doesn’t notice the slight movement or the growing bulge in my jeans.

“So your little experiment worked then?” She spits the words out, and there’s no missing the animosity behind them.

I frown. “I’m not with you.”

She swivels in her seat, staring at me. I take a quick sideways look at her, almost shrinking from the venom in her expression. But I detect a note of hurt at the back of it. “I heard what you said to Ky. I should’ve realized I was part of your little trial.”

My brows knit together. “Still not following you.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me.” Kicking her shoes off, she lifts her legs and rests her feet on the dash. Her dress slides down her thighs a little, giving me plenty of access to her gorgeous, toned legs. My gaze locks on, and I almost forget I’m driving. “Keep your eyes on the road, dickhead, or we’ll both be toast.”

Her biting words, and the blast of a horn, snap me out of my lusty haze. “Don’t flash me your panties then!” I hiss, exaggerating in a feeble attempt to explain my behavior. I’m grouchy because she’s somehow gaining the upper hand again, and that pisses me off.

“I didn’t flash my panties!” she screeches. “I only put my feet up on the dash. You are the one who seems to have a problem keeping your eyes off me.”

I can tell she’s pouting without even looking at her. “Don’t flatter yourself, sweetheart,” I snap. “You don’t have the monopoly on great legs. Faye definitely gives you a run for your money in that regard,” I tack on the end, completely on the spur of the moment. I watch her face fall in the mirror, and I feel like the biggest jerk on the planet. I want to take it back. To tell her I didn’t mean it, but I can’t make the words come out of my mouth.

She lowers her feet to the floor and crosses her arms over her chest. “Which is exactly the point I was making,” she says in a much calmer voice than I’d expect. “All the drinking and getting laid is so you can forget her. You told me as much in Nantucket. What I failed to realize the other night was that I was lumped into that category too. If I’d known, I would’ve said no.”

I want to tell her she’s wrong. That it couldn’t be further from the truth. That she’s the first girl in a very long time to capture my attention and consume my mind. The first girl that’s made me stop thinking about Faye. I want to tell her that, but I can’t. Because I still haven’t worked out why
 I think like that, what
 it means—if anything—and what
, or if
, I want to do anything about it. So, like a coward, I say nothing.

“God, you really are a dickhead,” she says a few minutes later when it’s clear I’m not refuting her claims.

“I promised you a good time and I delivered. I never promised anything beyond that.”

“Yeah. You’re a man of your word.” Sarcasm drips off her tone.

I rub a tense spot between my brows. “Can we talk about something else? Anything besides us.”

She looks out the window, ignoring me, and I figure my punishment is to suffer the rest of the journey in silence. Any other time, I wouldn’t give two shits about that. But today I need the distraction of conversation. I’m excited about reuniting with my sisters but apprehensive about it all going smoothly. I won’t relax until we’re with Mom in Wellesley.

After about ten minutes, she finally speaks, although she doesn’t look at me. “I guess you must be delighted your family are back.”

“I am, but I’m worried too.”

She twists her head around. “We’ll get your sisters out safely, and I’ve been watching through the mirror. I can’t see anyone following us that looks suspicious.”

I haven’t either, and I’ve been keeping a keen eye out too. “I’ll only chill when they are safely with Mom.”

“How did they get here? I imagine it must’ve been a risky journey.”

“If they’d been traveling under their own names, sure.”

Her eyes pop wide. “They traveled under false aliases?”

I nod. “It’s how they got out of the country in the first place. Dad clearly knows some dodgy fucks. They all have fake passports and it’s how Mom and my sisters were able to leave and come back without being spotted.” It’s still unbelievable, as if my life has become an episode of CSI
 or Criminal Minds
.

“What are your sister’s names? And how old are they?”

“Emma is twelve, and Kaitlyn is”—I have to stop and calculate it in my head. She was Emma’s age the last time I saw her—“fifteen. Shit. She’s just turned fifteen.” I gulp over the new wedge of emotion in my throat.

“And it’s been nearly three years since you’ve seen or spoken to both of them?” I nod. “That’s rough.”

I nod again, my Adam’s apple jumping in my throat. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” I ask, realizing I know very little about Rachel’s family other than her parents won big on the lottery a few years back and they are getting a divorce.

She looks out the window again. “One brother. Alec is three years older than me.”

“Are you guys close?”

She shrugs, still looking out the window. “Not especially. He’s been away at college the last few years so I haven’t seen that much of him either way.”

“Faye told me your parents are getting divorced. I’m sorry about that.”

“It is what it is. I can’t say I’m overly surprised or upset about it.”

“Is that why you moved here?” I indicate, pulling the car over into the next lane.

“What’s with the twenty questions?” She twists around, and there’s a strange look on her face.

“No reason. Just making small talk. If you’re uncomfortable, we can talk about something else.”

Her foot taps idly off the floor, and she’s shifting around in her seat. “What about your dad?” she asks. “What’s happening with him?” I grit my teeth, and my jaw locks. I turn off at the next exit. “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it. I understand.”

“It’s not that.” I shake my head, following the line of traffic moving toward our destination. “It just makes me so mad.”

Air whooshes out of her lungs. “I can relate.”

I flip my eyes to hers, and we share a look. “Dads are supposed to protect you, not hurt you and throw you into the line of fire.”

My chest constricts at her words. More for what she’s not saying.

She straightens up, as if realizing she’s said more than she should. “This isn’t about me.” I catch the warning. “Tell me about your dad.”

“He’s still hiding abroad,” I start telling her the story Mom told us. “Mom was fed up of life on the run, and she wanted to put down roots for the girl’s sake, but Dad has to keep moving in case the authorities catch up with him. He’s on the FBI’s list of Most Wanted so they had to keep moving to avoid detection. Mom put her foot down. She missed me, and she wanted the girls to have a normal life. She gave him an ultimatum: turn himself in or she would leave by herself. When she woke the next morning, he was gone.”

“Shit,” Rachel says. “That’s awful.”

“He’s a selfish asshole.” I’m seething. Mom just wasted almost three years of her life, and risked her freedom, for nothing. “I used to think he was the best dad ever, but he’s a selfish coward who only puts himself first. What man thinks he can steal millions and not get caught? What man refuses to face up to his actions and does that to his family?”

“He’s either in denial or narcissistic.”

“Or a bit of both,” I acknowledge, as I drive straight through the main thoroughfare. Aunt Cora lives in a small, private neighborhood on the outskirts of town. I pull the car onto the shoulder and put it into park. “We’re almost here,” I say, turning to face her. I wipe my sweaty palms over my jeans. “You keep straight until you come to a T-junction. Then take a left, the next right, and it’s the fourth last house on the left-hand side. It’s the big white two-story house with the American flag out front.” She looks at me curiously. “Both my cousins are in the marines.” I open the door the same time she does. “Pull the car into the driveaway and around to the left, as far as you can go.” I look up at the dark nighttime sky. “If anyone is watching the house, hopefully we can get in and out before they have time to do anything about it.”

I climb into the cargo hold, trying to pretend my heart isn’t trying to beat a path out of my chest. “Try not to kill me before I get to my sisters,” I joke.

Her expression softens. “I’ll drive slow, promise.”

“Thanks for doing this, Rachel. I owe you.”

She surprises me by reaching out and taking my hand. “It’s okay. I’m glad I could help, and it’s going to be fine. Your sisters will be so happy to see you, and you’re going to be a family again.” She smiles, squeezing my hand briefly before moving away.

As she closes the door, I lie flat on my back, my knees bent, praying she’s right. Because this is only the start of a new battle.


Chapter Fourteen
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Rachel

I do as Brad asked, driving slowly and carefully, and pull into his aunt’s driveway, bringing Ky’s Range Rover around the side of the house. I kill the engine when I can go no farther, parking in front of the three-car garage. I quickly jump out and go around back to let Brad out. He scrambles out as a light turns on inside the house, throwing both of us into the spotlight. Cursing, Brad grabs my hand and pulls me with him, racing toward the back of the house.

A large man with a mass of thick gray hair and a fierce expression steps out onto the back porch as we reach it. He’s got a shotgun pointed right at us, and I almost pee my pants. His shoulders slouch, and his expression softens when he spots Brad. “Quick, inside,” he says in a gruff voice, scanning the surroundings over our heads as Brad ushers me into the house.

A small, petite woman with long gray hair pulled into an elegant ponytail paces the kitchen floor in front of us. “Oh, Bradley, thank God,” she rasps, rushing Brad and pulling him into her arms. “We got such a fright when you pulled up. I’ve been so worried about your mother. Please tell me she found you?”

Brad wraps his arms around his aunt. “It’s okay, Aunt Cora. She did, and she’s safe with my friends. I’m sorry you were worried, but we couldn’t risk calling.”

The back door snicks shut unexpectedly, and a little whimper flies out of my mouth. I don’t think I’m cut out for all this sneaking around shit. Cora’s gaze lands on me. Extracting herself from Brad’s arms, she smooths a hand down her plain pink shirt and steps toward me. She clasps my hands in hers. “I’m so sorry, my dear, I didn’t realize Bradley brought a friend.”

“This is Rachel,” Brad says by way of introduction. “She came with me because I was afraid I might have a tail.”

“Nice to meet you.” I smile at her kind face. “Although I wish it was under different circumstances.”

“We all do,” the man says, carefully placing his rifle down on top of the counter. “I’m Jonathan by the way, but my friends call me Jon.” He pats me gently on the shoulder, sending me a reassuring smile.

“Where are they?” Brad butts in, the urgency transparent in his tone and the expression on his face. “Where are my sisters?”

His aunt’s face lights up. “This way. Emma hasn’t stopped asking for you from the minute she got here.”

“She hasn’t?” The sheer vulnerability on Brad’s face is doing funny things to my insides. Does he think his sisters haven’t missed him as much as he obviously missed them?

Jon unlocks a wooden door to the basement, flicking the switch on the wall and tramping down the stairs. We all follow silently behind him. It’s a workroom of sorts. Tons of tools hang from shelves and nails on the wall, and boxes of supplies line the floor. He guides us to a smaller, less conspicuous door at the back of the open space. He raps three times on the dirty door, unlocks the padlock, and then steps aside to let Brad enter first. He nods for me to follow him.

“Brad!” a girlish voice calls out in excitement. The sounds of racing footsteps approach. I hang back as a small girl with long blonde hair throws herself at Brad. She’s sobbing and clinging to him. He lifts her up with ease, hugging her to him as he swings them both around. Tears flood his eyes, falling freely down his face, but his smile is as vast as the Atlantic Ocean. My heart soars at the sight, and tears threaten my eyes.

“Pumpkin,” he croaks out. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“Me, too, Brad,” she cries. “I missed you every single day.” She wraps her legs around his waist, and he holds her up. Pressing his cheek into the top of her head, he looks at me with unbridled joy and relief. It’s contagious, and I find myself grinning back at him.

“Kaitlyn,” Cora calls out, gesturing toward the corner of the room. I lift my head up, only noticing his other sister now. “Come say hi to your brother.” She’s nearly as tall as Brad, and her hair is the same shade of blonde. She has it cut in a short bob with both sides tucked behind her ears. She’s wearing tattered jeans that have clearly seen better days and a long, loose patterned T-shirt with a charcoal gray hoodie.

She pushes up from the couch, sauntering toward us with a wary expression. Brad places Emma’s feet on the ground, squeezing her hand before walking toward his other sister. “Munchkin,” he murmurs, tentatively pulling her into a hug.

Kaitlyn is stiff as a brick in his arms. “Don’t call me that. I’m not a little girl anymore, Brad.”

Easing back, he places his hands on her shoulders. “No, I can see that.” He skims his sister’s face. “You’ve changed so much. You’re so tall, and you cut your hair.”

“It wasn’t by choice,” she snaps.

“Kaitlyn.” Cora’s voice carries a silent warning.

“I guess we’ve lots to catch up on,” Brad says calmly, but the way his voice falters a little tugs my heartstrings. I can’t even begin to imagine what life on the run was like, and Kaitlyn is obviously battling some demons, but taking it out on Brad isn’t fair. He’s been through his own hell.

“I’ll give you the short version,” she says, her sneer matching the sarcasm in her tone. “Dad’s a selfish prick, and Mom’s too weak to stand up for herself. She’d rather subject us to shady lowlifes and drag us all round the world, rather than tell the man she married that he’s a scumbag criminal who deserves to rot in hell for what he’s done.”

“Don’t sugarcoat it or anything, Kaitlyn,” Brad retorts, jerking his head in his younger sister’s direction.

“Screw you, Brad. What the fuck would you know about it? You held on to your lifestyle while we were slumming it.” She pushes away from him, folding her arms angrily over her chest.

A muscle clenches in Brad’s jaw, but he doesn’t retaliate. He just stands there, taking the abuse hurled at him. That doesn’t sit right with me.

“Contrary to what you believe, it hasn’t been all rainbows and unicorns for your brother either,” I interject, feeling pissed and protective on Brad’s behalf. “And I don’t care what you’ve been through, you need to watch your tone.”

Yeah, I’m so not analyzing that.

She narrows her eyes at me. “And who the fuck are you to tell me anything?”

“Don’t, Rachel.” Brad turns pleading eyes on me, and I reluctantly seal my lips shut.

I want to speak up for Brad because I know he hasn’t had it easy, but his sister is still young, and she’s clearly been through an ordeal too. That thought throws water over the smoldering flames of my anger. “We should make tracks. It’s getting late.”

He nods, and his eyes express gratitude. “Can you pack up your things, girls. We’re getting out of here.”

“Where to?” Kaitlyn asks, still scowling.

“Mom’s in a safe place, and I’m bringing you to join her.”

The girls pack their things, and we say a quick goodbye to Cora and Jon. I promise to text them once everyone is safely in the house in Wellesley. Brad climbs in the cargo hold, and the girls cower on the floor of the backseat as I reverse the Range Rover out of the driveway. Once I’ve gone a few miles and I’m sure no one is following us, I pull over and let him out.

Before I can walk away, he snags my wrist and pulls me to him. His mouth is soft and warm as it collides with mine. I know I shouldn’t kiss him back, but it’s too difficult to resist. Especially when his kiss is sweet and adoring, and I’m sensing how much he needs this connection, so I don’t bother fighting something both of us want even if we’re opposed to articulating it. We mutually part lips a couple of minutes later. He presses his forehead to mine, and my hands automatically grip his waist.

“Thank you, Rachel,” he whispers. “For putting yourself on the line for me.”

I look into his sincere eyes, and he plants his lips against mine for one last, brief moment, and, dear Lord, that feather-soft kiss unravels me. There’s something so tender in the gesture, and in his gaze, and it affects me on a soul-deep level. This is the side of him Faye has spoken about. A side I’ve only caught fleeting glimpses of up to this point. A side I was reluctant to believe existed. I can keep dickhead Brad at bay, but a softer, kinder persona? I don’t know how I’m expected to resist. The thought unnerves me for a whole heap of reasons.

I touch my fingers to my lips, savoring the lingering tingle from his caress. How he can manage to convey so much with one tender kiss is unreal, but I know I’ll be replaying it in my mind later. I imagine this is what it’s like for Faye every time Ky kisses her. For the first time, a pang of envy jumps up and bites me, and I don’t know what to make of it.

We part without another word, climbing into the car, and Brad wastes no time getting back on the road.

“Hey,” he says a little while later, extracting his iPhone and handing it to me. “I still have all your songs, Munch—Kaitlyn. How about some Katy Perry?” His handsome face is expectant as he looks through the mirror at his sister.

I plug his phone into the docking station and switch it on.

“She’s lame.”

I’ve never been a huge Katy Perry fan, but I feel a sudden urge to defend her considerable talent; however, I bite my tongue. The last thing Brad needs is me and his sister at loggerheads.

He scratches the back of his head. “Eh, okay. I have tons of other stuff on there if you want to look? I’ve got lots of current music if that’s more your scene?”

Kaitlyn slouches in her seat, scowling. “Yeah, ’cause I spent the last three years downloading songs on my imaginary iPhone,” she drawls. “Get real.” She stares out the window, her shoulders hunched over, looking like she’s carrying the weight of the world, and I feel for her.

Brad looks so lost and unhappy, and I reach out, touching his knee. “What about you, Emma?” I turn and look at his youngest sister. She’s twelve, but she’s hugging a battered, dirty white teddy bear to her chest like he’s her best friend in the world. I suppose he probably has been in recent years. The thought makes me unbelievably sad. I have some experience of losing precious childhood years. It’s not anything I’d wish on my worst enemy. “Would you like to listen to some Katy Perry?”

She sends me a small smile. “Do you have “Roar”? I always liked that one.”

“Coming right up, Pumpkin,” Brad says, winking at his little sister, and I can almost see the tension seeping out of his pores.

The rest of the journey passes by quite quickly. Emma is a little sweetheart, and it’s blatantly obvious how much she missed her brother and how much she looks up to him. She chatters away, singing along to some of the songs and introducing me to Snowy—her well-worn teddy bear.

I see a totally different side to Brad as he interacts with his little sister, and a pang of some emotion I can’t decipher hits me square in the chest. I can already tell Brad is a great big brother, and his sisters don’t realize how incredibly lucky they are to have him. This is further evidence of the side of his personality he’s previously kept hidden from me. I don’t miss the concerned glances he shoots his other sister’s way. Kaitlyn is sullen and silent the entire journey, refusing to engage in conversation even though Brad tries relentlessly to include her.

If ignoring people was a skill, she’d hold the black belt. But I’m trying not to be judgmental. I have no idea what horrors she’s been through.

Brad doesn’t bother getting back in the boot again. We figure if we’ve gotten this far that we’re not being tailed. Still, I don’t take a proper breath until we are safely in the tunnel of the secret entrance onto the Kennedy property and the gate is sealed shut behind us.

“What the hell is this place?” Kaitlyn asks, looking lively for the first time. She sits up straighter in her seat, forgetting to be sulky in the face of such an unbelievable sight. I’m with her on that front. Brad had burst out laughing when he saw the shocked looks on both our faces as the trees parted, revealing the hidden gate for the first time.

“It’s like the Batcave!” Emma shrieks, jumping up and down in her seat. “Are we going to live in Wayne Manor?”

“Don’t be such an idiot,” Kaitlyn snorts. “You’re old enough to know Batman isn’t real.”

“What?” Brad feigns shock. “Batman isn’t real? Shut. Up. Dude.”

I laugh, and Emma sniggers. Kaitlyn rolls her eyes.

Faye and Ky are waiting for us when we park. The garage is well-lit and less creepy than I was imagining as Brad maneuvered the car through the narrow tunnel. A petite woman with a huge smile stands out front. If I didn’t guess it was Brad’s mom, I could tell by the eyes. Brad’s are a carbon copy of his mother’s. I stretch my arms over my head when I hop out, attempting to loosen my stiff limbs.

“Girls!” Brad’s mom cries, running forward. She grabs both her daughters in her arms, hugging them firmly to her chest. Kaitlyn displays the same stiff posture with her mother, so it’s obviously not just confined to her brother.

“Bradley.” She reaches an arm out for Brad, pulling him into the family embrace. I scoot over beside Ky and Faye, watching the reunion with damp eyes. Faye and I share smiles.

“What happened to your head?” his mom asks, pressing her fingers to the bruised, raised bump on his forehead, courtesy of moi.

I silently curse.

Uh-oh.

I think I’m in trouble.


Chapter Fifteen
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Brad

Mom frowns as she gently probes my skin. Before I can downplay it, Ky cuts in. “That’s called foreplay,” he quips, and I want to slap him upside the head. Judging from the glare Rachel sends his way, I’m figuring she shares my sentiment.

It might be commonplace for the Kennedys to talk so crudely in front of their parents, but my home was never like that.

“You never told me you had a girlfriend, honey,” Mom says, scowling a little at Ky’s word choice. If she were in her own house, I’m sure she’d have a few choice words in reply, but she’s in his domain, and Mom’s way too polite to put him in his place.

Even though the jackass deserves it.

Mom and I have completely different views on sexual entanglements.

Case in point. Mom hears foreplay and thinks girlfriend. I hear foreplay and think hookup. She’d be disgusted if she knew the truth about my sex life. She raised me to be respectful of women, and she’s an advocate for committed relationships. She was at her happiest when I was going out with Rose, loving the fact I was in a steady relationship, despite how young we were. Dad was Mom’s first and last boyfriend, and to say she’s sheltered and completely ignorant of what it’s like to be a single male on campus these days is an understatement.

Perhaps I’m a coward like my dad, but I don’t want her to be disappointed in me so soon after she’s returned home. There’ll be plenty of time for that.

“Shame on you, Brad,” Ky retorts, enjoying making me squirm.

I am so going to kick his ass for this. He has some inkling of what Mom’s like, and he’s milking this on purpose.

“When will I get to meet her?” Mom asks, planting her hands on her hips.

I’m across the garage in a flash, my hand covering Ky’s mouth before he can dig an even bigger hole for me. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Rachel elbowing Faye in the ribs.

But both our interventions are to no avail.

“She’s right there, Mom,” Emma pipes up, innocently pointing at Rachel. “Brad was kissing her outside the car earlier.”

Shit. Didn’t think either of my sisters had been paying attention to that.

Several pairs of eyes swivel in my direction. Ky folds his arms, surveying me with a smug expression. Mom turns around, smiling broadly at Rachel.

Holy clusterfuck.

Rachel looks at me with panic-stricken eyes. My gaze is pleading. “You owe me,” she mouths, and I dread to think what new punishment she’ll line up for this. Drawing a sharp breath, she takes a step forward. “Hi, Mrs. McConaughey. I’m Rachel. Brad’s, um, girlfriend.”

My breath of relief mingles with a layer of stress. How the fuck did I end up with a fake girlfriend again?
 I’m going to murder Ky for setting this in motion.

It’s really late so we decide to crash here for the night. Alex and James appear, bringing takeout. After we’ve eaten, I help my sisters settle into their rooms. Kaitlyn is quiet as she takes in the plush surroundings of the gorgeous double room with en suite bath, but I’m figuring that’s a positive thing. She left an innocent, cute little girl and has returned all grown up with an attitude to match. Instead of feeling pissed at her, I’m consumed with grief and sorrow. I spent the years we were separated worried about my family, but I never really stopped to think about what life must’ve been like for them. I think the fact she’s so moody and grumpy is more than just normal teenage hormones, and I’m sick over the things she might’ve endured.

Although she’s been prickly, I don’t hesitate to grab her into a hug before I leave. It’s one-sided again, but I don’t care. I’ll do whatever it takes to get through to her, to help her overcome the stuff she’s been through. “I’m sorry things have been so shitty for you, Kaitlyn, but that’s all behind you now. I’m here, and I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Mom, or Emma. I promise.”

Slowly, her arms wrap around my waist, and a surge of emotion tightens my chest. She doesn’t speak, but I don’t need words. I just need her. I kiss the top of her head. “I’m staying upstairs. If you need anything, anything at all, just come find me.”

She nods, giving me a small smile, and I feel like punching the air.

Emma is already tucked up in bed, with Snowy, by the time I make it to her room. Mom kisses her on the forehead and leaves. “Hey, Pumpkin.” I tousle her hair. “You doing okay?” She nods, yawning. “I’ll see you in the morning before I have to leave.”

“I don’t want you to go,” she mumbles, fighting to keep her eyes open.

“I don’t want to go either, but I need to talk to my coach and my professors. Then I’ll be back and I’m going to stay for a while. That sound okay?”

She nods sleepily again, and I bend down, kissing her cheek. “Sleep tight, sweetie.”

“I love you, Brad,” she mumbles, and her small arms circle my neck.

“Love you too, Pumpkin.” My heart is swollen to bursting point.

I stand in the doorway, watching her little chest inflate and deflate, in grateful relief. Words cannot express how happy I am to have my family back in my life.

“Sweetheart,” Mom says, appearing behind me. “You should get some sleep. You’ve an early start.”

“You have everything you need?” I whisper, turning to face her.

“I’m good, sweetheart. Go to bed. I’ll see you for breakfast.” I hug and kiss her before making my way upstairs to the main house.

Ky is waiting for me in the darkened living room. “Everyone else has gone to bed. I just wanted to make sure everything was good with your family,” he says, as I drop down on the couch across from him.

“They’re all good. Thanks so much, man. I don’t know what we’d do without your family’s support.”

“No sweat. You’d do the same if the tables were turned.” He stands up, stretching his arms out over his head. “I’m going to turn in. You’re in your usual room.” He fights a smirk as he looks at me. “I put Rachel in the guest room beside you, in case you want to kiss your girlfriend good night.”

“Don’t ruin my good mood, dude.” I stand up, slapping him on the back.

We walk together, talking in hushed voices. “What? You have an issue with fake girlfriends now?”

I pin him with an “are you serious?” look. “Yeah, ’cause it worked out real swell the last time around.” The smirk falls off his face, and he glares at me. “What the fuck do you expect me to say? Are you trying to piss me off on purpose?” I demand.

He stops, grabbing my elbow. “Of course not. I’m sorry. I guess I’m just tired and spouting shit.”

I shrug his hand off. “Forget it. I don’t want to fight with you.”

We walk silently through the lobby and out into the corridor leading to the bedrooms.

“You could do worse you know,” he whispers.

I sigh. “I know, and if things were different maybe it would lead somewhere.”

He stops outside his room. “Don’t close yourself off to it. I know you’ve a lot of shit on your plate, but she could be good for you, and I see the way you two are with each other. You can’t deny you feel something for her.”

I sigh again. “I feel something,” I admit truthfully, “but I don’t know what yet, and I can’t go there. Mom needs me and my focus has to be on school, football, and my family. Maybe when things settle down…” I deliberately trail off, not able to vocalize the thoughts in my head. I’m thrilled Mom and my sisters are back, but they’re not out of the woods yet, and there’s still plenty at stake.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified.

I’m scared shitless of what the future holds, but I’m determined to step up and be the man my family needs. My father wasn’t prepared to put himself on the line for the girls, but I am. Nothing means more to me than my family.
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I’m still tossing and turning in bed an hour later. I glance at the clock, groaning at the time. I’ve only got five hours until I have to get up for the trip to Harvard. I need to try and smooth things over with Coach and the administration and buy myself some time off.

My phone pings quietly, and I reach over for it. It’s a text from Rachel.

U awake?

Yeah. Can’t sleep.

Me either.

My pulse throbs wildly. I tap out a reply before my head can talk me out of it.

Want company?

The three little dots appear, and my stomach is twisted into knots as I wait for her response.

My door is unlocked.

I’m out of the bed in record time, snagging my jeans off the floor and pulling them on. I pad in my bare feet to her door, quietly stepping inside.

The room is in darkness, but I can make out her form in the bed. She’s sitting up with her knees tucked in to her chest. I walk to her side, perching on the edge of the bed. Her big brown eyes convey everything she wants. I lean in slowly, angling my mouth toward hers. She closes the gap, cupping the back of my head and pulling me to her. Our lips collide in an explosive kiss, and my fingers wind through her hair. Her mouth opens, and I slip my tongue inside, exploring her exquisite mouth as her tongue dances with mine. I’m rock hard already, and blood thrums through my veins in anticipation. Clawing at my bare back, she runs her fingers up and down my spine. She emits a gorgeous throaty sound as she leans sideways, pulling me with her. Our upper bodies are flush, but my legs are still on the floor.

Ripping my lips from hers, I stand up, dropping my jeans to the ground. “Move into the center of the bed,” I command, and she obeys. I crawl over her, completely naked. “I need you naked, Red.” My voice is heavy with desire.

Without speaking, she undresses, and my eyes skim over every luscious curve. Reaching over, she pulls a condom out of the bedside table and hands it to me. I pull it on and then lean down on top of her, trailing a line of kisses from her mouth to her neck and lower. I pepper kisses down her body, stopping to worship her glorious tits, teasing her nipples until the buds are taut. I continue my journey down her body, and my cock stiffens painfully. When I taste her, she arches her back off the bed, whimpering. My tongue goes to work, and I’m loving the way she’s writhing and breathing at my touch. When she falls into ecstasy, I stay with her, lapping at her until she’s completely sated. Then I position myself and dive into her in one smooth thrust.

I capture her gasp of surprise with my mouth. “Shush, beautiful. We don’t want to wake the entire house.”

I move slowly inside her, kissing her mouth and her neck, wanting to take my time. To commit every touch, every caress, every tremor to memory. She keeps a slow, steady pace with me. Her hands explore my body as we move together, and her legs wind around my waist. Our eyes connect, and we stare at one another as our breathing becomes more erratic, my thrusts more urgent. Still, we don’t lose eye contact, and it’s the most intimate moment of my life. I feel too much for this girl, and it scares me, but I can’t look away. Can’t ignore the connection or the way she makes me feel.

A second orgasm rocks her body, and my own release thunders through me. I bury my head in her shoulder as I come down from the high. Her legs relax, and I slide to the side, reality crashing down around us. Silently, I move to the bathroom and dispose of the condom.

I return with a cloth and help clean her up. She looks up at me uncertainly. I was planning to retreat to my room to question my sanity, but I don’t want to fuck her and run. I don’t want her thinking she was just another hookup when we both know what we’ve just done is way more than that. So, I slide under the covers, spooning her from behind. “Sleep, beautiful.” I press a kiss to her temple and tighten my arms around her waist.


Chapter Sixteen
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Rachel

Predictably, Brad is gone when I wake the next morning. At least I can avoid an awkward conversation. Last night was different. It felt like more than just meaningless sex, but what do I really know? Sex for me is usually something that’s taken or expected. Inevitable and more about the momentary high than any real pleasure. But last night was completely different. It felt like Brad was making love to me, cherishing me in a way no one ever has before. I’m totally conflicted over it, so I’m glad he’s not here, because I have no way of explaining it to myself, let alone to him.

I take a shower and get dressed in the clothes Faye gave me last night. I’ve only just slipped my shoes on when there’s a knock on the door. “It’s open,” I quietly call out.

Faye pops her head in. “We’re going to have breakfast in the Batcave with Brad’s family. You in or out?”

I smile at her reference. “Sure. I’ll come.”

“So,” she says as we make our way to the secret lair. “What’s going on with you and Brad?”

I tuck my hair behind my ears. “I don’t really know,” I answer truthfully.

“Ky saw him coming out of your room during the night.”

There’s no point denying the truth. “Yeah. We slept together.”

Her answering smile is expansive. “That’s becoming a bit of a habit.”

I scratch the side of my head. “I know, but I don’t know what it means, if anything.”

“What do you want it to mean?” she asks, stopping just outside the door to the annex where Brad’s family are staying.

“I honestly don’t know. I’m very confused.” Truth.

“I think he likes you but he’s afraid to admit it to himself.”

“Maybe. And maybe that’s where my head’s at.” I surprise myself with my forthrightness, but it’s a pleasant surprise. In the past, I’d rather have yanked out all my teeth than admit to any sort of feelings.

We walk into the annex, and Faye heads straight for the kitchen to help serve up breakfast. The smell of bacon and eggs wafts through the air, and my stomach grumbles in appreciation. Brad is seated at the dining table with Ky, James, and Emma. Kaitlyn is nowhere to be seen, and Brad’s mom is in the kitchen helping Alex.

Might as well get this over and done with. “Morning,” I say, in an overly cheery manner, taking the vacant seat beside Brad. I’d rather that than face him across the table.

“Morning,” Brad murmurs, not even looking at me. So, it’s going to be like that. My stomach twists unpleasantly.

“Morning, Rachel,” Ky says, leaning back in his chair, with a cheeky look on his face. “Sleep well?” His lips twitch.

I grab a piece of toast from the heaped plate in the center of the table. “Perfect. Thanks.” I sink my teeth into the buttery toast and imagine it’s Ky’s head.

“So,” James says, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. “When did you two become an item?”

I almost choke on my toast, and Brad visibly stiffens beside me. I open my mouth to admit the truth when Brad’s mom walks to the table carrying a mammoth dish laden with crispy bacon and poached eggs. She places it down, her gaze bouncing between me and her son. “I’m interested to hear this story too.”

She taps my shoulder affectionately before taking a seat the other side of Brad. I kick him under the table, and a trickle of sweat beads on my brow. His eyes lock on my face, pleading with me to keep the ruse alive. I’m not happy about it, but I’m guessing this is tied up with his mom, and he doesn’t want to admit to the lie. Fine, but I’m not going to throw more lies on top of the pile. He can man up, considering he’s the one who trapped me in this mess.

I plant a sugary sweet smile on my face as I lean in and kiss his cheek. “You tell them, honey. I’m sure your mum would love to hear you share the story.”

Ky is struggling to maintain his composure across the way. Faye starts handing out plates and dishing out food, sharing a quick “what the hell” look with me. “It’s a relatively new development,” Brad starts explaining. “Rachel and I have met a few times these last couple of years, and we’ve gotten closer since she moved here for college. It just kinda happened naturally.”

I reluctantly admire how smoothly he got out of that one, and he hasn’t told any lies either. I’ve got to give credit where it’s due.

His mom seems appeased by that too. She leans back in her chair, smiling at me. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you, honey. Any girl that has captured my Bradley’s heart has to be special.”

“Ugh,” Kaitlyn says, materializing in the kitchen in her pajamas. She rubs sleepy eyes. “I think I’m going to vomit. Seriously, Mom? Can we not do this first thing.”

I’ve got to agree with the girl. I’d give anything to terminate this conversation before it escalates.

“Kaitlyn.” Mrs. McConaughey sounds exhausted as she utters that one word.

Brad stares at his sister, imploring her with his eyes. “Come eat with us before we have to leave.”

The rest of breakfast passes uneventfully, and it’s not long before the four of us are alone in Ky’s Range Rover, heading on the quiet roads back to Harvard.

“We’ve got to do something about this fake relationship thing,” I say from the back seat. Brad is sitting up front with Ky, while Faye is in the back with me. “I hate lying, and I should never have agreed to go along with it in the first place.”

Brad twists around, eyeballing me. “You owed me.”

I slant a look at him like he’s crazy. “How the hell do you figure that?”

“For all the shit you put me through before agreeing to go last night.”

I fold my arms across my chest. “I don’t know what you’re implying. I meant every word.” I never did get a chance to tell him I was bluffing about the whole deal.

His eyes narrow suspiciously. “If you say so.”

“I do.”

A smug grin appears on his mouth. “Well, at least we’ve made some progress. Two orgasms down, three to go, and no male chastity belt in sight.” My cheeks flare up, and I cannot believe he just went there. Especially in front of our friends. Brad seems to have a natural ability to take something I consider special and transform it into something seedy. Last night meant something to me. Clearly, it didn’t to him.

Before I can form an appropriate retaliation, Ky thumps him on the arm. “That’s not cool, man.”

“What? Rachel knows how to take a joke.” He turns confused eyes on me. “Right?”

“Just shut up, dickhead.” A piercing pain stabs me through the chest, and tears are threatening to spill.

“Aw, come on, Red. Don’t be like that.”

“Brad. I think that’s enough,” Faye snaps.

“For the record,” I say a couple of minutes later, when the threat of tears has subsided. “I was
 only messing last night. Consider us quits, and the next time your mom asks me about us, I’m telling her the truth, so I’d suggest you fill her in first.”

“Fine,” he snaps.

The look Ky gives him would cause weaker men to cower, but Brad just glares right back.

I’m tempted to call him out on his hurtful, juvenile behavior, but I don’t have the energy for this. And it hurts. More than I’d like to admit.

All conversation ceases for a while. There’s an awkward vibe in the car, and I know everyone’s feeling it.

Faye sends me sneaky glances every so often as I rest my head against the window. Her hand creeps over the leather seat, her fingers threading through mine. I can scarcely swallow over the lump in my throat.

I hate how Brad can take me from such highs to such lows. But I’m grateful for the reminder.

This is exactly why I avoid relationships.

I don’t have the time or the mental capacity to deal with his rapidly changing mood swings.

I swear I’m not sleeping with him again.

He can go and fuck himself for all I care.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I remove it, swiping my finger across the screen.

I’ve a new text message, but I don’t recognize the number. Figuring I’ve received a text in error, I open it up without thinking.

All the blood drains from my face as I read it. My stomach dips to my toes, and nausea swims up my throat. It’s as if my heart’s just stuttered in my chest.

You can run, but you can’t hide. I’ll be seeing you soon.


Chapter Seventeen
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Brad

I’m watching Rachel through the mirror, and I can tell the instant she turns ghostly white. Her lower lip trembles, and her cell slips between her fingers, plummeting to the ground. I’ve great reflexes, and I lunge for the phone, my fingers curling around it before it hits the floor.

“Here.” I hold it out to her, and she takes it from me with shaky hands. I gently touch her arm. “Hey, is everything okay?” Her eyes are swimming in panic when she lifts them to me. Nervous adrenaline courses through my system. I’ve only seen such naked terror one other time. On Faye’s face when we were tied to chairs in the cabin and Courtney was holding us hostage at gunpoint. She’d been petrified, and I remember a similar look on her face.

What the hell just happened to Rachel to cause that same look?

Who the hell just texted her?

“Rach?” Faye looks anxiously at her friend. “Who is it? Is something wrong?”

Rachel stares ahead, as if in a daze. Faye unbuckles her seatbelt, and scoots over beside her. Her arm goes around her friend. “Who was the text from?”

Rachel turns rigidly still, and my instincts go on high alert. Faye looks at me with blatant concern.

“I, ah, can you stop the car, Ky. I need some air.” Rachel’s chest rises and falls in quick succession.

Ky pulls over to the shoulder and she hops out. Faye jumps out with her, keeping an arm around her waist as she throws up. I glance at the back seat where Rachel left her phone.

“Don’t do it, man.” Ky pins me with a look. “If she wants us to know, she’ll tell us.”

“She’s scared stiff.” I scrub a hand over my unshaven jaw. “I want to help.”

“Stop being a douche then. Seriously, man. It’s like you have foot in mouth disease, or are you doing that shit on purpose?”

“I don’t know.” It’s the truth. It’s like my internal settings are automatically set to self-sabotage mode.

We stop talking as the girls clamber back in. “Here.” I pass her some tissues. “You okay?”

She nods, but her hands are still trembling as she clumsily fastens her seat belt. Ky shares a loaded look with Faye before easing the car back out into the traffic.

Silence engulfs us, and the only sound is the tap-tapping of Rachel on her phone. A few minutes later it pings with a new message. Rachel clears her throat. “No need to drop me off at college. I’m coming to Harvard with you.”

Faye sits up straighter. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” Rachel wets her lips, looking a little more composed. “I just have someone I need to meet.”
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Luckily, we reach campus while it’s still early, because parking is a fucking nightmare most of the time, but Ky finds a vacant space and kills the engine. Rachel is out of the car before the engine’s stopped humming. She gives Faye a quick hug, wiggling her fingers at Ky and me, and then she takes off running across the lot.

“What the hell is going on with her?” I ask, stepping outside.

“I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Faye replies, shutting the car door as she drags her lower lip between her teeth. “And you need to stop with all the mixed signals.”

I shuffle on my feet. “It’s not intentional. Shit just keeps popping out of my mouth.”

Faye folds her arms across her chest. “Do you like her?”

I wish the ground would open up and swallow me. I lock my hands behind my head, scrambling for the right words.

Ky locks the car, and moves to Faye’s side, taking her book bag and slinging it over his shoulder. He laces his fingers in hers.

“Well?” Faye demands, eyeballing me. She’s not letting this go.

“I don’t know,” I admit truthfully. “I mean, of course, I like her, but I’m not looking for a relationship.”

“Why not?” she bluntly asks, putting me on the spot again.

“I don’t have time for a girlfriend.”

“I’m calling bullshit on that,” Ky interjects. “You make it sound like having a girlfriend is a chore or a responsibility when it’s the complete opposite.” He looks at Faye in his usual adoring manner. “Having someone on your side, someone you can talk to about all the shit, is in no way a chore. And you need that, man, because you don’t confide in anyone.”

I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans, growing more and more uneasy by the second. “I have
 had girlfriends before.”

“It’s not like with Rose, man, you were only kids, and your other relationships were too casual to count. Don’t disregard something that could be good for both of you.”

“And it works both ways. I think Rachel needs you too.”

“Don’t,” I hiss. “Don’t put that shit on me. I don’t know what’s going on with her, and I’m sorry she seems to be dealing with stuff, but I can barely handle my own crap. How am I expected to support her?”

Faye shakes her head, and a disappointed look appears on her face. “I never took you for a coward, Brad, but it’s like I don’t even know you anymore.” Her piercing eyes penetrate mine. “Do you even know yourself?”

And there’s the million-dollar question.

I throw my hands in the air. “I don’t know what you want me to say here, Faye. I’m clinging on by a thread in case you hadn’t noticed. And I’m trying to do Rachel a favor by not involving her, and here you two are spouting all this shit at me. Enough already.”

“Well then, stop sleeping with her!” Faye yells. “Rachel is trying to start afresh, and you’re not helping if you’re hurting her.”

That sobers me up. “I don’t want to hurt her. That’s never been my intention.”

“Well, you have. She won’t ever admit that to me, because she’s funny about guys, but I know my friend, and she has feelings for you. If you don’t feel the same way, then you need to stay away from her. I won’t forgive you if you mess her around.”

“I hear you. I’ll keep my distance.” I sling my bag over my shoulder. “I’ve got to go. I need to find Coach. I’ll catch you guys later.”

I don’t stick around, hotfooting it out of there. My heart is like a block of stone in my chest as I walk. No matter what I do, I can’t help fucking everything up, and I’m getting sick of being in my own head.

I spend a couple hours with Coach and my advisor explaining my current home situation. Coach agrees to release me from training this week upon faithful promise that I’ll be back next week. My advisor agrees to notify the relevant professors and arrange to have class notes and assignments emailed to me.

That should make me happy, but I’m still in a pissy mood as I walk through campus grounds. I’m passing through the quad when I spy Rachel leaving Kev’s place again. Kev holds the door open for her, and they step outside. I dart behind a tree and watch.

Glutton. For. Punishment.

He has his hands on her lower back, and there’s a concentrated look on his face as he talks. She nods slowly, and tears well in her eyes. He draws her into his arms, pressing his chin to the top of her head. Her eyes close as she wraps her arms around his waist. There’s a familiarity and a comfort between them that indicates they are closer than I realized. Acid crawls up my throat, and I take off running, not able to witness another second of their togetherness.

I shouldn’t care, but I do.

I return to our apartment and fix myself a sandwich for lunch. I turn the TV on to ESPN, watching highlights from the Patriot’s last game as I eat. At some stage, I obviously fall asleep because I wake up a few hours later with a giant crick in my neck. I check my watch, cursing, and hop up. I’ll need to get on the road soon if I’m to avoid rush hour traffic. Yawning, I walk to my bedroom and start packing a bag.

The buzzer sounds in the kitchen, and I go to see who it is.

“Hi, it’s Rachel. Can I come up. I have something to give you.”

I press the button without responding and walk to the front door, leaving it unlocked.

“Brad?” she calls out a few minutes later.

“In here,” I holler, stuffing the last few items in my duffel bag.

I smell the sweet, musky scent of her perfume before her presence is confirmed. I zip my bag and dump it on the floor before turning around. She’s just wearing tight jeans and a plain white tank under an open pink-checkered shirt with high block-heeled shoes, but she manages to look completely ravishing. Her hair is loose but tucked behind her ears, and a light sheen of sweat dots her brow. She looks a little harried, and there’s an uncertain expression on her face. I hate the thought that I probably put it there.

Bending down, she retrieves a multitude of shopping bags from behind her and walks into my room, almost buckling under the weight of her luggage. She deposits them at my feet before straightening up. “I thought your sisters might need some new clothes and things.”

My eyes startle as I scan the vast amount of bags. “You went shopping for my sisters?”

She wipes her hands down the front of her jeans. “Um, yeah. I hope that’s okay. I kinda needed to kill time, and I noticed they didn’t have much stuff with them, and what they had seemed worn.”

“You didn’t go to class?”

She shakes her head. “Couldn’t face it today, but I needed a distraction, and I love shopping so …” She trails off, looking down at the floor, and she’s like a different girl. Gone is the feisty, mouthy, confident girl I know. A huge surge of guilt waylays me. Did I do this? Is this all on me?


I take a step toward her. “You didn’t need to do that, but thank you. I’m sure Emma and Kaitlyn will be very grateful.” I slip my wallet out of my back pocket. “Let me give you something toward it.” I can ill afford it, but it’s not right that she’s paid for it all.

Her head jerks up at that. “I don’t want your money, Brad. You need it more than I do.”

Ignoring the insult to my male pride, I remove all the cash in my wallet and hand it to her. “It’s fine, and it’s only fair. I had some spare cash leftover from my last student loan. Here, take it.”

She steps back, clasping her hands behind her back. “I don’t want it, Brad. I have more money than I know what to do with, and I wanted to do this for your sisters. It’s a present from me. Put your money away.”

She looks at me with steely determination, and I know there’s no way I’m winning this battle. Stashing my money back in my wallet, I admit defeat. “Thank you. I’ll find some other way to pay you back.” I curse the instant the words leave my mouth, acknowledging how they could be misconstrued.

The Rachel I know would’ve had an instant retort on her tongue and a snarky expression on her face. But the stranger in front of me merely looks at the ground again. “Not necessary. I like that I’m in a position to help. We didn’t have a lot of money growing up, and I’m lucky that I don’t have to worry about it anymore.”

Rachel’s clearly in pain, and the urge to fold her into my arms and never let go is almost insurmountable. I purposely cement my feet to the floor because I don’t think she’d appreciate the gesture. She just looks so lost, so forlorn, and so unlike herself, and my natural instinct is to protect her, to make her feel better. But I’m not her boyfriend, and I have no right to touch her without her permission. And after last night, and how I acted this morning, she probably wants nothing more to do with me, and I wouldn’t blame her.

Last night was beyond incredible. I’ve never felt so much with any girl before, and it scared me. I can add coward and scoundrel to my resume, because, instead of confronting my feelings, I belittled her in front of our friends.

“I’m sorry,” I blurt. “For what I said this morning. It was uncalled for and cruel, and I didn’t mean to dismiss what we shared. I don’t know what’s wrong with me these days. I—”

“Forget it. It doesn’t matter anymore.” She starts backing toward the door. “We’re cool, okay?”

No. It’s not okay, but I don’t want to push things and end up arguing again. “Okay.”

“I’ll see you around, I guess.” She gives me a little wave and turns to leave.

I race after her. “Rachel, wait.” She’s already at the front door, but she stops, keeping her back to me. I maneuver in front of her. “I’m going back to Wellesley for the week. I want to be there for Mom as she deals with all the legal stuff, but it’s not too far away. If you need me, need anything, all you have to do is call, and I’ll come back.”

“Why would I call you?” There’s no malice in her tone or her expression. She’s just stating a fact.

“Because I think you’re going through something, and I want to help.”

She shakes her head. “No, you don’t. You just feel guilty now, but you’ve made your feelings perfectly clear. I think it’s best if we stay away from one another.”

“It doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

“Yeah, I think it does.” She looks sad. “But don’t worry. I have someone I can depend on, and I’m fine.”

An ugly ball of jealousy churns in my gut at the realization she means Keven. But I can’t argue with her or defend myself, because my actions have sent her hurtling in his direction. And maybe it’s best to step back. To let him support her. He’s obviously better able to give her what she needs. If I care about her, and I realize I do, then I should step aside.

“Okay. I’m glad you have support, and my offer still stands. Call me anytime.”

She sidesteps me, opening the door. “Thanks, but I won’t.”

And she might as well have driven a stake straight through my heart.


Chapter Eighteen

[image: ]


Rachel

“What’s up with you?” Lauren asks, as we exit our last class of the day on Friday. “You’ve been acting weird all week.”

“Nothing. I’m fine.” I should just record myself saying it and press play anytime anyone asks. Faye has been on my case all week, and it’s starting to piss me off. I know she means well, but she usually knows when to back down. Not this time. This time she’s determined to unearth my secret. And I wish I could tell her, but I can’t.

Last night, I spent three hours on my laptop searching for psychologists in the local area, and I have a couple of names saved in my phone. It’s the closest I’ve ever come to seeking help, but I’m getting desperate. It feels like I’m losing my mind, and I’m scared out of my wits. Lauren is right in her observation. I know I’m acting crazy. The slightest noise has me jumpy, and on edge, and it’s a wonder I haven’t given myself whiplash with all the looking over my shoulder. I haven’t relaxed all week, and I have barely eaten a thing. I can’t stomach anything, and I’m surviving on nervous adrenaline, fresh air, and water.

I’m throwing myself into my studies, and I’ve been up late every night drawing designs and sewing until my fingers ache. It’s the only thing that adequately distracts me. After a couple of nights of not sleeping—thrashing about in bed as the worst of my nightmares made an unwelcome return—I picked up a prescription for sleeping tablets. I took one last night and enjoyed three hours of solid, uninterrupted sleep before the horrific memories invaded my slumber.

Keven has stayed true to his word, contacting me daily with an update. He put a trace on the phone the text message came from, but he wasn’t able to track down the sender or his location as the person covered their tracks too well. Kev says it’s the work of someone who knows what they are doing, so I know he
 isn’t doing this alone. All Kev could tell with certainty is that it’s an American cell number and most likely the person is in the country.

I dry retched for an hour after that discussion.

I’m tempted to flee. To take off again, but where would I go? And how long would it take before he’d find me again?


No, running away isn’t the solution.

Fucked if I know what is.

I almost took to the bottle the other night, but, somehow, I managed to resist. Returning to form would be so easy, but then all my hard work is undone, and I’m giving him power over me again. So, I’ve resisted but we’re going out tomorrow night, and I’m infused with wild, reckless abandon. Perhaps, I should stay home, but I don’t want to be alone, and I don’t want to ask Faye to stay in again. Ky has been sleeping at our place all week, and they’ve barely left my side, because I begged her to stay in our apartment. She obliged immediately, but she knows I’m scared, and she wants to know the reason why.

“Rachel!” Lauren’s concerned tone brings me back to the moment.

“What?”

She takes my elbow, steering me out of the building. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”

I zip my jacket up as we hit the pavement. “Sorry. I was daydreaming.”

“You know you can tell me anything, right? I know something’s wrong, and I just want to be a friend.”

I link my arm in hers. “And I love you for that, but I’m grand, honestly.”

Filthy dirty liar.

She chuckles. “I’m so borrowing that word.”

“You have my permission.” I can’t even muster a smile.

Her humorous expression withers and dies. “I know you have something on your mind. Is it Brad?”

I shake my head. “Nope. I’ve washed him right out of my hair.” That’s only half a lie. I have
 managed to avoid thinking of him too much, but that’s only because all the other stuff is occupying my mind. At the moment, I have zero energy to figure out what’s going on with Brad, and he hasn’t contacted me all week, so I’m guessing we’re both on the same page and I’m fine with that.

“Maybe you’ll meet someone at the party tomorrow. Gav’s bringing a few of his buddies along, and there’s a couple of hotties in the group. You should let loose, and have some fun. Relieve some of that tension.”

“I’m not interested.” The words fly out of my mouth.

She raises her palms. “Okay. I get it. No running interference. Gotcha.”

[image: ]


The party is on in the basement of some swanky three-story townhouse a fifteen-minute walk from Harvard. Some of the guys who play football with Brad live here, and they’re celebrating their earlier win. Brad wasn’t playing or even at the game. He’s still back in Wellesley with his family. According to Ky, their solicitor has done some deal whereby his mom will give a statement in return for immunity from arrest. It’s Brad’s dad they want, and she’s only a means to an end.

“Easy there, chicka,” Faye tells me, eyeing my fresh bottle of beer. “You only picked at your dinner, and you know how it affects you when you drink on an empty stomach.”

“I’ve got this. It’s cool,” I lie. I promised myself I could have a couple beers before we set out, but they’re going down way too easy. I’m already on my third and nicely buzzing.

I just want to forget.

I can have this one night, and I won’t spiral backward.

I’m still in control, I delude myself.

Faye and Ky are stuck to my side, and I hate that I’m cramping their style, but I’m not drunk enough yet to let them off the leash either. Every so often, I turn around, scanning the room. This type of a setup would be ideal. He
 could slip in and blend into the crowd and be upon me before I realized it, so, even though I’m well on my way to getting smashed, I’m not drunk enough to lose all sense of my priorities.

By the time Lauren, Gavin, and company show up, I’ve gone beyond the point of caring. She introduces me to the guys, and soon I’m in the middle of the group cracking jokes and laughing like I haven’t a care in the world. In this moment, I don’t. I fling my arms out as the music turns louder, swaying my hips in time to the beat.

“Hey, gorgeous.” Large hands land on my hips, and I’m spun around. The guy smiling down at me looks somewhat familiar, but I can’t yet place him. He’s cute though with really broad muscular shoulders, dark brown hair that is curled at the front, and two massive dimples.

Man, I’m such a sucker for dimples. Before I know what I’m doing, my fingers are caressing the cute indents in his cheeks.

“I’ve zero issue with you putting your hands on me, but what the hell are you doing?” he asks, grinning.

“Exssamining your dimpless. They’re ssspectacularr.” I’ve a feeling I may be slurring my words a little.

He barks out a laugh. “Whatever turns you on, gorgeous.” He grips my hips more firmly, and he starts moving us from side to side.

My hands land on his solid chest. “Nice.” I trail my fingers up and down his chest and the ripped contours of his abs. “Very niccce.”

He laughs again. “You’re something else, but I like it. I like you.”

I bat my eyelashes, running my hands up his arms and under his short-sleeved shirt, purring as I caress his huge biceps. “Biceps. Yum. Yummy.” I nibble on my lip, swaying a little on my feet, and his large palm moves to my lower back, holding me in place.

“Want to take this somewhere more private?” he asks, and I nod without thinking.

Taking my hand, he leads me across the room. Faye is in front of me in a flash. “Where are you going?”

“Somewhere private.” I wink and then giggle.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Her eyes narrow as she stares at the beefcake by my side.

“Me either. I think issa great
 idea.” I giggle again.

“All righty. You heard the lady. If you’ll excuse us.” The beefcake wraps his arm around my waist, steering me forward.

Faye runs in front of him, slamming her palm into his chest. “She’s drunk and she doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

He glares at Faye. “She’s a little tipsy, so what. Aren’t we all?”

“Stop being a party pooper!” I peel her hand off his chest, trying to focus on her face, but it’s blurry and I’m seeing double. “Go grab your guy and hazz some fun. I’ll be back sssoon.”

“Rach—”

“Christ, Faye! Would you just fucking quit it!” I grab her arm, pulling her off to the side, whispering in her ear. “I know what I’m doing, and I just want to forget, and cut loose, have a li’l fun. A mindless fuck is exactly what the doctor ordered. He’s on the football team with Brad,” I add, suddenly remembering why he’s familiar, “and we’re only going to be upstairs, so chill out. I know whass I’m doing. Go back to your boyfriend before he freaks out.”

I grab the guy’s hand and pull him forward. “Let’s get this party started.”

He leers at me, bringing my hand to his mouth and planting a wet kiss on my skin. “Your wish is my command.”

I trot alongside him, teetering on my heels, vaguely aware of passing faces, hearing voices, and going up a couple floors. My head is spinning, and my stomach is churning, but my brain is beautifully fuzzy, and that’s what I’m after.

The click of a door locking brings me back to the moment. I glance around. We’re in a decent-sized bedroom. The walls are painted a dark gray, and the king-sized bed is dressed in shades of black and gray. The bed is unmade as he pushes me back on it, crawling over me and smashing his mouth against mine.

So much for subtlety.

He tastes like beer and stale cigarettes, and my stomach lurches. He’s attacking my mouth like it’s been a decade since he kissed a girl, and there’s nothing tender or pleasant about the sensation. A meaty hand slides under my dress and up my thigh. Shoving my knickers aside, he thrusts a finger inside me without warning, and it hurts. Guess he’s not much for foreplay either.

His breath is hot and heavy as his finger starts pumping in and out, and panic seizes control of my body.

What am I doing?

I don’t
 want this.

Reaching down, I grab his wrist and yank on it, trying to turn my face to the side, away from his plundering mouth. His bulky frame presses down on me, and I can’t get enough air into my lungs. “Stop!” I cry, tugging on his hand again. His finger stalls inside me, and he lifts his mouth off mine. I suck in greedy lungsful of air.

“What’s wrong, babe?” His finger pumps inside me again.

“Gezz off me. I changed my mind.”

“What?!” he growls, rocking his hips against mine, making sure I’m aware of how aroused he is. “You can’t get me all worked up and then decide to fuck off. You want my mouth all over you, is that it?” Removing his finger, he moves up my body, and his mouth suctions on my neck, before quickly trailing lower. He tugs on the straps of my dress, yanking them down, and his lips slide over the swell of my breasts.

Panicking, I prop up on my elbows, throwing him off balance a little. The room spins. “Whoa.” My vision is blurry, and I feel ill. Not that he seems to care. He lowers his face to my chest again. “Stop!” I plead. “I don’t want to do thisss with you. I mazz a mistake.”

He pushes me back down on the bed. “Just relax, baby. You’re so tense.” He starts tearing at my dress, desperate to get me naked. One side of my dress is ripped down, dragging my bra with it, exposing my left breast. He starts kneading my flesh roughly, his thumb pinching me, and a small cry leaves my mouth.

Flashbacks resurrect in my mind, and everything locks up inside me. “Please, stop,” I ask in a quiet voice, all the fight leaving me in a rush as my past finally catches up to me.

“Just stop thinking, lie back, and enjoy. I’ll have you begging for my cock in no time.” His mouth crashes against mine as he frantically pulls at the other side of my dress. His breath reeks in the claustrophobic room, and the sounds of his slobbering, combined with the rough, greedy brush of his hands against my flesh, drags me firmly into the past, mentally kicking and screaming.

I ask him to stop again, but he ignores me.

It’s as if my pleas have ghosted silently over his head.

As if my voice carries no tone or no weight.

As if I’ve resumed invisible status.

Horrific scenes return to haunt me. The hands pulling at my clothes are replaced with more familiar ones. The mouth brutalizing mine belongs to someone else. The body pinning me down exerts ultimate power, as he
 did time and time again.

I’m transported back to the very place I’ve been trying to escape, and I check out.

A rattling of the door handle barely snags my attention as he forces his tongue deep into my mouth. The sound of material ripping scarcely registers. Huge tears slide down my face, and my entire body is trembling, but I give up fighting. What’s the point?
 He’ll just take what he wants anyway. If I stay quiet and do as I’m told, it’ll be over quicker. He pushes my thighs apart, burying his groin between my legs and emitting a guttural moan that twists my insides into knots. Acid churns in my gut, and nausea crawls up my throat, but I’m frozen in place on the bed, locked in the terrors of my past.

The door slams inward with a massive bang, crashing off the wall with a loud thud. Kyler storms into the room, followed by Keven and Gavin. The guy is ripped off me superfast, and Ky punches him in the face. Then Faye is there, pulling the ripped threads of my dress up, so I’m somewhat concealed, and cradling me in her arms. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

I’m numb in her arms, clutching her shoulders and staring vacantly ahead. Sounds of scuffling and multiple curses filter through the room, but I barely hear it. Lauren crouches down in front of me, tears streaming down her face. She pulls off her cardigan and swathes me in it, buttoning it all the way to the top so I’m fully covered.

“I’m okay,” I hear myself say in a monotone voice. “He didn’t do anything to me.” Well, not that much in the scheme of things. It could’ve been a hell of a lot worse.

“I’m getting her out of here,” Keven says, lifting me into his strong arms. I rest my head on his chest as he walks with me, my stomach heaving with every jarring step. My surroundings blur, and my eyes spin in my head. Nausea churns at the base of my throat, and I clamp my lips shut.

As my eyes continue to roil in my head, I have one thought before my world turns black: I wish Brad was here.


Chapter Nineteen
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Brad

I’m blatantly ignoring the speed limit, but I couldn’t give two shits. I’d challenge any cop to pull me over and manage to restrain me. I can barely think over the red rage that’s taken control of my body. I didn’t hesitate when I received the call from Ryan, jumping in the car immediately. It was Ryan who tipped Ky off when he noticed Rachel going upstairs with Brady, and I owe him, big time. The closer I get to Harvard, the stronger my blood boils.

I try Ky again. I’ve been calling him incessantly, but he hasn’t picked up so far.

But perseverance pays off.

He answers, this time, on the third ring. “You heard.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s sleeping, but she seems okay.”

Bile coats the inside of my mouth but I need to ask this question. “What did he do to her?”

“He was all over her when we bust into the room, and her dress was ripped, but I don’t think it had gone very far, although we won’t know until Faye talks to her, and that’s if she even remembers. She was totally wasted.”

Stars burst across my retinas, and the urge to hit something is strong. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! I should’ve been there. If I had, that asshole wouldn’t have dared go near her.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What do you think?”

“You need back up?”

“I’m good. Ryan and a few of the others will have my back.”

“You sure about that? He’s on the team too.”

“Brady isn’t well liked, and he’s tried to pull this shit before. The guys take a dim view of any guy who tries to force himself on girls. Trust me, they’ll willingly join in.”

“Okay. I’ll stay here then. Faye’s upset, and she needs me. But if anything changes, just call and I’ll be there. Don’t be surprised if Kev has beat you to it. He was furious.”

“I didn’t know Kev was there. How the fuck did he allow this?” How the fuck did you?
 It’s on the tip of my tongue, but I manage to rein it in. I’m saving all the venom for the douche who deserves it.

“He’d only just arrived, and, besides, I told you already they aren’t seeing each other. She isn’t his responsibility.” That confirmation should please me, but, when it comes to Rachel and Keven, I don’t think anyone but them knows what’s going on.

“Just be careful. You don’t need more heat on you.”

Tell me something I don’t know, but, in this moment, the only thing that matters is delivering punishment to the asshole who hurt Rachel. Consequences be damned.
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By the time I reach the brownstone Brady shares with a few of our teammates, I’m practically spitting blood. I take the stairs three at a time, pummeling my fists on the door without mercy. Ryan opens up with a grave expression. He jerks his head upward. “He’s hiding in his bedroom, but he knows you were coming. Grant and Fisher are with him, but everyone else is either with you or staying out of it. You sure you want to do this?”

“I’m sure,” I snarl through gritted teeth. “But you don’t have to. If Coach gets wind of this, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“I know, but if that was Chelsea, I’d want to pound his unapologetic ass into next week.”

I nod. “Okay, let’s do this.”

I sprint up the stairs, fueled by angry adrenaline. Five of my teammates are waiting outside Brady’s room, and they go quiet when I arrive. One by one we touch knuckles. “I appreciate this, but this is my battle, and my fists will be the ones flying.”

“This douche has had this coming. It’s not just your battle,” Green speaks up. “He’s shamed the team, and that reflects on all of us.”

“Fair enough, but shit will get real if this gets out. Are you prepared for the fallout?”

The guys trade concerned expressions, and it’s clear they haven’t properly thought this through.

“Are you?” Green retaliates.

I don’t need to think about it for long. I thought of nothing else on the drive here. “Yeah. Yeah, I am. He’s not getting away with doing that to Rachel.” I was weighing up the possible consequences on the drive over, and there’s nothing that will stop me from teaching this pervert a lesson. Nothing.

Green slaps me on the shoulder. “Then I’m with you.”

“We all are,” Ryan supplies.

“Thanks, but only get involved if it’s necessary. Agreed?”

They all nod. Now that’s decided, I turn and face the door, hammering on it with my fists. “Open up, Brady. I know you’re in there, hiding like the sniveling coward you are.”

The door swings open. Grant and Fisher block the doorway, shielding the douche from sight. “Think this through, man,” Fisher says, eyeing my clenched fists. “He didn’t know she was yours, and it didn’t go very far. He’ll apologize to your girl tomorrow.”

I don’t bother correcting him. Whether she is or isn’t my girl is beside the point. He has no right to treat any girl like that. If she was wasted, he should’ve known she was incapable of making a rational decision.

“I never fucking agreed to that!” Brady exclaims from behind.

Grant turns around. “Shut the fuck up, you idiot.”

“I don’t want to fight you,” I tell Fisher, “but I will if you don’t let me in that room. You know this isn’t the first time he’s pulled something like this, and it won’t be the last unless we do something about it.”

“Stop spouting crap, McConaughey,” Brady says, elbowing his way in between the two guys. “We all know what this is about. You’re just sore ’cause I had my hands and my tongue all over Irish. And she was fucking loving it too. You’re clearly not satisfying her if she has to go elsewhere to get her kicks.”

I lunge for the asshole, but Fisher holds me back. “You motherfucking asshole! I will kill you if you touch her again.”

“Take a fucking chill pill, jerkoff,” he sneers. “As if I’d go there again. If I’d known she was a drunken whore, I would have chosen more wisely. She was so wasted I could have stuck my dick anywhere and she wouldn’t have complained. Would have too if that douche Kennedy hadn’t butted in.”

Grant curses, shaking his head as he steps out of the room. “That’s it. You’re on your own with this.”

Fisher silently agrees, stepping aside and giving me free rein.

I crack my knuckles and launch myself at him.
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I stagger up the steps to our apartment, cradling my sore ribs and biting back a moan. My hand throbs like a bitch, and I’ve a headache to end all headaches, but it was worth every ache. The guys held back, while Brady and I went head to head. Even with his superior bulk and height, he was no match for my vengeful aggression. He got a good few punches in too, but I managed to overpower him, pummeling my fists in his face as my rage spiraled out of control. The guys had to drag me off him, and I left him bloody and well-beaten. Hopefully, he’ll think twice before pulling a stunt like that again.

I dump a ton of ice in the tub and climb in, packing it against my ribs and my hands.

After, I shower, washing away the last vestiges of blood, and crawl into my bed, aching and utterly exhausted. I pop a couple of pain pills, send a quick text to Ky, and promptly conk out.

It still hurts like a bitch the next morning when I finally wake. I’ve a couple of missed calls on my phone. I call Mom back first. “Sweetheart, is everything okay? You left so suddenly last night, and I’ve been worried.”

Shit. I’m unaccustomed to having to account for my whereabouts with anyone, and I bolted out of the house the second I hung up on Ryan last night. All I’d said was that Rachel needed me, and I’d fled.

“Everything’s fine, Mom.” I try to disguise the wince as I pull myself upright in the bed. “Nothing for you to worry about, and I’m sorry I didn’t text you last night. Guess I’m out of practice.” Before, I never would have stayed out all night without texting Mom to confirm my whereabouts.

“Is Rachel okay?”

“She’s fine.” I hope. Swinging my legs out of bed, I stifle a groan as I clutch my throbbing ribcage.

There’s a pregnant pause. “Well, I was calling to let you know that the meeting with the police chief has been brought forward to this morning. I’m getting ready to leave now.”

Dammit. I really want to check on Rachel, and I want to be by Mom’s side for this meeting too. How to be in two places at once?
 Before I make a call, Mom makes it for me. “I’d prefer if you weren’t here, Brad. It’s better that you’re in the city.”

“I want to support you, Mom.”

“And you are, son, trust me, you are. But I’m not going to disrupt your life any more than is necessary. I want to keep you as far away from this as possible. If the media get hold of this, you need to be nowhere near it. James and Dan will both be with me, and it’s not that big of a deal. I’m only giving a formal statement.”

“What are you going to tell them?”

“The truth.”

“All of it?”

“As much as I can without putting your father at risk.”

I grind my teeth to the molars. She’s still protecting him, even after everything he put her through. “He doesn’t deserve your protection, and you don’t owe him anything, Mom. He should have protected you
.” All week, I’ve bitten my tongue, but I can’t hold back now. She needs to put herself first for a change. And if not for her, for my sisters. I don’t see how any of us can put this behind us while Dad is still at large.

“When you love someone with every fiber of your being, you go to the ends of the earth to protect that person. Even if they’ve messed up. I won’t abandon your father or throw him to the wolves. Please don’t ask that of me.”

I don’t agree, but this isn’t the kind of conversation one has over the phone. “Okay, Mom. Good luck with the meeting, and I’ll be back later. You can fill me in then.”

“Of course, honey. Love you.”

“Love you, too,” I croak out. Mom always ended her phone calls like that, but it’s been years since I’ve been on the receiving end of it, and it fills me with happiness to hear those words again.
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An hour later, I pull up in front of Faye and Rachel’s apartment building and park on the side of the street.

Faye opens the door to me, gasping when she sees the state of my face. Overnight, bruises have developed across my skin, complimenting the large cut on my lip. My face looks like something from a horror movie. She steps aside to let me in. Ky is in the kitchen drinking coffee. His eyes roam my face. “It’s dealt with?” I nod.

“Are you going to get in trouble for this?” Faye asks in a hushed tone, pouring a mug of coffee and handing it to me.

“Thanks, and I don’t know. Nor do I care. Someone had to deal with that asshole.” Her look is contemplative, and then a slow smile graces her lips. I frown. “What?”

“Nothing.” She sips her coffee, the secretive smile still intact.

“Is she here? Can I see her?” I ask.

Faye’s smile fades. “I’ll go ask her. Stay here.” She puts her mug down and leaves the room.

“Rachel’s not in a good place, Brad. She has barely eaten all week, and she’s been throwing up most of the night. She was like a zombie this morning, and she’s not even talking to Faye, so I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

“This is my fault.” I sigh.

“I honestly don’t think it is. There’s something else going on with her. Has been for years, but she refuses to talk about it, although Faye is even more stubborn than she is, and now she’s decided she’s not backing down until she opens up. She’s considering calling her parents.”

“That would not be a good idea,” a burly voice says, startling us. Keven Kennedy removes his jacket and flings it over the back of a chair.

“How the fuck did you get in here?” Ky asks.

“The door wasn’t properly closed.” He stalks to the counter, pouring himself a coffee.

His words regurgitate in my mind. “Why would calling her parents be a bad idea?”

He leans back against the counter, surveying me as he sips his coffee. “That’s not for me to say.”

I bite the inside of my cheek in aggravation. “If you know what has her so terrified you need to tell me.” He arches a brow, crossing his feet at the ankles, and his unruffled demeanor is having the opposite effect on me. I’m strung tight like a bow.

“And why is that, Brad? Or is there something I don’t know about the status of your relationship with Rachel?” He looks to his brother.

Ky straightens up. “We’re all worried about her, Kev.”

“I know, but I’m on it.”

I push the stool away, and it scrapes noisily across the tiled floor. I stand to my full height. “What exactly does that mean?”

“I’m keeping her safe.”

My fists ball at my sides. His calm, impassive expression and vague comments are rubbing me up the wrong way. “What’s going on with you two?” I blurt, unable to stand it any longer.

“None of your business.” Kev’s throat works overtime as he drains the rest of his coffee.

The guy might be built like a tank, with biceps bigger than my head, but I could take him. “Screw you, Kev.”

“Quit with the pissing contest,” Faye says, marching into the kitchen. “Rachel doesn’t need this grief.” Her features soften as she looks at me. “I’m sorry, Brad, but she doesn’t want to see you.” A horrible crushing feeling presses down on my chest. She cringes a little as she turns to Keven. “She’s been waiting for you. You can go straight in.”

To be fair to Kev, he doesn’t look smug or milk it in any way, merely nodding and walking out of the kitchen. Faye looks apologetic, and a messy ball of emotion churns in my gut. I need to get some distance, and there’s nothing keeping me here now anyway. “I’ve got to go. Catch you guys later.”

I don’t wait for a reply, striding out of the apartment and slamming the door shut behind me. I’ve no right to my anger or my hurt, but I can’t help how I feel. In the elevator, I bury my head in my hands, hating how fucking confused I am.

My phone pings as I step foot outside the building. It’s a message from Coach asking to meet him in an hour. Dammit. Guess the cat’s out of the bag. I sprint to my car, and power up the engine.

Time to face the music.
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I took one look at Coach’s face and knew I was in deep shit. He’s just chewed me out for the last ten minutes without pausing for a breath. “You’ve got huge potential, McConaughey, but you’re pissing it away. I don’t want to do this, but I have no choice. You put Brady in the hospital with a concussion. The doctors are keeping him in for a few days, and he’s unavailable to the team for at least a couple weeks. The last thing I want is to lose another key player, but I have to set an example. The administrative board takes a very dim view of violence in any form, especially where it’s a teammate.”

“If I can say something,” I butt in when I find a gap in his tirade. “I’m not excusing my behavior or condoning it, and I’ll take whatever punishment is deemed appropriate, but I didn’t lash out for no reason.” I update him on what went down last night and the other few incidents I was privy to where Brady overstepped the mark with girls. His face is stoic and unreadable as he listens.

He sighs, leaning back in his chair. “You boys are turning me old before my time,” he mutters. “If what you say is true”— he raises his palm in warning when I open my mouth to speak. I clamp it shut again—“I’m not doubting you, but Brady needs a chance to respond to your allegations, and I’d like to talk to the others. If it’s true, then Brady will be subject to disciplinary action, but I can do jack shit about that until he’s released from the hospital. Until then, I’m sorry, son, but you’re suspended for a month.”

I hang my head, nodding, even though I’m pissed to be missing four crucial games.

“Keep your nose clean, kid. Steer clear of parties and trouble.”

“Yes, sir.”

He eyeballs me, and I squirm a little. “Okay. Now get the hell out of my sight.”

I walk around campus like the aimless idiot that I am. Plonking down under a tree, I pull out my earphones and listen to music, blanking everything out as the melodic tunes waft through my eardrums. Whenever I take two steps forward in my life, something always seems to happen to drag me ten steps back. I used to pride myself on not letting anything get to me, but each curveball knocks my confidence back a notch until it’s pretty much in the ground by now.

Sometimes I just want to get off this merry-go-round that is my so-called life.

Football has been my sanctuary, but I’m even messing that up now.

After a while, I get over my pity party for one and jump up, wiping bits of grass from the back of my jeans. I stroll through campus grounds, bypassing the parking lot and heading for my favorite coffee place. I need a quadruple espresso. Preferably injected directly into my bloodstream, but I’ll settle for a black coffee through the mouth. Less effective, but it’ll have to do.

I’m not sorry I did what I did. I knew the consequences, and it could be a hell of a lot worse.

No. My current melancholy comes mainly from the mess with Rachel. I’ve never been good with rejection, and her choosing to talk to Keven over me has left a really nasty taste in my mouth. Add that to my lingering feelings for her best friend, and you have the worst kind of emotional clusterfuck.

I snatch up my takeout coffee and exit the coffee place. I lean against the wall outside, resting my head back and staring at the sky above me. As if it contains the answers to my problems. The heat from the coffee warms my chilled hands, and I take a healthy glug, relishing the hot, pungent, bitter taste as it slides down my throat.

“There you are!” Faye is panting and out of breath as she lands in front of me. Crouching over, she rests her hands on her knees, struggling to recalibrate her breathing.

“What’s up?”

“We’ve been calling you nonstop for the last hour. Ky would’ve come, but Kev said he wasn’t to leave Rach unprotected.”

“Sorry. Coach called me to a meeting, and I had my cell off.”

“Crap. He knows?” I nod. “Well?”

I shrug. “The douche has a concussion and he’s in the hospital. I’m suspended for a month.”

“Oh no, Brad. I’m so sorry.”

I kick at imaginary dirt on the sidewalk. “It doesn’t matter. I’d still do it again.”

Without warning, her arms wrap around me. I’m rigidly still at first. Consequence of always being on my guard around her, but gradually I relax, and it’s nice. There’s nothing sexual about it at all. It’s a pure comforting gesture, as if she knew how much I needed this right now. “Thank you for looking out for my friend, and I’m sorry if you were hurt earlier.” She eases back, her hands hanging loosely at her sides. There is barely an inch between us, but it’s not uncomfortable. “She wasn’t choosing Keven over you.”

I try to hide my despondency, but I’ve exhausted all my reserves, and I can’t do anything to disguise my true feelings. “Oh, Brad.” She gently cups my face. “You care much more than you’ve let on, right?”

I shrug. It’s all I have the energy for.

She bites on her lower lip, shuffling anxiously on her feet.

I bridge the gap between us, tilting her chin up with my finger. “What?”

She noticeably gulps. “This is all my fault. We never should ha—”

I put my finger to her lips, silencing her. “None of this is your fault. You did nothing wrong.” She looks up at me with those big baby blues of hers, and I’m a goner. Her pouty lips part gently, and I melt. All logic escapes my mind, and my head is tilting downward before I even realize what I’m doing.

Her hands slam into my chest, and she shoves me back. “What the hell are you doing?”

I clamp a hand over my mouth, retreating to the edge of the sidewalk. My heart is pounding at an alarming rate. Fuck. What the hell was I thinking?


I wasn’t. I think that’s the point.

“Shit. I’m sorry, Faye.” I rub the back of my neck. “I don’t know why I did that.”

She holds her head in her hands, and I feel like a piece of shit.

Time passes while we stand there in silence, not even looking at one another. I’m trying to find the right words to fix this, but they don’t appear to exist.

She lifts her head, piercing me with a grave stare. “We don’t speak of this ever. To anyone. Okay?”

I know how much it must be costing her to suggest this. “Are you sure?”

“No, but you’ve a lot on your plate, and your head isn’t in the right place. There’s no need to cause trouble when it was only a momentary lapse in judgment.” She eyeballs me. “That’s all it was, right?”

“Yeah.” I don’t actually know one way or the other so that doesn’t really make it a lie.

Relief floods her face. “Okay. It’s forgotten. We’re good.”

“Thanks.” I shove my hands in my pockets. “What’s so urgent that you came out looking for me anyway, and how did you know where I was?” I ask, remembering there was a purpose to this. Her look is apologetic, and I figure it out. “Keven.” Even saying his name is starting to piss me off.

“Shit, Brad. I hate to land this on you when you’ve already had a crappy day, but there’s no way of sugarcoating it.”

Everything goes on high alert inside me. A whole avalanche of horrifying thoughts flit through my mind. “Give it to me straight.”

“Your mom’s been arrested, and it’s all over the news.”


Chapter Twenty
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Rachel

I venture out of my bedroom when Faye returns, knowing I can’t ignore Brad forever. Besides, Ky filled me in on what’s happened with his mom, and I feel for the guy. No matter how weird things are between us, I want him to know I’m here if he needs me. My jaw hangs open when I cop a load of his face. “What happened to your face?”

“Nothing you need to worry about,” he says in an uncharacteristic tender tone. “Are you doing okay?”

I nod, not wishing to articulate the lie. I’m disgusted with myself. Disgusted for losing control and letting him
 affect me so badly. Disgusted for letting myself down. For embarrassing my friends.

“You should report Brady to the police,” he softly suggests.

“No.” My tone is firm. “I was drunk, and I willingly went to his room, and besides he didn’t do much. Not really.”

Brad scowls, opening his mouth to argue no doubt, when a loud commotion erupts from the TV, distracting us all.

“I’ll turn it off,” Ky offers, raising the remote control in front of the screen. A news reporter is standing in front of the Wellesley Police Station, and the headline screams “Fugitive’s wife arrested.”

“No, leave it,” Brad says. “I want to hear what they’re saying.”

Nothing nice, it seems. An angry mob crowds the footpath outside the police station where Brad’s mom is still being held. Reporters are claiming she came in voluntarily to give a statement but was arrested for being uncooperative. They speak to some of the bystanders; many are victims, or related to victims, of Brad’s dad’s fraud. Emotions are running high, and people are understandably angry.

“Shit.” Brad drags a hand across the top of his head. “Have you spoken with your father?” he asks Ky.

“Briefly. I told him we’d meet him at the station. We’re to enter at the rear of the building for our own safety.”

“You don’t have to get dragged into this. I can go alone.”

“Shut. Up. I’m coming with you. It’s not up for debate.”

“What about the girls?” His gaze jumps between Faye and me. “Should we ask Kev to come over?”

My cheeks flush. In my manic state earlier, I’d been borderline hysterical. Between being violated, and the threat the monster poses, I was on the verge of completely losing it. I begged Kev not to leave, but he had prior engagements and he had to go. He obviously said something to Ky, and now I’m embarrassed for overreacting. I need to calm down. Kev has tons of precautionary stuff in place. He’s
 not getting to me without Kev knowing.

“It’s okay. We’ll be fine by ourselves. I was just freaking out earlier after you know…” I can’t even say the words. It’s humiliating how easily I put myself in a precarious position. It was stupid and dangerous, and I should’ve known better. It’s as if all my hard work these past few months has been unraveling this week in the aftermath of that text, and I’ve got to get a grip.

Brad steps up to me with fury in his eyes. I instinctively take a step back, wondering what I’ve done to annoy him this time. His facial features immediately transform to concern. “I’m not angry at you. I’m angry at myself. I should’ve been there last night, and that asshole wouldn’t have dared go anywhere near you. I’m really sorry, Rachel.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” I take a step closer, lightly touching his arm. “I’m the one at fault for getting trashed and having such little regard for my own safety.”

“No.” Faye jumps in. “Neither one of you is at fault. That asshole is responsible. Yes, you were foolish in your actions, but when you said no, he should have respected your decision. He didn’t, and that’s why he’s the only one to blame.”

I don’t want to debate it. I know the part I played, but arguing is only going to delay the guys, and Brad needs to leave. “You need to get out of here. Your mom needs you.”

Surprising me, he bends down and kisses my cheek. “I haven’t had a chance to say thanks for the clothes and stuff. My sisters were thrilled.”

“Even Kaitlyn?”

His lips tug up. “Not that she’ll ever tell you to your face, but, yes, even Kaitlyn. She couldn’t conceal her excitement when she pulled the iPhone out.”

That cheers me up enormously. “That makes me happy.”

I can’t discern his expression as he looks intently at me. From the corner of my eye, I watch Ky sweep Faye into his arms, dipping her down as he kisses her passionately. Brad and I stand in awkward silence, waiting for them to finish. Faye looks like she might melt into the floor when he finally lets her come up for air. Entwining her arm in mine, she swoons at her boyfriend before sending a cautious look at Brad. I frown, my gaze swinging between them.

“Come on.” Ky slaps Brad on the back as if he’s been the one holding things up. “Time to hit the road.”

I take a long bath after the guys leave and change into clean trackie bottoms and a vest top. The buzzer chimes just as I step into the living room. Faye hops up, attending to it. “It’s Lauren,” she confirms when she returns, making a running jump for the couch.

“I didn’t know she was dropping by, but her timing works. I can give her the dress.” She looks back at me from her horizontal position on the couch. “And she still doesn’t know?”

“Nope. I wanted to surprise her.”

“She’s going to love it. You’re very talented, Rachel, and you should definitely show some of your designs to Alex.”

Faye was the one who first planted the idea in my head of studying fashion design. When I visited her in Wellesley, I spoke to Alex and became really excited by the idea. I’ve always loved clothes, and the girls were constantly telling me I had a great eye for pulling an outfit together. Since my parent’s lottery win, I’ve invested in a top-of-the-range sewing machine, and I have the best of materials to work with. I’ve made tons of stuff since then, and a lot of the dresses in my wardrobe are from my own collection. My long-term goal is to open my own fashion design company, probably specializing in haute couture or high-end women’s fashion, but, in the meantime, I need to learn the ropes so the plan is to find a job after I graduate working for a leading fashion house and put everything I’ve learned to good use.

“I will when I have more pieces to show her. I’ve only got a few items worthy of showcasing.”

“You’re way too modest,” she hollers to my retreating back as I walk to the front door to let Lauren in.

She envelops me in a humongous hug the minute I open the door. “How are you feeling?”

“I had an epic meltdown this morning, but I’m grand now. It could’ve been a lot worse.”

She removes her denim jacket and silk scarf, placing them on the back of the couch. “I heard Brad put the guy in the hospital.”

“What?” I shriek. Of course, I’d suspected Brad had gone after him when I’d seen the bruising on his face, but I’d dismissed it quickly. Why would he jump in to defend me? Beat one of his teammates and risk sanction?


“You didn’t know?” Lauren asks, glancing between Faye and me.

“No one told me.” I slant a stern look in Faye’s direction.

“I wasn’t sure how you’d react,” she coolly replies.

I chew on the inside of my mouth. “Am I a sick bitch if I admit it pleases me?” I’ve always dreamed of having a guy to jump to my defense.

“Totally sick,” Lauren agrees, smiling.

“Twisted and evil,” Faye concurs, grinning too.

Lauren plops down on the reclining chair, and I perch on the edge of it. “Just admit it. You like him. There’s no shame in that.”

“I …” I pause for a minute and then I think feck it. “I think, maybe, I might like him. When he’s not being a dickhead.”

“Ho. Lee. Shit,” Faye exclaims. “I need to freeze frame this moment for posterity.”

I swat the back of her head. “No need to get carried away. I said might
. Emphasis on the word might.”

“Yay!” Lauren says gleefully, clapping her hands. “We can go on triple dates.”

I palm my forehead. “Crap. Now you’re both going to gang up on me.”

“Too right.” Faye points her finger in my direction. “You deserve some love in your life.”

I almost choke to death. “Steady on there. How did you get from might like
 to love? I think you two fell off the crazy tree and hit every branch on the way down.”

Besides, I think Faye’s forgetting the elephant in the room.

Brad’s in love with her.

Time to kill this conversation. “I have something for you, Lauren. Come with me.”

I’m nervous as I step into my bedroom. I hope she won’t think this is overstepping the mark. “So, you know how you were disappointed that you didn’t have time to make something yourself for the wedding?” Gavin’s older sister is getting married next weekend, and Lauren is flying to Chicago on Friday with him to attend the wedding. She had wanted to create something herself but ended up buying an off-the-shelf number that I know she isn’t mad about.

“Yeah. Between classes and work, I ran out of time, although that’s really just an excuse.” I quirk a brow, as she drops onto the edge of the bed. “I don’t think my strength lies in fashion design. I get more glue on my hands anytime I’ve done a project, and I don’t have your eye or your creative flair. I’ve been thinking of pursuing a career in merchandising as a buyer or something.”

“I considered that too.”

She rests back on her hands, sending me an incredulous look. “That would be an absolute travesty, and a waste of your talent. You were born to be a fashion designer.”

A huge smile graces my lips. “You’re so sweet, and I hope you don’t mind, but I kinda made something for you
.” I whisper the last few words. Shock splays across her face, but I can’t tell if it’s happy shock or wary shock. “It’s just I had tons of time on my hands this week, and I pulled together a few pieces, and this one had your name written all over it, but you don’t have to wear it if it’s weird or if you don’t like it or … yeah, shutting up now.” I walk into my wardrobe without further ado and retrieve the green and black three-quarter-length dress. It has a full skirt and a snug bodice with tiny spaghetti straps that crisscross over the back. It’s sexy and sophisticated without showing too much of anything.

“Oh my God, Rach.” She almost runs to my side, her fingers gently caressing the slinky material. “This is exquisite.” She’s bubbling with enthusiasm. “Seriously, you made this for me?”

“Yeah. Is that okay?”

She flings herself at me. “Are you kidding? This is awesome! Now I won’t have to wear that dowdy number from Macy’s. Thank you so much!”

“Aw, I’m thrilled you like it,” I say, as my phone buzzes on my locker. “Go try it on while I check that.”

All my euphoria dissipates. It’s the same every time my phone has pinged with a message this week. Get over yourself, Rachel.
 It’s probably nothing. I can’t keep thinking every text is from him
. Anyway, Kev got me a new sim and triangulated the signal, or some such stuff. When I check the screen, I’ve received no new messages, and I scratch the side of my head. Then I remember my other mobile. The one I keep purely for communicating with my folks. They think I’m living in Spain, so Kev set this one to reroute to a location on the Spanish mainland just in case they check. I want it to look legit, to throw the monster off the scent. I open my bedside locker and remove it with trembling hands. Trepidation washes over me. Apart from the odd phone call and text message, I haven’t had much contact with either of my parents. They’re too busy swanning around the world with their much-younger partners and pretending they’re teenagers again.

I flip the phone over and over in my hand, taking deep breaths to calm myself down. The screen confirms I have a new message. Drawing a brave breath, I tap into it, and my legs almost collapse from under me.

Nice try, but I’ve got your number. You know, I actually really like America. Think I might stay.


Chapter Twenty-One
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Brad

I barely managed to sleep at all last night. When Ky and I arrived at the Wellesley Police Station, they refused to let me see my mother. I flipped out, and they almost locked me up too. James and Ky managed to calm me down. All it took was mentioning my sisters for me to sober up. Kaitlyn and Emma need me so I came back here last night and stayed with them. Dan is working on getting me in to see Mom today. I’ve been sick with worry all night.

“When’s Mommy coming home?” Emma asks, as I place a plate heaped with pancakes in the middle of the kitchen table.

“I don’t know that yet, Pumpkin, but I’m going to do everything I can to bring her home as quickly as possible.”

“I can’t believe she’s still defending that asshole,” Kaitlyn seethes, attacking her pancakes as if they’d done her some personal injustice.

“Watch your language, and this is not the type of conversation we should be having at the breakfast table.” I subtly nod in our younger sister’s direction.

“I know what an asshole is, Brad, and I know she’s talking about Dad,” Emma says very matter-of-factly, cutting her pancakes into four even-sized pieces.

“I don’t want to hear that word coming out of your mouth again, and the situation with Dad is complicated.”

“Is he going to go to jail? Because Kaitlyn said they were going to lock him up and throw away the key.”

I shut my eyes and pray for patience. “We don’t know what’s going to happen to Dad.”

Emma pauses mid-bite, looking thoughtful. Swallowing down her food, she looks up at me with so much trust in her eyes. “Daddy told me he made a terrible mistake, and he hurt lots of people who didn’t deserve to be hurt.” I nod, surprised he was so forthcoming with her and that he feels anything even close to remorse. That’s not how I remember our last conversation. He was hell-bent on avoiding jailtime, on evading punishment of any sort. There was an arrogance in the way he spoke about being caught, like he was now part of some infamous gang of fraudsters. His attitude had sickened me to my stomach, and we fought bitterly. If I hadn’t pretty much washed my hands of him then, I have now. Letting Mom and the girls go by themselves, knowing what they were most likely walking back into, is unforgivable in my book.

“He stole millions from people who trusted him, and he deserves to rot in prison,” Kaitlyn unhelpfully interjects.

“For God’s sake, Kaitlyn, can you keep your mouth shut unless you have something constructive to add. Emma doesn’t need to hear this.”

“You can’t shield her, Brad. She stopped being an innocent the day Dad took us out of the country.”

I hate that Kaitlyn’s probably right, and it’s something else to hate Dad for. “You may be right, but it doesn’t mean I can’t try.”
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“This way,” Dan Evans says, steering us forward as we enter the police station. Mom’s been held here overnight while the Feds and local police argue over her case. At least she wasn’t transferred to prison, and that’s something to be grateful for.

Once the relevant personnel are apprised, and the right paperwork is in order, I’m brought to a room with Dan, where Mom awaits. Her smile is sad as I walk toward her. Her hands are resting on top of the table, and the sight of her in cuffs brings tears to my eyes. I couldn’t despise my father any more than I do in this moment.

I lean down and kiss her cheek, pulling her into a hug. The policeman standing guard inside the room pretends not to watch. “Are you okay? Have they been treating you well?”

“I’m fine, Bradley, and they have.”

“Take a seat, Mrs. McConaughey,” Dan says, all business-like. “We have a lot to get through.”

I kiss Mom’s cheek one more time before sitting across from her. Dan pulls out a wad of papers and starts leafing through them. Clearing his voice, he removes his glasses, setting them down on top of the paperwork. “Firstly, let me apologize for yesterday. It seems the agreement we had with the police chief was null and void when faced with joint objections from both the CIA and FBI. The fact is, you aided and abetted a criminal, and now you refuse to impart pertinent details that could aid his capture. If they can’t get to him, they will happily make you the scapegoat. The administration needs a win in this case to appease the public in the run up to the presidential election.”

“I understand all that.” Mom is remarkably calm. Too calm for someone in her predicament.

“Then you understand that if you continue to refuse to cooperate they will lock you in a federal prison, and you’ll be lucky to get out before you die?” He isn’t pulling any punches, and I respect him for that.

“I can’t sell my husband out.”

Whatever tenuous hold I have on my emotions floats away. I lose it, and the words flow naturally from my mouth. “But you can sell your children out?” I lean across the table, trying to keep the rampant fury off my face. “You spoke to me yesterday about love and doing whatever it takes to protect the person you love. Doesn’t that protection apply to your children? You’re happy to leave Kaitlyn and Emma without any parents? Or you assume I’ll step into that role? How the hell do we deserve that?!”

Dan places a cautionary hand on my arm, and I slouch in my chair, unable to even look my mother in the eye.

Tension is ripe in the air, and no one speaks.

After a bit, Mom asks in a timid tone, “What are they asking me to do?”

Dan wets his lips before speaking. “They want to hold a press conference for you to appeal to your husband to turn himself in. They also want the name of the person who supplied the fake passports and your husband’s last known whereabouts.”

Mom looks pleadingly at me, and her eyes are full of pain. Her face carries noticeable strain, but I’m not going to toe the line on this. I can’t placate her. She needs to hear the ugly truth. “I understand you take your vows seriously, and that you love him, Mom, but he didn’t show you the same courtesy, because if he did, then he wouldn’t have asked you to run. He would have admitted his crimes and faced the consequences of his actions. That is what he should have done for his family, but he was selfish, and only thinking of himself. Look at what he has done to all of us. If you are feeling guilty about betraying him, don’t. Because you haven’t betrayed him, Mom. You stood by him, and you’re still trying to protect him, but enough is enough.”

“You’ve no idea how much it hurts me to hear you speak in such a way about your father.” I feel like slamming my head repeatedly against the table. She reaches across the table for my hand, and I meet her halfway. “You are correct when you say he didn’t make the right call when this first blew up. He should’ve stayed here and faced the music, but he’s changed. You haven’t seen him in a long time. He’s not the same man. He’s truly sorry for what he did, but turning himself in isn’t going to get those people their money back.”

“No, but it will give them some closure. Us, too.”

I get up and walk around the table, kneeling down in front of her. “If Dad is at large, this will hang over all of us our entire lives. We’ll never be able to move on from it. And what kind of life will he have? Always on the run. Constantly looking over his shoulder.” I shake my head. “If he’s changed, why didn’t he return with you?”

“Because he’s scared, sweetheart.”

“Sorry, Mom, but that’s just not good enough. He’s a grown man with responsibilities and he left you and the girls alone to deal with the aftermath of his poor choices. You don’t owe him anything. You owe it to yourself and your daughters to do the right thing. I think you should tell the police what they want to know and do the press conference.”

“I want to do the right thing, I do but …” Her voice wobbles and tears pool in her eyes.

“But what, Mom?”

“I’m scared, Bradley. Your father has kept me safe since I was nineteen. I don’t know how to be without him.”

I sigh, distraught at how the once-strong woman I used to know appears to have left the building. Mom is a shell of her former self.

Hell, we all are.

I wish I could find some sympathy in my heart for my dad, the man I used to admire so much, but it’s damn hard when we’re all messed up because of him. I stand up straight, putting my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be scared. I’m here, and I’ll look after you and the girls. I promise. You are not doing this alone.”

Tears spill down her cheeks. “I love you, honey.”

I kiss the top of her head with fierce determination. “I love you too, Mom. And it’s time to let him go. Time to do the right thing.”

I sweep the moisture on her cheeks away with a brush of my thumb. Mom tucks her hair behind her ears and levels a firm look at Dan. “You heard my son. Set it up. I’m ready to talk.”


Chapter Twenty-Two
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Rachel

I’m quiet in the car the following morning as we drive to Wellesley for Brad’s mom’s press conference. When the call came in last night, and Ky explained, it took little persuasion to convince me to go with him and Faye, to provide moral support to Brad. I need to get out of the city and away from the constant threat of him
 turning up on my door. I didn’t sleep a wink last night. After the text arrived, I made my excuses to rush Lauren out of the apartment, and then I locked myself in the bathroom and called Keven. It took him almost an hour to talk me down from the ledge.

I don’t know how much longer I can keep the truth from him. If I don’t give him something, I’m afraid he’s going to go to Ky or Faye and force things out into the open. With my current fragile state of mind, that is the last thing I can face. The urge to flee is riding me hard again.

Keven broached the subject of a bodyguard again. When he first mentioned it a few weeks ago, I immediately dismissed it. The thought of someone following me everywhere, even if it’s for my protection, creeps me out. Plus, I was afraid my friends would notice and start asking questions. But now I’m definitely considering it. If he’s
 in the States, it’s only a matter of time before he finds me. And I don’t know how he’s going to react. He made it clear I’m his. That I’ll always be his. He won’t be pleased that I’ve tried to cut all ties. That I’ve tried to outsmart him.

He’s psychotic. I’m convinced of it despite my lack of qualification. And that terrifies me. Because he’s unpredictable, and out of control, and I’m scared he might hurt me way worse than he already has.

I chew on the corner of a nail as I contemplate hiring a bodyguard.

“Shit.” Ky cusses, scowling as we draw close to the hotel where the press conference is taking place. Swarms of people crowd the front of the hotel, blocking the entrance to the underground car park. Ky beeps the horn repeatedly, and it takes at least ten minutes before he can safely maneuver the car into the car park. Hands slam on the car as we pass, and protestors wave banners and shout at the top of their voices. Thank God for the dark windows, but it’s still a flipping scary experience.

The hotel lobby is thronged with men and women and TV crews, but I keep my head down, letting my hair fall around my face. We join James and Brad in a private room off the lobby. A bunch of people in business suits converge in the corner, talking in low voices. “Where’s Mom?” Ky asks.

“Alex stayed behind to mind the girls,” James confirms, “and she thought it best she wasn’t here in case her presence drew any more unwanted attention.”

“Where’s your
 Mom?” Faye asks Brad, looking all around the room.

Brad is smartly dressed in a white dress shirt with black trousers and a blue tie that brings out the vibrancy in his eyes. He looks like the quintessential all-American boy. Except for the multi-colored bruise on his cheek, which hints at a darker side. “She’s being briefed by the police. Dan’s with her.” His eyes catch mine. “I appreciate you all coming. Thanks.”

“No problem, man.” Ky clamps a hand down on his shoulder. He’s also similarly attired to Brad, while Faye and myself are both wearing appropriate knee-length dresses.

Ky’s father leans in to me. “I think your boyfriend could use some TLC. The last twenty-four hours have been stressful.”

Join the club.

I move to Brad’s side, lacing my hand in his as I lean up on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. His hand wraps firmly in mine, and he presses his mouth to my ear. “You don’t have to keep up the charade. There are cameras and tons of press milling about the place. I’ll tell Mom the truth.”

I shake my head. “Not yet. She’s got too much on her mind. Let things settle and then you can tell her. I don’t mind keeping this going for a while longer.” Truth is, I’m clinging to his hand and his side because he’s my lifeline at the moment as much as I wish I was his. But I’m under no illusion in that regard. This serves a purpose for him, nothing more. “We should hide that bruise on your face,” I whisper, tugging on his hand. “Come with me.”

Carefully, we sneak out of the room, walking briskly to the bathroom. I pull him into a wheelchair accessible toilet and lock the door. I push the toilet seat down. “Sit there,” I instruct, turning to wash my hands in the sink. I remove a makeup palette from my bag and face him. Tilting his chin up, I angle his head to the side.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he admits, surprising me.

“I was glad to get out of the city.” I dab my brush in some concealer and press it against his cheek, expecting him to probe further, but he says nothing. “What’s going to happen to your mom?”

“They’ve agreed to release her without charge after the press conference. The official line is that she was helping with their inquiries.”

I blend the concealer with my fingers, and he flinches under my touch. “At least that’s good.” I step back, surveying his cheek from both sides. It’s not perfect, but it’s the best I can do. If I layer any more concealer on, it will look too noticeable. At least it isn’t so blatantly obvious now.

“It is. Without the threat of arrest, she can move on with her life. Find someplace to live and decide what she wants to do.”

“You’re done,” I confirm, moving back to the sink to wash the makeup from my hands.

He stands up, inspecting his face in the mirror behind me. Heat wafts from his body, stirring unwelcome sensations in me. “Nice job. Thanks.”

I twist around to face him and suck in a shocked gasp. He’s pressed right up against me at this angle, and his potent scent swirls around me, dazzling me in a nanosecond.

“Sorry.” He steps back, creating some space between us.

I try to steady my beating heart. “I heard what you did to that asshole, and I wanted to thank you. You didn’t need to do that for me, but I’m grateful.”

He examines my face, his eyes intensely probing mine, and the air turns thick with electricity. “I never know what to expect with you. Most girls abhor violence and wouldn’t approve.”

“Well,” I say, pushing off the sink. “I’m not like most girls, and my personal view is that violence against monsters doesn’t count. What you did to him pales in comparison to what he would’ve done to me if the others hadn’t bust into the room, so you’ll never hear me criticizing you for that. I owe you.”

He shakes his head. “Nah, I think that makes us even.” His lips curve into a smile. “Although, I haven’t forgotten I still owe you three orgasms.”

“That was only a piss take, remember?”

He chuckles. “I can guess what that means, and you’re not letting me off the hook that easily.”

“Bradley.” I plant my hands on my hips. “Are you flirting with me? Minutes before your mom addresses the entire nation? The entire planet?”

He takes my hand in his. “Fair point. It’s not the time or place.” He opens the door and peeks out. Pulling me out, he grips my hand firmly as we scurry along the now empty hallway. “But we’re not done with this conversation.”

The hell we aren’t.

They are just about to start proceedings as we make our way to the front row. Faye and Ky have kept us seats, and I drop down alongside my friend while Brad runs up to the podium to wish his mom a last-minute good luck.

The press conference goes off without a hitch. Brad keeps a firm hold of my hand the entire time, but I don’t mind. His touch is helping to flay the edge off my anxiety. When his mom wells up as she’s imploring her husband to hand himself in, I watch Brad’s jaw clench and his eyes turn glassy. I squeeze his hand and he turns to me, pressing a tender kiss to my forehead. The gesture tugs at my heartstrings, but I try not to read too much into it. This is an emotional time for him, that’s all.

As the thought wafts through my mind, it registers that being with him like this doesn’t frighten me in the way it usually does. Being with him, as his significant other, even if it’s fake, feels natural.

Faye subtly nudges me in the ribs, and I look into her expectant face. She smiles at me, motioning in Brad’s direction, and it isn’t difficult to get her meaning. She’s reading too much into this, same as me. Either she’s forgotten that he’s infatuated with her, or she’s happily in denial. Not that I can blame her for that. If Brad moved on, it would alleviate the awkward tension and allow her and Ky to properly move forward. I know they’re stuck in limbo while the situation remains unresolved.

But I can’t ignore facts.

Brad has a thing for my best friend, and I don’t want to be the backup plan or second-best. I’ve never properly entertained the notion of a boyfriend before, and I don’t want to do that with a guy who doesn’t see me as his everything.

The conference ends a few minutes later, and I hang back with Ky, Faye, and James Kennedy while Brad goes with his mom and Dan.

“He’s into you,” Faye whispers when Ky is busy chatting with his dad. I shrug. “I thought you liked him?”

“Don’t do this. Don’t try and force us together. He doesn’t know what he wants, and this is all for show, remember?” Her face drops, and she bites her lower lip. She’s keeping something from me. “What don’t I know?”

She looks over her shoulder at her boyfriend. He’s still deep in conversation with his dad. “Not here.” She takes my hand in hers. “Bathroom break,” she mouths to Ky over her shoulder as she drags me to the toilets.

She locks us into the wheelchair accessible toilet, sitting down on the toilet seat and resting her head in her hands.

“What happened?” I ask, because I know something has.

“I swore I wouldn’t tell anyone this, but I’m freaking out.” She gulps. “I genuinely don’t think he meant it, but Brad tried to kiss me yesterday.”

My heart deflates, like a balloon that’s been pricked with a sharp instrument. A piercing ache splinters my chest cavity, and my mouth is dry. “Oh.” I drop my head.

“Ah, crap.” She stands up, walking to my side. “You like him a lot more than you’ve admitted. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you that.”

I lift my chin. “Of course, you should have. We’re best friends. You shouldn’t be afraid to tell me anything.”

Hypocrite.

“Look, I am freaking out over it, but not for the reasons you’re thinking. I’m terrified Ky is going to find out and read more into it. Because the truth is, I still don’t believe Brad loves me. I believe he thinks
 he does, but it’s the idea of what I represent more than anything. And we get on so well, and given everything he’s been going through, it was only natural he’d kinda latch onto me. But that’s all it is. I see the way he’s been looking at you recently. He likes you a lot, but I think he’s scared to face reality.”

“No offense, Faye, but I think you’re reading far too much into it because you want him to get over his infatuation with you, and I can understand why, but I don’t think he cares about me that way. He likes fucking me, but that’s all. And despite what happened this weekend, that’s not me anymore. I want someone to love me for me. Not just for my body. And I want to be the center of someone’s universe, like you are to Ky.”

A tear rolls down my face. This is the most honest I’ve been with myself in a long time.

I do
 want that.

I see what my best friend has with her boyfriend, how much they love and support each other, and I want that for myself. I want my face to light up when my guy steps into the room. I want the feeling of safety and warmth when I’m enveloped in his arms. The contentment and happiness that comes from willingly sharing my bed with a guy who can be sweet and sexy, who knows when I need a hug, and when I need him to fill me up.

The admission almost knocks me over.

I wonder if deep down I’ve always felt like this but I was too afraid to want that for myself. Too afraid I wouldn’t know how to be that for someone. Too afraid I’m damaged and incapable of offering all of myself to another person. Too afraid of relying on someone and being let down, because those closest to me have a habit of doing that.

But I want that with a guy. I want that for myself. I do.

Perhaps, in different circumstances, Brad could be that guy for me, because he has contributed to this realization, but he’s too fixated on Faye to offer me what I need.

“And you will be.” She pulls me into a mammoth hug. “You’re one of the sweetest, kindest, most thoughtful people I know, and you deserve to be loved. And I want that for you, and it’s wonderful to finally hear you acknowledging you want it too. I’m proud of you, Rachel.”

When we rejoin the others in the lobby, Brad is back. “Everything okay?” he asks, his gaze flitting between me and Faye.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?” My tone is clipped, and the look I give him is harder than I intended.

He scratches the back of his head. “I’m going to return to the house with Mom, but I’ll be heading back to Harvard later. I was hoping you might come with me? I know Emma would love to see you.”

My instinct is to tell him to get stuffed, but I guess I love torturing myself because I find myself nodding. Ky and Faye bade us farewell. She has an assignment that’s due in tomorrow, and she needs to complete it. So, I find myself traveling back to the Kennedy house with the others.

Brad’s mom is quiet the entire journey, and I understand why. She’s had to throw her husband under the bus to protect the rest of her family. The warring emotions are written all over her face. “I know that was hard, Mom, but you did the right thing,” Brad quietly reassures her. “I’m proud of you.”

She pats his hand but doesn’t reply.

When we get back to the basement annex they are staying in, she hugs her daughters before retreating to her room for a nap. Brad goes to make coffee, leaving me with his sisters in the living room. Kaitlyn grabs me into a quick hug, startling me. “I know my brother thinks I’m a jerk, but I want to say thank you so much for the clothes and the stuff. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. I love shopping so it’s not as if it was a big burden.”

“I used to love shopping too.”

“We should go shopping together,” I blurt, before I have a chance to stop myself. Sometimes, it’s easy to forget I’m only playing a role.

“I’d like that.”

“Can I come too?” Emma asks, running over to hug me.

“Of course.” I kiss her cheek. “Maybe we can grab a movie and some dinner too.”

“That would be awesome,” Kaitlyn says, and I spy Brad watching and listening from the corner of the room. “Can we go to the same store where you bought that blue dress? I totally adore it.”

My cheeks flush with pride. “Actually, I made that one, and I figured you might like it. I knew it would suit your coloring and your height.”

Her mouth drops open. “Get. Out! You did not.”

“Rachel’s studying fashion design, and she’s incredibly talented,” Brad says, handing me a coffee.

“How would you know?” I quirk a brow.

“You made that red dress you wore to the twenty-first, right?”

“Yeah, but how did you know that?”

“I have my sources. And you looked sensational in it.”

My cheeks darken, and a smile graces my lips. I’d almost believe he meant that, except Faye’s words from earlier still linger in my mind. He’s been sleeping with me, yet he tried to kiss my best friend yesterday. I can’t ever forget that. My smile fades, and he frowns when he notices.

We spend an hour with his sisters and chat briefly to his mom before it’s time to leave.

Brad is quiet in the car, but I prefer that. Kicking off my shoes, I pull my knees into my chest and stare out the passenger side window. Strips of purplish navy streak through the fading daytime sky. The closer we get to the city, the more on edge I become. Today was a great distraction, but as we draw nearer to my life, all the fears and worries resurface.

“Are you hungry? There’s a great diner just up the road I was going to stop at,” he says, a few minutes later.

“Sure. I could eat.” Anything to delay the inevitable.

Ten minutes later, we are sitting across from one another in a booth. “This reminds me of a chain of diners back home,” I remark, sipping my sparkling water as my eyes skim over the décor.

“The burgers are to die for.”

My stomach rumbles at the mention of food, though I doubt I’ll be able to manage more than a few mouthfuls. The waitress approaches and Brad places his order. “I’ll have the same,” I tell her, not even bothering to look at the menu.

I take another sip of my drink as Brad leans over the table, wetting his lips nervously. “Faye told you, didn’t she?”

I try to keep the hurt out of my expression as I look at him. “Yeah.”

“It meant nothing. She caught me at a vulnerable moment, that’s all.”

I sigh, leaning back in my seat, as if putting a little more distance will give me perspective. “I don’t care,” I lie. “It’s not like I’ve any investment in this except that I don’t want to see my best friend hurt.”

His eyes lower to the table. “I don’t want to hurt her either.”

“Maybe you should’ve thought of that before you tried to kiss her,” I snap, instantly wishing I could claw the words back.

He grimaces at my tone. “I’ve hurt you, too. I’m sorry.”

“You haven’t hurt me. It’s not like we mean anything to each other. I’m just an easy lay, right?”

His face pales, and he stretches his hand across the table, but I ignore it, tucking my hands under my butt so I’m not tempted. “I do not think of you like that.” The waitress returns, placing our food in front of us, and no more words are exchanged until she’s gone. “I’m sorry that I’m making a mess out of everything, but you—”

“Stop. Just stop talking. I’ve a pain in my head listening to this.” I glare at him, as a myriad of confusing sentiments swamp me. “And I don’t want to get dragged into this shit that’s going on with you three. I’ve got enough on my mind as it is. The only reason I’m sore with you is because you’re causing problems for my friend, and if Ky finds out, there will be hell to pay. But apart from that, I don’t care. We fucked a few times. It was no big deal, and it meant nothing to me either, so just drop it. I’m not interested in hearing your excuses. I just want to eat my food and get home.”

A muscle ticks in his jaw. “Fine. Message received.”

We eat in awkward silence. Or at least Brad does. I can only stomach three bites before I push my food away. Brad insists on paying, and then we hightail it out of there. More silence engulfs us in the car, and I close my eyes, praying for this day to end.

My phone pings in my pocket the same time Brad’s cell lights up. “Can you check that?” he asks in a curt tone, not taking his eyes off the dark road.

My palms are sweaty, and a little puke fills my mouth as I remove my phone. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look at my phone again without heart-thumping fear taking hold of me. Drawing a deep breath, I open up the text, clicking on the link Faye sent.

“Pull the car over now.” My voice brokers no argument.

Brad pulls into the hard shoulder. “What is it?”

“Your worst nightmare.” I pass my phone to him, watching all the color leach from his face as he plays the clip. It’s a YouTube video of him outside the coffee place with Faye, showing him clearly leaning in toward her for a kiss. It’s already got over five thousand views.

He bangs his head off the steering wheel. “Fucccckkkkk!!”

“Faye says you need to go to your place. Ky has seen it and he’s freaking out.”

The tortured look in his eyes almost undoes me, but it’s not my place to console him. He’s an idiot for trying to kiss my best friend, in public of all places. “I’d prefer if you dropped me off first. This is nothing to do with me, and I don’t want to get involved.”

Hurt flares in his eyes as he restarts the engine. “Of course.”

Sympathy wells inside me. Dammit. It’s so hard to stay mad at him when he looks like a lost little boy whose whole world has just collapsed. I brush my hand over his arm. “I’m sure it’ll be fine once he’s calmed down and hears your explanation.”

Brad snorts. “Don’t you know him at all?”

Yeah, trouble is, I do, and I recognize my lie for what it is. An empty platitude. Ky is going to lose his shit, and this may well be the final nail in the coffin of their friendship.

But I’ve enough problems of my own to deal with.

So, I’m staying clearly in the neutral zone and minding my own business.

But you know what they say about best-laid plans?


Chapter Twenty-Three
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Brad

I walk along the corridor toward our apartment with a heavy heart. Ky will not understand this. I know I wouldn’t if I was in his shoes. And I can’t deny I have feelings for his girlfriend, because I do. I shouldn’t think about her or look at her the way I do, but sometimes I don’t even realize I’m doing it. Rachel’s gorgeous face swims into my mind, heaping another layer of anxiety onto the pile. The hurt on her face was obvious before, and I hate that I’ve dragged her into this mess.

Fact is, I have feelings for her too, but I can’t decipher any of it.

It’s official: I’m a complete mess.

Steeling my heart, I open the door to our apartment and step inside, bracing myself for the incoming assault.

I walk into the kitchen and stop. Faye is leaning against the far wall, and she’s crying. Her eyes are swollen and red-rimmed, and she’s hugging herself as if she’s falling apart. I’ve done this to her, and I hate myself for it. But I’m angry at him too. Why the hell is he taking it out on her?


“Are you okay?” I ask, ignoring him. Her lips wobbles, and she sniffles, either refusing or unable to answer. I swing around to my best friend. “Why is she so upset? Why the fuck are you angry with her
?” I know they have a “no secrets” promise, but that doesn’t mean he should be taking this out on his girlfriend.

His menacing glare turns even darker. His voice is too calm when he speaks. “Are you for real?”

I drop my bag to the ground, squaring up to him. “I’m the only person you should be angry with. Faye has done nothing wrong.”

“Oh, I’m plenty angry with you, believe me.” His chest heaves up and down, and his fists are in knotted balls at his sides.

“Then take it out on me, but leave Faye alone.”

He closes his eyes for a second. When he reopens them, I almost cower at the extent of the hatred and fury radiating from him. “You do not get to tell me how to treat my girlfriend. You have no fucking say in my relationship, and what has transpired between us is none of your business.”

“The hell it isn’t!” I yell, my own anger churning and bubbling inside me. “You’ve upset her, and I’m not okay with that.”

“Because she was fucking defending you!” He starts pacing the floor, and I can’t remember ever seeing him so rattled, so unlike himself. He would walk over hot coals for his girl, and I know she’s the love of his life, but he seems to have forgotten that now. I hate that he’s mad at her when it’s all my fault. “And how can I be sure there isn’t something going on between you two?” His gaze jumps between us, and a loud sob erupts from Faye’s throat.

“What the actual fuck?” I shove his chest. “Are you fucking insane? She’s crazy about you, and you two spend basically ever single second together, outside of class. When the hell would she have time to cheat on you with me?”

“I’m about two seconds away from beating your ass until you can’t move.” He shoves me, and I take it.

I step back. “Look, let’s just calm down. For the record, nothing is going on between us. Nothing.
 It was a dumbass move on my part, but my brain had disengaged. If I was thinking clearly, I would never have attempted to kiss her. I swear. The last thing I want to do is cause issues in your relationship.”

He snorts. “All you have ever
 done is cause issues in our relationship.”

That pisses me off. The truth has a way of doing that. “I will accept blame where it’s due, but don’t go putting all that shit on me. You are the one who agreed to the fake relationship. You are the one who told me to pursue her when you went back to Addison. And it’s you who has been insisting on us living together. That was all you. Not me. So, don’t try and pretend like this is all my fault. You’ve contributed to this clusterfuck.”

That pushes him over the edge. He charges at me, and I prepare for impact.

“Fucking quit it, bro!” Ky shoves me back, pinning me against the wall, his torso blocking my path. He slams his fist into the wall beside my head, and I raise a brow. “Don’t,” he warns, shaking his head. Anger burns fiercely in his eyes.

“Ky.” Faye moves tentatively behind him.

“Don’t, babe. Stay out of this.”

She nibbles anxiously on her bottom lip.

“Get out of my face.” I push his chest, and he stumbles back. I sidestep him, catching Faye’s eye.

Ky growls. Then he punches me in the face. “Stop eye-fucking her!”

“What the hell?” I glare at him, rubbing my sore jaw.

“You think I’m blind?” He rages, pacing the floor in front of me. Faye looks like she wishes the ground would open up and swallow her. “You think I don’t see the way you watch her every move? The way you mentally undress her with your eyes?”

Faye turns an off-white color.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say “it takes one to know one,” but that’s not an argument I can win. Ky has every right to look at his girlfriend like that. Me?
 Not so much. He’s right, and if I was in his shoes, I think I’d have snapped a long time ago. “I can’t help it. It’s too difficult to be around her and not feel the way I feel.” Faye looks horrified, and now I wish the ground would swallow me
 whole. Continuous rejection has me battered and bruised on the inside, and it’s like my vital organs are shutting down, one at a time.

“I can’t do this anymore, Brad.” Ky stops in front of me, and all the fight seems to have left him. “I’ve tried really hard to be patient. Made countless excuses for your behavior because I didn’t want to lose you. You’re my best friend, dude, but this has to end. I never wanted to choose between the girl I love and the guy who’s been like a brother to me practically my whole life, but you’ve left me no choice. If we continue like this, our friendship will be destroyed anyway. Maybe this is the right thing to do.” He looks over his shoulder at Faye. “Maybe I should’ve done this all along.”

Turning back around to face me, he sighs. A pained expression replaces the angry look on his face. “I’m sorry, but it has to be like this.” His gaze penetrates mine, and there is so much conveyed in that one look, almost too much. My emotions are in a whirlwind, but I say nothing. There isn’t anything I can say that will help make this situation bearable. He walks to Faye’s side, pulling her into his arms and kissing the top of her head. “I’m sorry, babe. It’s going to be okay. I promise.” Silent tears drip down her face. “I’ll move my stuff out this weekend,” he says, over his shoulder. “I’ll stay with Faye while I look for somewhere else to live.”

Somehow, I manage to nod even though I’m disoriented and frozen. I hate the thought of this, but I need it too. I’m never going to get over her if she’s so prevalent in my life.

They stop at the door, and Faye is talking frantically in Ky’s ear. She’s whispering so I can’t hear what she’s saying, but it’s obvious they’re arguing. I sag against the wall, dejected and beaten down. Faye rushes to my side, grabbing me into a hug. My arms hang loose by my sides, and I’m afraid to move a muscle. My jaw still aches, testament to Ky’s intolerance of me. I don’t blame him for it. He’s put up with a lot—more than I probably would have. Faye is sobbing into my shoulder, and I hate that I’ve put us through all this pain. I want to wrap my arms around her and kiss her pain away.

But she isn’t mine to console.

She’ll never be mine.

And I wish my heart could accept that reality instead of foolishly clinging to nonexistent hope.

She may not be mine to love and cherish, but she’s still my friend, and I hate to see her so upset. I tap her lightly on the shoulder. “Hey. Don’t cry. It’s going to be fine. Ky is right. We all just need some space.”

She lifts her head up, and her red-rimmed tearstained eyes cut through me like a knife. “Will you be okay?”

“I hope so.” I offer her my best effort at a smile. “Don’t worry about me. I brought this on us, and it’s my responsibility to make this right.”

“This sucks.” She sniffles.

“It won’t be forever.” I hope. My eyes meet Ky’s, and there’s not even a hint of a promise there. “Go on, sweet Faye.” I kiss the top of her head, closing my eyes as I commit her scent and the feel of her against me to memory.

Ky growls, and I reckon that’s my five-second warning. Opening my eyes, I remove myself from her embrace and walk into my bedroom, slamming the door behind me, without looking back at either of them.

I don’t know how long I stay in the dark, lying on my bed, curled into a ball, and rocking like a crazy person. I’m completely anesthetized on the inside. This isn’t the kind of dazed-delirious-happy feeling I get when I’m following Rach’s temporary mind-numbing strategy. Nope, this is a sucky soul-empty kind of numbness, like all the life force has been drawn from me.

A knock at my door only mildly startles me. I don’t respond in any shape or form. I’m incapable of moving any part of my anatomy.

The door swings open, and Rach’s hot body fills the doorway. One look at her face and I know Faye has spoken to her.

“Go away.”

“Brad.” She takes a step toward me.

“I’m not in the mood for sex.” That’s more than a little unfair, but when I’m hurt, I lash out.

“That’s not why I came.” Her eyes bore a hole in my skull as she walks toward the bed, her gaze never wandering from mine. She walks to the other side, and I hear her toeing her shoes off. The bed dips when she slides in beside me. She curls her body around me from behind, and warmth infuses my frozen bones.

“What are you doing?” I ask, remaining stationary.

“Being a friend.”

“That’s not who we are.” I thought we were drifting into that space, but her earlier comments drove the point home. She doesn’t have feelings for me. Not in that way.

“Who are we?”

Damn good question. Two lost souls sharing our pain and hot sex, or two idiots feeding each other’s grief? Or was it becoming more than that?
 Who the hell knows. “I don’t know,” I honestly admit.

“Me either,” she whispers.

“You don’t have to do this.”

“I know. I want to.”

“Why? You hate me.”

She takes forever to reply, and I wonder if she’s nodded off to sleep. “You hate me too, and I don’t work well with conscious feelings, you know that,” she admits. “But Faye told me what happened earlier, and I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I didn’t want you to be alone, so here I am.”

“What does it mean?”

“Fecked if I know.”

That brings a smile to my face. I reach around for her hands, pulling them closer to my waist. Her body squashes against mine, and it feels nice. Soothing. I hold onto her hands, rubbing circles on her skin. “Thank you. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me too.”

We don’t speak after that, but it’s a relaxed silence. We stay wrapped around one another, and the stifling pain in my chest loosens a little. My eyes are shuttering, and I’m on the verge of unconsciousness when she calls my name. “Hmm?”

“For the record, I don’t hate you anymore. I don’t know if I ever really did,” she whispers.

“I don’t hate you either,” I mumble, and then slumber claims me, and I drift off into the welcoming darkness.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Rachel

I wake up the next morning feeling more rested than I have in weeks. At some point during the night, I peeled my dress off. Now, I’m curled around Brad, dressed in only my underwear. His leg is on top of mine, trapping me, and his arms are wrapped firmly around my waist. His body heat envelops me, pacifying me, and I feel safe here with him like this. An idea starts forming in my mind.

He moves, unconsciously thrusting his erection into my leg, and my core pulses with need. I could touch him, and I know things would escalate, but our relationship is messed up enough as it is. And after what went down last night with Faye and Kyler, that is the last thing either one of us needs.

The thought douses my igniting arousal, and I wriggle out of his grip, sliding out of the bed. He turns over, his hands reaching for me even in sleep, mumbling my name. That does something strange to my insides. I watch him for a few minutes. He looks so content in sleep, no worry lines or hints of concern marring his face. Air trickles from his slightly parted lips, and he snuggles deeper into the pillow. His bare chest and arms are a work of art, and it’s no surprise he has girls crawling all over him. One day, he’s going to make some girl really happy.

I pick my crumpled dress up off the floor, holding it out in front of me to inspect it. It’s in a million creases and not the freshest smelling. Tiptoeing to Brad’s dresser, I remove one of his T-shirts and slip it on.

In the kitchen, I remove ingredients for an omelet and get to work. Soon, coffee is brewing and the delicious smells of eggs, cheese, onion, tomato, and herbs infiltrate the air.

Brad appears in the doorframe, wearing low-hanging trackie bottoms and nothing else. He scratches the top of his head as he walks to the counter, yawning profusely. “Something smells good.”

“I hope you like omelet?”

“I’m ravenous,” he admits, rubbing a hand over his delectable stomach. “Whatever you’re offering, I’m buying.”

I’m not sure if he meant to be intentionally flirtatious, but that’s the way it comes off. Still, I’m not complaining. I was hoping things wouldn’t be awkward after last night, and so far, so good.

His gaze rakes over me from head to toe as I fiddle with the coffee pot. “Is that my shirt?”

“Um, yeah. Hope you don’t mind?”

His eyes zone in on my bare legs, and his tongue darts out, licking his lips. “Not a bit. You can wear my shirts any time you like.” His lips turn up at the corners, and there’s a mischievous glimmer in his eyes.

Time to shut this—whatever this
 is—down.

He sits on one of the stools, and I hand him a mug of steaming coffee. “How are you feeling today?” I prop my elbows on the marble top, looking across the island unit at him.

“I’m a bit pissed, to be honest.”

I quirk a brow before turning around to plate the omelets. I don’t respond until I’m sitting across from him, and we’re both tucking in. “Pissed at who?”

He stops mid-bite. “Myself.” I urge him to continue with my eyes as I eat. “My feelings for Faye have always been complicated, but she’s his girl, and while it’s hard to be around her sometimes, I’ve always known there was a line. I honestly don’t know why I tried to cross it, and now I’ve lost my best friend and her in the process.”

I put my fork down, carefully choosing my next words. “Do you love her?”

He takes a few mouthfuls of his breakfast while considering his reply. My chest tightens painfully the longer the silence continues.

He peers intently into my eyes, gulping. “Yes, but I’m not sure it’s the right kind of love or the way I would feel if she was the one.”

The tightness in my chest expands at his confirmation, and I hate the feelings his words invoke in me—jealousy, anger, hurt. I’m such a novice with this stuff. I concentrate on my food, shoveling mouthfuls into my gob in an attempt to avoid speaking. I’m not sure what might come out if I do.

Reaching across the island, he places his hand on top of mine. “I don’t mean to upset you. I’m just trying to explain what’s in my head, and it’s not a surprise that it’s come out all jumbled. What I’m trying to say is I have certain feelings for her, but I don’t think it’s the way I’d feel if she was the love of my life, and a lot of how I feel for her is tied up with all that stuff that happened between me and Ky before Faye was even on the scene.” He averts his eyes. “I harbor a lot of resentment toward him.” His chest heaves.

I tilt his face around so we’re looking at one another. “I don’t know all the details, and I’m not asking you to tell me, but I can understand that to a point, and you shouldn’t feel guilty about how you feel.”

He takes my other hand in his. “I’ve never admitted that to anyone, and you’ve no idea how much guilt I’m carrying for so many things, and how much I hate myself sometimes for the mistakes I’ve made. For not being a stronger, better person.”

“I understand that more than you know.”

“Maybe, one day, we’ll be able to tell each other.”

“Maybe.”

Silence stretches between us as we hold hands over the island unit. “About what you said last night,” he says, clearing his throat. “I’ve never hated you, Rachel. I’ve been going around angry at the world, and for whatever reason, I took the brunt of it out on you. I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you or make you feel less important than you are. I wish I could take back so much, but I can’t, so all I can do is try to make it up to you. I’m so grateful that you came here last night. Faye’s your best friend, and considering what’s gone on between us, I wouldn’t blame you for hating me.”

“I meant what I said last night, and I’d like a fresh start. I’d like it if we could be friends.”

He smiles. “I’d really like that too.”

My shoulders relax, and I smile back at him. “I’m glad, because I’ve had an idea, and I wasn’t sure how to broach it with you.”

“Shoot.”

“How would you feel if I moved in here with you?” His eyes are out on stilts. “Just as friends,” I rush to add. “Strictly platonic.”

“You’d do that for me?”

I nod. “You’re going to need someone to help with rent and bills and stuff.”

“You don’t need to do that. I’m sure I can find someone else to move in.”

“I doubt it. Not this early in the semester.”

“It doesn’t make sense. You own that apartment, so why would you move in here and pay rent? I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I’m not a charity case,” he says, through gritted teeth.

I think I’ve just offended his precious male pride. Boohoo. “It’s not about the money, and you know how I feel about that. I’m not being entirely selfless either. There is an ulterior motive. I don’t particularly want to live with a couple, especially not those two. As much as I love them to death, they can’t keep their hands off one another, and it’s bound to get awkward. I’ll feel like I’m in the way. This way, Kyler can stay with Faye and not have to worry about finding a new place, you don’t have the hassle of trying to locate a new roomie, and I don’t have to wear earplugs to bed every night.” I bite down on my lip. “Unless you plan to have female company, which is totally fine, and I’ll just make myself scarce then.”

“You won’t have to worry. I’m finished all that.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

An uncomfortable silence gathers in the space between us. “I, um.” I remove my hands from under his, wrapping my arms around my waist. “If we’re to do this, then the ground rules should be really clear. Our arrangement is strictly friends only. No sex. No kissing. Just normal roommates.”

“I can do friends, but are you sure you want to move in here?”

“Yes.” What I haven’t articulated is how much safer I’ll feel here, off the grid, with Brad’s protection.

“Okay, then, roomie.” Brad extends his hand, and we shake on it. “Let’s do this.”
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I return to my apartment an hour later and start packing up my things. When Faye surfaces from her bedroom, I explain my decision.

“I don’t want to drive you out of your own apartment.” She sinks down on the bed alongside me.

“You’re not. I made this decision, and you know I’m right. It’s best for everyone.”

“The plan was that we were going to live together, not that we’d both end up living with boys.”

I shrug. “Circumstances have necessitated a change in plans. We couldn’t have predicted that.”

A wave of sadness washes over her face. “I feel so bad about all this.” She looks me straight in the eye. “I know you have feelings for him, and it’s like I’m
 messing up whatever potential is there.”

“Stop it. Stop beating yourself up over it. It is what it is. Brad and I are strictly friends only from here on out.”

Her frown deepens, and I elbow her in the ribs. “Stop that! Honestly. I’m grand, and you have nothing to feel guilty for.”

“He doesn’t love me, Rach. I’d bet my life on it. He just doesn’t know what he’s feeling.”

“He tried to kiss you, Faye.” I hate how much it hurts to say that.

“Honestly, Rach, I could’ve been any girl and he would’ve done that.”

“That’s not making me feel any better.”

“What I mean is, he needed comfort in that moment, and I was the one there. It was purely situational. It wasn’t because he wanted to kiss me.”

Faye glances anxiously over her shoulder. “I don’t want Ky to hear me talking about this, he’s pissed enough as it is, but I’m glad you’re moving in with Brad. He needs someone on his side. He needs someone watching out for him,” she says, in a deliberately low tone of voice.

“I know, and, in a funny way, I think I need him too.”

“There’s nothing funny about that, and maybe this is just what you two need to sort out your feelings for one another.”

Perhaps Faye’s right, but I’m not entering into this arrangement to progress things with Brad. I have more urgent concerns that demand my focus.
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I’m waiting outside Kev’s building, checking my watch every few seconds. He’s late. He told me to meet him here at six, and it’s now seven minutes past, and he’s still a no-show. I take out my phone to call him when he come’s bounding around the corner. “Sorry I’m late. One of the TAs pulled me aside after class and I got delayed.”

“No sweat.”

“Come on,” he says, panting like he ran the whole way here. “Let’s go up to my room and talk.”

As we enter his apartment, Kev does a quick check to ensure his roomie is out before speaking. “Something’s not adding up, and it concerns me.” He prods the door shut with his booted foot.

“In what way?”

“So, you know I have a trace on the guy’s passport, bank accounts and cards, social media, cell, and online activity?” I nod, as rampant panic blossoms in my gut. “According to that text you got, all indications pointed to him being in America, but my reports show he’s still in Ireland.”

I release the breath I’d been holding. “That’s a good thing, no? It means he isn’t here.”

Kev scrubs a hand over his stubbly jaw. “I’m not sure. Either he’s bluffing to scare the shit out of you or he’s got someone else using his identity and he’s traveling under a fake one, because all activity on that profile shows minimal travel that’s confined to Ireland. It’s too neat. I don’t trust it.”

My stomach coils into knots. “It’s possible to do that?”

“Pretty much anything is possible if you’ve got money and the right contacts.”

“He has plenty of money.”

“And money can buy you the right kind of connections.” Kev leans forward in his chair. “I don’t want to worry you unnecessarily, but I wanted to make you aware of my suspicions. I’m going to dig deeper. Hopefully, the text was just a ruse, and he’s still in Ireland, and you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

But as I walk to the apartment, I’m in a daze, understanding I’ve got a shit ton to worry about. Because if there’s one thing I know about him
, it’s that he won’t hesitate to use his money to find me. If Kev suspects he’s on to us, and that he’s using fake identification to move around undetected, then I’m ninety-nine percent certain that’s exactly what he’s doing.

He’s here, and it’s only a matter of time before he finds me.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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Brad

It’s the night after Rachel moved in, and I’m cooking dinner when she returns home looking like she’s got the world’s problems on her shoulders. “I hope you like spaghetti and meatballs,” I call out, as she drops her keys, purse, and jacket on the island behind me.

“Anything sounds good after the day I’ve had.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Nah, just college crap and other stuff.”

I stir the sauce, placing a lid on top as I move to the fridge and pour two iced waters. I hand one to her.

“Thanks,” she says, chugging it back.

“Dinner will be about fifteen minutes, so why don’t you take a bath or a shower and relax. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

“Actually, a bath sounds lovely. Good idea.” She hops up. “I’ll get changed.”

While she’s in her bedroom, I move to the bathroom, turn the water on, and fill the tub with some scented bubble bath Faye left here. The room fills up with steam and the scent of jasmine. I light a few candles and retrieve a couple of fluffy towels from the cabinet.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Rachel says from behind me.

I straighten up, shrugging and trying not to stare at her tempting bare legs. She’s wearing a silky black and pink robe that clings to her curves and reaches just above her knee. Her hard nipples jut out through the fine material, instantly stirring my lust. “It’s no big deal.” I rush past her, anxious to get out of here before I do something stupid like strip her of that robe and jump in the tub with her.

I knock on the bathroom door about ten minutes later. “Dinner’s ready, but take your time. I’ll keep it warm.”

“I’ll be right out,” she shouts through the closed door. I press my forehead to the doorframe as sounds of water sloshing about feeds my overactive imagination. Streams of steam creep out under the bottom of the door, and I conjure up vivid images of her standing in the tub, her skin damp and flushed as beads of water trickle down over her tits and farther south. I’m already hard as a rock and questioning the decision to let her move in. She was pretty adamant about the “friends with no benefits” arrangement, and I don’t want to disrespect her in any way. I haven’t always treated Rachel right, and this is a golden opportunity to make amends.

Meaning, no fantasies of taking her to my bed.

Adjusting myself in my jeans, I walk back to the kitchen computing calculus equations in my head. Anything to replace the images of a wet, naked Rachel in my mind, because I’m desperate to diffuse the bomb in my pants.

Rachel only picks at her dinner, and she’s quieter than usual as we eat. “You don’t like it?” I ask, clearing away the plates.

She hops off the stool. “It was yummy, but I haven’t had much of an appetite recently.” I’ve noticed she’s looking thinner, and the black cotton jersey dress she’s wearing is loose around her waist and hips. I don’t want to pry, so I swat my curiosity aside. “Leave that,” she says, taking the plates from my hands. “You cooked. I’ll clean.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I salute her. “You’re the boss.”

She rolls her eyes, but her mouth twitches in a half-smile.

I stroll into the living area, flopping lengthways on the leather couch. I flip on ESPN.

Rachel joins me a few minutes later, gesturing toward the game on the screen. “I hate that you were suspended because of me.”

I shake my head. “Not because of you. Because of that asshole, and I knew there would be hell to pay if I was caught. I have no regrets, so you shouldn’t either.”

She is quiet for a bit. “Do you miss it?”

“Yeah, but I’m only suspended for a few weeks. I’ll cope. At least it’s given me time to catch up on course work, and spend time with my family.”

“How’s your mum?”

She sounds so like Faye when she says that word. A pang of regret lances me on all sides. I’ve been purposely trying not to think about Kyler and the fact we’re not even on speaking terms anymore. “She’s doing okay. I know she still feels like she’s betrayed my dad, but it was the best way for everyone to move on. I’m going house hunting with her this weekend. Aunt Cora has loaned her enough money for six months’ rent.”

“What’s she planning on doing?”

“I’m not sure if she’s given that much thought yet. She’s focused on getting the girls enrolled in school this week and then finding somewhere to live, and then, I guess, she’ll figure out the rest.”

“And there’s been no news of your dad?” I shake my head. “Do you think he’ll turn himself in?”

I snort. “Not a chance. Unless they catch up to him, I doubt we’ll ever see him again.”

“Maybe he’ll surprise you.”

“I don’t really care, either way.” And I don’t care much for the direction this conversation has taken either. “If you don’t have plans on Saturday, do you want to come to Wellesley with me? I know Mom would love to see you.”

She cringes a little.

Shit. Why did I go there?

“It’s totally cool if you don’t want to come, and, don’t worry, I’ll tell her we’re not really going out so you don’t have to visit anymore.”

She pulls her knees into her chest, causing the material to slide down, exposing a decent amount of her thighs. It takes gigantic effort not to ogle her naked flesh.

“No, it’s not that. I like your family, and I don’t mind hanging out with them. It’s just that, I, ah, already made plans to have lunch with Kev on Saturday.”

“Oh.” I swallow the bitter lump of jealousy constricting my airwaves. “No problem.” I turn my attention back to the screen. Neither of us speaks for a few minutes, until I can stand it no more. “What’s going on with you and him?”

“We’re just friends.”

“You seem to spend a lot of time together.”

“He’s helping me with something.”

I turn over on my side, staring at her. “In what way?”

She squirms a little. “It’s not something I’m comfortable discussing.”

She has no issue in discussing it with him it seems. I don’t know what expression appears on my face, but it obviously gives the game away. “And I haven’t told him much either. He knows enough to help me but that’s it.”

“It’s none of my business.” I return my gaze to the TV.

She sighs, getting up and walking over to the couch. She perches on the edge by my legs. “Look, I don’t want us to get off on the wrong footing, and I don’t want us to start arguing either, because, honestly, I can’t deal with that shit right now. Nothing is going on with Keven Kennedy, nor will it be. We’re friends, and that’s the end of it.”

“Friends who had sex.” It’s like I’ve got word vomit. I just can’t help myself.

“I never slept with Keven.”

I sit up straighter. “What? But Ky said—”

“That he stayed in my place one night during their Irish vacation? Yes, he did, and we slept in the same bed, and we did some stuff, but mainly we just kissed and talked. Contrary to popular opinion, I don’t sleep with every guy I come into contact with.”

“I didn’t mean to imply you did. Not that there’d be anything wrong with it. I’m hardly in any position to judge, but I’m surprised.” Pleasantly so, but I’m not admitting that.

“Anything else you want to know about Kev, because I’d rather he wasn’t a source of tension between us?” There’s a slight edge to her tone.

“No, and I’m sorry for prying.”

“No harm, no foul,” she says good-naturedly before returning to her seat. I miss her closeness instantly, but I’m in no hurry to analyze that. Steering clear of girls for the time being seems like the best plan of action.

[image: ]


The next week goes by fast. Rachel and I are both busy with college, and she goes to yoga two nights a week with Faye, while I hit the gym most nights, but we always make it back in time to share dinner together. We’ve settled into a routine, and it’s much easier living with her than I thought it’d be.

Yes, I still have inappropriate thoughts about her, and the morning I found her in the kitchen wrapped in only a teensy towel tested my control to the limit, but, so far, the friends thing is working out.

I like having her here, and I know I’d be lonely without her.

I’ve heard her crying in her sleep a couple of times. I’ve wanted to go check on her, but she guards her privacy fiercely, keeps her secrets locked inside, and I don’t think she’d appreciate me acknowledging I know her fears are disturbing her at night. I’m hoping, in time, she’ll come to trust me and let me in. Until then, I’ll respect her need for privacy, and I haven’t mentioned it.

It’s my night to cook, and I’ve just put a pizza in the oven when the front door slams violently. Rachel storms into the kitchen, ignoring me and heading straight for the fridge. She grabs a bottle of white wine and pours herself a large glass. She drinks greedily from it before turning to face me.

“Bad day?” I know she’s trying to abstain from alcohol, so something shitty must’ve happened to have her reach straight for the bottle.

“I’ve just seen something I’d really rather not have seen.”

I grab a beer from the fridge and pull her out to the couch. “Sit. Tell me all about it.”

She takes another greedy gulp of the wine. “Oh, fuck.” I drink from my beer, waiting for her to calm down and tell me. “I just saw that bitch Callie hitting on Ky, and he wasn’t exactly pushing her away.”

“Come again?”

“They were outside the coffee place, and she had her hands all over him.”

“I’m sure it’s not how it looked. I’ve been on the receiving end of that, remember.” I’m still getting funny looks on campus, and the rumor mill has been flying with all kinds of perverted crap about Faye and me including that Ky and I “share” her as our girlfriend. Anyone that knows Kyler Kennedy knows that shit wouldn’t fly with him. Kev took the post down straightaway, but online discussion boards have popped up, and plenty of students have been gossiping over the situation. A few comments have suggested her relationship with Ky is just a cover so that she can date me in private. Which is utter garbage, because lots of girls can attest to my reputation on campus. I’d hardly have a girlfriend in private and screw around so publicly. More malicious rumors have said we’ve been cheating behind his back for years. No matter how quickly Ky gets Kev on the case, the minute he removes one thread, another pops up. I say let them fly and run their course. Nipping them in the bud is only adding more fuel to the fire.

“I know, but …” She trails off, picking at a loose thread on the bottom of her shirt.

“But what?”

She takes another glug of her wine. “Faye is fairly certain Callie was behind the YouTube video, and she’s made no secret of her attraction to him. What if she’s got her hooks in him?”

I vehemently shake my head. “There’s no way Kyler would cheat on Faye. I’d stake my life on it. He loves the crap out of her.”

“Didn’t he cheat on her with Addison?”

No. That was me.

I was the one who got crazy drunk the night I discovered my father was a fraud and let my best friend’s girlfriend seduce me. Although we discovered afterward that Addison had planned the whole thing—as a warped means of isolating Ky from everyone he cared about—it still doesn’t excuse the fact I slept with her while she was his. As long as I live, I’ll never forgive myself for hurting my friend like that. The usual guilt threatens to waylay me, so I shake all thoughts of Addison aside. No good ever comes from thinking about that time.

“Not the same thing. He was protecting her, and it was before they became official. Kyler isn’t cheating with Callie.”

“You didn’t see how cozy they looked.”

I stand up as the oven timer beeps. “I don’t need to. Kyler isn’t screwing around on Faye.”

If circumstances were different, I’d be on the phone straightaway telling him what Rachel saw so he could diffuse the shitstorm that’s about to come his way, but I can’t interfere anymore. I’ve got to stay out of their relationship, irrespective of how honorable my intentions are.


Chapter Twenty-Six

[image: ]


Rachel

Now that we’re into the second week in October, the temps have dropped significantly. It’s a lot colder than I was expecting, although the familiarity of the cooler weather is reassuring on one level. I’ve always much preferred colder climates anyway. Brad is a pretty chill roomie, and the arrangement is working out far better than expected—notwithstanding the fact I want to rip the clothes off his back and jump his bones on a regular basis. We haven’t fought once during the two weeks we’ve shared living space, which has shocked the hell out of me. For the first time, I feel like I’m actually getting to know the real Brad. He’s a dedicated student and devoted to his family. When he focuses on something, he gives it one hundred percent. He works out religiously every night at the gym, and I virtually lock myself in my bedroom until after he’s showered. The sight of all that sweaty, glistening skin and rippling muscles cranks my desire to the max, and my trusty electronic friend is getting a thorough workout these days.

Thankfully, Brad seems to have shunned his party boy lifestyle, and he’s at home most nights which I’m grateful for. I’m sure all the rumors floating around about him and Faye are contributing to his hibernation, along with the desire to avoid running into them on campus. Whatever the reason, I’m glad he’s here every night because I’m still jumpy, and the only time I can relax is when I’m here with him. When I feel safe. He may not know it, but he’s my protector, and I’m less on edge living here than I was in my own apartment. However, the thought of being here by myself still gives me the heebie-jeebies, and if I’m home before Brad, I’m on tenterhooks until he arrives. Kev is still on the case, and there’s been no further developments or further text messages, but it doesn’t reduce my anxiety much. He’s
 plotting something, and that thought is enough to bring me out in hives. I’ve lost more weight thanks to my vanishing appetite, but I can’t force myself to eat. My body’s in a constant state of flux, and it’s playing havoc with my health.

We are both back late Friday night. I’ve just spent the last hour chatting to Faye, relieved to hear that everything is hunky-dory between her and Ky. Not that I was ever truly worried— Faye and Ky are as tight as any couple can be. And that whole incident with Callie turned out to be exactly as Brad said it would be.

“Hey, you okay if we get takeout tonight? My treat,” Brad asks as I flop down on the couch beside him.

Kicking off my shoes, I massage my tired feet. “Sure, but only if you let me pay half.”

“Rachel.” His tone carries an appropriate level of censure.

“Brad.” I cross my arms over my chest and feign ignorance.

“You can’t keep paying for everything. You’re wounding my male pride.”

“Pfft. I’m not, and in case your ears aren’t working correctly, I only offered to pay for half
. I’m all for women’s lib and equality.”

“There’s no point arguing with you, is there?” He stretches a hand around the back of the sofa.

“Nope, and I’m glad you’ve come to realize that.” I swing my legs up on the couch and lie down flat.

He hovers over me a minute later, holding his hands behind his back, with an almost shy expression on his face.

“What?” I’m immediately on guard.

Drawing his hands around the front of his body, he thrusts a long-stemmed red rose at me. “This is for you.”

I pull myself upright, bending my legs at the knees. I take it from him as if it’s some strange alien offering. “No one has ever given me flowers before,” I admit before I’ve had time to question the wisdom of it.

“Well, technically it’s only one flower, but that’s a damn shame. I can’t believe none of your boyfriends ever bought you flowers.”

I press my nose into the delicate petals, inhaling the soft, sweet scent. “I’ve never had a boyfriend.” I don’t know what’s wrong with my mouth tonight—spewing honesty without provocation. Usually, I’m tight-lipped and, even when drunk, you’d have to pry the information from me in painful slowness. But Brad and I have been casually chatting every night, and it’s becoming more natural to open up to him.

“What?” He sounds shocked as he lands his perfect butt on the edge of the sofa beside me. “You’re kidding, right?” I shake my head. “Are all the guys in Ireland blind or braindead?” I shrug. “You’re gorgeous, Rachel, and I can’t understand how you’ve never had a boyfriend. Honestly, it makes no sense.”

“I’ve never wanted or needed one.”

He opens and closes his mouth. “And now?” His voice is clipped.

“Now is no different. Relationships complicate things, and I crave uncomplicated.”

“I don’t know, Rach. You’ve said that to me before, and I’ve been following your motto this last year, but it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Don’t you feel … empty? Lonely?”

His words resonate with me. It’s only since I stopped screwing around and ceased all the drinking and partying that I’ve realized that’s how I feel too. Alcohol and boys were a temporary numbing strategy, but the rest of the time I’ve felt like a shell of a person on the inside.

“Sure, but I’m used to it.” I sound as if I don’t care, as if my heart doesn’t ache with loneliness.

After we’ve finished our takeout—and when I say “we” it’s more like “he” because I barely touched the food—we break out the wine and share a bottle. I’m not usually a vino drinker, but I’m trying to avoid vodka and Brad’s trying to stay away from beer, so wine it is. When the second bottle is emptied, I’m starting to feel buzzed. From the goofy, flushed look on his face I can tell he’s feeling the same.

I hop up suddenly, swaying a little on my feet. “I’ve got an idea.” I bound off to my room before he can quiz me, returning a couple minutes later with a box under one arm and a gleeful expression on my face.

I plonk the box down on the floor in front of him, sitting cross-legged. “Ever play Twister before?”

“Are you implying I had a deprived childhood or something? Of course, I’ve played Twister,” he scoffs. “And you’re going down, babe. Prepare to watch the master at work.”

We spread out the mat and twirl the spinner, and soon we’re both sprawled across the floor in extremely awkward positions. My head is presently under his body, and my butt is raised and virtually stuck in his face. Not that he’s complained about the view. His hand is on the yellow square, alongside my foot, and his body is angled over mine. I’m fairly certain he can see down my top from this position, but I’m not losing sleep over it. It’s not like he hasn’t seen the goods before. Reaching out, I rotate the spinner, cursing like a sailor when it lands on “right hand green.”

“Admit defeat,” he teases.

My face is scrunched up in concentration as I try to figure out a way to maneuver my body without falling. “Never,” I huff out.

“I’m the Twister champ, and the champ always wins. Ask Kaitlyn. She’s never beaten me. Not even once.”

“That’s because your long legs and arms give you an unfair advantage. I’m going to complain to the manufacturers and get feminist movements on the case.”

He snorts with laughter. “I think they might have more pressing concerns.”

I make my move, twisting around and balancing precariously on one hand. “Ugh! Shit!” I stretch my elevated hand across the space under Brad, but my arm isn’t long enough. I overextend, lose my balance, and fall backward. My leg swings around, taking his down, and we collapse in a tangled heap of limbs on the sheet. Brad is sprawled on top of me, and I’m practically crying tears of laughter.

He roars with laughter too until he registers the feel of my body underneath him. Jerking his head up, he peers into my eyes, and it’s as if all the air has been sucked out of the room. My chest rises and falls as his gaze drifts to my mouth. Blood rushes south, and I’m instantly throbbing with need. There’s no way he doesn’t feel it. Not with the way his body is strategically aligned against mine. It’s like unknown cosmic forces have conspired to tempt us. Propping up on one hand, he runs a thumb lightly across my mouth. Fiery tingles dance over my lips from that one soft touch, and I whimper. His chest is visibly pounding, and my heart is hammering against my ribcage. Searing need rips through me, and my brain shuts off as he lowers his mouth to mine. Our lips mesh, and I groan when I taste his welcoming, soft caress. His mouth moves expertly against mine, and he lowers his body again, pressing flush against me.

I think I could combust on the spot.

I curl my left leg around his waist, and he rocks his hips into me. I see stars, and the world explodes in a colorful burst of lust. He flicks his tongue at the seam of my lips, and I readily open for him. He explores my mouth with frantic need, and I grip the cheeks of his ass through his jeans, pulling him closer to me.

Visions of the hours we spent making love in his bedroom swim through my mind, and I’m more aroused than I’ve ever been in my life. His hand creeps up my shirt, his fingers caressing the expanse of skin, sending delicious tremors ricocheting all over my body. I arch my back when his mouth suctions to my neck, and he trails a line of hot kisses from my mouth to my jaw, down to my neck, and back again. I’m writhing and moaning underneath him, like some demonic lifeform has me possessed, and I want him inside me so badly. He palms my breast, rubbing the hardened peak of my nipple through my flimsy bra, and the sharp pinch snaps me out of my lust-fueled daze.

Shrieking, I place firm hands on his chest and push him away. He stumbles, landing flat on his back alongside me. “What’s wrong?”

I scoot over to the space beside the couch, drawing my knees in to my chest. My breathing is ragged. “We can’t do this.”

He straightens up, sitting cross-legged across from me. “Why not?”

“Friends. The deal was friends only.”

“What if I want to change the terms of our arrangement?”

I blink profusely. “What? Why?”

“We’re attracted to each other, and we’re getting along really well. Why not take things to the next level and see what happens?” He slants his head to the side. “No labels, no pressure. We can keep this casual.”

I’m unsure if he tagged that suggestion on for his benefit or mine.

“I can think of one very good reason not to.” His brows knit together as I scramble to my feet. I need to put distance between us before I throw caution to the wind and fling myself back into his arms. I look down at him, with my body screaming in silent protest. “You’re in love with my best friend, and I want to be the champ too. I don’t want to be second-best.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Brad

She went to her room after that. I should have followed her. Should’ve told her she was in pole position, but I didn’t. Because I don’t want to lie—to either her or myself—and until I work out exactly what my feelings are toward Faye, I owe it to Rachel to keep my distance.

So why the fuck do I feel so miserable now?

I’m still tossing and turning in bed, unable to quell the maelstrom in my mind, a few hours later when I hear her shout out in her sleep. A minute later, a piercing scream rips through the still night air, and I flip the covers off, racing to her room.

Rachel is thrashing about on the bed, limbs flailing. “Stay away from me!” She lashes out at imaginary monsters as I cautiously approach the bed. “No! Stop it!” Very gently, I place my hand on her arm, and all hell breaks loose. “Don’t touch me!” she roars, rearing up in the bed, her eyes fluttering open in panic. “I’ll kill you. I will.” She thrusts her clenched hand in my direction, and her fist impacts my jaw, sending me tumbling backward onto the floor. She jumps up, eyes blazing, panic etched all over her face. A look of sheer confusion transforms her features. She whimpers, clutching her arms around her waist as her gaze darts about the room.

Slowly, I scramble to my feet, raising my palms in a conciliatory gesture. “Rachel. It’s me. It’s Brad. I’m not going to touch you. I promise.”

She swings her gaze in my direction, and her brow puckers. “Brad?” A choked sound rips from her throat, and her voice is laced with pain. Someone may as well have reached into my heart and crushed it to nothing. I’ve had my suspicions, but I don’t need much more convincing than this: someone hurt Rachel, and when I find out who it is, they’re going to wish they’d never been born.

She slithers to the ground, utterly shattered. Burying her face in her hands, she starts sobbing. Very slowly, I crawl to her side, sitting beside her, careful not to touch her even though I want to swaddle her in my arms and protect her. “You’re safe, Rach. I’m here, and I’m not going to let anyone hurt you again.”

She sobs even louder.

I sit beside her, listening to her anguished sobbing, wanting to help but clueless on how to do that. I’m hoping my quiet presence by her side is offering some comfort. She cries for ages, and each sob is like someone taking a knife to my skin and slicing me open. I’ve just decided to endure Ky’s wrath and call Faye when she leans her head on my shoulder, and the sobs become quieter and more sporadic. “Brad?” she whispers in a croaky voice.

I risk reaching my arm around her back, pulling her in closer. “Yes, Red?”

“Will you stay with me tonight?” Red-rimmed bloodshot eyes stare into mine. “I won’t have any more nightmares if you’re holding me.”

I press my lips to her forehead. “Of course.” I help her to her feet, tucking her into the bed while I grab some bottles of water from the kitchen. When I return, she’s lying on her side, facing the window, with her back to me. I put a bottle on her bedside table and crawl into bed behind her. Very slowly, I wrap my arms around her, careful to keep a gap between our bodies. She curls back, snuggling into me, and I relax, knowing she’s okay with this.

“Did I hurt you?” she whispers a minute later.

“No. I’m fine,” I reply, deliberately ignoring the dull ache in my jaw. That girl’s got a killer left hook, but I don’t want her feeling guilty, especially when it wasn’t really me she was lashing out at. I kiss the top of her head. “Go to sleep, beautiful. I’ve got you.”

She laces her fingers through mine. “Thank you,” she whispers.

The next morning, it’s as if nothing happened during the night. I’m awake before her, my insides all knotted up at the thought that someone hurt the girl in my arms. She stirs, yawning and stretching her body out in the bed. She twists around, giving me a shy smile. “Morning.”

“Morning.” I sweep her hair back off her face. Although her eyes are still a bit swollen, she looks rested. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m good.” Her smile widens, but it doesn’t quite meet her eyes.

“Do you want to ta—”

“I’m thinking poached eggs and bacon for breakfast. That sound good?” she interrupts me, throwing the covers off and jumping up.

I’m looking to her for guidance, and I don’t want to push her, so I follow her lead, as much as it pains me to remain in the dark. “Sounds perfect. You want some help?”

“Nope. Why don’t you grab a shower while I cook?”

“Is that a polite way of telling me I smell?” I joke.

Her nostrils twitch. “Now that you mention it …”

“Don’t push your luck, Red, unless you want to get into an intimate conversation about bodily smells?” I fling the covers off and stand up.

Her cheeks flush as her eyes drop to the noticeable bulge in my boxer briefs. Shit, forgot that’s all I’d been wearing when I bust into her room last night.

She lets her hair hang around her face, hiding her expression. “Definitely not up for that kind of conversation at this hour on a Saturday morning. Go shower. You have ten minutes.”

“Yes, boss lady.” I give her a saucy wink, and she shakes her head before leaving the room.

Over breakfast, I ask her what her plans are for today. She shrugs. “Nothing much. I’ll probably fit in some studying and maybe meet with Faye and Lauren for lunch.”

“Cool.” I remove our plates and take them to the sink. “I’m going to do a couple hours in the gym and squeeze in some studying before heading to Wellesley later to view a few more houses with Mom. I’m planning on staying there tonight. You wanna come with?”

A customary look of fleeting panic skates over her face. I’ve noticed the same look every time I leave the apartment. Rachel is terrified to be by herself, and, after last night, I need to know why. If she won’t or can’t tell me, then I know someone who might.

I walk to her side, gently palming her face, determined to make this easy for her. “Come with me. Please.”

The relief is evident on her face. “Okay, you’ve twisted my arm. What time are we leaving?”

“Around two?”

“Perfect. I’ll be ready and waiting.”

After suggesting she call Lauren to come over and study with her, I leave the apartment, happier in the knowledge that Rachel’s not alone. I text Kev on my way to ensure he’s there. Twenty minutes later, I’m knocking on his door.

“Hey, man.” He jerks his head at me, standing aside to allow me in. “What’s up?”

“I need to talk to you about Rachel.”

He folds his arms over his chest, leaning back against the wall. “This is starting to get old, pipsqueak.”

“Don’t call me that,” I snap, running a hand through my hair. “I’m not that little kid you can tease and beat on anymore.”

“I never beat you.”

“Don’t you remember that time Ky and I followed you and Kade to that party? I seem to recall a few punches being thrown.”

He chuckles. “Man, you two were so obvious, and a few slaps hardly counts.”

“Much as I’m loving this trip down nostalgia lane,” I deadpan, “I’m here to talk about Rachel. I know someone hurt her, and that she’s fucking terrified of something, and I’m figuring they’re connected. Every time I think she’s going to confide in me, she retreats, and I’m back to square one. I know you’re helping her with something, and I want to know what you know.”

He sighs, scrubbing a hand over his taut jaw. “I can’t betray her confidence, bro. That’s not how I roll.”

“Even if it’s in her best interests? I want to help protect her, but it’s hard when I don’t know what I’m up against.”

“I’m glad you care and that she’s living with you now. I don’t want to see anything happen to her either but it’s not my place to tell you. All I can say is there is someone from her past she has asked me to keep tabs on, and I’m concerned that person has followed her here. As for what went down, I’m as clueless as you. She won’t tell me either, but it looks like it’s some sick shit.”

“I’ll say. She broke down in my arms in the middle of the night. She’s hurting so much and I want to kill the fucker who did this.” I crack my knuckles for extra emphasis, and a muscle tenses in my jaw.

He scrutinizes my face. “Me, too. Look, how about this? We stay in contact, and if there’s anything suspect to report, we group our efforts. We can do that without betraying Rachel’s confidence.”

“Yeah, let’s do that. All I care about is keeping her safe.”

“Stick to her side, and if you notice anyone suspicious hanging around, let me know.”

I open the door and step outside. “Will do.”

“One final thing.” He stretches his arms above his head, holding onto the doorframe. “If you
 hurt Rachel, I’ll be the first one lining up to kick your ass.”

I nod. “Understood, but that’s not going to happen.”

“Don’t fuck her around. I mean it.”

“For fuck’s sake, Kev, there’s no need to drill the message home. I got it, and I’m not going to hurt her. I care about her, and I want to protect her. Why the fuck do you think I came here?”

“Chill, bro. Just making sure. I care about her too.”

“Later.” I walk away before I say something I’ll regret.
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Rachel has her jacket on and a bag at her feet when I return to the apartment. “I made you some lunch,” she says, holding out a square box. I open the lid, my mouth watering at the homemade wrap and chocolate chip cookie. “In case you didn’t get a chance to grab lunch.”

“I didn’t, and thanks.” Without thinking, I lean in and kiss her cheek, and it feels like the most natural thing in the world. I walk to my room to grab a few things, noticing she’s placed the rose I gave her in an elegant, long-necked clear glass vase and it’s holding center stage on the small coffee table. For some reason, it lifts the melancholy mood I’ve been in since my visit with Kev.

I chomp on the wrap as I drive while Rachel skims through the music collection on my iPhone. She puts on some Katy Perry, and I smile. No matter what my sister Kaitlyn says, every time I hear this song, I still think of her as a rambunctious twelve-year-old bopping her head as she sang along, every lyric committed to memory. I hate that I’ve missed so much time with my sisters. That I missed out on a crucial part of her teenage years. That I wasn’t with them to help her deal with shit. The more I look back on it, the more selfish I feel. I didn’t want to give up my dream of going to Harvard and playing college football, but I should have sacrificed that for my sisters. They needed their brother, and I abandoned them.

I don’t know how or if I’ll ever be able to make it up to them, but I won’t stop trying.

“Do you miss your family?” I glance momentarily in Rachel’s direction. She’s staring out the window, tapping her knee up and down to the beat of the music.

Her kneel stalls. “Honestly? Not really.” She doesn’t look at me, fixated on the view outside the window.

She doesn’t talk about her family much at all, but I get the sense she isn’t close to them, which I struggle to understand based on my own experience. “It must’ve been lonely growing up.”

She turns around, and there’s a weird expression on her face. “Jill and Faye were more like my family growing up. We used to go to Faye’s house after school to do our homework and study, because both Jill’s and my mum worked. Faye’s mum didn’t, and she was like our surrogate mum. She always welcomed us with open arms. I loved hanging out in her house.”

“I’ve always thought you were more like sisters than best friends. Your relationship with Faye reminds me of the one I have with Ky. Or had,” I add, with a tinge of sadness. I haven’t heard from my buddy in weeks, and I miss him. It reminds me of the months we spent without talking after all that crap went down with his ex. That was a bleak period in my life for a few reasons.

“Your friendship will recover.” She places her hand tentatively on my knee. “It’s too important to both of you to lose.”

“I can’t tell if you’re right, but I hope you are.” I stop at the gates to the Kennedy property, inputting the security code.

We’re both quiet as I drive up the long driveway, but it’s not an uncomfortable silence. Rachel’s hand still rests on my knee, and I like it there.

When Mom comes running out of the house, flapping her hands in the air, I slow down in front of the main entrance. Rachel and I share a look before getting out. She threads her hand in mine, and I’m grateful. The tearstained look on my mother’s face is shredding my heart to pieces. “What’s wrong, Mom?”

“It’s your father,” she rasps, tears streaming down her face. “He’s turned himself in.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Brad

“What?” I’m stunned as I stare at Mom, her words bouncing around my brain. “He actually did it?”

She nods. “He traveled on a fake passport, and when he arrived at Logan Airport, he turned himself in to the airport police.”

“Where is he now?”

“We don’t know, but Dan is trying to find out.”

Mom’s already cancelled the viewing appointments, so we stay holed up in the Kennedy house awaiting further news. Kaitlyn stomps around the place with a sulky look on her face, but we haven’t said anything to Emma yet. We need to find out what’s happening before we can fully explain it to her.

Rachel helps Alex fix dinner while I hold Mom’s hand on the couch. Understandably, she’s on edge. There’s some sci-fi movie for kids playing on the TV in the background, but Emma and Keaton Kennedy—one of the triplets and Ky’s younger brother—are the only ones engrossed in it.

After dinner, Rach sits beside me on the couch while we idly listen to Alex and Mom chatting about kids growing old and leaving the nest. “Want to watch a movie in the home theater?” I whisper in her ear. This house is the bomb, and it comes complete with a home movie theater, as well as indoor and outdoor pools, a massive basketball court, and private gym. Not to mention the woods and additional properties at the rear.

“Yes, please. This conversation is giving me gray hairs.”

I chuckle, pulling her up and clasping her hand in mine. “We’re going to watch a movie. Let me know if you hear anything.” I kiss Mom’s cheek.

“How are you feeling about the news?” Rachel asks as we walk through the lobby.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you surprised?”

“Yeah. I really didn’t think he’d do it. I figured I’d never see him again.”

“Will you meet with him?”

Air releases from my mouth in a noisy burst, and an ache spreads across my chest. “I haven’t decided. I think I need to let the news settle and then work out how I feel and what I want to do.”

Sounds of giggling greet my ears as we round the corner and enter the large games room. Kaitlyn is squirming on the couch, swatting at Kent Kennedy as he reaches for her. “Stop it, Kent! I told you I’m ticklish.”

“And you should never have admitted that. The million-dollar question is where are you most ticklish?” His tone is suggestive in the extreme as he grabs her shirt and pulls her to him.

I’m on top of him before I’ve even registered the fact my feet have moved across the room. I yank him up by his shirt. “What the actual fuck do you think you’re doing?” I yell. “She’s off limits to you! If you have laid one finger on her, I swear to God, I’ll beat your ass all the way into town.”

“Oh my God, Brad, stop! You’re freaking embarrassing me!” Kaitlyn shrieks, trying to drag me away from Kent.

Rachel intervenes, unclenching my fists and releasing Kent. She tugs me back a few steps, whispering calming words in my ear. Kent smirks before deliberately raking his gaze over my sister from head to toe. I lunge for him again, but Rachel reacts fast, putting herself in between us. “Chill out, Brad. Seriously, you’re going to have a heart attack if you don’t calm down.”

Kent smirks again, and a red layer coats my eyes as I glower at the little shit. Kent is the resident delinquent, the brother most out of control, and I’m damned if I’m letting him anywhere near my sister. I still remember the time Faye and I had to call Ky to drag Kent out of a foursome. We caught him naked with three college chicks, and he was only fifteen at the time. He’s always been reckless, and he’s been cautioned for shoplifting on several occasions. If it wasn’t for the Kennedy connections and wealth, he’d probably be in juvie by now.

“Has he touched you?” I bark at Kaitlyn, and she flinches.

Her cheeks turn bright red. “No. We’re just friends, and you’re making a big deal out of nothing.”

Ignoring him, I work hard to calm myself down before facing my sister. “He is trouble, and you are to stay away from him. He’s too old for you anyway.” The triplets turn eighteen next month, and Kaitlyn won’t be sixteen until next year. “Have I made myself clear?”

“Screw you, Brad. You’re not the boss of me.”

“Fine. I guess I’ll just have to have a word with Mom then.” I send a death glare in Kent’s direction. “Once I fill her in on your past, she’ll have your balls in a cage, and her head on a leash.” I point at my sister while my eyes stay firmly locked on Kent.

His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. “Let’s not be too hasty here. No need to scare the shit out of your Mom. I’ll stay away from Kaitlyn. I promise.”

“And you expect me to take you at your word?”

“Don’t be an asshole, Brad.” The smirk drops off his face. “I won’t touch her.”

“Thanks a heap,” Kaitlyn says, shoving me aside before storming out of the room. I crick my neck from side to side, trying to loosen the tension in my muscles. Rachel runs her hand up and down my spine, and her touch helps soothe me.

“She’s fifteen, Kent, and she’s just been through hell. She’s vulnerable, and if I hear you’ve taken advantage of her, I won’t be responsible for my actions. I don’t care if you’re Ky’s brother or not. I will beat the ever-loving crap out of you,” I warn.

“And I’ll help him,” Rachel adds, sliding her arm around my waist.

Kent looks nonchalant. Honestly, I think nothing gets to that kid. “Are you two fucking now?” He gestures between us.

“None of your business, and stop deflecting,” Rachel snarls. “And what about Whitney? I thought you two were together.”

“She lives in New York, so it’s not an exclusive thing. Besides, I wasn’t doing anything
.”

“The hell you weren’t.” Tension coils in my stomach at the thought of his grabby hands anywhere near my little sister.

“Let it go,” Rachel implores. “Kent knows he’ll get an ass kicking if he dares even look funny at Kaitlyn. Right?”

“Message received,” he barks, scowling. “So, you can drop it.”

“Come on,” she takes my elbow, dragging me in the direction of the theater room.

“Oh, and Rach,” Kent says, calling after us. I throw my eyes to the ceiling, already sensing where this is going. “If you get tired of the asshole, you know where I am. I’m always up for a good time.” He rocks his hips, making an obscene gesture with his hand.

“You’re disgusting, and hell will freeze before I’ll let you put a hand on me.” She levels him with a grave look.

“Now you’re just being cruel. I know you don’t mean that.” That dude’s ego is through the roof—he genuinely believes his own press, and he has a ton of growing up to do.

She lifts her eyes to the ceiling, before ushering me forward. “Goodbye, Kent,” she calls out over her shoulder.

We watch a couple of movies before Rachel says she’s tired and we retreat to bed.

Separately.

I was going to ask if she wanted me to sleep with her again, but I’ve decided it’s best to let her call the shots.

I’m only half-asleep when my door creaks open an hour later. A thin sliver of light from the hallway has me lifting my head and glancing at the clock. It’s just past one a.m. I pull back the covers as the dark shape closes the door and tiptoes toward my bed. “Come here, beautiful,” I whisper, patting the space.

Rachel slides into bed, and I immediately pull her in beside me. Her body curls into mine, and a whimper of contentment flies out of my mouth. A guy could get used to this. “Is this okay?” she whispers.

“I’ve been expecting you.”

She snuggles into me, and I wrap my arm around her back. Her scent swirls around me, and I hold her even tighter. The more time I spend with her, the more my protective instincts kick into gear.

A few minutes later, she props up on an elbow, looking at me strangely. She tucks her hair nervously behind her ears as she wets her lips. “Brad?” she whispers.

“Yeah?” I run my fingers along the elegant column of her neck.

“Can you kiss me?”

I arch a brow, surprised she’s breaking her own rule.

“It’s just that—”

I cut her off with my mouth, brushing my lips against hers in a soft touch. “You don’t have to explain, and it’s hardly a chore.” Her hands land on my chest, and blood rushes south. Things are stirring in my boxers, and I have a silent pep talk with my dick, tempering the expectations.

“I was only going to say I feel safe when I’m with you, and I know you’ve been staying in the apartment on purpose because you’ve sensed that. Thank you for doing that for me.”

“Like I said, Red. It’s not a chore, and if you’re done talking, I’d like to claim that kiss now.” She leans down, but I gently push her onto her back. I start kissing her neck, nibbling on the sensitive spot just below her ear. I’m trying to make amends with Rachel, starting with treating her how I should have from the start. That means putting her needs before my own and letting her see I’m genuine about taking things further with her. “I’m hard as a rock, babe, but I want you to ignore that. We’re just going to kiss and cuddle.” I deliberately look into her eyes, wanting to gauge her reaction. “Is that okay with you?”

“That’s absolutely perfect. Now shut the fuck up and kiss me.”

I grin as I lower myself down on top of her. I’m careful not to crush her with my weight, propping up on one elbow and keeping a small gap between us. My mouth is greedy as I drink from hers. My lips trace every inch of her mouth, and my tongue dives in when she readily opens for me. Her hands rest lightly on my bare waist, and the feel of her small, soft hands on my naked skin unravels me. My kiss is more insistent, and she meets me every step of the way, but I hold back from really letting loose even though I’d willingly chop off a testicle to go there. I don’t know how long we kiss and innocently touch, but when we finally pull away, both our lips are swollen, and our joint ragged breathing is the only sound in the room.

She turns around so her back is to my front, pulling my hands firmly around her waist.

“Sleep, baby,” I murmur, nuzzling her hair and curling my body around hers.

“Brad?” she whispers a minute later.

“Hhmm.” I’m already in semi-slumber mode.

“I think I like, like
, you.”

Her words do something funny to my insides. Pleasantly funny. A goofy grin slips over my lips. “I think I like, like
, you too.”
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We trade secretive little looks over the kitchen table the next morning at breakfast when we think no one’s watching. Last night feels significant, like we’ve turned a corner.

“Fuck,” Kent exclaims, waving his spoon between Rachel and me. “This is like Kyler and Faye part two. I’m gonna need a new puke bucket.”

“Kent!” Alex hisses. “Cut that out or you can leave.” She gestures subtly in Mom’s direction. Mom has a hand to her chest as if she’s having heart palpitations. I resist the urge to chuckle. Mom’s so innocent sometimes, but it’s endearing, and I wouldn’t change her for the world.

Later on, Rachel is with me, Mom, and Alex when James and Dan arrive to update us. “Your father is being held under federal jurisdiction, and he’s still undergoing questioning. Our understanding is that he’s being detained in the FBI field office in Chelsea. I’ve submitted a formal request for visitation, but it’s likely to be at least two or three days before that’s granted,” the attorney explains. “Usually, the FBI wouldn’t keep a suspect for more than a couple of days or after the initial court appearance, but they have special grounds to detain him for longer.”

I’m torn between staying and leaving, but I really can’t afford to miss class, and tomorrow is my first day back at training. Coach will have my balls if I’m a no-show. Mom makes the decision for me, insisting we head back to the city.

Sunday night is a repeat of last night, with Rachel draped around me in bed, and while it involves a passionate make-out session, I keep my hands in a strictly PG-13 position, not progressing things until she’s ready to go there. Which is kinda weird, considering we’ve already had sex several times. It’s like we started everything backward, but I’m not complaining. I’m happy to take whatever she’s offering.

It’s Monday morning, and I’m feeling on top of the world. Rachel seems to be in a great mood too, openly kissing me on the mouth as I drop her off in front of her school. “I should be back before you finish yoga, so I’ll fix dinner.”

“Great.” Leaning up on her tiptoes, she wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me more deeply this time. “A girl could get used to this you know,” she whispers, and her cheeks flush.

“A guy wants a girl to get used to it,” I whisper back, claiming her lips one final time. We’ve turned all domesticated, and the shocker is how much I’m loving that. I love going home and cooking, knowing she’ll be back soon. Rooming with Kyler was completely different. The first year he had Faye over all the time, and I constantly felt like the third wheel. Then this year he’s barely been home, preferring to hang out at Faye’s apartment. I hadn’t realized how lonely I’d become. Not that I’m blaming Kyler for that; it’s my fault he had to tiptoe around me. “Scoot, before we’re both late.” I tap her lightly on the ass, laughing as she pouts.

I can’t keep the grin off my face all day. There are no labels or anything, and I can’t say I know exactly what’s happening between Rachel and me, but, for the first time in ages, I feel like I belong in my skin. Like I finally recognize myself, and I’m comfortable with who I am. Things are moving forward, and I’m the happiest I’ve been in a long while. And that’s saying a lot with all the Dad shit hanging over my head. His incarceration is front page news on every paper and the main headline on every single news channel. Hushed whispers and pointed fingers follow me around campus all day, but I ignore the gossipmongers and keep my head down.

My teammates cheer loudly when I appear in the locker room, and I’m jostled and slapped on the back so much I feel bruised. But it’s good. Brady will be out for another week at least, so I don’t have to deal with his skeezy ass yet. I’m hoping they find enough evidence to kick him off the team, but only time will tell.

My limbs ache as I limp off the field a couple of hours later. While I’ve kept up my gym sessions, it’s no match for the rigorous training Coach puts us through. I hate that I’ve fallen behind, but I’ll catch up.

Back at the apartment, I’ve just put some noodles on to boil when the buzzer sounds. Thinking it’s Rachel and that she must’ve forgotten her key, I press the button to let her in. A few minutes later, there’s a hard knock on the apartment door. Giving the noodles a quick stir, I sprint to the door and swing it open without checking.

A tall, dark-haired guy with familiar-looking eyes stands in front of me. “Hey, man,” he says in a strong Irish accent. “I’m looking for Rachel. Is she in?” He peers behind me, and I move to block his view. I’m instantly on high alert.

“Who’s asking?” I fold my arms and stare the guy down.

He laughs, extending his hand. “Sorry. I should’ve introduced myself first. I’m Alec. I’m Rachel’s brother.”

A layer of stress flitters away as we touch knuckles. “Good to meet you.” I open the door wider. “Rachel never said you were coming.”

“It’s a surprise.” He smiles as he steps inside, and he looks so much like her that I’m wondering how I didn’t immediately make the connection. “You’re Brad?” I nod, closing the door behind me. “She’s told me all about you.”

“Yeah?” I can’t keep the shock from my voice. “What exactly did she tell you?”

He laughs again, sliding onto a stool at the counter as I return to the stove. “Yeah, I’m so not going there. Sibling code and all that.”

“Fair enough. Have you eaten? There’s enough here for three, and Rach should be back soon.”

His smile turns to a frown, but he quickly disguises it. “No, I’m good. I had something to eat before I came here.”

“You got someplace to stay?” I ask, trying to de-clump the noodles which are now sticking together in the pan. “Or do you need to crash here?”

“I’ve got a place. Already dropped my bags off.”

The front door slams. “Something smells burnt!” Rach shouts from the hallway.

I lower the heat under the pan and twist around, smiling in anticipation of her reaction.

Rachel rounds the corner into the living space with a massive grin on her face. I know the second she notices our guest, because her face crumples, and she sways unsteadily on her feet. Her whole body starts shuddering, and there’s a mixture of horror and disbelief on her face. I rush to her side as her brother stands up. “Baby, what’s wrong?” I circle my arms around her waist, clutching her to me. She’s shaking profusely, and tears cascade down her face.

“Hey, sis. Long time no see.” Alec saunters toward us like there’s nothing wrong with his sister’s reaction.

Rachel clings to me, visibly trembling, but her eyes haven’t left her brother.

He opens his arms wide. “Where’s my
 hug?”

“Get out,” she whispers, her voice barely audible.

“What’s going on?” I tilt her chin up with my finger, forcing her eyes to meet mine. “What’s wrong?”

“Make him leave.” Her lower lip wobbles, and tears continue to course down her face. “Please, Brad. Get him out of here.”

A cold, icy sensation crawls up my spine. Moving fast, I place her behind me, shielding her from him. My voice is like granite as I speak. “You heard her. Get the fuck out of here.”

“Or what?” He steps up to me. “You’ll make me?”

His face transforms in a split second, sending more chills creeping up my spine. A dark, deadly glare radiates from his eyes as he sends me a menacing look. “Move aside. I want to speak to my sister.”

Rachel whimpers behind me, her fingers clinging to my shirt. Her body continues to tremble against mine. “No. She doesn’t want you here. Get out or I’m calling the cops.”

His eyes narrow to slits as he sizes me up. I ready myself in case he makes a move. Like a switch has been flipped, his features relax and he steps back, holding up his palms. “No problem. I’ll go.” He starts backing away. “But I’m not leaving, Rachel. Not until you speak to me. Remember what I told you the last time we spoke. That still stands. That will always stand. You can never outrun the truth.”

“Go.” I jerk my head toward the hallway.

“This time, man. You can have it this time.” He stares at me and that unnerving feeling is back. He continues walking backward until he’s out of sight. Taking Rachel with me, I walk out to the hall to ensure he’s left. The door is wide open. As I watch him watching me while he waits outside the elevator bank, a silent storm brews inside me. I shut and lock the door, never taking my eyes off him until the door forms a solid barrier.

I pull Rach around in front of me, examining her face. Tears are cascading like a waterfall down her cheeks. “What did he tell you the last time you spoke?”

She gulps, swiping at her tears. Her voice is quaking when she speaks. “That I’m his. That I’ll always be his, and no one else can have me.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

[image: ]


Rachel

“What?” Brad’s face can’t curtail his shock. “Why would he say that to you? You need to tell me what’s going on, Rachel, because my mind has gone to a very weird place.”

“That weird place is probably correct,” I whisper.

He takes my arm, gently guiding me to the couch. “Wait there.” I watch in a daze as he goes to the kitchen and turns off the cooker.

He returns with a bottle of water and a blanket. Sitting beside me, he tucks the blanket around me, but nothing can stop the chills that emanate from the very core of my soul. I sip the water, while my brain frantically scrambles to decipher the mesh of emotions cluttering my head and my heart. It’s always the same when I’m confronted by my demons. When my tormentor appears in the flesh. Nausea builds at the base of my throat.

“Rachel, I know you haven’t wanted to talk about this, but you’ve got to give me some answers. I want to protect you, but I need to know the truth. What did he do to you?”

Fresh tears spill from my eyes as I face him. The compassion and confusion on his face helps me decide. I’m tired of keeping this locked up inside. Tired of feeling like half a person. Like it’s somehow my fault. As if I brought this on myself. And I’m so done with the hold he has on me. I used to think if I didn’t acknowledge it, didn’t speak about it, if I pretended like it didn’t happen, then I could convince myself it wasn’t real. But it’s always been real. I’ve never been able to deny it. All my attempts at numbing reality have failed.

So, it’s time to apply reverse psychology.

To free the secrets and lies.

I need to own them before I can overcome them.

And I want to, because I want to move forward in my life, to believe I have a future.

I clear my throat and slap a few invisible steel layers over my heart. “I was thirteen the first time my brother climbed into my bed in the middle of the night.” My voice is eerily placid, like the calm before the storm.

Brad slides alongside me, and his arms close around my waist. “How old was he?” he asks through gritted teeth.

His touch, and his smell, give me the strength to continue. “Fifteen.” I wet my lips as acid coats my mouth. “He kissed me, and when I tried to pull away, he told me not to be afraid of my feelings. That it was okay to want to kiss him and touch him.” I look up into Brad’s horrified eyes. “When I told him I didn’t feel like that, he got so mad. He pinned my wrists down and told me to stop lying, that he’d seen the way I looked at him like I wanted him.”

Another tear sneaks out of my eye, but I hastily brush it aside. I’ve shed too many of them over that monster. “I’d never looked at him like that. He was my brother
, and I was still so ignorant of sex and boys. I didn’t really have a clue, but I was scared. He’d always had this horrible temper, and he’d hit me on several occasions in the past. My parents never believed me when I told them the truth. As far as they were concerned, Alec was the golden child. The one kid who never gave them any problems. I was the one who got into trouble in school for always talking and giving cheek to the teachers. Alec had good grades and glowing reports from the teachers. He played football, Gaelic, and hurling, and when he joined secondary school, he was class captain and on the debating team. Everyone loved him.” I’m rambling a little, but it’s so hard to verbalize the torture I suffered at my brother’s hands. I’ve never said the words out loud before.

“I bet everyone loved you too. It’s impossible not to.” His soothing tone is gentle, and I know he’s trying to relax me, but there’s no easing into this perverted shit.

I gulp back my panic and my fear. It’s okay to let this out now. Brad knows. He may not be aware of the specifics, but he knows. There’s a sort of beautiful freedom in emptying my head of the torment I’ve spent years trying to hide. “That night he only kissed me, but he slipped into my room again the next night, and he touched me down there. I had no idea what was happening, except that I knew it was wrong. I felt dirty. I couldn’t stop crying, but he kissed my tears away. Told me it would be okay.”

Brad weaves his fingers through my hair, kissing my temple, and I can tell how much of an effort it is for him to be tender in the aftermath of that revelation. “I’m so sorry, Rachel.”

“Soon, he was creeping into my room at least every few nights, and things progressed quickly. He made me touch him, and his hands were all over me, inside me.” I shudder as an intense bout of disgust and shame envelops me. “I hated it,” I whisper. “I hated the way his hands lingered on places they shouldn’t. I hated the way he made me feel. I begged him to stop, but he wouldn’t. If I argued or tried to push him away, he pinned me down and took what he wanted anyway. My tears only seemed to turn him on more.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

“I was scared to tell my parents. Afraid they wouldn’t believe me. I was the problem child after all. I thought of telling my friends, but Faye was going through her own shit, and Jill was far too innocent.” I look away, biting on my lip so hard I draw blood. “I thought it was my fault, that I’d somehow led him on, and I was ashamed. I didn’t want anyone to know what was happening in my bedroom at night.”

“Did he …” He stops, his jaw working overtime. He clears his throat. “Did he …”

I cling to his arms. “He raped me after I got my period for the first time. Like he was waiting for me to officially be a woman when he forced his way inside me. I was fourteen, and he wasn’t gentle. I cried the entire time and he kept his hand over my mouth to muffle my sobs.”

Brad buries his head in my shoulder, and his entire body is shuddering. Hurt lances me on all sides. It’s so hard to relive this. Especially after I’ve spent years trying to forget. But I’ve been fooling myself in thinking that I was coping. Shoving the hurt and the pain aside hasn’t healed me. It’s only temporarily covered over the cracks. Now they’re wide open and I’m bleeding. Like my heart has been savaged with a pickaxe and blood is oozing from the myriad of open wounds. A huge sob travels up my throat, and my chest is wracked with pain.

Brad lifts his head up, and his eyes are brimming with tears. “Oh my God, Rachel. I can’t believe you’ve had to deal with that. I …” He swipes away his tears. “I can’t believe he did that to you. You’re his sister. He should have protected you from monsters, not turned into one.” He shakes his head. “I don’t understand how your parents didn’t notice something
.”

“Alec was clever, and my parents trusted him implicitly. He waited till my parents were asleep before coming to my room. Nights when my parents went out and left him babysitting were the worst. I remember begging my parents to hire a babysitter, but they always shooed my concerns away, insisting Alec was old enough and responsible enough to be left in charge. He’d have his hand in my knickers before the car even pulled out of the driveway. On those nights, he’d ply me with alcohol until I could barely see straight, and he’d force me to reenact scenes from pornos with him.”

All the blood drains from Brad’s face, but I don’t stop talking. I can’t anymore. The words are ready to erupt from my soul.

“I came to welcome that numb feeling. The alcohol anesthetized me to the things he did to my body. I became detached from myself. I liked to imagine I was a mute bystander. An emotionless droid just watching from the sidelines. I was barely living. I was in so much pain all the time. I was withdrawn and sullen, and my parents should have noticed but they were too busy with work and their social lives to pay attention to the signs. I was getting into more and more trouble in school and outside of it, and I began partying hard. I was regularly getting drunk and sleeping with guys. I needed to forget. Every second of every day he was with me. His cruel, taunting words echoed in my ear. His possessive caress left invisible fingerprints on my skin. I used to scrub myself red raw in the shower trying to erase the feel of him on me.”

A potent shudder whittles through me, and Brad holds me even closer. “Sex became automatic. I slept with other guys because I thought if there were different hands on me, a different body inside mine, that I’d be able to erase the way my brother felt as he traumatized me. But it never worked. I’d have sex with some guy at a party, and then I’d hate him. Hate myself. I couldn’t bear to look at the guy again. It was like the physical manifestation of my failure. My self-loathing and disgust were cranked to the max. Some days, I couldn’t even face myself in the mirror. It’s why I never entertained the idea of letting any guy into my life.”

I peer into his eyes. I’m tempted to hold my next thought back, but there’s no point in freeing my soul of this without being completely honest. “Until you. You’re the first guy I’ve been with who makes me feel more than disgust and shame. The first guy who’s brought me pleasure without all the dirty edges. The first guy to bring emotions to the surface. Perhaps it’s because I’ve been trying to put it behind me. Trying to move on. To allow myself to feel things. To feel normal.”

A pained look crosses his face. “Was I … was I too rough with you? If I’d known …”

I shake my head vehemently. “No, and don’t do that. I don’t want to be the victim in your eyes. I want to feel desired for all the right reasons.”

“You are, believe me.” He sweeps my hair away from my face, tucking it behind my ears. “Now isn’t the time for this conversation, but I’ve always been attracted to you, Rachel. And if you think I haven’t wanted to touch you, to hold you, and bring you to my bed these last few weeks, then you’re wrong, because it’s all I’ve thought about most days.” His look turns tender. “And it’s not just the physical connection. I’ve enjoyed living with you these last couple of weeks. Enjoyed getting to know you better, and I like what I see. I like you a lot, Rachel.”

At any other time, his words would thrill me. But my emotions are in limbo. It’s always been my best defensive mechanism. To bundle up all my feelings, squash them into an imaginary box, and seal the lid shut. There’s more I need to say, but if I start thinking about feelings, I’ll crumple. If I fall apart, I don’t know if I can piece myself back together this time.

Ignoring his last comment, I continue. “He took photos of me. It’s how he ensured my secrecy. He has hundreds, hell, probably thousands, of naked pictures of me. He said if I told my parents, told anyone, that he’d post them online, share them around school, and that he’d tell my parents I was prostituting myself on the side and he’d been trying to protect me. I knew they’d believe him. Mom was disgusted with the reputation I was gaining around town, and it wouldn’t take much for her to believe him. I was trapped, and so I remained his plaything until I turned sixteen.”

“What happened at sixteen?”

“He went away to college, and I could finally breathe. Could finally start trying to repair the damage he had done. I signed up to self-defense classes and started digging for some dirt of my own. Turns out, he got his girlfriend pregnant, and he forced her into an abortion. My mother is totally against abortion, and she’d be sickened if she knew what he did. When he returned home for October midterm, I had a lock on my bedroom door and evidence of the abortion. I confronted him and told him to stay the hell away from me or I’d tell mum.”

“I can’t believe he had a girlfriend. I assume she didn’t know what he was doing to you?”

“I don’t think so, but I didn’t really know her. He kept her away from me. Hardly ever brought her home. She went to a private school in the city center, and she mixed in different social circles, so she was a virtual stranger. At first, I thought he’d leave me alone once he had a steady girlfriend, but, if anything, his abuse accelerated. He got off on hurting me. He never left marks where anyone could see, but he became violent, and I learned to just shut up and lie there until it was over.”

A murderous rage sweeps over his face. “I want to rip him from limb to limb, tear strips off his skin, and subject him to slow torture, over and over, until all he feels is pain.”

“You’ll have to get in line. I have thought of it, you know. I have money now. I’ve thought of having him killed.”

“No one would blame you.”

“Except then I’d never be rid of him. The memory of what I’d done, what I’d let myself become would haunt me forever. I’d be proving his point; that I’m sadistic and violent like he is. And I’m not. I’m not like him.”

“Of course, you aren’t. You have so much heart, Rachel, and even more so now I know your past. Don’t ever let him make you feel that you aren’t a good person. Because you’re the best.”

His words roll over me, like oil gliding over water.

He is quiet for a few minutes. “How did he react after you stood up to him?”

“He was furious, and, for the first time in years, I felt proud of myself. Proud that I’d finally had the balls to stand up to him. But that feeling didn’t last long.”

Brad runs his hands up my arms in a soothing motion.

“When he came home that Christmas, he started stalking me. He’d turn up at parties and watch me. I was still out of control, getting drunk and fucking random guys. He beat the shit out of all of them. Put one guy in the hospital. He’d drag me home in front of everyone. All they saw was the caring brother routine. The minute we’d get in his car, he’d jump on me, but my rage was enough to overcome the alcoholic coma. I fought him. Viciously. We both ended up bloodied and bruised, but he knew he’d never be able to rape me again. I was strong enough to fight back. But I was naïve if I thought his hold was only physical. It’s way worse than that.”

He presses a kiss to my temple, and his affection alleviates the battered edges of my damaged soul. “He told me if I breathed a word to anyone that he’d rape Jill and Faye.” His face pales, but I go on. “He told me he’d kill any guy who dared think he could take his place.” An incredulous laugh rips from my mouth. “He gave me his permission
 to fuck around. Said he understood I had needs and that he wasn’t always there to fulfil them, so I could screw other guys, but no boyfriends. He told me I would never belong to anyone but him.” I shake my head at the memory of that conversation. “I told him he was a fucking psycho and delusional if he believed I would ever think as he did. He said one day I’d stop resisting. That I’d come begging, and he’d be waiting. He said he owned me, and he had the power to make or break me. He told me he didn’t care if I told Mum about the abortion. That it would pale in comparison to what he had to show her.”

“Jesus Christ, Rach.” Brad hugs me close to his chest. “He is
 a fucking psycho. No wonder you’ve been so scared.”

“I felt so helpless after that. I thought of ending things a few times, but there was always this voice inside my head that said then he’d win. I almost completely lost it after Faye left for America. I never told her. Even after she dealt with her own stuff, because I didn’t want to burden her with this, and I thought I was protecting her.” I look into his eyes. “I could hardly tell her he’d threatened to rape her too. And I couldn’t take the risk and confess. If anything had happened to her or Jill, I would never have forgiven myself. It was only when I visited Wellesley for the first time, and after my parents won all that money, that I began to think there was another way.”

“I can’t believe you’ve kept all this inside for so long.” He cups my face. “You’re so strong, Rachel. So unbelievably brave. And you’re a fighter. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“I reached a point where I wanted to change my life, and I decided I had to stop blaming him for the state I was in. I’m
 the one who let his actions destroy me. I had to convince myself that I
 still had control, and with money behind me, I could put my plan into action. I didn’t tell my parents I was leaving the country until the very last minute. As it is, they think I’m in Spain. I couldn’t tell them where I really was because they would have told him. Kev has helped me set up a false identity and masked my real identity.”

“That’s why I couldn’t find you on Snapchat.”

“I don’t have online accounts. I lie and tell my friends it’s just not my thing but it’s a necessary precaution.”

“But he still found you.”

“Yes. I’ve had a couple texts from him in recent months. Kev set up tracking software to monitor his movements, but we believe he has someone else using his identity while he came here under a false one. Kev said whoever has set this up is an expert, so Alec has obviously done the same thing I’ve done: He’s paid someone to find me, while I paid someone to hide me.”

“What do you think his next move is?”

Butterflies go wild in my chest, and that nauseating sensation is back. “I’m worried you’ve just made yourself a target. He must think you’re my boyfriend, and after what he’s said …” Tears spring forth in my eyes at the thought of anything happening to Brad.

“I can take care of myself,” he coolly replies. “I meant what are his plans in relation to you?”

“Oh, that’s simple.” It’s remarkable how calm I sound when I’m in bits on the inside. “He’ll either kidnap or kill me.”


Chapter Thirty
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Brad

I swing into action even though I want to stay on the couch and cradle Rachel in my arms. But that asshole is completely psychotic and unpredictable, and I’m scared shitless for her. I put on the TV, place the water bottle in her hands, and tell her I’m going to fix this before moving into the kitchen and pulling out my phone. Every couple of seconds, she looks over her shoulder to make sure I’m still there, and it kills me every time. She’s petrified but trying to put a brave face on things.

I waste no time bringing Keven up to speed. I know I can trust him to take her story to the grave, so I have no qualms in relaying her past. Kev is a guy of few words, so the stream of abuse and expletives feeding through the line tells me his feelings match mine. “I’ll contact Dad’s security guy and send a team to your apartment straightaway. They’ll watch from a distance so she doesn’t feel threatened, but he isn’t getting near her again. Not on my watch.”

“Not on our watch,” I growl.

“Agreed. I’ll also hack into the airport’s server and see if I can find out which passport he traveled here on. If I can find the identity he’s using, I can track his whereabouts, and then, hopefully, find where he’s storing those photos.”

“Good. I’m going to call Ky and Faye and ask them to come over. Faye knows this guy, and she might have some insight, and I think Rachel wants to tell her. To finally get it off her chest.”

“Let’s touch base again in the morning, and if anything happens during the night, call me.”

“Will do.”

I cut that call and make the next one with my heart in my mouth. This is the first time either one of us has initiated contact in weeks. Ky picks up after a few rings. “Hey.”

“Hey. I hate to ask this when it’s so late, but can you and Faye come over right now?”

Silence greets me initially. “Why?”

“This isn’t about me. It’s about Rachel. She needs Faye, and there’s some stuff you need to hear too. How fast can you get here?”

The sounds of hushed conversation filter through the line. “We’re leaving now. Be there soon.”

I sit down on the couch, pulling Rachel onto my lap. I update her quickly and quietly. She looks even more anxious. “Are you worried about telling her?”

She nods. “I mean, I want to tell her. I’ve come close so many times, but I’m scared she’s going to be mad at me for keeping this a secret for so long.”

“She won’t be mad at you.” I kiss her cheek. “None of this is your fault. This is all on your brother.” She looks away, and I tilt her chin up. “You didn’t ask him to do what he did. He’s a sick prick, and he’s going to get what’s coming to him.” Potent rage swirls inside me again. I’m tempted to call Kev back and ask him to arrange a hit on the guy. I’ve no doubt Kev has those type of connections and that he could make it happen. I also know he wouldn’t judge me, but it’s just emotion speaking. Justice needs to prevail. Turning vigilante won’t help Rachel move on from this.

“What if he hurts you or Faye or he uploads those photos online? Everything I’ve built here will be destroyed.”

“Keven will find those photos. We’re not going to let him hurt you again, and that’s a promise.”

Renewed tears shine in her eyes. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“Red, you don’t need to thank me. I care about you, and I want to keep you safe. The thought of anything happening to you …” I let my sentence trail off. I can’t hit Rachel with anything else at the moment; she’s way too fragile as it is. At least there is one positive to come out of today’s events: I’m sure of how I feel about her. I’m crazy about this girl, and I’m going to protect her. I want to be her everything.

I’ve barely thought of Faye in weeks. In fact, since Rach showed up, Faye has occupied very little of my headspace. For the first time in years, I have clarity, and the resulting surge of relief is more than welcome.

The apartment door bursts open, and we both jump. “It’s only us!” Faye calls out, and my heartrate returns to normal.

Faye comes into our line of sight first, Ky trailing a few steps behind her.

I look at her and … feel nothing.

None of the usual angst and grief and turmoil lines the space between us. My smile is genuine as I haul Rachel to her feet, wrapping my arms around her body and keeping her close. “Thanks for coming.”

Faye can’t keep the smile off her face either until she looks closer at her friend. Her smile fades as she steps toward Rachel. “What is it?”

Rachel gulps, looking to me for reassurance. I nod, keeping my arms locked around her waist. “I need to tell you something,” she says, eyeballing her friend.

Understanding appears on Faye’s face. “Let’s talk in your room.” She extends her hand.

I reluctantly relinquish my hold on Rachel, feeling her loss the instant she steps away. She’s at the edge of the room when she turns around and runs back toward me, flinging herself into my arms. I close my eyes, savoring the feel of her molded against me. Her mouth locks on mine, and we share a passionate kiss that manages to be both sweet and sexy. I don’t open my eyes once, languishing in the smell, touch, and feel of her against me. I want a lifetime of kisses like this with Rachel.

Somehow, this girl has burrowed her way into my affections and wormed her way into my heart. Now that she’s there, I don’t want to let her go.

When we break apart, we peer deep into each other’s eyes, and I sense she’s feeling everything I’m feeling too. Despite what’s gone down today, her expression is hopeful. I peck her lips quickly. “Go on. You can do this, and I’ll be right here if you need me.”

She hugs me once more and then she’s gone. I’m staring after her like a loon.

Ky clears his throat. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

I nod, gesturing toward the couch, and he follows me. We sit across from one another. “Rachel told me about her past. About the stuff she’s kept secret.” I drag a hand through my hair, my heart suddenly feeling like it’s weighed down with a ton of bricks. A sharp pain stretches across my chest.

“That’s what she’s telling Faye now?”

I nod. “Until she told me, Rachel hasn’t spoken about this to anyone. It’s some fucked-up shit, bro. Seriously, sick.” He leans forward on his elbows, waiting for me to elaborate. I draw a long breath. “Her brother abused her for years, and he’s done some crazy stuff to ensure her silence including threatening to rape her friends if she confided in them.” All the color drains from his face. “He turned up here tonight.” Ky bolts upright. “Rachel fell to pieces, but she finally admitted everything.”

“Shit, man. That’s …”

“I know.”

“I knew she had issues, but, fuck, that’s horrific. Stupid question, but is she okay?”

“She will be.”

He looks contemplative, and a strained silence wafts through the air. After a bit, he removes his phone and scrolls through his contacts.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling Dad’s security guy.”

“Already done.” He looks up. “I called Kev before I called you. He’s on it.”

“Did you ask him to organize protection for Faye too?”

Shit. “Ugh. No.” I scratch the top of my head. “Sorry. I didn’t think of her.”

He stares at me for a minute and then returns to his phone, tapping out a message, no doubt asking his brother to increase the number of bodyguards. Flinging the phone on the couch, he leans back and studies me.

“What?” All the tiny hairs raise on the back of my neck as he looks at me in that freaky way of his.

“I can’t believe you didn’t consider Faye. I thought you loved her.” His words are clipped.

So, we’re going there. Okay. Time to man up and fess up. I lean forward, staring him directly in the eye. “I thought I did too but I didn’t. I don’t.”

He rubs at his lower lip, never taking his eyes off my face. “Keep talking.”

I scrunch my shoulders up and down, trying to deflect the incoming stress. I’m way too sober for this conversation, but I’m not chickening out. I’m going to say what needs to be said. “I was pissed at you, man. In my eyes, you’ve always had things easy. You’re better than me at motocross, and you always get the girl. While I never had feelings for Addison, it pissed me off that she used me to get to you. In my fucked-up mind, it was another example of how I’m always second-best in comparison to you.” I pause for a breath, realizing I sound like an immature punk, but it’s how I’ve felt for so long, and I owe it to my buddy to be completely honest with him. I want to fix things between us, and I can’t until I get all this shit off my chest.

“When Faye came along, she was like a breath of fresh air. I liked her, but after it became obvious you were into her, it kinda became a challenge. I wanted her to choose me, to make me feel like I was as good as you. I should never have agreed to the fake relationship because it became too easy to imagine a relationship with her, and I liked the idea of it. When she made it clear she loved you, instead of accepting it and moving on, it’s as if I channeled all my frustration and resentment into wanting her. I built something up in my head that didn’t really exist.”

His brow creases. “So, you’re saying you didn’t really love her, but you were doing it to exact some form of revenge?”

I cringe when he puts it like that. “Subconsciously, yes. I never set out to intentionally hurt you. In fact, I think, in a twisted way, I enjoyed hurting myself. Like it was a form of punishment for not being good enough.”

“I think you should see my shrink. She’d fucking love you,” he drawls, but he doesn’t seem mad.

“That’s probably not a bad idea. All the stuff with my family messed with my head too. It’s like I was caught in this self-destructive bubble and there was no way out.”

“Until Rachel?” His guess is right on the money.

“Yeah, and getting my mom and sisters back. And maybe waking up and realizing I was hurting you and Faye and making myself miserable for no good reason.”

“But I saw the way you looked at her,” he cuts in, a solemn expression back on his face. “Like you loved her.”

“I think I did, a little, at the start, but not in the same way you love her, or in the way I would love her if she was the one. Mostly, I looked at her the way I wanted to look at someone.”

“You’ve lost me.”

It’s so hard to explain this, when I’m only figuring things out myself. “I want what you have with her. I want to look at a girl like she rocks my fucking universe. Like everything starts and ends with her. I want to see my future mapped out in her eyes. I want to love her so much that I’d willingly slaughter everyone in the world to keep her safe.”

“I would slaughter any fucker who threatened my girl, starting with Rachel’s brother,” Ky agrees.

“Don’t think the thought hasn’t crossed my mind. The only thing keeping me from going after his perverted ass was the girl sobbing in my arms. She needed me more than I needed vengeance.”

“Things seem solid between you.”

I shrug. “I guess, but we haven’t spoken about it, and I don’t want to put that pressure on her.”

“But you want it? You want that with Rachel?”

I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. We’ve turned into two pussies, but all I can do is smile. “Yeah. Yeah, I really do.”

The look of utter relief on his face is impossible to miss. He scrubs a hand over his jaw. “And you don’t love my girlfriend?”

“I don’t love her any more than a friend, and I’m so sorry for what I’ve put you through. I’ve been a shitty friend, and I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted nothing more to do with me.”

“Tempting as that is, motherfucker, I’ve missed your grumpy face.”

“Likewise, douche.” We’re both grinning as we stand up, and I pull him into an awkward hug. As quickly as we joined, we pull apart.

“That was a pussy move. Don’t do it again,” he jokes.

We shoot the breeze for the next hour, talking quietly in between watching the game on the TV, but Rachel is never far from my thoughts.

When the girls emerge from Rachel’s bedroom just after midnight, with their arms wrapped around one another, they have matching red, tearstained faces. I mute the TV and open my arms for Rach. Faye slides onto Ky’s lap, burying her face in his shoulder. I pull Rachel onto my lap, rubbing a hand up and down her back. “You okay?”

She sniffles, but her features look more relaxed than earlier. “Surprisingly, yes. I never thought telling people the truth would give me such a sense of … relief. I mean, it’s hard repeating everything, but it’s kinda therapeutic too. And you were right.”

“I usually am.”

She fights a smile. “She wasn’t cross at all. She totally understood even though she wishes I hadn’t shouldered the burden alone.”

“Did she have any inkling?”

She shakes her head. “No, but she said my brother always gave her the creeps.”

I tuck her hair behind her ears. “It’s late, and it’s been a difficult day. Why don’t we go to bed, and we can make more concrete plans in the morning?”

“I’d like that.” A yawn slips out of her lush mouth.

I stand up, holding her close to me. “You’re staying with me.” I want to be crystal clear on that fact. There’s no way I’m leaving her alone tonight. Not after the day she’s had. Her answering smile is radiant, and I bask in the glow.

“We’re calling it a night,” she tells Ky and Faye. “You should stay. You can have your old room, Ky.”

Faye whispers in his ear. “We’ll do that, thanks,” he confirms.

Faye hops up, pulling Rachel into her arms. Her tears well up again, and she talks in a low tone. “I love you like a sister, Rach. I always have. I know you have Brad, but if you need me during the night, come get me. I may not have been there for you when all that was going down, but I’m here for you now.”

“I know, and I love you too.” Her voice is thick with emotion. Ky and I share a look, and it feels good to be back on the same page.

My cell pings in my pocket and I remove it, opening the text from Keven.

I’m downstairs. Buzz me up.

“Kev,” I mouth to Ky as I walk to the kitchen and press the button to let him in. The girls are still huddled together, whispering, hugging, and crying as Ky and I discreetly wait for Kev in the hallway. I steal to the door, unlocking it in slow-mo so the girls don’t hear.

I spot a guy in the corner of the corridor, blending into the shadows. He nods subtly in our direction, and I breathe a sigh of relief. Thank fuck for the Kennedys, their money, and their connections. The elevator chimes and the doors slide open. Kev’s face is an unreadable mask as he strides toward us. Ky and I exchange another look. Calling at this hour of night doesn’t bode well, and I’m bracing myself for the next hit.

He slips quietly into the apartment, closing the door over after him. “Where’s Rachel?” he whispers.

“The girls are in there.” Ky gestures over his shoulder, also whispering. “What’s going on, Kev?”

“I’ve discovered something, and I think she needs to hear this.”

“No.” It’s hard to sound authoritative when whispering, but I think Kev gets my message. “Unless it’s life or death, we’re not upsetting her any more tonight. She’s dealing with too much as it is.”

“I want to know,” Rachel says from behind me, and I curse under my breath.

A muscle clenches in Kev’s jaw. Ky shuts the door firmly. “Let’s talk in the living room.”

I walk to Rachel’s side and she instantly leans into me, lacing her fingers in mine. At any other time, I’d mentally fist-pump the air, but this situation is too serious for competitive bullshit.

Kev stands in front of her, and his features soften. I’ve never seen him look so demonstrative. “I hate what happened to you, and I’m so fucking sorry that I failed you.”

She touches his arm. “You didn’t fail me. Not at all. You’ve done so much to help me these last few weeks, and you have nothing to be sorry for.”

I wish I had been the one protecting her, but I don’t blame Rach for turning to Kev. He had the skills she needed, and I was being a jackass, so it’s no surprise she didn’t look to me. But I’m going to make sure I’m the one keeping her safe from now on.

“You doing okay?”

“I’m as well as can be expected, better, maybe. I’m so glad it’s all out in the open. I don’t feel so alone.”

Her words cut holes in my heart. I kiss her temple. “You’re not alone. We’re all in this with you now.”

She grasps my hand, and we move into the living area. The four of us sit down, but Kev remains standing. Faye looks exhausted, resting her head on Ky’s shoulder. I slide my arm around Rachel’s back, virtually gluing her to my side. If Kev’s about to drop another bombshell, I’m going to help keep her together.

“I’ve been doing some digging, and I’ve discovered some information I felt you needed to know.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I presume you weren’t aware that your brother has been expelled from college?”

Rachel jerks upright. “What? Like properly expelled. Not just suspended?”

“It appears so.”

“Why?” Her voice is calm and low.

Kev’s face contorts sourly, and I strengthen my hold on her. “Your brother is under criminal investigation for rape.”


Chapter Thirty-One
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Rachel

“According to the police report I read, one girl has alleged she was raped after he drugged her on a date, but I’ve discovered an online student forum where other girls are claiming the same thing happened to them. This is going to snowball, and everyone is going to find out who he really is,” Kev explains.

“That’s why he changed his identity and came here. It’s as much to do with staying out of jail as it is about finding me,” I supply.

“Don’t underestimate your importance to him. Not with the things you’ve told me he said,” Faye says. “I’m no expert, but he’s clearly mentally unsound, and there’s no telling what he’ll do.”

“Which is why all three of you have been assigned bodyguards,” Kev confirms. “He’s not getting anywhere near any of you.”

I slide off the sofa and walk to Kev, circling my arms around his waist. “Thank you so much.”

“Hey, you don’t need to thank me. This is what we do for family, and you’re a part of that now in the same way Brad is. We look after our own.”
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I take my time in the bathroom getting ready for bed as my mind churns at a hundred miles an hour. It’s a wonder I haven’t thrown up, considering how sickened I feel.

“Red, you okay in there?” Brad softly calls out.

I finish brushing my teeth and open the door. “I’m okay. Just thinking.”

He’s standing before me in form-fitting black boxers, all ripped and muscular, looking like he just stepped off the pages of Sports Illustrated
. Damn. He’s one fine specimen of manhood. There isn’t an ounce of fat anywhere on his magnificent body. I lick my lips and my libido starts singing. After the day I’ve had, the fact I can feel anything even close to lust is testament to the magnetic pull of this gorgeous guy.

As I continue ogling him, I notice the growing arousal in his pants, but he makes no reference to it or the fact I’m shamelessly treating him like eye candy. Silently, he takes my hand and steers me to the bed. Once I’m all tucked in, he slides in beside me, immediately pulling me in close to his side.

A layer of stress is alleviated at the bodily contact. Brad feeds my body, mind, and soul. While now isn’t the time to define what we mean to each other, after what he said earlier, I’m pretty confident his feelings for me are genuine.

“What are you thinking?” he asks in a hushed tone after a little while.

“Do you want the smutty or non-smutty reply?”

He laughs quietly before his voice turns grave. “I want a truthful reply. You’ve dealt with a lot today. No one would fault you for caving under the strain.”

I sigh deeply. “I think I was holding my own until Kev showed up. Now I’m feeling massive guilt.”

He twists on his side, and I do the same so we’re facing one another. “You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

“I want to believe that, but is it the truth? If I’d spoken up about what my brother was doing to me, then he’d never have had the chance to hurt those other girls. That means I’m partly responsible.”

“No, you’re not.” He vehemently shakes his head. “You couldn’t speak up because he threatened you and threatened people you love.”

“I should have been braver, Brad. I should’ve done the right thing.”

“You were young, Rachel, and hurting so much. You did the best you could, and it’s not your fault that those girls were hurt. The only person responsible for that is your brother.”

“Maybe.” I nibble on my lip, deep in thought. A few minutes pass in silence. His fingers weave in and out of my hair and I love how it feels. Heat creeps up my neck and onto my cheeks. “Can I ask you something?” I whisper before I lose my nerve.

He palms my cheek. “You can ask me anything, anytime.”

My cheeks stain a deeper shade of red. “Will you make love to me?” He looks torn, and then his expression turns pitiful. “Don’t. Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what, beautiful?”

I remove his hand from my face. “Like I’m damaged goods.”

“That’s not what I think. I just don’t want to hurt you.”

I prop up on one elbow, and my hair tumbles over one shoulder. “I’ve never had a healthy, normal attitude to sex because he stole that from me. But with you I feel desirable, and I feel things the way I should feel them. You make my body come alive, and I need that now, Brad. I need to feel desired. I need your touch to erase the memories of his touch.” I put my hands on his chest. “I wouldn’t dream of asking you this if I thought you weren’t into it, but”—I deliberately focus on his straining erection—“you clearly are because I haven’t even touched you and you’re fit to burst out of your boxers. If you’re saying no out of some misguided sense of protection, know you’d hurt me more by refusing than you ever could by sliding inside me.”

He smashes his lips against mine, reeling me in flush to his body. “I’m sold, babe. I’m all yours, and I’m going to worship your body for as long as you need me to.”

Those are the last words spoken for a very long time. Slowly and carefully we remove the rest of our clothing until we’re both naked. He takes his time, kissing, licking, and nipping his way down my body, lavishing my breasts with care and attention, and I’m moaning and writhing underneath him. The blissful sensations he’s evoking in me are all I’m thinking about, and it’s exactly what I need.

He’s a solid block of velvety smooth muscle in my hand, and my strokes are slow and deliberate until he gently pushes me down on my back and goes to town on me with his mouth and his fingers. My climax rattles through me a few minutes later, and it’s the most intense, most orgasmic, experience of my life. Then he’s suited up and sliding inside me, and that wonderful pressure is quick to build again. I can feel every inch of him inside me as he thrusts, and the look of lust in his eyes no doubt mirrors my own.

He kisses me passionately, and my hands explore his gorgeous body. I wrap my legs around his waist, urging him to go faster, but he maintains a steady slower pace, caressing every morsel of my skin with his mouth and his fingers. Tears flood my eyes at the tender way he worships me. He kisses me softly, telling me he understands and he feels it too. My body is awash with heightened sensation, and I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of the way he makes me feel.

Finally, he picks up the pace, thrusting harder and faster, and my second release rockets through me. Then he’s falling over the edge with me, muffling his shouts of ecstasy by burying his face in my shoulder.

After we’ve cleaned up, we lie naked, clinging to one another, and I’ve never felt safer or more cherished. I want to tell him how deep my feelings go, but I’m scared he’ll run for the hills, so I say nothing, content to drown in his tender embrace, and gradually I fall asleep.

I wake sometime in the early morning, still wrapped around Brad. He’s snoring gently, and I smile. Small strips of light filter into the room between the gaps in the window blinds, highlighting the sleeping beauty at my side. Brad’s presence is as potent in unconsciousness as it is when he’s awake. And I’m not just talking about how good-looking he is. It’s like he has this aura around him, this magnetism, that envelops me and coddles me, making me feel safe even when he’s asleep.

My thoughts quickly return to the events of yesterday, and I weigh everything up as I press my cheek to his chest and circle my arms more snugly around his waist. In his sleep, he presses a kiss atop my head, and that gesture brings tears to the surface again.

By the time he rouses an hour later, I have my mind made up.

I wait until we are all seated around the table, eating breakfast, before I tell them what I’ve decided.

“I’m booking a flight to Ireland today,” I blurt, and all other conversation ceases. “I’m going to tell my parents what he did, and I’m going to speak to a solicitor.”

“Are you sure, Rach?” Brad asks, worry lines forming around his eyes.

“One hundred percent. I’m not shying away from this, and I’m sick of being the victim. I’ll only be able to properly move on if I’ve stood up for myself and I’ve lodged criminal charges. If I don’t, I’ll continue to carry this around with me and his hold will be unbroken.”

All three heads nod in understanding.

“And I need to do this before he hurts anyone else. If my testimony can help put him away, then I owe it to his future victims to do this. I might not have been able to stop him from hurting those girls on campus, but I can damned well ensure it doesn’t happen again.”


Chapter Thirty-Two
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Brad

After a bit of back and forth, we decide to travel to Ireland tomorrow morning. Before Rach could protest, I told her I was coming and she could forget about raising any arguments because there was no way I was letting her do this alone. Faye and Ky insisted on coming too, and Ky’s dad, James, is flying us there in his private jet. While he isn’t privy to all the facts, he knows enough, and he’s already lined up an appointment for Rachel with a top legal firm in Dublin.

I’m on my way across campus to a meeting with Coach when I bump into Callie. Ky confirmed Kev had identified her as the source of the YouTube video, and it’s time to put her straight. She’s with two other girls, sitting outside the SOCH, when I approach. Her customary scowl appears when she notices me. “Well, well, look what the cat dragged in.” Sarcasm drips off her tongue, but I ignore it.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“No. I’ve nothing to talk to you about.”

I sling my book bag over my shoulders and level a no-nonsense look at her. “Fine, I don’t care if I have an audience. I don’t know if you’re pissed because I called out another girl’s name while we were screwing or if you deliberately set out to fuck me as a means of getting close to my best friend, but I don’t care either way.”

Her eyes dart to the ground momentarily. Bingo. This was a setup all along, and it makes this easier to say.

“This ends now. Kyler is madly in love with his girlfriend, and there’s nothing you can say or do that will change that fact, and, honestly, even if he wasn’t, he wouldn’t look twice at you. He hates malicious, jealous bitches, and he knows exactly how to take your type down.” She glares at me, and her two friends are sitting there with their mouths hanging open. “I don’t care what you think you know or what else you are planning, because if you make any move, we will come after you with the entire weight of the Kennedys behind us. Any skeletons you have will be unearthed, and we will make your life hell. So, consider this your final warning. Stay away from me and mine, or you’ll be fucking sorry you didn’t.” I grab the straps of my bag. “Now you have a nice day.” I can’t help grinning.

She flips me the bird, shouting insults as I walk away, but I honestly couldn’t care less.

I’d like to say my meeting with Coach goes as well, but that would be an outright lie.

“No, you do not have my permission.” Coach strains against the table, glowering at me. “You are only just back from a month’s suspension and now you want to take off on vacation to Ireland?”

“It’s not a vacation.”

“Well, whatever it is, it isn’t happening. If you want to retain your place on the team and hold onto your scholarship, you will not miss a single training session, and you will be at the game on Saturday.”

“I am committed to the team, but my girlfriend needs me.” I don’t bother explaining that she’s not officially my girlfriend because that wouldn’t help my cause. “I can’t let her go there by herself because she needs my support.”

“What is more Goddamned important than football?” He slams his clenched fist on top of the table.

“I wish I could explain, Coach, but it’s private, and I don’t want to betray Rachel’s trust.”

“Then my answer remains the same. Be at training tomorrow night or you’re off the team. Permanently.”

My heart sinks as I stand up, but my resolve is unwavering. Rachel needs me, and that’s more important that football.

I half-expect lightning to flash through the sky and strike me dead at that thought.

I nod. “Thank you for listening.”

He calls out when I reach the doorway. “Don’t do it, son. Don’t throw your life away for some bit of skirt.”

I turn and pierce him with a glare. “She’s not some bit of skirt. She’s someone I care a lot about, and if the tables were turned, she’d be there for me.” The magnitude of the moment isn’t lost on me. I’m not even contemplating pulling out of the trip, because nothing or no one is going to stop me from being there for Rachel. I know I’m most likely throwing away my future, but I honestly don’t care. At present, the only thing that matters is being there for the one girl who matters.

I stop outside Coach’s office, leaning back against the wall as the acknowledgment slaps me in the face.

I don’t just care about Rachel.

I love her.
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“Are you sure Coach was okay with you missing practice?” Rachel asks for the umpteenth time the following morning as we load our bags in the back of Ky’s Range Rover. I stifle a yawn, understanding why we need to leave at the butt crack of dawn, but hating it all the same. At least, I can sleep on the flight.

“Yes. It’s fine, so stop worrying.” I kiss her cheek, deliberately avoiding the penetrating stare Ky is leveling my way.

At the airport, the girls take a quick shopping detour while Ky and I grab coffees. We’ve got thirty minutes to kill before our flight departs. The instant my butt lands on the seat in the coffee shop, I spill my guts. Might as well get in there before he does. “Before you ask, no, Coach didn’t approve this trip. I’m off the team and my scholarship is in jeopardy if I don’t turn up to training tonight.”

“Fuck. That sucks, bro.”

I snort out a laugh. “That’s a fucking understatement, but I don’t have any regrets. This is more important.” He nods, and I take a sip of my drink. “You’re not to tell Rachel.”

“Agreed.”

The girls return ten minutes later, and we head to the departures gate.

Once on board the plane, we settle in as James steps out of the cockpit to greet us. Rachel is almost frothing at the mouth. It’s her first time on a private jet. “Oh my God, Mr. Kennedy. This is unbelievable.” Her eyes are like saucers as she takes in the plush cabin with the leather seats and rich walnut tables.

He grins. “Call me, James, please. Mr. Kennedy makes me sound so old.”

“You are
 old,” Ky pipes up.

“Practically ancient,” Faye agrees, failing to smother her grin.

“We’ll just call you ole crusty balls,” I add in, and everyone bursts out laughing.

James arches a brow, making a point of looking at his watch. “You know, I do believe you’re still in time to catch the commercial flight. First class is probably full by now, but you lot are happy to slum it in economy, right?”

“Funny, Dad.”

“It’s not smart to antagonize the pilot or wound his feelings. Don’t say you haven’t been warned.” James’s teasing grin tells us all is forgiven.

Rach nods off about halfway through the journey with her head on my lap.

“You can move her to the bedroom if you like,” Ky whispers.

“Nah. I don’t want to disturb her.” Truth is, I love having her all snuggled into me. I listen to music, dozing a little, before waking her up when James starts the descent to Dublin Airport. Curious, I peer out the window, dismayed to find it’s already dark out. This is my first time in Ireland, and I wish I was here on vacation. These next few days are not going to be easy for Rachel, but I’m determined to do whatever I can to get her through this.

James is staying with us for the duration of our trip, rationalizing there was no point in returning to America only to have to return a few days later. Besides, he and Faye want to visit her parents’ graves while they are here.

We check into our hotel and grab a quick bite to eat before setting out on foot for the lawyer’s offices. It’s early evening here, but James pulled some strings, and the lawyer agreed to a late meeting.

James is in his element pointing out various landmarks as we walk. I zip Rachel’s coat up under her chin as another blast of icy cold wind swirls around us. A light smattering of rain hits the sidewalk just as we reach the law firm.

Rachel’s knee bounces up and down while we wait in a small reception area on the second floor. I wind my fingers in hers and press a soft kiss to her lips. “It’s going to be okay.”

“I think I’m going to regurgitate my dinner any second now,” she admits. My thumb starts rubbing soothing circles across the back of her hand. “Will you come in with me?”

“Of course.” If that’s what she needs, I’m there.

Ten minutes later, a tall, thin, distinguished man with sandy blond hair steps out to greet us. James introduces himself first, explaining that he wants all fees charged to his personal account. Rachel is shivering beside me, too paralyzed to even argue, which is most unlike her. The man introduces himself and shakes Rachel’s hand before asking her to follow him into his private chambers. I take her hand and lead the way. Faye pecks Ky on the lips and skips after us.

Once the three of us are seated, the attorney—who happens to be the managing partner and one of the most experienced lawyers in the firm—leans back in his seat and asks Rachel to explain the reason for her visit. Faye and I sit on either side of her, and I take hold of Rachel’s hand as she starts to tell her story. The attorney listens attentively, his face impassive as Rachel talks. She breaks down a couple of times, and he hands her a box of tissues. Walking to the long sideboard resting against the wall, he fetches her a glass of water. Rachel silently hands a tissue to Faye, and it’s only then I notice she’s crying too. I send her a sympathetic look.

The whole time Rachel talks, my heart is cracking wide-open again. It isn’t any easier to hear this stuff the second time around, but I’m so proud of her for opening up, especially in front of a stranger.

There’s an awkward silence after she’s finished talking. The attorney clasps his hands in front of him on the table. “I’m very sorry that happened to you, Ms. O’Kelly. Very sorry indeed, and if you want to take legal action now, you have a couple of different options. You can take a civil case for compensation or we can pursue a criminal charge.”

“I’m not interested in compensation. I’m not after money, I want justice.”

“Okay, well then, we should pursue this matter as a criminal case. There is no statute of limitations in the circumstances, but it will be up to the DPP to decide whether or not to prosecute. Given what you’ve told me, your age, and the fact that the perpetrator is your brother, I believe this case will be taken very seriously. However, as a certain amount of time has passed, and there is no physical evidence we can use, and you didn’t confide in anyone, it will come down to your word against his.”

“What about the new allegations that have been made against him in Cork?” Rachel asks. “Does that add weight to my case?”

He nods. “It might, but I can’t confirm that until we investigate. I’ll instruct one of our solicitors to contact UCC and the gardai in Cork to ascertain the facts of that case.”

Rachel retrieves some papers from her bag, sliding them across the desk to the attorney. “A friend found a list of girls who have also alleged my brother either raped or attempted to rape them. They haven’t come forward yet, but perhaps they might be inclined to do so if they hear of my case.”

He places the paperwork on top of a filing tray. “I’ll have my team look into it. You will also need to lodge a formal statement with the gardai, but we can schedule a time to attend with you. If you like, my offices can set that up?”

After discussing various different aspects of the case, and agreeing that Rachel will provide a formal statement the next afternoon, we make our goodbyes and head out onto the busy street. Looking at my watch, I’m startled to realize we were in the meeting for over three hours, and it’s past nine, local time.

Rachel is quiet as we walk hand in hand through the busy Dublin streets. James suggests stopping for food in an Asian fusion restaurant, but I can tell by Rachel’s expression that she’s not loving the idea. “We can go back to our room and order room service if you prefer?” I whisper in her ear. She looks up at me gratefully, and I address James directly. “We’ll take a rain check. We’re just going to order room service.”

“Sure. No problem.”

Faye pulls Rachel in for a hug. “Call me later if you need anything.”

“I will, thanks.” She’s quiet as a mouse, and she looks exhausted.

“Mind yourself,” Ky says, stepping in to hug her.

James’s expression is compassionate as he watches me slide my arm around her waist and steer her away. We don’t talk on the way back, and I sense there’s a storm brewing in Rachel’s head. She’s been unbelievably strong these last couple of days, but I’ve been waiting for everything to hit her. I think we’ve reached that point.

I have only just closed the door to our room when she breaks down. Sinking to the floor, she buries her face in her hands and cries uncontrollably. Huge tears wrack her body, and she clutches her arms around herself as she rocks back and forth. I kick off my shoes and drop down beside her, circling my arms around her and drawing her body back into mine.

I hold her as she sobs for hours, and tears flow down my face at the sounds of her strangled, anguished cries. It’s heartbreaking, but I’m glad she’s letting it all out.

After she’s cried herself dry, I lift her to the bed, silently helping her undress. I root out her pajamas and help her into them. She doesn’t speak or acknowledge me in any way. She merely lifts her arms and her legs as required. My heart is aching for her. I tuck her in under the covers and place a bottle of water by her bed. “Do you want me to get you something to eat?”

She shakes her head. “I just want to sleep,” she whispers.

I run my hand over the top of her head. “That’s okay, baby. You sleep. I’ll be right here.”

Vacant eyes meet mine. “Don’t leave me.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

I sit up on the bed beside her, continually smoothing a hand over her hair until she falls asleep.

I sneak to the bathroom and use my cell to order some room service. Sandwiches and fruit and muffins. Stuff that will keep should she wake during the night and want something to eat.

Faye texts me a while later asking how she is, and I confirm she’s sleeping. We arrange a time to meet for breakfast, and I decide I might as well go to bed too. It’s late enough, and we had an early start. Plus, the different time zones are messing up my internal clock.

Mercifully, I fall asleep quite quickly, holding Rachel in my arms.

When I wake the next morning, as the alarm on my cell goes off, I find Rachel sitting up in bed munching on some fruit. “Hey.” I rub my sleepy eyes and sit up, leaning against the headboard. “How long have you been awake?”

“Not too long.” I’m glad to hear her sounding more like her usual confident self. “I was starving when I woke.”

“I thought you might be so I ordered a few things for you last night.”

“That was very thoughtful.” She leans down and kisses me softly on the lips. “Thank you. Thanks for taking care of me.”

“I’m glad I was here for you.”

“Me too.” She lays her head on my chest, and I circle my arm around her waist. There is nowhere else I’d rather be than with this girl in this moment, and it’s more than just being a shoulder to cry on. I want to be her everything and for her to think of me in the same way.

I’m not sure exactly how it happened but Rachel is my person.

My only hope is that I’m hers too.


Chapter Thirty-Three
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Rachel

“Let’s get this over and done with,” I confirm, after we’ve all finished breakfast. James and Ky aren’t coming with us today. I felt it best to go to this meeting with my parents with just Faye and Brad. It was difficult enough getting both my parents to agree to be in the same place at the same time on such short notice without adding any extra fuel to the fire. If I rocked up with a group, they would be instantly suspicious, and this meeting is going to suck balls as it is.

I hope they’ve taken my request on board and not brought their new partners. I could do without that shitstorm.

I’ve reserved a private suite in an exclusive five-star hotel just off Grafton Street for the meeting. My dad is already in the room when we arrive. “Hey, chick,” he says, pulling me in for a hug the second I step foot inside. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you.”

The familiar scent of his aftershave is reassuring. I smile up at him, noting the few new strands of gray peppering his thick dark hair and the additional fine lines around his eyes. He’s wearing black trousers and a light blue shirt and tie, and he looks just like he did every day when he was leaving the house for work. He quit his customer service job in the insurance company the day my parents received confirmation of their lottery win, and he hasn’t done a day’s work since then, but I guess old habits die hard. “I’ve missed you, too, Dad.” I cling to him, and it’s as if I’ve regressed ten years, and I’m a desperate nine-year-old craving her dad’s attention.

“I expected you to be more tanned,” he admits, giving me a quick once-over. “Or has the temperature dropped that much already in Spain?”

I cringe, hating that I lied. I know it’s going to hurt him, but I can’t get into it until Mum arrives so I divert his attention instead. “Dad, you remember Faye?” I pull my friend over by the hand.

Dad looks up, only noticing Brad and Faye for the first time. “Of course, I do. How are you? It’s been a while.” He gives her a quick hug.

“I’m good. America is treating me well.”

He frowns a little. “You coordinated your trip?”

Brad intervenes this time, stepping forward. “It’s nice to meet you, sir.” He extends his hand.

Dad shakes it firmly, eyeing him curiously. “And you are?”

“I’m Brad.” He sends me a quick look. “I’m your daughter’s boyfriend.”

His words thrill me silly, but I shouldn’t let it go to my head. He’s only doing for me what I did for him. I know he cares about me. He couldn’t do all he’s done and not care, but I can’t jump the gun and assume he wants to be my boyfriend or that he’s even considered it, no matter how badly I want to call him that.

I startle myself with the revelation, but I can’t disguise the truth. I’m really into Brad, and, for the first time, I want to experience a proper relationship. To have what Faye has with Ky.

Dad scratches the top of his head. “But you’re American. I don’t understand.”

Mum’s arrival saves my bacon this time. She rushes into the room with a loud squeal. She has her hair dyed bright blonde, and judging by her flawless complexion and smooth forehead, I’m guessing she’s had some cosmetic work done. She’s thinner than I ever remember her being. Dressed in skinny jeans, a flimsy coral-colored blouse, and a fitted black jacket, she could easily pass for a woman ten years younger. A patterned scarf is casually draped around her neck, and she’s wearing expensive-looking wedge-heel boots. She dumps her coat on the back of the chair and approaches me. I blink a few times as she grabs me into a squeezing hug, wondering if this glamorous creature is actually my mother. I can still remember how dowdy she looked in that hideous navy-blue uniform she had to wear for work at the supermarket. I also remember the day of the lottery win when she gleefully set fire to it in the back garden.

“You look beautiful, honey,” she tells me, her gaze raking over me appreciatively. “And this is gorgeous. Is this one of your creations?” She fingers the black and red kimono-type jacket I’m wearing. I nod. “It’s stunning. My baby’s so talented.”

“What kind of a get-up is that?” Dad asks with a note of derision in his tone as he gestures toward her outfit. “You look like mutton dressed as lamb.”

“And you wouldn’t know good taste if it jumped up and bit you in the face,” my mother retorts.

“Please don’t do this,” I plead. “I have something I need to tell you both, and it’s not going to be easy, so can you agree a truce? Please. For me?”

My parents glare at each other. Dad is the first to relent. “I can agree to that if your mother does.”

“Fine,” she snaps, looking away. Her eyes spark with interest as her gaze lands on Brad, and her bad mood temporarily evaporates. “Hello. I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Rachel’s mother.” She offers her hand to him.

Brad shakes it. “Nice to meet you. I’m Brad. I’m Rachel’s boyfriend.”

Mum scans him up and down in a none-too-subtle manner, and I cringe again. What the hell has gotten into her?
 Turning to me, she grins. “I approve. I approve a lot.” She winks, and I cringe for a second time. This is so embarrassing.

“Geraldine! You are making a holy show of yourself,” Dad cuts in.

“What would you know,” she scoffs. “You’re nothing but an old fuddy-duddy.”

It saddens me so much that things have come to this between them. Yes, my parents didn’t have the best marriage, but it’s not like they were constantly bickering. They seemed to like each other enough while we were growing up, although I don’t recall many PDAs or loving gestures. But there weren’t many rows either.

If there’s one negative to winning all that money, the end of their marriage is it. Or maybe it’s a positive, because they clearly weren’t happy with one another, and if money was the only reason why they didn’t separate sooner, then the lottery win was a blessing in disguise. Even if I hate that thought. I don’t think anyone wants to see their parents split up and go their separate ways. Or watch as they snipe at one another with barely concealed hatred.

My family is as dysfunctional as they come, and that thought makes me sad. I know my revelation is going to devastate them, and it could be the very thing to rip us apart irreparably. Guilt waylays me, but I push it aside. It’s not my fault we’re here. That’s all on Alec.

Brad sends me an apologetic look while Faye takes matters into her own hands. “You two are a disgrace,” she says. “Your daughter needs to speak to you about something very serious, and all you can do is take pot shots at one another. You should both be ashamed of yourselves. Are you interested in hearing what Rachel has to say, or should we just leave you to it?” Planting her hands on her hips, she shoots them a frosty glare.

Both my parents look suitably chastised, and I seize the opportunity, grateful for my friend’s intervention. “Let’s sit down. I think you’ll need to be seated for this.”

I sit in the middle of Brad and Faye on one leather couch while my parents sit on the one across from us—at opposite ends, naturally.

“The first thing I have to tell you is that I’m living in Boston with Faye. I lied about being in Spain.” They don’t need to know I’m currently living with Brad. That will only divert the conversation from the main topic, so I feel justified in telling this tiny white lie.

Dad looks confused. “Why on Earth would you do that?”

“The why
 is the main reason I’m here today. This is not going to be easy for me to say or for you to hear, but I’ve kept this secret hidden for years, and I need to tell you what I should have told you years ago but was too afraid to say.”

Brad and Faye take my hands, interlacing our fingers. Both my parents notice.

I’m already quaking on the inside, and my heart is banging around my ribcage in panic. Bile floods my dry mouth. It’s now or never. Drawing a huge breath, I kick this off, deciding to go straight for the jugular because there is no way to ease them gently into this. “Alec abused me for years from the time I was thirteen. He raped me repeatedly, and he was violent and sadistic. I lied to you because I fled to America to try and have a normal life, and I didn’t want you telling him where I was. But it was all to no avail, because he’s followed me there and he’s threatened me and my friends. He’s … he’s psychotic, and he needs to be locked up.”

Both my parents stare at me with shock splayed across their faces. My heart is still doing an energetic samba, and I can’t ever recall being so nervous.

“What?” Dad croaks, finally breaking the silence. He peers into my eyes. Eyes that are rapidly filling with tears. “Is this true?”

“Yes. I would never make up something as appalling as this.”

“Oh my God.” He clamps a hand over his mouth as horror fills his eyes. Mum is staring blankly ahead, and you could cut the tension with a knife. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

Mum seems to snap out of whatever daze she’s in. “Don’t tell me you actually believe these lies?” She sends an incredulous look at my father.

Brad and Faye stiffen beside me, but I can’t say I’m overly surprised. In any argument, Mum always took Alec’s side. Always.
 No matter what he did, she always believed his version of events. It still hurts that she doesn’t believe me though.

“You think Rachel would lie about something like this?” Dad shouts. “Grow up, woman. You’ve always been blind where that boy’s concerned. I knew there was something not quite right about him.”

“What?” I croak.

Dad props his elbows on his knees. Pained eyes meet mine. “I’ve seen glimpses of rage over the years that scared me, but I had no idea he directed any of that toward you. I had no idea that was going on. You say since you were thirteen?” I nod. “How often?” he whispers after a bit, as mum harrumphs, mumbling under her breath. She crosses her arms and glares at me.

We both ignore her.

“He crawled into my bed at least twice a week. It went on until he left for UCC. When he came home on breaks, he would try, but I took self-defense classes, and I fought him off.”

Tears pool in Dad’s eyes. “I cannot believe he did that to my little girl, and under my roof. I’m so sorry, Rachel.”

“Liar!” Mum seethes, jumping up. “Why are you lying about this? Your brother is a good boy. He always has been.” Her eyes dart wildly around the room, and she starts pacing, tugging on the ends of her hair like she always does when she’s preoccupied.

I stand up, holding my chin upright. “It saddens me that you don’t believe me, but it’s not entirely unexpected. This is one of the reasons why I didn’t come to you at the time. That and the fact he took hundreds of naked photos of me and threatened to expose me. He also said he’d rape my friends if I told anyone.”

She stops pacing, showering me with a look of horrified disgust. Quick as a flash, she closes the gap between us, jumping in front of me before I’ve had time to even acknowledge her movement. She slaps me across the face, and I stagger back, my cheek stinging. My lower lip wobbles, and a few tears slip out of my eye, but I wipe them away. She’s not going to break me. Everyone is on their feet now. Brad wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me back, shielding me. Faye takes my hand, and Dad hauls Mum back. “Are you insane, Geraldine? If you assault my daughter again, I’m calling the gardai.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” she fumes. “I’m leaving.” She grabs her designer bag and coat and turns to level another scathing look in my direction. She jabs her finger in the air. “You have a lot to answer for, young lady, and we did not raise you to be so deceitful. I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I will not allow you to destroy your brother’s reputation.” She shakes her head, and a mix of dismay, repulsion, and anger contorts her face. She’s still shaking her head and muttering in disgust, as she strides toward the door.

Hurt is a flaming inferno inside me, and I shout at her retreating back. “Mum, you should know that a girl in Cork has filed a case against him for rape. You might not want to believe me, but it’s hard to deny the truth when a stranger confirms your son is a monster.”

I probably shouldn’t have said that, but her absolute refusal to believe anything bad about him has left a bitter taste in my mouth.

The door slams shut, and a horrid silence fills the room. Dad opens his arms. “Come here, honey.”

I don’t hesitate, throwing myself at him. The floodgates open and I sob into his chest. He sobs with me. Faye and Brad go into the other room, giving us privacy.

After we’ve both calmed down, we talk some more, and I tell him about my meeting with the solicitor and what I have planned. He apologizes for not noticing, for not being there for me, reassuring me that he will be there for me now. “I will support you and your decision to formally deal with this, but I can’t abandon your brother either. I hate him for what he’s done to you, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to look him in the face again, but he’s my flesh and blood too, and he’s clearly sick.” His voice chokes up, and he buries his head in his hands. “He needs to be punished for what he’s done, but I can’t leave him to deal with that alone.”

I try to imagine what it must be like to be in Dad’s shoes. To have to decide between your two children, and I know it can’t be easy. Dad accepted my words as truth immediately, and he’s going to stand by me. He supports the need for justice, but he wants to let his son know he will support him too. Should I hate my father for that? Or can I find it in my heart to understand?


I just don’t know if I can. My emotions are a jumbled mess. “Dad, he violated me. Robbed my innocence. Did horrible things to me. Things I will never be able to tell another living soul because I cannot even form the words to describe it.” Dad’s face turns a ghastly shade of pale. “I know he’s your son, and I’m trying to imagine what it’s like for you. I’m not going to ask you to choose, but I don’t know that I can absolve you for supporting him either. It’s not like he’s going to be alone. Mother will mollycoddle him like she always does.” I can’t disguise the hurt and the anger in my tone.

Dad grasps my hands. “I’m trying to do the right thing here, but I don’t know what that is,” he admits.

“I know, Dad. I know you are.” I place a hand on his shoulder.

Brad pokes his head in the room. “Sorry to interrupt, but we’re due at the police station in an hour, and we need to leave shortly.”

“I’m ready.” I don’t have the energy to continue this conversation, and I need to find some reserves to get through the next ordeal. I stand up, eager to get the next stage over and done with before my strength fails me.

Dad lifts his head. “Can I come?”

“If that’s what you want.”

He stands up, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “I’m your father. I should be there, and I want to be there.”

My afternoon in the police station is harrowing, and it’s nighttime again by the time we leave. There is already an arrest warrant out for my brother in connection with the Cork investigation—which, it turns out, my parents had only just been made aware of—so they are going to amend the details to include questioning in my case. The female officer who took my statement was lovely, and she assured me she’s going to include a personal recommendation when the file is sent to the DPP.

For now, it seems there isn’t much more that can be done. My solicitor will work with the police to build the case, and they will keep me updated via email and phone. I’ve one final meeting in the solicitor’s office in the morning, and then we are returning to the States in the afternoon.

Dad bids me farewell, promising he will come and visit me in Boston. I know he’s going to have words with Mum, and probably contact Alec, but that’s nothing to do with me now. “If you need me, honey, at any time, no matter what, you just call, and I’ll be on the next plane.”

“Thanks, Dad.” At least I can count on one parent.

“Are you sure you can’t stay longer?”

“I can’t miss any more classes, and I’ve a big project due in next week.”

“Okay, chick.” He hugs me fiercely. “Ring me tomorrow night so I know you arrived safely.”

Assuring him I will, we say our final goodbyes and part ways. I’m in a weird funk after that. We have a rather subdued meal in the hotel followed by a few drinks in the bar. Our other bestie, Jill, arrives with her boyfriend, Sam. They both live in Dublin and are attending Trinity College, which is only a short walk from our hotel. After initial casual conversation, us girls retreat to a quiet corner of the bar where I proceed to tell Jill everything. Like Faye, she’s always known I was holding something back, but she had no idea it was this.

She holds my hand firmly in hers, listening without interruption. Tears flow freely down her face. When I’ve finished explaining, she pulls me into a hug, almost squeezing me to death. Faye leaves us alone for a bit, and we talk through everything. By the time she leaves, I’m drained but happy that I’ve repaired my relationship with her and happy the most important people in my life know the truth now.

It’s after midnight by the time we retire to our respective bedrooms. I’m exhausted the second my head hits the pillow, and I fall asleep almost straightaway.

Faye, James, and Ky visit the graveyard the next morning while Brad accompanies me to the solicitors. The meeting is difficult as the team who are working on my case ask me more sensitive and intimate questions, but I do my best to answer them honestly, and Brad’s hand in mine the entire time keeps me grounded.

I only start breathing normally when we leave the building, and I know it’s behind me. For now. The months ahead will be challenging, but I’ll take it one step at a time.

Brad flags down a taxi, and we go to the airport to meet the others.

As I step foot on the plane, I’m sad to be leaving Ireland behind. Even though I’ve made a new life for myself in America, and being home reminds me more acutely of the horrors of my past, returning to Boston fills me with trepidation.

Because my brother is in the wind, and I know he’s gunning for me.

With what I know now, I can tell he’s more unhinged than normal, and that scares me worse than anything has ever scared me in my life.


Chapter Thirty-Four
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Brad

We got in late last night, and then we were both out early this morning—I headed to the library to catch up on some assignments, and Rach went to meet Lauren to work on their project. It’s the first time all week that I haven’t spent every solitary minute of each day with Rachel, and I’m missing her something special. I want to tell her how I feel. That I love her and I’m in this for the long haul. To promise her I’ll be there to support her through the next few months, but I’m afraid it’s too much heavy with everything else she’s dealing with. I’ve been letting her set the pace, so perhaps I should continue to let her do that, but I want to make this formal between us.

I want her to know I’ve fallen for her, and she’s my whole world.

But I’m not sure she can handle it, and I don’t want to pressure her.

These thoughts are still churning through my mind in the afternoon as I make my way toward the stadium for the game. Chances are Coach is going to toss me out on my ass, but I’m going to give it a go. I’m hoping he might’ve cooled down by now.

No such luck.

“McConaughey!” he barks out the instant I land at my locker. “You’re off the team, and you’ve no business in here.”

I open my mouth to beg—I’m not opposed to groveling if it’ll help—but he holds up a meaty palm in front of my face. “Don’t want to hear it, son. Everything that needed to be said was said on Tuesday. You’ve left me no choice.”

“Coach, I rea—” Ryan is cut off with one vicious look. I pick my bag up and walk back out of the room. My former teammates are silent as I pass them, but they all nod in my direction, and I can tell by the expressions on their faces that they’re feeling this with me. Until I come to Brady. He’s leaning back against the locker with his arms folded and a smug grin across his face. Typical. He goes around sexually assaulting girls, and he’s allowed back on the team. Apparently, there isn’t enough evidence to kick him off the team, let alone charge him with anything.

If this had been a few months ago, I’d be virtually suicidal walking out this door. But a lot has changed since then. Perhaps, I didn’t really want the whole football career as much as I thought I did. Maybe that was something else I latched onto at a time when most other things in my life were a mess.

I’ve just reached my car when Ryan catches up to me. “Are you okay, man?”

“I’m fine.” I unlock the door and throw my bag inside. “Not like I can do much about it.”

“Coach will come around.”

“I really don’t think he will, but I’m not going to regret it. Rachel needed me, and if I had to do it again, I’d still go to Ireland with her.”

“I don’t get why you can’t come clean with him.” I haven’t told Ryan what the trip was about, but he knows it was to do with police and legal stuff and that it was important. “I’m sure if he knew the facts, he would be more lenient.”

“I’m not divulging Rachel’s secrets, and I’m not asking her to do that either. She’s already had to repeat that shit to plenty of strangers, and it’s taking a toll on her.”

Ryan leans back against my car, smiling. “You’re really into this chick.”

“I am. I’m crazy about her, and Coach can kiss my ass.”

He slaps me on the shoulder. “I hope it all works out.” He starts backing away. “Better get back before he kicks me off the team for sneaking out. Later, dude!”

Faye and Ky are in the apartment when I return a short while later, but they leave as soon as I’m back. I know they were only keeping Rach company in my absence. “I got takeout,” I confirm, swinging the brown paper bag in front of her face.

“Thanks.” There’s no hint of a smile on her face.

I put the bag on the counter and reel her into my arms. “Bad day?”

“I don’t want to be afraid, Brad, because that gives him power over me, but I spent the whole day looking over my shoulder. I hate that no one knows where he is. That he’s planning on ambushing me when I least expect it. It has my stomach tied into knots.”

“He’s not getting near you, babe. I’ve spoken to Nate”—that’s Rachel’s assigned bodyguard—“and he assured me you would never be out of his sight.”

“I know, and he was really great, today. So discreet that no one even noticed, but whenever I looked around I could see him, and that did offer some comfort, but I’m still petrified. I’m such a wuss.”

I cup her cheek. “You’re the least wuss-like person I know.” That raises a small smile. “You’re incredible, Rachel. You’ve been through hell, but you keep fighting, keep getting back up. You’re my hero.”

She looks at me like I’ve grown an extra head or something. “Are you high?”

I laugh. “High on love.” The words come out all by themselves, and I stiffen, worried at her reaction.

She goes rigidly still, and my heart is jumping in a wild panic in my chest. “You don’t have to pretend anymore,” she whispers, averting her eyes. “You’ve been amazing, Brad. So amazing that I know I wouldn’t have gotten through this without you, but you don’t owe me anything anymore. We’re even-steven.”

That pisses me off. “Do you really think that?” I tip her chin up so she’s looking directly at me, and I note the old Rachel determination burning fiercely in her eyes.

“Truth time?”

“Please.”

“I want to believe that you like me as much as I like you, but there’s still that thing with Faye and—”

I place a finger to her lips, killing those words. “There is no thing with Faye. There never really was. She was right; I was projecting stuff onto her. I don’t have those kinds of feelings for Faye. Maybe, at the start I did a little, but not anymore. Not for a long time. I’ve been envious of what her and Ky have, because I’ve always been more of a relationship kind of guy.”

Her eyes almost bug out of her head, and my lips curve up. “I know. It’s hard to believe because I’ve been such an ass these last couple of years, but it’s the truth.” To hell with it. I’m going to go with my gut and tell her I want her. “And I want a relationship with you. Really badly, Rachel. I want to stop pretending and start living my life with you.”

The confidence in her gaze gives way to a mixture of awe, fear, and vulnerability. “Even after everything? Knowing I’m broken?”

I curl my hand around her neck. “You’re not broken, baby. You’re hurt, and you need time to heal, and I will give you as much time as you need. I will do whatever it is you want me to do, but if you feel the same way I do, don’t shut me out. Give us a chance. Give me a chance, and I’ll prove I’m worthy of you.”

She circles her arms around my neck, beaming at me. “You’ve already proven that and more. I feel so much for you, Brad, and that terrifies me. I’ve never done this before, and I’m afraid I won’t be any good at it, and you deserve the best because you’re a pretty awesome guy.”

My grin is so wide it threatens to split my face. “I am?” I puff out my chest, and she slaps it.

“I can see I’ll have to rein your ego in.”

“You can rein anything in, baby. Anything. I’m down with whatever you want to do to me.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

I kiss her after that, and we don’t move for ages, both content to just kiss and hold each other. After, we eat cold takeout in bed and watch Netflix, and I can’t remember ever feeling happier in my life.

I nuzzle her shoulder, pressing a searing kiss to her neck.

“What was that for?” she asks, turning away from the screen.

“Because you make me so freaking happy, Red.”

She curls around, snuggling into me. “The feeling is definitely mutual, dickhead.”

I chuckle. “I think I’ll have to punish you for that, and you definitely need to find a new pet name for me. Dickhead doesn’t quite convey the right tone.”

She thrusts her bare leg through mine, and my cock hardens. “What kind of punishment did you have in mind?” she purrs, instantly going there with me.

“The kind where you’re on your back, completely naked, and I’m sliding inside you.”

“Hell yeah,” she says, sitting up and whipping her top off. She’s not wearing a bra. “That’s my kind of punishment.”

In the blink of an eye, she has her pajama shorts off and she’s lying under me completely bare. “Well?” She fake glares, tugging on the hem of my shirt. “What are you waiting for? Get naked and punish me!”


Chapter Thirty-Five
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Brad

I “punished” her three times last night and twice this morning, in bed and in the shower, and I’m still insatiable. I don’t know what it is about this girl, but I just can’t get enough. She’s laughing and joking with me while she cooks pancakes from scratch, and it feels so natural to be with her like this.

“How did you learn to cook?” I inquire from my position on the stool. I’m facing the stove so I have a fantastic view of her gorgeous ass, and my eyes have been glued to her shapely butt for the last five minutes. She’s wearing cut-off denim shorts that fit her perfectly and a cropped off-the-shoulder white top. Although she’s wearing a bra, her nipples are hard and poking out through the flimsy material, and I’ve had a raging boner the entire time I’m watching her. I suspect that may become a problem in social settings, but in this moment, nothing could be more perfect.

We’re on the same page, and she appears as happy as I am.

I’m on cloud nine.

Sign me up for the pansy-ass club. I’m right there with Kyler and Kalvin. Good for a repeat subscription.

It’s the most amazing feeling in the world.

“Santa
 gave me a cookbook when I was six, and Mum and I made every recipe in the book at least a few times over.” She sweeps hair off her face, and a melancholy look appears in her eyes. “That was when she had time for me. Before she had to go out to work. After that, I used to cook with Faye and her mum sometimes, and I did home economics in school. I’ve always found cooking therapeutic. A lot like sewing,” she muses.

“You’re good with your hands,” I say with a saucy grin.

Her eyes narrow suspiciously. “Are you flirting with me?”

“I’m always flirting with my girlfriend because she’s smoking hot.”

She abandons the pancake mixture, racing to my side and throwing herself into my lap. “Would you think I’m one of those stupid, giggly girls if I tell you that you calling me your girlfriend is doing funny things to my insides?”

“You couldn’t be stupid if you tried, and giggles are good.” I kiss her mouth quickly. “Giggles are great.” I don’t need a crystal ball to know there hasn’t been much frivolous laughter in Rachel’s past.

She rests her forehead against mine. “How did I get so lucky with you.”

“Hey. Stop stealing my lines.” I ease back, staring into her eyes. “I’m
 the lucky one.” I wind my hands through her hair. “I’m crazy about you, Rachel. Like head over heels crazy.”

“Ditto, babe.” She kisses me slowly and sweetly, and I never want to let her go.

When she wriggles off my lap, I scowl, and she laughs. “Don’t be like that. I want to make my boyfriend pancakes to show him how much I care.”

My stomach rumbles at the same time my cell rings. “They do say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” I tease, removing my phone from the pocket of my sweatpants. “Mom? Is everything okay?” I hate that that’s become my usual greeting, and I long for the day when I can just say “Hey, Mom” without hesitation.

“That depends on your interpretation.” She pauses. “Your father wants to see us.”

My blissful mood evaporates in a puff. I drag a hand across my bare chest. “When?”

“This afternoon, if you can make it.”

“The girls too?”

“Yes, but I’m not letting Emma in to see him. She’s too young, and I don’t want her in a place like that.”

“She’s twelve, Mom. I think that’s old enough to make her own decision.”

“I’d rather see what’s involved first and see what state of mind your father is in before I broach the subject with her.”

“Fair enough. What about Kaitlyn?”

“She doesn’t want to see him.” I can understand the sentiment. Part of me doesn’t want to see him either, but I have some stuff I need to get off my chest.

“That’s her choice, and I can’t say I’m surprised. Rachel is making breakfast, but we could be on the road in an hour. I’ll come get you.”

“Not necessary. The Kennedy chauffeur is taking me. I’ll meet you there. I’ll send the coordinates to your phone.”

Three hours later, I’m standing outside the FBI office in Chelsea with Rachel, waiting for Mom. She bundles both of us into a hug when she arrives. “Are you ready for this?” she asks, squeezing my cheek.

I shrug. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Thank you for coming with me. I couldn’t do this without you.” She grips my hand.

“You’re worried he’s mad at you?” I guess, and she nods. “I won’t let him take it out on you. I promise.” We enter the building, and once we’ve signed in and gone through the security gate, a young woman with dark curly hair steps forward to greet us. “Mrs. McConaughey. I’m Agent Tori Kendall. We spoke on the phone.”

Mom shakes her hand. “This is my son, Bradley, and his girlfriend, Rachel.”

I get enormous pleasure out of hearing that word, and it’s as if I’m back in high school and the girl I’m crushing on has agreed to go steady.

We both shake the agent’s hand, and then follow her up two flights of stairs and out into a long carpeted passageway. “Your husband is being kept here temporarily, but he’ll be transferred to a federal penitentiary within the next few days. I’ll make sure you’re notified of the new location.”

“Thank you,” Mom says in a quiet voice.

We come to a halt outside a gray door with a hatch on top. Agent Kendall slides it open, briefly looking in. “He’s inside. You can go in when you’re ready. I’ll wait here.” She faces Rachel. “You can take a seat there, miss.” She points at the two chairs propped against the wall behind us.

Mom removes her coat, wordlessly handing it to Rachel. Rachel squeezes my hand, before leaning up on her tiptoes to kiss me. “Good luck,” she whispers. “You got this.”

“Ready?” I grip Mom’s hand, and she nods. I open the door and we step inside.

The room is a small square. With drab gray walls, a scuffed tiled floor, and only a table and four chairs, the bleakness of the environment matches my mood. Absolutely nothing could’ve prepared me for the man in front of me, though. Dad always prided himself on his appearance. As a leading stockbroker, he had to look the part. His closet was stuffed full of designer suits and shoes, and he was always immaculately dressed and perfectly groomed.

The man sitting on the chair across the table doesn’t even look like the same man. His once short, dark hair is now almost fully gray, and it falls to his shoulders. A thick layer of gray stubble lines his jaw, and the wrinkles around his mouth are more pronounced. The orange jumpsuit hangs off his scary-thin frame. Dad went to the gym religiously every morning before work, and he was always in tip-top shape. This person barely even resembles my father.

Mom tugs on my elbow. I wasn’t aware that I’d stopped moving. I’m rooted to the spot, staring in disbelief at a man I once looked up to. A man I tried so hard to impress. The man I wanted to be when I grew up.

“Bradley.” His deep voice and piercing blue eyes are about the only familiar things. He stands up, beseeching me with his eyes. I walk to the empty chairs across from him and pull one out for my mother. Once she’s seated, I drop down beside her, placing my hands, palm-down on the table. His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat, and he sits back down, looking a little dejected. “It’s good to see you.”

“Is it?” My tone is harsh.

“Yes. I’ve missed you. I’m glad to see you looking well. The agent told me you’re at Harvard and playing for the Crimsons?”

“I am at Harvard, but I’m not on the football team anymore.”

“You’re not, honey?” Mom turns questioning eyes on me.

“Coach didn’t approve of my trip to Ireland with Rachel. Told me he’d kick me off the team if I went.”

“You threw it away for some girl?” Disappointment is obvious in Dad’s tone.

“A. She’s not just some
 girl. And, B, I choose to protect her rather than selfishly serve my own interests. Not that I expect you to understand. Instead of admitting your crime, you dragged my mother and sisters halfway around the world and you left me behind without a second thought. You destroyed our family because you were too gutless to do the right thing.”

I half-expect my mother to jump to my father’s defense, and I’m hugely surprised when she doesn’t.

Dad gulps. “You’re correct. I was a coward, and I should never have done that. There are so many things I wish I’d done differently, but I panicked, and I made the wrong call.”

Mom said he was remorseful, but it still doesn’t explain everything. “If that’s really true, why didn’t you return when Mom did? You left them to travel by themselves. Anything could’ve happened to them!” My voice raises an octave.

Dad shakes his head. “I had people watching them every step of the way. They were never in any danger.”

“You did?” Mom asks.

“Yes, sweetheart. I could never have lived with myself if anything had happened to you or the girls.”

“I’m not buying it.” I lean back in my chair.

“I don’t blame you, son. I’ve messed up, and I will spend the rest of my life paying for that, but I hope, in time, you can come to forgive me.”

“You left me.”

“I know, but you were adamant you had to stay behind, and your reasoning was sound.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I hate that my voice wobbles, and I pause to compose myself. “You didn’t even try to convince me to go.”

“Would you rather I had?”

This is the hard part. The part where my selfishness comes to the fore. I could lie, but then I’d be no better than him. “No,” I quietly admit. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t feel guilty or hurt at being left behind.”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Mom cups my cheek. “You have nothing to feel guilty about. You did nothing wrong. It wasn’t wrong to want to stay behind and try to make something of your life. If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have been here to help me. I could not have gotten through the last few weeks without your support.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, Bradley. I’m so very sorry for letting you down.” Dad looks me straight in the eye as he apologizes. “For letting the whole family down. I’m trying to do the right thing now.”

“That won’t give those people back their money.”

He hangs his head. “I know, and I feel terrible about that. I’ve handed over the contents of the offshore accounts I held onto,” he admits, wincing.

“What accounts?” I ask through clenched teeth.

“I had money stashed abroad. How else were we expected to live?”

Any empathy I was starting to feel is gone in a flash. “That wasn’t your money to keep!” I hiss. “You stole it!”

“Well, I’ve given it back. It’s nowhere near enough, but it should offer some small compensation to the clients who lost money.” He looks to my mother. “I begged them to allocate some to you, but they appropriated it all. I’m sorry.”

“I wouldn’t have taken it, and you know that,” she replies. “God knows we had enough arguments over that money while we were overseas. We will manage without.”

Dad hangs his head again, mumbling, “I’m sorry.”

I stand up. I’m done with this. I said what I came here to say. I offer one last parting statement. “I’m glad you handed yourself in, Dad, but you’ve a long way to go to convince me you’re genuinely sorry.” I turn away, looking down at Mom. “Are you coming?”

She shakes her head. “You go. I need to speak to your father in private.”

I don’t look back, and he doesn’t say anything as I exit the room. Rachel is on her feet instantly, holding my hand and pulling me down on the chair alongside her. “Well? How did it go?”

“Exactly as I expected.”

“I’m sorry.” She rests her head on my shoulder.

“Don’t be. It felt good to get that stuff off my chest, but it’s hard to see him like that, and to know it’s all his own fault. I used to think he was so strong when I was a kid, but I’ve never known anyone so weak.” Agent Kendall looks at the floor, doing a piss-poor job of pretending she’s not listening, but I don’t care. “My biggest fear is that I’ll end up just like him.”

Rachel jerks her head up, grasping my face in both hands. “That’s not even remotely possible. You’re a million times the man he is. You’re good, through and through, and the most amazing man I know. You couldn’t be him even if you tried.”

Her words do wonders for my mood. I close the gap, kissing her deeply, my fingers sifting through her hair. Her feather-soft touch unravels me in the best possible way.

I hear the soft tread of footsteps as Agent Kendall quietly steps away.

I could kiss Rachel all day long and never grow tired of it. As her lips caress mine unashamedly, she pours everything into it, letting me know how she feels. My heart is full to bursting point, and I pull her closer to me. The craving to touch her intimately is almost more than I can bear. Unprecedented emotion swirls inside me as we keep kissing. It’s not the most romantic setting, and maybe I should hold back, but I want her to know the full extent of my feelings. “I love you, Rachel,” I whisper in her ear. “I love you so Goddamned much.”

Her eyes turn moist. “Brad,” she whispers in that sexy, husky voice of hers. “I love you so much too.”

I kiss her again, and there’s nothing soft or tender about this kiss. This is pure raw emotion mixed with potent need.

“I’ve never told any boy that before,” she whispers against my lips.

I cup her face. “That makes me incredibly happy. I’ve never said it to anyone before and genuinely felt it. No one has ever made me feel the way you do.” My thumb rubs along her swollen lower lip. “I want you to know I’m not messing around, Rach. I know we didn’t get off on the right foot, but I’m one hundred percent committed to this. I’m all in.”

“I’m right there with you. I can’t imagine being with anyone else.”

The door creaks open, and we break apart. The second Mom closes the door behind her, she bursts out crying. I’m on my feet straightaway, pulling her into my arms. “What did he say? I’ll kick his ass.”

She shakes her head, tears clouding her vision. “He didn’t do anything.”

I arch a brow in confusion. “I just asked your father for a divorce.”


Chapter Thirty-Six
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Rachel

Brad was subdued after his mother delivered the bomb, and I can only imagine the crap going through his head. We’ve both had quite the week. When Ky suggests hitting a local club in Cambridge, it sounds like the perfect antidote, even if we are up early for class in the morning, and the thought of being exposed in public brings me out in giant hives. But I’m not going to cower and hide in our apartment forever.

At the club, we bump into some of Brad’s football mates, and I overhear a conversation that has my blood boiling. I’m not going to confront Brad and make a show in front of his friends, so I pull Faye with me to the bathroom and grill her the second we step foot inside. “Did you know Brad is off the football team?” I don’t know much about relationships, but communication is key, and not telling me something like this is huge. I’m hurt and pissed off with him.

“Yeah. It sucks.”

“Why?”

“Why does it suck?” She washes her hands and runs a brush through her hair.

“Why was he booted out?”

She spins around. “He didn’t tell you?” She rolls her eyes. “Of course, he didn’t. He didn’t want to burden you after all the stuff you were dealing with this week.”

That sounds like Brad, and the edge fades off my anger. “I hate that. He’s been there for me, and I want to do the same for him.”

“I’m so happy you guys made it official.”

“Don’t change the subject,” I hiss.

“I’m not. We’ll get back to that, but I want you to know how happy I am for you. I’ve seen the way you two have been looking at each other all night. Even when you’re not with each other, your eyes are like laser beams scanning the room. I love it. I love that you’re experiencing what I’m experiencing. Isn’t it the best feeling in the world?”

“I know what you’re doing, you know.” I drill an imaginary hole in the side of her skull.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She feigns innocence, and I harrumph.

“I can read you like a book. You’re making sure my head is in the clouds so that I won’t go all raging bull on his ass.”

“Is it working?”

“It might be.”

She slings her arm around my shoulder. “Good. Keep that in mind, and don’t be angry.”

“I am angry! The guy I love kept something ginormous from me! I know I’m a relationship virgin, but even I know that’s not a good thing.” Faye starts bouncing on her heels and clapping her hands like an enthusiastic seal. “Dude, what the hell are you on, because I so need me some of that?”

“You said you love him,” she squeals.

“Oh that.” I wave my hands in the air, as if it isn’t a huge deal. “That’s old news.”

“Has he told you he loves you?” Her eyes pop wide, and I swear she’s holding her breath in anticipation of my reply.

The biggest smile breaks out across my face. “He did.” Tears well in her eyes. “Hey.”

She sniffles. “Don’t mind me. It’s just, you are two of my most favorite people in the world, and this is the most amazing news ever.” She hugs me. “I’m so, so happy for you, Rachel. Brad is an amazing guy, and I trust him one hundred percent to look after you. Ky and I already see the difference in him. These last few weeks, he’s been the guy I first met. The sweet, genuine, thoughtful guy who helped me settle into my new life. You’ve no clue how freaking happy I am for you.”

“No, I’m feeling it. Believe me.” But I can’t fault my friend for her exuberance. “And screw you for eradicating my anger. Now I want to go out there and jump his bones, not tear him a new one.”

“Good, because when you hear what I have to say, that’s what you’ll feel like doing anyway.”

She proceeds to tell me how Coach gave him an ultimatum and he ignored it to come to Ireland with me. She also tells me he received a letter confirming his scholarship funding will be cut from next semester.

I can’t believe he sacrificed all that for me.

I’m blown away by it.

No one has ever done anything so selfless for me before, and my heart is about to explode.

I race for the door, and Faye laughs her head off behind me. I shove my middle finger up at her before I rush outside.

Back in the club, my eyes scan the room, frantically searching for my man. I find him standing in a circle with a few of his friends, and I make a beeline for him. I throw myself at him, and he almost loses his balance with the unexpected move. But my guy has awesome reflexes, and he snags an arm around my waist to steady me. “Careful there, Red.”

Uncaring that we have an audience, I grab his face and smash my lips to his. A chorus of wolf whistles ring out. “You’re so stupid,” I say, in between peppering his face with kisses. I press my body against him as my hands trek a path up his delectable chest. “And part of me wants to kill you.” I continue caressing his lips. “But I can’t be mad at you. Not when you sacrificed your place on the team for me.” He holds me firmly against him, kissing me back with the same fervor. We only break apart when shouts of “get a room” ring out. We’re both panting and grinning like idiots. “I fucking love you.” I say it loudly, wanting his friends to hear but not expecting him to say it back.

“I fucking love you too.” His confident declaration brings tears to my eyes again. This man has sacrificed his own future to support me through one of the most difficult weeks of my life. And he’s happy to trade in his man-card, to declare his feelings in front of his friends, without a second thought. I cannot believe he’s mine. That I got so lucky.

And after everything he’s done for me, it’s time for me to repay the favor. I’m not sure how, but I’ll figure out a way to fix this.
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The week goes by superfast, and I’m grateful. The more time passes, the less concerned I am over my brother. I know he’s still out there, and I have to be on my guard, but I’m not obsessing over it and hiding myself away. I’ve stayed behind in college most nights this week because the group project we’re working on needs to be handed in by Monday. There goes any Halloween plans this weekend. Brad insists on collecting me every night, and I love coming out of the building and seeing him waiting for me. It never fails to make my heart race and my blood pressure soar. The weekend after next, we’re moving into my apartment. Faye was insistent. It makes no sense that we’re living in Kyler’s apartment while they are living in mine. And considering my brother already found me here, it’s not any safer than my apartment, so I relented, and we’re going to swap.

On Thursday, after class, I make the trek across town to Harvard, happy in the knowledge that Brad is at the gym and I won’t risk bumping into him. He’s a creature of habit, but I roped Ky in just in case my man decided to surprise me at home. I made an appointment earlier on in the week so Coach is expecting me.

He’s very polite, holding a chair out and offering me a beverage. I decline, preferring to get to the point straightaway. I tell Coach outright why Brad came to Ireland with me, sparing him the salacious details, but leaving him in no doubt as to what happened to me and how much I needed Brad by my side. I explain I didn’t know he would lose his place on the team or I would never have let him do that. “He sacrificed his life-long dream and his future for me, and I’m here to ask you to give him a second chance. I’ll do anything if you can reverse your decision and let him back on the team.” He says nothing for a couple of minutes, staring off into space. He sits up a little straighter, clearing his throat. “That’s a terrible thing that happened to you, and I can understand now why he wouldn’t tell me.”

“I wouldn’t have had any issue if he did, but he was respecting my privacy and trying to protect me.”

“I can see that.”

“He’s an amazing person, as I’m sure you’ve already seen, and it doesn’t seem fair that he should miss out.”

He sighs, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “I can give him his place back on the team. That’s not irreversible, but I doubt the scholarship funding can be reassigned.” He looks apologetic. “I’m real sorry. I wish I had known. All I saw was a guy who was more interested in puss—in girls than football, and I was mad as all hell because he’s a great player, and popular with the team, but I thought he wasn’t committed.”

“It doesn’t matter about the scholarship. I’ve already paid his fees for the rest of the year, so if you can give him his place back on the team, that would be perfect.”

“You have?” I nod. He smiles for the first time. “Alrighty then. Consider it done.”

Now it’s my turn to smile. I hold out my hand. “Thank you so much, Coach. I really appreciate this, and I know Brad will too.”

He shakes my hand. “Thank you for telling me.”

“Can you keep the info about his fees to yourself? I haven’t had the chance to tell him myself yet.” And I’m not sure how to broach that subject. He’s a bit touchy when it comes to money.

“No problem.”

“I’ll get out of your hair then.” I rise, walking to the door.

“I can see why he’s so enamored with you,” Coach says as my fingers curl around the handle of the door. “He’s a lucky son of a bitch.”

I turn to him one last time. “Believe me, I lucked out too.”

I’m in a fantastic mood as I make my way to the apartment. I told Brad I was going out with Faye tonight and that I’d meet him at home. I call into the local store to pick up ingredients for my special homemade curry. I plan to butter Brad up with food and sex before I steer the conversation to his fees.

My bodyguard, Nate, had waited outside the store for me, but he’s nowhere to be seen when I leave. I’m not overly concerned. He sometimes goes to check out the apartment before I set foot inside.

I’m humming my favorite song, and in my own little world, when I let myself into the apartment, closing the door behind me. The place is in darkness, and a weird sensation crawls over me. I try to shake off my paranoia. Dropping my keys, mobile, and bag on the hall table, I kick off my shoes and walk into the living space carrying my bag of shopping. I flick the light switch and nothing happens. I press it up and down, and still nothing. My pulse starts throbbing wildly in my neck, and all the tiny hairs lift on my arms. While the lightbulb could need replacing, I instinctively know that’s not the case.

The bag plummets to the ground as I spin around and run back to the hall. My hands are shaky as I fumble in the dark for my phone. I grab onto it, only for it to slide through my fingers and fall to the floor with a dull thud. My heart is in my mouth as I sink to my knees, feeling around the floor for it. An icy chill filters through the air, and blood thrums in my ears.

He’s here.

I know he is.

I can feel his presence.

A little whimper flies out of my mouth as I jump up. Screw the phone. I’ll just have to take my chances. I figure he’s done something to Nate; otherwise, he never would’ve gotten in here. My phone was my best chance of calling for help, but I feel him closing in, and I just need to get out of here now. My fingers are clumsy as I fumble with the lock on the door.

I’ve only pulled the door open a smidgeon when a heavy weight crashes into me from behind. The door slams shut with a massive wallop, and every bone in my body rattles as pressure is exerted on me from behind.

“Leaving so soon, sister dearest,” Alec growls, yanking me back by the hair. Ignoring the stinging pain in my scalp, I ram my elbow back into his gut, and he stumbles, but his hold doesn’t loosen enough. Something cold and jagged pushes against my exposed neck, and I freeze. “Don’t try anything, or I’ll slice that pretty neck wide open.”

With the knife pressed to my throat and one arm around my waist, he drags me back into the living room. “Do you know how unhappy I am with you?” His breath is hot on the side of my face as he leans in close to me. “Do you, Rachel?”

“Fuck you.”

A sharp sting pricks my throat, and a trickle of blood starts oozing down my neck. “I wouldn’t upset me any further, little sis. I’m furious with you, but I don’t want to hurt you even though you’ve done your best to hurt me. Why’d you do that, Rachel? Why’d you hurt your only brother? The only person who will ever love you so completely? Does our past mean nothing to you?”

I want to tell him to go to hell, but I’m too afraid he’ll cut me again, so I decide to play along. “You know that’s not the truth. It matters, but this isn’t the way to win me over.”

“Why did you go to the gardai? I had it under control! That girl was going to accept a payment and withdraw her allegation, but now you’ve come forward and all these other girls are coming out of the woodwork. I’m royally screwed, thanks to you.”

“I’m sorry.” My entire body is quaking with fright. Blood continues to seep down my neck.

“Do you really mean that?”

“I do. I’m really sorry.” In my head, I’m trying to calculate how long it’ll be until Brad returns, but I know it’s got to be at least twenty minutes. If I can just keep him distracted until then.

“Prove it.”

Every muscle locks up in my body. “What?”

“Prove you’re sorry. Prove you love me and not that American asshole.”

I attempt to smother my mounting panic. “How?” My voice squeaks, and I hate how scared I sound.

“Down on your knees. Suck me off.”

Oh, dear God. I’m going to be sick. I’m quaking all over.

Removing the knife from my throat, he turns me around, forcing me to my knees. My eyes have adjusted to the darkness, and I can detect the wicked gleam in his eyes. He holds the knife over my head, while his other hand fumbles with his belt. “Don’t try anything or I’ll gut you like the squealing pig that you are.”

My heart is beating so rapidly I fear it’ll give out.

His jeans and boxers drop to the floor, and he wraps his free hand around his hard length. Tears are coursing down my face. Horrific memories are bouncing around my mind, and I’m that frightened little girl again. I don’t want to put my mouth anywhere near him, but I figure this might be my only chance to escape. It’s risky, because he could impale me with the knife, but I’ve got to try something.

He grabs the back of my neck, jerking me forward. Closing my eyes, I take him in my mouth, say a silent prayer, and bite down really hard.

He lets out an almighty roar, and there’s a clang as the knife flies out of his hand, across the room, dropping to the floor. He sinks to his knees, cupping himself as he screams in agony. “You fucking bitch! I’ll kill you! I’ll fucking kill you! Whore!”

I scoot away from him, shaking and crying as he continues to shout expletives. I’m paralyzed with fear, my brain having returned to a very dark place. A sliver of light starts pushing through, and I snap out of it. I’m not that same girl, and he’s not going to win. This is not how my life ends.

Scrambling to my feet, I race toward the door. Blood is thrumming in my ears, and nausea floods my mouth. A line of sweat coasts down my spine.

I have the door halfway open, and one foot outside, when I’m thrown forward with force. He has a tight grip on my right ankle, and his nails are digging painfully into my flesh. My face whacks against the side of the door, and I scream as agonizing pain shoots through me. Stars blur my vision as I slam face-first into the ground. I’m only semi-conscious as Alec drags me back by my foot. My head is spinning and there’s a metallic taste in my mouth. My nose throbs like a bitch. Dumping me in the living room, he hobbles to the door and closes it again.

I’m rolling around on the ground, clutching my aching body, dazed and in pain, with blood dripping down my face and my neck. My vision blurs in and out, and I’m seconds away from passing out.

I will myself to get up, but I can’t make my limbs move. They won’t cooperate. A loud sob bursts free of me.

I am going to die here today.

There’s nothing I can do to stop it.

My sobs turn to anger as he presses himself down on top of me, reaching for the hem of my skirt. “You fucking bitch. I’m going to make you pay for that, and then I’m going to kill you and leave you here for your precious Brad to find. We still have fourteen minutes until he returns, and that’s more than enough time to do what I need to do.”

Tears spill out of my eyes at the sound of material ripping. He rips my skirt right up the middle, and a blast of cool air flitters over my skin. I try to buck him off, but it’s a feeble attempt at best.

I go to that place.

That special empty space in my head where no one can hurt me, and I prepare myself.

I’ve no doubt he means what he says, and I can’t fight it anymore. I have no energy left.

As his hands wander to places they shouldn’t, my last conscious thought is of Brad and how awful it’s going to be when he comes home to find me like this, dead on the floor.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

An hour earlier
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Brad

Something’s wrong. I feel it in my bones. I can’t explain it, but from the minute I arrived at the gym, I couldn’t concentrate. After a half hour, I take a break and ask my bodyguard to check in with Nate. His cell rings out repeatedly, and I don’t waste another second. I sprint to the locker room and remove my own phone, dialing Rachel’s number.

“What’s up?” Ky asks, bounding into the room behind me.

“I can’t reach Rachel, and her bodyguard isn’t picking up either.”

“Fuck! Let’s go!”

We grab our bags and run all the way to the parking garage. Ky floors it, tires squealing as he drives like a maniac out onto the dark road. I call Kev on the off chance he’s close by. He doesn’t pick up either. Ky calls the guy in charge of the security team asking him to send more resources to the apartment. Then he calls Faye in case they happen to be together and are just ignoring their phones. She confirms my worst fears. She hasn’t seen Rachel at all today which strikes fear into the heart of me. Rachel told me she was meeting Faye after classes ended, but she obviously lied.


Where the hell was she, and where the hell is she now?
 All Ky knows is that she was doing something to surprise me, and he was supposed to make sure I stayed at the gym.

Kev calls back a minute later. He calls up the tracking app on her phone as I speak. “She’s in the apartment,” he confirms.

“What about her brother?” I barely recognize my voice. Panic is doing a number on me.

“I haven’t been able to trace his new identity, so I’ve no way of knowing where he is. I’m getting in my car now.”

“How far away are you?”

“About twenty minutes.”

“We’re closer,” Ky confirms. “We’ll meet you there.”

“Pedal to the metal, brother,” Kev says.

“Already on it.”

I keep trying Rachel the entire trip to the apartment. Ky doesn’t try to reassure me, and I appreciate that. Hearing him say she’ll be fine would offer no comfort in this moment. I’m fucking terrified that I’m going to walk into that apartment and find her gone or dead. My insides are twisted into knots.

Ky drives like a maniac, weaving in and out of traffic. We make it to our apartment block in record time. As soon as he swings the car into the garage, we both jump out, not even bothering to close the doors.

Ignoring the elevator, I push through the door to the stairs, taking two steps at a time. Nervous adrenaline pushes my limbs to the limit. Ky removes a gun from the back of his sweatpants as we step out onto our floor. My eyes dart to his in silent question. “I got this after the cabin. I didn’t want to be caught unawares again. I have a permit.”

“I don’t give a fuck about permits. I’m just glad you have it.”

We’re running toward our apartment door when a loud scream perforates the otherwise still air.

“Rachel!” I fumble in my pocket for the keys. Inserting it into the lock, I turn it and nothing happens. I jiggle the key again, but it doesn’t move. “Fuucckkkk! He has it locked from the inside.”

“Stand back,” Ky instructs. Holding the gun in front of him, he shoots the lock out and I kick the door open.

The hallway is dark, and all the lights are off in the apartment. Sounds of scuffling bounce off the walls. I round the bend into the living room and screech to a halt. It’s fucking pitch-black, but I can still make out the two forms on the ground. He has her pinned to the ground, and his hands are around her throat. I don’t think. I just act.

I charge at him, knocking him sideways, and we wrestle on the floor, both grappling for the upper hand. “Showtime, asshole,” he croaks, before headbutting me. Black spots mar my vision, and a stabbing pain pierces my skull. He climbs off me and I lift my foot, angling it at his crotch, but my vision is fuzzy and my aim is off. My foot glances off his hip, and he laughs.

“Hands up, perv, or I’ll shoot.” Kyler steps around Rachel, pointing the gun at her brother. The crazy motherfucker charges him, and the gun flies through the air before he can get a shot off, landing somewhere in the darkened room. They both go down, swinging fists.

I crawl over to Rachel. She’s lying flat on her back, and she’s naked from the waist down. I strip off my sweater and cover her lower half. Tears are streaming down my face. A large red stain darkens the front of her cream blouse, and blood is smeared across her neck. Her eyes are closed and she’s so still. “Oh my God, Rach. No! Please, baby, please be alive.” I bring my trembling hand to the side of her neck, and I almost collapse when her pulse thrums against my fingers.

A loud crash diverts my attention. Alec has slammed Ky into the wall, and I watch in horror as my best friend collapses on the floor, out cold. Alec turns around slowly. He’s also naked from the waist down, and the sight of his semi-hard dick, and his sneering, arrogant face, flips a switch inside me. I lose it, launching myself at him as I roar. He lands a punch to my stomach, but I barely feel it. I swing at him, glancing the left side of his face.

We go at it, punching one another, each trying to gain dominance, but we’re pretty evenly matched. I throw another jab at him as the blare of approaching sirens fills the room. He starts backing up toward the door. Hell to the no. The only way he’s getting out of here is in cuffs or a body bag.

I make a grab for his shirt, and he makes a stupid mistake, stumbling as he tries to duck out of my reach. He loses his balance and falls to the floor. I jump on him, fists swinging, digging my knee firmly into his naked groin as he yelps in pain. His hands swing wildly, but I have him pinned, and I rain blows down on him. He stops fighting back after a bit, but I continue to pummel him, raining shots on him in pure rage. Blood spurts out of his mouth, spraying me, and I want to keep going. To make sure he doesn’t ever get back up, but I don’t want to join my father in a jail cell either.

I force myself up off him, wiping blood from my own mouth as the pounding of footsteps grows louder. Shapes hover in the doorframe. “Hold your hands up where I can see them, son,” the police officer says, his eyes squinting to take in the scene in the dark. Strips of light leak in from the open doorway and the corridor behind, illuminating Ky and Alec lying bleeding and unconscious on the floor.

“It’s not what it seems,” I tell them, holding my hands up in case they shoot me. “This guy broke into my apartment, and he tried to kill my girlfriend. He knocked my friend unconscious.” I jerk my head in Ky’s direction. “Can you call an ambulance, please. My girlfriend is unconscious too.”

“Already on its way.” They don’t lower their weapons. “Lock your hands behind your back and walk slowly toward me.”

“I told you I didn’t do this.”

“Until we can verify that, you are under arrest.”

“I’m not leaving this apartment until that piece of shit is removed. I’m not leaving him anywhere near my girlfriend. There’s a warrant for his arrest in Ireland, and you can check with the local police, the Irish authorities were already in contact with them. His name is Alec O’Kelly.”

The police officer inches toward me but hollers over his shoulder. “Weiss! Call that in. See if it checks out.”

“Brad?” The small voice behind me is like music to my ears.

“Baby?” My voice is choked, and I daren’t turn around in case the cop shoots me. “Don’t come any closer,” I warn her, keeping hawk eyes on her brother. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was only pretending to be unconscious. In horror movies, the baddie always jumps up and makes a last-ditch attempt.

“Point the gun at him
!” Rachel’s voice is frantic. “He broke in here and tried to rape and kill me. My boyfriend stopped him.”

That seems good enough for the cops. The officer swings his gun at the floor, and a second cop bends down over Rachel’s brother.

I whirl around, walking with purpose toward my girlfriend. She’s slouched against the wall, clutching my sweater around her hips, clearly injured, but she’s holding herself upright. Gently, I wrap my arms around her, and she folds into me, crying. “It’s okay. I’ve got you, baby. It’s over. He can’t hurt you again.”
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I’m holding Rachel’s hand in the ambulance, and I haven’t taken my eyes off her the entire time. The medics have temporarily bandaged her neck, and she’s hooked up to a drip. Ky, thankfully, came around a short while after Rachel did. While he was claiming he was fine, the medics insisted he needed to get checked out, so he’s on his way to the same hospital in a different ambulance. Kev is with him, and Faye is on her way in a taxi.

Rachel smiles, and it amazes me. She’s so resilient. So brave. Already, it’s as if a cloud has lifted and her face is brighter, less strained. “How did you get there so fast?”

I cringe at the raw, throaty sound she makes as she speaks. Finger marks have left an obvious imprint on the exposed skin around her neck. Every time I think of that bastard trying to choke her, I want to go back in time and kill his psychotic ass. But Rachel needs me to be calm and in control. “I had a sense something was off. I couldn’t shake the feeling, and when we couldn’t reach Nate, I just knew something had happened. We left immediately.”

Her eyes turn moist. “You saved me.”

“You saved me first, Red.” I thought it was my family who was healing the broken pieces of my heart, but all along it’s been this fierce, strong, feisty Irish girl who’s been healing me. No doubt my family have played a part, but Rachel has been the driving force whether she knew it or not. “I was lost, but you found me.”

“We found each other.”

I hold her hand to my mouth and plant a gentle kiss on her skin. “Let’s never lose sight of that.”

At the hospital, Rachel is whisked away to be examined, and I wear a line in the tiled hallway, pacing back and forth. Kev is slouched in a chair, listening to someone on his phone. He gets up, clenching his jaw as he walks toward me. “That was dad’s security guy. They found Nate in an alley near the apartment with his throat slit.”

I stop pacing, running a hand through my hair. “Shit, he’s dead?” Kev nods. “Rachel’s gonna be really upset when she hears that.” Although she hadn’t known her bodyguard that long, I know she liked and respected him.

“I knew him. He was a good guy. I wish I’d killed that motherfucking pervert when I had the chance.”


You and me both, buddy.
 I hope Alec rots in a jail cell for the rest of his miserable life.

Kev walks off to get coffee while I resume pacing the hallway. A few minutes later, Faye comes racing around the corner, almost crashing into me. “Whoa!” I grip her upper arms to steady her.

“Is he okay? Is Rach?”

“They’re fine. They’re both fine.”

Kev returns carrying two cups of coffee. “I was with him in the ambulance,” he says, handing her his coffee without question. “He didn’t stop bitching and moaning. I’d say there’s absolutely nothing wrong with him, but they are taking necessary precautions.”

“I just asked at the desk, and he’s being released as soon as the paperwork is processed,” I confirm.

A half hour later, Ky strolls toward us with a relaxed grin. He pulls his girl into his arms, kissing the top of her head.

“I was so worried, Ky.” Faye squeezes the hell out of him.

“I’m perfectly fine, except for a splitting headache and a bump on the back of my head.”

A nurse steps forward carrying a clipboard. “I’m looking for Mr. McConaughey and Ms. Donovan.”

“That’s us,” I supply, gesturing between myself and Faye.

“Rachel is asking for you.”

We follow her down the corridor and around the corner. Rachel is in a private room, sitting up in bed munching on tea and toast. Faye gasps at her obvious injuries, holding a hand over her mouth. The cuts and bruises on her face and her neck will heal. I’m more concerned about the scars we can’t see.

Rach holds out her arms, and Faye hugs her with tears falling down her face. “I was so freaking worried. I’m sure the taxi driver thought I was a mental case.”

“I’m okay. It looks worse than it is.”

“Is it?” Faye sits back, glancing quickly at me as I sit down on the other side of Rachel. I thread my fingers in hers.

“Yes. He didn’t rape me, although he tried. I was trying to fight him off when Brad and Ky got there. Then he panicked, and that’s when he started choking me.”

A rap on the door interrupts us. A nurse walks in with the police officer who was on the scene. I assume he’s here to take a statement. “Can’t it wait until the morning?” I ask before he’s even opened his mouth. “She’s been through an ordeal and she’s exhausted.”

“We’re not here to take a statement. That can
 wait for the morning, given the circumstances. I need to inform Ms. O’Kelly of an update in the case.”

“Whatever you have to say can be said in front of my boyfriend and my friend.” Rach pulls her knees in to her chest, and I can see her bracing herself. I sit up beside her, wrapping my arms around her shoulders.

“Alec O’Kelly was your brother?” He isn’t disguising his disgust.

Rachel nods and visibly shudders. I pull her in closer to my side. “Was?” she asks what we’re all thinking.

“Your brother tried to wrest the gun from my colleague in the ambulance on his way here. In the melee, the gun was discharged, fatally wounding him. I’ve sent notification to the Irish authorities to contact your parents, but I thought you would like to know.”

“He’s dead? He’s really dead?”

“Yes, miss.” He coughs. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“I’m not.” Her jaw flexes, and I massage her stiff shoulders. “I stopped looking at him as my brother a long time ago. To me, he was only ever a monster, and I’m not going to lie and say I’m sorry the monster is dead.”

He nods in understanding before backing out of the room.

Faye and I exchange a look. I don’t blame Rachel for her thoughts. I’m not sorry the sick bastard is dead either, but it’s not as cut and dried for my girl. She is angry and hurting now, but I wonder how she’ll feel when those sentiments subside.

All I know is, whatever she goes through, I’ll be right by her side helping her to deal with it.

“I mean it,” she adds in a less defiant tone. “I know my parents will be upset, and I’m upset for them, but I finally feel … free.”

I kiss her temple. “I’m glad, baby. I’m glad you’re no longer burdened.”

She looks up at me and smiles shyly. “We don’t have to hide or constantly look over our shoulder. We can just be a normal couple now.”

I kiss the end of her nose. “I love the sound of that.”

Faye quietly leaves the room.

“I love you.” She presses a chaste kiss to my mouth, wincing a little.

I sweep my thumb gently across her cheek, careful not to hurt her. “I love you, too, Rachel, and I can’t wait to do normal with you.”


Epilogue

5 weeks later
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Rachel

“Where are we going?” I ask for the umpteenth time, taking one last glance in the mirror. I’m wearing a silver and purple Rachel O’Kelly creation, and I feel like a million dollars. It helps that I have the most delectable arm candy tonight. I glance up at my guy, falling in love with him all over again. Brad is wearing a tailored black suit with a pristine white shirt and a purple tie to match my dress, and he looks fit. So bloody fit. He’s letting his hair grow out again, and it’s longer on top, more like the way he wore it when we first met. I love running my fingers through his hair or tugging on the strands when we’re in the middle of hot sex.

He tweaks my nose. “Not telling until we get there no matter how many times you ask.”

I can’t be mad. Not when he’s gone to so much trouble to organize a six-week-anniversary date. I thought girls were the ones to swoon over stuff like that, but Brad puts me to shame. He made me breakfast in bed this morning, showered me with new sexy lingerie and flowers, and told me he was taking me out for dinner later. All he said was to doll up. I’ve been trying to bribe him in all manner of ways all day, but he’s been stubbornly tight-lipped.

“It must be some place fancy if you have to wear a suit.”

He winks, holding out his arm. “It is.”

I grab my bag and my coat and loop my arm in his. “I’m starving, so I hope it isn’t one of those pretentious places where they give you a quarter-sized dinner and charge you ten times the price.”

He throws back his head, laughing, as we exit the apartment. “I thought you didn’t care about spending money.”

“I don’t mind spending money, but I’m opposed to spending it foolishly.”

“I still can’t believe you did it,” he says, pulling me into the elevator.

I roll my eyes. “For the love of God, man, just let it go.” I think Brad was secretly pleased I took care of his fees for the year, but every so often, his manly pride gets the better of him. He’s yet to realize I’ve cleared all his student loans too, but that argument can wait for another day.

“I am
 going to pay you back.” He kisses the top of my nose. “That’s a promise.”

As if I’m taking a penny off him, but I’ll play this charade. “If it makes you feel better. Fine.”

I wave to the concierge as we walk through the lobby. Brad stops me at the door, insisting I put my coat on. “It’s freezing out, and I don’t want you getting sick on our anniversary.” He tugs my collar up around my neck, ensuring I’m wrapped up tight. I’m wearing my hair up for the first time tonight, and I’m glad the scars on my neck have healed and that there are no obvious signs of what happened.

The rest of the scars are a work in progress. I’m seeing a great therapist, and he’s helping me work through everything, but I’ve a long road ahead. You can’t heal years of hurt overnight, but with the support of Brad, my friends, and my therapist, I feel hopeful I can get through it. And now my dad is moving here too, and I’m overjoyed. Both my parents were devastated at Alec’s death, but where Dad has come to terms with it, and he’s trying to come to terms with what Alec did to me, Mum continues to deny reality. She hasn’t spoken to me since that meeting in Dublin, and I don’t know if we’ll ever be able to repair our relationship.

For now, I’m glad for my dad. He broke things off with his girlfriend and he’s moving here to be with me. That means more to me than he’ll ever know.

We haven’t been able to locate the photos Alec had of me, and I’m hoping it’s something my brother took with him to the grave. Kev says they’re probably stored on the hard drive of his laptop, but I’ve no desire to verify that. They haven’t surfaced, and they’re unlikely to now, and I’m happy to draw a line under it. Thoughts of my brother create the usual maelstrom of emotions inside me. I thought it’d be cut and dried now he’s gone, but it hasn’t turned out like that. Not all my memories of him are bad, although for years I couldn’t see anything but the torment he inflicted. Since his death, everything has risen to the surface, and I’m struggling to deal with so many confusing emotions.

“You okay, babe?” Brad gently clutches my face. Concern shines from his eyes, and I push all thoughts of my brother aside. Brad’s taken such amazing care of me these last few weeks, and every day I fall more and more in love with him.

“I’m perfect—I’m with you.” I lean up on tiptoes and kiss him. “You’re so romantic, and I love it.”

He captures my lips in a searing hot kiss. “You make me want to burst into song and serenade you,” he admits with a bashful smile.

All my lady parts rejoice, and my heart starts beating a new rhythm. My grin is huge. “Keep talking like that and I’ll never let you go.”

He pushes out into the cold night air, tucking me under his arm. “I’m never letting you let me go.”

My laughter falters when I see the stretch limo waiting outside our building. The driver has the door open for us. “Oh my God. You did all this?”

He smiles proudly, helping me into the car. Once inside, he pours two glasses of champagne. “Our six-week anniversary is definitely something to celebrate.”

“It is,” I agree, trying to banish thoughts of the last time I was in a limo drinking champagne with Brad. I’d been out of my face, and he’d held my hair as I puked into the ice bucket. That feels like a lifetime ago now. Here’s hoping tonight ends on a more positive, and a more romantic note. I’m wearing the sexy purple lingerie he bought me, and I’m on a countdown until he’s stripping me out of it. My body hums in excitement, and I’m already aroused at the thought. “And if this is what you do for six weeks, I can’t wait to see what you pull out of the bag at six months.”

“Or six years.” He chinks his glass against mine, leaning down to kiss me.

I think I’m probably rocking a “deer in the headlights look” if his chuckle is any indication. He blows me away with these grand gestures and grand declarations, but the small things he does, on a daily basis, are equally impressive. Whether it’s leaving an umbrella out for me on rainy days, running to the local store to pick up my favorite smoothie before he leaves for Harvard, or running me a bath when I’m late home from college, Brad is the most thoughtful man I’ve ever met.

And so far removed from that angry, bitter guy I first met.

My boyfriend is the sweetest, sexiest man to walk the planet, and I’m the luckiest woman in the world.

“I meant it when I said I was in this for the long haul. I’m in this for life, Red.”

I gulp, overcome with emotion. And it’s not like this is the first time I’m hearing this. Brad wastes no opportunity to tell me how much I mean to him, and I cherish the words each and every time he says it. “I haven’t scared you away?”

He takes my glass, putting it down. Taking my hands in his, he sears me with a solemn look. “I think we can both agree we’ve seen each other at our worst, and our lowest points, and the fact we are both still here speaks volumes. There is nothing you could say or do that will change my feelings for you. I love you, Rachel.” He brings the tips of my fingers to his mouth and kisses them. Love practically oozes out of his body as he devours me with an adoring look. I inwardly swoon. I will never get enough of how well he loves me. “I love you for life.”

Tears blur my vision, but they’re happy tears. “You’re my whole world, Brad, and I can’t imagine you ever not being in it. I love you for life too.”

Brad

Her words infuse my body with warmth and happiness, and I want to bottle this feeling and never forget it. It’s not easy for her to express her feelings, but when she does, it’s always worth the wait. I cocoon her in a hug, just needing to feel her in my arms.

I’m so proud of my girl. These last few weeks have been difficult, but she’s faced them with strength, resilience, and grace. Quite simply, I’m in awe of her.

I don’t let go of her the rest of the short journey, but she makes no protest, happy to snuggle into me as we sip champagne and watch the world float by outside the window.

Her eyes are out on stalks when we reach our destination. Ky’s dad helped me pull some strings to get a reservation here. La Grotte Secrete is the most sought after dining experience in the whole of Boston. Nestled in the basement of an old eighteenth century building in the harbor district, it has a private side entrance with an enclosed underground garage which guarantees absolute privacy arriving and leaving. The hefty price tag, and six-month waiting list, ensures it’s an exclusive restaurant frequented only by the rich and famous. You won’t find any paparazzi shots of celebs dining here, and it’s a big attraction for those seeking an elitist dining experience that offers complete privacy from prying eyes. At least, that’s what James and Alex told me. They’ve eaten here a few times, and they said the food is also to die for.

The maître’ d approaches us with a welcoming smile, taking both our coats. Then he leads us through the dimly lit restaurant to our table. The ceilings are low, and the walls are a rustic stone with original stone tiles on the floor. A grand piano sits on a slightly elevated platform in the center of the room, and a woman in an expensive ball gown is tinkling away softly on the keys. The mood is romantic, and I couldn’t have chosen a more perfect setting. Rachel deserves to be cherished and spoiled rotten, and I’m just the man for the job.

Secluded tables and booths are built into crevices around the edge of room, offering heightened discretion. Our table is at the back, nestled into a private corner. Two candles cast romantic shadows over the walls and the tabletop as we slide into our booth.

A bottle of non-alcoholic champagne is already on ice. “Compliments of Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy,” the maître’ d confirms.

He leaves after he hands us our menus. “Wow. This place is something else.” Rachel’s eyes are lit up like a Christmas tree.

“Only the best for my girl.”

She snuggles into my side, kissing my cheek. “You are setting the bar high.”

“You deserve it, beautiful.”

“We need to take a selfie.” She whips out her cell, and I groan. She digs me in the ribs. “Don’t be a party pooper. Your sisters will love this.”

I can’t begrudge Rachel this. For so long, she’s had to hide. Now, she revels in the things most of us take for granted. Like uploading a selfie on social media like any normal college student. I lean in for the shot, wrapping my arm around her. There isn’t anything I won’t do for her, and I’m already firmly under her thumb, and proud to admit that.

“So,” she says a minute later after she’s tucked her phone back in her purse. “Has your mum told you about her hush-hush project yet?”

“Nope. It’s all very mysterious.” Mom has entered into some new secret business venture with Alex Kennedy. They are both super excited about it but keeping it completely confidential until they are ready to launch.

“I’m so happy for her. She deserves it.”

I am too. My family is living in the Kennedy’s Cambridge brownstone. Alex insisted they move in as their family use the apartment so infrequently now. Both my sisters are settling into their new schools, and I love that they are so close to us. Every Wednesday we go there for dinner. My family adores Rachel almost as much as I do.

Life is good. Better than good.

Football and school are both going well, and things are finally back on track with Faye and Ky. It’s been years since I’ve been this happy. The only blip on the radar is my dad. His court case is coming up soon, and I’m not relishing all the renewed media attention. I haven’t been to see him since he was moved to the penitentiary, but I know I can’t avoid him forever. In the meantime, I’m trying to find forgiveness in my heart.

But I don’t want to think about my dad. Not now.

Not when I have the most gorgeous female on my arm, and she’s looking at me like I hung the moon in the night time sky. “Me too. Things are finally looking up.” I take a drink of the fizzy liquid, filling my mouth before leaning in to kiss Rachel. She opens her mouth, and the liquid transfers from my mouth to hers.

She grins at me, licking her lips. “Now I’m imagining all kinds of ways we can use that champagne.”

A little dribble of the amber liquid leaks out of the corner of her mouth, and my tongue darts out, lapping it up. Her eyes sizzle with desire, and my eyes darken. My pants instantly stretch tight. One look at my hot girlfriend is usually all it takes. Rachel has an indisputable talent when it comes to turning me on. “If you’re imagining the same things I’m imagining, then I’m in. I’m all
 in.”

Her tinkling laughter does funny things to my insides. Her eyes sparkle with lust and giddiness, and she looks at me like I’m her everything. It’s my mission in life to make Rachel laugh every day and to replace all the horrible memories with new happy ones.

Ky always said when you meet the
 girl you’ll just know. I thought he was full of it, but now I know better. Rachel and I didn’t have a traditional start, and there’s been nothing normal about our relationship, but we’re stronger for it. I know there will never be another girl for me. If it was up to me, I’d be on one knee right now, but I have to take things slow. She still has a lot of things to figure out, and she’ll be in therapy for a while but she’s healthy, happy, safe, and most importantly—all mine—and I intend to keep it that way. To love her so completely that there’s never any question that we are made for one another. She brightens up my life in ways I could never have imagined, and when I look at my future she’s all I see.

Life doesn’t get much better than this.

After a sumptuous dinner, packed with more laughter and kisses, we get ready to leave. When I go to pay the check, I discover James has already taken care of it. I should be mad, but I’m in too much of a good mood. As she slides out of the booth, Rachel lifts her dress, flashing her purple panties at me. Looking up at me through hooded eyes, she licks her lips in a provocative manner, and I can’t wait to devour her in the limo. There’s no way in hell I’ll be able to wait till we get back home.

I take her elbow, steering her through the restaurant in front of me, using her body to disguise the massive boner in my pants.

A familiar voice captures my attention as we move through the crowded floor. Discreetly, I scan the tables to my left, in the direction of the voice, squinting in the dim light. My eyes narrow on Kaden Kennedy. He’s leaning over a table, spooning food into his date’s mouth. He is focused singularly on the woman across from him, so he doesn’t notice me staring. The look in his eyes is one I haven’t seen from him before. But I recognize it, because I’ve seen that same look on Kyler and Kalvin, and it’s similar to the look I have when I gaze at the only girl who matters.

Kaden is in love, and my curiosity is piqued because his date is not the cute redhead he usually has on his arm. No, this woman has long, rich, thick chocolaty-brown hair that is styled in sleek waves, resting on her bare shoulders. She angles her head to the side, as Kaden cups her face, and I try to mask my surprise.

Because I know that woman.

Every red-blooded male at Harvard knows that woman.

Professor Garcia is the youngest, hottest, smartest female professor on campus, and it’s no secret that most of the guys who sign up to her class do so purely to drool or to collect ammo for the spank bank.

It’s not the first time I’ve seen Kaden with her, and my instincts weren’t wrong. I’d sensed something was up, and it appears I was right. As Kade leans over the table and snares her lips in a scorching hot kiss, I wonder how long it’s been going on.

And whether her husband knows she’s having an affair with one of her students.
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A standalone second-chance forbidden romance

Kaden

The woman I love will never be mine because she already belongs to another.

I’ve tried everything to forget her, but it’s impossible when she occupies a starring role in my dreams. It doesn’t help that, whenever I see her shapely curves around campus, she looks as miserable as I feel.

I wonder if she misses me as much as I miss her.

Short of putting a bullet through the skull of that gangster she’s married to, I’m stuck in a hellhole of my own making.

Until fate intervenes, setting us on a collision course we can’t avoid.

Evelina

When I was a little girl, I dreamed of falling in love. The all-consuming sweep-you-off-your-feet kind of love I swooned over in movies.

It didn’t take long for that fairytale notion to come crashing down around me. Now I’m trapped in a marriage I despise with no way out.

The only light in the dark is Kaden Kennedy—the one true love of my life. He doesn’t know he is, because I’m forced to love him from afar, condemned to toss and turn at night, crying over everything I want and all I can never have.

Seeing him day in, day out, destroys me, but there’s no other choice; I had to push him away to keep him safe.

Because if my husband ever finds out I’m in love with one of my students, I won’t be the only one in danger.


Prologue

Past – Freshman Year of College
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Kaden

I join the line in the coffee place, stifling a groan as I count the numerous heads in front of me.

Note to self: Get here earlier in future.

But even the lengthy line can’t dampen my mood. I’m finally
 starting college, finally
 free of the stifling atmosphere in the house. Ever since Mom and James broke the news to me on my eighteenth birthday, I’ve been drowning, suffocating, and I desperately need to start a new chapter in my life. Harvard has always been Mom’s dream for us—she attended, along with her father and his father before and so on—and God help any of my brothers if they don’t want to follow tradition, but I’ve never minded.

Not until they dropped the bomb, and now I’m so freaking angry at my mother that all thoughts of joining her in the family business have flown out the window.

But I’m not sorry I’m here. This is the fresh start I so badly need.

The line moves, and I take a few steps forward, still mulling it all over in my head. I can’t believe Mom’s lied to me my entire life. And now she expects me to do the same to Keven. I was this
 close to telling him last week before I left Wellesley to settle into my dorm. I think I would have too, only all that shit went down with Cheryl and he’s devastated. I won’t deliver another gut punch, so I’m keeping my parents’ secret.

For now.

A guy brushes past me, in a huge hurry, holding a paper cup in each hand.

“Aaggh!” A woman cries out behind me, and I spin around, watching the guy scowling at her in annoyance before he pushes through the door out onto the sidewalk. A cup is on the ground, hot liquid seeping all over the floor. “Oh no!” The woman has her head bent, her long dark hair shielding her face, as she frantically plucks at her jacket and blouse, both covered with coffee stains.

I run to the front of the counter, swiping a few paper towels and return to her side. “Here.” I hold them out to her. “These might help.”

She lifts her head, and I stop breathing. Warm, brown eyes the color of rich whiskey meet mine. Framed by thick, long lashes, her eyes are the kind that suck you in and leave you spellbound. As I stare at her, definitely for longer than is socially acceptable, I see the moment a fresh layer of panic sets in, and I desperately want to remove it. “Are you hurt?” I ask, concerned the coffee may have scalded her skin, but she shakes her head. She barely reaches my chest, but as I quickly scan her body, there’s no doubting she’s all woman. She may be a tiny little thing, but she has curves in all the right places.

“My jacket absorbed most of it.” Her voice is unintentionally sultry and every bit as hypnotic as her face. With her voluptuous mouth, golden skin, and sexy body, she reminds me of a younger Sophia Vergara. Only sexier.

Way sexier.

She sighs. “But it’s ruined, along with my blouse. I look a hot mess.” She drags slender fingers through her thick hair, sighing again.

“Can I do anything else to help?”

“I think I’m beyond help at this point.” Her lower lips wobbles and her smile is shaky. She looks down again, and her chest visibly heaves as a shuddering breath escapes her tempting lips. “Hell. Could this day be off to a worse start,” she murmurs, looking crestfallen. She starts dabbing at her clothing, scrubbing at the stains, but she’s right—they are
 ruined.

“That guy is a jerk. The least he could’ve done is offer to pay for dry cleaning.”

“I agree.” She continues trying to blot the excess liquid from her blouse. “But that wouldn’t help my current predicament.”

She looks on the verge of tears, and I want to eradicate that strained expression from her face—I’ve always been a sucker for a damsel in distress. “I’ll hold your place in line if you want to go to the restroom and wash out the stains.”

She nods. “That’s a great suggestion and thank you.” She starts rummaging in her bag. “In case you make it to the front before I return, I’ll have a latte.” She thrusts a five-dollar bill in my hand. “And a pack of valium too,” she jokingly adds.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I say, curling the bill back in her fist. “And I don’t need that. It’s on me.”

She looks flustered. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You didn’t ask.” I grin. “I’m offering, and you’ll offend my masculine pride if you turn me down.”

She laughs, a light, tinkling sound that reverberates through my bones. “Okay, if you insist. I don’t want to be held responsible for any damage to your male pride.” She sends me a shy smile before she backs away, clutching her bag to her chest. Nudging her way through the crowd, she makes a beeline for the bathroom.

My eyes are stuck to her retreating form like glue. She wears that fitted gray skirt suit like it was spray-painted on her gorgeous body. Lust stirs deep inside me, and I can’t remember the last time I had such a visceral response to a girl. Although it’s clear she’s all woman and most definitely a few years older than me. Judging by the way she’s dressed, I’m guessing she works on campus. She’s way out of my league, but that doesn’t stop my hormones from going crazy. If anything, that only elevates my interest in her. My brother Kalvin recently lost his virginity to an older woman, and he said it was hot. Now, I’m imagining all kinds of scenarios and getting worked up.

The line moves forward, and time seems to slow to a crawl. I almost give myself whiplash alternating my gaze between the line and the restroom. When I reach the counter, I place both our orders and then move to the back of the room with our takeout to wait for her.

She appears a couple of minutes later, scanning the line anxiously for me, and, damn, if that doesn’t please me no end. When she spots me, a relieved smile spreads across her lush mouth, and I have to coax my dick to stay down. Her jacket is slung over her arm as she advances toward me in a hip-clinging skirt and almost transparent white blouse. White lace peeks through the flimsy material, and the sight of her ample tits barely contained by her bra does nothing to dampen my ardor. My dick surges to life, and I’m praying she doesn’t notice the monster bulge in my jeans.

“Thank you so much,” she says in a breathy voice as I hand her a cup.

“Did the stains come out?” As much as I want to look, I daren’t risk it, because I’m already painfully hard.

She gestures at her chest, seemingly unaware of how transparent her blouse is. “It’s not as noticeable on my blouse, but my jacket is ruined. At least it’s warm, and I can forego it.” Her laugh is nervous, and as she looks down at her feet, I realize she understands the situation perfectly—she’s just trying to make the best of it.

“My Jeep isn’t far from here. I don’t mind driving you home if you want to change?” I offer. Who cares about being late for my very first class?

Tipping her chin up, she smiles at me from under thick, sultry lashes, and I fall into a daze. I’ve never believed in the whole “love at first sight” bullshit, but I think I’m about to eat my words. She is the most beautiful, most captivating creature I’ve ever laid eyes on, and I’d burn the world down to keep that gorgeous smile on her face.

“You’re so sweet, but unfortunately there isn’t time.” The smile drops off her face, replaced with her earlier panic. “It’s my first day here, and I can’t be late. I’ll just have to make do.” She rolls her eyes, exhaling noisily. “Way to make a first impression.”

“You’ll do great.” I rush to reassure her, even though it’s an empty platitude because what the hell do I know? Every guy in the place is going to be sniffing around her all day.

“I guess we’ll see.” She attempts to put a brave face on, but I can tell it’s for show.

“At least let me walk you.” Please let me walk you. I’m not ready to let you go yet.


“No, it’s fine, honestly. Thank you for all your help …” She arches one elegant brow.

I hold out my hand. “I’m Kaden.” I deliberately omit my surname, because I’ve seen the effect it has on people. Especially women.

She places her tiny hand in mine, and the instant her soft skin touches my flesh an electrical charge whips through my body like lightning. Her eyes pop wide and she jumps a little, so I’m guessing I’m not the only one feeling the spark of attraction between us. Two rosy spots bud on her cheeks, and I’m a goner. I want this woman under me, over me, and in every way I can have her. My boner strains against my jeans, and if she looks down, there’s no way she’ll miss it.

“I’m Evelina, but my friends call me Eva.”

“A beautiful name for a beautiful woman,” I say, taking her hand and lifting it to my lips. I kiss the tips of her fingers, wishing it was her mouth. She visibly shivers, and my answering grin is automatic. “I’d love to take you out some time.” My eyes drill into hers, so I notice the instant they turn anguished. My brow furrows in confusion, and I don’t understand what I said to upset her.

She slants a sympathetic look my way, sliding her hand from mine. Switching her coffee cup from one hand to the other, she waves her left hand at me. “I’m married.” She smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

My brows climb to my hairline in surprise. I know she’s a bit older than me, but not that much older. Disappointment slaps me in the face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize, or I wouldn’t have said anything.”

“It’s okay.” She clutches her bag tightly. “It happens a lot.”

I’ll bet.

Eva is a stunner and I’m sure she turns heads wherever she goes. I hold the door open for her. “After you.”

“Thank you, Kaden.”

We step outside, bathed in glorious sunshine, and she turns to me, the sun highlighting her exquisite form like a halo. “It was so nice to meet you, but I really have to run.” She wiggles her fingers at me. “Have a good day.” She offers me one last smile before turning around. “Oh,” she calls out over her shoulder, looking back and gently shaking her cup, “and thanks for the latte.”

“My pleasure,” I holler, watching her pick up her pace, heading in the same direction I’m going.

I walk behind a group of students, keeping a reasonable distance between us in case she notices me and thinks I’m stalking her or something.

Mom would blow a gasket if I did anything to damage her precious reputation. The Kennedy Apparel brand is her whole world, and, sometimes, I think she loves that business more than she loves me and my brothers.

When Eva turns into the same red-bricked building I’m heading for, my interest further piques. Well, shit. She works in the Arts and Sciences faculty? Guess I’m going to be seeing a lot more of the lovely Eva.

What a pity I can only look.

A thought occurs to me suddenly, and I stop at the bottom of the steps, quickly glancing at my watch. I’m early for my first lecture so I have enough time. Calling Courtney, my mom’s assistant, I quickly tell her what I want. From the initial pregnant pause, I can tell she’s dying to pry, but she knows better. She confirms she’ll get onto it immediately, and I hang up, hoping I’m right and that there’s only one Evelina working here.

My morning classes go quickly, and I connect with a couple of guys who seem solid. After lunch, I join my new buddy Duke in a row at the back of the auditorium as we wait for Professor Garcia to show up.

Duke emits a low whistle, sitting up straighter in his seat. “This class just got a whole lot more interesting.” He bumps my shoulder, and I silence my cell, slipping it in the pocket of my jeans. Looking up, I blink repeatedly, straining forward in my seat, struggling to accept what my eyes are seeing.

Well, hot damn.

The professor clears her throat, addressing the dumbstruck crowd. “Good afternoon, class. I’m Evelina Garcia and I’ll be instructing you on the principles of economics for this semester.” She projects a course outline, proceeding to discuss each item she plans to cover, but her words filter in one ear and out the other. I’m still stuck on the fact the woman I’ve been lusting after all morning is my professor.

Duke chuckles under his breath. “Dude, I think you’ve got a little drool there.” He gestures at my chin. “Not that I blame you. She’s fucking gorgeous. Man, do you see the rack on her?”

If only he knew.

At least the outfit I had delivered fits her, and her sexy cleavage is nicely protected behind the couture fitted jacket. Courtney sent her the perfect skirt suit. It’s a rich, chocolate-brown color that complements her eyes and her skin tone. The fit is sublime too, and the expensive material hugs her body like a second skin. I look around, and every guy in the room is hanging off her every word, their eyes stuck to her sexy body. I shift in my seat as an unfamiliar territorial sensation sweeps over me.

When class ends, and everyone starts leaving, I realize I haven’t heard a word she’s said, nor have I taken any notes. I’ve been in a trance the entire time. I stand up, stretching my arms out over my head in an attempt to loosen my tightly strung body. Her gaze flicks up, and she spots me.

Although we’re separated by a vast auditorium, and students are spilling out of their seats, making their way toward the exit, we may as well be in an empty lecture hell with no distance dividing us. Electricity ripples in the air as we stare at one another.

“I’d like to have a word with Kaden Kennedy,” she says into her mic. “Please approach the desk.”

Guess the cat’s out of the bag now.

“What’s that all about?” Duke asks, curiosity in his tone.

“I’ll tell you later,” I murmur, grabbing my backpack and making my way down to the front of the auditorium.

“Kaden.” Her eyes meet mine, and there’s confidence in her gaze that was missing this morning.

“Professor Garcia.” My lips fight a smirk.

She rounds the desk. “Actually, it’s Doctor Garcia,” she admits. “But I prefer to keep that under wraps.”

I stare at her in awe. “How is that even possible? You must have graduated in diapers.”

Her lips curve into an amused grin. “It was something like that,” she murmurs. “I trust my secret is safe with you?”

“Of course. I’ll take your secrets to the grave.” I shoot her a cocky grin.

Her expression turns serious. “Thank you for the suit.” She gestures at herself. “It’s … spectacular, and it was extremely thoughtful of you.”

I shrug. “It was nothing. Considering you called me by my full name, I’m assuming you’ve figured out it’s my mom’s company. All I did was call up her assistant and ask her to send you a suit ASAP.”

“How did you know my size?”

“Lucky guess,” I lie. I’ve grown up with a mom who is owner and CEO of one of the largest international fashion brands in the world. Every time Mom meets a gorgeous girl, she asks her for her measurements and if she’s interested in modeling. It’s a running joke among me and my brothers, and we take bets on how long it’ll take Mom to mention it. Plus, I’ve worked the last few summers in the office with her, so I know more about this stuff than the average guy. Not that you’ll ever hear me confirming that out loud. That would do zilch for my street cred.

Grabbing her bag, she removes a checkbook. “How much do I owe you?”

I shake my head. “Nothing. It was a gift.”

She levels me with a grave look. “It can’t be a gift, Kaden. You’re one of my students, and the last thing I need is someone suggesting I’m taking bribes for grades.”

I scrub a hand over my jaw. “I hadn’t thought of it like that, and I didn’t know who you were when we met.”

“Nor I you, but it doesn’t change the fact this could look very bad for me. I really need this job, and my first day hasn’t gotten off to a stellar start, so I’d be very grateful if you could work with me on this.”

“Of course.” I rush to reassure her. “I don’t want you to lose your job.” Not when you’ve just made this class the most exciting one ever. “I’ve no idea how much it retails for, but I’ll find out.”

She pulls a business card out of her wallet, handing it to me. “Have your mom’s assistant email me an invoice, and I’ll settle with her directly.”

Our fingers brush as I take the card from her, sending another jolt through my body. Silence engulfs us, and she stares at me with a look I can’t decipher.

Man, she’s so beautiful.

And completely off-limits.

It’s a crying shame.

“I’ll do that.” I pocket her card, breaking the spell. “I’d better go. I’ve got behavioral economics next, and I heard the prof’s a real stickler for timekeeping.”

She walks behind her desk, gathering up papers and books. “Of course. I don’t want to keep you.”

“Okay, well, bye.” I scratch the back of my neck, awkward tension lingering in the air. I’ve only taken a few steps when she calls out to me.

“Thank you again, Kaden.” I cast a glance over my shoulder at her. “That is honestly one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me, and it’s not something I’ll forget in a hurry.”

And I won’t forget you in a hurry.

Little did I realize how prophetic I was in that moment.


Chapter One

Present Day – 3 Years Later
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Evelina

“I am going to murder that man in cold blood one of these days,” I grumble, tossing my bag on my desk and slipping out of my jacket.

“Only if I don’t beat you to it first,” Renee agrees, flopping into the chair in front of my desk and kicking off her heels.

Hanging my jacket on the back of my chair, I rest my palms on top of my desk. “You know, when I first came to work here, I thought Harvard was more progressive than this, but they’re no different from any other organization, and that has probably been my biggest disappointment to date.” To be fair, it’s the only issue I have with my career, because in every other way this job is my lifeline, my dream, my one true passion.

“Gender equality is still a desire rather than a right, and until the high level of disparity is fixed, until sociological and societal norms change, women like us, working in male-dominated environments, will always have to fight tooth and nail to be heard, to be given an equal footing, and forced to put up with sexist bullshit from assholes,” Renee says, propping her feet up on the edge of the desk. “It sucks, but it is what it is, and Harvard certainly isn’t the worst offender. Far from it. They are way more progressive than a lot of universities. The Gender Initiative and the various new diversity policies and measures are all wonderful steps in the right direction. The administration shows commitment, but they can’t eradicate sexism or completely remove gender inequality.”

“I know they’re making policy changes and trying to stamp it out, but unless they’re prepared to lobotomize the Jesses of this world, then I’m destined to put up with his sexist, macho bullshit for plenty more years to come. I’m really getting sick of it.” I pull out my chair and sit down.

“Maybe you should
 consider reporting him.”

“I have seriously thought about it, but I really don’t see the point. He’s too clever. All his comments, innuendos, and putdowns are subtle, and he’d just claim I misinterpreted his intentions.”

“I’d back you up.”

I reach across the desk, squeezing her hand. “I know you would, and I love you for that. But the two of us can’t take on the rest of them. Naomi and Kristin won’t say boo, they’re too worried about tenure to risk rocking the boat, and we all know the guys will stick together.” I slouch in my chair, massaging my throbbing temples. “And I’m entering into the fourth year of my five-year contract. I don’t want to risk the possibility of tenure. This job means too much to me to lose it over a jerk like Jesse.”

“Ah, I know. I felt the same when I was in your position.” Renee’s a few years older, and she’s been here a bit longer than me too. She got tenure and a permanent professor position two years ago. “It’s so wrong. He’s been harassing you from the minute you stepped foot on campus, and all because he’s jealous of your achievements, and he wants in your pants.”

I cross my legs at the ankles, thinking of the number of times I’ve had to deflect my male colleague’s advances. Jesse’s an asshole with a superiority complex, but he’s also ruled by his dick. He veers between hating my guts and resenting me as his main competition for tenure and lusting after me with little effort to disguise that fact.

A shiver tiptoes over my spine at the thought of his hands anywhere near me. I’d rather sear the flesh from my bones, excruciatingly slowly, than let him touch me.

Jesse is a handsome man, with no shortage of women to date, but he has the personality of a wet mop and the attention span of a goldfish. He’s not the sharpest tool in the box either, and everyone knows he got his position thanks to his connections. Not that that seems to dent his ego in any way. The man takes arrogance to a whole new level, and there’s nothing about him I find attractive.

Not one single thing.

Notwithstanding the amount of times I reject his advances, how often I call him out on his sexist bullshit, or all the ways he works to undermine and discredit me, he never gives up.

His love-hate battle is relentless, and I’m really getting tired of it.

The irony is all it’d take is one word to my husband, and he’d deal with Jesse.

Permanently.

But as much as I despise the man, I won’t go there.

I won’t have that on my conscience.

Especially not when Seth’s demise still weighs heavy on my mind, even after ten years.

No. My hands are pretty much tied when it comes to Jesse.

And I’m done expending any more energy thinking or talking about him.

“What are you up to this weekend? Want to meet for coffee or lunch tomorrow?” I ask my best friend.

She props her elbows on the desk, and a dreamy expression washes across her face. “Oh my God! I totally forget to tell you! Lee has invited me to his parents’ place this weekend, and I think he’s finally going to do it.”

Renee has invested seven years of her life with Lee, and she’s spent the last four waiting, anxiously, for him to pop the question. I don’t have the heart to tell her she has it so good right now, and that the reality is often the polar opposite of the dream.

Maybe I’m too cynical. Perhaps it will be different for my friend, and she’ll live the dream. But I can’t help feeling jaded, because my own experiences have been the complete opposite.

As a little girl, I was in love with the idea of love and addicted to big Hollywood romances and swoonworthy leading men who swept their women off their feet, riding happily into the sunset.

I had a rude awakening when I was fourteen and my parents shattered every dream I’d ever harbored. That was the moment I moved from adolescence to adulthood. The moment I realized there is no such thing as a fairytale ending.

The princess doesn’t always get the prince.

Or even the frog.

And monsters do exist.

They don’t hide in closets or under beds.

They walk around freely, always getting what they want, and challenging anyone who gets in their way.

I should know.

Because I’m married to one.
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With every mile I drive, my anxiety ratchets up another notch, until I’m almost hyperventilating by the time I reach the ornate iron gates. It’s the same every night I return home. My working week is my sanctuary. My escape. My breath of fresh air in the otherwise stifling environment of my so-called life. I delay the time when I need to return to my prison by working late, taking on additional projects, personally tutoring students, attending late night yoga classes with Renee, and occasionally having dinner or drinks with some of my colleagues.

I’m not close to many people, and that’s by choice. Anyone I bring into my life could end up in danger, so I’ve learned to keep to myself and to hold others at arm’s length.

I tried to avoid a friendship with Renee in the beginning, but she’s persistent when she wants something, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Now I couldn’t imagine my life without her in it. She has no idea how much she has salvaged my sanity, and how highly I value her friendship. She doesn’t know anything about Jeremy, and that’s the only way this friendship can work. I made it clear at the outset that my husband and my marriage was off-limits. She took that with a pinch of salt initially, probing me for details, but I made it abundantly clear we couldn’t be friends if she wasn’t prepared to drop the twenty-questions routine.

She hasn’t asked after him in years, and I’m grateful. I know she’s curious, and she can tell I’m unhappy—hell, she isn’t quiet about that—but she doesn’t understand that I’m trapped and there’s no way out.

The iron gates open inward, welcoming me home. I drive slowly up the impressive driveway, passing plush well-manicured lawns with tall trees and colorful flowerbeds, laughing inwardly at how deceiving the façade is.

The house looms into view in my windshield, like an imposing overlord. My husband had it built for his first wife just before they got married. Set over two levels, it’s a drab gray stone building with narrow leaded windows that let in little natural light and creepy ivy covering half of one side of the house. The roofs are all at different angles, ending in triangular peaks. Ghastly turrets rest on all four corners of the house giving it a really dated feel.

This house has never felt like my home. It’s dark and depressing on the outside, and inside it’s a shrine to Jeremy’s first wife, a constant reminder of all he misses and the innumerable ways I disappoint him. By all accounts, she was the love of his life, and he was devastated when she died giving birth to their first child. Neither his wife nor his son survived and, according to some gossip I’ve picked up over the years, their untimely deaths were the catalyst that led to his transformation from semi-legitimate businessman to criminal mastermind. They say grief can do strange things to a mind, and I can relate.

Because the minute I turned eighteen and was married off to this man, it felt like the real me died, and I’ve been in mourning ever since.

I turn off the engine and sit in my expensive Audi, giving myself a silent pep talk. I can’t walk into that house until I’ve prepped myself for it. It’s my usual nightly ritual, but Vincent still watches me from his position in the corner of the ten-car garage with a wary expression. His biceps bulge under his black shirt as he folds his arms around his chest, leveling a dark look my way. The gun belt at his waist holds two firearms, which I know he’s not afraid to use. My body trembles as horrific images of a night I’d rather forget surge to the forefront of my mind. Shaking those thoughts away, I focus on steadying my breathing and forcing my limbs into action. But Vincent’s sharp gaze pins me in place, making breathing difficult.

Most of Jeremy’s men guard our home from the shadows, as discreetly as possible, but not Vincent. Wherever I turn, that man’s brooding, menacing eyes seem to be there, watching, waiting, leering. I know better than to complain to Jeremy, but Vincent is one of the main reasons why I hate coming home and why I’ve taken to locking my bedroom door at night.

A powerful shudder rocks my body, and I squeeze my eyes shut, gulping over the painful lump in my throat. Mustering courage, I get out of the car, grab my bag, and walk toward the door, feeling Vincent’s invasive stare with every step. But I won’t give him the satisfaction of acknowledging him or letting him see how much he gets to me, so I plant a neutral expression on my face and push out into the corridor which leads to my home.

Camille, our housekeeper, has left my dinner on a plate in the kitchen, and I heat it up in the microwave while I pour a glass of chilled white wine. I’m planning on bringing it up to my bedroom when Jeremy steps into the kitchen.

“You’re very late for a Friday night,” he says by way of greeting.

“I had some assignments to grade and some coursework to prepare for next week.” I close the refrigerator with my hip as the microwave pings.

“I’ve been waiting for you. I thought we could spend some time together.” He rakes his eyes greedily over my body, and even though I’m wearing my favorite brown skirt suit, I may as well be naked.

My insides twist into knots, but I force a smile out. “Of course. Whatever you want.”

The lustful expression on his face transforms in an instant. Leaning over the island unit, he stares at me with barely contained frustration. “Would it kill you to actually try?”

“Jeremy, I—”

He stalks around the island, taking the glass out of my hand and placing it on the marble countertop. Pulling my hand up to his cheek, he covers it with his much larger one. “Am I that repulsive to you?” he asks as I forcibly palm his face.

“No, Jeremy.” And that’s not really a lie. Jeremy is a handsome man and very youthful looking for his age. Apart from the tiny crinkles around his eyes and the few lines marring his forehead, he could pass for thirty-seven instead of forty-seven. With his chiseled jawline, light sandy-brown hair, and wide blue eyes, he is far from repulsive to look at.

“So, what is it then? I don’t treat you right? Is there something you need I haven’t given you?” His eyes bore a hole in the side of my skull.

Yes. My freedom.

I think it, but I don’t say it. Because you don’t ever get to walk away from this life. And I’m smart enough to know you never ask for that.

“I can’t complain. I want for nothing.”

He releases my hand, sighing as he claws his calloused hands through his thick hair. “Then why can’t you love me? Why can’t you be the wife I need you to be?”

I’m not sure what’s brought all this to the surface now. It’s not like he hasn’t known this for years. I think he realized pretty quickly that his second marriage would in no way compare to his first. Living in the shadow of a ghost isn’t easy, but that’s only half the reason for my lack of investment in this marriage. Mainly it’s because I had no choice and because I abhor the lifestyle he chooses to pursue.

I turn a blind eye, because I have to, but that doesn’t mean I condone his illegal activities or that I’ve accepted them.

Because I haven’t.

And I never will.

And it’s that, along with the way this marriage was forced on me, that makes him so repulsive in my eyes.

“I’ll try harder,” I lie, hoping it will appease him.

He peers deep into my eyes. “Do you really mean that?”

I nod, keeping my eyes locked on his the entire time, wondering when exactly I became so skilled in the art of lying.

A softness creeps into his expression, and he hauls me against him, gripping the nape of my neck with his strong hand. “Good, because I’m sick of resorting to others for affection.” It’s the first time he’s acknowledged his penchant for whores. I’ve always known, and it’s never bothered me because it’s kept him out of my bed, except for the weekly pity fuck.

But looking at him now, I see the determination in his eyes, and I know I’m not going to be so lucky going forward.


Chapter Two

Present Day – Senior Year of College
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Kaden

I grab a shower at the gym and quickly make my way through campus on foot, cursing as I spot the time. Tiffani hates being late, and she’ll bust my balls if I’m not there to pick her up exactly when I promised I would. Not that my brother Keven will care if I’m late for his twenty-first birthday party.

He’d probably prefer if I didn’t show up at all.

While we are back on speaking terms, things are still tense between us. They have been ever since the Ireland vacation and his blatant disregard of my privacy.

I hotfoot it off campus grounds, out along the busy Cambridge streets, jogging the last couple of miles until I reach my apartment building.

I purchased the penthouse apartment over the summer, and it’s the first year I’m living off campus. Freshman year I shared a dorm with another newbie, and sophomore year I roomed with Kev. After our falling out, I took a single dorm last year, but it was way too cramped, and it felt like the right time to get my own place.

Best decision I ever made. I love having something that’s solely mine, and the privacy and solitude suits me. Duke was angling for an invite, and I seriously considered asking him to move in, but I’m at a stage where I just want my own space. My apartment is only a short walk to Harvard and only a few blocks from my brother Kyler’s place. I’ve yet to visit my cousin Faye’s new apartment, but it’s not far either. It should make it easier to hang with my family, but it doesn’t. I hate that I’m not as close to Kev as I once was, and I hate that Ky feels caught in the middle, but I’m too fucking stubborn to admit I might have overreacted a little.

Back in my apartment, I grab a quick bite to eat, get changed, and then grab the keys to my Jeep and floor it out of there.

Tiffani is out on the sidewalk waiting for me, a customary scowl already planted on her face. I park at the curb and hop out. “I’m sorry I’m late. I got held up at the gym.”

“There is always some excuse, Kade!” She shoves my arm away, frustration souring her tone as she yanks the door open, sliding into the car unaided.

I exhale heavily, already knowing I’m in for a long night. Not for the first time, I wonder why I’m doing this with her. Usually, when I reach this point, I break things off only for her to start a persistent campaign to win me back. Which usually involves pouncing on me when I’m drunk and horny and my defenses are lowered, and I end up back in a relationship with her.

Impatient, she presses on the horn, and I clench my hands into fists at my side.

This is the last time.

The last Kennedy family event she attends with me. The last time I’ll be with her, I promise myself as I get back in the car.

The party is in full swing when we arrive at the Boston Merrion Hotel. Tiffani insists on going to the bathroom to check her makeup, so I wander into the ballroom by myself. Mom rushes me, enveloping me in her arms. “Sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re here.” She grips onto my biceps. “Every time I see you, I swear you get bigger and bigger.”

“What’re you benching now?” James asks, slapping a hand on my shoulder. It took my bio dad’s passing for me to truly forgive Mom and James for keeping me in the dark about my parentage and for me to fully appreciate all that James has done for me. His blood might not flow in my veins, but he’s my dad in every way that counts.

I was only starting to forgive them for lying to Kev and me for years, when we found out James wasn’t Kyler’s bio dad either, and I was enraged all over again. In some respects, it’s no wonder I’ve ended up in this on-again, off-again scenario with Tiffani, because my head has been a fucking mess for years. But I’ve finally managed to put it behind me, and it’s time to do the same with Tiff.

All the shit Ky went through helped me put things in perspective. Helped me realize what was important. Even though it was wrong to conceal the truth from us for so long, we all came to accept it was done out of love. James didn’t know Kyler wasn’t his son, and the revelation pushed the final nail in the coffin of my parent’s marriage. While they haven’t divorced yet, they are legally separated, and that’s something none of us wanted to see.

I’m secretly harboring hope they’ll patch things up, as I know my brothers are. For now, they seem to have an amicable friendship, and things at home are more settled than they have been in years.

“I’m benching two-two-five now, but don’t tell Kev. He’ll only get jealous.”

Dad laughs. “I’ve no idea where you boys get your competitive streak from,” he jokes. “None whatsoever.”

Mom’s smile fades a little as she looks over my shoulder, and I know she must’ve spotted Tiffani. My family has never warmed to her, which I feel is a bit harsh. Tiffani is a sweet girl, even if she’s not the right sweet girl for me.

There’s only one woman who has ever laid claim to my heart, and she can never be mine.

Shoving thoughts of Eva aside before I sink into depression, I stride to the door to greet Tiff. She’s incredibly nervous, as she always is meeting my family. While they are never rude to her—in fact, Mom goes out of her way to be gracious and to include her—I think Tiff has a sixth sense about it. Or her upbringing renders her vulnerable amongst my family’s wealth. Tiffani had to claw her way out of the rough neighborhood she grew up in, and she’s one of the rare ones who snagged a free ride to Harvard. You don’t get one of those without having plenty of brains up top. While she may present as a ditzy airhead to my family, that’s not who she is. It’s not her fault her nerves make her babble like an idiot when she’s out of her comfort zone, and her insecurities lead to questionable decision-making at times.

I reach her side, tucking her under my arm protectively. We may not have a future, but I still care about the girl, and I hate to see her uncomfortable. “You look really pretty tonight, Tiff,” I whisper in her ear, and her beaming smile lights up her gorgeous face. While she still favors tighter styles, which leave little to the imagination, I’d like to think my influence is notable these last couple of years. The dress she has on is figure-hugging, but it’s tasteful and classy and she looks fantastic. Any man would be proud to have her on his arm, and if I wasn’t already in love with someone else, perhaps things would be different between us.

“Tiffani,” Mom singsongs, approaching with a forced smile. “How lovely to see you.” She kisses both her cheeks, eyeing her up and down. “And you look stunning in that dress. If I’m not mistaken, it’s Moschino?”

“Yes, Kaden bought it for me. I wanted to have something special for tonight.”

“Well, you look a million dollars,” Dad says, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “Come on in and join the others.”

We join my brothers and their girlfriends at their table, and I procure a glass of wine for Tiff and a beer for myself. Kev is chatting with Faye’s friend, Rachel, and another couple over near the door, and my younger brother Kal is chatting with Ky’s best friend, Brad, by the bar. I urge Tiff to sit down beside Lana, Kal’s fiancée, knowing she’ll look after her.

“Hey, cuz.” Faye smiles, leaning in to give me a quick hug. “Wow.” She leans back, regarding me critically. “Hello, biceps. Someone’s been working out. A lot.”

I shrug. “I’ve really gotten into the gym this past year. It’s a great stress reliever.” I started going to the gym more regularly after we got back from Ireland. It took a while for me to realize it might be my subconscious at work.

“Stop ogling your cousin. It’s gross,” Ky jokes, coming up behind her and slipping his arm around her waist.

“Completely,” Faye agrees, giggling. “I’m such a sicko.” Angling her head, she leans back, twisting her face around and planting one on him. They’ve been a couple for almost two years now, and they are as crazy in love as they were at the start. Maybe more so. I’m really happy for Ky, and he deserves every bit of happiness, because he had a few rocky years where he was miserable as sin. Then Faye came into his life, and things have been on the up for him ever since. Discovering James wasn’t his biological father was a massive shock, but at least it meant Ky could be with Faye without any stigma. Even though dating your cousin isn’t illegal in Massachusetts, most people frown on it, and it would’ve added unwanted pressure on their relationship.

At least they are free to love one another now.

I wish it was as easy for me.

I tip the bottle of beer into my mouth, draining half of it in one go.

No matter how hard I’ve tried, I can’t evict Eva from my thoughts. God knows I’ve tried. I’ve tried so fucking hard, but she lives there. Like a part of her lives in my heart, and I don’t know that it’ll ever get any easier.

Tiff looks over at me in that precise moment, as if I’d spoken my thoughts out loud. She smiles adoringly at me, and I hate myself for my deception. While I didn’t consciously get with Tiffani to try to forget Eva, it’s what I’ve come to realize has happened, and it’s not fair to her. I know she wants more from me, and every time I get back together with her, I’ve given her false hope. Tiffani deserves better than that, which is why this time when I end it I’ll mean it.

“Kade.” Kev’s deep voice snaps me out of my mind. “Thanks for coming.”

I slap him on the back, but, like every interaction between us nowadays, it feels strained. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, bruh. Happy Birthday.” I snatch the bag off the table, handing it to him. “Got you some stuff for running. Hope you don’t have it already.” He rips through the packaging and opens the box, eyes skimming over the Garmin Forerunner 1000 and LED headlamp set.

“This is the shit, man. Thanks.”

I smile my first genuine smile in ages. “Cool. Glad you like it.”

“I see Tiffani’s here with you. I didn’t realize she was still on the scene,” he says, boxing up his gifts and placing them back in the bag. Faye swipes it out of his hand, depositing it on a table in the corner laden down with birthday presents.

“We have a complicated relationship.” I’m not admitting the truth, not with Tiff sitting five feet away and because she deserves to be the first person to know our relationship is coming to a permanent end.

“Have you seen Eva?” he asks, like he always does, and instantly my good mood vanishes.

“Keep your fucking voice down,” I hiss. “And, no, I haven’t. As I’m sure you well know.”

He folds his arms over his chest, stabbing me with a penetrating look. “I was only looking out for you, and I told you I wouldn’t do it again, and I haven’t.”

“Well, I haven’t seen her or even talked to her since Ireland. Happy?” I chug my beer, draining the rest of it in one swallow.

“You couldn’t be more wrong, brother. You think I don’t know how you’re feeling? Well, I do, and I know that shit doesn’t get any easier. It doesn’t matter how much time passes.”

I gulp as I stare at my brother. I know he gets it, but I didn’t realize he was still hurting too. “What about Rachel?” I jerk my head in her direction. “She seems cool, and she’s hot as sin.” I also know Kev hooked up with her when we were on vacation in Ireland, although I’m not sure how far it went.

“She is, but we’re just friends. I can’t force what isn’t there. I think you know that too.” I nod, but I don’t confirm it out loud. “Anyway, McConaughey is smitten with her, although I’m not sure he realizes it yet.”

“Smitten with who?” Ky asks, rejoining the conversation, and totally jumping to the wrong conclusion if the frosty look on his face is any indication.

“Chill. We’re not talking about Faye. Kev meant Rachel.”

Ky’s shoulders visibly relax. He rubs a hand behind his neck. “Sorry. Touchy subject.”

A guy comes over to say hi to Kev, and he wanders off with him, leaving Ky and me talking alone. “Things aren’t any better with Brad?” I inquire.

“Not really, and I’m wondering if I should’ve asked him to room with me again this year, but I feel bad for him. And he’s still my friend, even if I’m struggling to be that for him. It’s hard knowing he’s lusting after my girl, and I can’t help lashing out at him, even though it’s not really fair.”

“It’s a shit situation, man, but it’ll work out.”

Ky quickly glances around, before lowering his voice. “I fucking hope so because this ring is burning a figurative hole in my pocket. I’m dying to propose to Faye, but I don’t want anything overshadowing it. I need to resolve things with Brad before I move to make her mine forever.”

“I was wondering why you hadn’t asked her already, but I understand now.” I look over at Brad, chatting to Kal by the bar. His eyes follow Rachel around the room. “Maybe Brad is finally moving on.” I nod in Rachel’s direction.

“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” he murmurs. “Rach seems to have her own demons, and all they do is fucking tear strips off one another.”

I chuckle. “Verbal foreplay is the absolute best kind. My money’s on them coupling up before the year is out.”

“I hope you’re right, dude, and not just because it’d solve my issue. He’s been going through hell over all this crap with his family, and I feel like he’s hanging by a thread at times. He needs the love of a good woman.”

I bark out a laugh. “Christ, Kyler. Whatever the hell has Faye done to you?”

He grins. “I’m pussy-whipped and proud. Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.” He looks adoringly at his girlfriend. Faye is currently locked deep in conversation with Melissa, Keaton’s girlfriend, and oblivious to Kyler’s loving stare. He looks up at me. “When you meet the one, you just know. I’d do anything for her, Kaden. Anything
. Nothing or no one is taking her away from me again. Someday, you’ll find that too.”

What he doesn’t know is that I already found it.

I already found my person.

But, unlike him, someone has already taken her from me.

And I’d do anything for her too.

But that means jack shit if I’m dead.


Chapter Three

Present Day
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Evelina

As I glance around the prestigious hotel ballroom, I have to work hard to conceal my disdain. Most of the people here are work associates of my husband’s, hiding criminal activities behind the façade of legitimate businesses. This annual charity fundraiser falls into the same category. Why they feel the need to legitimize themselves baffles me. Or maybe it’s their way of sticking two fingers to the authorities.

Plenty of cops and federal agents have come sniffing over the years, but Jeremy has all his bases covered, and they can’t pin anything on him. There was a time when I wondered if I could find evidence and turn him in myself, but he keeps me well away from the operational side of his business. All I know is he’s involved in drugs and guns and probably plenty of other equally heinous activities.

“Evelina. How lovely to see you.” Michael’s snooty gold-digging new wife sidles up to me, skimming her gaze over my floor-length Chanel couture gown with a look that’s half admiration and half envy. Michael Carlisle is Jeremy’s right-hand man and a permanent fixture in our home and our lives. He’s always pleasant to me, but I get the feeling he doesn’t like me. Like most of this crowd.

“Jenna, you look fabulous.” I lean in to kiss her cheek, playing the part of dutiful, blissfully ignorant wife to perfection. “That color really suits you.”

She smooths a hand over her coiffed hair, smiling slyly at me. “Thank you. And you look wonderful too. My stylist was trying to push that one on me, but I always find silk so unforgiving on the hips.”

She’s such a bitch, but I’m used to this kind of reception by now. All the other wives are the epitome of the trophy wife. None of them work, and they spend their time gossiping over morning coffee and liquid lunches and spending their husband’s ill-gotten gains. They can’t understand why I want to work. Why I’m interested in building a career, or why I crave financial independence. I have absolutely nothing in common with these women, and it makes social occasions extremely unpleasant. I always get home feeling like I’ve lockjaw from all the forced smiling and fake conversation.

“True,” I tell her, smiling sweetly, “but I’m happy with my body, and I don’t care if the silk hugs my ample hips. I guess it takes a certain confidence to pull off a dress like this, and that’s not something every woman possesses.” I shrug, taking a healthy sip of my champagne as I watch her nostrils flare up. Take that and stick it up your bleached asshole. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I really must say hello to Daniel’s new fiancée.”

I stride away from Jenna with my head held high, ignoring the heated stares I pick up from several of the men as I walk by, making a beeline for the pretty blonde. I’d spotted her when we first arrived, but Jeremy had insisted on introducing me to some people before I had a chance to say hi. As I watch her now, nervously gulping back champagne, a pang of empathy hits me in the chest.

I remember how petrified I was in social situations when Jeremy and I first got married. There was no easing me into this lifestyle—it was full throttle from the very outset, and I’ll never forget how terrifying it was. I was so out of my depth, and so innocent, and it took me years to figure out how to play the part to a T.

Looking at this girl is a lot like looking at a younger version of myself.

I step in front of her, smiling as I extend my hand. “Hello. I’m Eva. We haven’t had a chance to speak yet, but I wanted to introduce myself. You’re Daniel’s fiancée?” Daniel is a relatively new business associate of my husbands. He’s twenty-seven, like me, and I think he fancies himself as the next criminal overlord. Jeremy has taken him under his wing, like the son he never got the chance to know. I’ve only met him a couple of times, but I haven’t warmed to him yet, if I ever will. There’s something ruthless about the glint in his eye that has me on guard.

Her soft smile is blatantly grateful as she shakes my hand. “Yes, I’m Cheryl. It’s really nice to meet you. Daniel told me all about you, and he worships the ground Jeremy walks on.”

“I think it’s a mutual bromance,” I joke. “Jeremy has high hopes for your fiancé.”

“I’m so excited for him,” she gushes, and I can tell she means that genuinely. “The opportunity to set up his own law practice so soon after graduating is a dream come true for Daniel. He’s so grateful for Jeremy’s investment and his belief in him.”

Ah. So that’s what my husband is doing for Daniel. I wonder what happened to the last lawyer he had in his pocket. On second thought—I knock back my champagne—I’d rather not know.

“Have you two been together long?” I inquire.

She shakes her head. “Not really. It’s been a bit of a whirlwind romance. I’ve only just moved back to Massachusetts. I used to live here when I was a teenager, but then we moved to Delaware when my dad was transferred with his company. I got a part-time job with a leading photography studio out here and decided to complete my final year of college at MassArt. Daniel came in one day to book some studio time, and it was pretty much love at first sight. That was three months ago, and we haven’t spent a day apart since.”

“That’s very romantic.” And tragically sad. She has no clue who Daniel really is or what he’s setting himself up for. Once you get pulled into this world, there’s no going back.

Ask my dad.

He’ll tell you all about it.

She has a dreamy look in her eyes, one I know I’d have if I let myself look at the only man I’ve ever loved without this mask I hide behind. Kaden’s gorgeous face looms large in my mind’s eye, and I suck in a breath as acute pain slices a line straight across my chest.

“Are you okay?” Cheryl’s worried expression pulls me out of my head.

“Fine.” I shoot her a reassuring smile. “So, you’re a photographer? That sounds exciting.” I attempt to steer the conversation and distract my wandering mind.

Her entire face lights up like the glow from a thousand suns, and it only further highlights how stunning she is. Cheryl isn’t wearing much makeup, but she doesn’t need it. She has flawless porcelain skin that radiates inner beauty. Her trusting, big blue eyes are framed by long, thick lashes, and she has a dainty nose and plump lips. With her beautiful face and slender body, she looks like she’d be more at home in front of the camera, not behind it.

“Yes, or I aspire to be. My dream is to set up my own studio one day.”

“Well, I hope it all works out for you.”

“Do you work?” she asks, a little hesitantly.

I nod, and my smile is genuine. “I’m an assistant professor at the Harvard School of Arts and Sciences, assigned to the department of economics. This is my fourth year there, and I adore it.”

“Oh, thank God,” she blurts. Her cheeks flush a rosy pink color. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that. It’s just … none of the other women I’ve met tonight seem to work, and I’ve been feeling like I don’t fit in, and it’s just great to meet someone else who is focused on her career.”

“Trust me. I totally understand. I’ve always felt like an outsider because I work, and it’s difficult to find common ground sometimes. Not that they aren’t lovely,” I rush to add, in case anyone is listening in. “But it’ll be nice to have another career-minded woman to catch up with at these events.”

“Oh, gosh, me too!” Relief is evident in her tone.

I fish a business card out of my clutch, handing it to her. “Call me anytime, and if you have questions about anything
, I’ll try my best to help.” That’s as far as I can go in terms of warning her, but I vow there and then if I can do something to keep a sweet girl like Cheryl away from this lifestyle, I will.

She flips the business card over in her hand, and a nostalgic look washes over her face. “My childhood sweetheart goes to Harvard, or so I’ve been told,” she muses. “I know it’s a big campus, but do you know Ke—”

“Darling,” Jeremy says, interrupting whatever Cheryl was about to say. “There you are. I’ve been looking for you.”

He takes Cheryl’s hand, lifting it to his mouth and planting a soft kiss on her skin. If there’s one thing my husband is, it’s undeniably charming. “We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting, but Daniel has told me all about you. He’s quite enamored with you, Cheryl.”

Her voice betrays her nervousness when she speaks, trembling a little. “It’s great to finally meet you, sir, Mr. Garcia. Daniel speaks very highly of you.”

Jeremy smiles, circling his arm possessively around my waist. “He’s a fine young gentleman, and you’ve got yourself a great catch.”

Bile floods my mouth, and knots twist in my gut.

“I know. I’m very lucky.”

Poor girl. I can tell she really means it. She has no clue what she’s walking into.

None.

“I’m sorry to drag my wife away,” Jeremy says, not sounding apologetic at all, “but I need her assistance with something. You should come over to the house one evening with Daniel for dinner.”

“That would be lovely.”

“We’ll set something up. Enjoy the rest of your night, Cheryl.”

I lean in and hug her. “It was great to meet you, and I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

Jeremy pulls me away then, keeping a firm grip on my waist. “I had a feeling you’d like Daniel’s fiancée, and I approve. The other men talk, and it doesn’t look good that you don’t mix well with their wives. This will give you a chance to redeem yourself.”

I’ve never wanted to smash my fist in his face as badly as I do right now, but I rein my anger in, plastering a faux smile on my lips as we walk across the ballroom.

Jeremy stops at the door, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Jenna has managed to get herself into a bit of a predicament, and I need you to go to the restroom and retrieve her. Bring her to the back entrance where Michael will meet you.”

“Of course. I’ll take care of it.”

Predicament is code word for smashed, and it’s not the first time Michael’s new wife has made a spectacle of herself at one of these events. If I had to guess, I’d say she has an official drinking problem.

“Thank you, darling.” Jeremy presses a quick kiss to my mouth, firmly slapping my ass as I slip out of the room.

I walk briskly along the corridor toward the bathroom, absorbed in thought, wondering how I can find a way to warn Cheryl without putting myself at risk, so I’m not paying attention to my surroundings. I slam into something solid, lose my balance, and tip back on my heels, falling backward toward the ground.

Warm, strong arms slide around my waist, holding me upright. “Eva?”

Little shivers dance over my skin at the sound of the familiar, deep voice. A voice like rich, molten chocolate, decadent and seductive, and dripping with temptation. It’s a voice that haunts me in my dreams. I squeeze my eyes shut even as the musky scent of his cologne drifts around me, enveloping me in a haze of longing.

“Eva.” He keeps his hand pressed on my lower back as I straighten up. “Look at me.” Heat from his skin threads a web along my face as he tips my chin up with one finger. “Please open your eyes.”

With my heart galloping in my chest and blood thrumming in my ears, I slowly blink my eyes open.

Beautiful blue eyes pin me in place, and the look on his face turns my limbs to Jell-O. It’s just as well he’s holding me up, because my knees feel like they’re buckling underneath me. My hand has a mind of its own, sliding up his neck and cupping his face. “Kaden. My God. It’s been so long, and I’ve missed you so much.”


Chapter Four

Past – Sophomore Year of College
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Kaden

I rap three times on her office door, shuffling anxiously on my feet as I wait for her to open it. Prickles of awareness sweep over my skin in expectation, and I wipe my clammy hands down the front of my jeans. It’s the same every week since Eva agreed to personally tutor me. I’m addictively attracted to her, and the more time I spend in her company, the worse it’s becoming.

I guess I must love torturing myself, because lusting after her from afar hasn’t been enough for me. I had to go the extra mile—to torment myself week in, week out by enduring the pleasure-pain of our weekly studying sessions.

The door swings open, and she looms large in front of me—this tiny, little powerhouse of a woman who fills my world to the point where I see nothing or no one else. And I know this obsession is pointless—she’s married and she’s my professor, so nothing is going to happen—but I can’t seem to help myself.

Since our first meeting, over a year ago, I have not been able to get this woman out of my head. It’s the main reason why I changed my schedule, ensuring I was in one of her classes again this year.

“You’re a little early, Mr. Kennedy. I’m just finishing up with another student, if you don’t mind waiting out here for a few minutes.”

“Of course not,” I say, stepping back and dropping into one of the seats lined up against the wall. “Take your time.”

I drum my fingers off my knee as I wait outside. The door swings open about five minutes later, and a tall, good-looking guy emerges, grinning like all his Sundays have come at once. “Don’t forget to look up those sites I suggested,” Eva tells him. “You’ll find plenty of research material for your thesis there.”

“Thank you so much, Professor. I’ll definitely do that. And thanks for your time. It’s been illuminating.” His eyes trail a path over her body from head to toe, and he makes no attempt to disguise it. Zeroing in on her breasts, his eyes darken, and his tongue darts out, licking his lips. “It’s always a pleasure,” he murmurs, still not taking his eyes off her chest, and I’m two seconds away from flattening him into the ground. My shoulders cord into knots as I stand up, staring the guy down, my hands balling into fists at my side.

I mean, I know every guy on campus has a hard-on for Professor Garcia, and I’ve had my fair share of lustful thoughts about her over the last year, but that doesn’t give any dude the right to objectify her in such a crude, blatant manner.

I’m embarrassed for the male race.

Eva’s eyes narrow and her mouth turns down. Looking past the douche, she eyeballs me. “You can come in now, Mr. Kennedy, and I apologize for keeping you waiting.”

I purposely shoulder check the guy as I brush past, and he smirks at me, whistling as he strolls off with his hands in his pockets like he hasn’t a care in the world.

I step into her small office, and she slams the door shut with more force than necessary. Stalking to her desk, she drops into her chair with a heavy sigh, rubbing a tense spot between her brows.

“He was way out of line,” I blurt. “And you should kick him off your tutoring program. The asshole doesn’t deserve it.”

She huffs out another exaggerated sigh. “I appreciate your concern, Kaden, but I can handle the likes of Todd. Unfortunately, it’s something I’m all too familiar with around here.”

I pull out a chair and sit down. “You have to put up with that kind of shit a lot?”

She props her elbows on her desk. “Not all the time, but it happens on occasion.”

“You should report that. It’s not right, and no one would dare objectify any of the male professors in the same way.”

“I completely agree but I’m still relatively new here, and I can’t afford to rock the boat.”

She’s shared some of her concerns regarding the tentative nature of her position with me previously, so I understand where she’s coming from. While Eva’s the consummate professional, and she’s always focused on the agenda, I’ve come to love our casual chats at the end of each session, and it’s given me greater insight into the woman at the center of my unhealthy obsession. I get the feeling she doesn’t engage in chit-chat with any of her other students, although that could be my ego speaking. I like to think the fact we first met when there were no labels or restrictions means we’re more relaxed around one another, which is why she feels comfortable talking with me.

Whatever the reason, I live for these sessions, starting a countdown to the next one as soon as one ends.

I tried hard to put her out of my mind when I first discovered she was my teacher, but forgetting a woman like Eva is no easy feat. It’s ironic that I only need tutoring because I’ve fallen behind in her class thanks to zoning out so regularly. It’s hard to concentrate when the woman occupying a starring role in my dreams hypnotizes me with that alluring voice of hers.

I had no idea when I approached her for tutoring that she’d volunteer to do it herself. She only takes on a handful of students to personally tutor during the year, and I couldn’t help reading into that, which is ridiculous, because she’s never given me any indication she feels even a tenth of what I feel for her.

She sighs again, exasperation bleeding into the air.

“There are so many things wrong with that statement.” I’m fuming on her behalf, because she’s suggesting the kind of assholery I just witnessed isn’t anything unusual. The thought of any of those jerks treating her like that makes my blood boil.

Eva is the youngest professor on campus and she’s damn smart. Her class is always full, and it’s not just because every male wants to drool but because she makes a difficult subject interesting and easier to comprehend. She doesn’t deserve to be treated like a piece of ass, no more than any woman does, but especially not someone with such intelligence and class.

“I know, and I wish I could do something about it, but this job means everything to me. I don’t want to risk losing it.”

“Do you want me to have a word with him?” That’s code for punch his lights out, and I’m sure she knows it.

“Absolutely not.” Her voice hardens. “And, like I said, I can handle it.”

“Well, if there’s anything I can do to help, you only need to ask.”

Her features soften. “Thank you, Kaden. I appreciate that.”

I pull a card out of my wallet, handing it to her. “Keep that in your purse and call me anytime. Honestly, it’s no problem.”

She places the card to one side of her desk, running the tip of her finger over the embossed lettering. “Are you working with your mother now?”

“I’ve worked with her the last couple of summers, and I help out with stuff when I have some downtime, but it’s not anything regular. She wants me to focus on my studies. To get the best degree I can.”

She nods. “Your mother sounds like a very smart woman.”

“She is. She basically transformed an ailing business into a billion-dollar global brand. She’s had to work her butt off for her success, but she deserves every bit of it.”

Eva’s eyes glimmer with warmth. “I’d love to meet her sometime. Kennedy Apparel would make a great case study.”

I shift uncomfortably in my chair. “I can set up a meeting, no problem, but I’d rather you didn’t use my mom’s company for a case study. I try to blend in.”

A look of understanding appears on her face, and she nods. “I understand, and I would never do anything to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“Thank you.”

Of course, she doesn’t know that things are still strained with my mom. Especially since we’ve just discovered she lied to James for years about the fact my younger brother Kyler isn’t his son. Ky’s taken off to speak to the asshole sperm donor, and my nerves are strung real tight at the moment.

“Hey, is everything okay?” Concern underscores her tone, and compassion radiates in her gaze.

“No, not really.” I surprise myself with my honest response and how eager I am to open up to this woman. Tiffani’s been asking me the same thing for days, but I shut her down each and every time. She seems to have misconstrued our casual hook-ups for something else, and I’m having a hard time shaking her off. I’m not in the market for a girlfriend, but that seems to go in one ear and out the other.

Eva’s eyes infiltrate mine, and I’m not sure what she sees reflected in my gaze, but she’s on her feet, ushering me toward the small couch. “I’m a good listener, and I won’t judge.” She sits down, patting the space alongside her, and I find myself sinking onto the couch, our knees brushing in the process.

Without stopping to overthink it, I start talking. I spill my guts, unburdening all the shit that’s been cluttering my head since I found out James isn’t my bio dad. She doesn’t interrupt me, but she takes my hand, squeezing it at certain key moments, and I cling to her touch as I relieve my soul.

Daylight is fading outside the window when I finally finish talking, and I’m physically and mentally exhausted. Slouching, I keep a firm grip on her hand, rubbing my thumb in lazy circles along the top of her skin. This is the first time she has ever initiated physical contact, and I’m not ready to let go of her yet. “Now you know it all. The Kennedys’ dirty little secrets.” My bitter laugh is harsh. “Everyone thinks we’re perfect, and that money fixes everything, but isn’t it incredible how different things look under the surface?”

She leans back on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. “Not really. Few things are as they seem. You’d be amazed at how often the perception is vastly different from reality.” Something in her tone alerts me to the rawness of her observation.

“You sound like you’re speaking from experience.” I twist my head to look at her.

She turns around, so we’re facing one another with our heads leaning on the back of the couch. My hand is still wrapped around hers, and the intimacy of the moment is suddenly clear. We just stare at one another, and the charge of static electricity I often feel in her company crackles in the small space between us. Conflict wars on her face, but I keep quiet, allowing her to process stuff in her own time. A small tear sneaks out of the corner of one eye, trickling down her cheek. Without stopping to question it, I lift my hand and smooth the tear away with my thumb.

She gulps, and the look of utter despair on her face is like a dagger straight through my heart. I want to grab whoever put that look there and end them. “Sometimes I wish I could return to my childhood,” she says softly. “To live in that cocoon I created for myself, where everything was a fairy tale and the world was my oyster. Where doubts and fears and regret had no home. Where there was only hope and possibility.”

“Sometimes I wish I could remove my brain and replace it with a new, shiny clean version. One without all the shit that keeps getting in the way,” I admit.

She smiles sadly. “Yet here we are. The same people in the same bodies with the same lives. Wishful thinking is just that.” Her eyes flit to where our fingers are entwined, and, as if she’s only just noticed, she slides her hand out of mine, sitting upright and smoothing the wrinkles out of her pants. She glances out the window. “It’s late, and I don’t think your mind is in the right space for dissecting the finer points of empirical and mathematical reasoning.” Her eyes are pained when she looks back at me. “I’ll schedule an extra hour onto your session next week so we can catch up.”

Nodding, I sit up straighter, swiveling a little so we’re facing one another. I clear my throat. “The sentiment works both ways, you know.” I gesture between us. “I’m a great listener too, and if you need to talk, I’m here for you.”

Silence pervades the room. Her chest visibly inflates and deflates as she stares at me. So many conflicting emotions appear on her face. When she speaks, her voice is barely more than a whisper. “I wish I could talk to you, Kaden, but the words I want to say can never leave these lips, and there’s no way I want to drag you into my shit.”

“I don’t—”

She places her hand over my mouth. “Don’t say it. Please.” Her hand drops away almost immediately, and I miss the warmth of her skin. “And I shouldn’t have let things get so personal tonight. You’re my student, Mr. Kennedy, and neither of us can ever lose sight of that fact.”

I stand up abruptly, immensely pissed off at the world. And it’s not like she needs to verbalize that shit. “I hear you loud and clear, Doctor
 Garcia.” I’m an ass for taking my anger out on her, but her sudden coldness doesn’t sit right with me.

It’s not like we are doing anything wrong. All we are doing is talking.


And holding hands
. I curse at the unhelpful devil silently taunting me.

“I’m sorry,” she blurts, burying her head in her hands, and my anger disappears as quickly as it arrived.

I crouch down in front of her. “I’m the one who should say sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I understand, Eva, and I don’t want to make life more difficult for you, but I … I’ve come to care about you, and I don’t like to see you in pain. I thought we were friends, and friends talk to one another.”

“I wish we could be friends, Kaden, but that’s not permitted either.”

I wish for so much more, but I’d settle for friendship. I’ll take any scraps she wants to throw my way.

I peer deep into her eyes, and I wish I could remove that dark cloud hovering over her. It’s not the first time I’ve sensed how unhappy she is. Sometimes, this veil of sadness creeps over her, and she looks like the loneliest person on the planet. “If you can’t talk to me, at least talk to one of your friends.” I stand. She nods wearily, and I sense my outpouring has unlocked some hidden pain inside her. “Can I call someone for you?” I ignore the churning in my gut. “Your husband?”

She vehemently shakes her head. “No. I’ll be fine.” She offers me a fake smile. “I’ve more work to do before I head home. You should go. I’m sure that pretty girlfriend of yours is waiting for you.”

I can’t keep the surprise off my face. I’ve never mentioned Tiffani to her for obvious reasons and also because it isn’t anything more than a casual friends who fuck kinda arrangement. At least not to me. “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s just a friend.”

Her shoulders relax, and her lips tip up ever so slightly. I could be mistaken, but I think she’s pleased about that fact.

Is it possible she feels something for me too?

As I exit her office, I warn myself not to get anymore invested.

Nothing can happen between me and Eva, no matter the connection between us, no matter how much I long for that.

But, usually, in a battle between the head and the heart, the heart wins out.


Chapter Five

Present Day
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Evelina

I’m blaming the champagne and nostalgic thoughts for my unsafe outburst. With the way Kaden’s holding me, and the emotional tornado brewing in his eyes, I can tell he misses me as much as I miss him.

That shouldn’t make me happy.

But it does.

“Eva.” He whispers my name like it’s a precious commodity. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.” He reels me in closer, and I should protest, should push him away, but I go willingly instead.

When it comes to Kaden Kennedy, I’m putty in his hands.

His strong arms are warm and comforting as they wrap around me. My eyes skim over him, drinking in every rock-solid, hard, toned line of his body. When I was with Kaden the last time, he still retained some boyish youthfulness, but looking at his broad shoulders, ripped upper torso, muscular arms, and the maturity on his face, there’s no denying he’s all man now.

And I think I want him even more than I always have.

He presses his mouth to my ear. “Not a day goes by where I don’t think about you.”

A delectable shiver cascades over my body as his warm breath and even warmer words sweep through me.

“Nor I you,” I admit. Champagne has become my truth serum.

He leans back a little, still keeping a firm hold of my waist, and he starts a slow perusal from head to toe. No part of my body is immune from his gaze, and the affect is instant and potent. My core throbs with painful need, the like I haven’t felt in years. From the moment I first met him, Kaden enraptured me, captivated me, and he became the forbidden fruit I had to avoid at all costs.

When he looks at me, I’m startled to see moisture brimming in his eyes. “You’re so beautiful, Eva, even more so now.”

“Kade.” My voice is choked with emotion.

I want to beg him to steal me away. To run away with me and never come back.

But I’m not going to throw my sacrifice away after all this time.

“Are you safe?” he whispers, peering into my eyes, and those whispered words are exactly what I need to reclaim my sanity.

Shucking out of his embrace, I take a few steps back. “Of course, I’m safe.” Why would he ask me that?
 I went to great lengths to keep that side of my life hidden from him. I guess it shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise to assume he went digging into my life. I recall rumors around campus about his brother Keven and how he was apparently using his considerable IT skills for less than legitimate purposes. If Kade had his brother check into my background, I shudder to think what he knows.

“Eva, I know.” His statement, and the look in his eyes, confirms it. His expression is a mix of concern and rage.

I shake my head, suddenly aware of my surroundings and how foolish it is to be talking to him in a corridor where anyone could spot me. For fuck’s sake, Jeremy is only in the ballroom a few feet away. “Don’t say it, Kaden. Not here. Not ever.”

“Do you love him? That asshole you’re married to?” Loaded anger is barely contained on his face.

Gulping nervously, I glance around again before moving in close to him. I stretch up on tiptoes, and he bends his head down lower so I can whisper in his ear. “Whatever you know, forget it. Pretend like you don’t know. I didn’t let you go for you to throw it all away. He’s dangerous, Kaden, and if he knew what’d happened between us, he’d kill you.”

“I’d like to see him try.” He crosses his arms, and his powerful biceps flex and roll under the tight confines of his button-down shirt.

“Don’t even think about it. You don’t know exactly how ruthless he is. You need to put me out of your mind. There is no—”

“Baby!”

Kaden stiffens, closing his eyes momentarily and cursing under his breath.

“There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” The familiar pretty redhead steps up beside him, looping her arm through his.

“I came out to take a piss and I bumped into Doctor Garcia. She used to teach one of my classes. We’ve just been catching up.”

Technically it’s not a lie, but he hasn’t been wholly truthful either.

“Oh,” she says, smiling curiously at me. “Are you here for Keven’s twenty-first too?”

I force a return smile, but it’s hard. She may not have been his girlfriend back in the day, but she clearly is now, and I hate the sharp pang of jealousy lancing me on all sides. I’ve seen them together around campus on occasion, but I always walk the other way to avoid any difficult conversations. I’ve tried to be happy for him. I didn’t deliberately cut ties and want to see him wallow in the same cesspit of pain and grief as me, but it’s hard to be magnanimous. To be grateful he’s been able to move on.

Not when I’m still so irrevocably in love with him.

I never even got the opportunity to tell him that.

Because I knew if I returned his sentiment that he’d never leave me.

And I couldn’t risk his life like that.

I finally understand what it means to truly love someone, so much that you sacrifice your own happiness to set them free. Kaden would have walked over hot coals for me, and while it was tempting to hold onto him, to cling to some lingering fairytale notion in my head that said I can dance off into the sunset with my Prince Charming, I didn’t want to bring him into this life I lead.

Because even if we ran away, we would constantly be on the move, always hiding, always wondering if today is the day my husband caught up to us.

The only way you leave this life behind is in a coffin.

And I love Kaden too much to risk his life.

So, I did what any woman in love should never have to do—I sliced my heart apart as I lied to him and pushed him away.

Straight into this woman’s arms it would seem.

And I have no right to resent her. To want to rip her arm from his. To tell her he’s mine and she has no claim over him.

This is what I wanted, I remind myself. And it’s the only way it can be.

“No. I’m at a charity fundraiser with my husband and some of his work colleagues.” I slant a cautionary look at Kaden. “And I actually need to check on one of my friends, so if you’ll excuse me.” I plant a fake smile on my face and step sideways. “It was great to see you again, Mr. Kennedy. Take care. Enjoy your brother’s party.”

His girlfriend slides her arm around his back, oblivious to the fact he hasn’t taken his eyes off me for even a second. Swallowing over the messy ball of emotion in my throat, I turn around and walk as quickly as I can toward the bathroom.

As I round the corner, Vincent’s dark beady eyes lock on mine, and an icy tremor whips up and down my spine. All the tiny goose bumps lift on my arms. Jeremy’s trusted bodyguard has a habit of appearing out of nowhere, and the way he skulks around, always watching and listening, has scared me more times than I care to remember.

I feel physically ill as I ignore him, keeping my poker face on and pushing through the door into the restroom, acting as if I’ve done nothing wrong. At the same time, I’m frantically scouring my mind, replaying the conversation between Kaden and I to see how incriminating it was, in case Vincent overheard. He probably didn’t, not from this distance, but I don’t trust that man or his motives.

How could I have been so reckless?

Damn the cursed champagne for lowering my defenses. If I’ve done anything to place Kaden on Jeremy’s radar, I’ll never forgive myself.

After cleaning Jenna up and bringing her to a clearly enraged Michael, I return to the ballroom and beseech Jeremy to leave. I don’t want to stay here a second longer, for fear Kaden will try to continue our conversation. Jeremy surprises me by agreeing, and twenty minutes later we are in the back of the limo heading for home.

I’m staring out the window, lost in thoughts of the past, when an arm wraps around my elbow, tugging me along the seat. Bile churns in my gut and travels up my throat, but I force it back down, smiling at my husband as he draws me into his side. “You look stunning tonight, darling.” Planting his hand on my thigh, he rubs his thumb in deliberate circles over the thin silk of my dress.

“Thank you.” My voice doesn’t betray any of my apprehension. I’ve had almost ten years to perfect the right tone and the right look, and I have a whole slew of them to choose from.

“I’ve been like steel in my pants all night thinking about stripping that dress off you.” Taking my hand, he plants it over his crotch, and I feel the hard truth. Lifting the hem of my dress, he slides his hand up my leg, quickly bunching the material around my waist. I glance nervously at the front of the car, and Vincent’s dark, lust-filled eyes meet mine through the mirror. He lowers his gaze, watching my husband dig his fingers into the flesh of my thigh before cupping me through my flimsy lace panties.

“Can we put the screen up?” I ask, before leaning into his ear, hating these words before I’ve even spoken them. “Then I’ll let you do whatever you want to me.” I slick my palm along his hard length. “I’ll ride your cock right here if you like, but not with an audience. Please.”

He grips my face between his two hands, and his eyes are drenched with desire. He slams his mouth onto mine, demanding my lips open, and I take his tongue into my mouth, emitting practiced moans every few seconds which I know he likes. He pulls away, unzipping his pants as he instructs the driver to activate the privacy screen. Vincent glares at me through the mirror, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s got his hands down his pants right now. He’s a disgusting, sick individual, and I pray Jeremy sees him for what he is one day and gets rid of him.

“Suck me off,” my husband demands, grabbing my head and thrusting it at his naked cock. Closing my eyes, I zone off as I do as he commands, fighting to keep my tears at bay. Jeremy has never forced me into anything, but I’ve learned not to say no to him. If I did, I don’t think it would end up in my favor, and I’m realistic enough to acknowledge that.

Jeremy figured out quite early on that I was not all that into sex—little realizing that it’s only sex with him
 I’m not into—and he has satisfied his peculiar needs elsewhere, for the most part. He still expects sex from me on a weekly basis, and I let him into my bedroom when he requests it, but I’ve managed to survive all these years knowing I was getting off relatively lightly.

Since our chat the other night, I’ve been gravely concerned, and in this moment, I know I’m right to be worried. Things are changing, and that’s not going to work to my advantage.

I suck him off and ride him to release, hating every single second of it, but I perform how he expects, and once inside the house, I kiss him goodnight, and head to my bedroom, relieved that I’ve gotten it over and done with.

I’m lying on my side in my bed, recalling every perfect line of Kaden’s face and body when the knock comes at my door. Everything locks up inside me, and my stomach lurches to my toes.

No! Not again.

Please just make him go away.

On shaky limbs, I get up and let my husband into my bedroom. He’s wearing black silk pajama pants that do nothing to hide the massive boner he’s sporting. That man is insatiable. Putting a black case down on top of my bedside table, he sits on the side of the bed. “Come here.” He pats his lap, and like the good little lapdog I am, I slide over, straddling him as my heart starts cracking in my chest. Grinding his hips against me, he tugs the straps of my nightgown down over my arms and buries his face between my naked breasts, moaning in a way that sours my stomach.

“I’ve been a patient man, Evelina. Some would say too patient.” He grips my chin, almost painfully. “But I love you and I wanted you to be happy, so I have sat patiently by while you pursued your studies and your career. Now it’s time you did something for me.”

An ominous sense of dread tumbles over me. I have a terrible feeling I know where he’s going with this.

“I’ve made no secret of my desire for a family, and I’m not getting any younger. I want a baby, Evelina. Several babies. And I’m not waiting any longer to start trying. From now on, you will open your legs for me when I tell you.” I’m not sure what emotions he sees on my face, but he obviously feels the need to reassure me. “Don’t worry. I know how to make it real good for you.” An arrogant smirk crosses his face. “You’ll be begging me to come to your bed every night.”

I highly doubt that.

Reaching over, he opens the black box and all the blood drains from my face. “We’re going to have fun, Evie. And I’m going to introduce you to things that’ll have you screaming my name over and over again.” His eyes skim over the myriad of toys and instruments of sexual torture, and he removes a few items before standing.

In one swift movement, he has my nightie fully off, and I’m completely bare before him. Pushing me back on the bed, he grips my wrists together, hoisting them over my head. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he says, noting the look of total fear on my face. “We’ll start off nice and slow, but you will obey me. You will do exactly as I say.”

I’m trembling all over and fighting tears.

He ties my hands to the bedpost, forcing my body down onto the mattress. “Open your legs really wide, and pull your knees up.” I do as he requests, and, without any prior warning, he plunges something cold and hard into my back passage.

I can’t help my natural reaction, and I cry out.

I didn’t think the nightmare could get any scarier.

But it just did.


Chapter Six

Present Day
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Kaden

“You can’t break up with me!” Tiffani pleads the next afternoon. “I already told my mom I was going to your place for Thanksgiving break.”

Interesting reaction.

Duke has always maintained Tiff is only with me for my money, but I’ve consistently refused to believe it. I like to think I can sniff a gold-digger a mile away. I’m not stupid—I know she likes the money, and the prestige of dating a Kennedy, but I’ve always felt Tiffani was with me because she liked me for me. Not for what I could give her.

Now I’m definitely second-guessing myself.

“That’s not for two months, and why would you tell her that without even consulting me?”

“Because we’re a couple and certain things are assumed when a couple have been going out as long as we have.”

“Tiff. If you take all the breakups into the equation, we’ve actually not been dating that long.” True fact. We’ve been off more than we’ve been on, and if I worked it out, I’m guessing our dating history would be three months max. Which is not the equivalent of a serious relationship. And, if I’m being honest, what we had was pretty superficial. It’s not like either of us has taken the time to truly get to know one another, and that’s another indicator of why this isn’t meant to be. Tiff would know that too if she took the time to properly think about it.

In fact, the more I reflect on it, the more I realize my family and Duke are probably right. I don’t think I know the real Tiffani at all.

“I know you need your space sometimes, baby,” she purrs, sidling up to me. “But you don’t need to break up with me to have some alone time. I can still be your girlfriend while you go do your thing.”

My eyes widen in disbelief. “Are you seriously saying what I think you’re saying?”

She slides her hand down my body, but I take hold of her wrist before she can touch my cock. “Don’t.”

She scowls, reluctantly moving her hand away. “Any other guy would be over the moon if his girlfriend gave him a free pass to score away from home.”

I growl. “Any guy that agrees to that is a douche, and this isn’t about sex, Tiff.” I drag a hand through my hair, sighing. This is all my fault. I haven’t been fair to her, keeping her on a string while I battle my forbidden feelings for Eva. “I shouldn’t have let this go on as long as it has.” I straighten up, pinning her with an earnest look. “You’re gorgeous, Tiffani. You’re sweet and great fun to be with, but you’re not my forever girl. This has always been casual for me, and I knew deep down you wanted more, and I’m sorry that I didn’t end this properly last year. Continuing to take you back was a shitty thing to do when I knew it was going nowhere. I didn’t set out to hurt you, and I’ve enjoyed our time together, but it’s over, Tiff. I mean it this time.”

Tears fill her eyes, and I feel like a prize jerk. “No, you don’t. You just need your space.”

I shake my head sadly. “No, Tiff. It is
 over, and that means no following me around, no trying to get me in bed when I’m drunk. I don’t want to reject you, but I will if you try any of the usual shit on me.”

“I know you don’t mean that.” She shoots me a half cocky, half miserable expression. “You say that now, but you can’t resist me.”

Hell. This is a fucking nightmare. Maybe I should’ve done as Duke suggested and dump her via text, but that’s too cold and impersonal, and only cowards take that way out. Honesty, I told Duke, is always the better strategy. With that in mind, I say what I need to say even if it’s likely to hurt her, but I’ve little choice, because she’s not listening to me. “I can, and I will. You can’t wield sex to get what you want, Tiffani, because then you’re little better than a whore.”

My cheek stings from the impact of her slap. It’s a low blow, and I deserved it. I don’t blame her, even if I speak the truth, and she damn well knows it. “You fucking bastard. I hate you,” she spits, tears rolling down her face.

“I’m sorry. I take it back. The last thing I want is to end up on a bad note. We had some good times, Tiff. Let’s just try and remember that.” I grab my bag and head toward the door, stopping at the last second. Turning around, I feel two contradictory emotions. Relief that I’ve finally cut her loose and sorrow that I’ve had to hurt her to free myself. “You deserve to be with someone who worships the ground you walk on, who cherishes you, and will love you forever. That’s not me, and I care about you enough to want that for you. Hate me if you like, but, hopefully, one day you’ll thank me.”

I duck down as a pointy-tipped stiletto comes flying my way. “Get out! You sanctimonious prick! I hate you! And I never want to speak to you again.”

Is it bad that as I walk away, with a new skip in my step, that I pray to God she sticks to her resolve?
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The week passes by uneventfully with no Tiffani sightings, and she hasn’t deluged my cell with the usual pleading texts and messages. Perhaps I finally got through to her. All week, my thoughts have been distracted by Eva. Seeing her in the flesh has reawakened all my dormant feelings, and just like the aftermath of our breakup, I’m suffering all over again. Now that I know who her husband is, I’m questioning why she ended things with me. It’s not the first time. Since Kev brought the information to me, just after we returned from Ireland, I’ve been replaying our history with a different lens. A big part of me wondered if Eva did it to protect me.

After her blurted admission last night, I now know the truth.

She ended our affair because she was afraid her husband would do something to me.

There is little doubt in my mind.

And, instead of being afraid, I’m rejuvenated.

I nod my head at a few guys as I step into the gymnasium, dumping my bag in a locker and then sauntering into the workout area. Jumping on a treadmill, I continue to let my thoughts meander as I run, steadily building up pace until I’m sweating.

Maybe Eva was right not to tell me back then. My head wasn’t in a good place, and I was stuck in that tricky space between being a man and a boy. I’m not sure I would’ve been able to deal with it. But I’m not the same. I’ve grown up. Faced my demons head-on. And I’m in a place where I want to fight for the life I want.

That includes both professional and personal interests.

Grabbing a towel, I mop at my clammy forehead, powering off the machine as I guzzle a whole bottle of water. As I make a beeline for the weights room, determination surges through my limbs. I know she isn’t happy in her marriage, and after last weekend, I know she still wants me.

I saw it in her eyes.

In the way her body arched toward mine.

In the shivers that coursed through her limbs when my arms went around her.

I walked away without a fight last time because I thought she didn’t want me and because I was too weak to battle societal norms.

But I’ve changed.

I love her, and she’s who I’m supposed to be with.

I would stake my life on it, and I’m not going to rest until I find a way of making it work so we can be together.
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“Bottoms up!” Duke says, carefully placing the tray down before sliding beers and shots across the table. The bar is teeming with students, as it usually is on a Friday night. A band is getting ready to play on stage, and the rowdy crowd is growing impatient. “A toast!” Duke adds when we all have a shot each. “To Kaden’s freedom! Good riddance to the she-devil!”

I roll my eyes, knocking back my shot amid whoops and hollers.

Duke hops onto the stool alongside me. “The best way to move forward is to get under someone else, and there’s some hot pussy in here tonight, man. Emily’s been eye-fucking you all night.”

“Not interested,” I mutter before bringing the bottle of beer to my lips.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, dude?” He shakes his head in consternation. “Seriously, you need your head examined. You’ve ditched the she-witch, and girls are already lining up to take her place and you’re not interested
.” His nasally tone brings a smirk to my face.

“That about sums it up.” I chink my bottle against his. “Stop worrying about my sex life and concentrate on your own.”

“No need, dude. The chicks love this bod.”

He gestures at himself, puffing out his chest, and I burst out a laugh, prodding him in the fleshy stomach. “You need to start coming to the gym with me, dude. You’d get rid of that in no time.”

“I’m rather proud of my beer gut, thank you very much. Chicks dig it.”

“Well, they clearly dig something,” I say, because Duke isn’t spoofing. He has no shortage of pussy, and whatever he lacks in looks, he makes up for in charisma. In spades. If I ever need cheering up, Duke’s my go-to guy because that dude is always up for a laugh. He has a serious side to him as well, something most people don’t see, but we’ve been the best of buds from the first day we met on campus, and I know shit about him that no one else knows, and vice versa.

Although I told no one about Eva. I couldn’t afford to risk her position by confiding in anyone.

Keven doesn’t count because he took that decision out of my hands.

“And it ain’t my money,” Duke continues, “because you know I’m only into casual hook-ups.”

Duke’s dad owns a massively successful media corporation, and he’s had to contend with the gold-diggers too. But Duke’s savvy and smart, and he can weed them out straight off the bat. He hasn’t had a single relationship in the three years I’ve known him, although he’s slept his way through most of the sororities by now. Just as well, considering the Harvard president is threatening to ban frats and sorority houses next year.

“Spoken like a true playboy,” I tease.

“If the shoe fits.” He nudges my shoulder. “So, what you gonna do with all your free time now? You can’t spend it at the gym because I’m pretty sure they frown upon dudes who try to sleep there.”

“Funny. I do a two-hour workout a day. That’s hardly excessive. Some of the guys spend most of their day there.”

“If you work out any more, your arms will be bigger than your head. And your head’s fucking huge, man.”

“Like my cock.”

“Like your ego.”

“Asshole.”

“Jerk face.”

Smiling, I drain the rest of my beer, relishing the cool liquid as it slips down my throat. “I’ll have more time to work on my business plan.”

“The online golf site you mentioned to me before?”

I nod. “Yeah. I’m definitely going for it. Now that Mom’s sold the business, there’s nothing holding me back.” The plan all along had been for me to study business in college and then join Mom at Kennedy Apparel where one day I’d become CEO. However, she was forced into selling it almost two years ago and, honestly, it was the best decision she ever made. I feel like I’ve only really had a proper mom since she turned her back on it and dedicated herself to me and my brothers. But I know she’s itching to do something—she’s not the type to sit around the house all day and do nothing. And now four of us are in college, and the triplets are in senior year of high school, she’s going to have more free time on her hands.

“I thought you said your mom was thinking of starting something new?” he asks, finishing his beer and summoning the waitress. He gestures at the table, silently asking for another round.

“She is, but I’ve already told her I’m not interested. That I have my own idea.”

“What’d she say?”

“She said to go for it, and to let her know if I needed any help. She was really cool about it, actually.”

“You’re lucky. I wish my dad was as reasonable.”

I arch a brow. “I thought you wanted to work with him?”

He shrugs. “I do and I don’t. Pros and cons, you know?”

“Yeah, bud. I do. You could come in with me on the venture? I’m going to need a partner.” I was hoping Keven would come in on it, but we’re not on great terms, and I haven’t mentioned anything to him about it yet.

He levels me with a serious look. “I’m honored you would ask me. Genuinely. But golf’s your passion, not mine.”

“You wouldn’t need to be passionate about it to help me set up and run the business.”

“Agreed, but it would help. Besides, my dad would never go for it. He’s been talking about me taking over from him since I was in diapers. Hell would freeze before he’d agree to let me do something else.”

“You won’t know till you ask. And I’m not saying that for me. My venture isn’t right for you, but maybe you’ll find something else that is? Or you’ll come up with your own idea?”

“Nah. My future is pretty solid, and, most times, I’m cool with that.” He smirks at something over my head. “Incoming. Double D’s for the taking.”

“Hey, Kade.” I inwardly groan, recognizing her squeaky voice instantly. Cindy works at the coffee place, and she’s been trying to get in my pants for years.

“Hi, Cindy. What’s up?”

Propping her elbows on the table, she rests her head in her hands, giving both of us an up close and personal look at her rack. Hasn’t she heard of leaving something to the imagination? Pushing her big tits in my face and calling me by my nickname won’t endear her to me.

“I was wondering if you wanted to dance?” she asks, and I have to smother a laugh. The band has only just started up, like, this second, and she’s over here asking me to dance. Got to give her kudos for the lady balls.

“Actually,” I say, standing. “I was just leaving, but my buddy here would love to dance.” I try to curtail my smirk. Drool is almost dripping off Duke’s tongue, and the dude is panting in heat. He slaps me on the shoulder as I shuck my jacket on.

“Later, dude.” Under his breath, he murmurs. “I owe you one.”

Duke might think he’s into this, but I’m betting he kills me in the morning.

The temps have dropped at night, and the cool air is a welcome balm against my heated cheeks as I walk the couple of miles home. I’m passing a quieter part of town, when a woman’s cries echo through the still night air.

I freeze, alarm like a vise grip around my heart. I backtrack to the narrow lane I walked past, my heart racing when I spot the shadowy figures lurking at the back of the alleyway.

When she screams, there is no doubt in my mind.

I know that voice.

My feet pound the asphalt as I run toward the two men pinning Eva against the wall.


Chapter Seven

Present Day

[image: ]


Evelina

Blood rushes to my ears, and my heart is beating so fast and hard against my ribcage I’m worried I’m having a coronary. The two guys have me hemmed in against the wall, and I know exactly where this is heading. They’re lucky I don’t vomit all over them.

I should’ve let Renee call me a taxi like she wanted. But I needed to clear my head, and I thought walking for a bit would help cleanse my mind of all depressing thoughts. I was so consumed in self-pity that I didn’t hear them creeping up on me until it was too late.

Now, I’m going to pay the price.

“Let me go,” I plead, my voice shaking with fear. “You don’t understand who I am. Who my husband is.”

They both laugh. “Oh, trust me, we know exactly who you are,” the smaller of the two says.

That puts an end to any thoughts this was a random attack. Inwardly, I curse Jeremy and his criminal leanings. “I won’t tell my husband if you let me go now.”

“And why would we want that?” the scarier one with the skin head and evil glint in his eye says.

“Your husband thinks he’s fucking king and it’s about time he was taken down a peg or two,” the smaller man, with dirty blond hair, admits as he slides his hand under my skirt.

Bile rises up my throat, and I thrash about, trying to break free, but the other guy has my arms pinned firmly to the wall, holding me in place.

“Keep fighting, sweet cheeks,” he drawls. “Only makes this more exciting.”

On instinct, I gather saliva in my mouth and let a loogie loose.

It lands square on his face, coating his disgusting features in a layer of slime. He slaps me so hard my head whips around, my cheek grazing the coarse wall. Slamming my head into the concrete, he rips my blouse right up the middle, while the other guy rams two fingers inside me. Tears roll down my face unbidden, and I go to that new place in my head. The one I escape to when Jeremy is doing unspeakable things to my body.

I’m so focused on zoning out of reality that I don’t hear the approaching footsteps until someone is on top of us. The blond guy is yanked backward, and I slump to the ground as both men drop their hold of me. The skinhead curses, throwing himself into the fray. Pulling my knees into my chest, I shiver as the sound of fighting carries on around me. I don’t look up. I keep my eyes focused on the asphalt, watching as a gun slides along the dirty ground with a loud clang. I guess I still have some modicum of sanity because I crawl over and grab it, curling my fingers around the handle and pushing myself to my feet.

The alleyway is in almost complete darkness, so I can’t make out the man fighting my attackers, but he’s big and skillful with his hands, easily holding his own against the two thugs. The small blond asshole pulls a gun out of an ankle strap while my avenger is pummeling his fists into the other guy, slamming him into the wall as he rains savage blows down on him. Walking on shaky legs, I press the butt of the gun into the blond guy’s temple before he has time to engage his own weapon and hurt my savior. “Don’t even think about it.” My voice quakes, but my hand is steady as I prod the gun into the side of his skull.

My avenger walks to my side, and his features become clear. I whimper at the sight of Kaden, and a layer of stress leaves my body.

Thank you, God. I don’t know how he’s here, but I’m so glad he is.

Sheltering me behind his strong body, Kaden takes the gun from me and the one the man is holding. “Take your buddy and get the fuck out of here,” he says, his voice low and menacing. “And if you come near this woman again, I will personally hunt you down and make you pay.”

He pushes him toward his buddy, who’s moaning and groaning on the floor. The guy helps his buddy up, slinging his arm over his shoulder. “You’re a dead man walking,” he spits. “You better pray we don’t come back for you.”

Kaden pulls back the trigger, and it makes a distinct clicking sound as he points it at the man. “I can still shoot you, you piece of shit. And don’t think I’m not tempted. Shut your mouth and fuck off.”

I fist my hand in Kaden’s shirt, pressing into his back, allowing his warmth and his presence to soothe my nerves. He says nothing, does nothing, as he silently watches the man drag his friend down the alley and out of sight. When he finally faces me, his features are contorted in rage, but he makes an effort to keep his tone calm as he speaks. “Are you okay?”

I’m mortified when a fresh bout of tears spills down my face. “I’m okay,” I cry. “They didn’t hurt me.” His eyes dart to my ripped clothes and my bloody cheek. “Not really. You stopped them in time.” I fling myself at him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Thank you, Kade. You saved me.”

A strangled sound rips from his throat as he circles his arms around me, holding me close to his chest. He doesn’t say anything. He just holds me, and, gradually my breathing returns to normal, and the panic sluicing through my veins disappears. “We need to get out of here in case they come back. My apartment is only two blocks away. Come with me and let me clean you up.” I can only nod, looking up at him through tear-stained eyes. “It’s okay, Eva. You’re safe now. I’m not going to let them hurt you again.” Gently, he caresses my uninjured cheek. Then he removes his jacket, helping me into it. “Can you walk? Or do you want me to carry you?”

“I’m okay. I can walk.”

He grips my hand, and I gratefully thread my fingers through his, letting him lead me down the alley. When we reach the end, he gestures to me to stand back while he pokes his head out, looking left and right. “The coast is clear. Come on.”

He keeps a firm hold of my hand, and we walk briskly to his apartment. I’m practically jogging to keep pace with his longer strides, but I don’t complain because I’m as keen as he is to get off the streets. He doesn’t say one word, and judging by the waves of fury and frustration rolling off his body, I can tell he’s trying to calm the raging storm inside.

Opening the door to his penthouse apartment, he steps aside to let me enter first. The lights switch on automatically the minute my foot hits the tiled floor of the small hallway. Kade closes and locks the door, taking my hand and silently leading me into the main living space.

I suck in a gasp as I take in the surroundings. Floor-to-ceiling windows rim the room on two sides, offering magnificent views of the city in the distance. On the ground level, there’s a large pool and salubrious decked area complete with fire pit, stylish loungers, comfy outdoor seating, and several expensive-looking grills. “Make yourself at home while I grab my first aid kit,” Kade says, striding off with purpose.

I walk to the plush cream leather couch, perching on the edge as I remove my shoes and carefully place them by my feet. The gorgeous hardwood floors are stained a deep walnut color, contrasting vividly with the understated cream and wood furniture and the cool duck’s egg blue furnishings. A massive flat screen TV is mounted over a slick, modern gas fire, both adhered to the wall. A big, fluffy light blue and beige rug rests on the floor underneath.

It’s not at all what I’d expected. This is about as far removed from a mancave as you can get. It’s minimal and stylish, but there is still a warm, cozy ambiance and I see little personal touches all over his living space.

Kade reappears in the corner of the room, padding in bare feet to my side. He props his butt on the edge of the coffee table, placing a white medical kit down beside him along with some towels, a bowl of warm water, and some cotton pads. A pair of leggings, a tank, and a loose sweater rest alongside them. “Can I clean your wound?” he asks softly. “I’ll be gentle.”

I peer into his gorgeous blue eyes, nodding. “I trust you.”

With great tenderness, he cleans the injury on my cheek, applying a salve with gentle fingertips. His touch against my sensitive skin is so familiar, his soft ministrations felt in every part of my body.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” A muscle clenches in his taut jaw.

I shake my head.

“Are you sure?” His eyes probe mine.

“They didn’t hurt me anywhere else. They tore my clothes, and they were going to … but, yeah, you got there in time.” I grip his hand, squeezing. “I can’t thank you enough.”

He grabs fistfuls of his hair, averting his eyes. “Don’t, Eva.” His chest heaves. “You shouldn’t have been put in that situation.” When he faces me again, a multitude of emotions is etched on his face. “What the hell were you doing walking the streets alone at this hour of night?”

I massage my throbbing temples, as the beginnings of a headache take root. “I know it was careless and thoughtless. I was in a bar celebrating my friend’s engagement, and I just needed to clear my head.” Little does he know my head was consumed with thoughts of him. I’m so happy for Renee and Lee, but I couldn’t help feeling sorry for myself.

I’ll never get to experience that kind of joy with the man I love.

Shaking those thoughts aside—because look what trouble I encountered the last time I zoned out thinking about Kaden—I focus on placating him. “I had every intention of hailing a taxi, but I wanted to walk for a bit first. I wasn’t paying attention, and that’s how they snuck up on me so easily.”

“Where the fuck was your bodyguard?”

My eyes pop wide. “I don’t have a bodyguard.”

“Bullshit, Eva. I know who you’re married to.”

“It’s the truth, Kaden. Yes, they guard our home, and when I’m out with my husband, we always have protection, but I don’t need one, and I don’t want one.”

He looks incredulous. “Are you telling me your husband hasn’t assigned a bodyguard to his wife
? What the fuck?”

“I didn’t want one, all right!” I snap. “It’s a constant bone of contention between us, but I have little freedom as it is. This is one way to retain my independence, and I haven’t needed one. Besides work, the yoga studio, the hair salon, and the odd night out, I don’t tend to go many places.”

He drags his hands through his hair. “Look, I don’t want to fight with you.” Air whooshes out of his mouth. “That just fucking terrified me, Eva. What if I hadn’t been passing and hadn’t heard you scream?” Panic races across his face. “The thought of anything happening to you …”

My heart expands in my chest at the look of blatant concern on his face. I’m such a selfish bitch, but it makes me so happy that he still cares.

Silence engulfs us for a couple minutes.

Bundling up the clothes, he hands them to me. “Why don’t you go and get changed in the bathroom. Take a shower if you like. There are towels and shit in there.”

I look at the clearly feminine clothing, scowling a little. “Are these your girlfriend’s?”

He shakes his head. “No, they belong to my cousin Faye. She left a bag behind at my mom’s house a few weeks ago. I took it with me, but I haven’t had a chance to give it to her yet. She won’t mind.”

That makes me feel a lot better. I’m not sure I could’ve worn Kade’s girlfriend’s clothes.

“And I don’t have a girlfriend. I ended things for good with Tiffani,” he adds.

“Oh.” I don’t know what else to say. It’s none of my business anyway. But try telling that to my stupid heart which is currently turning somersaults behind my ribcage.

“The bathroom is down that corridor and the second door on the left,” Kade says, pointing with an outstretched arm.

“Thank you.” I stand up, clutching the clothes to my chest as I take off in the direction he pointed.

I take a hot shower, allowing the water to erase the memory of those guys’ hands on me. The clothes aren’t a perfect fit, but they are soft and comfortable, and I’m feeling a million times better as I walk back out to the main room.

Delicious aromas of garlic and lemon float through the air, making my mouth water and my stomach rumble. Kade has changed into low-hanging sweats and a tight white T-shirt that leaves little to the imagination, clinging greedily to his massive pecs and his tightly rolled abs. I try to rein in my lust, but it’s damn hard. Kade has never looked hotter. Combine that with his chivalrous rescue attempt and I’m a complete lost cause.

He glances over his shoulder, smiling when he sees me. “Feel better?”

“Much better, thank you.” I rest my back against the counter as I join him at the stove. “That smells divine.”

“I hope you still like prawns?”

He remembered. “Yep. I still consume them by the bucket load.” I smile at him, watching as he takes two toasted garlic ciabattas from the oven and loads them with the steaming prawn and chili mix from the pan, adding some fresh herbs on top. “Wow. I didn’t know you could cook.”

He shrugs, jerking one shoulder as he gestures for me to follow him to the island unit. He places both plates on the marble countertop before pulling out a stool for me. Kade always had exemplary manners.

“Thank you.” I sit down and pick up my fork, swirling it around in the air. “Gorgeous place you have here.”

“Thanks. I only moved in over the summer, but it’s great having my own place. My own space.”

“You live here alone?” I ask, groaning as I taste the food he’s made. An explosion of flavors hit my tongue, and I think I’ve fallen in love with him all over again.

“Yeah. My buddy wanted to move in, but I’ve always preferred my own company.”

“I thought you lived with your brother?”

“Used to, but we stopped sharing a dorm a while back.”

I sense he’s being deliberately vague, but I don’t push it. “And your girlfriend didn’t want to move in?”

He almost chokes on his food. “Oh, she did, but it was never in the cards.”

I want to ask why, but I’m being nosy enough as it is. Besides, I don’t want him to think I’m asking for a reason. Because nothing can happen between us. Some things haven’t changed. My current euphoric mood dissipates.

“It was never serious with Tiffani,” he admits, without me asking. I look into his eyes, my heart brimming with emotion. “We were always breaking up and getting back together. It was never going anywhere.”

“So why did you date her then?” I whisper.

He pauses momentarily before answering. “Because I was trying to distract myself from thinking about you.”

Oh. Fuck.

I should feel sorry for the poor girl. I should criticize him for using her, because that’s essentially what it sounds like, but I’m too hung up on the fact he was thinking about me.

When we first ended things, I figured he was probably hurting the same way I was, but, over time, I presumed he’d gotten over it, moved on.

To know he didn’t, he hadn’t, resurrects tons of warring emotions.

We stare at one another, and my chest aches with longing. His gaze flicks briefly to my mouth, and my tongue darts out, wetting my lips, as if it has a mind of its own. His gaze lifts, and his eyes ensnare me, capturing me in place and holding me prisoner. He reaches out, winding his hands through my damp hair. Kaden always had an obsession with my hair. And my hands. When we crossed that line, he was always touching one or the other.

I’ve missed this.

His touch and his devotion.

His obvious care.

“I still love you, Eva.” He drills me with a sincere look. “And that’s never going to change. You belong with me. It’s the only truth that matters.”

I want to tell him I love him too. That he’s the only man I’ve ever loved. The only one I ever will.

But that will hurt him more in the long run, so I bite my tongue, forcing the words back into my mouth, safeguarding them in my heart where the truth lives.

“Leave him. We’ll go abroad. I have the money and the resources to make it happen.” Steely determination is etched on his face.

Tears pool in my eyes. “I wish it was that easy.”

He leans in closer to me, hope flooding his eyes. “I know it wouldn’t be easy, but it would be worth it to have you in my life. I can’t live without you, Eva. You are all I see.”

I lose the battle with my tears, and they roll silently down my face. “I’m not worthy of you, Kade. You deserve better than me. I can’t take you away from your family and your friends. And it would never be over. He would never stop looking for me. And his enemies would seek me out too. You saw what happened tonight.”

Alarm replaces the hope in his gaze. “What? Are you saying it wasn’t a random attack?”

Shit. Why did I have to blurt that out? He won’t let this go now. But I can’t deny it now I’ve said it. I nod. “They wanted my husband to know. It was a message.”

“Holy fuck, Eva.” He grabs my hands, dropping his head onto them.

My chest tightens, and my lungs constrict, making breathing difficult.

He lifts his head up, pinning me with anguished eyes. “You need to tell him. Let him deal with those fuckers so they don’t come back. If I’d known, I would’ve never—”

“No. Don’t you dare say it,” I cut in, fury rendering my tone. “You are not him, and I never want you to be. That is why it has to be like this. Why we can’t ever be together.”

I remove my hands from under his, sliding off the stool. “I can’t drag you into this world, Kaden. I won’t see you hurt because of me.”

“Don’t leave,” he begs. “I’m not ready to let you go yet.”

I cup his beautiful face. “I have to, because he’ll start wondering where I am if I don’t come home.”

“Promise me you’ll think about what I said. I can figure a way out of this.” He turns his face into my palm, closing his eyes and emitting a sigh of contentment. “Just give me some time to work out how we can be together.”

I shake my head sadly, ignoring my pleading heart. “I can’t promise you that, Kaden, no more than I could promise you it two years ago.”

I release his face, and, although it kills me to say this, I do what I have to.

I say what is necessary to protect the man I love.

“You need to forget me. Nothing has changed, Kaden, and it never will. I will never be yours.”


Chapter Eight

Past – Sophomore Year of College
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Kaden

Eva’s really distracted tonight. I watch her stare off into space for the umpteenth time, and I’m just about to ask her what’s wrong when the door swings open, stopping me. A woman with cropped blonde hair sticks her head into the room. “Turn on the news, Eva! They’ve found a mass grave a couple miles from your house. The whole area is being cordoned off.” She glances at me briefly before closing the door and departing.

Eva opens her laptop and pulls up the local TV station app. I round the desk, leaning over her as we both watch.

“A man out walking with his dog made the gruesome discovery a few hours ago,” the reporter is saying, gesturing behind her to an area of woodland that is now teeming with cops, FBI, and medical personnel. Yellow police tape keeps the news crews and nosy bystanders away from the crime scene. “According to my source, twenty-one bodies have been recovered so far, but more extensive digging is taking place across this whole area.” She sweeps her arms out to her sides. “And further bodies are likely to be found. While no official report has been issued yet, we have it on good authority that all the victims died from gunshot wounds. Police suspect this is the result of the recent acceleration of violence amongst those warring factions controlling the supply of illegal drugs in the Massachusetts area. This will come as a big blow to local authorities, coming so soon after the disastrous, failed drug raid on several warehouses at the docks last month.”

Eva slams the laptop closed and walks to the sideboard resting against the far wall. She removes a bottle of whiskey, and I dart forward as it almost slips from her hand. Grabbing hold of it, I place the bottle on top of the sideboard. Removing two glasses, I pretend not to notice how her hands are shaking like she has Parkinson’s.

I pour her a drink and she has it out of my hands before I can blink. She drains it in one go, and damn, if that isn’t a major turn-on. Most women hate whiskey. Eva just knocked it back like a pro.

“Another.” She holds out her glass, and I duly oblige, pouring one for myself too. I’m a few months shy of my twenty-first birthday, so technically I shouldn’t be drinking, but I doubt Eva notices or cares. She’s way too preoccupied to worry about something so minor.

She tosses the sharp, amber liquid down her throat with skill, barely flinching.

I refill her glass before she asks. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Drawing a large breath, she shakes her head. She sips her drink this time, staring off into space, and there’s a dull glaze to her usual warm brown eyes. Seeing something so gruesome, so close to home, is bound to be shocking, but somehow her reaction seems more personal than that.

“I’m sorry, Kaden,” she says after a little bit. “But I’ll have to cut our session short tonight.”

“That’s okay,” I assure her, as her tummy emits a large rumble. I smile. “I think someone’s hungry.”

That barely raises a smile. “I’m not sure I could eat now. Not even prawn, garlic, and chili masala.”

I arch a brow, and her lips tug up at the corners a little. “Do you know Veda Restaurant?”

I rack my brains, shaking my head. “Can’t say that I do.”

“It’s a small family-run restaurant off the beaten track. Everything is made from scratch and it’s delicious. Their prawn chili masala is to die for. My friend Renee teases me mercilessly because every time we order takeout I get the exact same thing. It’s just too good to turn down.”

I have my cell out while she’s talking, and I’ve already opened up the app. She frowns when I press the cell to my ear. “What are you …” She trails off as the call is answered, listening with a funny look on her face while I place our order.

I hang up, sliding my cell into the back pocket of my jeans. “I hope you don’t mind, but you’re hungry, I’m hungry, and I don’t have anything planned for tonight.”

That’s not one hundred percent true, but I can cancel my plans. I’d chew off both testicles if it meant I got to spend more time with her.

For once, she appears lost for words.

I grin. “I can hang out with you for a bit. Maybe we can stream a movie while we’re waiting for dinner to arrive?”

Surprisingly, she nods, and I take her laptop over to the couch, plopping down and pulling up the site I need. She places my whiskey on the coffee table before sinking into the downy couch alongside me. I prop the laptop on my knees as I log into my account. “What do you like?”

“Something light and fluffy,” she blurts. “Maybe a rom-com? If you don’t mind?”

“No problem.” We check various options before picking one, and then we settle down to watch it. Our takeout arrives a short while later, and I have to agree their prawn chili masala is divine.

I couldn’t tell you anything about the movie. Although my eyes are glued to the screen, all I’m conscious of is the way Eva is curled into the couch with her shoes off and her legs tucked underneath her. The tips of her knees are brushing against my thigh, and I’m praying she hasn’t noticed the semi I’m now sporting. I’m acutely aware of her every move, her every breath, and every giggle and snort coming from her mouth makes me feel like I’m on top of the world. Distracting her from her fears, if only for fleeting moments, boosts my male ego no end. Quiz me on any of her mannerisms and I’d ace that exam. Give me a pop quiz on the movie I’ve just watched, and I’d fail miserably.

But all good things have to come to an end, and when the credits roll and Eva yawns loudly, I know that’s my cue. I help her lock up, insisting on walking her outside where a taxi awaits.

She turns to me with one foot on the floor of the back seat. “Thank you so much for tonight, Kaden. I really needed that, and it was very sweet of you.”

I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans. “It was my pleasure, and I had a good time.”

She snorts. “You can admit Legally Blonde
 wasn’t your kind of movie and I won’t be offended. I know you only watched it for me.”

“Don’t be too charitable. I got to ogle a hot chick for a couple hours.”

She laughs, and I love the sound, and the fact the worry lines have disappeared from her brow. “You’ve good taste, Mr. Kennedy. I’d nearly turn gay for Reese.”

She winks before seating herself elegantly in the car.

I knew she’d jump to that conclusion, which is why I said it.

But I wasn’t ogling Reese Witherspoon.

I only had eyes for one woman in that room, and it definitely wasn’t the cute blonde on the screen.

As the car drives off, and Eva waves at me, I allow myself to acknowledge how completely fucked I am.

I’m not just in lust with my professor.

I think I’m falling in love with her.
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Duke lets out a low whistle as Eva steps onto the podium. “Is it just me or is Prof Garcia looking even hotter these days?” He takes a quick look around the auditorium. “Nope, it’s not just me.” He snickers, and I elbow him in the ribs.

“Don’t be an asshole. Not every dude is here to drool.” I’m aware of how hypocritical my statement is, but I’m not just attracted to Eva’s looks; her intelligence and quick wit are equally as appealing. “Did you not read the article she just had published in the American Economic Review
?”

He snorts. “Is that a serious question?”

I roll my eyes. “Some of us actually came here to learn stuff.”

“Most of us just came here to get laid.”

I throw my hands in the air. “I give up.” He grins. “It was a seriously impressive piece, and she’s proven she’s more than just a pretty face.”

“You’ve got a real hard-on for the prof, don’t you?” He quirks a brow. “I notice you jumping to her defense a lot.”

“I feel frustrated on her behalf every time one of the guys talks shit about her.” Especially since she confirmed she has to put up with that kind of crap a lot. “Yes, she’s a beautiful woman, but her brain is equally as fascinating. Did you know she graduated high school at sixteen and was the youngest student to ever receive a PhD from Harvard? And that she’s had ten articles published in leading journals since graduation and she presented a paper to the White House Council of Economic Advisers?”

“Whoa.” He sits up straighter in his seat. “You’re really a fully paid member of her fan club, aren’t you?”

“She deserves our respect. That’s all I’m saying.” I’d like to say more, but to do so is risky. The last thing I want is Duke or any of the guys figuring out I’ve got real feelings for the woman, which is why I’m forced to quietly seethe every time the guys start talking about all the sleazy shit they’d like to do to her. I generally find some excuse to leave before I beat the ever-loving crap out of someone, but it’s becoming increasingly harder to keep quiet when my natural instinct is to jump in and defend her.

Eva is a lot more than just the sum of her looks, and it’s about time people around here started recognizing that.
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Our Friday night study sessions have now morphed into Friday night movie-and-takeout sessions. There was no big discussion or decision made. From that point on, it was just accepted that that’s what we’d be doing.

I’m in seventh heaven, and I’m no idiot. I’m not looking a gift horse in the mouth. If Eva wants to spend her Friday nights with me, I’m not going to complain.

Eva is all businesslike during the hour’s tutoring, but she lowers her guard once study time is up, and as she gradually starts opening up to me, sharing more and more personal stuff, the harder I fall.

“I’m doing it,” I tell her one particular Friday. She’s tidying up her books, and I’m pulling up the restaurant’s number on my cell. “I’m going where no man, or woman, has dared to go before.” She looks up, sending me a quirky smile. “I’m breaking up with prawn chili masala in favor of more exotic delights.” She laughs, and the sound sends blood rushing to my cock. I haven’t screwed anyone in months, and that’s how bad it’s gotten—Eva laughs, and my dick springs to life. Focus, douche
. I inwardly chastise myself as I scan the menu on my cell. “Wait for it. I’m going all out.” My eyes meet hers, and we share a moment. Electricity sizzles in the room, and I know she’s got to feel it too. Maybe I’m just a cocky punk, but I swear Eva is lusting after me too. “I’m going to order chicken makhanwala tonight.”

“Wow.” She kicks off her shoes and saunters toward the couch, her voluptuous hips sashaying sexily. My boner hardens, and I almost groan out loud. Eva moves her body in a way that’s completely instinctual. Not like the girls who frequent the parties and bars around campus. The ones that scream “look at me” with their barely there outfits, tits and ass on full display, and the contrived efforts to come across sexy. None of them have even one-tenth of the sex appeal that Eva exudes in spades.

And that’s without even trying.

I honestly think the woman has no clue how fucking stunning she is.

“Look at you,” she mocks. “Being all brave and courageous.” She tweaks my cheek. “I’m proud of you.”

“Aw, shucks. You’re embarrassing me,” I joke. “Next I’ll be blushing.”

She barks out a laugh. “That, I’d love to see!”

I place our order and we settle back to watch our movie. This time, it’s a high-octane legal drama, and I’m managing to keep my focus until Eva rests her head on my shoulder, and then my concentration flies out the window. Eva is very careful not to touch me, or get too close, so this is new and exciting. I’m stiff as a board—in more ways than one—as she snuggles into me.

I’m scarcely breathing. I want to slide my arm over her shoulder and tuck her in securely to my side, but I’m terrified to make a move in case I break whatever spell she’s under.

When the takeout arrives, I actually feel like crying, because it forces her to move. She gets up, leisurely strolling to the door to pay for it. She insists on taking turns each week, refusing to let me cover it, even though I’ve more money than I know what to do with.

We eat quietly, still watching the movie, and I’m mourning the loss of her closeness.

“Well, traitor,” she mumbles, in between mouthfuls. “What does betrayal taste like?”

I almost choke on my dinner.

She runs a hand up and down my back, handing me a glass of water. “Sorry, poor choice of words.”

Now, I understand two things. One, she was talking about the food not where my mind went, and two, she’s totally thought about me in the way I’ve been thinking about her.

“See for yourself,” I say, holding up my fork.

Her eyes zoom in on my mouth, and I’m instantly rock-hard in my jeans again.

If there was a degree in turning men on, Eva would have a first-class honors award.

She opens her delectable mouth, and I feed her. Closing her eyes, she moans, and the sound is so orgasmic it’s a miracle I don’t come in my boxers. I’m painfully hard and straining against the crotch of my jeans.

She blinks her eyes open, and I feed her another forkful. She never takes her eyes off me as she slowly savors the food in her mouth, running her tongue around her lips after, in a way that makes me envious.

“What’s the verdict?” I ask, my voice gruff with pent-up desire.

Her chest visibly heaves, and it takes ginormous willpower not to stare at the swell of her gorgeous tits. “It’s delicious, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to resist.”

She reaches up, tracing the tip of her finger against my jawline. My Adam’s apple bobs in my throat. Are we still talking about food?


“Then don’t,” I whisper, winding my hand into her hair. “You should always give in to your cravings.” Feeling bolder, I grip the nape of her neck and move her in closer to me. Her gorgeous whiskey-colored eyes darken as she stares into my eyes. She cups my face more firmly, scrubbing a hand along the light layer of stubble on my chin and cheeks.

“Indulging my biggest craving could get me in a whole world of trouble,” she whispers, still not removing the hold she has on my eyes.

“That depends on your definition of trouble, and sometimes the risk is worth it.” I move my face closer to hers, and our noses brush. Her breath is warm and alluring as it gently fans over my face.

“Kaden.” Torment floods her eyes, and I see the indecision as plainly as if it was written all over her face.

“Don’t overthink it. Just go with your feelings.” I gaze wistfully at her mouth. I want to be the one to bridge that gap, to devour her mouth like it’s the oxygen I need to breathe, pouring months of longing into my kiss, but she’s the one with everything to lose—her husband, her job. I’m pretty sure I could buy my way out of any trouble if I need to, so she has to be the one to make the move.

Please be brave.

Please kiss me.

“We shouldn’t.”

I don’t know if she’s trying to talk herself into it or out of it. “Do you want to?”

Tears well in her eyes. “So very much.”

I mentally fist pump the air as I wrap my arm firmly around her back, pulling her upper body in flush to mine. “I want it. You want it.” I peer deep into her eyes. “I don’t think there’s anything left to debate.”

She zeroes in on my lips, and her head moves in a little until there’s only a minuscule gap between our mouths. Blood is thrumming through my body, and my arousal is at an all-time high. I’m afraid to even take a breath. Afraid to move a muscle in case I throw her off and she changes her mind.

She sweeps her lips delicately against mine. It’s brief and fleeting, but it’s everything. Just as I move in for the kill, there’s a firm rap at the door, and we break apart, almost comically fast.

“Eva!” A woman shouts through the door, her words slightly muffled. “Why is your door locked? Let me in.”

Eva jumps up, a look of horror creeping across her face. I stand up and grip her forearms. “Get a hold of yourself. We haven’t done anything wrong.” She glances over her shoulder at the remnants of our takeout. “Go open the door and I’ll clear this up,” I say, already rounding up the empty cartons and soda cans.

I dump everything in the trashcan under her desk as she opens the door to her office. “Renee. I didn’t realize you were still here,” Eva says, and I detect the slight tremor in her voice.

I gather my backpack, strategically placing it to hide the protruding bulge in my jeans, and stroll toward the door where Eva is conversing with the same woman I’ve noticed her with before. From my research, I’ve discovered it’s Professor March. She’s cute with her blonde pixie cut and twinkling eyes, but she’s not on Eva’s scale of awesomeness, which is why her rep doesn’t precede her in the same way Eva’s does. “Thanks for the extra session, Professor Garcia. I think I’ll ace the exam now.” I smile cheerily at her like we weren’t just seconds away from eating one another alive.

“You’d better,” she jokes, playing along. “Or there’ll be hell to pay.” She pats me on the arm. “Good luck, Kaden. And I’ll see you next week.”

All week is spent in a hyped state of agitation. I go back and forth in my mind over Friday night, and I’m sorely tempted to stop by her office most every day, but I hold off because she hasn’t made any move to contact me, and I’m not sure where things stand between us now.

When I show up in her office at the regular time Friday night, she acts as if nothing happened, and it fucking kills me. Especially when she walks to the door at the end of our session and flings it wide-open. “Okay, that will be all Mr. Kennedy until next week.”

I stand up, staring at her. “That’s it? You’re shutting me out?”

She closes the door and pins me with a stern look. “I don’t have a choice, and it’s for the best.”

“Says who? And you always
 have a choice.”

She shakes her head, and the look of devastation on her face guts me. “I’ve never had a choice. I didn’t choose this life. It chose me.”

Her cryptic comment confuses me. “What? You don’t want to work here?”

“No, I most definitely do, but that’s the only aspect I’ve had a choice over.”

Now I understand. Rumors around campus are that she married some old dude when she was eighteen. I’m sensing it’s the truth and that it wasn’t by choice, or maybe she was young and foolish and now she’s wised up. “Divorce him,” I blurt.

Her smile is sad. “I’m not discussing this with you, Kaden, and I’ve already crossed lines that shouldn’t have been crossed.” She folds her arms. “I’m glad Renee interrupted us last week before we both did something we’d regret.”

“I wouldn’t have regretted it,” I spit out. “Not for a second.”

Her features soften. “Perhaps you wouldn’t, but I would. Once the excitement of fucking around with your teacher ends, you’ll move on to the next girl, the next adventure, without a care in the world, and I’ll be the one left devastated.”

Anger simmers in my veins. “How dare you.” I step up to her, peering into her eyes so she can see the truth radiating there. “How dare you put words in my mouth. How dare you suggest this is any less serious for me than it is for you. I care about you. A lot
. I’m attracted to you. A lot
. And I know you feel those things too. You can try to deny it, but I’ve seen it.” Moving around her, I open the door. “The difference is, I would never have dismissed it so casually or cheapened your feelings. And maybe that’s something to regret.”

I don’t stick around to hear her reply, if there is one. Exiting the room, I stomp down the corridor as fast as my legs will carry me.


Chapter Nine

Present Day
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Evelina

Kaden calls a taxi, arranging for it to pick me up a couple blocks away, to be on the safe side. He insists on walking with me, and I don’t put up a fight. After what happened earlier, I’m nervous to walk the streets alone. “Please think about what I said,” he pleads with me again.

“We’ve already discussed this, Kade. No good can come from thinking thoughts like that. I’m really grateful for your help tonight. More than grateful. Honestly, there aren’t words, but we can’t fool ourselves into thinking this changes anything.”

“Goddamn it, Eva.” He tugs on my elbow, stalling me. “Why won’t you fight for me?”

“This is
 me fighting for you!” I protest. “You have no idea how hard it was to let you go, but I did it for you!”

His expression softens. “I didn’t fully understand back then, and I was a bit of a mess, but I’ve got my head screwed on now. I love you, and I’m not giving up this time. Not when I know who he is and what you’re enduring.”

“It’s not so bad.” I attempt to fudge the truth.

“Don’t lie.” He takes my arm, pushing the sleeve of my sweater up to my elbow. “Those marks don’t lie, and don’t pretend you got them tonight because the bruising is faded so I know they’re at least a few days old.” My wrists wouldn’t bruise if I didn’t strain against the binds so much, but I can’t stand being tied up. Despite how much I beg Jeremy, he refuses to hear me. He’s determined to knock me up and convinced he’s making it pleasurable for me in the process, when the truth is the complete opposite.

Only a twisted pervert would mistake my anguished screams for cries of ecstasy.

I’m dying inside. Every day, a little bit more.

“It’s not what you’re thinking,” I mumble, defeated.

He barks out a harsh laugh. “Oh, I think it’s probably exactly what I’m thinking.”

I look down at my feet. “We need to keep walking or I’ll miss the cab.” I feel the weight of Kaden’s stare pressing down on me, but I keep my eyes affixed to the asphalt.

“I’m worried about you,” he says, gently steering me forward, and we resume walking again.

“I’m not your responsibility,” I softly reply.

“No. You’re just the love of my life.”

Oh, God. He’s killing me. As surely as if he’d driven a stake straight through my heart.

I don’t respond, because I can’t tell him I feel the same, so it’s best to stay quiet.

He sighs. “If you won’t run away with me, at least let me help you stay safe,” he adds a few minutes later.

“What do you mean?” I risk a look at him, and my heart melts on the spot.

“I train at the gym most nights. Meet me there. Let me teach you some self-defense techniques.”

I open my mouth to immediately reject it, but he places two fingers to my lips. “Don’t automatically turn me down without thinking about it. I’d rest easier at night knowing you are capable of defending yourself. Just promise me you’ll think about it.”

I find myself nodding, and I can almost see some of the tension leave his shoulders.

He watches me with those serious, intense eyes of his as I get into the taxi. Closing the door, he continues to eyeball me. As the taxi pulls away from the curb, I turn around and look at him, and we continue staring at one another until he’s only a blip in the distance.

Back home, Jeremy is waiting up for me, and he’s on guard the instant he spots the ugly gash on my cheek. “What happened?”

“I had too much to drink, and I tripped and fell on the sidewalk,” I lie. “I ruined my clothes, so I went back to Renee’s to get changed and cleaned up.”

He frowns. “Evie, that’s not like you.” And he’s right. It’s not. I have an iron strong constitution when it comes to alcohol. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been drunk, and I can drink most men under the table.

“I think it’s because I’m approaching my time of month. My tolerance must be less or something.”

Jeremy pulls me into his side, more tenderly than normal. “Why don’t you take a bath and I’ll fix you some chamomile tea?”

I look up at him, shock splayed across my face. Jeremy is not the type to fuss over anyone. Except, perhaps, the first Mrs. Garcia, but he doesn’t fuss over me, so this is a new development. He swats my butt, more gently than usual. “Go on. I’ll bring your tea to your room.”

The hot water soothes the aches and pains and helps relax me. After I’m dry, I dress in silk pajamas and crawl under my comforter. Jeremy appears in the doorway a second later dressed only in snug boxer briefs, carrying a tray with tea and some ginger cookies. Placing the tray on my bedside table, he closes my bedroom door and slides into bed alongside me, much to my dismay.

I was hoping my injury gave me a sexual pass for tonight, but that was clearly wishful thinking.

He obviously senses it, because he rubs a hand up and down my arm in a comforting gesture. “I know you’re hurting, darling, so I won’t prolong it tonight. I’ll be quick and gentle.”

The tea and cookies settle in my stomach like rat poison. So much for showing a nurturing side.

Since he decided we were going to try for a baby, he seems intent on impregnating me as fast as he can. His once weekly conjugal visits have now become nightly ones, and I’m beginning to really hate the feel of his hands roaming my body.

Thank God, I had the foresight to get a contraceptive implant a couple years ago. It was a precautionary measure when Kaden and I started sleeping together, and now I’m grateful for it and the fact Jeremy knows nothing about it. Although, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before it’ll all come out. When I fail to get pregnant, I expect he’ll send me to someone and the truth will be revealed.

He’ll go crazy.

But I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.

For now, I want to delay the inevitable.

I’m deluding myself.

I know that.

But there’s still a teeny, tiny part of me that harbors hope that I will someday escape his clutches. Add a child into the equation, and that becomes a definite impossibility. Jeremy would never let me take any child of his away, and I wouldn’t be selfish enough to leave any child with him alone.

For now, I’m a certain kind of trapped.

But, maybe, just maybe, Kaden is right.

As Jeremy thrusts inside me, I go to that special place in my mind, imagining it’s Kaden moving inside me, his hands exploring my body, and I allow myself to believe, if only for a few moments in time.

I believe in Kaden’s determined words, and I imagine a full life with him, free of the shackles restraining me.
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“This is gorgeous, Mrs. Hill,” Jeremy tells my mom, tucking heartily into our regular monthly Sunday dinner of roast beef with all the sides. I enjoy visiting my parents about as much as I enjoy visiting my OB/GYN.

“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Isabel,” she says, batting her eyelashes and patting his arm. In my head, I mimic her reply, because it’s the same one I’ve heard over and over, like a broken record. “You make me sound so old.” She giggles, a ridiculous shrill laugh that is unbecoming for a woman of her age. At least that is what my father has told her time and time again.

But my mom is a law unto herself.

She proved that when she made the deal with the devil, convincing my father there was no alternative.

There’s never any question over who wears the pants in this household.

Jeremy groans as he bites into his beef, and I have a strong urge to kick him under the table. I’d think he did it on purpose, except I know my husband isn’t the petty type. If Jeremy wants you to know something, you’ll hear it. He is blunt to a fault.

“From the way you’re devouring that meal, one would think you never get a home-cooked meal,” she simpers, and I want to scratch her eyes out. Although she is deliberately riling me up, I can’t resist going there. It embarrasses her no end when I retaliate—it’s unladylike and uncouth, she’s often told me.

“Jeremy gets a lovely home-cooked meal every night. Camille is a wonderful cook.” I shoot her a forced smile as I pop an overdone green bean in my mouth. “And she always serves her green beans al dente. I can send her over to you for a demonstration, if you like.”

“Evie.” Jeremy’s voice is like steel as he slants a cautionary look my way. “Don’t be rude to your mother.”

“Sorry, Isabel.” I don’t even attempt to sound genuinely apologetic, and tension slices through the air like a knife gliding through soft butter.

My father clears his throat. “Any update on tenure yet, sweetheart?” he asks me. Predictably, my mother scowls, and Jeremy looks bored.

“Not yet. Competition is tough, and places are limited. Jesse Roberts is looking for tenure too, and he’s very well connected. This is a crucial year for me if I’m to stand any chance against him.”

“You’ll get it,” Dad says, smiling proudly. “Harvard recognizes quality when they see it, and they’d be fools to risk losing you.”

“It’s a moot point,” Jeremy cuts in, dabbing the side of his mouth with his napkin. “Because once Evie is pregnant, she’ll be giving up work to look after our children.”

My fork clangs to the table, and my mouth hangs open in shock. “What?”

Jeremy drills me a serious look. “I’m not having some stranger rear my children. Your place will be at home.”

“I never agreed to that,” I hiss.

“It was an unspoken condition of our marriage.”

“I didn’t agree to that either,” I blurt, too enraged to curtail my feelings.

“Evelina!” Mom’s shocked tone bounces off the cream walls. “Apologize to your husband right this second.”

I stand up. “Or what, Isabel? You’ll put me over your knee and scold me with the wooden spoon like you did when I was naughty as a child?”

I begin clearing the dinner plates. My father locks eyes with mine as I lift his plate, his regret and anguish plainly evident. His eyes flit to my wrists and the yellowed marks peeking out from under the cuffs of my blouse. Sadness mixes with frustration and anger as he gulps, knotting his napkin on his lap.

He may have inadvertently got me into this situation, but he’s not the one I blame.

All fingers point to the woman who birthed me. I refuse to call her mother because she relinquished that title the day she traded my future away.

When Dad realized who he was working for, and what he’d gotten mixed up in, he tried to get out, but the guy in charge before Jeremy—his father—made sure he’d be tied to them for life.

I still remember the night he came to our house. I had just turned twelve, and I woke up, roused by the shouting from downstairs. I’d been scared, but not scared enough to stay in bed. Creeping out onto the landing, I had hovered at the top of the stairs listening to the raised voices arguing below. Then the kitchen door opened, and the argument had moved into the hall. “Get out,” my dad told the strange man. “I will never agree to such a thing.”

“Jack,” Mom pleaded with him. “Let’s discuss this on our own, and you can call Robert tomorrow.”

“You listen to your little lady,” a deep, unfamiliar voice said. “She understands the situation. Decide carefully, Jack. Your family’s future depends on it.”

The man strode to the front door and opened it, but he stopped, as if he’d heard some silent calling card. Whipping his head around, he stared straight at me.

Even as a child, the sly smile he threw my way sent shivers down my spine.

His premature demise was a welcome reprieve. He died four months before Jeremy and I were married, so at least I didn’t have to suffer him as a father-in-law. Jeremy’s mother died when he was young, before she’d had the chance to give him any siblings, and the lack of in-laws to contend with is the only small blessing I’ve received.

“Evelina!” Isabel snaps, yanking me from my mind. “I need your help with dessert.”

Calmly, I carry the dirty dinner plates to the kitchen, loading them into the dishwasher.

“What the hell has gotten into you?” she demands once we’re in the kitchen and the door is firmly closed.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“You shouldn’t goad your husband like that or speak back to your elders in front of him.” She removes the chocolate cheesecake I made from the fridge, placing it on the counter.

“He’s not fucking God, Isabel!”

She raises her hand to slap me, but I grab hold of her wrist. “Hit me and I’ll hit back. I’m not some vulnerable little child you can whack with a spoon when you feel like it.”

“That was for your own good, and you know it.”

“Yeah,” I snort. “Fat lot of good it did.” I yank the cupboard door open, removing small plates.

“After everything your father and I have done for you.” She mutters under her breath, shaking her head as she starts cutting through the decadent dessert.

“Are you kidding? After everything you’ve done? You’ve trapped me in a loveless marriage to a criminal who now wants to chain me pregnant and barefoot in the kitchen. Thanks a bunch, Mother
. I definitely owe you for that.”

This time I don’t see the slap coming in time to stop it. My head jerks back with the force of the impact. Stinging pain glances across my cheek. She would have to hit the one that’s already sore. I’m tempted to follow through on my threat, and hit her back, but then I’d be no better than her. And I pride myself on the fact I’m nothing like her.

“You ungrateful little madam! That man is a good man, and he’s given you a great life. Plenty of women would kill to be in your place.”

“I’d happily trade places!” I hiss, deliberately keeping my tone low in case anything filters back. “And how can you call him a good man? He sells drugs and guns for a living, and that’s only the stuff I know about.”

“He is good to you and that’s all that counts.”

I shake my head, practically throwing the cake onto the plates. “How can you live with yourself? With all these lies you tell yourself? How can you look in the mirror knowing you forced me into marrying someone I didn’t love?”

“Love,” she scoffs. “You always had your head in the clouds. I blame your father and all those movies he took you to. Love doesn’t exist, Evelina. Survival is all that counts. And your father and I ensured that the day we made that deal. It was that or we all died.” She shoves two plates at me, taking the other two and heading toward the door. “It’s time you grew up and faced things like a mature adult. Whether you approved of our decision or not, you want for nothing. Your children will want for nothing. Maybe when you’re a mother yourself, you’ll finally see what’s important in life.”

She flings open the door, casting one last derogatory glance over her shoulder at me before she exits the room. “And it’s not love.”


Chapter Ten

Present – Senior Year of College

[image: ]


Kaden

I have renewed vigor in my step as I walk toward the gym tonight. Since Eva texted last night to say she’d accept my offer to train her in self-defense, I’ve been on a countdown, dying to get up close and personal with her again. I’m glad she agreed, because she needs to know how to defend herself. And it gives me the opportunity to work on eliminating the barrier she’s still keeping between us. I understand her reasoning now—it all makes sense, and I’m not walking away from her this time.

“Yo, Kennedy.” Dylan Barnes shouts out as I walk through the doors of the gym. Dylan co-owns this place with his partner Gary and I’ve gotten to know both of them since I joined.

I stride toward him, and we knuckle touch. “’Sup, dude?”

“Heard you and Tiff broke up again.”

“Yeah.” I shrug, not wanting to dwell on it. “She’s cool, but it ran its course, and we’re totally done this time.”

“Hmm.” He scrubs a hand over his jaw. “Guess you won’t be pleased to hear she’s in the office waiting for you then.”

I groan. “Ah, shit, man. I actually thought she’d gotten the message this time.”

“Want me to get rid of her for you?”

I shake my head. “Nah. I’ll talk to her myself, but can you do me a favor?” I lower my voice. “I’ve agreed to provide some self-defense lessons to one of my ex-teachers. She’s due to arrive shortly. Can you show her to the ladies’ locker room and tell her I’ll be with her as soon as I can?”

“No probs.” He shoves a clipboard at me. “Just add her name to the guest list and I’ll look after her.”

I quickly write Eva’s name down.

“Holy shit, Kennedy. You’re coaching Professor Garcia?” He whistles low on his breath. “Better hope word doesn’t get out.” He chortles. “Or maybe I should leak it myself. I bet new memberships would go through the roof.”

My jaw locks up, and I glare at him. “You better fucking not!”

He steps back, holding his palms up. “Whoa! Calm the fuck down. I’m only messing around.”

I force myself to cool it, rubbing a hand along the back of my neck. “There’s a reason she needs these sessions, and she’s notoriously private. I don’t want anything to get in the way.”

His expression turns more serious, and he nods slowly. “Yeah, I’ve heard some of the rumors going around. Her old man’s not to be messed with.”

“Something like that,” I mutter, not wanting to create more gossip. “Just keep this on the down low.”

“Done, dude.” He slaps me on the back while I go to get rid of Tiffani.
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“But I miss you, babe.” Tiffani pouts, getting up from the couch in Dylan’s office and crossing the room toward me.

“It hasn’t been that long.” I hold out an arm, stalling her forward trajectory.

“Feels like eternity to me.”

I sigh. “I’m sorry, Tiffani. I don’t know what you want me to say. I haven’t changed my mind, and I’m not going to.”

“Don’t make me beg.” She pouts again, and her lower lip wobbles.

“Don’t go there, Tiff. It won’t make any difference. We’re done. It’s time to move on and date other people.” I don’t know how I can be any blunter without hurting her feelings. “And you can’t come here again. I don’t want to tell Dylan to ban you, but if you show up again you won’t leave me much choice.”

A dark shadow descends upon her face. Yanking her bag off the arm of the couch, she angrily slides the strap over her shoulder. “You’re making a big mistake, Kaden.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.” I walk to the door and open it. She shoves past, sending me a hate-filled look. I shake my head as I close Dylan’s door and turn to go after her. I want to make sure she leaves the premises promptly.

“Oof!”

I look up in time to see Tiffani run straight into Eva. Fucckkk!

“What are you doing here?” Tiff demands, frowning at Eva.

“She’s a new member,” Dylan pipes up, lying smoothly, and I could kiss him, if I was that way inclined. “I’m just giving the obligatory tour, so, if you’ll excuse me.” Dylan gently takes Eva’s arm, steering her away from Tiffani.

“Mr. Kennedy.” Eva smiles and nods at me in passing, barely giving me any attention, and I’ve got to give her credit for playing it perfectly.

Tiffani has narrowed her eyes, and she’s slanting daggers in Eva’s back as they walk off.

“Let me show you to the door.” I place my hand very lightly on her back, nudging her toward the front entrance.

“Take your hand off me!” she hisses, slapping my arm away. “I’m well capable of finding the exit by myself.”

“Suit yourself.” I stop at the reception desk, watching her stomp outside.

“She’s a piece of work,” Dylan says, coming up behind me.

“She’s not so bad. She’s just upset.”

“What do you want me to do if she shows up here again?”

“Don’t let her in, and if she wants to take out membership, tell her you’re full.” I eyeball him. “Under no circumstances do I want her working out here.” I feel confident making demands because I helped Dylan and Gary get a great deal on equipment when they first took over the gym, saving them thousands in the process, and I’ve never asked for any favors in return. But I need this one now.

Dylan slaps me on the back. “Consider it done.” He jerks his head to the side. “Eva is getting changed, and she said she’d meet you in the main room in a few minutes.”

“Thanks, man. I owe you.”

I’m limbering up, doing a few stretches, when Eva walks out onto the floor. She looks even tinier than normal in her sneakers. She’s wearing black yoga pants that mold to her envious curves and a black-and-white sports tank top that hugs her rack to perfection. Her hair is slicked back into a high ponytail, and she isn’t wearing a lick of makeup, but she’s still the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen. As my dick springs to life in my sweats, I wonder why I thought this would be a good idea. I’ll probably spend the entire session rock hard and struggling to hide that fact.

I straighten up, discreetly adjusting myself in my pants. “Hey, Eva.”

“Hi, Kade.” Her smile is a little shaky, and as she glances around, noting the mostly male members, I sense her nervousness.

“Don’t be nervous.” I rush to reassure her. “These guys won’t pay us any attention. These dudes are hard-core and they have no interest in anyone else. We can do our stuff without prying eyes.”

“Okay.” Her smile is a little brighter.

I frown at the discoloration on her cheek. The gash has scabbed over, but the bruising looks fresh. “Did something else happen?”

Anger flashes briefly at the back of her eyes, and she grits her teeth. “Nope. Can we get started?”

Letting that obvious deflection pass, I nod. “Come this way.” With a one-shouldered shrug, I lead the way over to the side of the room where the padded mats are laid out. “I thought we could start with some stretches and then a couple of basic moves once you’re warmed up.”

“Sounds good.”

We spend ten minutes limbering up, with Eva diligently copying my every move. “You’re very flexible,” I say. “And you mentioned yoga the other night. I assume you go regularly?”

She nods, leaning forward with one knee bent as she stretches her other leg out behind her. “I’ve been going twice a week religiously for years. Helps keep my body and mind in check.”

“My cousin and her friend attend the yoga classes on campus. Is that where you go?”

She shakes her head, straightening up as I do, swinging her arms from side to side and loosening her muscles. “I go to a studio on John F. Kennedy Street with Renee.”

I nod. “Oh, yeah. I know the place. It’s on my walk home.”

“Have you ever attended a class?”

“Nope, although I did consider it. Yoga’s definitely becoming more popular with guys.”

“A lot of professional sports teams have full-time yoga instructors on payroll, and it’s not just about the physical benefits. It’s a total mind-body workout, and I find it super helpful whenever I’m stressed.”

“Maybe I’ll sign up for a class.” My lips tip up at the corners.

“That would be interesting,” she murmurs, fighting a smile of her own. “Do you still play golf?”

“Not as much as I’d like to. My course load is heavy this year, and I’m in the early-stage process of establishing my own online golf business. It’s what I plan to do after I graduate.”

A look of admiration ghosts over her face. “Wow, that’s fantastic, Kaden.” Her radiant smile is doing funny things to my insides. “I’m really proud of you, and I know you’ll make it a great success.”

“Thank you. I hope so.”

“You always had plenty of drive and determination, and I believe that’s half the battle.”

I want to scoop her up into my arms and hug the shit out of her. She has no idea how much her words of encouragement mean, but I’m conscious we’re just standing in the middle of the gym talking, and we’re starting to garner attention.

“Thanks for the compliment, but we should probably focus on why we’re here.” I crick my neck from side to side and cross my arms over my chest. Her eyes follow the movement, and that does wonders for my ego. Smothering another grin, I clear my throat. “I think that warmup will suffice. Let’s get started on the good stuff.” I wink, purposely trying to keep this lighthearted.

“Turn around,” I instruct, and she obliges. I move up behind her, and her body tenses a little. “I’m going to try and grab you from behind, and I just want you to react instinctively.”

I lunge for her, wrapping my arms around her waist from behind and she immediately starts squirming, trying to wriggle out of my grasp, but I tighten my arms and pull her back, and she gives up fighting after a couple of minutes.

I let go and twist her around to face me. “That’s the way a lot of people would react if attacked from behind, and your instincts are good, but you’ll only have a short window to take back control, and being as aggressive as possible is crucial.” She’s watching and listening intently, a serious expression on her face. “We’re going to try the same maneuver again, only this time I want you to drop as low to the ground as you can and wriggle aggressively, trying to get out of my hold.”

She nods and turns back around, and I reach for her again, but she isn’t fast enough, and my arms lock firmly around her, easily restraining her. We try another few times, and I admire Eva’s tenaciousness. She never complains. Never criticizes herself. She just focuses, determined to lower her center of gravity and evade the attack.

On the tenth attempt, she drops instantly to the ground, wriggling as I struggle to hold onto her. “Good! Now reach back with your leg and aim for a groin kick.”

She does as I suggest, but she loses her balance, and I’m bent awkwardly over her, so I lose my balance too, and we tumble to the ground. At the last second, I clasp her hips firmly and twist her around, sliding underneath her to take the brunt of the fall. She lands on top of me as my back flattens to the ground.

Suddenly conscious of how perfectly our bodies are aligned, I tense up, every muscle in my body becoming rigidly stiff.

Especially the muscle in my pants.

Fuck.

There’s no way she’s not feeling the hardness against her lower belly. Her breathing becomes heavy, and she’s gone still and quiet. It’s as if our surroundings have faded away and there’s only the two of us in the room. I’m aware of every exaggerated breath trickling out of those plump lips and how she leans into me, ever so subtly, but it’s there—the desire to get closer. And I’d love to capitalize on that, but we’re not
 in our own little universe. We’re in a busy gym with too many eyeballs in the vicinity, and we need to get up, but there’s no hiding the massive erection I’m sporting.

“Eva.” My voice is low but ragged. “I need you to get up and grab my bag for me. Okay?”

She clears her throat. “Sure.” Her voice sounds as strained as mine.

Asking her to move kills me. I’d quite happily stay in this position, but I have to do it. The longer we stay pressed against one another without moving, the more attention we’re likely to attract. She stands, and I jump up, turning around in an attempt to hide my monster boner. She hands me the sports bag, and I sling it crossways over one shoulder, strategically covering my groin. I turn to face her, and the depth of emotion on her face almost undoes me.

She coughs, clearing her throat again. “I guess we should call it a night.”

I nod. “Yeah. After you’ve changed, wait for me in the reception area, and I’ll walk you to your car.” I’m expecting her to argue but she doesn’t.

“Okay.”

We walk side by side to the changing rooms, neither of us speaking. Tension lingers in the air, and my fingers twitch with the craving to touch her. The feel of her curves under my hands has reignited my desire for her, and I know I’ll be rubbing one out when I get home.

Or two or ten.

We reach the changing area, and I place my hand on the door to the men’s room. “Kade.” Her soft voice does strange things to my body. I turn around, and a knowing smile graces her mouth. She stretches up on tiptoe, and I meet her halfway, bending down. Pressing her mouth to my ear, she whispers, “If it’s any consolation, if I was a guy, I’d have a raging hard-on for you right now.”

I jerk my head back in surprise, and she laughs at the expression on my face.

“I don’t want you to go,” I blurt, grasping this opportunity with both hands. “Let’s order some takeout and go back to my place.”

Her smile falters, and she glances around, making sure no one is paying attention. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

“Who cares?” I pin her with a penetrating look. “All that matters is whether you want to or not?”

She averts her eyes, sighing as she rubs a hand across her chest. When she lifts her head a few minutes later, I note determination on her face. “Okay. But we go in separate cars, and I’ll be parking a couple of blocks away.”

“Fine. You still have my number?”

“I know your number.”

“Hit me up once you’re parked, and I’ll come get you.”

She gulps, and a look of fear skitters over her face. I’m afraid she’s already going to change her mind, and it’d crush me. “I just want to talk to you, Eva. It’s only dinner and conversation. I’m not expecting anything else.” That’s no word of a lie. It is
 all I expect. But if you asked me what I want
, what I hope
 and pray
 and wish
 for, the answer would be completely different.

A smile ghosts over her lips as she pushes the door to the ladies’ locker room open. Holding the door open, she sends me a seductive grin. “Maybe I am.”

Hot damn.

With those awesome parting words drifting in and out of my ears, she skips into the room, leaving me standing in the corridor like a schmuck with a goofy grin on my face and my jaw hanging open.


Chapter Eleven

Past
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Evelina

It’s been two months since the night Kaden and I almost kissed, and I can’t get him out of my head. It’s wrong on so many different levels, but his soul speaks to mine in a way I can’t explain. If we had met in a different lifetime, there’s little doubt we’d be together. We just clicked from the moment we met. He gets me, and I get him, and being with him is as natural as breathing.

The age gap is almost five years between us, and for most that would probably be the biggest turn-off, but it’s the last thing I have an issue with. I hardly ever remember he’s younger than me. Kaden is very mature for his age. He’s had to grow up a lot these last couple of years thanks to all the stuff going on in his family, and it’s clear he’s well-educated and well-read, and we’ve had some interesting conversations. He’s also passionate about enterprise, with a real fire in his belly. He exudes this calm, cool confidence that is extremely attractive. But he doesn’t take himself too seriously either, and I laugh so much in his company. He reminds me what it feels like to be young. I feel like I skipped a whole phase in my life. That my world came to an end at fourteen, and I’ve only just begun living again.

But I had to put a stop to it.

Because there’s no future in it, so why start something?

Try telling that to my foolish, lovesick heart though.

Acting impersonal and professional during our weekly tutoring sessions is slowly killing me inside. Each week, another layer tears off my heart. Very soon, there’ll be nothing left but a bloody pulp in my chest.

Everything about Kaden sucks me in. His voice. His smell. His powerful presence. That deep, intense, hypnotic gaze of his—the one that seems to delve deep into my soul, to drag the truth I’m hiding straight from the very heart of me.

I shake my head, laughing at myself as I finish styling my hair. I sound like a Mills and Boon novel. And it’s unusual for me to indulge that long-forgotten romantic side of me.

“Where did you say you were off to tonight?” Jeremy asks, popping his head into my room unannounced.

I jump at the unexpected intrusion, dropping my makeup bag on the floor. I sink to my knees, hastily grabbing the errant contents and stuffing them back inside. I’m all flustered when I straighten up. “I’m going to that new bar on Garden Street with Renee and a few of my work colleagues. Renee just got tenure so we’re celebrating.”

He casts an approving eye over my conservative black and green dress. With a high collarbone, knee-length hem, and small cap sleeves, it’s a sophisticated style that covers my curves from straying eyes. “You look beautiful, Evie.”

“Thank you.”

He steps into the room, and my heart stutters at the thought of what he might want. We have a pretty solid, unspoken agreement. He visits my bedroom every Friday night, and I put out like a good, dutiful wife. The rest of the time, we are like passing ships in the night, coming and going at different hours. Jeremy is gone a lot. Overseas “business” trips, but unlike most wives, I relish the time apart. I feel a little guilty on occasion for my lack of investment in this marriage until I remember I was forced into it at eighteen, and then any sympathy I have for my husband evaporates. He should know not to expect much when your bride was coerced into marrying you.

Still, I’m savvy enough to know it could be a lot worse.

Jeremy doesn’t demand too much of me—he seems to have accepted the loveless state of our marriage, and he has been reluctantly supportive of my studies and my career.

He pecks me on the cheek. “I’ll send Vincent out with you tonight.”

“That will not
 be necessary.” I fold my arms in a stern manner. “Please let’s not argue about this again, especially not when we’re both getting ready to go out.”

“Evie. It’s for your own protection.”

“And you’ve been saying that for years, and I’ve gone without a personal bodyguard and I’m perfectly fine. Please, Jeremy. Just trust me. I can handle myself. I’ll be getting a taxi there and back and nothing will happen to me.”

He brushes a lock of my hair over my shoulder. “You’re so stubborn.”

“I like to call it independent.”

He chuckles. “You’ll be the death of me one of these days.”

I wish.

I’m shocked at my own thoughts. Irrespective of how trapped I feel, I could never wish him ill. It was a random selfish thought. One that deserves no more time spent on it.

I won the argument and I’m out sans Vincent. Thank God. He’s a new guy Jeremy hired a couple of months ago, and the way his eyes follow me around the house creeps me out.

“We’re dancing!” Renee decides, grabbing hold of my hand and pulling me out into the middle of the packed dance floor. We left the bar after a couple of hours and headed to a nearby club. I think Renee was shocked I readily agreed to attend, but I missed out on all this when I was in college, and I seize every opportunity that comes my way now. Being married at eighteen and wearing the hated “child prodigy” label made me stick out like a sore thumb when I was a Harvard student. No one wanted to hang around with me, and Jeremy made it clear I would not be falling drunk out of frat houses or socializing with any single males. After the Seth experience, I had no desire to involve anyone else in my fucked-up life, so it was a moot point, but there would’ve been no easy way to explain that to Jeremy. So, I just put up and shut up instead.

Nights like these are precious, so I try and make the most of them. Jeremy’s traveled upstate and he won’t be home till Monday night, so I’m free to do as I please. I’ve no doubt his bodyguards will report the time I arrive home, so I can’t go too crazy, but I can let my hair down without fear of repercussion.

Sometimes it feels like I’m married to my dad.

Renee’s two sheets to the wind already, dancing like a crazy woman in the middle of the dance floor, and all I can do is laugh. “Come on, Eva,” she encourages, shimmying her hips from side to side, her words slurring a little. “Let go! You’ve got the killer curves and the killer dress. All you’re missing are the killer moves.”

She winks, and I laugh again, rotating my hips in time to the music. She throws her hands in the air, whooping and hollering, and a surge of emotion sweeps over me. Pulling Renee into a hug, I press my mouth to her ear. “I’m so proud of you, bestie. And no one deserves it more.”

“Aw. I love you, Eva. And it’ll be your turn soon enough. Everyone knows you’re the most dedicated assistant prof there is.” She squeezes me tight. “It’s you and me against the Harvard dicks, babe.”

I throw back my head, laughing as I let the lure of the music take full control of my body. I rock my hips in time to the beat, flinging my hair over my shoulders and closing my eyes as rhythmic waves crash over me. My moves are fluid, and I’m thankful I changed out of that boring dress the minute I hit the bar, switching it for a short lacy black dress with thin straps that crisscross over my shoulders and halfway down my back. The hem stops mid-thigh, and combined with the seven-inch heels I’m wearing, it makes my legs appear longer and thinner.

Jeremy would stroke out if he saw me dressed like this.

Perhaps it’s the dress, or the sultry music, or the copious cocktails I’ve consumed, but I’m feeling sexy and dangerously reckless, which should be a worrying combination. But I’m too high on the illusion of freedom to care.

“Woo-hoo!” Renee grabs my hand, twirling me around, and I’m laughing so hard I don’t notice him at first.

But it doesn’t take long, because Kaden Kennedy owns every room he steps into, his commanding presence filling the space without even trying. All the tiny hairs lift on the back of my neck as my eyes lock on his. He’s standing at the end of the bar, his gaze fixated on me, and he’s making zero attempt to disguise it.

I wonder how long he’s been watching.

Saliva pools in my mouth, and my panties are instantly soaked as I drink him in. He’s wearing dark denim jeans that emphasize his long legs and a slim-fitting white Henley with the top two buttons undone. The shirt looks like it’s spray-painted on his body, molding to his ripped abs and broad shoulders. His hair is styled back off his face, highlighting his exquisite bone structure and the five o’clock shadow on his chin. Even from here, his captivating blue eyes and masculine jawline draw me in. I’ve never been so physically attracted to any guy before, and it’s hard to deny my feelings when he’s looking at me like he wants to eat me alive.

Powerful need pulses through my body, and I’m walking toward him before I’ve consciously processed the motion. His eyes rake me up and down as I approach, and the potent lust-filled look on his face is unmistakable. I’m about ten feet away when a gorgeous blonde plants herself in front of him, running her hands up his chest and circling them around his neck.

Jealousy jumps up and bites me, and I’m having a hard time ignoring the devil on my shoulder, the one taunting me to claim what’s mine.

I make a last-minute detour, veering toward the bathroom instead. My heart is beating wildly against my ribcage, and blood is thrumming through my veins. What the hell was I thinking back there?
 Anyone could’ve noticed me making a beeline for Kaden across the dance floor. One look at both our faces would’ve given the game away. My hands are shaking as I push through the door out into the corridor leading to the restrooms. Nausea swims up my throat at the thought of that girl with her hands all over him. I stop, resting my forehead against the wall. What the hell is wrong with me?
 He isn’t mine, and I shouldn’t be having these thoughts.

I’m married, for God’s sake, and he’s my student.

He’s as off-limits as they come.

Perhaps that’s why I want him so badly.

Isn’t it true what they say? You always want the things you can’t have.

The door crashes open, and I stop breathing. “Eva.”

Oh, God. Please give me strength to do the right thing. I hurriedly compose myself before I turn around to face him. “Kaden.”

“We need to talk.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Well, tough,” he says, walking around me and pushing the door to the wheelchair-accessible toilet open. “In here, quick.”

Against my better judgment, I duck under his arm and step inside the small stall. He locks the door and then leans back against it, running a hand through his hair. Strands come loose, falling over his forehead in a casual way that is completely sexy.

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” he admits candidly, and butterflies take up residence in my chest. “And I miss our chats. You’re one of the few people I’m comfortable talking to. It’s so easy to just be myself when I’m with you.” His expression is deadly serious as he eyeballs me, but there’s a soft layer underneath it. “I guess I just miss everything about you. And judging by the way you were looking at me out there, I’d say you’re the same.” I chew on the inside of my mouth, hugely conflicted. “And you look beautiful by the way, and too damn sexy for that crowd.”

I thrill at his bold statement, and I know I’m fighting a losing battle even as words to the contrary slip from my mouth. “This can’t happen, Kaden.”

“Why not?”

“You know why.” I start pacing the small space. “I’m married, and you’re my student. Starting something could get both of us into big trouble.”

“The things truly worth fighting for in life come with the biggest risks.” He pushes off the door, cautiously approaching me. I’m acutely aware of every delectable inch of him as he approaches, and I’m struggling to hold on to my willpower. “And you don’t need to worry about me.” Tentatively, he reaches out, caressing my cheek. “If it blew up in our faces, I would be okay. The biggest risk is on your end, and it’s the main reason I haven’t said anything these last couple of months. I’d come to the conclusion you weren’t feeling it the way I was, but I see it written all over your face. I know you want me as much as I want you.”

I take a step back, needing to clear my head. “Wow, you’re awfully sure of yourself.”

“Tell me I’m wrong and I’ll walk away. I’ll leave you alone and never mention this again.”

I gulp over the sudden panic in my throat. I don’t want him to leave. Screw it. I throw caution to the wind. “I can’t tell you that.”

A massive smile coasts over his mouth. “Thank you for being honest.” His smile turns more serious. “And I meant what I said. You have the most to lose so this is your call. I won’t think any worse of you if you decide you can’t take the risk. I’d hate myself if you got into trouble because of me.”

I step forward, placing my hands lightly on his chest as I stare up at him. “I’m not sure I have much of a choice anymore. I’ve tried staying away from you, and it’s slowly killing me inside.”

He grips my face more firmly. “Tell me about it.” His warm breath intoxicates me as he leans in closer. “If we do this, I’m not holding back. I’m on the verge of fucking exploding. I need you, Eva. I need you now.” He probes my eyes. “How much have you been drinking?”

I grab hold of his shirt, pulling him even closer. “I’ve had a few cocktails, but I’m not drunk. Not even close to it. I can handle my liquor.” I drag my fingers up and down the exposed column of his neck, enjoying how he trembles at my touch. “I appreciate you ensuring I’m sober enough to make this decision, and I assure you I am. You’re not the only one hurting, Kaden.” I lower my voice. “I want you so badly, but this works both ways. My husband is a dangerous man, and if he ever finds out, he will come after you.”

He pulls my hand up to his mouth, pressing a kiss to my palm. “We’ll be careful and make sure he doesn’t find out, and if he does, I know people. I can make sure I’m protected. Like I said, my worry is for you. I don’t want you to lose your job.”

“Me neither, but I don’t think I can stop this anymore.”

He presses his forehead to mine, pulling me in flush with his body. “Thank God, because I’m about to die of the worst case of blue balls known to mankind.”

I laugh, but there’s a layer of excited anticipation behind it. I slide my hand down between us, cupping his very hard, very impressive erection. He hisses, thrusting into my palm as I rub up and down his length through the denim. “We can’t be gone too long,” I whisper, popping the top button of his jeans. I look up at him, and the heated look in his eyes floods my body with arousal. My nipples are hard and straining against my bra, my panties soaked. “Fuck me hard and fast, Kaden. No more thinking of right or wrong. Just do it.”

His mouth crashes down on mine, and I lose all rational thought. He isn’t gentle, and I’m loving it. His tongue prods at my lips, and I open for him, welcoming him into my mouth. The kiss turns frenzied very quickly, and we’re devouring one another as months of pent-up frustration is finally released. I yank his jeans down and slip my hand into his boxer briefs, moaning into his mouth as I grasp his velvety soft, hot length and start stroking. He’s thick and firm and my core pulses in achy need. His hands are roaming my body, exploring with an urgency I appreciate. He pulls the straps of my dress and bra down, and cool air floats across my breasts, hardening my nipples further.

He rips his mouth off mine momentarily to take his fill. Grabbing both of my breasts, he fondles the sensitive skin, emitting a slew of expletives as he looks and touches. “Fuck, Eva. You’ve no idea how often I jerk off to thoughts of your naked body, but my imagination did not do you justice at all.” Dropping his head, he sucks one nipple into his mouth, and I cry out, stroking him quicker and rubbing my thumb across the tip of his cock. Precum slicks across my skin, and he pulls back, removing my hand. “If you continue doing that, this will be over in seconds. I need to fill you up. I want to feel what it’s like moving inside you.”

He frantically pushes my dress up to my hips and tugs my lace thong down in one swift move. “Jesus Christ,” he says, pushing one finger inside me. “You’re fucking drenched, Eva.”

“I need you now, Kaden.” My voice drips with need, and I scarcely even sound like myself.

He adds a second finger, pumping in and out of me in languid strokes. I rest my head back against the wall, writhing with uncontrollable lust, greedily riding his fingers as he fucks me. No guy has ever gotten me this aroused, and the need to feel him inside me is almost overpowering. “Kade!”

He chuckles, removing his fingers and pulling me forward. His mouth collides with mine in a hungry kiss. “Tell me you want this, Eva,” he whispers in between drugging kisses. “Tell me you want my cock inside you. I need to hear you say the words.”

“I want that. So badly. Right now, Kade.”

He flips me around, and I press my palms to the wall. He spreads my legs wider, and I hear the rip of paper as he sheathes himself. “I love this ass,” he says, pressing a tender kiss to each of my cheeks. Lining himself at my entrance, he thrusts inside me in one fluid move. I bite back my scream, moaning quietly as he fucks me hard, slamming in and out of me, making stars appear before my eyes. Pressure is building inside me already, and my body is alive in a way I’ve never experienced before. The depth of pleasure coursing through my veins is new and like a drug I think I could easily become addicted to.

Keeping one hand on my hip to steady me, he moves his other hand around, cupping my breast first and tweaking the overly sensitized nipple. I push my tit into his hand, and he kneads my flesh harder. Blood rushes to my pussy, and I’m rocking back against him, demanding he move faster and harder. When his hand moves lower, he teases my clit with soft, featherlike brushes of his fingers while continuing to thrust into me like a wild, out of control animal. “Fuck, Eva. You feel incredible.” He leans over me, covering my back with his body. Slowly, he pushes my hair to one side, sucking on my neck, right where my pulse throbs for him. “I won’t ever get enough of you. This is only the start,” he whispers before easing back. Then he thrusts long and deep before pinching my clit, and I detonate on the spot, exploding from inside in a colorful burst of pleasure that consumes me from my head to my toes. My entire body is shaking and trembling as the strongest orgasm rocks my world. He grunts, his thrusts becoming more urgent as he slams into me. Then he’s coming, burying his shouts in my back as he presses his face into the exposed skin on my upper spine.

We don’t move for a couple of minutes. We stay wrapped around one another like that as we both fight to get our breathing under control. Gradually, he eases out of me, disposing of the condom while I fix my dress. Water softly trickles out of the faucet and then he’s on his knees in front of me. “Allow me.”

My eyes glisten as I watch him cleaning me up. Then he slides my damp panties back up my legs, helping me smooth my dress into place. Leaning down, he kisses me softly, and then he reels me into his arms. I go willingly, circling my arms around his waist and nestling my head against his chest. I close my eyes, committing everything to memory.

“Tell me we’re still doing this. Tell me you’re not backing out, because one taste isn’t enough.”

Opening my eyes, I peer up at him. “We’re doing it. I won’t be able to keep my hands off you after this.”

He presses his forehead to mine. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to hear you say that.”

“Probably as long as I’ve wanted to say it,” I truthfully admit.

He kisses me again, slow and tenderly, and I’m feeling cherished and adored, but the worries are there too, simmering under the surface, wondering what exactly I’ve gotten us into.

I’ll come to remember that moment with a myriad of conflicting emotions.

Because that was the moment that really set everything into motion.


Chapter Twelve

Present Day
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Kaden

I intercept the takeout guy in the lobby and return to the apartment to find Eva unloading plates, silverware, and glasses. I smile at how natural it is to have her moving about my kitchen like she lives here. Back at the gym, I knew she was hesitant to do this, and I’m surprised I convinced her to agree. At any second, I expect her to bolt for the door, but as the minutes roll by, she seems to relax more.

She laughs when I unload the takeout.

“What?” I arch a brow as I place the cartons on the marble countertop, stuffing the empty bag in the trash.

“I think someone’s determined to bring me on a trip down nostalgia lane.” A broad smile plays across her lips as she starts dishing out the food.

“It’s your favorite. What else was I gonna order?”

I grab a bottle of chilled sparkling water from the refrigerator and pour two glasses.

She moans at the back of her throat as she tastes the first mouthful of prawn chili masala and she may as well have her mouth wrapped around my dick. My cock turns rock hard in an instant. Eva is the only woman with the ability to turn me on in less than a second flat.

“How is this so good?” she asks after she’s chewed her food. “I mean, I must’ve eaten this dish hundreds of times, and each time is like tasting it for the first time.”

That perfectly describes how it feels making love to her, and that thought does nothing to quell the raging boner in my pants. Once Eva and I crossed that barrier the first time, we were insatiable for one another. It’s a wonder my dick didn’t break from overuse during our month-long affair. I couldn’t get enough of her, and the feeling was definitely mutual. I look away as remembered pain resurfaces. It’s been almost two years, and the heartache is as fresh as ever. One part of me wonders why I’m risking it all again, but the bigger part of me knows why and tells the cautious part to shut the fuck up.

“Hey, are you okay?” she asks, noticing my melancholy.

“Yeah.” I flick my lip between my teeth. “No.” I swivel in my stool, facing her as I pin her with a grave look. “Why did we stop, Eva? We were so good together.”

She puts her fork down. “You know why we did. I was terrified he’d find out, and I didn’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Why did you marry him, Eva? It’s obvious you’re not happy, and I understand now why you can’t leave, but I don’t get how you married the asshole in the first place.”

“That’s a long story,” she says, taking a healthy sip of her water.

“You don’t want to tell me?”

She bites on the corner of her lip, and it’s distracting as hell. “No, that’s not it … it’s just not a happy story, and every time I think about it, I get mad all over again.”

“You can tell me another time,” I relent, because I hate seeing that miserable look on her face.

She places her hand over mine. “No. I want you to know. I want you to understand.”

I stare at her beautiful hand, admiring the slim elegant fingers, remembering how good her touch felt. Shaking those thoughts aside, before my boner explodes out of my pants, I clear my throat. “Let’s eat and then you can tell me,” I suggest.

She looks at me for the longest moment, and then she nods. We eat silently, and after a few minutes she pushes her plate away. “I’ve had enough. Let’s talk, but I’ll need something stronger than water for this conversation.”

“How about wine?” I don’t feel comfortable offering her whiskey. I’ve seen how quickly she can put the stuff away, and I’m conscious she still has to drive home. I know she can handle her liquor better than most guys, but I don’t want to be up all night worrying about whether she got home safely or not.

“Perfect. Thank you.”

I bring the plates to the sink as Eva crosses to the fridge. I retrieve two wine glasses and hand them to her.

Once we are seated side by side on the couch with our wine, I wait patiently for her to start.

“Are you sure you want to hear this?” she whispers.

“Yes. You don’t need to shut me out, Eva. Even if all we are is friends, I would still rather know.”

She nods, gingerly sipping her wine. Kicking off her shoes, she pulls her knees up to her chest, resting her back against the arm of the couch as she faces me. Did I mention how much I love how comfortable she is here?

“When I was little, I was in love with love. I was definitely one of those girls who had her wedding day all planned out, right down to the tiniest little detail.” She smiles, but it’s tinged with sadness. “I used to fall asleep at night dreaming of my very own Prince Charming.” Her smile fades. “I think I was obsessed because I wasn’t surrounded by that kind of love. My parents never openly showed one another affection, and I knew, even as a little girl, that they didn’t have this big love affair.” She takes another sip of her wine. “Well, I was determined I was going to have it all, but I didn’t know fate was about to take a sledgehammer to my dreams.” She gulps back her wine, as I sit up straighter in my chair, sensing how difficult this is for her.

“My father is an accountant, and a really good one at that. He graduated Harvard top of his class, and within six years, he had set up his own practice.” Pride suffuses her words, and it’s obvious where she got her intelligence and her drive from. “He married my mother a year later, and then I came along a year after that. A few months before my twelfth birthday, he obtained a new prestigious client. I remember how excited my mother was.” She rolls her eyes, and a look of disgust appears on her face. “She was already planning how to spend the extra cash before he’d even earned it.” She puts her wine down on the coffee table. “I didn’t know most of this stuff back then, and I only found out years later when I put my father on the spot and made him tell me, but the new corporation he had taken on as a client was not what it appeared to be. On the surface, it was a respectable highly profitable organization, but it was a front for a multi-billion-dollar drugs and guns operation.”

And the rest. I think it, but I don’t say it. If Eva isn’t aware of all the pies her husband has his hands in, then I’m not going to enlighten her. The less she knows, the better.

I’m sensing where she’s going with this, and I don’t like it one bit.

She eyeballs me. “My father is an honest man, or, well, he used to be.” She sighs heavily. “When he realized what he’d gotten mixed up in, he tried to sever the contract and end the arrangement.”

“But you don’t walk away from those kinds of deals,” I supply, and she nods.

“He found that out to his detriment. Jeremy’s father was in charge back then, and he visited our house one night. I woke up to arguing downstairs. I will never forget the look that man gave me as he was leaving that night.” She visibly shivers. “It scared the hell out of me but not as badly as what I eventually discovered he had come to demand.”

“Your father was blackmailed into agreeing you would marry his son?” I guess, hating the words as they leave my mouth.

She bobs her head, gulping, and her face turns pale. “He told my father in no uncertain terms that he didn’t trust him and he needed to ensure my father remained working for the firm and that he had enough invested not to go to the authorities.”

“Jesus.” I scrub a hand over my jaw, sitting up and putting my glass down on the table alongside Eva’s. I rest my head in my hands.

“My dad told him to fuck off at first, and Jeremy’s dad told him he’d be sealing all our fates if he continued being so stubborn. He gave him one week to come to his senses.” She rubs a spot between her brows. “In the end, it was my mother who talked him around. When my dad told her he wanted to flee the country, she refused to leave and said she’d stop him from taking me too. She told him there was no option but to accept the offer, and she made out like it wasn’t the end of the world.” Her tone turns biting. “According to her, I have the dream life because my husband is wealthy, I want for nothing, and my kids will want for nothing.”

My stomach twists into painful knots at the mention of kids.

She looks up at the ceiling, and a horrid tension settles in the air. When she looks back at me, devastation is clear to see. “I was fourteen when they told me I’d be marrying Jeremy the day I turned eighteen. I was horrified.”

Tears pool in her eyes. “Especially after he came to visit me, and I realized how old he was. I was fourteen and he was thirty-four.” Anger blazes a path across her face. “Who agrees to pledge their daughter to a man when she’s still a little kid, especially one twenty years older? It absolutely destroyed me.” She shakes her head repeatedly. “Obviously, I was too young to understand what was going on. I could see my father was really upset over it, but my mother actually seemed pleased by it.”

“I’m sensing you don’t have a great relationship with your mother.”

She snorts. “You’d be correct. I have nothing but disdain for that woman.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shoots me a sad smile. “I know family means everything to you, but it means next to nothing to me. I have love in my heart for my father, but some days I’m consumed with hatred for him. Why didn’t he just take me and run? Why didn’t he leave that stupid bitch here? Hell, Jeremy probably would’ve married her, and my mother would have zero issue with that. You should see the way she flirts and fawns over him when we go to dinner at their place. It sickens my stomach.”

“Shit, Eva. That’s horrific.” I don’t admit to a certain amount of relief. When Kev first informed me exactly who Jeremy Garcia was, I couldn’t fathom how Eva could marry such a man. Now I know it wasn’t by choice, and it reaffirms what I’ve always thought about her character. To know she didn’t willingly or knowingly tie herself to that gangster only makes me more determined to extract her from the situation.

“You’ve no idea. I spent my teenage years seething and rebelling against it. Jeremy came to visit every Sunday from that point on, and I barely spoke to him. Mother took the wooden spoon to me after most visits, but it was worth it. I silently hoped Jeremy would decide he didn’t want me if he thought I was a brat. But then I took it a step too far.”

Her lower lip trembles, and tears well in her eyes again. I move closer to her on the couch, opening my arms in invitation. She doesn’t hesitate, crawling over and lying back against me. My arms encircle her waist from behind as she leans into me. “You don’t have to tell me if it’s too difficult,” I say, hugging her tightly.

“I want to tell you. I need
 to tell you.”

I wait patiently for her to compose herself.

“When I was fifteen, Jeremy was permitted to kiss me.” My stomach heaves in agony at the thought. It’s so wrong, and while I understand her parents were probably terrified, surely they could have laid more solid ground rules? “And mother let him come up to my bedroom for twenty minutes after every Sunday dinner.” She shivers in my arms, and I hold her closer. “I tried fighting him off but that didn’t work. He didn’t do anything but kiss me for the first year, but he explained about sex and told me I was not allowed to let any other boy touch me. He wanted me a virgin on our wedding day.”

Bile travels up my throat, and I clamp my mouth shut.

“After I turned sixteen, he progressed things. He fucked me with his fingers and his mouth, but never his cock. He was practically salivating at the prospect of a virgin wife, not that it stopped him from teaching me how to give head and ensuring he fucked my mouth every Sunday in my bedroom while my parents watched TV downstairs.”

She shudders, and I work overtime to contain my blossoming rage.

“But he gravely underestimated how much I loathed him,” she continues. “How much I wanted to make him renege on the wedding. And how stupid it was to educate me in all things sex-related.” She twists her head around, looking up at me. “He used to make me watch porn with him and, later, a few months before we were married, he brought me to his house and made me watch while this other girl fucked him every which way from Sunday. It was all part of my ‘education.’” She makes air quotes with her fingers.

The more I hear about this man, the more scared I am for her. And now my mind is going to all kinds of nasty places. I’m sorely tempted to kidnap her and make a run for it myself.

“What did you do?” I ask, running my hands up and down her arms.

She twists around, repositioning herself so she’s half lying across my lap. “I started fooling around with this guy in school. We were both seniors, but I was only barely sixteen and he was nearly eighteen.” Eva had told me before that she graduated high school early and went straight on to Harvard, so that’s not a huge shock to me. “I told him my parents didn’t let me date,” she explains, “so we met in secret. I used to lie and tell my parents I had after-school activities. Instead, I would sneak off with Seth, and we’d hide out in his sister’s tree house, making out like demons.”

She worries her lip between her teeth. “I did like him, but I wasn’t in love with him or anything even close to it. I was turned on by how illicit it was and the knowledge of how much my parents and Jeremy would hate me if they knew what we were doing.” A lone tear sneaks out of the corner of her eye, rolling down her face. “I didn’t stop to think about consequences, and I didn’t know who Jeremy was then. I had no idea the kinds of things he does or how dangerous he was.”

I hold her against me, smoothing a hand up and down her back. “He found out?”

She nods. “I gave Seth my virginity, but I never told anyone. Shortly after that, I graduated high school and started at Harvard. Finding time to be together was more challenging, and I started pulling away when Seth began pressuring me to go public. When I turned seventeen, Jeremy put an engagement announcement in the newspaper, and the whole town was talking about it. Seth was really upset. He told me he loved me and he couldn’t believe I was going to marry some old dude. He said he felt used and he never wanted to see me again.”

A sob rings through the air, and I hold her tighter, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. I know this story doesn’t have a happy ending, and now I understand why she wanted to tell it to me.

“Jeremy was livid the night of our wedding night when he realized my hymen was no longer intact.” She shivers again. “He dragged me out of bed in the middle of the night and drove to my parent’s house. He started screaming at them, but, of course, they were oblivious. He got it out of me, and I confessed about Seth.” She’s full on crying now, and I want to murder that piece of shit she’s married to.

I reach behind me, grab a box of tissues, and hand them to her. She sniffs, dabbing at her eyes and blowing her nose. The tears subside, making way for anger. She peers deep into my eyes as she finishes the sorry tale. “Seth died two weeks later. He was coming home late one Saturday night, and his truck careered off the road, straight into a tree. It caught fire immediately, and he died on the spot. Or at least, that was the official verdict, but I know it’s not the truth.” She cups my face and worry races across her eyes. “Without needing proof, I know Jeremy arranged his death. Jeremy killed Seth because I had sex with him. Imagine what he would do to you?”

“We’re not kids, Eva, and I have considerable resources at my disposal. I’m not an idiot. I know your husband is a dangerous man, but I can take care of myself. I can take care of you
.” I brush moist strands of her hair back off her face. “And he never found out about our affair. I wouldn’t be here if he knew.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” she agrees. “And it’s why I had to call a halt to it.”

I wind my hand around the nape of her neck. “I’m not going to let him scare me away. Especially after what you’ve just told me.”

“I didn’t tell you so it would strengthen your resolve!” she shrieks.

“I know why you told me, and I’m glad you did. It just proves the need to take extra-precautionary measures.”

“Kade, you’re not listening to me. We can’t start this up again, because we may not be so lucky the second time around. Jeremy killed the teenage boy I gave my virginity to. Imagine what he would do to the man I love?”

Her words are both a balm and a bomb to my soul. She has never admitted her feelings for me out loud, and I wish I could take this moment and cherish it, but it’s not a happy moment, not with what I fear she’s going to say next. She grips my face, almost painfully. “You would be pleading for death after he finished with you.” Her panicked eyes lock on mine. “And once you were dealt with, he’d mete out the same form of justice on me.” She gulps, and tears slide down her face. “Is that what you want for us?”

I press my forehead to hers. “I understand your fears and I share them, but it doesn’t mean that’s the only way our story ends.”

She pulls back and stands up. “No, Kade. That is
 the way our story ends, which is why it should never have started in the first place.”


Chapter Thirteen

Present Day
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Evelina

I left Kade’s place with a lump of mincemeat in my chest, right in the place where my heart should be. I ugly cry the whole way home, furiously swiping at the hot tears that blur my vision and pierce my soul. Stopping at the side of the road a few miles from my house, I apply makeup in an effort to disguise my blotchy skin.

An hour later, when Jeremy has me blindfolded, naked, and on all fours, with the restraint locked around my neck, I almost welcome the cold, clinical way he fucks me, hiding behind the mask while I quietly self-destruct on the inside.

The rest of the week drags. Jesse is being an ass at work, but it’s the least of my worries. Kaden has tried to talk to me during our self-defense lessons, but I’ve shut him down. I can’t afford to indulge hope, and I meant what I said—I can’t involve him, because I love him too much to risk his life. But he’s unrelenting, and I’m seriously thinking of canceling my sessions except I’m genuinely scared that those guys who attacked me will make a reappearance. Kade is teaching me some simple, but effective, moves, and I don’t want to stop until I’m fully confident I can defend myself.

I deliberately didn’t tell Jeremy about the incident because I’m afraid he would retrace my movements and find out about Kade’s involvement. I could lie and say something scared my attackers and they fled, but it’s a flimsy excuse and he’d know it. Nothing can lead him to Kade, so it was best to keep quiet about it.

“Hello!” Jesse waves his hands in front of my face. “Earth to Eva! Is anyone home?”

I slap his hands away. “What do you want, Jesse, and it’s Evelina to you.”

He smirks, perching his ass on the corner of my desk. I make a mental note to wipe it down the instant he leaves my office.

“I asked if you wanted to come to that conference with me the weekend after next?”

I look at him like he’s sprouted ten heads. “Excuse me? Why the hell do you think I’d want to go anywhere with you?”

He snorts. “Are you this prickly at home? Or is that something you reserve especially for me?”

An exhausted sigh escapes my lips. “Was there a point to your visit, Jesse? I’m busy.”

“You’re so uptight, Eva. You need to get laid or drunk or sign up for a personality transplant.”

“Get out.” I point at the door. “Or I’ll call security.”

He jumps down, rounding my desk and leaning over me from behind. Planting his hands on the table, he semi-cages me in.

“Get away from me.”

“I’ve got some free time on my hands. I’d be happy to oblige. Just lean over the desk, and I’ll give you a quick fuck. It’ll do wonders for your stress levels.”

I don’t need to look over my shoulder to know he’s staring down my top. I shove my chair back, uncaring that it crashes into him, most likely flattening his balls. Perhaps that’ll help cool his ardor.

He yells, falling back and clutching the edge of the desk for support. “What the fuck? I’m going to report you for that.”

“Try it ass face,” Renee says from the open doorway. “And I’ll report you for sexual harassment. I heard every word.” She steps into the room, folding her arms as she stares him down.

Jesse hobbles away, pausing in the doorway to send me a hateful look. “I was only trying to do you a solid with the conference, but screw you, bitch. I’ll enjoy laughing in your face when I secure tenure and you don’t.”

Renee slams the door closed behind him, and I slouch in my chair, locking my hands behind my head. “Did you really hear it all?”

“Nope,” she says, sinking into the couch. “I just caught the tail end, but that asshole’s predictable. I knew it wasn’t a huge stretch, and I was right.”

“What’s this conference about, and why haven’t I heard of it? Should I be there?”

She grins. “He’s such an idiot to boot. You attended the same one two years ago, but he clearly doesn’t realize that. Remember the Digital Strategy Innovation Summit? There’s little point attending again, but if it was me, I’d email the organizers and see if they’d send any updates.”

I get a little flustered, realizing which conference she’s referencing. The department only sent me that time, and none of my colleagues have any clue I never actually attended. I got the slides and session notes emailed to me, and I gleaned what I needed to from them, so no one was any the wiser. “That’s a good idea,” I say, pretending to make a note of it. “I’ll do that.”

“So, I wanted to ask you something,” she says, sitting bolt upright and clasping her hands nervously in her lap.

“Sure. What is it?”

“Would you be my maid of honor?”

I get up and walk to the couch, sitting down and hugging my friend. “I would love to be your maid of honor, and I’m so touched you asked me.” I know Renee has two younger sisters and a bunch of girlfriends, so she has plenty of options.

“There isn’t anyone else worthy of the job,” she teases, hugging me back.

“No pressure or anything,” I laugh, wondering how I’m going to manage to be maid of honor without bringing my husband, because the last thing any girl wants is a notorious criminal at her wedding. But I’ll figure something out, because I don’t want to let my best friend down.
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It’s Friday night, and I’m packing up my things when there’s a knock on my office door. When I open it, I’m not altogether surprised to find Kaden standing there with a cocky grin on his face. I peek out into the corridor, checking it’s empty before I usher him inside. It’s been a long while since I officially tutored him, and he’s no longer one of my students, so it might look suspicious that he’s here.

“Kade.” I eye him warily.

“Wow. What an enthusiastic greeting.” He tilts his head to the side. “Tell me, do you greet all the men you love with such ambivalence?”

My lips twitch involuntarily in response to his cocky confidence. “I couldn’t tell since you’re the only one I’ve ever loved.”

A flash of heat darkens his eyes. “And yet you refuse me.” He rubs his jaw. “How long are we going to keep this charade up?” “For as long as it takes it to sink in, Kade.”

“That’d be never then,” he quips.

“I’m trying to be strong here.”

He steps forward, tipping my chin up. “I know that, honey, but that’s my job. Let me worry about it for the both of us.”

I reach up, removing his hand, and his gaze darts to my wrist. A muscle ticks in his jaw, and all trace of his good humor fades. “Is he doing this to you?” Gently, he takes my wrist, and the tender gesture is at complete odds with the thunderous look on his face.

“I thought we already discussed this,” I say, slowly removing my arm.

“No, you avoided answering the question. But if you don’t tell me right now, I’m going over to your house to ask that bastard for myself.”

I gasp. “You wouldn’t!”

“Try me.” He folds his arms over his chest, drilling me with a determined look. He’s just stubborn enough to do it too.

I sigh. “All right. Sit down.” I shake my head as I walk to the couch. “Why do I always cave to your demands?”

“Because I’m too hard to resist.”

His lips tip up into a smug grin as he plops down on the couch alongside me. Heat rolls off his body in waves, and I’m acutely aware of his potent, raw masculinity. I’m so attuned to his presence, and my hormones are throwing the mother of all parties. I bark out a bitter laugh, but I don’t attempt to deny what’s as obvious as the nose on my face. “Jeremy wants to start a family, and he’s determined to knock me up as fast as he can,” I blurt, because there’s so way of sugarcoating the truth.

A muscle clenches in his jaw, and he digs his fingernails into his thigh. “You can’t have a baby with him.”

“I agree, and he doesn’t know about the contraceptive implant I still have.”

His shoulders loosen a little. “That doesn’t explain the marks.” His eyes lock on my bruised wrists.

“Doesn’t it?” I whisper, not really wanting to articulate it.

Shock splays across his face. “He’s physically forcing himself on you?”

I close my eyes, because I can’t look at him and say this, but I don’t want to leave him with a falsehood either. I don’t want Kaden barging into my house and accusing Jeremy of rape, because that’s a surefire way to ensure a bullet in his skull. “I don’t fight him, Kade. I let him do what he wants because it’s the easier option.” My eyes blink open of their own accord. “But he has certain … tastes.”

All the color drains from his face. Twisting around, he cups my face tenderly. “I can’t stand the thought of you being subjected to that.” Rage returns the color to his skin. “You need to get away from him.” He presses his forehead to mine. “Run away with me, Eva. Leave him, and we’ll escape abroad.” He eases back, peering into my eyes. “This isn’t a flippant offer. I’ve thought of little else all week. You don’t have to stay with him. I love you, and I want to protect you. All you have to say is yes, and I’ll set everything in motion.”

“Kade—”

He cuts me off with a passionate kiss, and I instantly melt into his arms, as if no time has passed between us. As if we were never apart. His kisses are a mix of fear and panic and unrestrained need, much like my own.

Remembering the door isn’t locked, I reluctantly break the kiss, planting my hand on his chest to hold him at bay. “Someone could walk in.”

He nods, reaching out and taking my hands in his warm ones. “It feels like I’ve waited forever to kiss you again.”

I touch my tingling lips, bathing in the familiar sensations coursing through my body. “Me too.”

He smiles before pressing a slow kiss to my forehead. He eases back, pinning me with a serious look. “I meant what I said, Eva, and I’ve given this a lot of thought. My life doesn’t mean anything if I don’t have you in it.”

“You’d leave everything behind for me?” The incredulity is evident in my tone.

“Yes.” Steely determination glints in his eyes. “I’d give everything up for you.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“You can’t keep making decisions on my behalf!” he snaps, frustration getting the better of him. “I’m a grown man, Eva, fully capable of deciding these things for myself. The only thing you need to consider is whether you want that with me.”

He makes it sound so simple when it’s anything but. “You would be walking away without your degree. Leaving your whole family behind. Eventually those decisions would haunt you, and it’d destroy us.”

He raises our conjoined hands to his lips. “No, my love. They wouldn’t.” He kisses the tips of my fingers. “I’m entering into this knowing full well what’s at stake. I’ve already searched my soul, and I choose you. It will always be you.”

Tears prick my eyes. No one has ever fought for me like this. No one’s ever fought for me. Period.

“What if you fall out of love with me? And then you’re stuck with me and we end up hating one another.”

His answering smile is amused. “Damn, you’re so fucking cute.” Glancing quickly at the door, he drops a brief kiss on my lips. “I have loved you from the first minute I laid eyes on you. It hasn’t faltered despite the time apart. If anything, it’s grown, which is how I know I’ll always love you, Eva. I’m secure in our love. That is the one thing I have no doubts over.”

“Kade.” This time I’m the one kissing him with reckless abandon, and he’s the one easing back after a minute, chuckling. Then his expression turns grave. “All I ask is that you seriously consider it. I won’t ever force you into doing anything against your will, but I need you to look deep into your heart and soul and ask yourself if what we have is worth taking this risk. I believe it is.” Those penetrating blue eyes of his pin me in place. “Now it’s up to you.”
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I’m still reeling from Kade’s proposal five days later. Staring in the mirror, I wonder if the woman looking back at me has the balls to seize the kind of love she’s always craved. It’s right in front of me for the taking, but I’m still plagued with fears and worries. Years of suppressing those dreams can’t be undone in a handful of days, regardless of how tempting it is to say yes. How can I pull Kade away from his family? His future?
 If I say yes, it’d be the most supremely selfish thing I’ve ever done. But he’s asked me to stop making decisions on his behalf, and when I take my guilt and fear out of the equation, I’m left with little argument.

Checking my bedroom door is locked, I retrieve the burner cell Kade gave me the other night from under the hidden panel in my jewelry box. He’s assured me it’s untraceable, and I trust him. I switch it on and send him a text.

Are you really sure about this?

The reply is instantaneous. One hundred percent.


Butterflies flood my chest as I drop onto my bed, pulling my legs up to my chest. I want to say yes, but I’m still hesitant, still feeling selfish. But I’ve got to send something back, because he’s waiting.

Give me another few days to think about it.

Whatever you need, honey.

I hug the cell to my chest, closing my eyes and allowing a tiny sliver of hope to slip through. The cell pings again.

Are you okay?

I’m fine.

I love you.

I love you too.

The word “yes” lies on the tip of my tongue. I’m so tempted to text it to him, but I owe him more than a knee-jerk reaction. I’ll take another few days to consider all the repercussions before making a final decision.

But, as I return the cell to its hiding place, I can’t contain the bubble of excitement filtering through my veins.


Chapter Fourteen

Past – Sophomore Year of College
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Kaden

Eva’s completely professional, and it both impresses me and pisses me off. When I show up for my first study session after we fucked in the bathroom at the club, I expect we’ll pick up right where we left off, but she has other ideas. She greets me coolly, wasting no time getting stuck into the lesson. Every time I open my mouth to ask her what the fuck she’s playing at, she drills me with a look that shrivels the boner in my pants and has me cowering like a five-year-old being scolded. I’m having a hard time concentrating, so I’m plotting this big speech in my head. Once the lesson ends, I’m going all out. Convinced she’s changed her mind, I have a list of arguments prepared to support why we should do this.

But I don’t end up needing any.

The instant the hour is up, Eva races around her desk, bolting the office door and drawing the blinds.

My mouth is hanging open when she lunges at me, straddling me in the chair as she smashes her lips against mine.

Hells yeah. This is more like it.

I take her ardent kiss and multiply it, fisting my hand in her gorgeous hair and tugging her head back as my lips move from her mouth to her exposed neck. I plant lingering kisses up and down the column of her elegant neck, rubbing my nose against her flesh and inhaling her intoxicating scent.

“I’m not wearing panties,” she moans as my tongue licks along her collarbone. My boner strains painfully in my pants when I slide one hand up under her skirt, discovering the truth for myself. I almost come on the spot when my fingers brush against her hot, wet folds.

“Jesus Christ. Are you trying to kill me?” I tug her head back, staring at her flushed face and dark eyes with a certain amount of pride. “You mean to tell me you sat across that desk lecturing me about the finer points of theoretical probability with a bare pussy?”

She bites down on her lip, nodding, and I move my hand around to her ass, firmly squeezing her cheeks.

“That’s very naughty, Eva.” I stand up, holding onto her effortlessly. Shoving the chair away with my foot, I brush papers and books off the desk with one clean sweep of my hand. She whimpers as I press her, face forward, over the edge of the desk. “And worthy of punishment.”

“What are you going to do?” she asks in a husky voice that fucking slays me.

I unzip her skirt, tugging it down and kicking it away. She moves to slide her shoes off, but I stop her. “The heels stay on.” This is like the embodiment of every fucking wet dream I’ve had for the last year. “And to answer your question, I’m going to slap your cunt with my cock. For starters.”

My hand comes down firmly over her ass, and I spank her a few times. Wetness leaks out of her pussy, starting to drip down her legs, and I slide two fingers inside her as I pop the button on my jeans. “God, you’re so wet.”

“I’ve been thinking of this all week,” she admits, turning her face to the side and looking back at me. “I haven’t been able to think of anything else.”

I drape my body over hers, capturing her lips in a searing hot kiss. “Believe me, I know.”

“Well, hurry the fuck up then,” she commands, and I snort.

I love her bossy attitude. “Are you always this impatient?” I ask, removing my cock and stroking myself. Beads of precum ooze out of the tip, proving I’m every bit as aroused as she is.

“Never. This is all you.”

Well, hot damn. To hell with restraint.

“This is going to be hard and fast because I’m about two seconds away from shooting my load,” I tell her as I suit up.

“Sounds perfect,” she murmurs, and the glow on her face and the satisfied smile on her lips confirms it.

I slam into her without warning, and she shrieks. I’m betting, in the right circumstances, Eva’s a real screamer.

“You need to stay quiet, honey.”

She fists a hand in her mouth, nodding as I pick up my pace. Her walls tighten around me as I thrust in and out, and blissful tremors have me biting back my own moans. I pull her back a little, reaching around to rub her swollen clit, and she muffles her cries with her fisted hand. My balls tighten, and I know I won’t last much longer.

“Fuck, Eva.” I press my thumb onto her clit, exerting more pressure. “I can’t hold off.”

“Don’t stop,” she moans. “Almost there.”

My balls pull up, tightening and constricting, and I pivot my hips, grinding into her as a flash of lightning bursts behind my eyes. I pinch her clit, and she bucks underneath me as my own release powers through me, intense and all-consuming, fiery tingles zipping up and down my spine.

Our joint ragged breathing is the only sound in the room for a couple of minutes. I pull out slowly, tossing the used condom in the trash, and help her into an upright position. Brushing strands of tangled hair back off her face, I check her face for any regrets. “Are you okay?”

Circling her arms around my neck, she smiles at me, a happy, sated smile that floods my insides with relief and pride. My cock twitches with fresh need. Leaning up, she kisses me. “You are so good at that.” She nips at my lower lip, sucking it into her mouth, and my cock surges to full life, nudging against her stomach. She looks down, and an alluring smile pulls up the corners of her mouth. “And so incredibly sexy.” Wrapping her hand around my cock, she strokes me slowly and sensually.

I thrust into her hand, needing more. Unbuttoning her blouse, I unclip her bra, freeing her massive breasts. Burying my head in them, I nuzzle her flesh, my tongue flicking out to taste her. “I can totally say the same about you.” I suck her nipple into my mouth, and her hand tightens around my cock, moving faster. I lavish equal attention on her tits, while she works me expertly with skillful touches.

After a couple minutes, I take her hand and pull her over to the couch. Pulling my shirt up over my head, I toss it aside, along with her blouse and bra, until we’re both buck naked. There is something so thrilling about being with her like this when some of her colleagues are still milling about the building. I don’t know how the fuck I got so lucky, but I’m not going to question it or look a gift horse in the mouth. “Sit back and spread your legs wide,” I demand, sinking to my knees on the floor.

She does as I ask without question, and I part her folds, licking up and down her slit as she writhes and moans on the couch. I dive in, and the sweet, salty taste of her is addictive. Replacing my tongue with two fingers, I pump in and out of her hard and fast while my mouth suctions over the sensitive bundle of nerves. She orgasms powerfully, her body jerking and arching as waves of pleasure roll over her.

I have a condom on in record time, and then I’m lying her down flat on the couch and pushing into her again. The look of ecstasy on her face blows me away, and while I’m trying to take my time, she’s making it difficult. Her legs wrap around my waist, and she digs her hands into the cheeks of my ass, pulling me closer and grinding against me, meeting me thrust for thrust.

My lips capture hers in a drugging, deep kiss, and I’m like an animal as my mouth, my hands, and my cock devour her. Eva moves her hands up and down my spine, clasping my ass cheeks and tightening her thighs against me. Slapping sounds and quiet moans fill the air, and as she clamps her pussy around my cock, stars burst behind my eyes. I’m on the verge of heaven again, and I want to slow this down, but my body has other ideas.

“Kade,” she whispers, and I open my eyes. “I want to see you when you come.” She slides a hand between our bodies, rubbing herself, and that sends me over the edge. She joins me a few seconds later, and we climax together, our eyes locked on one another. It’s the singular most intimate moment of my life and the moment that confirms the extent of my feelings for her.

This is more than lust or a teenage fantasy come true.

I’m in love with this woman.

And I don’t care that society says it’s wrong.

It can’t be.

Not when it feels so unbelievably right.
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Eva’s paranoid about someone finding out, so she refuses to meet with me outside her office, and she also insists that I can’t show up more than twice a week. Anything else would arouse too much suspicion.

But she underestimates the Kennedy determination, and when I show up at her office every night, she doesn’t turn me away. I know it’s risky, but this woman is my new drug. I can’t
 stay away.

We’re watching a movie on her laptop after a couple of rounds of energetic sex when I raise the subject. “I wish I could take you out. On a proper date.”

She drags her attention away from the screen, quirking a brow. “You know we can’t. It’s too risky.”

I scrub a hand over my jaw. “I’ve been thinking.”

She twists around, slanting me with an amused smile. “Should I be worried?”

“Hardy har.” I playfully elbow her in the ribs. “Do you think you could get away for a weekend? My parents have a property on Nantucket. It’s very private and no one would find us there.” I thread my fingers through hers, looking deep into her eyes. “I want to make love to you in a bed, go for long walks on the beach, to take a shower with you, to wake up beside you.” All the normal stuff most couples do.

I’ve only just realized how difficult being with her in secret is, and I’ve been racking my brains trying to think of a way to be together without having to worry about prying eyes.

Her eyes glisten as she sits up, wrapping her arms around my waist and resting her cheek against my chest. “That sounds wonderful, but I don’t know if I can get away.”

My chest tightens, and I smother my sigh of exasperation. I knew what I was getting into when I signed up for this, and I don’t want to start bitching and moaning now. That wouldn’t be fair, and she’d most likely kick me to the curb.

I keep waiting for that to happen—for the moment she realizes I’m too young and not worth the trouble. I look down at her, running a hand through the thick strands of her hair as I press a kiss atop her head, praying she doesn’t grow tired of my immature ass even though a part of me expects it.

Her eyes expand. “Hang on a sec.” She tips her chin up, looking at me with excited eyes. “I’m scheduled to attend a conference in New York the weekend after next. It’s already set up, but maybe I could fly to Nantucket from New York, and no one would be any the wiser. I can get the organizers to email me the slides and study the session notes in my own time.”

Her obvious delight is infectious, and I grab her face, smashing my lips to hers. I continue kissing her with every overexcited emotion I’m feeling. “I’ll borrow my dad’s jet and wait for you on the runway in New York. I won’t put your real name on the flight manifest.”

“You can do that?” she interjects.

I tweak her nose. “Yep. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll fix it so no one knows you are with me.”

As I leave her office that night, instead of the usual gut-wrenching feeling, I’m virtually walking on clouds, busy making plans in my head.

Spending a full weekend with Eva is like a dream come true, and I don’t plan on wasting a second of it.


Chapter Fifteen

Present Day
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Evelina

Jeremy knocks on my bedroom door as I’m applying the final touches to my makeup. “Evie? Our guests have just arrived at the gate. I would like to welcome them at the door.”

“I’m ready,” I say, opening my door and stepping out into the corridor. Jeremy looks handsome in his tailored black suit and crisp white button-down shirt, but the sight of him doesn’t arouse even a minuscule amount of attraction.

It’s like I’m immune to him.

Running his hands down over my body, he eyes me from head to toe. As usual, I want to curl up and cower away from his heated stare, but I plant a pleasant, albeit forced, smile on my face. “Elegant. I approve.” He offers me his arm, and I loop mine through his, flicking a switch and putting my imaginary perfect hostess persona on.

One would swear Jeremy grew up as lord of the manor by the way he fixates on airs and graces. Any time we have guests over, dinner is always a very formal affair. Appearances mean everything to him, and he likes to showcase his wealth through grandiose gestures and extravagant displays of greed. In the same way, I must present the perfect image of the doting, well-maintained wife, and it’s exhausting, but I’ve done what I’ve had to in order to survive this world.

Jeremy claps Daniel on the back proudly, ushering him into our home. I have a genuine smile for Cheryl as I greet her with a hug. I’m struck again by the similarities between us when she steps nervously inside our house, glancing around with an awestruck look on her face. I remember how overwhelming it all seemed to me at first.

Camille prepared a lavish spread before retiring for the night, so Jeremy hired waiting staff for the occasion. Which is completely ridiculous. I am well capable of serving a five-course meal to four dinner guests, but Jeremy wouldn’t hear of it. It’s the same any time we host dinner parties, which, thankfully, isn’t too often. Like I said, it’s all about appearances.

We chat casually over the dinner table, and once we have finished, Jeremy and Daniel disappear to the study to talk business while Cheryl and I take our wine out to the formal living room.

“You have a beautiful home,” she supplies as we settle ourselves on the stiff couch.

“Thank you,” I politely reply even though I don’t agree. This place has always seemed more like a mausoleum to me. All we’re missing is the entombed body of the first Mrs. Garcia to make it official.

“How are your studies coming along? And your part-time job?” I inquire.

She groans a little. “This final year is tough, but I’m enjoying it, and the job is fantastic. I’m learning so much.”

“The year will be over before you know it. It seemed like my college experience was over in the blink of an eye.”

“Daniel told me you graduated early, were top of your class, and are one of the youngest professors in Harvard history.”

I arch a brow, surprised Daniel would know that. It’s not like my husband brags about it or anything. At times, it almost seems like he’s embarrassed by it.

“Yes, but I’m only actually an assistant professor right now. I’m really hoping for tenure in the next year.”

“I bet you’ll get it. You seem like a high achiever and the type Harvard would want to hold onto.”

“Thank you, Cheryl. That’s very nice of you to say.”

We sip our wine, quietly looking out the window over the landscaped grounds, and the silence is companionable. She clears her throat, glancing briefly at the door. “Could I ask you something?”

I put my glass down on the coffee table, giving her my undivided attention, only slightly on edge over her impending question. “Of course.”

“Do you know any of the Kennedy brothers? From Wellesley?”

Blood rushes to my ears, and I’m not sure what expression is on my face, but her expression turns to one of alarm, and she rushes to explain. “I grew up in Wellesley and, um, I knew the family quite well. I’ve heard several of the brothers attend Harvard, and I was just wondering if you knew them.”

My panic reduces a couple of notches, but I’m still wired and careful about what I say. While none of the bodyguards are visible around the house, and they are all most likely out prowling the grounds, you can never be too sure. I compose myself and deliberately keep my voice calm and low. “Kaden Kennedy was one of my students at one time.”

Her face brightens. “I know Kaden well.”

That raises a whole bunch of new emotions to the surface, but I keep a neutral expression on my face. “You dated him?” I ask, guessing that’s the reason for her exuberant reaction.

Her cheeks flush a little. “God, no! Kaden was like the big brother I never had. I had some issues in high school, and he was always there to defend me.”

Relief washes over me like a tsunami, along with a surge of pride. “That sounds like Kaden. He’s an intelligent, caring young man and very dedicated to his studies.” I cringe at how formal I sound but needs must.

“It’s been years since I saw him or Kev.”

A despondent look crosses her face, and it’s one I recognize. “So, you dated Keven Kennedy?” I guess again.

She nods. “He was my childhood sweetheart. I thought we’d be together forever.”

“What happened?”

“My family moved.” She’s very tight-lipped, all of a sudden, and I’m sensing that’s not the full story, but I’m not one to pry into things that are none of my business. However, it does give me an idea.

Cheryl is far too sweet to be dragged into this lifestyle, and I want to warn her. There was no one to warn me, not that it would’ve made much of a difference, because I didn’t have a choice in who I married.

But she does, and if I can help her from making a mistake then it’s worth speaking up.

“Come with me,” I suggest, getting up and walking around the vast room to the windows at the side of the property. I stand in front of the glass, surreptitiously scanning the grounds for signs of any guards, and discreetly checking the room, but we’re alone. Nonetheless, I’m not taking any chances. I lean in close to her, whispering in her ear. “Keven goes to Harvard too. You should look him up and ask him to tell you about Jeremy.” I’ve never asked Kaden to tell me exactly what he knows about my husband and his dealings, but he has mentioned previously that his brother was the one to fill him in, so I’m sure Keven will be able to tell Cheryl everything she needs to know.

She gives me a funny look, and I don’t blame her. I’m acting weird, but I have to be circumspect with my words in case she tells Daniel about this later.

“Why would you tell me that?” she asks, frowning.

I look over my shoulder again. “Because there are things you need to know,” I whisper. “Things I can’t tell you, but Keven can.” I squeeze her hand. “Talk to him, and sooner rather than later.”

The sounds of approaching footsteps alert us to the men’s presence. When they step into the room, the look on Jeremy’s face sends shivers up my spine. He looks like someone just spit in his coffee or took scissors to his favorite shirt.

“Time to go, Cheryl,” Daniel confirms, shooting me a funny look as he walks to his fiancée, sliding his arm around her waist.

“Oh!” Cheryl sounds as surprised as I am. The night is still young, and I didn’t think they’d be leaving so soon.

We wave them off at the door, and Jeremy is like a volcano ready to erupt at my side. The instant the door is shut, he slams me against it, putting his angry face in mine. Everything locks up inside me, and all I can think is he’s somehow found out about Kaden. Which would be ironic because apart from the kissing last week, Kaden and I haven’t touched in a long time.

“I want to know why you lied to me,” Jeremy says through gritted teeth, and I swallow the lump of fear in my throat.

“What?” I hate how my voice trembles, but the look in his eyes is scaring me.

“How is it that Daniel knows my wife was attacked and I know fucking nothing about it!” he roars, slamming his fist into the wall by the door.

“I didn’t want to worry you,” I lie.

He snorts out a laugh, gripping my chin painfully. “No, you didn’t want to lose your precious freedom,” he snaps.

He starts pacing the corridor, and I spy Vincent approaching from the other side of the house. Jeremy’s shouting must have brought him here. “It’s okay, Vincent,” Jeremy barks. “You can leave us.”

Taking my elbow, Jeremy practically drags me upstairs, hauling me into his bedroom. It’s been years since I’ve stepped foot in this room. He flings me onto the bed, towering over me with a vicious glint in his eye. “Tell me everything,” he demands, taking off his belt and unzipping his pants. “Leave nothing out.”

I have no choice but to give him an edited version of events. I tell him some random man passing by stepped in and saved me, because I’m too scared to leave that part out of the story, unsure exactly how much Daniel relayed.

“You have no idea how weak this makes me look!” he yells. “I should have retaliated immediately, and my inaction speaks volumes.”

“I’m sorry,” I whimper, flinching when he yanks me up and spins me around, tearing my dress apart with his hands rather than unzipping it. He throws the ripped shreds of my gown aside, and I can’t stop shaking.

I’ve seen him mad before.

Watched him enact vengeance when his enemies dared to strike previously. That time ended up with over thirty bodies being dug out of a mass grave not too far from this house.

But he has never turned that rage on me, and I’m petrified.

“Strip,” he demands, yanking at his own shirt. Buttons pop off, flying around the room.

“Please, Jeremy. I’m sorry. Don’t do this.”

“I’ve fucking run out of patience with you, Evelina. I forgave you for tossing your virginity away on that worthless little prick. I gave you your freedom to study and work. Hell, I’ve spent years fucking whores instead of my wife! But I’m done. From now on, I call the shots, and you will do what I tell you to do or suffer the consequences.”

Impatient at my lack of undressing, he rips my bra and panties off in a fury.

I’m quaking all over, trying to cover myself with my arms when he kicks off his pants and strides naked to his walk-in closet. Briefly, I think about fleeing to my room and locking my door, but I know that wouldn’t contain him. Not when he’s in such a rage.

He returns holding a studded black leather paddle, and tears leak out of my eyes.

I zone out as he bends me over his knee, spanking me firmly time and time again, experiencing no pleasure, only pain.

When he thrusts inside me, he slams in and out, venting all his anger and rage. His hands close around my neck, squeezing and constricting, and I silently encourage him to do it—to put me out of my misery.

Three hours later, I limp back to my room, as naked as the day I was born, sore all over, and sobbing uncontrollably.

Jeremy saw the state I was in, but he didn’t care, warning me not to embarrass him again before telling me to get out.

I slide under the covers of my bed, curling into a fetal position as I continue to sob. Years of trapped emotions run loose, and I know I’m close to my tipping point. He didn’t even ask if I was okay, if my attackers hurt me. All he cared about was his reputation and the fact I’d made him look weak. Doling out his sick form of punishment only proves what I’ve felt all along—that I mean nothing to him. I’m a possession. A piece of arm candy. A baby-making machine. And nothing more.

But, more than that, his reaction tonight proves he’s becoming unhinged.

And confirms to me that I’m not safe, even if I stay here.


Chapter Sixteen

Present Day
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Kaden

I’m chatting with Duke and a couple of other buddies outside the Littauer Building on Monday morning when I spot Eva making her way across the employee parking lot. My mood darkens as I watch her slow progress. Eva usually walks briskly and with purpose, but she’s virtually dragging her body along the sidewalk this morning.

She’s hurt.

It’s the first thought that springs to mind, and I know my instincts are correct. Making excuses to the guys, I sprint in her direction, catching up to her just as she’s about to enter the staff door at the rear of the building. “Professor Garcia!” I call out, and she stops walking, stiffening as she slowly turns around.

“Mr. Kennedy.” She won’t meet my eyes, pretending to fumble in her bag for something. “What can I do for you?”

“What’s wrong?” I whisper, ignoring the urge to envelop her in my arms.

“Nothing,” she mumbles, still refusing to look at me.

“Look at me, Eva.” I glance around quickly, and no one is watching. Tipping her chin up, I’m shocked at her pale features and bloodshot, red-rimmed eyes. “What the fuck did he do to you?” I grind my teeth to my molars as red-hot anger sweeps through me.

“Not here, Kade. Please.” Her lower lip wobbles, and tears prick her eyes.

I break apart inside.

Eva is usually so strong, and this vulnerable side isn’t something I’m used to seeing.

I take out a book, pretending to show her something. “Tell them you’re sick,” I say in a low voice, discreetly sliding my keycard into her purse. “Then take a taxi to my place, and I’ll meet you there.”

“I can’t,” she says, but the words lack bite.

“Yes, you can.” I drill her with a determined look. “You’ve never missed a single class. Go in and tell them you got sick on the drive here and you’re returning home.” She chews on the corner of her lip, and I know I have her. “I’m not taking no for an answer. Go do it now and I’ll see you soon.”

She nods, and more tears glisten in her eyes. I want to reach out and touch her, comfort her, so badly, but I can’t. Not yet.

I watch until she’s disappeared, and then I hightail it back to my Jeep. I stop at the store for supplies on the way, and then I park in the garage and wait for Eva to show up. The taxi appears ten minutes later, and I’m out of my Jeep and by her side in a jiffy. I stuff a fifty in the driver’s hand, and then I open the back door, helping Eva out. I take her bag, keeping her close to my side as we walk through the garage and into the lobby of the building. I want to do more but I daren’t risk it. The building has cameras all over the place, and I won’t compromise her safety.

But the minute I close my penthouse door, I dump the bags on the floor and gingerly draw her into my arms. She bursts out crying, fisting her hands in my shirt as she sobs uncontrollably. My heart is breaking, and I’m terrified of what she’ll tell me. Scared I won’t be able to restrain myself from seeking out her husband and beating his ass, which wouldn’t be smart, because I’m no use to Eva if I’m dead.

She clings to me, and I hold her close, running my hand up and down her hair, whispering assurances. When she stops crying, I scoop her into my arms and carry her to the couch. Placing a blanket over her shivering body, I brush hair back off her face, perching on the edge of the couch. “What happened, Eva?”

“I … he …” She breaks down again, and I hug her, fighting strong emotions. This helpless feeling is something I haven’t felt in a long time.

“It’s okay,” I reassure her. “You can tell me when you’re ready.”

When she has composed herself again, I lean down, peering into her anguished eyes. “What can I do? Do you want something to eat? To drink? Or can I run you a bath? Put on a movie?”

She thinks about that for a minute. “A bath sounds good,” she croaks, her voice hoarse from crying.

I nod, getting her a glass of water and a box of tissues before I head to the bathroom.

Mom gave me some aromatherapy oils when I pulled a muscle in my back, and I add those to the tub before leaving a few fluffy towels on top of the cabinet for Eva.

When I return to the living room, she has replaced the water with whiskey, and that does little to ease my concern. It’s not even ten a.m., and if she’s hitting the liquor I fear this is even worse than my worst suspicions.

“I needed something stronger,” she says, noticing my reaction. “Hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not. Whatever you need.” I kneel down in front of her. “I already hate him, and I don’t even know what he’s done.”

She smiles sadly. “I spent most of yesterday plotting ways to kill him.”

“We should swap notes sometime. I have a lengthy list of possible ways to make him go away for good.”

And that’s no word of a lie. I’ve thought of it, but the difference is, I’d never follow through. Because Eva deserves a better man than that.

I stand up, extending my hand. “Come on. Your bath awaits.”

After I’ve shown her where everything is, I step outside, closing the door and giving her privacy, even though every cell of my being begs to stay inside and take care of her. By the cumbersome way she’s moving around, I know she’s physically injured, and all the murderous thoughts I’ve been trying so hard to suppress flood my system, making my blood boil.

A loud rap on the front door startles me. I check the peephole and briefly consider not letting him in.

He thumps the door. “I know you’re in there, Kade,” Kev hollers. “Open the fucking door.”

Sighing, I open the door, and my brother comes barreling into the hallway. “You’re a fucking idiot!” he yells, pushing me.

I slam the door shut and then glare at my younger brother. “You picked the wrong day for this, Kev, so I suggest you leave before I do or say something I’ll regret.” I’m pumped full of unspent anger, and it won’t take much to rile me up. Usually, I’m pretty level-headed, but thinking of all the things that asshole could’ve done to Eva has me twisted into knots.

Ignoring me, he storms into my living room and I follow him. “You’ve started up with her again, haven’t you?” he asks, rounding on me.

“Like I told you in Ireland, it’s none of your business.”

Kev and I ended up trading blows in Ireland while on family vacation after he admitted to reading text messages between Eva and me. I hadn’t even been seeing her at the time, but we’d bumped into each other shortly before I left for Ireland and had begun exchanging flirty texts. After we’d both cooled down, Kev took me aside and told me everything about her husband. I know he was only trying to protect me, but invading my privacy wasn’t the way to go about it; however, it did upset and confuse me enough to put a halt to my texting with Eva at the time. Things haven’t been the same between my brother and me since, although we have managed to hold civil conversations, but the closeness we shared is long gone. I miss that, I really do, but I’m sensing we’re on a slippery slope again, that it’s unlikely Kev and I will ever reclaim what we once had. And that’s a damn shame, but, as I told Eva, if it comes down to my family or her, I’ll choose her.

And I don’t say that lightly, because family means everything
 to me.

But she means more.

It sticks in my gut, and I wish I didn’t have to make a choice, but if it comes down to it, it will be Eva. There’s no contest.

“The hell it isn’t!” he shouts, scrunching handfuls of his hair.

“You need to calm the fuck down,” I demand, anxiously looking over my shoulder. The last thing Eva needs is shouting and aggression. “Lower your voice, or I’ll call security to escort you off the premises. I mean it. I’m already fucked up enough today, and I don’t need this shit.”

I watch Kev deliberately get a grip on himself. I say nothing else, waiting patiently while he gains control of his emotions. Kev doesn’t lose his temper often, but when he does, it’s like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

“I know she’s here,” he says after a bit, thankfully keeping his voice low.

I nod. “She is, but it’s not what you’re thinking.” He broods for a bit, and I know that face. He’s thinking about how to tell me something. “You came here for a reason, and if you won’t leave, then just say it.”

“Do you want to get yourself killed? Because if you continue this madness, that’s what will happen.”

“I don’t need to hear this again, Kev. I haven’t forgotten a word of what you said in Ireland.”

He shakes his head. “Is that so? Well, I guess I can add stupid to the list of adjectives I use to describe you.”

“You don’t understand.”

“No. You’re right. I don’t.” He leans into my face. “I told you who her husband was and the things he’s involved in. The circles he runs in. Putting a hit on you would be as easy as breathing for him. You don’t mess with these guys, Kade. Not ever.”

“Contrary to what you think of me, I have a plan. I’m not going to risk my life or hers.”

He examines my face carefully. “What plan?”

“We’re leaving the country.” He doesn’t need to know Eva has yet to agree to this plan, but that’s neither here nor there. After this, I won’t back down until she does agree.

Kev starts pacing the room. “You’ve fucking lost it, Kade. You’re insane! You don’t run from those guys. They always catch up to you. Always
.”

“I’m prepared to take that risk,” I coolly reply. I’m not getting into the pros and cons with my brother. I’ve already run the analysis and made up my mind.

Kev stops and looks at me, really looks at me. “You love her that much? Enough to leave everything behind?”

I eyeball him as I reply. “Yes. I love her like I know I’ll never love any other woman, and I can’t stand by and watch her in pain anymore.” His eyes pop wide. “She didn’t sign up for any of this, Kev. She was forced into marrying him, and she’s never loved him.”

“Does she love you?”

Eva hasn’t exactly said those three little words, but her recent admission is as good as. I’m opening my mouth to respond affirmatively when she does it for me.

“Yes.” She pads to my side, curling her hand around mine. “I love your brother very much.”

I lower my head as she raises her face to meet mine. Her skin is flushed from the bath, her hair swaddling her face, damp at the ends and brushing the edge of the tiny towel she’s wearing. Her trusting eyes shine with love, rendering me speechless.

“Then you need to let him go,” Kev quietly says, and I whip my head around, glowering at him.

“Get the fuck out, Kev. No one asked for your opinion.”

Eva’s tormented expression speaks volumes. “No,” she whispers. “He’s right. It’s what I’ve tried to do, but I keep failing.” Nervously, she tucks her hair behind her ears, away from her face, and I see the marks. Angry, thick red welts mar her slim neck, and bruising thumbprints are glaringly evident, confirming that bastard had his hands around her.

“Fuck.” The thought is mine, but the word comes out of Kev’s mouth.

She notices where our eyes are focused, and she hastily covers her neck with her hair again, her cheeks staining a dark red. “I’m, ah, just going to get dressed and then I’ll leave.”

Gently, I reach out, pulling her into my arms. “No, baby. You’re not going anywhere. The only person leaving is my brother.” I caution Keven with a grave look, and he nods. All the blood has leached from his face.

“Don’t do this, Kade,” she beseeches, trying to shuck out of my embrace, but I refuse to let her go. “I don’t want you to fall out with your family.”

“No, it’s okay,” Kev says, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m intruding in something I shouldn’t. I’ll go. Let you two talk.”

“Wait here.” I eyeball her. “I’ll be right back.”

I walk Keven to the door, and both of us are silent, tension clogging the air. When he’s out in the corridor, he turns around, gulping. “I’ll call you later.”

I nod, closing and locking the door, and return to Eva. She’s sipping her whiskey, shaking and shivering on the edge of the couch. I grab my robe from the back of the bathroom door, silently handing it to her. She puts it on without protest. Then I pour myself a scotch too and sit down beside her.

“Jeremy found out I was attacked,” she whispers. “And he was furious. Apparently, I made him look weak.”

I stare at her with shock splayed across my face. “You didn’t tell him?”

She shakes her head. “I was afraid he’d find out you saved me, and I don’t want you on his radar, at all.”

Her whole body is trembling, and I put my drink down, cradling her against my chest. “I love you for trying to protect me, but you’ve got to let me take care of you
 now.”

“I’m scared, Kade. For the first time, I’m really, really scared. He was so cold toward me. Like it was my fault.”

“How did you get those marks, Eva?”

She shakes her head, tears streaming down her face unbidden. “I can’t tell you,” she chokes out. “Please don’t make me.”

My imagination is going crazy, and the urge to commit murder is back, but Eva needs me to be in control, to comfort her, and my own feelings will have to go on the backburner. Now would be a great time to jump in and beg her to agree to leave, but she’s too upset, and I don’t want to push her when she’s so fragile.

“I’m not going to let him hurt you again,” I promise, holding onto her more tightly, and pressing a fierce kiss to her temple. I don’t know how to ensure I can keep that promise, but I’m prepared to fucking die trying.

After I get some food into Eva, I tuck her up in my bed, urging her to sleep. I doubt she’s done much of that lately, and it doesn’t take long for her to nod off. Closing my eyes, I kiss the top of her head, inhaling her sweet scent and promising I’m going to keep her safe. Then I leave a note explaining I need to run a few errands and head out with a new sense of purpose.

I return a few hours later feeling like I’ve made progress. Eva is still sleeping, so I prepare a lasagna and put it into the oven, sitting down to go through my purchases.

“Hey,” a sleepy voice says from behind me a short while later. “You’re back.” She yawns, dropping down on the couch alongside me. Her nose wrinkles. “Something smells yummy.”

“It’s lasagna. Hope you’re hungry?”

“Starving,” she admits, swinging her legs up onto the couch.

My eyes are like heat-seeking missiles zoning in on the expanse of smooth, bare tan skin. “Is that my shirt?” I ask, and she blushes.

“Yes. I was too hot to sleep in the robe.” She moves to get up. “I can get changed.”

I pull her down into my lap, placing my hands softly around the back of her waist. “I wasn’t complaining. Far from it. You look sexy in my clothes.” I nuzzle her shoulder, sighing contentedly when she relaxes against me.

Neither of us speaks for a while, but it’s far from awkward.

“I like being here with you,” she says softly. “I like it a lot.”

“I like having you here.” I gaze into her eyes, happy to see them looking clearer and less bloodshot. “I wish you never had to leave.”

She cups my face. “Me too.” Leaning in, she kisses first one cheek, and then the other. “I meant what I said earlier.” Her eyes lock on mine. “I love you, Kaden. I think I fell in love with you the first day I met you, but it took me a long time to realize that, and then I kept that secret in my heart because I want to do the right thing by you, but it’s so difficult when I want you so much.” She repositions herself so she’s straddling me. “I don’t know what the right thing is anymore. All I know is how much I crave you. How happy you make me. How safe the world feels when I’m wrapped in your arms.”

My cock is rock hard in my pants, and my eyes keep darting to her lips. Every cell in my body cries out for her, but I won’t go there. She’s injured and hurting, and I won’t ever make demands on her. “I love you, Eva. So Goddamned much it hurts. I can’t bear the thought of you being his, not when I know you belong with me.”

“I’ve never been his, Kade. Never. My heart has only ever belonged to you.” She eases back, slowly removing my shirt, until she’s sitting on me completely naked.

Christ. I’m not sure my willpower extends this far, but I’ve got to at least exercise some restraint. “Eva,” I groan. “I only have so much control around you, and you’re hurt. I don’t want to add to that.”

She takes my hand, pulling it to her breast. “The only way you can hurt me is if you say no.” Tears moisten her eyes, and she draws in a shaky breath. “He hurt me, and I want to erase the feel of his hands, his touch. I need you to demonstrate how much you love me. I need to feel you again, Kaden, because the only time I’ve ever felt cherished is when you’re making love to me, and I need that so badly right now.”

I kiss her tears away, and then I take her mouth, slowly and tenderly, pouring every emotion into the kiss. “Are you sure?” I peer deep into her eyes, watching as she nods her head vigorously.

Then I stand up, cradling her against my chest, and walk us to the bedroom.


Chapter Seventeen

Past
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Evelina

“Oh my God, it’s so beautiful here,” I admit, already completely in love with the island. We are out on the patio area of his parents’ vacation home, and the view is simply breathtaking. Leaning against the wooden railing, I look out over the stunning beach below. “I can only imagine how gorgeous it is in the summer.”

Kade wraps his arms around me from behind, sheltering me from the blustery wind. It’s freezing and definitely not the ideal time to visit Nantucket, but there’s nowhere in the world I’d rather be right now. “Summer’s definitely the best time to visit, but I like it off season. It’s less hectic and less crowded, and I don’t mind the cooler temps.”

“I’ve never minded the cold either. There’s something about a walk in brisk, fresh air that’s always appealed to me. I like feeling that little sting against my cheeks.”

He smiles. “Me too.” Taking my hand, he raises it to his lips, planting a quick kiss against my knuckles. “Let’s check on dinner and maybe we can take a walk on the beach after?”

“I’d love that.” I circle my arms around his waist, falling into a slow step alongside him as we walk back to the house. I love that I can touch him at will, without fear, and I haven’t stopped touching him since we arrived at the house. I can scarcely keep my hands off him. “Your mom has great taste,” I say, trailing my hand along the back of the comfy couch as I drink in all the homey little features. “It’s not really what I was expecting.” I’ve seen photos of the Kennedys’ Wellesley house in one of those home and garden magazines, and it was all cool, clean lines and slick interiors. This house is the complete opposite, full of old-world furniture and cluttered with personal mementos and trinkets. Don’t get me wrong, it’s still very stylish and tasteful, but it feels more like a family home should. The Wellesley house looked like a show house, although it could’ve been presented that way on purpose. I don’t know. I’ve never been there.

Nor am I likely to ever visit.

A pang of sorrow spears me straight through the chest at the thought.

If this was a normal situation, I think of how different things could be. Of how I could have a proper relationship with Kade. Obviously, the whole student-teacher issue would still be a concern, but that’d pale into the background compared to the other obstacles.

I sigh, and he notices. He’s so observant like that. Even when I don’t spot his eyes on me, which is rare because he’s always focused on me, he seems to know what’s going through my mind.

He hands me a glass of wine, brushing some stray strands of hair back off my face. “Stop thinking.” He plants his hands on my shoulders. “We have this weekend, and God knows when we’ll be able to sneak away again. Let’s just enjoy our time together with no regrets and no doubts.”

I put my wine down on the table, reaching up to cup his face. “How did you get so wise?”

He shrugs and smiles, but it’s a little off. “I’ve had to grow up a lot these last couple of years.”

“Are things still tense at home?”

Now it’s his turn to sign. “Yeah, but I don’t want to talk about it. I meant what I said. We leave all that shit at the door this weekend.”

“Sounds good to me,” I say, kicking off my shoes and sinking into the couch. Kade sits down beside me, handing me my wine again.

He toys with the ends of my hair as we chat about everything and anything, and I love how normal this is. “Are there any golf courses on the island?” I ask him as an idea comes to me.

His answering grin is amused. “Plenty. Why’d you ask?”

“I’ve always wanted to learn to play golf. Could we go for a game?”

His brows climb to his hairline. “Seriously? You want to play golf?”

I slap his arm. “Don’t be so sexist.”

He threads his hand into my hair, chuckling. “That’s not it.” He shakes his head, and the look of adoration on his face does strange flippy things to my stomach. “Just when I think you can’t get any more perfect, you go and say something like that.” He leans in, brushing his lips against my cheeks. “I would love to teach you how to play golf, but winds are high this weekend, and you’re better off starting with some practice shots on the driving range. I can totally take you there, if you like.”

I press a soft kiss to his lips. “I would love
 that.” I put my wine glass down on the table.

His fingers tighten in my hair, and he wraps his other arm around my back. “Is it weird that the thought of me
 teaching you
 something really turns me on?”

I smile. “Not at all. I get a massive kick out of teaching, and the idea of you teaching me something is
 hot.”

Kaden growls, and that’s the only warning I get before his mouth collides with mine in a wild kiss. I don’t need any encouragement, and soon we’re ravishing one another, pawing at our clothes, desperate to get closer. We don’t even last until dinner. Kade switches off the stove, lifting me effortlessly into his arms as he leads us upstairs. He plants soft kisses all over my cheeks and my neck as he walks us into his bedroom before tenderly placing me down on the bed.

Silently and slowly, we undress one another, our usual frenetic coupling traded for something more intimate, more sensual. We don’t have to rush, and as Kade slowly makes love to me, over and over, all night long, I offer up a silent prayer that I somehow get to keep him, to keep this, to never have to relinquish the only thing that brings me any joy in this life.

We are both ravenous the next morning, and we make breakfast together, feeding one another across the long dining table that overlooks the outside pool and deck area. He joins me in the shower, fucking me quick and hard, making my legs tremble all over again. Dressing warmly, we head down to the beach, walking barefoot and hand in hand along the damp, golden sand. Wind whips my hair all over my face, and I’m quiet as I listen to Kade telling me stories of summers spent here, days full of bicycle rides and surfing and nights getting drunk at beach parties.

“It sounds magical,” I admit wistfully.

“I have a lot of fond memories of this house,” he supplies. “This place always felt more like home than our home.”

“Why is that?” I inquire, straining to see him through the knotted strands of hair covering my face.

“Mom was a mom when she was here, and she always seemed more carefree. I guess that rubbed off on us, and I came to associate this house with fun.”

“She must’ve had her hands full when you were all little. You’re so close in age.”

He shrugs, holding my hand more tightly. “She wasn’t around much growing up. She traveled a lot for business, and Dad was the main parent.” He makes a noise, and it sounds bitter. “And he isn’t even my dad.” Kade had previously explained the situation, and I know it’s all still raw for him, especially now they’ve discovered Kyler also isn’t James’s son.

“He’s your dad in all the ways that matter,” I quietly supply, believing whole-heartedly that the blood flowing through your veins doesn’t automatically qualify anyone for parenthood. How you interact with and care for your children is the only important thing. Letting them know they are loved, listening to them, helping them understand their fears and concerns, encouraging and fostering independence, and guiding them as they make their own way in this world. Or, at least, those are the things I believe are important. The things I was largely denied during my own youth.

Anyone can make a baby, but that doesn’t mean they are a parent in the ways that count.

Look at my own mother.

His chest heaves, and my heart aches for him. “I know you’re right, and I was just coming to terms with it when the latest bombshell was dropped, and now I’m fucking furious all over again.” He shakes his head. “I’m so worried about Kyler and …” He trails off, pulling me to a halt and enfolding me in his arms. “We’re not going to do this. Not this weekend. This weekend is about you and me.”

I rub my hands up and down his arms. “I don’t mind. If you need to talk about it, then talk.” He kisses the tip of my nose, and it’s a sweet gesture. “I’m always here if you need to get stuff off your chest.”

He kisses me softly, and I find myself falling deeper and deeper with every glide of his lips. When we stop kissing, I let my head rest naturally against his chest, while his arms hold me close. “I know that, and you’re the only one I’ve spoken to about it, besides my brothers.”

“You will deal with it, in your own time, and things will work themselves out.” I try to reassure him. “I know I haven’t met your family, but I can tell you’re all close, and I know how much family means to you. It will right itself in time.”

“I hope you’re right, because things are pretty messed up with my family, and my parents are on the verge of divorce, and everyone is struggling to deal with this stuff.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I hate feeling like life is spiraling out of control, but that’s what it feels like at the minute.”

I squeeze him tighter, wishing I could remove his uncertainty and his pain. “At least you have your brothers, and they have you. Take comfort in that fact.”

I had no one growing up, and, at times, I felt like the loneliest girl in the universe.

“I know, and we’re lucky we have each other. I may want to throttle them on occasions, but I know they’ve always got my back, like they know I’ve always got theirs.”

I leave him on the beach a couple of minutes later to head back to the house to grab a tie for my hair. The wind keeps tossing it all over my face, and it’s driving me freaking insane, but I don’t want to cut our walk short because I can’t see over the hair hat I’m wearing.

When I return a couple of minutes later, I spot Kaden talking to two girls a bit farther along the beach. I hang back, not sure who they are or what he might have told them about why he’s here. I sneak sly glances at them, hating how my chest flutters at the sight of the girls’ obvious flirting. Not that I can blame them. Kaden is hot, and a great guy, and I’m guessing he’s never short of offers. An ugly, twisty sensation floods my belly, accelerating as I watch the pretty blonde put her hand on Kaden’s arm, moving in closer to him. He reacts immediately, removing her hand and taking a step back. Glancing over his shoulder, he spots me, and his body locks up.

I look away, tightness slicing across my chest as a sense of helplessness overtakes me. I don’t know why I do it, because Kade hasn’t done anything wrong, but I retrace my steps, making my way back to the house, running the last few yards when I hear the pounding of his feet chasing after me.

“Eva! Wait!” he calls as I dart into the house. A few sneaky tears are rolling down my face, and I swipe at them, angry and confused. Kade catches up to me, snagging me at the waist and lifting me up into his arms.

“Put me down, Kaden.” I’m horrified when my voice shudders. It’s like I’ve returned to my teenage self, and I don’t understand the conflicting emotions running riot throughout me.

“Not until you listen to me. Nothing happened.”

My arms go around his neck of their own accord. “I know it didn’t. That’s not why I’m upset.”

He plonks down on the couch, keeping a firm hold of me so I can’t escape. I wriggle in his lap, resting my head on his shoulder and sighing. “I’m being stupid. Ignore me.”

He smooths a hand up and down my back. “Leann and I go way back,” he starts explaining. “Her family owns the house three doors down, and we spent a lot of summers hanging out with them. She has four younger sisters, I had six younger brothers, so you can imagine how messy it got when we were teens. I fooled around with her a few times, but it was always casual, it meant nothing to either of us, and I haven’t been with her in years. I told her I was here alone to study, and she took that up the wrong way.”

He nudges my head up, studying my eyes. “When she hit on me, I told her straight up I had a girlfriend, and she backed off. It’s not what it looked like, I swear.” It’s sweet that he looks worried, and I hate that I’m acting like a lovesick teenager.

“Did you sleep with her?” The words are out before I can stop them, and I want to punt kick myself in my lady parts. What the hell has gotten into me?


He tries to stifle his amused smile, but he fails. “You’re adorable when you’re jealous.” I scowl at him, and he laughs. “And, no, I never had sex with Leann.”

Relief floods me, and I’m back to questioning my sanity. “God, Kade. I’m so sorry. This is embarrassing, and you have every right to talk to whomever you want without me getting jealous.”

“I like that you’re jealous,” he admits, rubbing his thumb against my bottom lip. “It shows you care.”

“It shows how crazy and immature I am.” I shake my head, and then his words properly sink in. “Do you doubt I care about you?”

He shrugs, trying to look unaffected when he speaks, but I see the truth and the vulnerability behind the words and his gaze. “Not really, but I’m wondering why and how long it’ll take you to wise up and realize you don’t need me in your life.”

Part of me is fucking furious that he thinks that, but another, bigger part of me understands it. I cup his face. “Trust me, Kaden, when I say I need you, more than you could ever realize, and you have no idea how much happiness you bring into my life.”

“You mean that?” he whispers, and, for the first time, his youth and his vulnerability shine through.

“Yes. I don’t know what this is or where it’s going, but right here, right now, you are the most important person in my life, and I care about you. Deeply.” I suspect my feelings run way deeper, but I’m not prepared to admit that to myself, let alone him, but the incident on the beach has raised the ugly truth to the surface, and I’m not sure I can contain it any longer.

My presence in Kaden’s life stops him from leading a normal existence.

Stops him from being with girls his own age, girls who are available and come without baggage, and, for the first time, what we’re doing feels completely selfish and very wrong.

I try to shake those thoughts aside and enjoy the rest of the weekend, because I want this one weekend to feel carefree, to enjoy being with a wonderful guy who rocks my world, but that dose of reality has done a real number on me, and I don’t know what to do with all these confusing emotions. Or, I do, but I’m not ready to accept it yet, so I try my best to push them aside and cherish the rest of my time with Kaden.

We head to his golf course Sunday morning, and, thankfully, the driving range is very quiet. I’ve never hit a golf ball before in my life, and I’m sure I’m about to embarrass myself. Kade is remarkably patient as he explains the basics of golf to me, praising my swing and calling me a natural despite how many times I actually fail to even connect the club with the ball. But he’s a great teacher, and soon I’m even managing to hit a few shots.

We eat a delicious lunch in the clubhouse before heading back to the house to pack up our stuff. I shoot a lingering look at the gorgeous property as we pull away in the taxi, my heart heavy with the acknowledgment that I most likely won’t ever be here again.

“Do you regret coming away with me?” he asks as we wait in the departures lounge a while later, waiting for our flight to be called.

Looking around quickly, I lace my hand in his and nuzzle his side. “Not at all. I had a great time.”

He scrutinizes my face. “Don’t lie to me, Eva.” His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. “You haven’t been yourself since I ran into Leann on the beach.”

I guess I wasn’t so successful at hiding the turmoil inside my head, and I figure I owe him some honesty. “You should be with someone like Leann, Kade. Someone who is free to love you the way you deserve to be loved.”

A muscle spasms in his jaw. “I don’t want to be with Leann. I don’t fucking love her. I love you.”

Shock splays across my face, and he misunderstands my reaction, pulling away from me and shoving his hands in his pockets. He leans his head against the high glass window, avoiding making eye contact with me.

“Kade.” I cautiously approach him. “You can’t love me,” I whisper softly. “I’m not a free agent.” I wish I was, and I wish I could tell him I love him too, because I’m fairly certain that’s what I’m feeling.

“You can get a divorce,” he murmurs, looking sheepishly at me.

This isn’t the first time he’s brought this up, and it pains me to see the subtle hope in his eyes. “I can’t.” I shake my head, and a blanket of sadness covers me.

“I see.” He grits his teeth, his jaw clenching, and all hope dies in his eyes.

A flash of red in the corner of my eye briefly captures my attention, and I glance over Kade’s shoulder. Everything turns to ice inside me as I instantly recognize the woman in the expensive red coat and the tall dark-haired man standing beside her.

“Oh my God,” I rasp, quickly turning my back to them.

“What?” Kade is alerted to my panicked tone, placing his hand on my shoulder.

I fling his hand off. “Don’t touch me!” I back away from him. “And you need to stay away from me,” I whisper-add. “I’ve just spotted a colleague of my husband’s and his wife.”

Kade emits a string of colorful expletives. “Did they see you?”

“I don’t think so … I don’t know.”

“Okay. Stay calm,” he whispers from a couple feet away. He’s staring out the window, making it look like he’s not talking to me. “I’ll leave and wait by the plane. I’ll have a member of staff call you when the pilot is ready for takeoff, and she’ll escort you inside.”

I subtly nod. “Thank you.”

When Kaden leaves, I walk to the farthest side of the room, doing my best to make myself inconspicuous. When the commercial flight to Boston is called and the man and his wife leave, I release the breath I’d been holding, but the tight knots in my stomach and in my chest remain, and they are still there when we land in New York an hour later.

We were both quiet on the flight back, and I’m guessing Kade’s rethinking everything the same way I am.

Setting out on Friday, I had high hopes for this weekend, but as I return to my house, to my marital bed, I force myself to face some hard facts.

Staring this affair with Kaden was selfish and dangerous. Kaden doesn’t need to be saddled with someone like me, and the longer I prolong this affair, the more I risk ruining his life.

He deserves to find a good woman who is free to love him.

A woman who doesn’t selfishly take what she wants, knowing it can lead to nowhere but trouble.

A woman who doesn’t place the only man she’s ever loved in harm’s way.

As the saying goes, if you love someone, you should set them free.

And as I break Kaden’s heart the following week, telling him we can’t do this anymore, lying
 and saying the relationship has run its course, I hope I’m strong enough to do the right thing—to let him live his life without me holding him back.


Chapter Eighteen

Present Day
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Kaden

“Are you sure about this, Eva?” I ask her one final time, stretching above her on the bed and holding my naked body still.

“Yes.” She maneuvers herself underneath me, reaching around and tracing a hand up and down my spine. Pleasurable shivers course through me. “Make love to me, Kade.”

All my restraint is gone, and I, carefully, press my body to hers, planting my mouth against her tempting lips. I take my time, worshiping her mouth, before snaking a trail of kisses along her jaw, her neck, and down lower. I taste every inch of her silky, smooth skin, reveling in all the breathy little moans she emits as I flick my tongue against the hardened peaks of her nipples, gently sucking her ample breasts into my mouth. My body urges me to go faster, but I deliberately hold myself back. One, she’s hurting, and I want to be as gentle with her as possible, and two, this is the first time in almost two years that I’ve had the woman I love underneath me, and I intend to savor every second of it.

I tease her supple flesh with my tongue and my hands as I move lower and lower. Nudging her legs apart at the thighs, I blow across her hot flesh, and she trembles. Slowly, I insert two fingers inside her, moving gently in and out.

“Faster, Kade,” she murmurs, arching her back and writhing on the bed.

I pump my fingers faster, and my cock strains with unadulterated desire as my patience dies and pure need takes control. I suck on her clit, persistently lapping at that sensitive bundle of nerves while continuing to tease her pussy with my fingers. When she explodes on my face, she is screaming and crying out my name, and I can’t wait a minute longer. I soak up every last cry, every whimper, and then I’m reaching for my nightstand, grabbing a condom and rolling it on.

Eva stares up at me, and I love that I’ve put that flushed, sated look on her face. “My God,” she moans. “You are too damn good at that.”

I send her an arrogant grin as I line my cock up to her entrance. “There is no such thing as too good when it comes to sex.” I rub my hard cock up and down her slit, teasing both of us.

“Kade.” Her voice contains a mix of pleading and warning.

I peer into her eyes, pinning her with a serious look. “Are you still okay with this?”

Her answer is a sharp slap to my butt. “If you back out now, I will scream from the top of my lungs in frustration.”

Grinning, I push inside her, very slowly, inch by inch, and she gasps. “I won’t ever leave you frustrated. That’s just not my style.” I lean down, capturing her mouth in a searing hot kiss. “I love you,” I whisper, nuzzling the sensitive spot just under her ear. “I love you so much.”

“Kade!” She groans as I start moving quicker, in and out, pistoning my hips and pushing all the way to the hilt. “I love you too.”

And those are the last words spoken for a very long time.
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“I’ll have to leave soon,” Eva says, drawing circles on my bare chest as she snuggles in closer to my side. “But I don’t know how I can. I never want to leave this bed. Leave you.”

“Then don’t.” The words fly out of my mouth, even if we both know the way it has to be.

She sits up, flattening her palms on my chest and staring at me for so long I wonder if she’s in a bit of a daze. Biting her lip in that sexy way of hers, she leans in closer to me. “I want to say yes, Kade, and I’d give everything up to run away with you, but I can’t be that selfish. Your brother is right. I can’t take you away from your family and everything that’s important to you here. I just can’t do it.”

I sit upright, pulling her into my lap and wrapping my arms around her waist. We’re both still naked, and strategically aligned in the best way, but I force all greedy sexual thoughts aside and focus on the words coming out of my mouth. “We talked about this before. I’m not asking you to make decisions for me, just like I’m not asking to make the decision for you. I’ve already thought about this, Eva, and you mean more to me than anyone or anything in this world. I want to do this because I can’t live my life without you in it, and that’s our only choice right now. But I’m hoping it won’t always be like that. That we’ll have more options in the future.”

“And what if we don’t? Are you happy to never see your family again?”

Maybe I’m more of a glass-half-full kinda guy, but I don’t see that happening. I’m confident I’ll find a way to make this work, that this will
 only be temporary, but I don’t want to articulate that, because the reality is I don’t know how this is going to end. And I’ve already considered all scenarios. As fucking horrible as it is to think I may not ever see my family again, I’m prepared for that.

Eva means that much to me.

“I wouldn’t be happy, no, but I’m prepared to accept that,” I reply coolly. “If it means I get to have you, then it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.”

She looks torn. Tears pool in her eyes, but I can’t tell if they’re happy or sad ones. “I can’t ask you to sacrifice everything for me.”

I shake my head, touching her face. “You haven’t asked me. I’m telling you that’s what I’m prepared to do for you. You need to consider whether you’re prepared to do that for me.” I press a kiss to the back of her hand. “All you have to decide is whether you can leave everything behind and run away with me. If you are prepared to face the consequences of that decision for you personally
. Feeling guilty about my decision has no bearing on yours, or it shouldn’t, and vice versa.”

“It’s not that easy to separate them out, Kade.”

“Sure it is.” I cup her face. “You just accept my decision is already made and then think about your own situation. That’s it.”

She rests her head against my shoulder, and I cradle her to me, offering up prayers to every deity known to man. “I tried to escape once,” she whispers, placing her hand on my chest. “I thought I was being careful with my plans, but I didn’t really have a clue.” She looks up at me. “When Jeremy found out, he beat me. Badly. It’s the only time he has been purposely violent toward me. He told me point blank that if I tried anything like that again he would kill me.” Her chest heaves. “If we decide to do this, and we don’t pull it off, he will kill both of us, Kade.”

“I’m well aware of the risks, which is why we will take our time planning every aspect down to the minutest detail.”

“No plan is foolproof.”

“No, but careful planning and determination will go a long way.”

Her eyes penetrate mine, but she doesn’t respond, laying her head back on my shoulder. We stay like that, both absorbed in thought.

After a few minutes, I, reluctantly, slide her off my lap, standing up and pulling a pair of sweats on, loving how her eyes greedily follow my every move. “Look, I’ll go heat the lasagna up and give you some time to think about it. I don’t want to pressure you, Eva, but the thought of sending you back to his house without some type of plan in place makes me nervous. So, take some time, grab another bath or a shower, and then let me know what you’re thinking.”

I’m remarkably calm as I fix dinner and set the table. Perhaps I’m delusional, but I have faith Eva will make the right call.

I’ve just plated up our food when I sense her presence. Looking up, I smile, watching her watching me.

“You’re very domesticated,” she says, sauntering toward me fully dressed. “It’s a huge turn-on.”

Holding out a chair for her, I laugh. “Wow. You’re easily pleased.”

She pecks my lips briefly before sitting down. “I am. The simple things mean the most to me.” She reaches up, holding onto my waist. “You taking care of me today, in all the ways you have, means more to me than anything you could ever buy me.”

I lean down, kissing her mouth upside down. “I want to look after you every day for the rest of our lives.”

Tears spill out of her cheeks. “God, Kaden.”

I crouch down in front of her. “What, my love.”

She sniffles, and tears cascade down her cheeks. “You’re too good to be true.” She attempts to laugh, but it comes out as a half-laugh, half-cry.

“I just love you.” I shrug before sitting down in the chair beside her. “And I’m far from perfect.” She arches a brow, and I grin. “Underneath this exterior is a slob waiting to burst free,” I joke, encouraging her to eat. “You haven’t seen this apartment when I haven’t cleaned it for weeks or when I’m too lazy to do laundry and I’m picking through the pile of dirty clothes on my bedroom floor for something to wear. I leave the toilet seat up all the time, I’m moodier than a girl with PMS a hell of a lot, I’m stubborn, I’ve had several instances of road rage, I get a bad dose of verbal diarrhea when I’m smashed, and—”

“Oh my God, enough!” She laughingly covers my mouth. “None of those things bother me. Like, at all. You could tell me you’re a cross-dressing leather-pant-wearing alien in disguise, and I’d still love you. Still think you’re perfect.”

I lean in and kiss her. “Then it’s official.”

She frowns a little. “What is?”

“Either we’re both rocking a one-way ticket to Insanityville or we’re in love.”

Her expression turns whimsical again. She puts her knife and fork down and takes my hands in hers. A host of different emotions flickers across her face. “We both know the only crazy we are is crazy in love.”

I lift our conjoined hands, kissing the back of her hand.

She draws an exaggerated breath. “And I’ve thought about it. Your proposal. And my answer is … yes.”

I blink several times, staring at her in shock, wondering if my ears heard correctly. “Yes?”

“Yes,” she says, more resolute this time. “Yes, I’ll run away with you.” Her eyes shine with potent emotion. “Yes to forever with you.”

I’m out of my seat before I’ve even processed the movement, sweeping her up into my arms. I press a fierce kiss to her temple while hugging the shit out of her. “You won’t regret this, and I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe.” I feel like fist pumping the air. I can’t believe she agreed. That we’re doing this. That we’ll finally be together.

She eases back a little. “I know you will. I trust you.” She plants her hands on my chest, right over the spot where my heart is somersaulting in my chest. “I trust you completely.”

I drag her back into her chair when her stomach emits a loud grumble of protest. “You need to eat,” I command, “and then I’ll run through what I have planned.”
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We’re sitting on stools at the island unit in the kitchen going over everything I purchased today. Eva is staring at me like I hung the moon or something. “You should see the look on your face,” I say, tweaking her nose.

“How did you do all this all ready?” Shock resonates in her tone.

“Well, I was pretty confident you were going to say yes,” I lie. I hoped she’d say yes but I was skeptical. However, that didn’t stop me from checking out a few things and starting to make plans. The rest of the stuff I purchased today.

I hand her the Prada bag with the wig and the new clothes I bought before sliding the set of keys to her. “So, it’s agreed. You’ll come here every day after work ends. I’ve parked your new car in the parking spot I purchased on campus. It’s only a three-minute walk from the rear entrance of your building and once you’re wearing the wig and dressed in different clothes, no one should notice it’s you. And if your husband has someone checking, they’ll still see your car parked out front and assume you’re working late.”

A nervous breath escapes her mouth. “How long do you think it’ll take to set up everything else?”

I rub soothing circles on the back of her hand. “A few weeks, most likely. I don’t want to rush and mess up. I’ve already connected with the guy who’ll produce our fake IDs, and I’m in the process of setting up several offshore accounts in different names.”

“It’s like I’ve wandered onto the set of James Bond or Jason Bourne,” she jokes, but it’s not far off the mark. It’s such a pity I can’t confide in Kev, because he’d know some shortcuts, but he’s the last person who’d help me with this.

“It won’t always be like this.” I try to reassure her, even if I’m not sure it’s the full truth. We’re going to have to move around a lot, and I’m guessing we’ll always be watching our backs, which will take some adjustment.

“I don’t care if it is.” She squeezes my hand. “Once we’re together, we can handle anything that comes our way.”


Chapter Nineteen

Present Day
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Evelina

Jeremy hasn’t darkened my door since last weekend, and I couldn’t be more grateful for small mercies. In fact, he hasn’t been home much at all, and we’ve barely spoken in days. If he’s assigned a bodyguard to watch over me, he’s being extremely circumspect; still, I’m hugely self-conscious as I leave my office in disguise on Thursday night to travel the short distance to Kaden’s place. Keeping my head down, I hurry to the secondhand Audi A1 hatchback Kaden bought me, quickly unlocking the car and getting in. I smile to myself as I think of all the covert ways he’s trying to protect me. If I didn’t know better, I’d almost say he’s enjoying himself, but I know he’s not. I know he’d much rather we didn’t have to do this.

But the decision is made, and I’m not dwelling on it anymore.

It’s like Kaden said—we’ve both independently made up our minds to do this, and there’s no looking back. I’ve been surprised at how guilt-free and regret-free I’ve been this past week. It’s like a considerable portion of stress evaporated when I made this decision.

Now I’m chomping at the bit to escape.

“Honey, I’m home,” I joke as I enter Kade’s apartment fifteen minutes later, yanking the short blonde wig off my head and tossing it on the table in the hall. Kade is on top of me in a flash, like every other day, and his obvious happiness in my presence never fails to delight me.

He reels me into his arms, capturing my mouth in an urgent kiss. “Missed you,” he murmurs, nibbling at my lips. “Missed you so much.”

My husband has never shown me such blatant affection, and I bask in Kaden’s adoration, reveling in the glow of his love. The kiss quickly transforms, moving from urgent to frantic in a split second. My hands slide under his shirt, my greedy fingers trekking all over his delectable body. Kaden’s time at the gym has sown benefits I’m more than happy to reap. A low groan rips from the back of his throat as he lifts me up, and my legs automatically go around his waist. Sweeping the contents of the table onto the floor in one expert brush of his hand, he plants my butt on the cold marble, sliding a hand up the inside of my thigh. I kick my shoes off, and they drop to the ground with a noisy clang.

My fingers fumble with the buttons on his shirt in my hurry to get the damn thing off him. Yanking his lips from mine, he effortlessly pulls it up over his head, flinging it aside. I suck one finger into my mouth, curling my tongue slowly up and down my flesh as I eyeball him with wicked intent. He curses, moving his hand to cup me down below, and I jerk on the table as liquid lust dances over my skin.

Still sucking my finger, I reach out with my other hand, popping the button on his jeans. Using my knees and feet, I shove the denim down his legs, desperate to get at him. His erection is poking out the front of his tight black boxer briefs, making my mouth water and my core ache painfully.

Cool air washes over my heated flesh as he pushes my dress up to my waist, tugging my nylons and panties down in one fluid move. I grab him to me, wrapping my legs around his body and pulling his lips to mine. My tongue explores his mouth, welcoming the fresh, minty taste and the expert way his tongue tangles with mine. Kaden kisses like a starving man, greedy and extreme, taking everything but savoring it wholly at the same time. My hands roam his body, slipping into the back of his boxers as I grab hold of his firm ass. He laughs and a growl gurgles from my throat. “I love your ass,” I admit in a husky tone, licking a line up the side of his neck while squeezing his butt cheeks and closing my eyes in sheer bliss.

“I love your ass, too,” he replies, thrusting two fingers inside me. “But I love your tits more, or maybe your pussy because it’s always so fucking wet for me.” I cry out at the welcome intrusion, riding his hand in unashamed abandon. “Hot damn. I’ve changed my mind. I love the way you react to my touch; I fucking love it.” He holds the nape of my neck with his other hand, crashing his mouth down on mine. We’re devouring one another, and his hand is doing wonderful things to my body, but it’s not enough.

I yank his boxers down, and he chuckles against my mouth. “Impatient much, baby?”

“Shut up and fuck me,” I rasp, taking hold of his hard, hot length and stroking it fast.

Kade lets loose a volley of expletives, dropping to his knees, grabbing his jeans, and pulling a condom out of his wallet.

The instant he thrusts inside me, my muscles equally tense and relax. I’ve never felt so comfortable with any man, and a deep sense of contentment floods every cell, every nook and cranny of my body whenever I’m connected with Kaden like this. But my body demands more, tightening around his rock-hard length as he pushes in and out of me, twisting his hips in a way that ensures I feel every part of him as he worships me. I lock my legs more firmly around his waist, squeezing his butt cheeks and grinding my hips against his, increasing the friction and heightening all my senses. The table slams into the wall, and I briefly wonder if it might break, but all rational thought flees my mind as a series of heavenly tremors rip through my body, electrifying every part of me. He moves faster and faster, and momentum is building and building inside me until I shatter, explosively, powerfully, the orgasm whipping through me like lightning. I scream his name, over and over, holding him against me as his own release comes, his body shuddering and shaking as I press tiny kisses to his chest.

We stay locked in position, holding one another, while our heart rates return to normal and our breathing settles down.

“You sure know how to make a greeting memorable,” I tease, sliding my hands up around his neck.

“We aim to please.” He smirks, tenderly smoothing my dress back into place as he bends over to pick up my underwear.

“We?” I lift a brow, hopping off the table and leaning against the wall as I pull my panties and nylons back on.

“My cock and I,” he smoothly replies, and I burst out laughing.

He moves in front of me, palming my face. “God, I love that sound. My new mission in life is to make you laugh like that each day.”

My heart melts all over again. How can one man always know the right things to say? “My new mission is to make you happy each day.”

Buttoning his jeans, he smiles at me. “Well, that’s easy. All I need is to wake up with you by my side, and I’m the happiest man on the planet.”

I stretch up and kiss him. “Have I told you how much I love you?”

His grin turns proud. “Maybe a time or two.”

“Well, I haven’t told you enough. I love you. I love you. I love you.” I kiss him again. “I love you more than anything in this world.”

“More than prawn chili masala?”

I pretend to consider it, laughing as he mock-scowls. “Definitely more than prawn masala.”

“I take it back,” I tell him an hour later, groaning as I rub my sore ribs. I’m lying flat on my back on the mats Kade laid out on the living room floor, silently kicking myself for my lack of finesse when it comes to self-defense. Kade’s insistent that I continue my training, and I know it makes sense, but I suck badly at it. The problem is, I’m too distracted by all the sweaty, glistening male skin on display, and I react a split second too late. Every. Damn. Time.

“Take what back?” he asks, extending his hand to help me up.

“My professions of love,” I say, teasingly. “You’re a hard taskmaster.”

“It’s in your best interests, and I might not worry as much if I know you’re able to defend yourself.”

I want to argue that I’m not completely defenseless, but when you consider the people we’re up against, it’s a weak argument, so I just nod, picking myself back up and starting all over again.

“Make sure to get here as early as you can tomorrow,” Kade says, as we stand just inside his door, attempting to pry ourselves from one another. “They said it’d take a few hours to get all the shots they need, and I’m still hoping we can squeeze in some alone time.”

Kade has arranged for some people to come here tomorrow to take whatever photos are needed for our fake IDs.

“I’ll be here. Don’t worry.” I squeeze him tight before reluctantly shucking out of his arms.

“And you have that untraceable cell I gave you?” he asks, as he does every night.

“Yes, babe. I have it hidden in my room, and I’ll use it if I need to.” I stretch up on my tiptoes and he meets me halfway, ravishing my mouth in a brutal kiss, one laced with passion and fear and a million other things we’re both feeling.

He presses his forehead to mine. “Parting is such sweet sorrow,” he murmurs in that deep, seductive voice of his.

“And … he quotes Shakespeare.” I press a hand over my chest. “Be still my beating heart.” I caress his cheek. “And you say you’re not perfect.” I shake my head, smiling and touching his face again.

His lips curve up at one corner. “I’m not sure I said it quite like that, more like I’m not perfect all the time
.”

I dart in and peck his lips one last time. “Good to see you still have a healthy ego.”

He shrugs. “You call it ego. I call it confidence.”

“Well,” I say, glancing in the mirror and tucking a few wisps of stray dark hair under the blonde wig. “Whatever the label, it’s good to hear. We’re going to need to cling to that sentiment in the weeks and months ahead.” I turn to face him, putting my hands on my hips and pouting. “How do I look?”

“Like a blonde bombshell.” His eyes darken as he drinks me in. “And now I’m hard as a rock again.” He sighs.

I run my hand up his arm. “It won’t be like this for much longer.”

He hugs me one final time. “I know, and it’s the only thing that’s keeping me sane.”
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I’m on edge the next morning when I find Jeremy waiting for me in the kitchen. I eye him warily as I fix my usual coffee, fruit, and a bagel. He doesn’t speak, but I feel his eyes following me around the kitchen, making me incredibly uncomfortable. When I’m seated with my breakfast, he clears his throat, eventually saying what he waited to say. “We’re going to the Carlisles’ for dinner tonight. Be ready to leave by seven.”

My heart sinks as I numbly nod.

“Wear the red dress—the short one—and put your hair up.”

My heart plummets to my toes. Although the bruising has faded around my neck, marks are still clearly visible, and by the way he’s currently staring at me, he knows it too. All the tiny hairs lift on the back of my neck, and I’m wondering what’s going through Jeremy’s mind these days. He’s acting weird and it’s in no way reassuring.

I wait until he’s in the car to rush back to my bedroom, retrieving the hidden cell and stowing it in the inside pocket of my bag. Then I make my way to work.

Once inside my office, I power up my computer and call Kaden to explain.

“Can you get out this afternoon instead?” he asks, as I scan my email inbox. “I can call my contact and see if we can bring the session forward.”

“I don’t think so,” I say, frowning as I open up a group email from the head of the department. “The big boss has called a staff meeting this afternoon. There’s no way I can not show up.” There isn’t much they can do to me if I don’t go, not now I’m leaving, but I’m reluctant to do anything out of the ordinary or anything to draw attention to myself, in case Jeremy does have people watching me, so I think it’s best I attend. From the wording of the email, I can tell it’s a serious issue.

“Okay.” Kade’s calm voice is unruffled. “I’ll rearrange things. Don’t worry about it.”
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“What do you think this is about?” Renee asks me later that day as we make our way through successive corridors en route to the conference room where the staff meeting is being held.

“No idea,” I say, distracted a little with thoughts of the dinner tonight. And I say “dinner” in vague terms, because they are always just an excuse to drink to excess. Since Michael married Jenna ten months ago, she seems intent on turning their home into party central. I’ve lost count of the amount of invites we’ve received. I’ve managed to avoid attending a few of her events, but I know I won’t be able to get out of this one tonight.

The Carlisles’ parties are definitely an acquired taste, and it’s bound to be a long night, because they’ve most likely invited a big crowd and the party will drag on into the small hours. But I’ll grin and bear it, because I won’t have to put up with this for much longer. Excitement bubbles in my veins, and I let it loose for a few seconds, but then I shut it down.

I won’t allow myself to get excited or hopeful or to celebrate prematurely.

Not until we’re on board a plane headed far away from the United States.

Then, and only then, will I allow myself to believe in it, to taste freedom, to finally breath.

“Hey, are you okay?” Renee asks, her brow furrowing as her gaze slips to my neck.

Self-conscious, I pull my scarf up higher, shooting her a reassuring smile. “Never better.” I loop my arm through hers, deploying a tried and tested diversion tactic. “How are the wedding plans coming along?”

We chatter about wedding stuff as we make our way into the room, muting when we notice all the solemn faces and the apprehensive atmosphere in the room. Renee and I trade puzzled expressions. Most of our colleagues are already seated, and there are only a few vacant chairs left around the table, so we’re forced to sit across from one another. Unfortunately, that means I’m seated alongside Jesse, and I wonder if it’s the universe’s way of punishing me. I can feel his eyes boring a hole in the side of my head, but I ignore him, opening up my pad and jotting down a few notes.

The big boss man arrives a couple of minutes later, and a deathly hush settles over the room. He wastes no time getting down to the bones of the matter. Standing at the top of the table, he doesn’t sit down, slowly perusing the men and women in front of him. “Harvard’s excellent reputation and stellar results have been built on the foundation of structure, discipline, and always striving to be the best. We are a pillar within our community and an example to all those who wish to follow in our footsteps.”

He slams his palms down on the table, and my heart jumps behind my ribcage. Thunderclouds roll over his face as he stares each of us down. “The rules by which we govern are there for an important reason. To protect the sanctity of the brand and our reputation and to safeguard our staff and our students.” He rakes his gaze around the table again, and I’m growing uncomfortable in my own skin. “The no fraternization policy is in effect because it is absolutely abhorrent to use your position in this university for personal sexual gratification.”

All the blood drains from my face as I realize where this is going.

“To take advantage of any student, irrespective of the circumstances, is an abuse of power and one which is not tolerated by this faculty.” He straightens up and his gaze lands on my side of the table. Bile swims up my throat, and I worry I’m about to hurl up the contents of my stomach.

“Unfortunately, such a scenario has been brought to my attention recently. Upon investigation, it appears there is merit in the allegations that have been made. One of your colleagues, an assistant professor, has been engaged in intimate sexual activity with a student.” His voice booms around the room, but I barely hear it over the blood thrumming in my ears.

Wiping my sweaty palms down the front of my skirt, I’m struggling to contain the violent shaking that has overtaken my body. If this comes out now, it will ruin everything Kaden and I are hoping to do. While he isn’t my student any longer, and technically the policy doesn’t apply to our current situation, that won’t matter if it comes out that we started our affair when we were
 student and teacher. And the fact I’m married, and to whom
 I’m married, would cause a big enough scandal to bring plenty of heat on the department.

No, if this comes out now, it would not be good.

That nauseating feeling intensifies, and I clamp my lips shut, cautioning myself to calm down.

“You may feel this should be dealt with privately with the individual concerned,” the department head continues, “and the human resources department may very well agree with you, but this is my
 department, and I will handle things the way I want to. I’m doing this today, in front of all staff members, because I want this to be a warning. To all of you.” Those steely eyes roam the room again, and I have to force myself to keep my chin up and my eyes fixed straight ahead. “I will not tolerate noncompliance with any of our policies, especially this one. To take advantage of a student under your charge is most heinous and has the potential to significantly damage Harvard’s reputation and the reputation of my department.”

He swings his gaze back around, leveling a ferocious look in my direction. “That is why I am calling the culprit out in public.” His eyes narrow, and I shift uncomfortably in my chair. Sweat coasts down my spine, and little beads of moisture dab at my brow. “What do you have to say for yourself?”


Chapter Twenty

Present Day
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Kaden

I check my cell for the umpteenth time, frowning at the lack of new texts. I haven’t heard from Eva since yesterday afternoon, and I’m growing increasingly worried. I know she said she had an important staff meeting to attend and then she was going out with that thug she’s married to, but surely she could’ve found some opportunity to message me back?

I crick my neck from side to side, trying to loosen my stiff shoulder muscles, but nothing’s working.

“No cell phones on the golf course,” my dad, James, says, sending me a dark look. He’s a complete stickler for the rules when it comes to golf. Pity he didn’t share that same sense of obligation when it came to his marriage. Then he may never have gotten involved with that witch Courtney, and my parents might still be together.

I slip it into the back pocket of my golf pants. “Sorry.”

“What’s so important you have to check it every five seconds?” my brother Kyler asks, squinting as he watches Dad’s ball rise high into the sky. We’re at the fifteenth hole, preparing to tee off, and this is turning into the longest game of golf ever. Between Kyler continuously ending up in the bunker and the length of time it takes Kev to line up and take each shot, it’s dragging out unnecessarily, only adding to my nerves. The eighteenth hole can’t come quick enough.

“Nothing,” I murmur, pulling a driver out of my golf bag.

Kev sends me a knowing look, and I hold his stare, daring him to let the cat out of the bag, but he holds his tongue, knowing full and well what shitstorm he’d unleash if he went there.

An hour later, we’re finally finished. Dropping our bags off at our cars, we walk into the clubhouse together. Dad wanders off, chatting to a couple of his golf buddies while Kev, Kyler, and I walk to the dining room, securing a table for lunch.

“So, who’s the girl?” Kyler asks once we’re seated with drinks, idly reading the menu.

“There is no girl.” I keep my eyes on the menu, so I don’t have to lie to his face.

“Please tell me you’re not back with Tiffani,” he groans.

“Tiff and I are permanently finished. I told you that.” I lift my chin and meet his gaze head-on.

“I’ve heard that a few times,” he retorts, leaning back in his chair with a smirk on his face.

“He means it this time,” Kev interjects, taking a sip of his beer. Our eyes lock briefly.

Kyler’s eyes narrow as he assesses us. “What don’t I know?”

“Nothing. How’s Faye?” It’s a deliberate attempt to steer the conversation to safer topics.

He squints at me, knowing exactly what I’ve done, but he can’t help talking about his girlfriend. He’s completely infatuated with her.

A goofy smile slips over his mouth. “She’s good.” Sitting up, he leans his elbows on the table. “Did you hear I’m permanently living with her now?” I arch a brow, and he continues explaining. “Shit kinda came to a head with Brad, so I moved in with Faye, and Rachel moved in with him.”

“Do Mom and Dad know that?”

He snorts. “Don’t know, and don’t care. We’re both twenty next year, and there isn’t anything they can do about it. Besides, they know how we feel about one another.”

“And everyone knows they’re screwing each other’s brains out any chance they get,” Kev adds, earning a slap to the back of the head from Ky.

“Shut it, ass face. That’s my future wife you’re talking about.”

“When’re you planning on using that ring you bought?” I ask, and shock splays across Kev’s face.

“What?” Kev splutters, leveling an incredulous look at Kyler. “You have a ring? Since when?”

Ky shrugs, but he can’t keep the grin off his face. “I went shopping with Kal last summer and ended up walking away with an engagement ring for Faye. It was a spur of the moment thing, but I’m not sorry I bought it.”

“Wow.” Kev is virtually speechless for once. I never thought our younger brothers would be the first to get engaged, but Kal’s loved Lana virtually his whole life, and Kyler fell head over heels for Faye the minute she showed up on our doorstep.

“When you find the one, you just know,” Kyler confidently says, and I’m so proud of my brother. He’s come a long way in the last two years.

“I’m happy for you, Ky. For both of you. She’s a gorgeous girl, and you two belong together. I hope everything works out.”

Kev’s sharp gaze flashes to mine, and I know how that came out.

Like a goodbye.

“Thanks, man.” Kyler flushes with pride. “Even if all the shit with Brad doesn’t go away, I’ve decided I’m going to propose at Christmas. I’m done waiting. I want my ring on her finger so every asshole who wants in her pants knows she’s mine.”

Kev barks out a laugh. “Spoken like a true possessive douche. I’m not sure Faye would be too pleased to hear your motives.”

“Don’t be a jerk.” Ky discreetly flips him the bird. “You know I’m asking her because I fucking love that girl to death, and I want to make sure I get to spend every minute of the rest of my life with her, but there are other obvious advantages too.”

“I’m only messing around,” Kev says in a somber tone. “We all see how you feel about her. How you feel about one another.”

A pang of sorrow hits me in the chest. My family is never going to see how that exists between me and Eva too, and I hate that. Hate that they might never get to meet her, to get a chance to know her.

Dad appears then, putting an end to that particular conversation. I spend the rest of lunch locked in my troubled mind, sneaking glances at my cell every chance I get, growing more and more alarmed at the silence glaring back at me.

Kev hovers around my Jeep as we say goodbye to Dad and Kyler. “Make sure to call your mother,” Dad cautions me, giving me a quick hug. “She wants to confirm numbers for Christmas, so you need to let her know if you’re bringing a plus one or not.”

My chest tightens again. I’m hoping we’ll be out of the country for Christmas, because the longer we leave it, the more likely Jeremy Garcia is to find out about our affair and our plans. Forcing a fake smile on my face, I hug Dad again, slapping him on the back. “I’ll call her. Stop fretting.” Dad gets in his car, and Ky and I knuckle touch before he slides behind the wheel of his SUV.

They haven’t even started their engines, when Kev rounds on me. “We need to talk.”

I open my Jeep door. “Get in.”

Gripping the steering wheel tight, I’m psyching myself up for lecture number three hundred and sixty-three.

“Are you really doing this?” Kev asks quietly, eyeballing me.

“Doing what?”

“Running away with her.”

I nod, and air expels from his mouth in a noisy outburst. He stares out the side passenger window, and you could cut the tension with a knife.

Slowly, he turns to face me. “I didn’t understand before, but I think I do now.” My brows lift. “You love her, and she loves you. Like Faye and Ky. Like Kal and Lana.”

I drag my hand through my hair, slowly nodding. “Yeah. It’s like that.”

“Then I’m happy for you, man.”

My jaw hangs open, and my eyes blink wide as I stare at the stranger sitting in the car beside me. “Come again?”

He smiles. “You can’t help who you fall for, and I had her figured out all wrong.”

“I tried to stay away from her, Kev. I tried real hard, but it’s always been Eva for me. I didn’t care that she was my professor or that she’s married. We just have this connection. It’s been there from the moment I met her, and the more I get to know her, the harder I fall. There won’t ever be anyone else for me. I need to keep her safe, and I can’t do that here.”

A dark look crosses his eyes. “Does he do that to her a lot?”

I know what he’s referencing. “She says it’s only a recent thing, but I’m not sure it’s the truth.”

“I want to help.”

For the second time in minutes, my mouth sags to the floor. “What?”

“I’ll help. You’ll need to be really clever to disappear without a trace.”

My heart swells in my chest, and my voice is a little choked when I speak. “You’ve no idea how much it means to hear you say that, but no.” I shake my head. “I don’t want you involved. I don’t want any of my family involved. I want nothing that could lead from me to you. Not just because that prick might trace us if he finds a connection to you, but more so that he doesn’t go after any of my family for colluding in our escape. You can’t get anywhere near this, Kev.”

“I don’t have to be personally involved. I can hook you up with—”

“No,” I cut across him, vehemently shaking my head. “Any of your contacts could lead back to you, and I can’t have that on my conscience too. I’ll have enough to worry about without worrying about you or any of my family. Promise me, Kev. Promise me you’ll stay out of this.”

“But—”

“No.” I interject again. “I have this in hand, and I’m not completely clueless. I’m working with some good people who know what they’re doing, and I’ve hired people who will keep us safe.”

Reluctantly, he nods. Then he leans his head back against the headrest, exhaling noisily. “I can’t believe you’re leaving. That I might not see you again.” He twists his head around to look at me, and I’m startled by the display of naked emotion on his face. “This is going to kill Mom and Dad. You do realize that?”

I rub an aching spot between my brows, sighing. “I know, but I don’t have a choice. And I’m hoping it won’t be forever. The guy who’s helping me get out of the country has put me in touch with an organization overseas run by a guy who is ex-CIA. He has a bunch of really experienced guys working for him, most ex-CIA, FBI, and Homeland, and they run security missions all over the world. I’m going to speak to him about getting a crew on Garcia and his operation. All I need is some concrete piece of evidence against him, and we can use that to take him down. If he goes away, the threat goes away, and we can come back home.”

“There’s a lot of ifs in that scenario.”

“I know, but I’m not going to give up, and everyone makes mistakes sometime. I’m going to ensure one of my guys is there to capture the moment Garcia fucks up, and then I’ll take great pleasure in helping the authorities take him down.” I clamp a hand on his shoulder. “We will
 see each other again. I firmly believe that.”

“I’m sorry,” he abruptly says, surprising me for the third time today. “For all that shit in Ireland and for not making more of an effort to patch things up between us. I’m not going to apologize for spying on you, because I did what I had to do to protect my brother, but I’m sorry things have been shitty between us. I never wanted that, and I don’t want you to leave with any bad blood between us.”

“Ah, shit, man. You’re going to make me cry.”

He laughs, punching me in the shoulder, and it fucking hurts. Kev has one mean left hook. Not that I’m telling him that—the competitive Kennedy gene is still alive and kicking.

“Are we good?” he asks, sobering up.

I grip his shoulder. “We’re good, Kev, and our separation was as much my fault. I’ve regretted so much of what was said.”

“Me too, but I’ll always have your back, Kade. Always. Because that’s what brothers do.”
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I’m pacing the length of my living room floor later that night, ready to throw caution to the wind and storm over to the Garcia house when my cell finally pings with a text from Eva. It’s ridiculous how fast I’m on it.

“I’m sorry for not replying sooner. Been out of the house since last night. I’m okay. I’ll talk to you Monday.”


“Can you talk now?”
 I text back, needing to hear her voice. To know for sure everything is okay.

“No. He’s here.”

“I’m worried about you.”

“Don’t. Just rearrange the meeting for next week, the earlier the better.”

“Consider it done.”

“I’ve got to go. I’ll see you Monday.”

“Don’t forget how much I love you.”

“I know, and I love you too.”

But as I lie in bed that night, tossing and turning, helpless and frustrated on my own, I can’t help feeling like something bad is waiting right around the corner. Something that will change everything. And those worrisome thoughts keep me awake most of the night.


Chapter Twenty-One

Present Day
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Evelina

I’m still rattled as I make my way into the building Monday morning. The stress of that meeting on Friday stayed with me all weekend, compounded by Jeremy’s probing questions in the car on our way out that night and that screwed-up gathering at the Carlisles’. It’s not like Jeremy to pry into my working life, so his loaded questions about what detains me so late at the office these days has me petrified. Does he know something or he’s suspicious?

Renee is waiting outside my office with two coffee cups in hand. “Hey, girlfriend,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “I come bearing gifts.”

I unlock my door and let her inside. “Thanks.” I take a cup from her. “I so need this. I barely slept a wink last night.” The stress of everything that happened on Friday kept me awake most of the weekend. An intense shudder whittles down my spine as I recall my horrific weekend. I was right about one thing—Jeremy is definitely becoming unhinged. Either that or the pressure of running his criminal organization is finally starting to get to him.

Renee kicks the door closed with her foot, walking to my couch and dropping down into it. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” I sit down beside her.

“At that meeting on Friday, you thought it was you, didn’t you? You thought the boss man was looking at you, not Jesse.”

I can’t lie to my best friend anymore. Not when our time together is coming to an end. I pin her with a serious look. “Was it that obvious?”

She shakes her head. “Not at all. I only noticed because I was focused on you, and I know you. Know your little mannerisms and tells.” She timidly sips her coffee. “How long did you have an affair with Kaden Kennedy for?”

My eyes almost bug out of my head. “What? You knew? You know?”

“I had a strong suspicion. I worked late a couple of Friday nights, and I knew he was still in your office with you. I never heard or saw anything, but I wondered. A couple of times, I interrupted a few of your study sessions, and I could tell the guy was smitten with you.”

I can only look at her in shock. “Well, damn. I guess we aren’t as careful as we need to be.”

Her brow puckers a little. “Back up there a sec.” Realization creeps over her face. “Are you telling me it’s still going on?”

I slowly nod.

She curses. “Tell me everything.”

“Are you sure you want to know? Guilt by association and all that.”

She puts her coffee down, taking my hands in hers. “I know a lot more than you realize.” I eyeball her sharply. “I know who your husband is, Eva. It’s no big secret to anyone. And I also know you’re miserable and unhappy in that marriage, and, if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say you didn’t marry him by choice.”

I gawk at my friend, amazed at how astute and observant she is despite how hard I’ve tried to mask the truth from her. “I didn’t,” I finally admit. “And you’re right, about all of it.”

“Tell me.” She glances at the clock on the wall. “Neither of us has class for two hours, so tell me. Tell me everything.”

And I do. Unburdening it all. How I ended up married to that monster and what he tried to make me do on the weekend. Her eyes pop wide, and she stares at me in blatant shock. “He did what?”

I gulp over the stream of nausea building at the back of my throat. “The Carlisles like to party excessively. The other times I’ve been to their place it was dinner and drinks and a few lewd remarks, but this weekend was some kind of planned orgy, except Jeremy neglected to mention that in advance.” I shudder at the memories.

“And he made you watch when you wouldn’t participate?” She looks like she’s going to be sick.

I nod. “Yeah. He was furious that I wouldn’t agree to any of it. I thought he was going to make me, but he didn’t want to look like a total prick in front of his colleagues, so, instead, he made me stay in the room while they all fucked one another.”

“That is seriously sick shit.”

I shrug. “It was consensual, and they all seemed to enjoy it.”

“That’s not what I meant. Your husband forcing you to watch him fuck other women, when he knew you weren’t into it, is horrific.”

I lean forward, propping my elbows on my knees. “To be honest, Renee, I was just glad it wasn’t me. I can’t bear his hands on me. My skin literally crawls anytime he touches me.” A forceful shudder travels up my spine. “Those other women, wives of his colleagues and his employees, had no such qualms. They’ve always hated me anyway, and I didn’t miss the smug looks sent my way as they let my husband do all manner of kinky shit to them.” I crank out a hoarse laugh. “They didn’t realize I really couldn’t care less. The only part of it that truly scares me is how much Jeremy seems to be losing control. For years, he’s sheltered me from all this stuff, but he seems hellbent on bringing me further into his world, and I’m petrified of that. Of what it means going forward.”

“What are you going to do? And how does Kaden fit into everything?”

I pick up my story, telling her how I fell for Kaden and how I tried to do the right thing by ending things and pushing him away. I even tell her how we’ve reconnected and what we’re planning to do. Her reply knows the socks off me.

“Do it!” She grips my hands tighter. “Run away with him! By God, if that man loved me, I would’ve never been able to refuse him.” Tears glisten in her eyes. “This is what you’ve always wanted, Eva. The type of love that only comes around once in a lifetime. He’s willing to give it all up for you.” She swoons. “It’s so romantic.”

“It’s also hugely dangerous,” I add, lest she’s forgotten that part of the sordid tale I’ve just spun.

“He’s got the money and contacts to keep you safe.” She slants me a wicked grin. “Not to mention his brute strength. Don’t think I didn’t notice how ripped he is now. I almost jumped him myself that day he showed up here. If anyone can protect you, he can.”

“Wow. You really think it’s a good idea?”

“Yes.” Tears well in her eyes. “I will miss the hell out of you, and I wish you could be at my wedding, but I want you to be happy and safe, and that’s more important.”

“Kade says he’s going to do everything in his power to fix it so we can return.”

“Well, then, I’ll hold fast to that and believe that this won’t be goodbye.”

A noise from out in the corridor causes my heart rate to rocket to unhealthy levels. I stare, wide-eyed, at Renee, and she shoots me a puzzled look. Apprehensive, I get up, heart racing when I spot the tiny open crack in the door. “Shit!” I spin around, pinning panic-stricken eyes on Renee. “The door wasn’t properly closed! Do you think someone heard us?”

She gets up, walking briskly out into the corridor and quickly checking the adjacent doors. “No one else is here. You know most of them show up later on a Monday or they are already at class.”

“But I heard a noise.”

“It might’ve just been the door easing open, because I’m pretty sure I closed it properly.” She squeezes my shoulders. “I know you’re on edge, and I understand why, but calm down. No one heard anything, and I’m not going to breathe a word to another living soul.”

“Okay, you’re right.” I shift my neck from side to side, attempting to release some stress. “I feel like I’m constantly watching over my shoulder.”

“At least you don’t have that douche canoe Jesse to worry about anymore.” She saunters back over to the couch. “I know he’s a slimy, sleazy, sexist pig, but even I didn’t think he’d go there.”

“I’m hardly in any position to throw stones.” I perch on the edge of the couch. “But it was a big shock. I swear when the boss man said his name and not mine I almost wept with relief. I thought he’d been eyeballing me the entire time, but it was Jesse.”

“I’ll bet. Kristin says he was sleeping with at least three or four of his students, and they suspect he’s been pulling that shit for years, so there’s no fear he’ll be back here any time.”

“Is it hypocritical of me to say the asshat had it coming?”

“Nope. Your situation is completely different. You fell in love with one of your students and you tried to do the right thing. Even when you were lusting after him, you still didn’t renege on your professional responsibility to Kaden and you never let your feelings influence how you treated him as a student. Jesse was sleeping with students in exchange for good grades, and his fuck buddies were as interchangeable as the weather.”

“I’m not sure the administration would see it like that. Especially the boss man.”

“Probably not, but they’re never going to find out, and if they do, you’ll be long gone.”

Tears sting the back of my eyes as I turn and face my friend. “I’m really going to miss you, Renee. So, so much.”

She jumps up, hugging me. “Me too, but let’s make a promise that it’s not going to be forever.”

And we make that promise, even though I’ve no way of knowing whether I can keep it or not.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Present Day
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Kaden

A few weeks pass, and the closer we get to D-day, the more excited and nervous I feel. Eva is, understandably, walking on eggshells at home, and I’m pushing my contacts to get the last few pieces in place so we can make our move. At least we get to spend a few hours every weeknight together, even if we’ve had to cut her visits short. For a while, Eva was really scared her husband was on to us, but his probing questions died off, and she says he hasn’t been around much, which pleases me. However, she’s still highly strung, and we need to put our plan in motion before stress tips her over the edge. Most nights, I’m able to help her unwind and leave some of her stress at the door.

Saying goodbye to her is torture every night, and I can’t wait for the day when we don’t have to separate. While she’s better equipped to defend herself, and she says Jeremy hasn’t come near her in weeks, I still worry.

Which is why I find myself at the gun range again tonight. Kev first suggested it a couple of weeks back, and it was a smart idea. My fists and upper body strength will only get me so far with the kind of gangsters Garcia employs, so I’m learning to shoot. I tried to persuade Eva to come along, but she drew the line at a gun. Not that I can blame her. She’s explained a few scary incidents that have happened over the years, and I know, in her mind, she’ll always associate guns with her husband and the murdering criminals he hangs around with.

“Your aim is getting better,” Kev says, surveying the target sheet in front of me with expert eyes.

“I’d like to think so. I’ve been coming here every evening for two weeks straight.”

He looks over his shoulder, lowering his voice. “How much longer?”

“I should have everything in place by the end of the week,” I whisper. “I’m hoping to leave Sunday.”

He looks off into space, and awkward silence fills the gap between us.

“I knew this was coming, but, damn, that’s not easy to hear,” he murmurs after a bit.

“I know. How do you think I feel?”

I accept what I need to do, and I have zero regrets or doubts, but it’s still hard preparing to walk away from everything and everyone I know. I’ve been writing letters for each member of my family, and that has proven tremendously difficult. This is going to come as a massive shock to all of them. Excepting Kev, no one even knows about Eva.

This will crush Mom. And thoughts of missing out on Kyler and Faye’s engagement, Kal and Lana’s wedding, and not being around to see my cute nephew, Hewson, grow up, is killing me. Guilt is starting to eat away at me, but I have my own life to lead, and I need to do what feels right for me and my future. Plus, I refuse to believe this is goodbye forever. I have plenty of cash, and I’ve been working on setting up my online golf business—something which I can do anonymously from behind a computer in any part of the world—so I’m confident I’ll have the resources to enable us to return home at some point.

Perhaps I’m kidding myself, but I need to cling to that hope or I might falter. Eva is relying on me, and I need to be strong for her. I won’t let her down.

“I’m scared for you, brother,” Kev admits in a rare burst of vulnerability. “If anything happens to you …”

“It won’t. I’ve taken months to plan this methodically, leaving nothing to chance.”

“How do you know the prick isn’t on to you?”

“I wouldn’t be standing here if he knew about me or our plans.”

“Maybe you should’ve put someone on him.”

“I tried, but my guy wouldn’t assign any of his operatives to watch either Eva or Garcia. He said it was too risky. He’s too well-guarded and if any of Garcia’s men made his guys, it would be a virtual bloodbath. When he explained it like that, as much as I hated it, I realized Eva is safer without a bodyguard shadowing her.”

Kev rubs a hand behind his neck. “Lack of protection makes me nervous. I could always contact Dad’s guy?”

I shake my head. “No, Kev. No ties to the family. I made that very clear weeks ago. And I’m not unprotected. I have guys watching my place ’round the clock, and they haven’t noticed anything untoward. I’m sure Garcia doesn’t know. Besides, he’s been away a lot. Eva says he’s very preoccupied lately and very stressed. She senses something big is going down.”

Kev nods his head. “Yeah, I’ve heard some rumors.”

My jaw tautens. “What kind of rumors and why am I only hearing about this now?”

“Don’t take that fucking tone with me, Kade.” Kev glares at me. “If it was something you needed to know, I would’ve told you. I’ve been keeping an eye on the situation, and if it impacted you, Eva, or your plans, I would’ve informed you straightaway.”

I curse under my breath. “What the hell, Kev? I told you not to do anything! What part of that didn’t you understand?!”

“Cool your fucking jets, Kade,” Kev says, looking anxiously around, but the only other two guys in the place aren’t paying us one bit of attention. “You know I was mixed up in some dodgy stuff a couple of years back, and while I extricated myself from that mess, I still keep tabs on all parties in case anything goes down that could trace back to me. I’ve been scanning some of the covert boards, and there’s a turf war brewing between Garcia and his main rival. Apparently, Garcia took out his second in command a couple weeks ago, and they’re preparing to retaliate.”

“Fuck!” I put my gun away in its case and take off my safety glasses. Kev does the same, and we are both quiet as we make our way outside. “You won’t know this, but Garcia’s rivals attacked Eva a few weeks ago. I happened across them and stopped it before they could seriously hurt her. She kept it quiet from Garcia because she didn’t want to implicate me, but he went crazy when he found out.”

“That’s what those bruises were about?”

My brother has always been sharp. “Yeah. And he’s been acting weird since then, Eva says. It’s obviously all tied up with that.”

“Word on the street is it’s an all-out war. A few of Garcia’s trucks ran into difficulty crossing the border, and then they were ambushed. He lost millions, and he’s preparing to bring out the big guns in response. It’s good you’re getting Eva out of this before it becomes World War fucking Three, because shit is about to hit the fan, big time.”

Kev’s intelligence does zilch to ease the tight knot in my chest. But I say nothing to Eva later that night, not wanting to worry her any more than she already is. We’ll be out of the country before she can get caught in the crossfire.
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It’s Saturday night, and I’m getting ready for my date with Eva when the buzzer pings. Duke makes a goofy face into the small video screen, and I roll my eyes, chuckling as I press the button and let him up.

“Yo, man.” He raises his fist for a knuckle touch. “Where da fuck you going dressed like that?” He gestures at my custom black suit, his brows nudging up.

“Dinner with the fam,” I lie. “What’s up? I’m under pressure for time.” I pull up the collar of my shirt, slinging the tie around my neck.

“I know when I’m not wanted,” he jokes, smirking. “I was actually just passing and spotted something weird, so I pulled over and parked.”

My fingers stall on my tie. Now I’m intrigued. “Okay. You have my attention.”

“I noticed Tiffani pacing the sidewalk outside. She kept looking up here and then knotting her hands in her hair, walking up and down like a bone fide stalker. Seriously that chick needs psychiatric evaluation.”

I frown. I haven’t heard a thing from Tiffani in weeks, and the couple of times I’ve bumped into her on campus, she’s purposely gone the opposite way. I thought all that was behind me, and I really don’t have time to deal with her shit today. Not when Eva’s most likely already on her way. “Damn it. I’d better go face her.”

“No need, man. She’s gone. She flipped her shit when she saw me and took off running before I even opened my mouth. Total nut job.”

I frown again. “That’s … weird.”

He lounges against the wall. “Or maybe not. She was at the bar last weekend, smashed and falling all over the place. A couple of the guys overheard her talking to some of the girls, and she was crying over how much she loves you, telling them she was going to win you back. I’m guessing she’s getting ready to make her play.”

I shrug, opening the door, and Duke steps out into the corridor. “I hate to shove you out the door, but I’m really running late. If Tiff has something to say to me, she’ll be back.”

“No doubt.” He props against the doorframe. “Anyway, I just wanted to warn you she was hanging about.”

“Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” I slap him on the back, somehow managing to speak over the sudden lump wedged in my throat. This is most likely the last time I’ll speak to Duke. I left a letter for him too, but he’ll be so pissed I bailed without a word. There is a lot I’d like to say to him in person, but I can’t risk it. Instead I throw out a casual statement. “Catch you later, dude.”

All concerns about Tiffani, and nostalgic thoughts about Duke, evaporate once I’m in the chauffeur-driven car with Eva a half hour later. The privacy screen is up, and we spend most of the journey draped around one another, making out like we’re teenagers. I’m tempted to pull her into my lap for a quick fuck before we get to the restaurant, but I manage to restrain myself. We never get to do this, and tonight is important.

It’s the start of the rest of our lives, and I want it to mean something. I don’t want to reduce it to hot sex in the back of a hired car, when tonight symbolizes all the other ways in which our relationship is important. Eva deserves to be treated like a goddess, and that’s what I’m going to do tonight.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” she asks as we make our way inside the exclusive members-only restaurant. I understand her concern, and it took a colossal amount of skill to coax her into agreeing to this tonight. But, between the tinted windows of the Merc, the shielded underground entrance to La Grotte Secrete, and this establishment’s notoriety for protecting the privacy of their patrons, I’m confident we won’t be recognized.

I lift her hand to my lips, kissing her delicate skin. I’ve always been fascinated with Eva’s hands, and now I know how exquisite they feel exploring my body I’m an addict for life. “I wouldn’t bring you here if I thought it placed you in any kind of risk. Your husband is out of state, his bodyguards think you’re with Renee, and this restaurant doesn’t approve membership for known criminals, so no one will see us. But, to be on the safe side, I had my guy hack into their system and vet the bookings list to ensure there was no one here tonight with any connection to your husband or any of his rivals. He confirmed we’re safe. You can relax, baby.” I kiss her cheek as the waitresses guides us to our table.

I hold out Eva’s chair and then sit down across from her, taking a moment to appreciate how fucking amazing she looks tonight. She’s wearing a sophisticated, strapless black dress that could be considered plain on anyone else. But, on Eva, it glides over her stunning curves like a glove, accentuating her beautiful body to perfection. With her hair down, and minimal makeup, she’s naturally stunning, carrying herself with a quiet confidence I find very attractive. God, she’s incredibly gorgeous, and I can’t believe she’s going to be mine.

“I would just prefer to celebrate after we’re out of the country,” she whispers, anxiously knotting her hands in her lap and glancing warily around the room.

Fuck, maybe I made a mistake doing this tonight, but we could both use the distraction, and I thought going out for dinner, in a safe, private, environment, would help put us at ease. If I sit at home, I’ll just be thinking of my family and how horrified they’re going to be in a couple of days when they receive my letters and realize I’ve left the country with no intention of coming back anytime soon. And, despite the calm façade I’m presenting to Eva, I am
 worried about the plans for tomorrow and constantly praying nothing goes wrong.

“We can leave right now, honey, if you’re not comfortable. I wanted to do something special because I never get to spoil you, but you only have to say the word and we can go.”

“No, it’s okay.” She sends me a tentative smile. “I trust you, and it’s better than sitting in an empty house fretting over everything.”

I order a bottle of the most expensive champagne, and we chat quietly over our drinks, holding hands the entire time. “I can’t believe this time tomorrow we’ll be far, far away,” she whispers, after the waitress has cleared away our entrees. “I’m so excited and completely on edge too.”

I rub soothing circles across the back of her hand. “I’m feeling all that too, but it’s going to be fine. The guys have done this countless times. They’re pros at this stuff, and we’re in safe hands. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Her eyes glisten as she leans across the table toward me. “When I was a little girl, this
 was the type of love I dreamed about—finding a man who consumed my world, who I lived and breathed for. Someone who loved me back with the same intensity. Someone I visualized myself growing old with. A man who would do anything for me, be anything for me, as I would do for him.” A little tear sneaks out of the corner of one eye. “I gave up believing in that dream a long time ago, but here you are. Here we are. And I find myself believing again.”

She reaches across the table, kissing me passionately. “I thank whoever brought you into my life, Kaden Kennedy. Someone up there was looking out for me.” She caresses my cheek affectionately, and the adoring look in her eyes almost undoes me. “Thank you for loving me enough to risk everything for me. And, for as long as I live, I will do everything in my power to make sure you know your sacrifice wasn’t in vain. I will love you so completely, as long as there is breath in my lungs and blood flowing through my veins. You never have to doubt that.”

“Eva.” My voice is gruff, and I wish I could take her into my arms right now. “You complete me, in every way, and I love you more than I ever thought it was possible to love another person. Never doubt that you have my full heart and you have it for life.”

Eva is laughing freely by the time dessert arrives, buoyed up by a couple of glasses of champagne, and a fabulous meal. I’d like to think my charming company was a factor too, but that could be my healthy ego speaking.

I’m glad we did this tonight.

That I’ll be sending her home for the last time tonight more relaxed than when she left.

“I don’t think I can stomach another bite,” she moans as I raise my spoon to her mouth.

“You have to try this. It’s to die for. Best chocolate mousse I’ve ever tasted.” I feed it to her, and the little sounds she makes has me instantly hard. Reaching across the table, I capture her lips in a demanding kiss, swirling my tongue around her mouth, tasting the creamy, rich chocolatey flavors still lingering in her mouth.

“Wow!” Her face is flushed as she looks at me. “Your kisses are to die for. I’ve never enjoyed kissing anyone as much as I love kissing you.”

“I should hope so,” I tease as prickles of apprehension crest over me. I discreetly check out my surroundings, catching the eye of someone familiar. Twisting my head, I lock eyes with Brad McConaughey. Brad is my brother Kyler’s best friend and someone who practically grew up in our house. He’s virtually gained adopted Kennedy brother status by this stage. His hand rests on the back of his date, a girl I also know. Rachel is Faye’s best friend from Ireland and now Brad’s girlfriend and roommate.

Brad glances briefly at Eva and then back at me. I know he knows who she is and that he’s wondering what the hell is going on. I send him a pleading look, and he nods, letting me know he’ll keep my secret safe.

“Who is that?” Eva whispers, her voice trembling as panic takes hold.

I send Brad one final nod, before focusing on the love of my life. “No one you need to worry about.” I cup her face, rubbing her cheek tenderly. “He’s one of my brother’s best friends, but he won’t say anything. I promise. He’s a good guy, and he won’t get involved.”

Eva is still worried when the car drops me back at my place. I wanted to drop her home first, but she won’t hear of it. It’s too risky with the guards on the gate. So, the driver will drop her home last. I took the precaution of booking a new car company this time, and I made the reservation in a fake name, so if anyone questions Eva or the driver, nothing will lead back to me.

I kiss her for way too long in the car, but I hate having to part. I wish our date was ending with her spending the night with me, so I could take my time worshiping her body, making love to her all night long. But we can’t risk it. If one of the guards reported her absence to her husband, he might return home and ruin all our plans.

“I love you,” I say, leaning into the car as I attempt to drag myself away. I kiss her one last time. “I’ll see you at the rendezvous point in the morning. If anything happens, or anything changes, call or text me. And you have the emergency number I gave you.”

She nods. “It’s on my cell, but I also memorized it, just in case.”

“Good, that’s good, baby.” I kiss her again. “God, I hate saying goodbye.”

“This is the last goodbye, and that’s something to celebrate.” She offers me a genuine smile, and I get a grip of myself.

“It definitely is. See you tomorrow, honey. Sleep well.”

I close her door and watch until the Merc is out of sight.

An ominous sense of dread skates over my skin as I step into the hallway of my apartment. The light automatically switches on when my foot hits the floor, but the illumination does little to assuage my sudden fear. All the fine hairs on my arms lift. My body is on heightened alert as I cautiously make my way to the living room, cursing the fact my gun is in my bedroom and so far out of reach.

Bile swims up my throat as I step into my living space and freeze on the spot. My mouth is frozen in horror as I stare at the three bloody bodies mounted in a sloppy heap on the hardwood floor. Instinct kicks in, and I turn around, racing for the door, but I’m a fraction too late. Someone slams into me from behind, and I crash face-first into the door. The butt of a weapon is pressed against the back of my head. “Going somewhere, asshole?” a gravelly voice says as my hands are jerked behind my back and roughly tied. I attempt to shove the jerk off, but the clicking sound of his gun stalls my movement. “Try it, jerk face. I’d love an excuse to put a hole through that pretty-boy skull of yours.”

“Fuck you.”

He viciously slams my head against the door and I see stars. Then I’m yanked back, and the gun pokes firmly into my back as a black cloth cover is placed over my head.

Pain explodes in my skull as I’m hit full force from behind, and that’s the last thing I remember before I black out.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Present Day
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Evelina

I’ve had a horrible sense of foreboding from the minute I left Kaden last night, and it hasn’t gone away. Especially since I’m at the agreed meeting place, and Kade is nowhere to be found. As I watch the minutes tick by on my watch, I grow more and more distressed.

Something has happened.

I feel it in my bones.

Kade told me to give it ten minutes and if he hadn’t shown to call the emergency number and someone would come get me. It’s been twenty minutes and he’s still a no show. My hands are trembling as I stab the numbers on the phone. I won’t leave without him, but, for now, I’ll follow the agreed plan and call for backup.

Without warning, someone makes a grab for me from behind. I react instinctively, dropping down and shoving my elbow back into my assailant’s thigh while stomping on his foot. A string of colorful expletives filters through the air, and his hold on me relaxes. I wriggle out of his grip, but I lose my footing on the gravel underneath, wobbling precariously as I attempt to run way. The cell flies out of my hand, skittering across the road, and I’m powerless to stop myself from falling. I throw my palms out in front of me at the last second, holding myself up, mere inches from the stony ground.

A hand fists in my jacket before I can get away, and I’m yanked painfully to my feet.

“That wasn’t very nice, Mrs. Garcia.” His menacing tone sends chills down my spine, and my stomach lurches to my toes. Intense fear whittles through me. Holding me against him, with my back flush to his chest, he grasps my chin firmly, pinching my skin. “If you’re looking for your boy toy, I’m afraid he’s otherwise indisposed.” My breath shuttles out in panicked spurts, but I say nothing, knowing better than to antagonize hired guns. I don’t recognize the voice, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t one of Jeremy’s guys. Or it could be the same crew who tried to take me previously. I’m not sure whether it matters much—the end outcome is most likely the same.

When he hauls me back through the gate of the abandoned warehouse, I’m almost choked as he keeps a meaty arm wrapped around my neck. Terrifying thoughts are bouncing through my brain, and I’m so scared for Kade. I know he’s strong and skillful with his hands, but none of that means shit if they crept up on him the same way they crept up on me. Because I didn’t hear a thing until they were on top of me.

My legs are kicking up dirt and dust as I’m dragged across the empty wasteland, and a strangled, gurgling sound slips from my throat. The sliding of a door pricks my ears, and I catch a glimpse of the gruesome scene before something dark is placed over my head. I’m thrust into the back of the van, stumbling in panic as I almost fall over the two dead bodies on the floor. I’m guessing they are part of the team Kaden hired to help us escape, and my anxiety reaches new heights. What if Kaden is already dead?
 I’ll never forgive myself if he’s lost his life because of me.

Someone shoves me onto a hard seat or bench, and my hands and feet are tied tightly. A fretful, fluttery feeling presses down on my chest, constricting the flow of oxygen to my lungs. A body drops into place alongside me, a heavy thigh resting against mine, making no effort to put any distance between us. Disgust and dread crawl over me, and I’m working hard to keep my shaking to a minimum. I’ve been around these sick bastards long enough to know they get off on obvious displays of fear. Hands brush against my breasts, and my breath falters in my chest, as all manner of hideous scenarios flit through my mind.

“Don’t touch her,” a different male voice says. “You know what we were told.”

“Be patient,” another male says. “And your reward will come.”

A few guffaws ring out, and my heart starts pounding against my ribcage as sheer terror consumes me.

I’m jostled from side to side as the van moves over uneven terrain. Apart from a few low whispers, conversation is almost nonexistent, and the silence seems even louder against the screaming in my head. Although I knew there was always a risk we’d be discovered, Kaden had been so careful, considering all the angles and hiring guys who supposedly knew what they were doing.

But none of that matters now, because someone has gotten to us.

And my money is on my husband.

The van screeches to a halt a while later, and I’m dragged outside. One of the men keeps a firm hold of my arm as I’m steered forward. The dark covering is still over my head, and I trip several times, unable to see where I’m walking. A blast of cold air swirls around me as we descend steps, going lower and lower. I stumble several times, falling into the man in front of me, while the one behind me curses, roughly yanking me back.

We’re back on flat ground, and I’m being propelled forward. The air is even colder at this level and a shiver skips down my spine. I focus on making my limbs move, forcing one foot in front of the other and it feels a lot like walking to the gallows.

A piercing scream filters through the cold, dank air, and everything freezes inside me. That was a female scream, and it was full of unrestrained anguish. My stomach lurches queasily, but I draw deep breaths while counting to ten in my head, doing everything I can think of to keep my composure and my wits about me.

Something cold and hard juts into my lower back, and I’m prodded forward with more urgency. My heart is jackhammering against my ribcage, and every nerve ending on my body is primed and on high alert. My ears are pricked and paying attention, hearing the muted whimpering sounds coming from somewhere close by and the scuttling of rats racing across the floor.

A door creaks open, and I’m shoved forward. Losing my balance, I take a tumble, but someone snatches me up, at the last second, digging fingernails into my arms. Biting back a cry, I grit my teeth and mentally plead with my body to stop shaking. At this point, I can’t tell if I’m trembling from fear or the cold or a mixture of the two. My jacket is stripped off me, and then I’m manhandled into a seat. My wrists and ankles are tied to the chair, and then the cover is lifted from my head.

I blink my eyes open, shaking my head from side to side, trying to see through the messy strands of hair shielding my face. Cold, calloused fingers sweep the hair out of my eyes. I look up, wincing as the glare from the overhead light startles me. I take a quick look around, making out a few things through my blurred vision. We’re in some kind of empty cellar or basement. The exposed walls are crumbling, the brickwork cracked in several places. As my eyes slowly adjust, all the blood drains from my face.

It’s as I suspected.

“Hello, darling,” Jeremy hisses. “Surprised to see me?”

“Not really.” I pin the full extent of my hatred on him. “Disappointment is more the emotion I’m feeling right now.”

My head jerks back with the force of his slap, and my cheek stings.

“Don’t fucking … touch her,” a choked voice says in between exaggerated breaths. I whip my head around, in the direction of his voice, crying out as I spot Kaden restrained in the corner of the room. All I can think is, thank God, he’s still alive.


For now
, that nasty little devil on my shoulder taunts, but I ignore the evil voice.

Kaden is tied to a chair at the wrists, ankles, and across his upper torso. His chin is resting on his chest, his head bowed. His upper body is bare, but his lower body is still encased in the black pants and dress shoes he was wearing last night. Cuts and bruises cover every inch of naked flesh, and bile floods my mouth. Tears well automatically in my eyes.

Jeremy’s eyes narrow scornfully. Turning around, he stalks toward Kaden, slamming his fist into his stomach. “I think that’s my line, asshole.” He grabs Kaden by the hair, yanking his head back, and I gasp at the sight of his beaten and bruised face. One eye is completely closed, swollen and painted in different shades of black and blue. A deep gash in his cheek oozes blood, and his lips are dried and cut in several places. A large, round purplish bruise is mushrooming on his other cheek. It’s obvious they’ve had him for hours, and God only knows what they’ve been doing to him.

My entire body quakes in fear. For him. For me.

“You should’ve kept your filthy hands to yourself,” Jeremy snaps, punching Kaden in the stomach again.

“Stop! Don’t hurt him. This isn’t his fault.” I’m frantically clasping at straws, struggling to concoct some version of the truth that will seem plausible while making it look like this wasn’t really Kade’s idea.

Jeremy strides across the room, crouching over me and putting his face in mine. Although every instinct roars at me to pull back, I don’t move an inch, not even when the putrid warmth of his nasty breath oozes over my face. “Lying at this point is completely futile, my love
.” He snarls the words, hissing in my face, and I’ve never seen so much rage, so much hatred, on anyone’s face before.

The stark reality of what we’re facing hits me like a wet fish in the face.

We’re not getting out of here.

Not alive.

Everything I’d hoped to protect Kaden from is coming true. He’s going to lose his life because of my selfishness. So, I do the only thing I can, even if a big part of me knows it’s not going to make any difference.

“He means nothing to me,” I tell Jeremy, eyeballing him. “He was a means to an end. A way to get out of the country. Nothing more.” I snort. “He’s only a fucking kid, for God’s sake.”

Jeremy pinches my chin forcefully. “Don’t fuck me around, Evie.”

“I’m not. I failed the last time I tried to escape because I didn’t know what I was doing. Kaden had the right contacts, so I used him. I was planning on ditching him the minute I was overseas.”

I know Kaden is smart enough to play along, but he doesn’t. “Eva … don’t.”

I glance at him, keeping my expression neutral even though it kills me not to react to the sight of the man I love tied up and beaten, looking defeated. “No offense, Kaden, but you’re way too young and immature for me. You fell for my bullshit so easily.” I send him a look that is part smug, and part faux-apologetic.

An amused chuckle wafts across the room, and my eyes follow the sound. Vincent is lurking in the shadows like the creeper he is. Three other armed men line the walls alongside him, their dark gazes fixed on me in a way that stalls the blood flowing in my veins. Jeremy darts forward, ramming his fist into Kaden’s face, and I scream. Kade’s head lolls back and then jerks forward as he loses consciousness.

Another snide chuckle bounces off the wall. Glancing sideways, I notice Michael Carlisle for the first time, flanked by two men on his left and two more on the right. All are heavily armed. All look scary as fuck, and they have this dangerous, bloodthirsty-slash-lustful glint in their eyes. He shares a look with Jeremy before prowling to my side. “You acted all high and mighty at our house, refusing to fuck anyone, but I knew it was an act.” Michael sneers. “That you were a dirty slut all along.”

He leans down, grabbing my crotch, and a new layer of terror takes hold of me. “I’m going to enjoy fucking you in front of your lover, and I’m going to make you bleed until you’re begging me to stop.” He presses his disgusting mouth to my ear, while his hand rubs back and forth along my crotch. My leggings are too thin of a barrier, and I thrash about in the chair, trying to shake his hand off, to no avail. “You will wish for death when I’m done with you,” he whispers in my ear.

Another strong tremor rockets through me, and I’m visibly shaking, but I keep my nerves at bay as I speak. “Nothing you can say or do will defeat me.” I eyeball him. “You think I haven’t learned how to lock myself in my mind when my husband was fucking me? I’m a pro at blocking it out. Do your worst. It won’t affect me.” I shoot my eyes to Jeremy, who has returned to my side. “I’ve had years to practice the technique.”

Jeremy backhands me again, but I barely feel the sting this time. My insides are starting to numb from the shock. “You disappoint me so much, Evie.” His lips twist into a sneer as he shakes his head. “You’ve disappointed me from the very first minute I met you. Your slut of a mother coaxed me into sticking with the deal, promising you’d come around, but she underestimated your stubbornness. And your stupidity,” he tags on the end.

“You should know better than to believe anything that comes out of her mouth,” I retort. Jeremy is well aware there’s no love lost between Mom and me.

“I happen to be very fond of your mother’s mouth.” He smirks. “She knows how to deep throat like a pro.”

“What?!” A new layer of horror engulfs me.

He laughs, and it’s a condescending sound. “I’ve been fucking your mother, right under your
 nose, and your father’s, for years.” He presses his face into mine, and his sour breath turns my stomach. “The broad may be getting on in years, but she knows how to please a man. She lets me fuck her wherever, whenever, and however I like. She exists to please me. What a shame she didn’t instill that lesson in you.” He pinches my nipples through my sweater and flimsy cotton bra, and my eyes water.

Kaden comes to, growling at Jeremy. The legs of his chair screech as he thrashes about. “Leave her alone! It’s me you want to punish,” he yells, his tone growing more agitated.

Jeremy ignores Kaden, keeping his focus locked on me. “All you had to do was spread your legs, look the other way with my business interests, and pop out a few brats. Do you know how many women would kill to be in your shoes?” He tweaks my nipple, hard, and tears leak out of my eyes. But I don’t cry out. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

“I would happily have traded places with any of them. I never wanted to marry you. I don’t even like you, let alone love you.”

A muscle pulses in his jaw, and I let him have it. Nothing I say now will change the plans for Kaden and me. If I’m going to die like this, I, at least, want him to know how I really feel. “Every time you touched me, I wanted to vomit. Your touch makes my skin crawl like a thousand fire ants invading my body. There is nothing even slightly attractive about you. You’re a spiteful old bastard who’ll get his comeuppance one of these days.”

He kicks my chair over in a rage, and I fall backwards, my head slamming into the wooden slats as the chair crashes to the concrete floor. Kade is going crazy, screaming and roaring, until he’s silenced, and the sound of fists pummeling flesh sobers me up.

“Get her up,” Jeremy barks at someone, and my chair is lifted off the ground. He glowers at me. “I gave you fucking everything, and this is how you repay me?”

I soften my expression and my tone, deciding to try a different tack. “What did you expect, Jeremy? I was promised to you when I was fourteen
. I was only a kid then and barely an adult when I married you. You knew I didn’t want this, but you chose to ignore that. It might’ve been different if we’d met under other circumstances.”

“Save it, Evie.” His fists clench at his sides. “It’s too late.” He looks over at Vincent. “Bring in the girl.”

My gaze flicks to Kaden’s again, and our eyes meet. So much passes between us in that one fleeting look, and I can tell how helpless he feels. How much he believes this is his fault for not protecting me better, but he’s wrong. If I die here today, I’ll die knowing what it feels like to be loved and cherished, knowing my man did everything in his power to save me.

Kaden hasn’t failed me.

He’s the only man who hasn’t ever let me down.

Jeremy is on top of him before I’ve even blinked, landing blows on his face and his chest, as he releases the full extent of his rage. “You don’t get to look at my wife
 like that!” he roars, continuing to pummel Kaden with his fists, and I’m terrified he’s going to kill him with his bare hands.

“No!” A high-pitched wail fills the air, and I look around in time to see Kaden’s ex-girlfriend thrown to her knees on the ground in front of him. “Don’t hurt him!” She looks up at Jeremy as she struggles to stand—no easy feat with her hands tied behind her back. Her thin white tank is streaked with dark stains, and her nipples are poking out through the fabric, taut in the frigid air. The knees of her skinny jeans are torn, the denim similarly stained with the same dark, oily substance. Her hair is greasy, her normal vibrant curls hanging in frizzy clumps around her face. Her skin is blotchy, and her eyes are bloodshot from crying. “You promised you’d leave him alone!”

“Shut up, you stupid bitch!” Jeremy barks, grabbing her by the arm. She screams, and he backhands her. Vomit travels up my throat.

“What did you do, Tiff?” Kaden coughs out, his voice hoarse and cracked, spitting blood all over himself and the floor. Blood is pumping out of his split nose and leaking from open cuts in his mouth.

Jeremy slams Tiffani into another chair on the other side of the room, and one of his goons restrains her. “Tell him, Tiff
. Tell him how you’re the reason he’s here today.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Present Day
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Kaden

“I’m really sorry, Kade,” Tiffani cries, tears pumping out of her eyes. “I just wanted you back. Jesse said Mr. Garcia would deal with his wife, and I knew once she was out of the way, you’d come back to me.” Her sniffles turn into full-blown sobs. “He said he wouldn’t hurt you, and I believed him.”

My head is pounding, and black spots dance in front of my eyes. Every part of my body aches like a bitch, and blood pools in my mouth. But that pales into insignificance compared to the chills tiptoeing up my spine.

I’ve no idea how long I’ve been here or how they got Eva, but I’m praying that Jonas—the guy who heads up the company I hired—has figured something is up by now and is trying to work out where we are.

“Jesse?” I croak, lifting my head to look at Tiff. Currently, I’m seeing four carbon copies of her head. She looks rough, and now I know who was doing all that screaming. I shiver at the thought of what they’ve been doing to her. “You mean Professor Sleazebag?”

Eva jolts in her chair, twisting her head so she’s facing Tiffani. “Professor Roberts was involved in this?” She looks up at her husband, her brow creased in confusion.

Tiff sniffs, refusing to look at Eva as she answers. Her tear-stained panic-filled eyes lock on mine as she explains in a trembling voice. “He’s been sleeping with Madison for months. After he got fired, he came to our apartment and told me he’d overheard Professor Garcia telling someone she was sleeping with you and you were planning to run away together. He knew I was really upset over our breakup, and he suggested this plan.”

I’m not surprised Tiff’s roommate, Madison, got mixed up with that douchebag. She has the shittiest taste in men and zero self-worth.

Eva looks completely shell-shocked, and her eyes widen as she stares at her husband. “You know that asshole?”

“Not personally,” the dickhead supplies. “He went to college with Daniel, and Daniel set up a meeting with the girl.” He walks to Tiffani’s side, wrenching her head back, and her sobs grow louder and more hysterical. I want to warn her, to tell her to tone it down, but I can’t see shit out of one eye, and my vision is completely unfocused out of the other. I can’t send her any warning looks or hand gestures. “I already suspected you were up to something,” the asshole continues, tugging sharply on Tiffani’s hair while he eyeballs Eva. “I had Vincent watching you, and I was pretty sure you were trying to escape again, but it wasn’t until the little slut came forward that everything slotted into place.”

“You promised you wouldn’t hurt Kaden, and I helped you! Why are you doing this to me?!” Tiffani blurts, her voice scraped raw.

“You should’ve known better than to get mixed up in things that are above your pay grade, little girl,” he taunts, running his fingers lazily across her throat.

“Leave her the fuck alone!” I shout. “She was naïve, but she doesn’t deserve to be punished for that.” I can’t believe Tiffani was so stupid. For a smart girl, she sure makes some piss-poor decisions.

I brace myself for the gut punch, so I’m not expecting the hit to come from behind. A fist slams into my temple, and I fall sideways, the chair dipping toward the ground as I start to lose consciousness again. Eva is screaming, and Tiffani is crying, but the sounds are muted. Fighting the invisible arms beckoning me to darkness, I force my eyes open, trying to see over the stars coating my retinas and the stabbing pain ripping through my skull. My chair is pulled upright before it hits the ground.

“I’m so sorry, Kade,” Tiffani whimpers. “I didn’t realize who he was when I came to talk to him. When Madison found out what I’d done, she freaked. She knew exactly who he was from stuff Jesse had told her and from campus gossip. I was so scared, and I didn’t know what to do! I came to your place last night, and I swear I was going to tell you, but then Duke showed up, and I ran off, and they grabbed me and …” She breaks down completely, sobbing and shaking, and I wish I could do something to help her, but I’m struggling to keep my eyes open, and I only have energy to focus on Eva.

“Let the girl go, Jeremy,” Eva says, in a remarkably calm voice. “I’d ask you to let Kaden go too, but I know you won’t agree to that.”

Jeremy lets go of Tiffani and crouches down in front of Eva. “I’m glad you know something about me.”

Tiffani is ugly crying now, flailing about and struggling against her restraints.

“We could’ve been happy, you know,” Jeremy says, caressing Eva’s cheek, and I want to charge over there and rip his filthy hands off her, but my body won’t or can’t cooperate, and I’m forced to watch helplessly from the sidelines. “If you had just tried.”

“You can’t force love, Jeremy. That’s not how it works.” Eva’s voice is quiet but confident.

“And you think you love him
?” He snorts, gesturing toward me.

“I do love him, and I’ll do anything, anything
 to save him.” She glances over at me, and I try to keep my chin up, to open my eyes and plead with her to not do this. No amount of begging is going to work, and she knows it too. But she’s still going to do this, and I can’t be mad at her, not when she’s fighting to save me.

She eyeballs her husband. “I mean it. If you let him go, I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll have your babies, give up my career, and you can keep me imprisoned in the house. I’ll participate in the parties and the orgies, and I won’t complain. I swear. I give you my word. Just let him live.” She stretches forward in her chair, as far as the restraints permit. “Please, Jeremy. Please. I’m begging you. Please let Kaden go.”

Tiffani screams obscenities at Eva in between bouts of tears, calling her every name under the sun. I’m guessing she’s figuring things out, realizing Eva is the cause of my distraction and lack of commitment over the course of our relationship. And that fact is not sitting well with Tiff, but this isn’t the time to go nuclear. Damn it. She needs to shut up and put up. Yelling insults at Eva and crying hysterically isn’t doing her any favors.

I’m probably concussed, so I’m not sure if what happens next is in slow-mo, as it appears to be, or if it’s quick. Jeremy stands up, a muscle ticking in his jaw. Reaching behind him, he pulls a gun out from the waistband of his pants and aims it in Tiffani’s direction. A loud pop goes off in the room, and her head whips back. The crying and shouting stops instantly. Her arms go limp at her sides, and a line of blood drips down her face from the hole in the center of her forehead. I’m too out of it to properly comprehend the fact Tiffani is dead.

“Oh my God!” Eva’s voice is rattled now. “I can’t believe you did that! She was only a harmless, young girl!”

“She was an interfering bitch who didn’t care what happened to you,” Jeremy snaps. He hovers over Eva, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “As for your proposal, my answer is no. I don’t want a cheating whore for a wife. I should’ve realized sooner that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree—like mother, like daughter.”

He runs a hand over his hair, casually smoothing it back into place. Walking to the side of the room, he retrieves his jacket, putting it on. He nods at someone over my head. A door opens and closes, and then a man squats down at my side, opening a box and placing items on the floor.

Eva gasps. “No! Jeremy! Please, no!”

Jeremy stalks toward her, removing a knife that is strapped to his ankle and leaning into her face.

Panic jumps up and bites me. “Get the fuck away from her!” I roar. Or at least I think I do, but who knows what garbled sounds are coming out of my mouth. I try to move in my chair, but my leg only shudders for a second before turning limp. My head throbs with the effort involved in holding it upright.

“You, of all people, know there are consequences, Evie. This is the price you will pay.” In one quick motion, he rips her sweater in half, flinging the ruined pieces to the floor. Eva shivers in her thin bra and leggings. As out of it as I am, bile swims up my throat while alarm bells blare in my ears. He nicks her bra, cutting the strap in the middle, and the material drops away, exposing her to the room full of male vultures.

A primitive roar emits from my throat, and adrenaline courses through my veins. Jeremy laughs, and I want to flay the skin from his bones, slowly and painfully, one layer at a time.

He cups one of Eva’s naked breasts, squeezing her flesh tight. “You have a gorgeous body, Evie, and I see how my men watch you. I could’ve taken you here, forced your lover to watch, but I won’t lower myself. I won’t touch you now you’re contaminated with another man’s seed. Instead, my men will take their pleasure, however they see fit, and Kennedy will watch it all. When they’re through, they’ll inject him with a lethal dose of heroin, but death would be too easy for you.” He grabs her chin, forcing her face to his. “Once Michael is done with you, you’ll be sold into slavery. No one will find you where you’re going, and you’ll wish you were dead every single day of the rest of your miserable existence.”

Bending down, he kisses her. She tries to pull her face away, but he has her cheeks in a vise grip as he devours her mouth. I’m yelling, and rage is a red bull charging my insides with a much-needed injection of adrenaline.

He pulls back abruptly, and Eva spits in his face. Fisting his hand in her hair, he tugs her head back, holding the knife against her throat, and my heart stutters in my chest. I start thrashing about in the chair. “Tempting, but I’m getting a good price for you.” He moves the knife to her left cheek, and she sucks in an audible gasp. “I could cut you, slice little lines out of your skin, and I’d enjoy hearing you scream,” he taunts, “but the clients like their whores unblemished.” He lets go of her and walks away. “She’s all yours, boys. Have at her.”

A man moves out from behind me, stalking toward her. I can’t see his expression, but I see the naked terror on Eva’s face as he approaches, unbuckling his belt as he walks.

Then several things happen all at once.

I rear up, the chair still strapped to my body, swinging left and then right, knocking the men that rush me to the ground in an unexpected move. The door to the room bursts open, and a line of armed men wearing government-issue vests floods the room. Gunfire breaks out, but all I see is Eva. I charge toward her as the guy in front of her swings around, drawing his weapon. I headbutt him, shoving him sideways, out of the way, and then I throw myself on top of Eva. Her chair falls back, and she winces, bracing herself for impact. I’m pressing awkwardly on top of her, and I know it’s uncomfortable, but all I can think is to shield her with my body. Shots whizz over our heads, and it’ll be a miracle if we get out of here alive.

“Stay down, baby,” I croak. “Stay under me. It’ll all be over soon.”

Then a burst of red-hot pain enters my upper body, and the world turns dark.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Present Day
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Evelina

“Kade! Kaden!” Hysteria underscores my words as Kaden slumps on top of me, his eyes fluttering shut as breath leaves his body in a rush. “Kaden! Baby, please talk to me. Say something!” I can hardly see over the tears flooding my eyes. I gasp as the pressure of Kaden’s weight on top of me almost becomes too much. His body mass compresses my chest, restricting my air supply. In the room, shouts and traded gunfire continue to ricochet around me, but it’s as if we’re in our own little bubble, removed from the warzone around us.

Warm liquid drips down the side of my body. Twisting my head at an odd angle, I ignore the sharp twinge of pain as my eyes pop wide in horror. Blood is oozing from somewhere in Kaden’s back, confirming my worst fears.

He’s been shot.

And I don’t even know if he’s still alive because my stupid hands are still tied to the damn chair and I can’t reach for him. Can’t feel if his skin has turned cold with death or if a pulse still throbs in his neck.

“Help!” I scream. “Help him, someone, please!” Over and over, I shout the same words while a mantra is on repeat in my mind. Please, God, don’t let him die. Kaden can’t die.


“Miss, it’s okay, Miss.” A concerned voice stalls my avid screaming and I blink through my tears, staring into the kindly face of the man standing over me. “You’re safe now. I’m Agent Wentward, and we’re going to get you out of here shortly.”

“Help him, please,” I say, my throat scratched raw from screaming. “He’s been shot, and I don’t even know if …” I trail off, unable to say it, and tears flow freely again.

Agent Wentward places his fingers on Kaden’s neck before glancing over his shoulder. I follow his movement, noticing the swarm of men and women in SWAT and FBI vests milling around the room. An older man at the top of the room is barking out instructions, and a few others are on walkie-talkies and cells. “I need EMS in here now!” Agent Wentward hollers before turning back around to me. “He’s alive, Miss, and we’ll get him the help he needs. Are you hurt?”

“I … I don’t know. I don’t think so.” I’m sure my back is a smorgasbord of colorful bruises, but I can’t tell if anything is broken, if I’ve sustained any serious injuries.

Two men and a woman enter the room, wearing beige shirts and brown pants, carrying a stretcher with them. Agent Wentward raises his hand, and they make a beeline for us. The agent steps back, but he doesn’t leave, staying close by as the medics do their thing. The men attend to Kaden, while the woman checks my vitals, asking a few questions that I try my best to answer. I don’t remove my eyes from Kaden, watching as one of the men gingerly inspects his back.

Then he’s lifted off me and placed on the stretcher. I try to sit up, forgetting I’m still strapped into the chair. The woman cuts my restraints and helps me up, wrapping a blanket around my bare chest and another one over my shoulders. My gaze darts around the room, but the two men are gone with Kaden, and a new layer of panic sets in. “I want to go with him! I need to make sure he’s okay.”

The woman—I think she said her name was Sue or Suze or something like that—pats my arm. “Calm down, Eva. You will get to see Kaden soon. I promise you my colleagues will take very good care of him.” Agent Wentward steers a wheelchair over, helping Sue get me into it. I want to protest, to demand they take me to Kaden, but the aftermath of the mad adrenaline rush has drained me, leaving me completely exhausted. I slump in the chair, barely noticing the row of dead bodies on the ground.

“Stop.” I reach out, placing my hand on the Agent’s arm to stall him. Leaning over the chair, I stare at the lifeless body of my husband, lying prone on the stone floor. His leg is twisted at an awkward angle, and one arm is slumped across his stomach. A large bloodstain extends across the front of his white button-down shirt confirming cause of death. His eyes are wide and vacant, staring up at the ceiling.

A massive sense of relief engulfs me, and I break down, my tears releasing years of caged stress and unhappiness. Anyone looking at me might believe I’m grieving my husband. But the few who know me, really know me, are the only ones who would understand the massive weight that has just been lifted from me.
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I pass out in the ambulance on the way to the hospital, and when I come to, I’m in a private room, dressed in a standard-issue hospital gown, strapped to an IV and a bleeping machine. Movement out of the corner of my eye snags my attention, and I turn my head to the side. My parents are seated by my bed, looking pale and ashen.

Or, at least, my father is.

Mom looks annoyed, like being here is a major inconvenience.

“Dad,” I croak, refusing to look at the woman who gave birth to me. “Where’s Kaden? Is he okay?”

Dad gets up, holding a cup of water with a straw out to me. “Take a sip, sweetheart.”

The water is cold and refreshing sliding down my dry throat. I look up at my father with pleading eyes. “Please, Dad.” I lift my arm, weakly holding onto his. “I need to know Kaden’s all right. Is he alive?”

Mom scoffs, and my eyes flit momentarily to her face.

“He’s alive, sweetheart,” Dad replies, and I sink into the bed in grateful relief. “A bullet went through his shoulder, but he had surgery and they removed it. He’s in recovery, and you should be able to see him soon.”

I cry. Can’t help it. Dad slides his arm around me in an uneasy hug. “You love this man?”

I sniffle. “I do.”

He nods. “I spoke to his parents outside. They seem like good people. It appears they didn’t know anything about your relationship either.”

“We couldn’t tell anyone, for obvious reasons.”

Mom makes a disapproving sound at the back of her throat, and I swing fierce eyes on her. “Do you have something to say, Mother?”

“Your husband is dead and the first words out of your mouth are concerns for your lover?” She glares at me. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

I try to sit up, wincing as my achy back protests the movement. “Help me up,” I ask Dad, and he helps situate me so I’m sitting more upright in the bed.

I take another sip of water before turning my attention to my mother. “He told me, you know. Right before he stripped me and offered me to his men, Jeremy told me how you and he had been fucking for years right under our noses.”

Dad doesn’t even flinch, and there’s no hint of surprise on his face. I eyeball him. “You knew.”

Mom yelps as Dad nods. “I suspected as much,” he says, looking only at me, “but I said nothing because I figured that took some of the heat off you.”

In a funny way, Dad is probably right. Still, I’m sure my mother didn’t start screwing my husband to make my life easier.

Mom huffs but we both ignore her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” Dad tenderly touches my cheek. “I should’ve run away with you when you were a kid, when all this happened and I realized what I’d gotten myself into. Instead, I allowed your mother to manipulate me into staying, and I will regret that for as long as I live.” His loving eyes stab mine. “I have failed you as a father, and I am truly sorry for not being the man you needed me to be. Watching you suffer all these years has been slowly destroying me. I wanted to find some way of freeing you, but he had so much stuff on me. I was in too deep.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I’ve had preliminary talks with the FBI agent in charge of the case. They might be able to do a deal. Limited jail time in exchange for my testimony. While most of the key players were taken out today, the business is up for grabs, and they’ll all start turning on one another. I want to help the authorities bring as many of them down as they can, and I’ll accept whatever punishment they deem appropriate. It’ll be worth it. To know you are safe. Finally, free of that man.”

I wet my dry lips. “I don’t want you to go to jail, Dad, but I’m proud you’re doing the right thing.”

“Oh, puh-lease,” Mom interjects sourly. “Don’t pull that moralistic bullshit now. You both may have complained, but you were happy to take the perks.”

I shake my head, flabbergasted at how deliberately ignorant and obstinate she is. “Most everything I have was paid for with my own hard-earned money. I never wanted anything from that man, and the authorities can take the glamorous gowns and jewels he bought me. I want none of it and no reminder of the man you forced me to marry.”

She stands, planting her hands on her hips and sneering at me. “That act might fool others, but it doesn’t fool me. I know who Kaden is. Who his family is. Why else would you bed a younger man, one of your former students, if it wasn’t for his money?” Her face contorts into an ugly grimace. “You can look down your nose at me, but you’re no better.”

Nudging Dad, I ease myself out of the bed, gripping the headrest to help support my weak limbs. I want to be standing up, facing my mother head-on, when I say this. “I am worth a million of you, Mother. Because I love Kaden for who he is, not what he can give me. And I would never sell my daughter to a monster; I don’t care how high the stakes seemed. When I have children, I will make them a priority. I will love them and care for them and keep them safe and protected. I will make them feel cherished in all the ways I should have been made to feel. But you can walk away, knowing you didn’t undermine me. You didn’t rob me of my self-worth, and your cold treatment made me a stronger person. So, I guess I do have something to thank you for after all.”

She wants to hit me.

I see it in her eyes and the way her hand twitches at her side, but she won’t dare it this time. “Now get out, and never come back. I never want to see you again.”

Grabbing her bag and her coat from the back of the chair, she levels one final hateful look my way. “I never wanted children, and you’ve just reinforced all the reasons why. You won’t see me again, either of you, and I won’t shed a single tear.”

“Leave, Isabel,” Dad hisses, “or I’ll find one of those FBI agents to forcibly remove you. You’ve said your piece; now go.”

Dad and I spend another half hour talking through stuff that needs to be said, and when he leaves, I feel lighter than I have in years. I don’t know how long it will take for us to have a normal father-daughter relationship, or if we’ll ever get to that place, but at least we are both in the space where we want to try.

A nurse arrives a short while later to wheel me to Kaden’s room. While I’m dying to see him, to see for myself that he’s okay, I’m all kinds of nervous too. I’m expecting his family to be there, and this wasn’t quite how I wanted to meet them. I can only imagine how angry they must be at me. I’m the one who dragged him into this, after all. If it wasn’t for me, Kaden wouldn’t have gotten shot.

We round the corner and turn left into a private suite of sorts. A bunch of people are sitting on couches in the plush waiting area, and all heads swivel in my direction. I will my heart to calm down as a woman I recognize—purely from photos—approaches me. The nurse stops, and I look up at Kaden’s beautiful mom. She runs a hand nervously through her short blonde hair, and I decide to take the bull by the horns. I extend my hand. “Mrs. Kennedy. It’s great to finally meet you, although I wish it were under different circumstances.”

She clasps my hand in a firm handshake. “I agree, and you’ve got to excuse us if we’re a little shell-shocked, Evelina. This has all come as a massive shock.”

“Is Kaden okay?” I gulp anxiously. “I mean, he’ll make a full recovery? That’s what the nurses have told me.”

She nods her head, and air streams out of my mouth in a rush of relief.

“He’ll be fine. The bullet hit his shoulder, missing anything vital, and his other injuries will heal in time.”

“He saved me,” I tell her. “He threw himself on top of me once the gunfire broke out. I don’t know how he did it. How he made it across the room when he was in so much pain.” My eyes well up. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted any of this for him. I tried to push him away, more than once, but—”

She bends down so we’re at eye level, cutting across me. “But my son’s stubborn. Especially when it comes to something he wants.” She takes my hands, smiling softly at me. “And from what Keven’s told us, my son is very much in love with you.”

I look sideways, and my eyes scan over the rest of the Kennedys. It’s not difficult to identify Kaden’s brothers because they all look so alike, and, holy hell, there is so much hotness in this room, I’m almost blinded. I don’t know which brother is which, apart from Keven, as he’s the only one I’ve met before. All of them share worried expressions, but only one is sending daggers at me. A brooding boy, leaning against the wall in the corner, wearing a moody scowl. He looks younger, and I’m guessing he’s one of the triplets.

I focus on Kaden’s mother again. “I love him very much, and this is the last thing I wanted for him. I never meant for him to get hurt.”

“We understand that,” a tall good-looking man says, holding out his hand to me. “I’m James. I’m Kaden’s father.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, sir.” I shake his hand.

“Please, call me James, and I think it’s best we let you through to our boy before he tries to get out of that bed and injures himself further. He hasn’t stopped asking for you since he woke up.”

The biggest smile spreads over my face. “I’m glad to hear it. I’ve been asking for him too.”

Two gorgeous girls send sympathetic looks my way as James wheels me past them, en route to Kaden’s room. I’m guessing one of them is Faye, but I’m not sure which one or who the other girl is. One of the other brother’s girlfriends, I suppose.

Kade’s eyes land on mine the instant James pushes me into the room, and I burst out crying. God, all I’m doing lately is making a complete spectacle of myself, but my emotions are stretched thin over the events of the last twenty-four hours and the tense build-up over the last couple of months.

Kaden looks terrible, all bloodied and bruised, and half his upper body is tightly bandaged with his shoulder in a sling. But he’s still the most beautiful man in the world to me.

“Shh, honey,” he murmurs, opening his good arm for me. “Don’t cry. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

James helps me up onto the bed. Kaden’s uninjured arm wraps around me, and I gently hold him while my legs dangle off the side of the bed. “I’ll leave you two to talk in private,” his dad says. “Press the bell if you need anything, Kaden.”

“I’m good, Dad,” Kade says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “I have everything I need right here.”

James smiles at his son. “I can see that.” Then he quietly exits the room.

Kaden tips my head up, and our eyes meet. “How do you feel? Are you badly hurt?”

“Stop stealing my lines, and, no, I’m not badly hurt. My back is bruised, I pretty much ache all over, and I’m weak, but it’s nothing a bit of rest won’t cure.” I cup his face, my expression faltering as I trace gentle fingertips over his bruised, cut-up face. His busted eye looks so sore. “God, Kaden. I’m so sorry for all this. What you must have gone through …”

“I’m fine, Eva.” He kisses the tips of my fingers. “I’m not going to lie, I hurt literally everywhere. I’ve a few broken ribs, and I’ll have to wear this sling for a few weeks, but I’m alive, and so are you, and that is the only thing we should focus on now.”

“I thought we were going to die,” I tell him, running my fingers through his hair. “I really did.”

“I know, honey. I was praying my guy would come through, but in the end, it was my brother who saved us.”

I arch a brow. “What? Who? How?”

He smiles, and it’s unbelievable how much that brightens up my world. I never thought I’d get to see that smile again. Get to snuggle with him like this. Have a future to look forward to.

“It’s just as well Kev is as stubborn as me.” He chuckles. “I told him not to get involved but he ignored me. Kev has monitored all our cells for years,” he starts explaining and my eyes pop wide. “He has no qualms about boundaries and privacy, but his heart is in the right place, and he has saved our butts more times than I can count.” He kisses my forehead, and I melt. “Anyway, Garcia’s bastards smashed my cell and left it on the side of the road, so I knew there was no way my brother was riding to the rescue this time, but I underestimated him. Again.”

He brushes my hair back, planting a soft kiss on my neck. “Don’t ever tell him I said that though. His ego is worse than mine.”

“Doubtful,” I tease, kissing the underside of his jaw. “But that’s a conversation for another day. What did Keven do?”

“I found him snooping in my bedroom a few weeks ago. Turns out he put trackers in the soles of all my shoes. Kev knew we were leaving, and he was up all night monitoring shit online. He had also discovered Jonas’s identity and he was tapping his phones, so he heard how some of his guys were MIA, and he knew something had gone wrong. He tracked me to the warehouse and sent an anonymous tip to the FBI with our location.”

“Wow. We owe him our lives.”

“We do, and I don’t think he’ll ever let me forget it.”

“Nor should he.”

“He hacked into the FBI’s communication channel and heard everything as it went down. I’m glad he was smart enough not to attempt to come after us himself because if anything had happened to him …” He doesn’t need to complete that sentence.

And that brings other memories to the surface. “Poor Tiffani.”

He nods, and his Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. “I can’t believe she’s dead. She didn’t deserve that, even if she did throw you to the wolves.”

“She didn’t understand what she was doing.”

“He was so cold when he took her out. Like she was an annoying insect under the bottom of his shoe.” He shivers. “I’m so grateful you’re free of him, and I wish you’d never had to endure the things you have.”

“He’s dead, and he can’t hurt either of us again.”

“I know. Kev updated me. He said there’s an internal battle going on for control of his business, and he doubts anyone will be concerned with us, but I think we still need to take precautions. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve hired my dad’s guys to watch over us.”

While I hate the thought of more men with guns hiding in the shadows, I know it makes sense to take precautions until we know we’re in the clear. “You won’t hear any complaints from me.”

He holds me tighter to his side, and I wish I could kiss him, but his mouth is all torn and bleeding, and I don’t want to hurt him. Instead, I press a kiss to the sliver of exposed skin at his collarbone. “I love you, Kaden, and I’m so happy you’re okay.”

“I love you too, honey.” He presses a soft kiss to my cheek. “And now we get to start living our lives the way we’ve always wanted.” He peers into my eyes, and I fall in love with him all over again. “It’s over, Eva. From now on, there is nothing standing in our way.”


Epilogue

Present – Christmas
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Kaden

“Oh my God,” Eva exclaims, beaming at me, “it’s as noisy as a toddler’s playground in here.”

She’s not wrong. Christmas dinner chez Kennedy is becoming quite the boisterous affair. Our family is growing, and the get-togethers are getting bigger. Faye’s father is here along with her three half-siblings, as well as Brad’s mother and two sisters, and Rachel and her dad. Although my nephew Hewson is the only actual toddler in the place, the way Kal and Keaton are shrieking and hollering as they chase him around the room makes it seem like we’ve a roomful of sugar-crazed, over-excited kiddies.

“I love it,” Eva adds, looping her arm through mine and grinning. I lean down and kiss her on the lips, uncaring that my family surrounds us. I spent far too long hiding my love for her, and I won’t shy away from PDAs or from telling her how much I love her. “This is what family is all about.”

The last month has been blissful and strenuous in equal measures. We both had to give numerous statements to the FBI around the events in the warehouse, and Eva has had a lot of legal stuff to complete to officially sever all connection to Jeremy Garcia. Dan Evans, our family attorney, put a rush on things, and when the paperwork came through, we snuck off to the courthouse and got married.

It was, hands down, the best day of my life.

Eva looked so beautiful in her simple off-white knee-length gown. With minimal makeup and her gorgeous hair pinned up in an elegant bun, she was the most radiant bride. As long as I live, I will never forget the blissful, adoring look in her eyes as we made our vows. The moment the officiate said I could “kiss my bride” is forever imprinted on my heart. Kissing my wife for the first time was indescribable. It feels like everything we’ve endured over the last few years has been building to his point, and everything has come full circle, like it was supposed to.

Asking my wife to remove her new engagement and wedding rings today was difficult, but I know Kyler is making a big announcement after dinner, and I won’t steal my brother’s thunder.

The only two people who know we are married are Renee and Keven. Both stood with us, as maid of honor and best man, respectively. And both have been sworn to secrecy until we’ve publicly announced it. I don’t like asking Eva to keep it quiet, but, frankly, I like having this time to ourselves. As soon as Mom finds out, she’s going to demand a big, glitzy wedding, and she’ll suck Eva into wedding planning before she knows it.

“I’m happy you’re comfortable here.” I wrap my arms around her as Mom smiles in our direction. “And I knew my family would love you.” I was worried about her mental state today because her dad has just started his two-year stint behind bars, and I know she’s going to miss him. Despite their history, he has really stepped up these last few weeks and come through for Eva. His testimony will put a lot of men away for a long time, and he’s single-handedly removed any final threats to our freedom. No one in those circles cares about Eva anymore, and that’s the way I like it.

She squeezes me tight. “You have a wonderful family, Kaden, and they couldn’t have been more welcoming. I wasn’t expecting them to be as open and forgiving.”

If she realized half of the stuff my family has been through, she’d understand how our situation is almost the norm. At one time, it looked like Kyler was in love with his half-sister, and let’s not forget the courtroom shit Kal’s fiancée Lana put him through, so Eva’s murdering ex-husband and her position as professor wasn’t any more scandalous. “It takes a lot to shock my family,” I admit, kissing her temple. Oriental scents of apricot, plum, and coconut swirl around me, and I inhale the hypnotic fragrance of her perfume.

It’s new, like a lot of other things.

Eva insisted on turning her back completely on her old life, leaving most of her clothes and personal possessions behind. I offered to take her shopping, to buy her whatever she needs, but she wouldn’t hear of it, and I didn’t protest. I understand how important independence is to her after almost a decade spent living in a cage. So, as much as I want to shower her with gifts, and spend every spare second with her, I have taken a step back and given her the space she needs. I’m happy for Eva to set the pace, as long as I’m there for the ride.

Hewson darts past us like a whirlwind, his daddy and uncle chasing after him with glee. Hewson wraps his little arms around Eva’s bare leg, looking up at her. The cutest little smile spreads across his face and his arms go out. “Up!” he demands. “Me want up!” Without hesitation, Eva scoops the little angel into her arms, tweaking his noise and making him laugh.

“You have that look on your face,” my brother Kalvin says, smirking at me.

I play along. “What look, asshat?”

“The look of lurvveee.”

I shrug. “I’m in love. I’m not hiding that.”

Kal raises a brow, and Keaton makes his escape, any mention of love making him run for the hills, even if he is devoted to his long-time sweetheart Melissa. The triplets turned eighteen last month, and they’re technically adults, but to me they’re still my kid brothers.

“I think I might have to kidnap this little guy,” Eva tells Kal, tickling a chuckling Hewson. He now has his arms latched around her neck, and the sight stirs something powerful inside me.

“You’ll have to get in line,” Kal replies. “And I think Faye would come to blows with you over it.”

“Fact,” I agree. “She’s besotted with him. Both her and Kyler are.”

“I know you’re only home for Christmas break, but if you and Lana need any more babysitters, we’d be happy to help,” Eva says, cooing at Hewson.

“It’s like a feast or famine,” Kal quips. “We only have a few friends we trust to babysit back in Florida, so we don’t get out much. Then we come here and everyone’s trying to push us out the door!”

“Take advantage of it,” I say, plucking the little guy out of Eva’s arms and putting him up on my shoulders.

“Kade.” Eva’s tone holds considerable caution.

Ignoring the sharp tug on my still-healing shoulder, I reach up and hold Hewson’s little hands. “Relax, honey. I’m fine.”

Leaving Eva chatting with Kal, I race around the room with Hewson still on my shoulders, delighting in every little chuckle and squeal coming out of his mouth.

“Should you be doing that?” Mom asks, stepping in front of me.

“I’m fine, Mom. I barely feel a twinge, and I’m fed up of taking it easy.”

Hewson wriggles on my shoulders, and I carefully let him down. He takes off running straightaway, making a beeline for his momma. Lana lifts him up, pressing a loving kiss to his forehead.

“I have a feeling you might be the one to give me my next grandchild,” Mom says with a twinkle in her eye.

I stumble back a little. “Steady on there, Mom. I know how you get, and don’t go putting ideas in Eva’s head yet. I only just got her to myself, and I want to enjoy this time together before we start a family.”

“But you are planning that with her?”

I’m tempted to tell her about the wedding, but I spot Kyler out of the corner of my eye, holding Faye close, his eyes radiant with the news they’re bursting to tell everyone, and I won’t take this from him. “Absolutely.” I circle my arm around Mom’s shoulder. “Eva’s the one, and I look forward to starting a family with her, just not yet.”

Although, practicing is lots of fun, but I keep that thought to myself.

I haven’t been of much use to her in that regard until recently. The first couple of weeks after I was shot, my injuries made it too difficult to do much, but I’ve been making up for lost time this past week.

“And you’re happy, Kade?” Her eyes probe mine.

“Extremely.” I kiss my mother on the cheek. “I didn’t think I’d be here for Christmas. I thought Eva and I would be alone somewhere on the other side of the world, and while that would’ve been special in its own way, I would’ve missed everyone like crazy.” I look over at my wife, laughing and joking with Kal, Lana, Keven, and Keanu, and my heart swells with love.

“I’m thrilled for you, Kaden.” Mom palms my face. “And she’s perfect for you.”

“You don’t care that she’s older?”

“Pft.” Mom waves her hands in the air. “Age is only a number when it comes to love. You’re both adults and it doesn’t matter if there’s five months or five years between you. Besides, you’re following in family tradition so I’m hardly going to complain.” She winks, nudging my hip as she goes off to round everyone up for dinner.

I always forget that Mom is older than Dad, and I hadn’t thought of it like that.
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Keaton rubs his belly, groaning. “I don’t think I can eat another thing,” he tells the table. “I’m fit to burst.”

“Well, you better make some room.” I mess his hair up. “Eva spent ages making those cheesecakes, and it’d be rude to refuse to taste it.”

“I’m stuffed,” Kal admits, “but I’ll always make room for cheesecake.”

“You are like a bottomless pit,” Lana proclaims, smiling as she shakes her head. “I don’t know where you put it.”

“I know,” Faye pipes up, envy obvious in her tone. “I only have to look at cheesecake and it goes straight to my hips.”

“You’re gorgeous, babe, and you know it. Knock yourself out with the cheesecake,” Kyler tells her, earning a chorus of groans from the guys around the table. The girls all predictably swoon.

“Jesus Christ,” Kent moans. “If I—”

We all round on him, telling him to zip it, that we’ve heard it a million times. Whitney, Faye’s half-sister, drapes her arm around Kent’s shoulder, whispering something in his ear, much to the chagrin of her dad Adam. I don’t know what it is with those two, but they’ve been carrying on for years, whenever they see one another. Kent is far from ideal boyfriend material, and I don’t need to be a mind reader to know Adam isn’t one bit happy about their relationship, even if it appears pretty casual.

“Hey, man,” I say, nudging Keven’s shoulder. He’s seated on my left, while Eva has been sitting on my right. I clear my throat. “I have something I want to say.” In all honesty, this should’ve been said weeks ago but I was drugged up and not thinking clearly in the hospital, and the last few weeks have been hectic, so this is the first opportunity I’ve had to properly thank Keven. I could’ve pulled him aside at the courthouse, but I didn’t want to spoil our wedding by referencing anything about that awful day.

He arches a brow.

“I haven’t properly thanked you for what you did for me and Eva. Neither of us would be here today if it wasn’t for your super-stalking skills and your quick thinking.” A messy ball of emotion clogs the back of my throat. “I owe you my life, brother.” I lower my voice. “My wife owes you her life.” I clamp a hand on his shoulder. “And I will never, ever forget what you did for us.” I squeeze his shoulder. “I love you, bruh.”

Kev surprises me, tugging me into a hug. “I love you too, man. And seeing how happy you both are is all the thanks I need.”

Our uncharacteristic mushy moment is broken up when Mom and Eva return to the dining room with dessert. They are both laughing, and the sight almost brings tears to my eyes. Once everyone has their cake, Eva sits back down, grinning up at me. “Happy, honey?” I ask, kissing the tip of her nose.

“Deliriously,” she confirms, leaning in to kiss me. “I love your family, and I love this day, and I can’t remember ever feeling this happy. You have given me so much, Kaden.” She flings her arms around me, and I love that she has no qualms about doing so in front of my family. Everyone is chatting, and eating their dessert, but I’m guessing all eyes are on us too. “I love you,” she whispers in my ear. “And I’m going to show you just how much when we get home.”

Home.

I never thought I’d love that word as much as I’ve come to. I gave Eva free rein to redecorate my penthouse however she liked, and she went to town on it, filling it with all the homey little fixtures and fittings it was missing, all the things that now give it that warm, welcoming vibe when you step foot in the door. I think she was glad to have something to do now that she’s no longer working.

The day after the showdown at the warehouse, Eva resigned her position at Harvard. She felt like she had no choice once the news channels started reporting events, splashing both our faces over TV screens. At least this way, Eva’s reputation is still intact. If she had stayed, an investigation would most likely have been launched into our relationship, and she probably would’ve been fired in a cloud of disgrace. As it is, the rumor mill is in overdrive on campus, but I refuse to confirm or deny anything. They can form their own opinions, and I don’t care.

I hate that she’s lost the career she loved so much, but she has come to terms with it a lot quicker than I thought she would. Now, she’s getting heavily involved in my business idea, and she’s going to conduct market research and put some of the structures in place while I finish out my degree and graduate. Then we’re going to run my online golf business together, and Eva has a few ideas of her own that she’ll most likely pursue down the line.

Everything has slotted perfectly into place, and life is good.

“Hey,” she says, staring quizzically at me. “Where’d you go?”

I take her hand and press a kiss to her palm. “I was just thinking about how perfect my life is now you’re officially in it.”

“If you don’t stop staying stuff like that I might just have to drag you to the bathroom before we leave,” she whispers in my ear.

“And you think I’d have any issue with that?” I quirk a brow in amusement. “You can have your wicked way with me any time, any place, anywhere.”

She bursts out laughing and the sound is like music to my ears. Grinning at her, I plant another quick kiss on her lips. Man, I can’t stop touching this woman. I just love her so much.

Kyler clears his throat loudly, and we both sober up. Eva is aware of what’s about to go down, although I made her promise not to say a word. I’m the only one Kyler told the news to, and I’m honored he trusted me enough to share it. He stands up, holding his hand over Faye’s. They lock eyes, and a moment passes between them. A moment none of us misses. Mom is on the verge of tears, and I think she’s just figured it out.

Kyler lifts his head, his gaze roaming around the table. “Faye and I have some news. We’re getting married!”

The room erupts in a chorus of shouting, clapping, and cheering. Kyler pulls Faye to her feet, enveloping her in his arms, looking like he never wants to let go. Eva and I share a look, understanding the emotions my brother and his new fiancée are feeling. We move toward one another at the same time, our lips meeting in the middle, our hands finding one another.

“Oh my God,” Whitney shrieks, “that ring is obscene.”

Eva and I part, standing up as one and moving around the table. Whitney’s jaw is someplace on the ground as she holds Faye’s hand, staring enviously at the massive engagement ring on her finger.

“Overcompensating, bruh?” I joke, grabbing Kyler into a hug.

“Very fucking funny.”

“I’m really happy for you guys,” I say, grabbing Faye into my embrace as Eva moves to hug Ky.

“Have you set a date or anything?” Eva asks.

“Not yet,” Faye says, slinging her arm around my brother’s waist and grinning up at him. “But we don’t want to wait, so we’ll probably get married sometime during summer break.”

Wow. Mom is going to sprout wings and fly when she realizes she has two weddings to plan next year.

“You should have a double wedding with Lana and Kal,” Keaton suggests, tugging Faye away from Ky and wrapping her in a massive hug. “That would be fun.”

“No fucking way,” Ky says. “Faye isn’t sharing her day with anyone else, and I’m sure Kal feels the same way.”

“I hear ya, bro,” Kalvin says, edging his way into the conversation. “And we’re not planning on getting hitched for another couple of years yet. Between our little bundle of fun, college, and Lana’s writing career, we have our hands full. We’ll do it when we have time to plan it properly.”

“I’m so excited for you,” Lana squeals, taking her turn hugging Faye. “Now we’re going to be legit sisters-in-law.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Faye admits, “but that’ll be so cool. And I’ll have official auntie dibs on Hewson.”

The doorbell rings as Rachel and Brad step up to offer their congratulations. Mom and Dad exchange nervous looks across the table, and I know what that means. We have a history of family celebrations being interrupted with shitty news.

Case in point.

Keanu returns from the front door with a horrified expression on his face. Officer Hanks steps into the dining room flanked by a man and a woman dressed in suits and serious expressions.

“What’s going on?” Dad asks, stepping forward and addressing our local police officer. Unfortunately, thanks to Kent’s shenanigan’s and other family history, Officer Hanks is well-acquainted with our family. “What was so important you had to interrupt us on Christmas Day? Do I need to call my attorney?”

“That would be a good idea, sir,” the woman says in a serious tone.

“These folks are from the FBI,” Officer Hanks explains. “And they’re here on official business.”

The male FBI agent is eyeballing Keven like he’s his next meal, and I’m terrified of where this is going. “We are here for Keven Kennedy. Come with us quietly, son, and we’ll make this painless for your family.”

Mom gasps, clamping a hand over her mouth, while Dad is already on his cell, calling Dan Evans, no doubt. Dad must have that man on a massive retainer, and we keep him plenty busy.

Keven leans in and kisses Faye on the cheek before slapping Kyler on the shoulder. “Congrats, guys, and I’m sorry to put a dampener on your news.” Ky locks Kev in a fierce hug, whispering something in his ear. Then Mom comes out of her daze, rushing Keven, sobbing and hugging him while Kev ushers reassurances. “They just want to talk to me about a few things, Mom. It’s not that serious,” he lies.

“Is that really necessary,” I hear Officer Hanks ask, and I swing my head around, watching the male FBI agent opening a set of handcuffs. “The young man is coming voluntarily with you.”

Ignoring Officer Hanks, the FBI agent rounds the table, stopping in front of Keven. Mom is clinging to his side, tears glistening in her eyes. The agent shows his badge, reads Kev his rights, and then handcuffs him.

“Don’t say a word until Dan gets there,” I tell Kev even though he doesn’t need to hear it. Kev knows more about his rights than any of us do. He’s done some crazy shit in the past, and he’s always feared this day would come, so I know he’s prepared and he won’t do anything to incriminate himself further.

I hold Eva against me while my brother is led away, rubbing my hands up and down her back, soothing her.

Keven

Agent Dickhead shoves my head in the back of his SUV, strapping me in while the female agent, who has yet to introduce herself, gets in the other side to keep an eye on me. Jerkoff slides behind the wheel, starting the engine. I stare out the window, at familiar landscape, as the miles eat away.

I’ve always known this day would come. Despite how careful I’ve been, some things refuse to stay buried. I knew the risk I was taking the day I sent the anonymous tip to the FBI about Kade and Eva’s location. There wasn’t time to put the proper precautions in place, and I knew it wouldn’t take too long before they discovered where the tip came from. I knew it would lead to further investigation, but, if I had my time over again, I’d still do the same.

My brother and his wife would have died that day if I hadn’t intervened.

And if I end up going to jail, I won’t have any regrets.

My brother is alive, and that’s all that counts.

The silence in the SUV is deafening, but I sure as fuck won’t be the first to break it.

We pull up at the back entrance of what I know is the local FBI field office. I cooperate as I’m removed from the car and led into the building.

They deposit me in a small room, cuffing my hands to the table and leaving me alone. Some time passes, and then the same two agents return with an older gentleman with thick dark hair. He removes the handcuffs from my wrists before dropping into a chair across from me, while the other two stand over in the corner like dutiful lackeys. “Good evening, Mr. Kennedy. I’m Supervisory Special Agent Andrew Clement, and I’d like to have an off-the-record chat with you before your attorney arrives.” Slamming a heavy manila folder down on the table, he eyeballs me with a penetrating stare. “We’ve had our eye on you for some time, Keven.” He raps his fingers off the table while I stare neutrally ahead. “You’ve been a very naughty boy.” He flips open the file, skimming through documents. “Illegal online gambling. Identify theft and larceny. Illegal wire-tapping. Not to mention some of the undesirables you’ve been connected to in the past. The list goes on.”

He has no idea.

Propping his elbows on the desk, he stabs me with sharp hazel eyes. “There is no denying how incredibly skilled you are with a computer, or your obvious intelligence, so I have a proposition for you.”

I arch a brow, as the woman pulls a white screen down from the ceiling.

“Our analysis shows you have tried to mend your ways, and your most recent illegal activities have all centered on protecting family and friends. We know you sent us the anonymous tip which led us to the warehouse that day, and we’re grateful.” He pauses momentarily. “However, your actions are enough to put you away for quite some time unless you agree to come and work for us,” Agent Clement says.

Okay, what?

I eyeball the guy like he’s crazy. “Work for you?” I splutter. “Doing what?”

“We could use a good technical analyst like you on a special high-priority undercover case.”

“And what? If I do this, you’ll rip up those charges?”

Extracting a document from the file, he slides it across the table to me. “That’s a contract of employment which also confirms that if you come to work with us we will drop all pending charges against you and shred your file, subject to certain provisions, of course.”

“What if I don’t want to come and work for you?”

“Then you’ll be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

I say nothing for a few minutes. “I need some time to think about it.”

The man smiles, as if I’ve just told a joke. “This is a one-time offer, and you’ll need to make your mind up now.” He clicks his fingers, and the male lackey switches off the light as the screen powers up. “Perhaps this might help persuade you,” Agent Clement says.

Photos of various well-known criminals appear on the screen, and he starts explaining. “Following the recent death of Jeremy Garcia, a drugs war has erupted on our streets, as various interested parties battle to take over what was his.” More images fill the screen. “But that’s not even the real problem. Most of the main players have their hands in several cookie jars. Narcotics is only one aspect of their business.” The images on the screen shift, showing several large trucks, open at the rear, with young girls spilling out of the vehicles, crying, and in various stages of undress. “Sex trafficking is another lucrative source of income, and something that’s been on our radar for quite some time, but we’re struggling to find evidence to pin these guys down.”

The images return to some of Massachusetts’s most notorious gangsters. “The turmoil in the aftermath of Garcia’s demise grants us an opportunity to infiltrate these organizations and start to build solid evidence against those responsible. With your background, and your skills, you could be a valuable asset to our team.”

The screen changes again, and my eyes zone in on the pretty blonde outside the photography studio. My chest tightens as I examine the shot in more detail. She’s looking up at a guy I don’t recognize, and they’re smiling at one another. “Who’s that?” I ask, gnawing on the inside of my mouth.

“Daniel Stanten. A relative newcomer on the scene. He was being groomed by Garcia and word on the street is he’s the one to watch.”

“Who’s the girl,” I ask, although I already know her name.

“Cheryl Keeland. His fiancée.”

“I’ll do it,” I blurt. “I’ll come and work for you.” Light floods the room, and Agent Clement stares at me in surprise. I reach across the table for the contract. “Where do I sign?”

He removes a pen from his inside jacket pocket and hands it to me. I don’t even bother reading it. Dan Evans will string me up for this, but screw that shit.

I’ve spent years trying to get all thoughts and memories of Cheryl Keeland out of my head, to no avail. Torn through girls like they were a two-for-one special, but nothing or no one can erase the only girl who has ever owned my heart.

Cheryl was the love of my life growing up, and I never envisioned a future where she wasn’t in it.

Until I fucked up.

And I lost her.

And I haven’t been at peace within myself since.

I don’t believe in kismet or karma or whatever the fuck you call it.

But right now, it feels like fate is sending me one-big-ass message.

And I’m not going to fuck up again.

Cheryl may be engaged to that guy, but she hasn’t married him yet, so there’s still time to warn her.

Time to tell her what I should have told her senior year.

Time to win back the heart of the only girl who has ever mattered.

Skipping to the back page of the contract, I scribble my signature in the field provided, sliding the document across the slick surface to a shocked-looking Agent Clement.

Grinning, I lean across the table. “When do I start?”
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She’s the one who got away. He’s the boy she can’t forget…

Cheryl

They say you never forget your first love, but I’m determined to prove Keven Kennedy is just a random boy from my past.

It’s not like I still think about him after all this time. Or daydream about how hot his kisses were and what it felt like to have his hands on my skin.

Nope, that’s not me. I’m in a happy place in my life. Engaged to a great man and finishing the last year of my photography degree.

But since I returned to Massachusetts, everything reminds me of the boy who ripped my heart to shreds. Especially when my fiancé’s constant business trips, and dwindling attention, raises old fears to the surface.

And then the unthinkable happens—Keven saunters back into my life, turning it upside down once more.

It’s ironic he thinks he’s protecting me when the only one I need protecting from is him
.

Keven

They say you never forget your first love. In my case, it’s true. Most everyone in high school thought Cheryl and I were a match made in heaven and that nothing could tear us apart. Until I messed up spectacularly and lost the best thing to ever happen to me.

Years have passed, girls have come and gone, but no one has laid claim to my heart in the way Cheryl did.

I thought she was lost to me forever when an unexpected encounter with an uptight FBI agent, and an intriguing proposition, brings the beautiful blonde back into my life.

I didn’t hesitate to sign on the dotted line.

I let Cheryl down once before. I’m not going to fail her this time.


Prologue

Christmas
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Keven

Agent Dickhead shoves my head in the back of his FBI-issued SUV while the female agent—who has yet to introduce herself—gets in the other side to keep an eye on me. Jerkoff slides behind the wheel and starts the engine.

I stare out the window, at familiar landscape, as the miles eat away.

I’ve always known this day would come. Despite how careful I’ve been, some things refuse to stay buried. I knew the risk I was taking the day I sent the anonymous tip to the FBI about Kade and Eva’s location. There wasn’t time to put the proper precautions in place, and I knew it wouldn’t take too long before they discovered where the tip originated from. I knew it would lead to further investigation, but if I had my time over again, I’d still do the same.

My brother and his wife would have died that day if I hadn’t intervened.

And if I end up going to jail, I won’t have any regrets.

My brother is alive, and that’s all that counts.

The silence in the SUV is deafening, but I sure as fuck won’t be the first to break it. So, I continue looking out the window, calmly awaiting my fate.

A short while later, we pull up at the back entrance of what I know is the local FBI field office in Chelsea, Massachusetts. I cooperate as I’m removed from the car and led into the building.

They deposit me in a small room, cuffing my hands to the table and leaving me alone.

Some time passes, and then the same two agents return with an older gentleman with thick dark hair. He removes the handcuffs from my wrists before dropping into a chair across from me while the other two stand in the corner like dutiful lackeys.

“Good evening, Mr. Kennedy,” he says. “I’m Supervisory Special Agent Andrew Clement, and I’d like to have an off-the-record chat with you before your attorney arrives.” Slamming a heavy manila folder down on the table, he eyeballs me with a penetrating stare. “We’ve had our eye on you for some time, Keven.” He raps his fingers off the table while I stare neutrally ahead. “You’ve been a very naughty boy.” He flips open the file, skimming through documents. “Illegal online gambling. Identify theft and larceny. Illegal wiretapping. Not to mention some of the undesirables you’ve been connected to in the past. The list goes on.”

He has no idea.

Propping his elbows on the desk, he stabs me with sharp hazel eyes. “There is no denying how incredibly skilled you are with a computer, or your obvious intelligence, so I have a proposition for you.”

I arch a brow, as the woman pulls a white screen down from the ceiling.

“Our analysis shows you have tried to mend your ways, and your most recent illegal activities have all centered on protecting family and friends. We know you sent us the anonymous tip which led us to the warehouse that day, and we’re grateful.”

He pauses momentarily. “However, your actions are enough to put you away for quite some time unless you agree to come and work for us,” he adds.

Okay, what?

I eyeball the guy like he’s crazy. “Work for you?” I splutter. “Doing what?”

“We could use a good technical analyst like you on a special high-priority undercover case.”

“And what? If I do this, you’ll rip up those charges?”

Extracting a document from the file, he slides it across the table to me. “That’s a contract of employment which also confirms if you come to work with us we’ll drop all pending charges against you and shred your file, subject to certain provisions, of course.”

“What if I don’t want to come and work for you?”

“Then you’ll be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

I say nothing for a few minutes. “I need some time to think about it.”

The man smiles, as if I’ve just told a joke. “This is a one-time offer, and you’ll need to make your mind up now.” He clicks his fingers, and Agent Dickhead switches off the light as the screen powers up. “Perhaps this might help persuade you,” Agent Clement says.

Photos of various well-known criminals appear on the screen, and he starts explaining. “Following the recent death of Jeremy Garcia, a drug war has erupted on our streets, as various interested parties battle to take over what was his.”

More images fill the screen. “But that’s not even the real problem. Most of the main players have their hands in several cookie jars. Narcotics is only one aspect of their business.”

The images on the screen shift, showing several large trucks, open at the rear, with young girls spilling out of the vehicles, crying and in various stages of undress. “Sex trafficking is another lucrative source of income, and something that’s been on our radar for quite some time, but we’re struggling to find evidence to pin these guys down.”

The images return to some of Massachusetts’s most notorious gangsters. “The turmoil in the aftermath of Garcia’s demise grants us an opportunity to infiltrate these organizations and start to build solid evidence against those responsible. With your background, and your skills, you could be a valuable asset to our team.”

The screen changes again, and my eyes zone in on the pretty blonde outside the photography studio. My chest tightens as I examine the shot in more detail. She’s looking up at a guy I don’t recognize, and they’re smiling at one another. “Who’s that?” I ask, gnawing on the inside of my mouth.

“Daniel Stanten. A relative newcomer on the scene. He was being groomed by Garcia, and word on the street is he’s the one to watch.”

“And the girl?” I ask although I already know her name.

“Cheryl Keeland. His fiancée.”

“I’ll do it,” I blurt. “I’ll come and work for you.” Light floods the room, and Agent Clement stares at me in surprise. I reach for the contract. “Where do I sign?”

Removing a pen from his inside jacket pocket, he hands it to me. I don’t even bother reading it. Dan Evans, our family attorney, will string me up by the balls for this, but screw that shit.

I’ve spent years trying to get all thoughts and memories of Cheryl Keeland out of my head, to no avail. Torn through girls like they were a two-for-one special, but nothing or no one can erase the only girl who has ever owned my heart.

Cheryl was the love of my life growing up, and I never envisioned a future where she wasn’t in it.

Until I fucked up.

And I lost her.

And I haven’t been at peace within myself since.

I don’t believe in kismet or karma or whatever the fuck you call it.

But right now, it feels like fate is sending me one big-ass message.

And I’m not going to fuck up again.

Cheryl may be engaged to that guy, but she hasn’t married him yet, so there’s still time to warn her.

Time to tell her what I should have told her senior year.

Time to win back the heart of the only girl who has ever mattered.

Skipping to the back page of the contract, I scribble my signature in the field provided, sliding the document across the slick surface to a shocked Agent Clement.

Grinning, I lean back in my chair. “When do I start?”


Chapter 1

March of the Following Year
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Keven

I stare at the screen without really seeing it. When I completed my training in Quantico and returned to the Chelsea field office a week ago, I expected the SSA—Special Supervisory Agent Clement—to assign me to something more exciting than this.

When he initially presented me with his proposition, he mentioned a high-profile undercover operation, and I stupidly thought that meant I’d be in the thick of the action. Maybe Dan Evans was right, and I should have waited for him to arrive before signing my name on that contract. But I was too hyped-up at the thought of my high school sweetheart being in danger to think logically. Which is most unlike me because I’m usually meticulous in my planning.

Now I’m here—stuck behind a desk— instead of out there protecting the only girl I’ve ever loved.

Yes, I know my role is technically an intelligence analyst and that you have to be at least twenty-three before they consider you for a field agent role, but Supervisory Special Agent Andrew Clement recruited me to join a classified organized crime task force, and I thought that meant special exemption.

But I was wrong.

Ordinarily, sitting in front of a computer trawling for information for hours at a time is right up my alley but not on this occasion.

I only took this job to get close to Cheryl.

To protect her from that criminal she’s engaged to.

To find out if there’s a way to right the wrongs of the past.

But I can’t do that if I’m trapped in this fucking office all day.

So, I’ve had no choice but to take matters into my own hands. One part of my plan is already in motion, and now it’s time to make my second play.

My chair screeches as I jump up, causing a couple of my colleagues to jerk their heads in my direction. I stride across the room with purpose, bounding up the stairs to the higher level, and stalk toward the SSA’s office. I rap on the door and wait to be called. Thirty seconds pass, and I’m conscious of eyeballs glued to my back from the lower level below. I’m about to knock a second time when the door flies open.

“Ah, Mr. Kennedy. What a coincidence. I was just about to summon you.” He steps aside. “Come in.”

I brush past him and sit down in one of the empty chairs in front of his desk.

“Make yourself at home,” he deadpans before dropping into his seat and leveling me with an intense stare. I hold his stare, refusing to back down or show any obvious emotion on my face. He drums his fingers off the top of the desk. “Why did you need to see me?” he inquires.

“If surveillance hasn’t been assigned to Cheryl Keeland, Daniel Stanten’s fiancée, yet, then I’d like to request the job.” I know no one is shadowing Cheryl, but it’s best not to clue him in on how well informed I am.

“And why would I do that?” He arches a brow.

I clear my throat, preparing to admit some of the truth. “I know her, and I’m concerned about her safety.”

His lips curve up ever so slightly. “I was wondering how long it’d take you to admit that.” I can’t hide the surprise on my face. He leans forward, propping his elbows on the desk. “Your reaction the first day we met completely gave you away. I’ll admit I wasn’t aware of the connection between you two the day I presented our proposition, but I knew your sudden agreement was something to do with that girl, so I ordered a background check.”

“Then you understand.” I fold my arms and wait for him to continue.

“If you joined this team expecting it to be an opportunity to reunite with your high school sweetheart, then I hate to be the one to disappoint you, but that’s not going to happen.”

“I joined the team to ensure she’s safe, and I want to help bring down those pricks who almost killed my brother and sister-in-law. Those bastards who are kidnapping young girls from Mexico and trafficking them into the U.S. Those degenerates who flood our streets with drugs and guns, preying on the weak and vulnerable. That’s
 why I’m here.”

It’s not a lie.

Yes, Cheryl was my initial motivation, but the more I’ve uncovered about the criminal underworld thriving in Boston, the more I’m determined to help bring them down.

“How very noble of you,” he drawls.

I work hard to resist the urge to flip him the bird. “It’s the truth,” I calmly reply.

“I’m glad to hear it.” He purses his lips as he stares at me. “And I happen to believe you’ll make an excellent agent, in time, provided you remember why you are here. And that’s not some personal crusade to protect your lost love. You have a set role in this team, and that’s to provide intelligence.”

“I don’t see why I can’t do both. It’s not like one is completely separate from the other,” I argue.

“They are not mutually exclusive, and that’s the very reason why you won’t be going anywhere near Cheryl Keeland. To do so could jeopardize our entire operation, and we’ve invested too much time to risk it. Our undercover agents have infiltrated both rival organizations, and we can’t take any action which might undermine their efforts.”

He stands, coming around the front of the desk. Propping his ass on the corner, he leans over me. “Besides, Daniel Stanten is only a minor player and not the focus of our attention at this time.”

“I thought you said he was the one to watch?”

“Intel we’ve gleaned while you were in Quantico points to other parties with more controlling responsibilities, and that’s where we’re focusing our efforts, for the moment, so there’s no need for any surveillance on Ms. Keeland or Mr. Stanten.”

“That’s a mistake.”

The expression on his face is a cross between mild amusement and mild irritation. “Is that so?”

I sit up straighter. “Yes. Something is off about that guy. He grew up on the wrong side of the tracks in Roxbury, yet he went on to graduate with honors from Harvard Law, and then he set up his own legal practice pretty much straight out of college, funded by Jeremy Garcia. We both know it’s not legit and that Garcia was grooming him for a bigger role, you said that yourself, but the question is why Stanten
 in the first place? What connects Garcia and Stanten that would have him choosing a newbie to take care of his legal affairs? It doesn’t add up. There’s got to be some purpose behind it.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He shrugs. “Garcia’s own son died at birth, and he’d taken a number of young men under his wing over the years. It’s not inconceivable to think he was trying to find someone worthy to replace him. Someone who would succeed him at the helm of the organization when the time was right.”

“I don’t doubt that, but why Stanten? Why, and how, did he come to Garcia’s attention?”

“It sounds like someone has been doing some moonlighting on the case.”

I hold up my hands. “I admit I’ve been digging into his background, but it’s all been on my own time.”

He scrubs a hand over his jaw. “Perhaps you’re right, and it ties into the reason why I wanted to speak with you.” He pauses briefly. “I need to speak to Eva Garcia.”

“Eva Kennedy,” I correct, quickly cutting across him. Eva’s married to my brother now, and she wants no reminders of that monster she was once forced into marrying. When Jeremy Garcia died that day in the warehouse, Eva wasted no time cutting all ties with him. He’s a part of her past she’s trying to put behind her.

“I meant no offense, and I’ve called you in here as a courtesy. I could bring Eva in for questioning at any time, but I thought you might like to mention it to her, and we could schedule a mutually convenient time that suits both parties.”

“Is there anything specific you need to talk to her about, or it’s more of a general conversation?”

“I’d like to talk to her about her time with Garcia. To find out if she has any information that might help with our case. Agent Wentward seemed to think she’d be predisposed to help.”

“Agent Wentward?” Disbelief bleeds from my tone. Agent Dickhead, as I prefer to call him, doesn’t have any knowledge or right to make such sweeping statements. There’s no love lost between the two of us since my arrest, that’s for sure. He hasn’t done anything to hide his disdain for me, and I love returning the favor. “How the hell is he qualified to cast judgment on Eva?”

“Colin was part of the team at the warehouse the day of the shooting, and he helped escort your sister-in-law to the hospital.”


Why the hell didn’t I know that?
 I’ll be having words with my brother. He should’ve told me the guy who showed up at our house Christmas Day was the same guy who assisted Eva the day everything came to a head in that abandoned warehouse.

“I’ll talk to Eva. When do you want her to come in?”

“Ideally, as soon as possible. We need to explore some new angles. Our undercover agents say it’s going to take time to infiltrate the highest levels of the organizations, so we need to explore all other options in the meantime. Cracking this case sooner than later is my priority. If we cover several bases, we stand a greater chance of success.”

“Which is why I think we should put more effort into Stanten. Let me dig deeper. See if I can find the link that connects him to Garcia.”

The phone rings on his desk, but he ignores it, looking contemplative as he stares at me. “Okay, Kennedy.” He nods with a resigned sigh. “Take a closer look at Stanten but strictly from the confines of your desk.” He narrows his eyes at me. “And you’re to have no contact with Ms. Keeland. That’s an order.” He picks up the phone, holding the cradle to his chest. “Have I made myself clear?”

“Crystal,” I lie as I get up and walk out of his office.


Chapter 2
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Cheryl

“Can I open my eyes yet?” I plead in a voice that betrays my excitement.

Dan wraps his arms around my waist from behind, pressing up close to me. “You are the hardest person to surprise. Do you know that?” Amusement underscores his tone.

“I know,” I readily admit, “because I get too excited and I’m way too impatient.” I laugh. “Please, Dan. I know we’re here. Let me see.”

Since he woke me up this morning, telling me today was a big day and that he had a huge surprise for me, I’ve been wracking my brain trying to figure out what it could be. I know I drove him insane on the journey here. Especially when he put this blindfold on me and made me promise not to peek.

All I know is we’ve left the city behind, and we were driving for about a half hour until he stopped. I heard little beeps as he punched in some code on a keypad and the creaking of gates. Then we were on the move again before coming to a complete stop a minute later. I’m guessing he’s brought me to some lavish hotel and I’m practically jumping for joy, too excited at the prospect of spending alone time with my fiancé, in luxurious surroundings, to worry about missing a few days of classes.

Not that I need extravagant gifts, but Daniel Stanten sure knows how to spoil the woman in his life. I keep telling him to stop it, that he should be saving his money, but it goes over his head.

Dan helps me out of the car with strict instructions not to remove the blindfold yet. I hop from foot to foot, impatiently waiting for him to put me out of my misery. It’s unnaturally cold out today, but I’m cocooned in my thick bubble jacket, so I only feel the sharp, icy sting slapping my exposed cheeks. A gentle rustling sound in the background is the only noise I can hear. Wherever we are, it’s unbelievably peaceful.

“Welcome to your new home,” Dan says, sliding the blindfold off my eyes and hugging me from behind.

I blink for several seconds until my eyesight has adjusted to the light, and then my eyes bug out of my head, and my jaw drops to the floor. “What?” I splutter, unsure if I heard him correctly.

We’re standing in front of a massive modern two-story property with wide cherry-framed windows and a stylish cream brick façade. The roof is split into various sized triangular-shaped peaks, and a professionally landscaped lawn stretches along the front of the house. All around us are clusters of tall trees, some still snow-capped from the recent light snowfall.

“I bought it for us. Surprise.”

I twist around in his arms. “You bought us a house?” I squeak.

He waggles his brows, grinning. “I did good, right?”

I turn back around, staring at the huge house. “How could you even afford something like this?” I mean, I know Dan’s new business is doing well but not that
 well. He’s only been running it a year, and I don’t see how he has the money to make such an ostentatious purchase.

“Business is booming,” he says in a clipped tone, his body turning stiff against me.

“Baby.” I spin around and cup his face. “I’m not criticizing. I’m just blown away, and I don’t want you to get into debt when you’re only starting out. A smaller house would be totally fine with me.”

He takes a step back, removing himself from our embrace, and a muscle clenches in his jaw. “Most women would be screaming and throwing themselves at their fiancé if he surprised them with this house.”

“Dan.” I move toward him, but he takes another step away from me. I soften my tone. “I’m only thinking of you. I don’t want you to put yourself under too much pressure.” I grab his hand so he can’t move away from me anymore. “I love the house. It’s absolutely stunning. And I’m overwhelmed you’ve bought this for us, but I love you for you
. Not the things you think you have to buy for me. I would be happy living in a shack once I was with you.”

Dan doesn’t talk about his childhood that often, but I know they didn’t have much. It was just him and his mom, and they grew up in quite a rough part of Boston. He’s worked really hard to claw his way to where he is today, and I respect him enormously for his ambition, his drive and determination. But I don’t want him to kill himself working to provide for me. Or to feel like I expect the best of everything. He’s already working crazy hours, weekends too, and with his business trips becoming more frequent, I’m worried about his stress levels.

His handsome face relaxes, and he reels me back into his arms. “You have a good heart, Cheryl, and sometimes, I forget you’re not like most women I’ve known.” He grabs my ass and squeezes. “But you have to stop worrying. Trust I have everything under control.” He slaps my ass firmly before taking my hand and leading me toward the house. “And get used to this, because this is only the start.” As he winks at me, I try to ignore the anxious churning in my stomach.

I walk around the opulent living room in a bit of a daze, unable to take it all in. The whole interior of the house has been professionally designed and decorated. It’s literally like stepping into a showhouse. There isn’t a single thing left to do—it’s in pristine walk-in condition.

A fluttering sensation takes up residence in my chest, and I’m even more uncomfortable than I was outside. This must have cost a fortune. And, while it’s tastefully furnished and decorated, it doesn’t feel like a home to me.

“It’s killed me keeping this a secret from you,” Dan gushes, tugging me into the massive well-lit kitchen. “But the place was a wreck when I first bought it. It’s why I got it for such a good price. I demolished most of the original structure and hired contractors to rebuild it, and then I hired one of the leading interior designers to create the perfect family home for us.”

Next, he drags me into an exquisite dining room with a long walnut table that seats twelve. A massive chandelier hangs overhead, and the room overlooks the sprawling back yard with a wraparound deck, patio, pool, and manicured lawns.

Dan draws me back into his chest while we both stare out the window. He rests his chin atop my head. “I wanted to have it ready to walk into before I brought you here. I know you’re busy with college, the studio, and your volunteer work, so I didn’t want to burden you with this. You’re not mad, right?”

I kind of am, but I don’t articulate that sentiment. I don’t want to appear ungrateful or dampen his obvious delight, so I keep my thoughts contained this time even if I am disappointed that he didn’t allow me any input into the project. I would have loved helping with the design and overseeing everything, but he didn’t give me the chance. “I’m not mad. It’s beautiful. Thank you, Dan.”

His lips latch onto my neck as his hands slide up under my sweater. “Want to christen this room first?”
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“He bought you a freaking house?” Hayley’s shriek is so loud that several heads in the auditorium swivel in our direction.

“Shh. Keep it down! I don’t want half the class to know.”

“Where is it, and do you have any pics?” she asks, fiddling with her new Tiffany bracelet.

“It’s in Lexington, and no, there wasn’t time this morning. I got a quick tour, and then Dan drove me back to the apartment to collect my car.” I don’t mention the quick fuck because I’m not one to divulge details even if Hayley doesn’t hold back in telling me about her conquests. Girl has an insatiable sexual appetite. I’m no prude, but some of her stories make my ears burn they’re that hot.

“You’re such a lucky bitch,” she pouts, slapping her notepad down on the desk in front of her like it’s personally insulted her or something. “First, he buys you a brand-new Audi A3, and now a house?” Her lips curl into a sneer. “And you don’t even appreciate it.”

“I do appreciate it,” I protest, quietly opening my notepad as the professor gets ready to start the session. “But I don’t need extravagant gestures, and it’s a little unnerving at times.”

“Dan strikes me as the type who likes to spend money on his woman. If you’re not careful, you’ll lose him to someone who lets him indulge his generous nature.”

My brow wrinkles as I turn to face her. “Why the hell would you say something like that to me?” It’s both hurtful and bitchy, and I’ve noticed Hayley making a lot of snide remarks lately that I don’t like. I’m not sure if I’ve done something to upset her or if she’s jealous of my relationship with Dan, but she’s been off with me the last few months, and I can’t figure out why. And, it’s not as if she even knows him that well. They’ve only met one time.

When I first met Hayley, the first day of class last September, she was a Godsend. Transferring to a new college for the last year of my degree was hugely daunting. I’ve left all my family and friends back in Delaware, and having lost touch with most of my old friends from Wellesley, I was very much alone when I initially moved back here. Making a friend the minute I stepped foot on the MassArt campus was more than I could have hoped for. But Hayley literally barreled her way into my life.

We ran into one another outside the auditorium that first morning, both of us tumbling to the ground, the contents of our book bags spread out on the floor around us, and an instant friendship was formed in between our laughter. We gelled, instantly, and we were super close those first few months.

But something has shifted in our relationship recently, and I don’t understand it. I’ve asked her what’s wrong, but she constantly tells me everything is fine, almost leading me to believe I’m imagining it.

“I’m just looking out for you, Cheryl.” She pats my hand, and the gesture strikes me as condescending. “I know Dan is the catch of the century, and I’d hate anything to come between you. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t try to warn you?”


Chapter 3
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Keven

My brother Kaden is waiting in the lobby of my Chelsea apartment building when I return home from work. I’d messaged him earlier, asking him to meet me. “Hey.” I jerk my head in acknowledgment at the security guard in the lobby at the same time I greet my brother.

“Hey, man. How are you?” Kade slaps me on the back, almost dislocating my shoulder, but I pass no comment. Since Kade decided to bulk up, a subtle competitive rivalry exists between us, and he loses no opportunity to try to remind me of his physical strength.

All my brothers work out, but since that shit went down between Cheryl and me senior year of high school, I’ve thrown myself into the gym, and lifting weights, as a welcome distraction. It was that or continue with the self-destructive path I was on.

I also took up running a couple years ago, and I jog at least five miles a day. It served me well during my FBI physical. They place huge importance on fitness, and if I ever want to move to a special agent role, I need to maintain peak physical form.

Kade started working out seriously about a year ago, and he’s more obsessed than I ever was. As the eldest, he likes to think he’s better at everything, and I know it kills him that this is one area where I excel. In every other way, my brother is a far better man than me, but I’m not handing over this crown to him too. This one is mine. So, yeah, he can keep snapping at my heels, but he won’t win this battle.

We don’t speak as we ride the elevator to the top floor, but this isn’t the type of conversation you have in an elevator. Once we enter the penthouse I now call home, I dump my duffel bag on the floor in the hallway and head straight for the kitchen. “Beer?” I inquire with my head stuck in the fridge.

“Just the one. I’m driving.”

I smirk as I uncap both bottles, handing one to him. “Look at you. All responsible and shit.”

“Says the FBI agent,” he retorts with a knowing smile, clinking his bottle against mine. “How’s that going?”

“It’s okay.” I walk into the open-plan living area, and he follows me. We sit down across from one another on the new leather couches.

“Not what you were expecting?” he asks, crossing one leg over the other.

“I thought it would be more hands on, but they have me stuck behind a screen all day.”

“Because that’s your skillset.” He tips the bottle into his mouth. “And that’s what they recruited you for.”

I shrug, not really wanting to get into it with him.

My entire family was shocked speechless when I told them I’d agreed to join the FBI. I guess it’s ironic. I pulled tons of illegal shit in the past. Was mixed up in lots of shady stuff before I copped on to myself. So, it’s funny that I’m now on the other side of the law. I understand why it was surprising. But they don’t know the real reason why I joined—they don’t know I’m doing this for Cheryl.

“Mom did a good job with the place.” Kade casts an appreciative glance around the stylishly decorated room.

“And Mrs. McConaughey,” I add, because Mom and Brad’s mom set up the interior design business together. I bought this penthouse before it was built, seeing only the blueprints, and hired them to furnish and decorate the place while I was training at Quantico.

Brad is my younger brother Kyler’s best friend and practically a surrogate Kennedy. He’s grown up with our family, and my parents took him in when shit hit the fan and his family had to leave the country without him. He’s had his fair share of crap to deal with in the last couple of years, but things have turned a corner for him now his family is back on American soil and he’s with Rachel. They’ve been good for one another, and I’m glad to see both my friends in a happy place. God knows, Rachel is well overdue it too.

“I hope their new business venture works out,” I say, because I know how much they’ve both put into it.

“I’m sure it’ll be a success with Mom at the helm. If she could run a successful multi-billion-dollar fashion empire, she can run a boutique interior design business.”

“True.”

We both sip from our beers. “How’s college?” I ask. “And plans for your new business?” Kade and Eva are in the process of setting up an online golf business.

“Senior year is tough. You’re lucky you had enough credits to graduate early. I’d kill to be finished now.”

I am
 lucky I had enough credits, because if I didn’t, I would have walked away from Harvard without my degree, which would’ve sucked. The FBI pulled some strings while I was at Quantico, and Harvard allowed me to graduate early. Now, I’ve got a nice framed certificate on my wall and a new potential career path.

“I just want to focus on the business,” Kade continues. “Eva is making great progress, and I really want to be doing it alongside her.”

“You only have a few more months until you graduate. It’ll pass before you know it.”

He nods, and I scrub a hand along the back of my neck as awkward silence trickles between us. While it’s great we’re back on speaking terms, I hate the formality of our conversations these days.

Things are still a little strained between Kade and me.

We had a falling out during a family vacation to Ireland the summer before last, and we didn’t really speak for the best part of a year. But since he got together with Eva, and in the aftermath of the shooting, we resolved our issues, and I got my brother back, but it hasn’t been quite the same, and I wonder if we’ll ever truly reconnect.

Perhaps it’s just he’s moved on with his life. He’s married and thinking about starting a family, and I don’t even have a steady girlfriend. Our lives are moving in different directions so maybe losing the closeness we once shared is inevitable.

“What was so urgent I had to drop by?” he asks after a few beats.

“My boss wants Eva to come in. I thought it best to ask you first because I know how much Eva hates talking about her prior life.”

He puts his beer down on the coffee table, sitting up straighter and resting his elbows on his knees. “Why do they want to speak to Eva now? She already gave a statement after the shooting.”

My brother and his wife have a complicated history. Eva was Kaden’s professor for a while, and they had a short-lived affair behind her gangster husband’s back. Eva broke things off to protect Kade, not that he knew that at the time. They spent years pining for one another before eventually caving to their feelings last year. In November, Kaden and Eva attempted to flee the country together. He was going to sacrifice everything for her because they both knew the monster she’d been forced into marrying would never stop looking for them. But my brother has loved that woman from the moment he met her, and he was prepared for a life on the run if it meant being with her. Only her husband found out about their plans and kidnapped and tortured both of them.

I’d been worried when I discovered Kade had taken up with Eva again, so I’d planted some GPS trackers in his shoes. If I hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t have been able to locate their whereabouts and tip off the FBI. They arrived just in time. Gunfire was traded on both sides, and my brother was shot, but thankfully, it wasn’t serious, and he made a full recovery. So did Eva. But I know she’s still haunted by the events of that day and the abuse she suffered at her first husband’s hands. I doubt Kaden wants her to relive any of it, but like my boss said, they’ll just take her in for questioning whether she likes it or not. At least this way, Kade can prepare her for it.

“They are looking for more general information this time,” I explain. “Things are escalating on the streets, and we’ve seen a rise in gun violence and the supply of drugs and women to the city. The SSA wants to cover all angles, and he wants to see what Eva may know that could help.”

“I’m not sure she’ll be of much help. She deliberately stayed away from Garcia’s business.”

“I think he thinks she may know stuff unwittingly that could help.”

Kade drags a hand through his hair. “I hate that we can’t leave the past in the past.” He shakes his head. “We still have bodyguards because I’m terrified of retaliation. That bastard may be dead, but that doesn’t mean the threat is.”

“I’m still monitoring both of you and keeping an eye out for anything suspicious. I’m not about to allow anything to happen to either one of you again.”

Kade looks up at me, and I’m surprised to see tears in his eyes. “I didn’t know you were doing that.”

I shrug, downplaying it, tipping the last remnants of beer into my mouth. “I’m still watching out for everyone in the family. I’ve set up one of the bedrooms as a special surveillance room. Got a bunch of new equipment. Have it set up to automatically search the net and underground chat rooms for any mention of our family and extended family.”

“Can I see?” he asks, standing.

“Sure.” I put my empty bottle down and lead him out to the bedrooms, bypassing my master suite and the guest bedroom and stepping into the last room. It’s the smallest of the three bedrooms but still a sizable space and more than fit for its purpose. Fitted desk units rim the perimeter of the room on all sides, and wall-mounted cupboards and storage space lies overhead. The rest of the room houses all my new tech.

“Fucking hell, Kev.” Kade stares at the multitude of screens and computers, all displaying different feeds and images. “This looks like some hardcore shit. And not cheap either.”

“It is, and it wasn’t.” Not that money is any issue. I came into my trust fund when I turned twenty-one last year, and I’ve more money than I know what to do with, so even though this equipment cost a huge chunk of change, it’s only a drop in the ocean.

Kade presses his face up closer to one of the screens. “Is that Cheryl Keeland?”

Fuck. What was I thinking bringing him in here?


He leans in so close his nose is touching the screen. I slump into a chair, preparing myself for the impending interrogation. No point lying. “It is
 Cheryl.”

He turns to face me, folding his arms and propping his butt on the side of the desk. “What’s going on, Kev? And no bullshitting me.”

I rub a tense spot between my brows. “Cheryl is the reason I took the FBI job.”

“Go on,” my eldest brother prompts.

“She’s engaged to a guy who was working with Garcia although I’m guessing she’s no clue what her fiancé really does for a living.”

He plops down in the seat beside me. “Shit. That’s not good. I wonder if Eva knows him?”

I sit up straighter in my chair, cursing myself for not thinking to ask her before now. “His name’s Daniel Stanten, and he was apparently being groomed to take over from Garcia. I’m betting Eva’s at least heard of him.”

“Okay. I’ll ask her about him and Cheryl. And go ahead and set the meeting up with your boss.”

“Don’t you want to talk to Eva first?”

He shakes his head. “No need. I know my wife. She hates what that bastard was involved in, and if she has even a tiny piece of information that might help the FBI, she’ll want to share it.”

Kade turns his attention back to the screen, watching the images of Cheryl coming out of the photography studio where she works. I set up software recognition searches for her online, and I was also able to hack into a few local camera feeds, one near MassArt and one outside the studio, and it now automatically transmits and records any images featuring Cheryl.

Yep, I’ve got Stalker 101 down to a fine art form.

“I’m guessing your boss doesn’t know about this little side operation?” Kade pins me with a serious look.

Hell, no. SSA Clement would bust my balls if he knew about this setup. He has specifically told me to stay away from Cheryl, so he can’t find out I’m working my own game plan on the side. “Nope, and I’d prefer it stayed that way, so don’t mention this to anyone. Not even Eva.”

“I don’t keep secrets from my wife, Kev.” He sighs deeply. “But I’ll do it on this occasion. For Cheryl.” He eyeballs me with a grim expression. “I want in. Whatever you’re planning, I want to help.”

Kade always liked Cheryl, and he looked out for her back in high school when she was getting bullied over her dyslexia. Ultimately, it’s what led to us dating back in ninth grade, but that’s a story for another day.

“I don’t want to drag you into this shit. Getting mixed up with Garcia almost cost you your life. And it’s worse now because a notorious New York criminal mastermind is trying to encroach on Garcia’s old turf, and Garcia’s old rival is embroiled in a war with this New York crowd and remnants of Garcia’s organization still loyal to him who are fighting to hold onto their patch. It’s messy out there, and it’s only going to get uglier. I don’t want you or Eva anywhere near that.”

He slaps me on the shoulder, and I silently curse him. “Eva won’t be anywhere near it, I can promise you that.” He scrutinizes my face. “What are your intentions toward Cheryl?”

“I need to open her eyes to that asshole she’s engaged to.”

“And that’s it?” Kade quirks a brow, and I shrug. I’m not one for openly discussing my feelings. “Come on, Kev. Just fucking admit it. You never got over losing Cheryl, and now you’ve been given a second chance.”

“You’ve forgotten the part where she hates me.”

“That was then. She’s older now, and the past is in the past.”

“I can’t get my hopes up,” I quietly admit.

Kade nods. “I understand that more than you realize, but what you two had was too special to let an opportunity like this slip through your fingers. And you don’t have to say it, Kev. I see it written all over your face. If you love her as much as I think you do, then you need to fight like crazy to win her back. There’s no room for complacency or doubts or second-guessing.”

“I’m not you, Kade. I don’t know how to do that.”

“Sure, you do.” He grips my shoulders. “Out of all of us, you are the most loyal and the most selfless when it comes to those you love. True, you’re the least vocal, but that doesn’t mean you don’t know how to love or how to win back your girl. Just open your heart and tell her everything.”

“What if she doesn’t want to hear it?”

“Then you make her listen.”

My lips curve up at the corners. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.” His grin matches mine. “You’ve changed.”

“Not really,” he says, shrugging. “I’m just a different version of myself now that I’ve found my person. And you will be too if Cheryl is that for you.”

“She is, Kade. I’ve never been able to forget her.” I’m quiet for a minute before admitting the truth. “For a long while after she left, I kept tabs on her.”

He rolls his eyes. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

“It’s always been easier to watch over someone remotely than show how I feel.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, man, because what you do counts just as much. You look out for those you love. You protect those you love. And everyone knows it.”


Chapter 4
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Cheryl

“Maybe I’ll ask Hayley to come stay while you’re gone,” I muse as I lounge on the humongous bed in our new bedroom. We moved in a week ago, but I’m still trying to get used to the sheer size of the house, and I’m a little freaked out at the prospect of staying here for the next four days all by myself. I love how private the property is, but it stretches for miles in all directions, and while I enjoy walking in the woods that border our land, it’s a little spooky at night.

Dan groans. “Not Hayley, babe. You know how I feel about her.”

Dan isn’t Hayley’s biggest fan. He thinks she’s trailer trash and taking advantage of me. I usually defend her, but she’s really gotten on my nerves this past week. It’s clear she’s been sulking over the house. I had thought this weekend might be an opportunity to patch things up, but maybe Dan is right.

“Why don’t you ask that nice girl you work with at the studio? Belinda, right?” he suggests, closing his overnight bag and placing it on the floor.

“I could ask Lin.” I bob my head, smiling. “She just broke up with her girlfriend so she’s probably at a loose end.”

“Problem solved,” he says, pulling me up off the bed and into his arms. He glances briefly at the expensive TAG Heuer watch on his wrist. “I have a half hour before I need to leave.” He grabs my ass, pulling me flush against his hard-on. “Want to demonstrate how much you’ll miss me?” He leans in, nipping my earlobe. “Because I’m definitely going to miss you.”

I stroke his hard length through his pants. “Of course, I’ll miss you. You know I always do.”

“Then prove it, sexy.” He starts unbuckling his belt while pushing me to my knees with his free hand. “Work your magic, baby.”
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“Holy shit, Cher, this house is amazing,” Lin says, later that night, as she glides around the living room with her eyes out on stalks. She pauses in front of the window, glancing out over the magnificent grounds. “We could take some incredible shots here.”

“I’ve already snapped a few,” I admit, pulling my Nikon D850 out of my bag. “Here, look.” I thrust the camera at her and she scrolls through some of the exterior shots I took earlier today. “We could explore a bit more tomorrow morning before work.”

My mind automatically wanders to tomorrow’s lunch date. I nearly fell off my chair when Eva Garcia reached out to me this week, asking if we could catch up over lunch. I’d only met her a few times, in the past, but I’d instantly warmed to her. She’s career-orientated, like me, and she was extremely welcoming when I was feeling completely out of my depth at some of Dan’s business events. I was shocked to discover her husband—the man my fiancé looked up to—was involved in tons of illegal activities in the Boston area. Dan was flabbergasted to learn that the man who invested in his legal practice was using legitimate business enterprises to hide such heinous crimes.

According to the news reports I saw, Jeremy Garcia was involved in bringing drugs and guns into Massachusetts, and he was also heavily involved in sex trafficking. I almost threw up at the revelation.

This was a man who had welcomed me graciously into his home.

Who spoke so highly of Dan.

Although, if I’m being honest, there was always something creepy about him that was off-putting. The media said Eva was unaware of her husband’s activities, and I believe it because Eva doesn’t strike me as the type of woman who would ever condone such deplorable things, but they also claimed she was forced into marrying him so maybe she was aware but had no way out.

Anyway, I’m curious as to why she wants to meet me, and I’m looking forward to seeing her.

Lin and I order takeout, and after eating, we move to the home cinema with a bucket of popcorn and a bottle of wine.

“Damn, girl, your man certainly knows how to woo his woman,” she says, shaking her head as she takes in the massive screen and twelve-seater home theater.

“He thought of everything,” I deadpan, settling into a seat as I pull up the menu on the screen.

“I agree with you though,” Lin adds, kicking off her shoes and curling up on the seat beside me. “He should have consulted with you. Allowed you to have a say in your own home. But you can’t really fault him for his reasoning. You lead a hectic life, and you would’ve been stressed trying to fit in a project of this magnitude.”

“True, but it still would’ve been nice to be asked. Anyway,” I say, scrolling through our options. “There’s no point dwelling on it. It’s done, and the house is beautiful, and we’re very fortunate.”

“I love that about you,” my friend says, tucking her slender jean-clad legs underneath her.

“What?” I toss some popcorn in my mouth.

“You always see the positive in everything. You don’t let negative shit drag you down. Unlike me.” She sighs, pulling her long dark hair back into a ponytail. “All I’ve done since Summer and I broke up is over analyze every little detail and berate myself for not handling the situation differently.”

“Hang on here a sec.” I put my glass down in the little cupholder attached to my chair. “Why are you beating yourself up over her
 betrayal? You
 didn’t do anything wrong.”

“We both know that’s not true, Cher.” Her brow furrows. “I’m married to my job, and I neglected my girlfriend. I drove her into another woman’s arms.”

“That’s the biggest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard.” I shake my head. “Summer should’ve talked to you, told you how she was feeling. My God, you’ve been together six years. You deserved at least that much. How could you fix something if you didn’t know it was a problem? And if she wasn’t into the relationship anymore, she could’ve ended it before sleeping with someone else. There is never any excuse acceptable for cheating. None.”

“Wow.” Lin sits up straighter. “Who cheated on you?”

“Who hasn’t
 cheated on me is an easier question to answer,” I joke, even though it’s not funny, but I don’t want to think about the disastrous decisions I’ve made with my love life. Old fears are never far from the surface, and I don’t like where my mind goes sometimes. The last thing I want to be thinking about, at a time when my fiancé is away, is that
.

“Well, they’re all fucking idiots,” she loyally proclaims, instantly backing down. And that’s one of the things I love about Lin. She knows when to push it and when to leave it.

She joined the studio where I work seven months before me. She’s a few years older, and she graduated MassArt three years ago. Like me, she came to the attention of our boss when she won an award last year for one of her photos. Sara extended an offer of employment, and Lin jumped at the chance, exactly like me. When Sara Lewis, renowned award-winning celebrity photographer, offers you a job, you don’t refuse it.

“And Summer’s an idiot too. I’m betting she’ll come crawling back.”

“I hope she doesn’t,” Lin says, her tone more somber now. “Because I’m not sure I’m strong enough to say no, and I want to have more respect for myself than that.”

I empathize because I’ve been in her shoes, and it’s not easy, but I’m proud of myself for holding firm to my principles even though it ripped my heart to shreds and I’ve never truly recovered.

But I force those thoughts aside, settling in to watch the movie before my mind wanders to forbidden territory I dare not let myself think about.
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“What’s that place?” Lin asks early the following morning when we’re exploring the woods that surround my house.

I crane my head in the direction she’s pointing in, my eyes popping wide when I spot the focus of her attention. “I’ve no clue.” I sling my camera around my neck and walk purposely toward the large barn. “Let’s take a look.” We wade through muddy, leaf-strewn brush, pushing stray branches out of our path as we approach the large barn. It looks newly painted even if the area around it is densely overgrown.

I trudge up to the doors, curling my hands around the heavy padlock securing the structure. “That’s weird.” I frown as I trawl through my memory for any recollection of Dan mentioning this place, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t breathe a word.

Lin has wandered around the back of the barn, so I trail after her wondering if there’s another way in. When I round the corner, Lin has her ear pressed to the side of the barn. “C’mere.” She gestures with her hand. “Do you hear that?”

I press my ear to the wall and listen. A faint rattling sound tickles my eardrums, and a shudder works its way up my spine. “Yeah. I hear it.” I pull my cell out of my back pocket. “I’m going to message Dan.” I tap out a quick text, and then we listen for another few minutes, but the sound is gone. We walk the full way around the structure, wading through the long grass, but there’s no other visible entry or exit point.

I check my cell again, but Dan hasn’t replied. Not that I was expecting him to. He’s notoriously non-communicative when he’s away on business. At first, that fed my paranoia, and I spent countless nights tossing and turning, wondering what he was doing and with whom. But I spoke to him, and he allayed my fears, so I try not to dwell on it even if my brain is automatically wired to think the worst.

He explained how he lines up back-to-back client meetings, so I usually don’t disturb him while he’s gone. But something about this place gives me the heebie-jeebies, and it warrants contact.

“We’d better head back to the house, or we won’t be ready for work in time,” I say. Saturday is our busiest day in the studio, and it’s all hands on deck.

“Yeah. I need another shower after trekking through this jungle,” Lin jokes, grimacing as she surveys her mud-splattered jeans.

“I must look for a gardener or someone to come clear out the more overgrown parts of the woods,” I muse as we start walking back in the direction of the house.

“I’m sure you could hire a couple of teenagers locally who would be more than happy to earn some extra pocket money,” she suggests.

“That’s a good idea. I might put a notice up in the local store.”

After we shower, change, and grab a quick breakfast, we set off for work in my Audi.

The schedule is crazy today with every spare minute of studio time booked out, so I’m lucky to make it to lunch, but I hate canceling on people at the last minute, and I’m determined to find out why Eva has made contact with me.

She’s already seated when I arrive at the Italian restaurant, and she stands, waving her hands in the air to capture my attention. I’m smiling as I walk toward her. She steps out of the table, pulling me into a hug. “Cheryl. It’s so good to see you.”

“Likewise.” I unwrap my scarf and remove my jacket, hanging them on the back of a chair before sliding into the seat alongside Eva. “I was pleasantly surprised to hear from you. I’ve wondered how you are.”

“I’m sorry it’s taken me this long to reach out to you. You’ve been on my mind,” she says, tossing her gorgeous, long, thick, dark hair over her shoulders.

“I have?”

“Yes.” She looks over my shoulder. “Let’s get our order in, and then we can chat.”

I quickly peruse the menu and order a chicken salad with a side of garlic bread. Eva orders a bowl of ravioli and a bottle of Pellegrino for us to share. The large diamond on her ring finger sparkles, throwing dazzling streams of light in my direction. “Wow, that is some ring, but Kaden always had amazing taste.”

“I wasn’t sure if you’d heard I remarried,” she says, sliding our glasses to the waitress so she can fill them.

“It was splashed all over the news, and Dan told me.” Apparently, her and Kaden had been having an illicit affair, but after I learned the truth about Jeremy Garcia, I couldn’t fault Eva for seeking happiness where she could. And I know Kaden. He’s a great guy, and I’ve a lot of love for him.

Her smile falters at the mention of my fiancé, and I frown a little, but she quickly recovers. “Kade says hi, by the way.”

“Tell him I said hello too. And congratulations. To both of you.”

“Thanks, Cheryl. I never thought I’d get to be with him, and I never take it for granted. He’s given me the life I’ve always dreamed of, and I have to pinch myself most days to believe it’s real.”

“I’m really happy for you.” I take a small sip of my water and wonder if I should say anything. “I read about Jeremy, and I was shocked. I’m sorry you went through that, and I’m glad both you and Kaden were okay.”

When I first heard the report on the radio, my initial instinct had been to go to the hospital to check if they were both okay, but I know how close-knit the Kennedys are, and I knew they would all be there. I just couldn’t face seeing them.

Seeing him
.

I couldn’t trust myself not to fall apart, which is ridiculous, because after all this time, and after what he did, I shouldn’t feel anything for him. But it’s hard, because when I pictured my future life as a teenager, Keven Kennedy was always a fixture in it. And I adored his family and the way they welcomed me with open arms. They made me feel accepted at a time when I felt so lost and like an outsider.

When I broke things off with Keven, I didn’t just lose my boyfriend. I lost the future I’d had all mapped out and a family I’d grown to love as much as my own.

“I wanted to warn you,” she says in a gentle tone. “I hated the thought of you getting mixed up in that.”

The memory of the night Dan and I had dinner at her house returns to me, clear as day, and I instantly recall the conversation we had when we were alone. “You did try to warn me.” I fix my eyes on hers. “That’s why you told me to contact … Keven.”

She nods. “I couldn’t risk saying anything. Jeremy had men and cameras all over the house, but I couldn’t not try either. I didn’t want you to become trapped like I was.”

We stop talking for a couple minutes while the waitress places our food in front of us. “I appreciate that you did that for me, and I’m very grateful. Dan was utterly horrified when he found out what Jeremy was really up to.” A shiver creeps up my spine. “It makes me sick to think he could’ve gotten ensnared in that world, but that’s what would’ve happened if Jeremy hadn’t died.”

At first, when I heard the news, I was plagued with doubts. Jeremy and Dan were so close, and I wondered how much Dan was aware of. It’s not that I wanted to believe that of my fiancé, and I didn’t want to outrightly accuse him, but I needed to know he wasn’t mixed up in criminal activity.

I shouldn’t have doubted Dan though.

The second he walked through the door that night he collapsed against me, sobbing and blaming himself for not realizing his mentor was hiding his true persona and masking his operation behind legitimate businesses. He felt like a fool for not realizing, and he was utterly distraught and so obviously shocked that it helped put my concerns to bed.

Eva looks away, quietly eating. Wondering where the sudden tense atmosphere has come from, I pick at my salad. I’m sure Eva doesn’t like to think about that time, let alone talk about it, and it’s obviously upset her, so I change the subject. “How are things at Casa Kennedy? I’m guessing they’ve all welcomed you warmly.”

She shoots me a grateful smile, chewing slowly and taking a sip of her drink before replying. “They most certainly have. I was worried because they didn’t know anything about me. Kade had to keep it a secret from his family, and then I worried because I was older, and I was his professor at one time, but they weren’t judgmental at all. This is the first time I’ve had a proper family, and I really like it.”

“They’re a tight bunch and it’s good to have them in your corner.” I want to ask her to pass on my good wishes, but I don’t want word getting through to Keven that I’m back in Boston. Although, I’m probably being egotistical. I’m sure he’s moved on and that the Kennedys have long since forgotten me.

I stab a piece of chicken with my fork, abnormally frustrated at my thoughts. If I’m being honest with myself, since I’ve returned to the area, Kev’s been on my mind a lot, and I hate it. It feels like I’m disrespecting Dan any time I think of my childhood sweetheart. I shouldn’t still be thinking of him. I hate that I am, but I seem powerless to stop it.

“Can I ask you something personal?” Eva says, bringing me back into the moment.

“Okay,” I say, a little hesitantly. I put my fork down and give her my undivided attention.

“Why didn’t you contact Keven?”

A muscle clenches in my jaw, and tension cords my shoulders into knots. “He’s a part of my past I’d prefer to leave in the past.” I take a quick drink, watching warring emotions play across her face. “Besides, it wouldn’t have been fair of me to reach out to an ex when I’m engaged to Dan. It’d feel too much like a betrayal, and I won’t do that to him.”

Eva opens and closes her mouth in quick succession. She spears another ravioli, popping it in her mouth, looking contemplative as she chews. I force a piece of chicken into my mouth, but it tastes like sandpaper.

“Screw it.” She tosses her napkin on the table, shoving her plate aside. Then she moves in closer to me, lowering her voice. “He can be mad at me. I don’t care. I can’t sit here and say nothing.”

“Who, Kaden?” I surmise, setting my own lunch aside.

She stiffens, jerking her head up at the same time the scent of his cologne invades my airspace, throwing me back in time. My hand shakes as I clutch onto the edge of the table. My chest tightens, and blood pounds in my ears.

No way.

This cannot
 be happening.

I refuse to look behind me.

I’m not ready to see him.

“You set me up.” I eyeball Eva, challenging her to disagree.

“It’s not what you think,” she pleads.

“Cheryl.” His deep voice causes goose bumps to sprout all over my arms, and tears prick my eyes.

“Go away,” I toss over my shoulder. “I don’t want to see you or speak to you.” I keep my eyes locked on the table. If I look at him, I’m not sure how I’ll react, and I refuse to do this in a public place.

“Cheryl, please. Just hear me out,” Keven beseeches, moving closer. I know because his body heat knocks into me, rendering my insides to mush. No other man has ever held power over my body like Keven Kennedy. Unhelpful memories surge to the forefront of my mind. I squeeze my eyes shut to ward off the painful reminiscing, but invisible hands ghost over my body, alerting my libido to his presence.

Snatching my bag, scarf, and jacket, I jump up out of my seat, knocking into Keven in my haste to get away. Firm hands land on my waist, and terror combines with anxiety and longing as I feel his touch all the way to the tips of my toes.

“Leave me alone,” I shriek, and I’m sure I’m drawing attention. I wouldn’t know because my eyes are glued to the ground as I desperately try to avoid catching even a glimpse of him.

“Cheryl.” His tone is more determined this time, and he tilts my face up with his finger, forcing my gaze to meet his.

And it’s every bit as painful as I thought it would be.

Looking into his pale blue eyes is like traveling back in time. To a moment when he was my everything and I believed I was that to him too.

His hair is a little longer than it was back in high school, and he’s sporting a thick layer of stubble on his chin and cheeks.

God, he’s even hotter now—how is that fair?

His lips part slightly, and my eyes fixate on his mouth as I remember how amazing it felt to be kissed by him. Keven’s kisses had a way of touching every single part of my body. We used to spend hours feverishly making out, both of us addicted to the high. Butterflies scatter in my chest, competing with the dull ache in my heart.

We were so unbelievably good together, and I was crazy about him. I completely adored him, and he was my equal in every imaginable way.

Until the start of senior year when everything changed.

I still don’t know why, or how it happened, and it’s haunted me for years. Yet I never sought him out. Rejected all his attempts to reach out to me. Because what’s done is done, and there can be no going back.

Keven showing up here will achieve nothing except send me into a new world of pain.

His eyes penetrate mine as if he wishes he could uncover all my deep, dark secrets. My skin is hot where his large palms hold me at the waist, and my body trembles underneath his touch. His face is awash with feeling, and I’m losing control of my own emotions, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he still means to me.

“My God, Cheryl.” His voice cracks, and I’m shocked to see tears welling in his eyes. “It’s so good to see you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I spy someone taking a pic with their cell, and that’s my cue to shut this down. The Kennedys are infamous in Massachusetts, and well-known nationally; therefore, it’s no surprise someone’s recognized him. The absolute last thing I need is to be papped with my ex and have Dan call me out on it. I snap out of the reminiscent haze I’ve been wallowing in, piercing him with a venomous look. “Get your hands off me, Keven, or I’ll scream so loud every single person in this room will turn in our direction.”

He removes his hands so fast I almost laugh. As much as I loved the Kennedys, they were very precious about their reputation. Kennedy Apparel was a big deal back then, and the whole family was celebrities around Boston. It was one part of being with Keven I disliked. He wasn’t fond of the attention either, and it looks like some things haven’t changed as I watch him pull up the hood on his hoodie, sheltering his face from prying eyes.

“Can we go somewhere private to talk?” he asks, and his simple request rubs me the wrong way.

“I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t know what you hoped to achieve here today, but I have nothing new to say to you. In case you didn’t get the memo last time, I despise you,” I lie, summoning my darkest look as I glare at him. “Stay away from me. I mean it.”

I glance over my shoulder at Eva, upset that she’d do this to me. “I thought you were my friend.”

“I am
 your friend, Cheryl, and I’m begging you to hear Keven out.”

“No. I don’t owe you or him anything, and I’d appreciate it if you’d lose my number, Eva. Both of you, just leave me the hell alone.”

Before either of them can say another word, I race out of the restaurant, desperately fighting the tears that beg to run free.


Chapter 5
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Keven

“Fuck.” I watch Cheryl’s retreating form with a heavy heart.

“I knew this was a bad idea,” Eva says, dropping some bills on the table and grabbing her coat. “You should’ve let me do this my way.”

“Not now, Eva. I need to go after her. Wait in the car with Rick. I’ll be back.”

I don’t stick around for her answer, racing out the door after my ex. “Cheryl, wait!” I shout, sprinting down the road after her. She hasn’t gotten far in her heels, and I catch up to her in no time, planting myself in front of her so she can’t escape. “Cheryl, please. Just stop for a minute.”

She has no choice as I’m blocking her path. “Why are you doing this, Kev?” She pins me with those sad, beautiful, big blue eyes of hers, and I melt. Teenage Cheryl was my every wet dream, but this grown-up version is the stuff of fantasies.

She is absolutely stunning.

Even more beautiful than I remember.

The epitome of a classic, natural beauty.

In school, her hair was straight, landing just below the nape of her neck. It’s much longer now, falling in soft waves down her back. Her plump lips look every bit as kissable as they were back in high school, and I’d trade everything I have just to taste her on my lips once again. Her flawless skin is devoid of makeup, which was something I always liked. Although I can’t risk a full body scan—not with the daggers she’s currently sending me—I got a good look at her before I made my presence known in the restaurant. It’s clear she’s filled out in all the right places. She’s still slender but curvy, and her body is just how a woman’s body should be.

“We have unresolved business,” I tell her, purposely keeping my eyes locked on her face.

“No, we don’t,” she argues, her lips turning all pouty, and it does nothing to quell the craving to kiss her.

I lean in closer, putting my face right up in hers. “Yes, we do. You wouldn’t even let me explain, and then you were just gone!”

“There wasn’t anything to explain,” she grits out, and I hate the hurt glimmering at the back of her eyes. “I had a front row seat.”

“I’m so fucking sorry about that, and if I could rewind time, I’d do everything differently, but there is stuff you don’t know. Stuff I couldn’t tell you back then. I wanted to, believe me, I did, but I didn’t know how.”

“What does it matter now, Kev?” She shrugs, and her hair falls over one shoulder, exposing the delicate column of her neck. “It’s in the past. We’re
 in the past. I’ve moved on.”

“I heard.” A muscle clenches in my jaw like it does every time I think about that lowlife she’s engaged to. As much as I want to tell her to stay away from him, I’ve got to play my cards right. If I try to warn her now, she’ll only dismiss it as jealousy, and I can’t take the risk that she might tell Stanten. If I do anything to fuck up the FBI investigation, I’ll find myself out of a job and behind bars. So, my best option is trying to worm my way back into her life.

Even if it’s just as friends.

I need Cheryl to trust me again before I spill the beans on her darling fiancé.

I know I’ve my work cut out for me, but I’m determined to win her over.

“Then what is this about? No good can come from dredging up the past.” She grips onto the strap of her bag, shuffling awkwardly on her feet. She’s doing everything in her power not to look at me, and that fact alone gives me hope. If I meant absolutely nothing to her anymore, she’d have no trouble looking me in the eye.

“I need to tell you, Cheryl. You need to know the full story. And who knows? Maybe we could become friends again. We were such good friends before we became anything else.”

She jerks her head up, and I hate the anguish etched across her face. “I’m happy and letting you back into my life will only make me miserable.”

Her words cut through me like a knife. “Tell me how you really feel,” I deadpan.

She sighs softly. “What do you expect, Kev? You shattered me. You broke my heart and destroyed my faith in men. I’m finally in a good place in my life, and you show up expecting me to hear you out? You’re a part of my past, and you don’t belong in my present or future. I’m sorry if that’s blunt, but that’s the way it is. Whatever you think you’re doing here, just forget it.”

She moves to step around me, and I reach out, gently taking her arm. “I only want to talk, Cheryl. You may have moved on, but I can’t.”

I’m not playing fair right now. Cheryl has the purest heart, and she never denies anyone in need. I don’t want to fight dirty, but I can’t let her walk away from me either. “I can’t leave the past in the past until I’ve told you what I should’ve told you back then. I know you don’t owe me anything, but all I’m asking for is one hour of your time. Please. If I ever meant anything to you, please just meet with me.”

Pain lances across her face, and I hate that I’m manipulating her. But it’s for her own good. She might not know she needs me, but I damn well do, and I’m not going to stand idly by and watch her make the biggest mistake of her life.

“One meeting. One hour. And then you’ll leave me alone?” Her voice shakes a little, and I know I’ve gotten to her. I nod, reluctantly letting go of her arm when her eyes flit to my hand. “Okay.”

Air whooshes out of my mouth in grateful relief. “Take this and text me. We can make arrangements from there.” Her fingers brush against mine as she takes my fake business card, sending fiery tingles zipping up and down my arm. She jerks her hand away as if electrocuted, and I’m pretty sure she felt it too.

We still share an intense connection whether she wants to admit it or not.

It’s not like we ever fell out of love or lust with one another.

My stupidity drove a stake through the heart of our relationship, but the feelings were all still there.

“I’ve got to get back to work,” she says, looking flustered. “I’ll text you.”

“Let me walk you,” I offer, moving into step beside her.

“No!” Her tone is firm. “Just drop it, Kev.” Her chin tips up defiantly. “If I
 ever meant anything to you
, you’ll do as I wish.”

Nodding, I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans. She casts one last lingering glance my way before joining the crowds heading in the opposite direction. I watch her until I can’t see her anymore, and then I turn around and head back to Eva.

I slide into the backseat of Kaden’s Ford Expedition beside my sister-in-law. Rick—Eva’s bodyguard—is behind the wheel, waiting on instruction. “Can you swing by Harvard, please, Rick,” Eva says. “Kade is waiting for us.”

I slam my head back against the headrest, exhaling heavily.

“What happened?” Eva asks, lightly touching my arm.

“She still hates me.”

“I very much doubt that.” Eva smooths the wrinkles out of her skirt. “She couldn’t even look at you in the restaurant because she’s terrified of how it’ll make her feel.”

“Or she just can’t stand the sight of my face.”

“I know you’re not as handsome as Kade, but most girls wouldn’t kick you out of bed,” she teases, trying to lighten the atmosphere in the car.

Rick has skillfully maneuvered his way into the busy Saturday traffic.

“I really hurt her, Eva.” I turn and face my brother’s wife. “And I still see the hurt on her face. I should have listened to you. I should have let you try and talk to her first. I just feel so helpless. If anything happens to her …” I twist my head around to the window before she sees the emotion building behind my eyes.

“Nothing will happen to her because you won’t let it.” She squeezes my hand. “You excel at protecting those you love, and you won’t fail her.”

I face her again. “What if I can’t get through to her? What if she really does love him?”

“Maybe she does, but I don’t think so. She told me it was a whirlwind romance and fast engagement. She hasn’t been with him long enough to really know him, and he won’t be able to hide his true self from her forever. She won’t stay with him once she finds out.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because she’s smart and sweet and too damn good for that asshole. She’ll see the light.” Her mouth kicks up at the corners. “Especially if you give her a helping hand. Don’t let her tell you no for an answer.”

“Is that how my brother did it?” I arch a brow.

“That was part of it.” Her smile is nostalgic. “Mostly it was because we loved each other too much to stay apart, but Kade was
 relentless in his determination to win me back, and though I was scared to let him into my heart again, I couldn’t resist long-term. Prove yourself to Cheryl, Keven, and don’t ever give up. Not until you’ve exhausted every possible way of showing her how much you care.”
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After picking Kade up from Harvard, Rick deposits us at the entrance to my workplace, and the three of us step inside. I’m like a hobo in my jeans and gray Henley next to my brother in his custom-fitted suit and Eva in her tailor-made skirt and blouse. We pass through security and walk in the direction of the elevator. None of us speaks as the elevator soars toward the tenth floor.

I subtly watch my brother, smiling to myself as I watch him with his wife. He has his arm wrapped protectively around Eva’s waist, and he’s pressing little kisses into her hair. It’s a side of him I’d never seen before, but it suits him. They adore one another, and I’m glad they got their HEA.

My boss is waiting in the hallway when we step out of the elevator. “Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy.” He walks toward them, extending his hand. “It’s good to see you both looking so well. Thank you for coming in today.”

“I want to help in whatever way I can,” Eva says, shaking his hand.

“We really appreciate that.” He eyeballs me. “Thank you for setting this up.”

I nod. It’s not like I could refuse. I’m still the newbie around here, and everyone knows it.

“Before we begin,” Kade says, leveling a solemn look at my boss. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Okay.” The SSA straightens his shoulders.

“What is the risk to Eva of retaliation by associates of her former husband?”

“Kade.” Eva’s voice is soft as she plants her hand on his arm.

“It’s fine, Mrs. Kennedy,” the SSA assures her. “And I can’t fault your husband for his concern.” He eyeballs Kaden. “Nothing we have gleaned so far indicates there is any threat to your wife’s life. The families are too busy battling for control of the streets to concern themselves with Garcia’s ex. I believe the threat is minimal and that you have nothing to fear.”

Kade nods, and I can almost see the stress lifting off his shoulders. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now, if you’ll follow me.” His smile is tight as he leads us to the large conference room at the end of the hall. The rest of my team is already seated, and I slide into the vacant chair beside Agent Cunningham. She’s the friendliest on the team. Unlike that dickhead sitting on the other side of her. Agent Wentward doesn’t even acknowledge me, getting up and shaking hands with Eva and Kaden like he deserves special treatment just because he helped them the day of the warehouse shooting. I swear, every new encounter with that douche only heightens my intense dislike of him.

SSA Clement makes the necessary introductions, and then we get down to business. Kade sits protectively by Eva’s side, ready to jump in if necessary.

Agent Wentward asks Eva a ton of probing questions before Agent Mead flips on the screen, pulling up the photo slideshow I compiled before I left the office last night. He goes slowly through the photos of members of the crime families and known associates of Garcia’s, asking her if she recognizes anyone.

“Stop there,” Eva says, pointing at one particular photo, her face twisting sourly. “I know him.”

“That’s ah …” Agent Wentward rifles through his files, but I don’t need to look at the paperwork to identify the douche on the screen.

“That’s Jesse Roberts,” I confirm.

“I wondered what’d happened to my former colleague,” Eva says. “I guess now I know.”

“He’s recently started working with Daniel Stanten in his bogus legal practice,” I say.

Agent Wentward glowers at me, but screw him. It’s not my fault he hasn’t done his homework properly. I’ve spent the past week digging into Cheryl’s fiancé’s background, and I know plenty about that asshole by now.

“Who is he to Daniel Stanten?” The SSA directs his question at me, but it’s Eva who answers.

“They’re friends. They went to college together, and Jesse was instrumental in the warehouse shooting. He used Kade’s ex to feed information to my former husband, knowing what he would to do me. It was retaliation for all the times I’d rejected his advances. He’s a horrible human being and a pathetic excuse of a man with no moral compass whatsoever. It doesn’t surprise me in the least that he’s taken this route.”

“And what about Daniel Stanten?” the SSA finally asks Eva. “What do you know about him?”

“Not a lot,” Eva truthfully replies. “I only met him a handful of times, but I never trusted him. Jeremy almost idolized him. I think he reminded him of himself at that age. It’s only after everything went down that I realized Daniel was obviously manipulating Jeremy, and I’ve wondered why.”

“I think I know why.” I sit up straighter in my chair, focusing my attention on the SSA. “I haven’t had time to apprise you of this yet as I only received confirmation of my suspicions just before we came here.”

“Okay. What have you discovered?” He rests his elbows on the table.

“I knew there was something about Stanten’s background that didn’t add up, because the only kid of an impoverished single mom doesn’t attend Harvard Law, without a scholarship, unless he has some powerful connections. I followed a link which led me from Stanten to the Mancusso crime family in New York. It seems Stanten is Carmine Mancusso’s secret son.”


Chapter 6
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Keven

“Who is Carmine Mancusso?” Eva inquires, her gaze bouncing between me and the SSA.

“He’s the capo crimini—the head boss—of an infamous New York crime family,” SSA Clement explains. “His organization is trying to infiltrate Boston in the aftermath of your former husband’s demise and the collapse of his criminal empire.”

“What proof do you have?” he asks me.

“I followed a few leads and found a PI he used back in the day. Guy’s a jackass. I hacked into his system in seconds. Seems he decided to go digital, and all his files are scanned onto his cloud drive. Found a ton of interesting intel, and I’ve sent the rest to the organized crime unit.”

“Good call.” The SSA bobs his head enthusiastically, and Agent Dickhead doesn’t even attempt to hide his displeasure, scowling at me as if he wishes I’d evaporate into thin air.

“It appears Stanten’s mom was one of many mistresses Carmine had over the years. She was paid to disappear with the kid. She’s a known prostitute around the Roxbury area with a heavy-duty drug problem. It didn’t take her long to squander the money Mancusso gave her. Stanten was basically dragged up, but he kept his nose clean. Graduated high school top of his class. I don’t know when or how he connected with his dad, but Mancusso paid for his college education, bought him a place, and he makes a healthy deposit in his bank account every month.”

“Mancusso’s son Frankie OD’d eight years ago,” Agent Cunningham says. “He was the only legit heir to his throne. The rest of the kids he has with his wife Rose are all daughters.”

“I’m betting Stanten isn’t the only male bastard kicking around,” Agent Wentward supplies. “So why choose him as the heir apparent?”

“Because he’s smart, ruthless, and he looks the part,” Agent Higgins suggests.

Eva clears her throat before speaking. “If Stanten is really the son of Carmine Mancusso, why would he align with my former husband? Aren’t they rivals?” It’s an intelligent question. One which reminds the boss that we have civilians in the room.

“That’s the million-dollar question and something we need to explore further,” the SSA says, standing. “Thank you so much for coming in, Eva. If you think of anything else, let me know.” He hands her his card. “I’ll escort you both out.”

He turns to me. “Stay here. We’re not finished with this discussion.”

Kade nods in my direction, and I signal him with my eyes.

“Wentward will really hate your guts now,” Agent Cunningham whispers into my ear, and I smirk.

“He already hates my guts. That’s nothing new,” I reply in a low tone.

“That’s very impressive investigative work,” she adds with a wide grin. “Boy’s obviously got mad skills.”

I shrug her compliment off just as Agent Dickhead decides to interject himself into our private conversation. “What do you expect of someone who spent his formative years illegally hacking into financial systems and skimming millions off unsuspecting account holders.”

“It wasn’t millions or anything close to it, and it wasn’t by choice.” I work hard to keep the anger from my voice, but I’m seething. He thinks he knows me, but he knows fucking nothing.

“That’s what all the criminals say,” he snarks.

“You’re coming across as an even bigger asshole than usual,” Sinead says.

“My issues with Kennedy are nothing to do with you.” He leans back in his chair, glowering at her.

“Tension in the office affects all of us,” she says, turning to him with fire blazing from her eyes.

“Well, don’t blame me.” He jabs his finger in my direction. “Blame Boy Wonder over there.”

I grind my teeth down to the molars, jerking upright in my chair. I’m not proud of my past, but I’m not going to keep quiet and let Agent Dickhead continue to hold it over me every time he feels like it. Time to put the truth out there.

“I found out the man who raised me wasn’t my bio dad the day I turned eighteen, and it sent me into a tailspin,” I start explaining, capturing the attention of everyone around the table. “Then I lost my girl and sunk even lower. Got caught up with a bad crowd, racked up a huge amount of gambling debts I couldn’t pay without involving my family, so I made a stupid deal instead. Those lowlifes I owed money to gave me a list of powerful, wealthy names, and I skimmed cash off their bank accounts as payment in kind. It wasn’t my finest moment, and I hated every second of it, but they weren’t the type you double-crossed.”

A muscle clenches in my jaw as I stare at Colin’s unyielding face. I don’t think even the truth will alter his poor perception of me. “It wasn’t millions although it might’ve been if my dad, James, hadn’t figured out what was going on and paid my way out of the mess. He loaned me money to pay off my debts and repay the money I’d siphoned out of the bank accounts. When I got my trust fund last year, I paid him back.” I eyeball Colin, challenging him to continue fighting me on this. “I fucked up, but I tried to make it right.”

He snorts. “Yeah, by using your trust fund
.” He shakes his head, his mouth curving into a sneer. “You have been sheltered and mollycoddled your entire life. You’ve no business being here.”

SSA Clement returns to the room at that exact moment, and he wastes no time hauling Agent Wentward out of the room for a private chat.

“Are you okay?” Sinead asks me.

“I’m fine,” I clip out. “He’s not the first guy with a chip on his shoulder because of who I am and where I come from, and I doubt he’ll be the last. Once he doesn’t interfere with my work, he can think whatever the fuck he wants about me.”

The two men return to the room, and Colin slithers into his seat like the slimy snake he is, avoiding eye contact with me, which tells me all I need to know.

The SSA continues with the briefing. “This new intel changes things. If Stanten was cozying up to Garcia, it can only mean he was a plant. He’s still involved with those associates of Garcia’s who are fighting to maintain control of their patch. Most likely he’s feeding information back to Daddy Dearest and they must be planning something big.”

He walks to the whiteboard, scrubbing it clean, before scribbling new content. When he’s done writing, he faces the team, jabbing his finger around the room. “Higgins and Mead, stay the course with the DeLucas. We can’t forget or underestimate the rivalry between the Boston families. Garcia eliminated DeLuca’s second in command, and they didn’t have a chance to retaliate before he died, but I doubt they’ve forgotten. Agent Cunningham, you continue to liaise with the organized crime unit here and in Federal Plaza, explore any and all leads.”

He turns to Wentward. “You’re assigned to Stanten. Shadow his every move. If he stops to take a piss at the side of the road, I want to know about it.”

The SSA stands, gesturing me forward. “Kennedy, I’m altering your assignment. Come with me.” I stride after him to his office. “Sit,” he commands, dropping into his chair while I claim a seat in front of his desk. “Ignore what I said before. I want you on this full-time. Continue to dig up whatever you can on Stanten, and feed it to Cunningham and Wentward. I trust that won’t be an issue?”

“It won’t be an issue for me.”

“I’ve spoken with Colin, and it won’t be an issue for him either.”

That’s laughable, and completely unrealistic, but I bite my tongue.

“And I want you to reconnect with your ex. Ingratiate yourself back into Cheryl Keeland’s life. Gain access to that house, and see what you can discover.”

I sit up straighter. “Hold up. I thought you said I was to stay away from her in case it jeopardized the case?”

“I know what I said, but I’ve changed my mind.” He pulls out a file and starts leafing through it. “You have an in and we need to use that.” Glancing up from the file, he drills me with a deadly look. “She can’t know you’re FBI.”

Not a problem. I gave her a card which seemingly confirms I’m a freelance technical consultant. It’s the same line I told my family to feed anyone who asks. I don’t want anyone outside my immediate circle to know I’m working for the Feds. Especially not certain undesirables from my past. It took a lot of effort to extricate myself from the mess I got myself into a couple years ago, and I’ve no desire to rub shoulders with any of those assholes again.

“Understood.”

“I see you passed pistol qualification. Good. I’ll email the relevant department and organize a firearm for you. It’ll be ready for you to collect Monday morning. No heroics before then.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Okay. Get out of here. I’ll talk to you Monday.”

I check my cell as I make my way out of the building to my car, but there’s no message from Cheryl yet. I hope she hasn’t already changed her mind. Given the conversation that’s just taken place, I really need this meeting to go ahead with her. I need to apologize in order to get things back on track.

Let the boss man believe I’m doing it for my job.

But I’m doing all this for her.

I let Cheryl down once before, and I’m never making that mistake again.
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My brother Kyler is the only one of my brothers waiting when I arrive at the Armani men’s store a couple hours later. “Isn’t Kade here yet?” I ask, raising my fist for a knuckle touch.

“He got delayed but he’s on his way,” Ky explains.

I sit down beside him. One of the store assistants rushes to offer me a beer, but I decline. I roll my eyes as I survey the large empty store. “Kade asked for the celebrity treatment, huh?”

“Nah, man.” Ky leans back grinning. “Wasn’t Kade.”

“Shit.” I scrub a hand over my prickly jaw. “Mom has definitely taken on the role of bridezilla in place of Eva.”

“Eva is as laid-back as Faye when it comes to wedding planning,” Ky says, his face lighting up at the mere mention of his fiancée. “Mom’s the one flipping out.”

“Doesn’t it make you want to elope?” I ask. Faye and Kyler got engaged at Christmas, and they’ve set a wedding date for August.

“No point. Kade and Eva did that, and Mom’s still insisting on the big white wedding.”

Truth. I was the only one from the family who attended the registry office ceremony last December. Kade and Eva had waited years to be together, so they wasted no time getting hitched once they were free to do so. I was honored Kade asked me to attend and even more honored he asked me to stand as best man at their forthcoming May wedding.

It’s going to be a lavish affair with over three hundred guests in attendance. If it’s freaking Eva out, she’s not showing any evidence of it. Kyler is right. She’s just taking it in her stride.

“Maybe, by the time you get around to finding a girl, Mom’ll have worked it all out of her system,” he teases.

I thump him in the arm. Hard.

“Shit, Kev. Relax.” He shakes his head before straightening up, turning to me with a strange look on his face. “Weirdest thing happened the other day.”

“Keep that kinky shit to yourself. I’m on a strict need-to-know basis, and I don’t need to know what you and Faye get up to in the bedroom.”

Now it’s his turn to thump me. Man, he’s so easy to wind up where Faye’s concerned. “Asshole,” he mumbles under his breath. “I’d never discuss my sex life with you or any of the fam, and you know it.”

Faye is technically our cousin, but only Kal and the triplets share a bloodline with her. James, the man who raised us, the one we all call Dad, is Faye’s uncle, and he became her legal guardian when she was seventeen.

Ky, Kade, and I have a different bio dad, so she’s only our cousin by marriage. There is nothing that prohibits Faye and Ky from being together though that didn’t stop some of the tabloids from spewing a ton of crap when they announced their engagement.

“Okay, I’ll bite,” I tell my brother.

He rubs a hand across the back of his head. “Faye asked me to set up an appointment with this photographer, and the girl who answered the phone sounded really familiar. It wasn’t until after I’d gotten off the phone that it clicked. She said her name was Cheryl, and I’m convinced it was your ex, Cheryl Keeland.”

“Was the photographer Sara Lewis?” I ask, and Ky nods. “Then it was Cheryl,” I confirm. “She works there part-time, around college.” Kyler’s jaw slackens, and he opens his mouth to speak, but he’s interrupted before he gets the chance.

“You’re tapping Cheryl Keeland again?” Kent asks, stepping into the room flanked by Keanu and Keaton. The triplets are the youngest of my brothers, but they’re not little kids anymore. They’re eighteen and graduating high school soon, and it makes me feel old.

“I thought she moved to Ohio or something,” Keanu says, perching on the edge of the couch beside me.

“Delaware,” Keaton corrects him, leaning back against the wall.

“She did, but she’s back in Boston now,” I supply.

“And you’re fucking her again?” Kent says, sprawling across the other couch like he owns it. Asshat has no boundaries and no manners.

“No, I’m not,” I growl.

“Pity. She’s hot. I saw her blowing you this one time and got loads of ammo for the spank bank.” He cups his crotch, rolling his hips, and we all groan in frustration.

Kent loves to provoke controversy, and he craves the spotlight like a true media whore. Sometimes, I wonder if he’ll ever mature. If he’ll ever find someone to love, because putting up with his shit isn’t easy. He’s constantly in trouble, and I know Mom is consumed with worry for him. It doesn’t help that it looks like Keanu is following him down the rabbit hole lately. Keaton’s the only one of the triplets with his head screwed on, even if something doesn’t seem right with him at the moment.

“Jesus Christ, Kent.” Kade swats him across the back of the head as he arrives, shaking his head. “Have you no filter?” He subtly gestures toward the four store assistants standing off to one side.

“Just keeping it real, man. And speaking of hot, where’s that sexy wife of yours?”

Kent’s a little shit, and Kade will kick him around the room if he starts talking crap about Eva, which is the last thing he should be focused on right now.

“Cut the crap, Kent. We’re here to get measured for suits for Kade’s wedding. For once in your life, can you think about someone else?”

He flips me the bird, but he keeps his mouth closed, so I’m counting that as a win.

We all get measured and wander to a nearby restaurant for dinner afterward. This is the first time in a long time that we’ve all been out together, just the men.

“Sucks that Kal lives in Florida,” Kyler says after we’ve placed our orders. “He should be here with us.” Kal attends UF where he lives in a family house on campus with his fiancée, Lana, and their son, Hewson.

“He’s meeting us in Nantucket for Easter,” Kade says, swigging from his beer. “He’s staying at his place with Lana and Hewson, and I think John and Greta are staying there too, but they’re all coming to Mom’s for dinner.” John and Greta are Lana’s parents, and they used to work for my parents, looking after our Wellesley house and grounds.

“I didn’t know we were going to Nantucket,” I say, frowning, because this is the first I’ve heard of it. “How come?”

“Mom said she wanted a change this year,” Keaton explains.

“Is Dad coming too?” I ask, figuring they must have decided this while I was away at my FBI training program and just forgot to update me.

“Yep. Everyone’s going,” Ky supplies. “Including Adam, the twins, and Whitney.”

All gazes swivel to Kent.

“What?” he snaps. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“What’s the deal with you and Whitney anyway?” I ask. “I can never figure it out.”

Faye only met Adam, her bio dad, when she moved to the U.S. Adam never knew she even existed until Faye’s parents passed. He’s become a permanent fixture in her life since then, and Mom usually invites him to our place for the holidays. He shares custody of his other three kids with his ex-wife, and he brings them along if it’s his year to have them.

Whitney is Faye’s half-sister. She’s a year younger than the triplets and the female equivalent of Kent—as in, she likes to be the center of attention, is always in trouble of some sort, and thrives on drama. They are drawn to one another like moths to a flame, and it’s combustible every time they get together. Last Christmas, they were caught fucking in Kent’s room, and Adam was close to murdering my brother, or so I’ve been told. I wasn’t around to witness it, thanks to an unscheduled visit to an FBI interrogation room, but Kade said it was like World War Three erupted in the house.

“She’s hot, and she sucks dick like a pro,” Kent supplies. “But it’s nothing serious. We fuck around when we see each other, but it’s not like we’re dating or exclusive or any of that shit.” He shudders as if the very thought makes him ill.

“Does Whitney understand that?” Kade asks.

Kent shrugs. “She lives in New York. I live in Wellesley. We see each other two, maybe three, times a year. What else needs to be said?”

Ky sighs and I sense his frustration. “If you don’t have feelings for her, and it’s only a casual fuck buddy scenario, do me a favor and stay away from her? Because I honestly think Adam will strangle you if he finds you screwing his daughter again. And I’m not sure Whitney sees things as casually as you do. This has the potential to be a major fuckup and that’s the last thing I need before my wedding.”

“Christ.” Kent drags a hand through his hair. “You’re all so damn serious. Lighten the fuck up.” He eyes my beer like it’s crack cocaine, and I know he’d kill for a drink.

“Sucks to be you,” I tease, gesturing at my beer before I lift the bottle to my lips.

“Maybe I’ll invite Cheryl as my guest,” he retorts, deliberately trying to wind me up. It’s his usual M.O. when he gets defensive.

“Go for it, bruh. I’d be surprised if she even remembers you.”

“Girls never
 forget this face.” He points at himself, puffing out his chest. “And once I’m fully tatted up they’ll be fighting in droves for a piece of this Kennedy.” He rolls up his sleeves, showing the considerable ink on both his arms.

Mom blew a gasket when the triplets came home the day after their eighteenth birthday sporting tattoos. It wasn’t anything new for Kent—he’s been getting inked since he was sixteen. There isn’t any law you can’t flout, or anything you can’t buy, once you have money. But I was surprised at Keanu and Keaton. Keanu claims his tats are getting him new modeling gigs because that look is all in right now, but it was really out of character for Keaton.

“Do you ever listen to yourself?” Keaton asks, shaking his head. “I swear you’re getting more immature as you age.”

“Screw you and your boring fucking life.” Kent flips him the middle finger.

“My life isn’t boring,” Keaton protests.

“Sure, it is,” Kent says, smirking. “You’ve stuck with the same pussy since you were sixteen, and we all know you’re going to marry Melissa and knock her up as soon as you get the chance. You’ll be old and gray before your time, I’m telling you, man. You want to take a leaf out of Keanu’s book, and start experiencing the world of pussy out there for the taking.”

“Don’t fucking drag me into this,” Keanu says, glaring at Kent.

Kev, Ky, and I share knowing looks. Things are gonna get interesting once the triplets start Harvard in the fall. We know there’s plenty of crazy mayhem to come and that we’ll have to look out for them, like we’ve looked out for one another all our lives.

Kent may drive me fucking insane, but he’s the one who needs the most guidance. Lately, Keanu has shown signs that his world is spiraling, and I’m guessing it’s something to do with Selena, his on-again, off-again girlfriend. And despite what Kent just said, I think Keaton’s in a very unhappy place in his life.

All three of my youngest brothers are trying to find their way in the world, and things are going to get messy.

But I’ll be there for them.

Because they’re my family.

And family is everything.


Chapter 7
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Cheryl

“Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?” Lin asks later that night as we share a bottle of wine while watching the latest episode of Survivor
. “You’ve been in a funk since lunch. What’s happened?”

“I’m not sure I’m up to talking about it.” I top my glass up and take a healthy glug. “I’d rather just drink to forget it.” Which is the truth because since my disastrous lunch date with Eva, I can’t keep the trip down memory lane from replaying on repeat in my mind. Not even the #HotCop, Daniel Rengering, the guy I’m rooting for on Survivor
, has managed to distract me tonight; usually I’m glued to the screen, silently cheering him on.

“Is this something to do with Dan and the barn?”

I shake my head. “Not really, and I haven’t heard from him since I got that text.” Dan texted me to say he’s storing some equipment for work in the barn and I’m not to go in there. I don’t like his explanation and it reeks to the high heavens. What kind of stuff does an attorney need to store in a barn of that size?
 I fully intend to probe him about it when he comes home Monday night.

“What does not really
 mean?”

I sigh, tucking my hair behind my ears and stretching my legs out on the couch. “Don’t mind me. I’m probably just projecting because of …” I stop myself from saying his name in the nick of time.

Lin slides off the recliner chair, sinking to her knees in front of me. “Babe. Spill it. What’s on your mind?”

I take another glug of wine for courage. “I met someone from my past today, and it’s thrown me,” I finally admit.

“Someone like a friend or an ex?” she astutely surmises, rubbing my legs.

“An ex, although calling Kev that doesn’t come close to conveying how much he used to mean to me.”

“Oh, this sounds juicy.” She jumps up on the couch, placing my feet in her lap. “Tell me more.”

“You’ve heard of the Kennedys from Wellesley, right? Their mom used to own Kennedy Apparel.”

“Girl, everyone knows who the Kennedys are. They’ve kept the whole country entertained these past couple years with all those salacious scandals. Those boys are seriously hot.”

“I thought you didn’t swing that way,” I tease.

“I don’t. Doesn’t mean I’m blind though.” She bolts upright. “Hang on here a second. You don’t mean your
 Kev is Keven Kennedy?”

I nod. “Yep. I went to the same private school as the Kennedy boys although they didn’t even notice I existed until midway through ninth grade.”

She rubs her hands together. “Take your time explaining.” She winks. “I want all the details. Every single delicious one!” She’s only short of dancing a jig, but I can’t help smiling. If I’m going to unburden to anyone, it’s going to be Lin. She’s the most nonjudgmental person I know, and she doesn’t sugarcoat things either. She’ll tell it to me straight.

“Try and contain yourself. It’s a long and complicated story.”

She leans back, folding her hands under her head. “I’m going nowhere. And I love long and complicated, so let’s hear it.”

Her eyes shimmer with excitement, and I roll my eyes, but I’m grinning despite myself. This is going to be painful, so I’ll take any lighter moments where I can. “I was pretty shy back then and really self-conscious because I was a late developer compared to most of the girls at Wellesley Old Colonial High. I wore braces until I was sixteen, and I’m dyslexic, which made life challenging at times. I crossed paths with Kaden first. He was a year ahead of me, but he rescued me one day when a bunch of girls were getting up in my face, calling me dumb and teasing me over my dyslexia. I was attempting to defend myself, but I was seriously outnumbered, and they were pushing me around. Kade showed up and told them to fuck off. Then he insisted on driving me home. He knew those girls would wait for me outside, and he was right.”

My mind drifts, and I smile as I remember meeting Keven for the first time. “When we got to his SUV Keven was already there. He was a freshman too, and although he was in a couple of my classes, he didn’t have a clue who I was.”

“Ouch.” Lin grimaces in sympathy.

“Ouch indeed.” I slurp my wine. “But he was really sweet and instantly every bit as protective as his older brother. Sat beside me in the back and demanded I tell him which freshmen had been picking on me. Then we chatted about school and my passion for photography, and he was really interested in hearing about the projects I was working on.”

I sigh, and a goofy grin slides across my mouth. “Kev has this way of looking at you that’s incredibly intense. When he puts his mind to something, he applies himself two hundred percent, and it’s like that when’s he talking to you. You get his full attention. His mind never drifts. I’d never had someone focus on me so completely, and I know I fell a little in love with him that first day. It was so easy to talk to him, and before I knew it, Kade pulled up in front of my house. I remember how much I wished I lived farther away because I didn’t want to stop talking to Keven.”

“When did you start dating?” she asks, clearly eager to get to the good part.

“Not until tenth grade. We were best friends from that day on, and both Kade and Kev looked out for me in school. Once the bullies realized the Kennedy brothers had my back, they changed their tune. They all wanted to be my friend purely to get to the guys.”

“Wow. I had no idea you even knew them. You never mentioned it.”

“Because I had to put it behind me, and I don’t go there for my sanity.”

“Don’t even think about not finishing the story,” she warns, her eyes flashing darkly.

I laugh. “This isn’t a book, Lin.”

“Could be. You’d make a fortune. Especially if you included photos.” She bolts upright, her eyes popping wide. “Did you see Keven on the cover of Men’s Fitness
 a year ago?” She fans herself. “Damn, that man is a fine male specimen. If I was going to try straight with anyone, I’d try it with him. Fuck, that man has an incredible body. Such sculpted abs, and he has an eight-pack! Eight! I tell you—”

“Oh em gee. Enough! I’m almost sorry I mentioned anything now. If I’d known you were a fully paid-up member of the Keven Kennedy Fan Club, I wouldn’t have.”

“Stop getting your panties in a bunch. I’m just saying I understand. I’m not into boys, and he even gets me all hot and bothered. So, go on. How did you end up dating Mr. Sexy?”

I throw a cushion at her head, and she giggles. “I had a major crush on Kev from that first day, but he didn’t see me as anything more than a friend. I loved spending time with him, but it killed me when he started taking other girls out on dates. I was upset for months but tried to hide it from him. I consoled myself with the fact he never went out on any second dates, but it still hurt, ya know?”

“I do.” Lin purses her lips. “My whole high school dating experiences were a disaster, but obviously something changed with you two.”

“I got to a point where I was so hurt and mad that I decided to do something about it. I’d been asked out on a few dates but had always said no. I told myself I’d say yes to the next guy who asked me. So, I went out on a date with Asher Monroe. He was one of the most popular guys in school, and I couldn’t believe he’d asked me out. You should’ve seen Kev’s face when I told him.”

I chuckle at the memory. “But he didn’t try to stop me, so I went out on the date, and it was a good date, so I agreed to another one. I decided if Keven didn’t share my feelings, then I had to at least try to move on.”

“What happened next?” She’s chomping at the bit, and all she needs is a bucket of popcorn to complete the look.

“If you’d stop interrupting me, I’ll tell you.” She flips up her middle finger, and I throw back my head, laughing. “Kev was all moody when I told him I’d agreed to go out with Asher again. He kind of ignored me that week, which made me even madder, so when Asher moved to kiss me at the end of our second date, I let him, even if I was sad because I’d been saving my first kiss for Keven.”

The biggest grin spreads across my mouth. “I’d only just gotten into bed when there was a loud rap on my bedroom window. It was Kev. He’d scaled the tree outside my room.” I shake my head, smiling profusely at the memory. “I let him in, and he stalked toward me with this fierce look in his eye, grabbed both sides of my face, and slammed his lips down on mine.”

My eyes shutter as the memory replays in my mind’s eye. “It was everything the kiss with Asher hadn’t been, and I knew it was a branding, that he was claiming me, that we were making a commitment.” My hand moves to my chest, right where my heart is beating furiously as the recollection of that first kiss takes hold of me. I’m not surprised my eyes are watery when I finally reopen them.

“No one else has ever kissed me like Keven,” I whisper, finally admitting something I’ve been scared to acknowledge, even to myself. “The way he kissed me, touched me, held me, it was this all-consuming sensation. Every time it was infused with a silent “you’re mine,” and he always made me feel so safe and so loved. Keven isn’t big on words, but he’s big on gestures. I fell for him so hard, and we were inseparable from that night. We did everything together. We couldn’t bear to be apart. I attended all his basketball games and went to every family event with him. We were permanent fixtures in each other’s homes. He’s the one who taught me how to play COD. He’s the one who got me hooked on superhero movies. I was really into photography by then, and he modeled for me. I have hundreds of photos of him, and he even got permission for me to shoot all the official basketball games. Several of my photos adorn the walls in my old school, and every time we’d pass them, he’d smile proudly.”

I pause for a breath, barely able to speak over the massive lump wedged in my throat. Lin reaches out, squeezing my hand. My voice is choked when I continue. “He’d walk me to and from class where he could. He picked me up and dropped me home from school. He drove me to my photography and dance classes and waited in the car for me. He showered me with kisses, and I was scarcely out of his arms. He was the most devoted boyfriend ever, and I was the most envied girl at school.”

“Wow.”

Tears roll down my face. “Yeah. It was wow. For almost two years I walked on a cloud. Nothing seemed insurmountable once I had Kev by my side. I thought we’d be together forever. We made firm college plans. I was going to MassArt, and he was going to Harvard, but we were going to live off campus together in our own apartment. So, when my dad announced, the summer before senior year, that we were moving, I was devastated. Dad had been promoted at work, and they wanted him to move to Delaware to oversee their new plant there. I cried buckets, begged my mom to let me stay behind. Mom loved Keven, and she could see how much in love we were. She also knew how much I wanted to study photography at MassArt, so she fixed it for me. She arranged for me to live with my aunt during senior year, and I was so relieved. But it was short-lived.”

I grab a cushion, hugging it to my chest. Pain barrels into me from all sides. It’s been over three years since we broke up, but it still hurts every bit as much as it did back then. I don’t think I’ll ever get over it.

“I was so preoccupied with my family’s move and making sure things worked so I could stay at Wellesley that I didn’t notice something was up with Kev. It became obvious a couple months into our senior year. He was acting strange and distancing himself from me. He forgot to pick me up a few times, and he started partying hard. We were fighting, which I hated, because we had rarely ever fought up to that point. It was our senior year, and I didn’t want to party hard. It took extra effort for me to maintain a decent GPA with my dyslexia, and I needed to focus on my studies. I didn’t have time for partying, so Kev would go by himself. It hurt me that he was apparently throwing all our plans away, and I couldn’t figure out why. Kade was at Harvard, so I couldn’t ask him what was up, and I wasn’t as close to his other brothers, so I didn’t feel like I could confide in them. Every time I asked Kev what was wrong, he’d shut me down. We’d lost our virginity to each other during summer break, and I began to wonder if that had changed something for him. If I wasn’t good enough for him. I was plagued with doubts.”

I bury my face in the cushion, and wracking sobs heave from my chest.


I don’t know that I can say this out loud, and how awful is that?
 I should be over this. I’m engaged to another man, for God’s sake, so why does my ex’s betrayal still cut me up so badly?


Because you still love him.

I punt kick that nasty inner troublemaker off my shoulder. No good comes from thinking thoughts like that.

“Cher.” Lin moves up beside me, wrapping her arms around me. “What did that boy do to hurt you so bad?”

“He cheated on me, Lin. I walked in on him fucking the head cheerleader at a party.” I break down completely, sobbing into her neck as all the hurt and pain resurfaces. I might as well be back there now, standing in the doorway, in utter shock, my heart rupturing in my chest, wanting to disbelieve my eyes, but unable to ignore the truth staring back at me.

“He betrayed me in the worst possible way, and he shattered my faith in men. Kev broke something in me that day and I’ve never healed. I don’t think I ever will. And I can’t ever forgive him, because he tarnished every good memory of us, he left me heartbroken and bitter, and, worst of all, he stole part of my heart and soul. Parts I’ll never get back because he still has them, he still owns them, he always will, and I fucking hate him for that.”


Chapter 8
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Keven

I walk toward my front door with my heart thudding wildly behind my ribcage. Cheryl always had this effect on me—the ability to twist my insides into knots and render me speechless. I was pleasantly surprised when she texted me this morning asking to meet today, but it means I’ve had no time to prepare.

To share the same air space with her again and not be able to touch her is going to kill me.

I yank the door open and suck in a breath. She has her hair pinned up, and it serves to further highlight her stunning features. Loose strands of wavy blonde hair frame her heart-shaped face, and she looks so fucking beautiful. Goodness radiates from her every pore, like an angel.

She arches one elegantly shaped brow, and I realize I’m staring.

“Sorry, come in.” I step aside, ushering her in. Light notes of lavender and jasmine waft through the air as she passes by me, sending me tunneling through time into the past. “You still wear the same perfume,” I blurt, closing the door and moving to her side.

“Yes, but I’m sure you didn’t ask me here to talk about my perfume.”

She’s sassier than she was as a teen, and it only adds to her attraction. “No. And thanks for coming to my place although I would’ve been happy to meet you any place of your choosing.”

“And, like I said on the phone, I don’t want to risk meeting anywhere public in case someone spots us and posts a photo online. I’d never be able to explain that to my fiancé.” She pulls off her soft calf-length gray coat and pink cashmere scarf, and I take them from her, hanging them up in the hall closet with a heavy heart. I hate hearing her call that thug her fiancé. Although I’d hate those words coming out of her mouth in reference to anyone but me.

I lead her into the large open living space, and she whistles under her breath. “Wow, this is gorgeous.”

“Thanks. I only moved in a short while ago. Mom and Brad’s mom have an interior design business now, and they decorated the whole penthouse for me.”

“Your mom always had exquisite taste.”


In everything but men.
 I think it, but I don’t say it.

“Would you like a coffee? Or anything else to drink?” I ask, trying hard not to rake my gaze over her beautiful body. She looks delectable in heels, figure-hugging skinny jeans, and a pale yellow silk blouse.

“Coffee would be good. Thanks.”

I gesture toward the couch. “Why don’t you take a seat, and I’ll fix the coffee.”

I head to the kitchen area and power up the Keurig. She’s quiet as I fix our coffees, and when I head into the living area, she is standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows, staring outside.

“If it wasn’t raining right now, I’d suggest we drink these outside,” I tell her. “I haven’t even had the chance to use the outside terrace yet.”

“I’m sure you’ll get plenty of opportunity once summer rolls around.” She takes the offered cup. “Thanks. You have a great view of Mystic River.”

“I know. For a last-minute purchase, it was a good buy.” I guide her toward the couches, and she sits down on the one across from me, removing her keys and cell from the pocket of her jeans and placing them on the coffee table in front of her. “Eva tells me you’re in your final year at MassArt?” I lie.

I’d discovered that fact for myself after I’d learned she was back in town. I also know she built up enough credits to skip junior year and move straight into senior year when she enrolled. Not that it surprises me because Cheryl has a natural talent when it comes to photography. She has this way of looking at the world that’s unique and awe-inspiring.

“Yes, and it’s everything I always imagined it would be.” Her comment guts me, because it was always her plan to attend MassArt while I went to Harvard, but I fucked that up for her with my stupidity. “I’m guessing you graduated Harvard early if you’ve already set up your own tech consultancy?” she adds, blowing on the steam arising from her cup.

“Yeah. There isn’t much about computers I don’t know.”

“Still as cocky as ever I see.”

“It’s the truth, and it if makes me sound arrogant, so be it.” I shrug.

“Wow. Still big on apologies too.” Her eyes narrow as she glares at me.

“I would’ve apologized if I’d had the chance,” I say, clenching my teeth. “I was prepared to grovel, to do whatever it took, but you didn’t even let me explain.”

“What the hell was there to explain?!” she shouts, almost spilling her coffee. “I caught you red-handed! That bitch was bouncing up and down on your cock when I walked into the bedroom!” A sob rips from her throat, and it kills me. She slams her cup down on the table, and coffee sloshes over the edge. She stands. “This was a mistake. I can’t do this.” She hurries toward the hall with me hot on her tail.

“Cheryl, please, don’t go. Please, I’m begging you. I know what you saw, and I wish I could take it back, but I can’t. However, I can give you the context. It doesn’t change what happened, but maybe it will help explain what you saw because that wasn’t me. That wasn’t who I am. I hate that I hurt you. I hate that I destroyed the only good thing I had in my life. I live with that guilt every fucking day.” I’m bleeding before her, showing her every emotion on my face. “Please, honey. Please don’t go yet.”

“You don’t get to call me that, Kev. I don’t belong to you anymore.”

“You never belonged to me, Cheryl. You’ve always belonged to yourself, but you were mine, and I was yours, and what we had was
 real. And I’m asking you, for that, to please, please hear me out. I never got to tell you this back then because you were gone before I had the chance.”

I’ve said please more times in the last few minutes than I’ve said it in the last couple years, but I’m not above begging.

I will do whatever it takes to get her to stay.

To win her affection again.

No measure of time apart has diluted the feelings I have for this woman.

Cheryl is the only woman I’ve ever loved. The only one I ever will.

And I’m going to take my brother’s advice. I’m going to do everything in my power to fight for her. Like I should’ve done back in high school.

I stretch out my hand, pleading with my eyes. Her shoulders relax, and I breathe easy again. Ignoring my hand, she walks back into the living area, and I follow quietly behind her.

We are both silent for a couple beats as we drink our coffee. “Okay,” she says, wrapping both hands around her cup. “Tell me.”

“At the start of senior year, when I turned eighteen, my parents told me James wasn’t my biological father.”

“What?” She blinks excessively as she stares at me with her mouth open.

I quirk a brow. I was expecting she knew this by now. It was all over the news when that bastard sperm donor was murdered by the half-sister I didn’t know I had. “Don’t you watch the news?”

“Not if it involves you or your family. It hurts too much, so I never watch or read any of that stuff. The only thing I was aware of was Kaden and Eva’s marriage because I had a vested interest in that.”

And we’re veering into dangerous territory, so I steer the conversation back around. “Okay, well, Kaden, Kyler, and me all have a different Dad. Kade found out the year before, on his eighteenth birthday, but he didn’t tell me because my parents asked him not to. The news sucker-punched me. I was so angry and so hurt.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t want to vent all that anger in your direction. It was stupid, I know that now. Of course, I should’ve confided in you, but I wasn’t in a good place, and I didn’t want to burden you with it.”

“It wouldn’t have been a burden, Kev.” She places her empty cup down and leans forward, placing her hands on her knees. “We were a couple. Couples are supposed to share everything.”

“I know, and I wish I’d told you because then everything would’ve turned out differently.”

“I knew something was up. You were acting so weird, but you kept denying anything was wrong.”

“I was an idiot. I didn’t talk to anyone about it. I locked up all my feelings, which is never a good thing. I was furious with Kade too. He’d known for ages, and he hadn’t told me. I know my parents asked him to keep the secret, but I was his brother. We were closest to each other, and it felt like a double betrayal, so I shut him out as well. Instead of leaning on him and talking to you, I turned to drugs.”

“What?” she shrieks, her eyes darting wildly about. “That’s why you were all over the place? Because you were doing drugs?”

I nod, and I’m so ashamed. Reliving my senior year is not a pleasant experience because I made so many bad mistakes. Mistakes that altered the course of my future. “It was only weed to start with, but then I started snorting coke, and I loved how it numbed everything. How it helped me forget.” The thing I didn’t realize at the time was that it was also enabling me to forget the only girl who had ever mattered. “I let you down so much, and I’m really sorry for that.”

She flops back on the couch, staring absently into space. “I was so fucking naïve back then.” She shakes her head. “It’s obvious now you say it. I should have realized. I should’ve made you stop or got you help.”

I get up and walk over to her, sitting down beside her. “Don’t do that. Don’t take any of the blame. The blame is squarely on my shoulders. None of it was your fault.”

When she looks at me, there are tears glistening in her eyes, and I’d give anything, anything
, to take them away. “You were high at the party,” she deduces.

I nod. “Like I said, I’m an idiot. Channing Montgomery took me aside when I first arrived and gave me this tab. Said it’d blow my mind. Well, he was right. It fucking did. Found out afterward it was LSD. Man, was I tripping. The whole world was distorted, and I was big-time hallucinating. Sandra Montgomery had been hitting on me for months. You knew that. I’d told you.”

Her head bobs. “Which is why it hurt so much when I saw you with her. She turned around, you know. While she was naked, bouncing on your cock, she turned to me and said ‘He’s mine now. You should be grateful you got the time you did because a girl like you could never hold a guy like Keven. Now run along. I’m a little busy.’” Tears prick her eyes, and I wrap my arm around her waist, needing to comfort her.

She jumps up, knocking into the table, and the empty cup takes a tumble, shattering into pieces on the floor. “Don’t touch me! You don’t have the right anymore.”

I stand. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. Don’t go.”

She moves away, sitting down on the recliner chair, looking up at the ceiling with her eyes closed. I sweep up the broken ceramic, and while she’s not looking, I swipe her cell and install the tiny chip. Carefully, I set it down on the table and reclaim my seat, giving her my full attention as I finish my sorry tale. “Sandra was a bitch and I never wanted her.” Cheryl lowers her chin and opens her eyes, watching me as I speak. “She set the whole thing up. Got her brother to give me LSD knowing it would make me horny and delusional.”

I sit up straighter, straining toward the girl of my dreams. “I thought she was you, babe. I swear, the whole time, when I looked at her, I saw your face. I know it sounds like an excuse, but I promise I’m not lying. I even called her Cheryl, and she went along with it. When you showed up, at first, I thought I was seeing double. Then you started shouting, but I couldn’t hear the words. After you left, Sandra turned back around, and I saw who it was. I threw her off me as fast as I could manage. Somehow got my clothes on and ran out of the house after you. I was still confused. Still out of it, but I was scared. I was trying to rationalize it in my fucked-up head by telling myself you being there was just my imagination, but in case it wasn’t, I had to get to you. I went after you, but I crashed a couple miles up the road. Drove straight into a ditch. My head slammed into the steering wheel, and I passed out. When I woke up, I was in the hospital. My parents were furious because the doctor had informed them of the drugs and alcohol in my system. It all came back to me, and I begged them to call you, but they refused. It was part of my punishment.”

“No one told me you were in the hospital,” she says, frowning. “Not even when you weren’t at school that week.”

I scrub a hand over my unshaven jaw. “That’s because my parents didn’t want it getting out. While I had no serious injuries, my face was all busted up, so they hid me until I’d healed. My brothers were forbidden from talking about it to anyone, and they made a massive donation to the hospital to ensure no one leaked it. Dad took me to the house in Nantucket, and he confiscated my cell and deactivated the house phone and Wi-Fi. I might as well have been in prison. I couldn’t even get through to my brothers to ask one of them to contact you. It was a fucking nightmare, and I was going out of my mind with worry.”

“Sandra told the whole school you two were official. I thought you didn’t come back that week because you weren’t brave enough to face me yet.”

“I heard that shit when I returned the following week, and I made sure everyone knew what she’d done. I didn’t care if the media got wind of it. Getting to you was my sole priority, but you wouldn’t return any of my texts or calls, and you weren’t at school. I was sick with worry that Monday.”

“I walked in on you screwing someone else, and you didn’t come after me, Kev. You didn’t show up to school, and you hadn’t bothered contacting me. Then that bitch was bragging about being your new girlfriend. I didn’t want to believe her, but what else was I supposed to think?” Pure anguish is etched across her face, and I hate that I’m responsible for it.

“I can understand it to a point, but I don’t know how you could so easily forget how much you meant to me. Didn’t you understand my feelings for you? Didn’t everything I said and did convey how much I loved you? That’s the part I couldn’t wrap my head around. How easily you dismissed us. How quickly you made up your mind.”

“You had sex with that bitch, and it fucking killed me, Keven! Then there was blanket silence. No contact. No apology. No indication that any of what we shared was real.” She buries her head in her hands. “I can’t.” She shakes her head. “I can’t do this. It still fucking hurts so much.”

“It’s okay.” I drop to my knees on the floor in front of her. “I know how it must’ve looked, and if I’d walked in on you with another guy, I’d be in jail for murder. I get it, and I don’t blame you, but I couldn’t believe you were gone when I got back to school. That I’d lost the chance to explain.”

“I couldn’t stay there and watch you with her,” she continues, lifting her head up. “Perhaps it was rash to leave so quickly, but it was the only option I could think of back then. I called my mom up and told her what happened. She enrolled me in the local high school in Delaware with no issue, and I left Wellesley that weekend with a broken heart, determined I was never talking to you again.”

“I called and texted hundreds of times until they started bouncing back.”

“I changed my number,” she sheepishly admits. “I couldn’t deal with it, and I just wanted to forget.”

“I went to your new house.”

“What? What do you mean?” Her brow creases.

“I got on a plane to Delaware, hired a car, and drove to your house. Your mom answered the door and told me, in no uncertain terms, to stay the hell away from you.”

“When?” she whispers.

“It was about a month after you left. I was supposed to be on an away trip with the basketball team, but I took the opportunity to fly to you instead because I knew it was the only chance I’d get.”

“Coach must’ve busted your balls for that.” Her lips kick up a little.

“He tried, but I quit.”

Her beautiful, big, blue eyes pop wide. “But you loved basketball.”

“Not anymore. I fell apart after I lost you. I lost myself for a good while. Made some shitty decisions. Spiraled into a dark place.” I channel Kade and Kyler, trying not to inwardly cringe as I speak from my heart, because she needs to hear this. “You were the light in my life, Cheryl, and when I lost you, that light extinguished. But I need you to know that I’ve never forgotten you. You’re in my thoughts and in my heart every day. You were ripped out of my life, but I’ve never stopped loving you, and I never will. You’re the only girl I’ve ever loved, and that won’t ever change.”


Chapter 9
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Cheryl

My heart is breaking apart all over again. I needed to hear those words so badly back in senior year, but I doubt it would’ve made any difference to the outcome. The visual of Sandra riding Kev is forever imprinted in my brain, and I was in so much pain I doubt I would’ve been able to forgive him even though I now know he didn’t set out to cheat.

Doesn’t change the fact he still did.

Or that he enabled himself to be manipulated through his drug use—which he hid from me.

Ugh. My emotions are veering in every direction.

Not that it matters.

We can’t alter our history, and I’m on a different path now.

“It’s too late, Kev. Surely, you know that. You need to move on like I have.”

“Answer me one thing, Cheryl.” His eyes drill into me, and I’m ensnared by the intensity of his gaze. “Do you love him like you loved me?”

No.

The word pops into my mind instantaneously, but I shove it aside, like I do every time niggling doubts arise.

“I’m not answering that.”

“You already have.”

His face gives nothing away, but I know him well enough to know he knows. Being this close to him again is torturous. He’s even more beautiful than I remember. Up close, I can see the tiny flecks in his eyes and the very light smattering of freckles brushing over his nose and cheeks. His eyes hold hidden depths I’ve already explored.

My fingers twitch with the longing to touch him. I want to run my fingers along the stubble on his cheeks and chin, to know if it’s soft or prickly.

My lips beg to glide against his. To remember how incredible it felt to be kissed by him.

I want to know if the sensations would be heightened now that he’s all man.

“I’ve got to go.” Grabbing my stuff, I hop up, climbing over him, before I do or say something I regret.

“I want you back in my life, Cheryl,” he says, rising to his feet.

“That’s not possible. I’m marrying someone else, Keven.”

“Don’t marry him. He’s not the one for you.”

I snort out a laugh. “And I suppose you are?”

“You know I am.”

“Your arrogance is showing again, and it’s not attractive.” I stomp toward the hallway, hearing the thud of his footsteps following me.

“I’m just telling it like it is,” he argues, ratcheting my anger up another notch.

I grab my coat and scarf from his closet, hurriedly throwing them on. “You don’t get to show up in my life again, give me an explanation, proclaim you still love me, and expect me to fall back into your arms. This isn’t the movies, buddy.” I prod my finger in his chest, trying to push him back out of my space.

“I know it isn’t.” He takes a step toward me, and I stumble back, my spine hitting against the closet door. “This is real.” He cages me in with his arms, one on either side, before pressing his body flush against mine. My knees almost buckle underneath me, and I flatten my palms to the closet door, needing to touch anything but him.

His face lowers toward mine, and I stop breathing. My heart is racing so fast it threatens to explode from my chest. There isn’t a millimeter of my body that isn’t aware of how close Keven Kennedy is to me. Even though we’re clothed, I can still feel how rock solid his body is against mine, and my core aches in a way it hasn’t ached in years.

I gulp back my rising hysteria over my errant thoughts. My head is a hot mess right now, and I don’t understand why I’m not pushing him away.

Why I’m letting him line our mouths up.

Why my eyes are pleading with his.

Why my nails are breaking as I attempt to dig them into the wooden door when all I want is to dig them into Keven’s hips, to pull his pelvis to mine, to feel the evidence of his arousal in the place where I throb for him.

His eyes hold me in place, and his mouth is so close to mine his warm breath fans across my face, hypnotizing me. He angles his head, moving his mouth to my ear, and I almost collapse. “I could kiss you right now, and you’d let me,” he whispers. I clamp my lips tight, to hold back my moan. “But I won’t do that to you.” He pulls away from me, and I want to cry out at the loss of his body heat, which is wrong on so many levels. “I’ll kiss you again when you’re mine and only mine.”

“Then you’ll be waiting a long time,” I rasp. “Like forever.”

His eyes drop to my heaving chest, and he takes a long, slow perusal of my body. I bite the inside of my cheek this time to stop from crying out.

“That’s not what your body’s telling me.” His eyes come back up to meet mine. “Does he worship your body in the way you deserve because it looks to me like you’ve been neglected. Does he make you come over and over like I used to? Does he get you really wet before sinking inside you? Do you scream his name when you succumb? Do you—”

“Enough!” I shriek, finally gaining control of myself. I need to get out of here before I orgasm just from his words. “This isn’t ever happening, so forget it.” I brush past him, racing toward the door.

“I’m not giving up, Cheryl. I gave up last time when your mom sent me packing, but I’m not backing down now. Not when I know you still have feelings for me.”

“You’re crazy,” I toss out over my shoulder as my hand curls around the door handle.

“Keep deluding yourself, sweetheart,” he says, slamming his palm against the door. He presses into me from behind, and the hard length of his erection pushes against my ass. A whimper escapes my lips before I can stop it. “You and me both know the truth. This isn’t over between us. Not by a long shot.”

He carefully positions me off to the side and opens the door. “So, go home to your fiancé.” He spits the word out like it’s poison. “But I’m here for you when you come to your senses. You have my number. Use it. Any time of the day or night. You need me, I’m there.”

“You are so full of yourself,” I bluster, trying to gain some semblance of superiority before I leave. “And completely wrong. You and me are so over. And if you keep pretending otherwise, then the only one who’s delusional is you.”
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I take a detour to Lin’s apartment on the way back. Dan’s already texted to say he’s home a day early, but I can’t return in my current state. He’ll take one look at me, see I’m a mess, and want to know why.

“Where’s the fire?” Lin asks as I push my way into her apartment twenty minutes later.

“In my panties, and in my heart, and in my head, and a million other places,” I admit, pacing the length of her small living room.

“Woah, girl. You’ve got to give me more than that.”

“I’m screwed, Lin. Oh, God.” I slump to the floor on the spot. “I’m so screwed.”

She drops down in front of me, sitting cross-legged. “You’ve just realized you’re still in love with Keven Kennedy.”

“Yes, and I don’t know what to do.” I bury my head in my hands and then I tip my head up. “Wait, how the hell did you know that before I did?”

“It was written all over your face last night when you were telling me about him. Don’t get mad when I say this, but I’ve never seen your face glow, or your eyes shine, like that when you’re talking about Dan.”

“I do love Dan. I do.” I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince Lin or myself.

“But you’re not in
 love with him, Cher. You don’t love him the way you love Keven. I can see it in your eyes.”

“It was like that at the start for Dan and me,” I explain, because I remember those heady sensations. The feeling like I was falling, and he was the one to catch me in his strong arms. “But it hasn’t felt like that for a while.” I blow air out of my mouth. “I’ve been so afraid to admit that. Even to myself.”

“I was going to say something because you’re the least enthusiastic bride I’ve encountered. Have you even made much progress with your wedding plans?”

I shake my head. “Apart from the venue, but Dan booked that.” I pull my knees into my chest. “Jesus, Lin. What am I doing? I don’t have a clue what to do. Tell me what I should do?”

“I wish I could, babe.” She squeezes my hand. “But only you can make that decision. All I’ll say is don’t make any hasty decisions. Think it all through and search your heart. The answers are in there, but before you make any life-altering decisions, make sure you know your own heart and mind. That you’re making the right choices for you.”

I’m still mulling over Lin’s words an hour later when I pull my Audi into our driveway alongside Dan’s Merc. I’m more composed than I was when I showed up at Lin’s, but I’m terrified he’ll see the truth written all over my face—that I’m still in love with my first love, the guy who broke my heart, the same guy who now wants a chance to mend it.

“I’m home,” I call out, shutting the front door behind me. I hang up my coat and slip off my heels, toeing on my slippers. “Dan?” I shout.

“In the living room,” he hollers. I walk toward him and attempt to compose my face appropriately. He has the Patriots’ game on full volume, and my ears silently protest. “That rookie quarterback is fucking decimating the opposition,” he says as I come up alongside him. He doesn’t take his eyes off the screen as he slings an arm around my waist. “Heath Gilchrist is going to win us the Super Bowl.” Finally, he turns to me. “Mark my words. That man is a fucking legend.” He yanks me to him, crashing his mouth down on mine. He tastes like whiskey and regret, and for the first time ever, I don’t want to be kissing him. Rubbing his erection against my stomach, he slides his hands under my blouse, roughly cupping my tits through my bra. “Missed you bad, babe. I’m so fucking horny.”

“Missed you too,” I lie on autopilot.

“I need to fuck you now.” He has my jeans and panties off so fast I barely have time to respond. Pushing me down over the arm of the couch, he shoves two fingers inside me. “Always so wet for me, baby.”

I fight back tears as I think of the man I’m really wet for. My head is spinning a hundred miles a minute as Dan thrusts into me from behind. He pounds into me hard, over and over, but I don’t feel it. My head and my heart are in so much pain I’m immune to everything else.

I’m grateful when he comes first and immediately pulls out. Kissing my neck, he smacks my ass before whispering he loves me. Then he walks away to get another whiskey. As I pull my clothes back on, I’m glad I didn’t come. I don’t deserve to when I let my fiancé fuck me while my mind was consumed with thoughts of another man.
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“What kind of stuff are you storing in the barn?” I ask him later that night when we’re reading in bed.

“It’s nothing to worry your pretty little head about.” He messes up my hair, smiling at me, while he insults my intelligence.

“Don’t patronize me, Dan. What kind of stuff does a lawyer need to store in a place that big?”

He puts his book down and narrows his eyes to slits. “Who the fuck are you to question me?” He doesn’t raise his voice, but he doesn’t need to with that tone.

“This is my house too, and I’ve a right to know what’s going on with that barn.”

“What exactly are you accusing me of?”

“I’m not accusing you of anything. I just want to know what’s in the barn.”

“It’s none of your business,” he snaps. “Don’t challenge me on this, Cheryl,” he warns, and the menacing tone of his voice sends shivers up my spine.

I can tell there’s no point continuing to press the issue. He’s not going to fess up. And I don’t want to argue with him. Not when I’ve got much bigger concerns.

Like whether I postpone or completely cancel my wedding.

I soften my tone and appeal to him with my smile. “It was just a bit weird that you never mentioned it to me, but it’s not a big deal, so forget I said anything.”

He stares at me like he’s gauging how genuine my response is. “Okay.” Some of the tension leaves his body. “Sorry for snapping.”

I rest my head on his shoulder. “Sorry for upsetting you.”

He slides his arm behind my back, tucking me into his side. “No problem.” He tips my face up with one finger. “But I meant what I said. I don’t want you going back there, and it’s not safe to be walking over that side of the woods. It’s very overgrown, and I don’t want you tripping and getting hurt.”

“Oh, that reminds me. I put a note up in the local store. I thought we could hire a couple of students to clear the overgrowth.”

“You did what?”

I flinch back from his dark growl. “What did I do wrong?”

“I don’t want anyone going near that barn! You had no right to do something like that without consulting me first.”

“Consulting you? I’m your fiancée, Dan, and this is supposed to be my house too.” He flips off the covers and gets up. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to the store to remove that note.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’ll be closed now,” I say, glancing at the clock.

He ignores me, stalking into his walk-in closet, coming out a couple minutes later dressed in a black sweater and black sweatpants. “Don’t wait up.” He snatches his keys and wallet from the bedside table.

“Dan, please. You’re overreacting.”

“Go to sleep, Cheryl. I’ll talk to you in the morning.” With those parting words, he storms out of the bedroom.

I try to sleep, but I can’t. Niggling worries are becoming more large scale in my mind, and I’m wondering what the hell he’s storing in that barn that he wants to keep hidden. The rest of my thoughts are preoccupied with Keven and what he told me earlier today, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t shut my brain down.

So, I’m still awake when Dan slips into our bedroom at four a.m. I pretend to be asleep as he crawls under the covers. He lies on his side, facing away from me, and two minutes later, he’s snoring like a foghorn.

This isn’t the first time Dan’s gone out and not come back until the early hours. Add that to his frequent business trips, deflection any time I ask him how his business is doing, his odd reaction over the barn, and his dwindling attention, and I’ve come to one of two conclusions.

Either Dan is mixed up in whatever Garcia was involved in or he’s cheating on me.


Chapter 10
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Keven

It’s been three days since Cheryl came to my place, and I’m concerned I pushed too hard. I wasn’t supposed to say any of that shit. Had planned on going the whole “let’s be friends” route, but when I saw how she reacted, I improvised. Now, I’m worried all I’ve done is scare her away.

And I feel guilty as hell about planting that listening tracker on her cell while I was cleaning up the broken cup. She never noticed because she was so busy mulling over everything I’d told her. It’s the latest software, so it enables me to listen in to her conversations and to hear everything going on around her while it’s powered on, as well as keeping tabs on her location. I’m recording everything, per the SSA’s instruction, but I wiped the incident in her living room from the memory log. It was bad enough I had to listen to that scumbag grunting and groaning as he fucked her, but I’m damned if I’m letting the whole team have access to it.

I want to rip the guy from limb to limb. I hate him even more after listening to that. Cheryl didn’t make a sound the whole time, and that’s how I know, for a fact, he’s a selfish asshole who doesn’t give a shit about her needs. When Cheryl and I fucked, she used to scream the house down.

Why is she with this guy?

I never thought she’d be the type to settle, but that’s what it seems like. And he’s hardly ever there. She may as well be living in that place all by herself.

I did pick up some interesting intel though. As soon as Cheryl mentioned a barn, Stanten lost his cool. Clearly, he’s hiding something.

“Kennedy.” The SSA pops his head into my pod. “I need to see you in my office, now.”

I trudge after him, and it’s a bit like being summoned to the principal’s office. “I need you to get into that house and onto that property,” he says before I’ve even taken a seat. “Where are things with Ms. Keeland?”

“She hasn’t contacted me yet, but she will.”

“We don’t have time to wait. The sting we set up at the border was a bust. Seems someone must be onto our undercover guys, and the intel was bogus. One of our agents confirmed an assignment of weapons, drugs, and underage females have been smuggled into the U.S. in the last twenty-four hours, destined for our Boston streets. We don’t know how they got in or where they’re holed up, but Stanten’s all over this.” He hands me a file. “Agent Wentward tracked him to Mexico last weekend. See for yourself.”

I open the file, and bile floods my mouth as I flick through the pictures. The first few are of Stanten shaking hands with various men. All of them are wearing suits, looking like their shit doesn’t stink. They are standing beside a couple of articulated trucks while crateloads of boxes are being uploaded.

The next few shots are a bit grainy, but it shows a room with a row of dirty mattresses on the floor. A handful of guys is defiling naked, young girls while Stanten and a couple of his buddies in suits watch from the top of the room. One of the guys has a camera out, filming proceedings.

Other photos show Stanten buried balls deep in a girl who looks no older than fifteen. I slam the file shut, raising angry eyes to the boss man. “I’ll move things along.”

He nods. “See that you do, and be careful. Wentward said Stanten got a whole new security system fitted at his house and on the grounds of his property on Monday. It seems Cheryl stumbling onto the barn has legitimately worried him. I need to know if that’s where he’s hiding the shipments.”

“Seems unlikely. Cheryl’s been home the whole time. There’s only one way onto the property, and she would’ve noticed trucks pulling up.”

“I agree, but he’s hiding something in that barn, and we need to get into it. Right now, I don’t have enough to get a warrant, so find something, anything, I can use to move this along.”

I stand. “Trust me, I’m all over this.”

I’m at the door when he calls out to me. “Keep me posted, and no crazy heroics.” He pins me with a sober look. “I know you care for her, but you can’t let your feelings get in the way of the investigation. There’s too much riding on this.”
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It didn’t take long for a plan to form in my head, and it took even less time to set it in motion. After seeing those pictures, I need to get Cheryl the hell away from that asshole, and I don’t have the luxury of time anymore. There’s no greater incentive.

I’m following Cheryl from a distance as she drives out of the city toward Walpole. The slow puncture I inflicted on her front tire should become obvious in the next ten minutes, and then I’ll ride to the rescue, and she won’t be able to say no. Not if she wants to get to the residential home in time.

Part of me hopes she’ll call me, but I switch the screen on my laptop on, as I’m parked at a rest area a couple miles back, scowling while I watch her place the call to Stanten. Predictably, he doesn’t answer. When her next call is to Triple A, I start the engine of my X5 and maneuver back out onto the road, slowly heading in her direction.

I act surprised as I roll down my window. “Cheryl? You need help?”

She blinks repeatedly as if she can’t believe her eyes. I pull in in front of her car on the road and cut the engine. Shutting down the feed on my laptop, I close the lid and shove it on the back seat before hopping out.

“What are you doing here?” she asks, suspicion underscoring her tone as she ends her call, slipping her cell in her pocket.

I hold up my hands. “Calm the fuck down. I was on my way to a client’s house, and I spotted you. What’s the problem?” I lower my head, inspecting my earlier handiwork.

“I’ve got a flat,” she says, frustration washing over her face as she sighs.

“You need me to change that for you?”

“How long will it take?”

“About thirty minutes,” I lie. I can change a flat in less than twenty, but I’m not admitting that. My plan hinges on her leaving her car here and coming with me.

“Shit.” She huffs, stomping her booted foot.

My lips tug up. “Did you just stomp your foot?”

“Yes. Trust me, it’s a stomp-worthy moment.”

“You in a rush somewhere?”

She looks behind her at my SUV. “Yeah, and I wouldn’t ask this if it wasn’t important, but is there any chance you could give me a ride to Walpole?”

“No problem. Just grab your stuff, lock up, and follow me.”

“Thank you for this,” she says, a couple minutes later, when she’s securely settled into the passenger seat of my X5. “You’ve gotten me out of a jam.”

“I’m glad to be able to help,” I say, moving back out onto the road. “Where we heading to anyway?” I ask, even though I already know.

“To a residential home for kids. I volunteer there; teach a photography class every Wednesday evening. I’ll direct you when we hit Walpole.”

My proud smile is genuine. “You always loved helping others.”

She shrugs it off. “It’s not a chore. I love photography, and I get as much of a kick out of it as the kids do.”

“Tell me about the place.” It’s difficult to keep my eyes on the road when the woman I love is sitting beside me. I just want to drive away with her and keep her safe. Now, more than any other time, I can relate to how Kaden felt when he was in my shoes. I would willingly sacrifice everything to protect Cheryl, no question about it.

“The home provides a variety of different programs for kids who have nowhere else to stay. They arrive for all kinds of reasons. Some have behavioral issues; others have been neglected or abused. The program gives them structure and focus while they work through their issues.” I can feel her looking at me, and I take my eyes off the road for a second. “Meeting these kids makes me realize how lucky we were to have come from loving families who had the means to take care of us.”

“We were fortunate,” I agree, “but it’s difficult to see it like that when you’re a kid. When every little thing seems like a big thing and stuff seems impossible to overcome. I was too focused on my problems and blaming my parents for them to properly see all the ways in which I had it good.”

“True. It’s easy, with hindsight, to look at it objectively. But these kids are different. They’ve seen the ugly side of life at far too young an age. Some self-destruct, and no amount of help can pull them back from the path they’re on. But a lot of them are the opposite. They fight so hard because they want to have a better life, and they grasp the opportunities given to them with both hands. It’s both humbling and awe-inspiring.”


She’s
 humbling and awe-inspiring, and I’m more determined than ever to worm my way back into her heart.

“Thanks so much for the ride,” she says when we reach the home twenty minutes later. “And sorry for derailing your meeting. I hope you aren’t too late.”

“I canceled it.”

Her brows knit together. “Why did you do that?”

“You need a ride back to your car.” I shrug like it’s no biggie.

“You didn’t have to do that. I’m sure one of the other volunteers would’ve dropped me off.”

“Well, it’s done now, and I’ve got some spare time on my hands.”

Her eyes light up. “You want to come in?”

“Thought you’d never ask,” I say, smiling as I pocket my keys and get out of the car.

She introduces me to a bunch of men and women who work in the place before bringing me over to the room she uses for her class. There’s about twenty teenage boys and girls, of varying ages, in the room. All their heads swivel in my direction when I step into the room with Cheryl.

“Who’s your boyfriend, Cheryl?” a girl at the front asks, blatantly checking me out. I wink at her, and she shoves one of her fingers in her mouth, moving it in and out as she licks it in a provocative manner. Holy shit. I smother my laugh, schooling my lips into a neutral line when Cheryl sends me a warning look.

“Keven is my friend, and he’s going to help out today.” She shoots me a smug look, and I wonder what I’ve gotten myself into.

“Yo, girl, why you not tapping that?” a girl at the back speaks up. “He sure is pretty to look at.” Peals of laughter ring throughout the room, and I cough this time to disguise my laughter.

“Wanda. Behave or I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

“Aw, you’re no fun anymore, Ms. Cheryl.”

“Hey, what you bench, man?” a dude with dreads and tats at the front asks me.

“Two twenty.”

“Get the fuck out,” he replies, lifting his fist for a knuckle touch. “You the man.”

Cheryl is fighting a smile as she sets up the lesson.

“Are you one of those Kennedy dudes?” a skinny guy with glasses asks. “’Cause I saw a picture online, and you really look like one of them.”

“Hey, leave Keven alone, or he’ll never agree to help again.” Cheryl pushes me toward the back of the room. “Sit there and try to look invisible. I’ll call you when I need you.” She turns around but not before I spot the wicked glint in her eye.

Propping my butt on the edge of the desk, I watch her teach the class. I’m fucking mesmerized by her. She’s clearly in her element. Her face comes alive, and she gestures wildly with her hands, as she flicks through photos on the screen. The class discusses color and aesthetics, entering into healthy debate. After a half hour, she gestures me forward with a nod.

“Next week, we’re going to study portraiture and capturing the human form. I thought we could have a little introduction to it today seeing as we have a helper.” A few hoots and hollers ring out in the room, and I stop my forward trajectory, suddenly very, very afraid. “Come here, big guy,” Cheryl taunts, struggling to contain her mirth. “You’re not afraid of getting your picture taken, are you?”

“When you say human form, please tell me you mean naked human form,” the girl who did the fucked-up finger licking thing pipes up.

“Hell to the no.” I drill a serious look at Cheryl, and she convulses into fits of laughter. Half the class joins in.

“Spoilsport,” she whispers when I reach her side.

I press my mouth to her ear. “If you want to see me naked, you only have to ask. I’ll strip for you anytime, babe—once it’s a private show.” I lick my lips and discreetly roll my hips.

Her cheeks enflame and, oh yeah, I think I won this round.

“Can he at least take his shirt off?” another girl asks, and that starts up a chorus of chants. Even I’m laughing now.

“Tell me what you’re comfortable with,” Cheryl says with a soft smile. Her entire face is glowing, and she looks so beautiful that I’d happily strip naked in front of the class for her.

“Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.”

Ten minutes later, I’m standing in front of a white screen in only my jeans while a bunch of teenagers pretend to listen to Cheryl’s instruction instead of drooling.

Two cameras are passed around the room, and each student is given the opportunity to pose me to their liking and take a couple shots. I don’t know how professional models handle this shit day in, day out.

Cheryl was constantly taking my picture in high school, and I let her use me as her guinea pig, but that was fun because I loved every second in her company, and it was never a chore. I’ve also done a few shoots for sports magazines before, but they’ve been active stuff, shots of me in the gym or outside jogging, and I didn’t mind that, but standing around primping and preening bores me to tears. Still, I don’t mind too much because I’m helping Cheryl out, and the kids seem to be enjoying it.

After, Cheryl takes a photo of me—with my shirt back on—and all the kids, and then class is over.

“Thanks for being a good sport,” she says, as she gathers up her things.

“No problem. It was fun. They’re a lively bunch.”

“I love this group of kids. They’re enthusiastic.”

“A few of them seem like naturals too,” I say although I’m probably talking out my ass. I used to take off on long afternoons with Cheryl when she wanted to photograph stuff. I’d drive her everywhere and anywhere so she could capture a multitude of settings. She was always so passionate about it, and bits and pieces rubbed off on me. I remember when I got her this Nikon camera she’d been saving for, as a surprise, our last summer together, and she was so excited I got laid three times that night. Those were some of the best times of my life.

“They are, and I wish we had more funding, so I could encourage them, but the budget’s always tight,” she says, dragging me out of my head.

“That’s why you were sharing two cameras around.”

“Yep,” she says, hefting her bag over her shoulder. “I’m all packed up. Let’s go.”

I take the bag off her shoulder, ignoring her feeble protest, and place my hand on her lower back as I guide her forward. I expect her to argue or slip out of my grasp, but she doesn’t.

My hand begs to explore. To slip under her shirt and feel her soft skin. To wander over her body, examining all her new curves. But I hold myself back, because I meant what I said to her on Sunday.

When I touch Cheryl again—and I’m determined I will get to touch her again—it will only be when she’s broken all ties with Stanten and acknowledged her feelings for me.

Until then, cold showers and wet dreams will have to suffice.


Chapter 11
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Cheryl

Rob—the manager in charge today—waylays me before we leave, asking if I’ve time to help out in the kitchen. “I normally stick around for a while to help with dinner, but I don’t want to delay you any longer,” I explain to Keven.

“I’m in no rush.” He extends his hand to Rob. “I’m Keven, and whatever you need us to do is fine by me. Lead the way.”

“Nice to meet you,” Rob says, shaking his hand. “And thanks. We never turn down an extra pair of hands.”

Rob puts us to work chopping vegetables alongside Mira and Freya and the five of us maintain a steady banter as we work. Kev is chatting away to Rob, learning all he can about the home. My heart soars as I watch him listening avidly to everything Rob says.

“He’s definitely a keeper,” Freya whispers, nudging me in the ribs.

“Charming, caring, and so damn hot,” Mira adds. “I fucking hate you, girl.”

I laugh, but I don’t correct them. I let them believe Kev’s my fiancé, and the thought excites me so much.

Which in turn makes me feel guilty.

The longer I’m in Keven’s presence again, the more I’m remembering of our past. All the little ways he showed me he cared. How compatible we were. How we used to get one another with just one look or one word.

When we broke up, I subconsciously let all those good memories disappear, choosing to remember only the ugly ending, and I wish I hadn’t done that, because if I’d remembered what it was like to be crazy in love with a guy who made you the center of his world, I’d have realized that Dan was never that for me.

My dating experiences in college only added to the poor perception I’ve garnered of guys in my head. I didn’t date at all my first year at UD, and last year, I went out with a guy for six months, but he ended up cheating on me too. Dating wasn’t even on my radar when I arrived back in Massachusetts, but Dan swooped in and swept me off my feet.

Now, I’m wondering if I didn’t have blinders on. If I wasn’t so dejected and disheartened after my last relationship ended badly that I failed to see what was in front of my nose.

Dan doesn’t treat me the way I want to be treated. And he doesn’t love me the way a man intending to marry a woman should. Irrespective of whether anything happens with Kev or not, I have to end things with Dan. Deep inside, I’ve known things weren’t right for some time, and I can’t live in denial anymore. It’s time to confront my feelings once and for all and have a serious conversation with him.

Rob ropes Kev into looking at some problem on his laptop, and they disappear into his office while I help the girls serve dinner. The noise levels in the cafeteria are almost deafening, but it’s great to see the kids chatting and laughing and enjoying each other’s company.

Rob and Kev return, and we take a seat at the staff table, tucking into the delicious food we’ve just prepared. Kev fits right in, chatting as if he’s known my colleagues his entire life.

“Don’t be a stranger,” Rob tells Kev as we make our way outside a couple hours later. “And you’re welcome anytime. Thank you so much for everything today.”

Kev shrugs, shoving his hands in his pockets. “It was my pleasure, and I’d be delighted to help out again, provided Cheryl doesn’t mind.”

He looks at me with so much vulnerability and longing that my breath hitches in my throat. “I don’t mind,” I half-whisper.

“Then I guess we’ll be seeing you again.” Rob waves us off, and we are both quiet as we climb into Kev’s SUV.

The engine purrs to life, and Kev glides out onto the road. The air is heavy with unspoken words, and I’m confused all over again.

“Thank you for letting me share that with you today,” he quietly says, a few minutes later. “I see what you mean now.” His eyes flick to mine briefly. “And I hope you don’t mind that I’d like to get more involved. I don’t want to encroach on your—”

“It’s okay. I like that you want to help out.”

The biggest smile spreads across his mouth, and it’s like being sucker-punched in the ovaries.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I return his smile.

“I enjoyed spending time with you today. It reminded me so much of hanging out with you in high school.”

My stomach tightens, and I don’t know how to respond to that. I want to tell him I felt the same, but I don’t want to give him false hope either. I need to figure things out with Dan before I even contemplate what to do about Kev. So, I end up shooting him a timid smile and keeping my mouth closed.

“Oh no!” I exclaim, sitting upright in the chair as we pull up alongside my Audi. I jump out the instant Kev kills the engine, surveying the damage to my car with a sigh. Someone has stolen the three non-punctured tires, and my car is completely undriveable.

“Little shits,” Kev says, shaking his head and pulling out his cell. “I’ll drive you home, and I know a guy who can tow your car. Get whatever else you need while I make a call.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he silences me with a deadly look, so I do as I’m told, grabbing my book bag from the back seat and my laptop from the trunk. Then I lock the car and text Dan to see where he is. He replies instantly letting me know he’ll be late, and I scowl as I toss my cell in my bag and climb back into Kev’s car.

“Everything okay?” he asks, frowning a little.

“Peachy,” I lie, while punching the coordinates to my house into the GPS system.

We start moving again. “My guy will tow your car to his garage and fix the tires. I said I’d drop the keys into him later, and he’ll drop the car back to your place sometime tomorrow. I can come pick you up in the morning if you need a ride to school?”

“Thanks for organizing that, and I’m sure Dan can drop me at school in the morning.”

“Of course.” A muscle clenches in his jaw, and an uneasy atmosphere descends again. After a few minutes, he clears his throat. “I was wondering … what’d you ever do with all those photos you took of me?”

“I still have them,” I truthfully admit. “Along with other stuff of yours. I tried to throw them away, countless times, but I couldn’t do it.” Subconsciously, I think I’ve always been holding onto the notion of Keven and me. I can’t believe that we’re back in each other’s lives. Maybe my belief in fate isn’t as misplaced as I’ve come to accept.

“I have that picture of us at junior prom by my bed,” he admits. “It was always my favorite.”

“You do?” I arch a brow. “I’m betting that goes down well when you bring a girl home.”

“I don’t bring girls home.”

I snort. “You seriously expect me to believe there haven’t been other girls?”

“I didn’t say that,” he says. “I’m a horny bastard, and I love sex. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten.” He drills me with a look so darkly seductive my panties are instantly soaked. “There have been hookups but always at their place or in a hotel.”

“What about girlfriends?” I ask.

“I haven’t had a girlfriend since you.”

My mouth drops to the floor. “You’re lying.”

“I’m really not.” He reaches over, taking my hand and raising it to his mouth. He plants a light kiss on my knuckles, and I feel the effects all the way to the tips of my toes. “No one else ever measured up to you, and even if I had found someone worthy, how could I be with her when I’m still madly in love with you?”

I can count on one hand the number of times Kev told me he loved me back in high school. Kev was hugely romantic when it came to doing things for me and showing me all the ways in which he cared. But he always struggled to articulate those feelings. It never bothered me, because I knew he loved me anyway. I didn’t need to hear him say it a million times to know. Which is why I understand how big a deal it is that he’s said that to me now.

“Keven.” Tears prick my eyes as I look at the adoring expression on his face. Reluctantly, he drops my hand to maneuver the car around the next bend.

Silence engulfs us again as we pull up to the gate to my house. I input the code on the keypad, and the gates slowly open. When we reach the top of the driveway, he cuts the engine and swivels in his seat so he’s facing me. “Tell me you feel nothing for me, Cheryl. Tell me it’s all in my head, and I will
 leave you alone. I promise.”

“I’m a hot mess right now, Kev. I’m feeling so many things.”

“Can we go inside and talk?” He glances around. “I don’t see your fiancé’s car, so I’m guessing he’s not here?”

“He’s not, but—”

“Please, Cheryl.” He pins me with puppy dog eyes, and I’m powerless to resist.

“Okay, but just for one coffee.”

He smiles before tentatively reaching out to brush some loose strands of hair behind my ears. His fingers leave a fiery trail on my skin, and the urge to fling myself at him is riding me hard, but I sit on my hands to harness the craving. “You’re so incredibly beautiful, Cheryl. I hope you know that. I think it’s because you’re so good, so pure, on the inside, and it just radiates all over you.”

Tears roll down my face. “Keven. Please stop. I can’t …” A choked sob rips from the very essence of my soul.

“I’m sorry. Please don’t cry. I don’t want to upset you. I just want you to know how much I love you because I didn’t tell you enough in high school. I was an idiot. Thought saying it out loud would make me sound like a pussy. After we broke up, I kicked myself in the ass so many times over all those wasted opportunities. And I know I’m not good at this romantic stuff, but—”

I put my hand over his mouth. “You’re the most romantic man I’ve ever met, and I never doubted how much you loved me. At least, not until the end. You never needed to say those words, Kev. I felt your love every second of every day because you were always there for me and we just got each other. So, don’t beat yourself up about that.” I remove my hand and open the door. “C’mon. Let me make you that coffee.”

Thankfully, he doesn’t mention anything else about us once we head into the house. He insists I give him a full tour, and I do my best to summon enthusiasm as I show him around, but I can tell he’s picked up on my lethargy. The only room I don’t show him is the master bedroom because that would just be way too awkward.

After I make coffees, I suggest we take them into the living room, but a dark look washes over his face as he maintains he’s fine to stay in the kitchen. “How are your parents?” he asks. “And Bryan and Violet.”

“They’re all good,” I reply, sipping my coffee. “Dad’s still working for the same pharmaceutical company, and he’s in charge of the whole finance operation now. Mom volunteers for a few local charities when she’s not moonlighting as Violet’s personal taxi service.” I grin as I think of my little sister.

“Violet was close in age to the triplets, wasn’t she?” Kev says, propping his chin in his hands and leaning his elbows on the marble countertop. I work hard to ignore the way his massive biceps flex and roll under his shirt with the movement.

I nod. “She’ll be eighteen in a few months, and she’s a senior now. Bryan’s a freshman at UD. He’s studying business and finance like my dad did.”

“Tell them I said hi,” he says before his face contorts. “Or maybe not. I’m not sure your mother would be happy to know we’re on speaking terms again.”

“Mom always loved you. I think she was as disappointed as me when we broke up.”

“I loved your family. Loved going to your house. My mom was hardly ever home, and I resented her for that. Going to your house was bittersweet because I loved how your mom fussed over me, but it also highlighted how little my mom was involved in my life.”

“That didn’t mean she didn’t love you,” I say, feeling the need to defend Alex. “She was trying to provide for all of you, and your dad didn’t work, so he was home to take care of you.”

“I know, and I’m not as resentful now. When I discovered James wasn’t my bio dad, I hated him and Mom for ages for concealing the truth, but then I started to look at it differently. He took Kade and me on knowing we weren’t his biological children, but he never treated us any differently, and I always felt his love. Over time, it was easier to forgive him, and to forgive Mom. Sometimes, it’s easy to forget that our parents are fallible too. They fuck up on occasion, but it doesn’t mean they love you any less.”

I subconsciously lean toward him. Everything about him draws me in. From his heartfelt words to his dark, sultry voice, his sexy face, and the hypnotic way he’s staring at me. It’s as if someone took my dream of my ideal man and packaged him as Keven Kennedy. How I ever thought I could leave him in the past is beyond me.

He’s right—I’m clearly delusional.

“Cheryl, honey.” He leans across the counter until our faces are only centimeters apart. “Unless you want me to spread you out across this island unit and impale you with my cock, you’ve got to stop looking at me like that.”

“Holy fuck.” I straighten up, jerking back out of his space, exhaling deeply. “You can’t say things like that to me either.” My heart is beating so fast, and my body throbs with need. I want to pull him close and lose myself in him, and I’m not sure I’m strong enough to resist. “I think you should go.”

“Rain check then,” he says, smirking, and I send him a cautionary look. “Mind if I take a piss before I go?”

“Of course not. You know where the bathroom is.”

I watch him walking out of the kitchen, using the opportunity to fully check him out. His designer jeans hug his shapely ass and muscular thighs causing saliva to pool in my mouth. His back is a solid block of muscle, rolling and stretching under his tight shirt. He runs one hand through his hair, and I’m envious.

I want to be the one to do that.

Happy memories resurface in my mind, and this time, I don’t resist. I let them replay, reliving each moment as if it’s the first time, and with each memory, I fall all over again.

I realize I’m staring at an empty doorway, daydreaming, about ten minutes later, and I snap out of it, glancing at the clock on the wall with a frown.

Where on Earth is Keven?


Chapter 12
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Cheryl

“What the hell are you doing in Dan’s office? And how did you even get in here?” I demand, planting my hands on my hips and glaring at him. I know for a fact that Dan keeps this office locked. It was something else I’ve become wary of, especially after he got that new security system installed on Monday.

“I picked the lock, and you need to see this.” Kev is completely unapologetic as he gets up from Dan’s desk, coming toward me.

“Get out!” I shout, pointing my finger into the hallway. I know Kev wants me back, but snooping in Dan’s office is a low blow and not the way to win me over.

He stalks toward me, picking me up and throwing me over his shoulder before I’ve had time to even contemplate the move. My head dangles just above his ass.


Not a bad view
, my cheeky inner devil whispers in my ear.

Before I can demand he let me down, he’s placing my feet on the floor, his hands on my shoulders holding me in place. We’re positioned in front of Dan’s large mahogany TV unit. The doors are pushed to either side, revealing a row of hidden screens. “Were you aware your fiancé has cameras all over this house?”

My eyes almost bug out of my head as I skim over the rotating images of the inside and outside of the house.

What the fuck?

“Dan said the only cameras were outside, mainly around the perimeter,” I mumble.

“And did he tell you he has armed men guarding that barn in the woods?” He jabs his finger at a screen on the top left. I squint as I struggle to make out the shadowy forms in the dark. A sensor light flicks on at that exact moment, illuminating two men standing in front of the entrance doors to the barn, lighting up cigarettes. Both have rifles strapped around their torso and they look like the type not to be messed with. Bile floods my mouth, and fear spikes my blood pressure to coronary-inducing levels. My legs buckle, threatening to go out from under me, but Kev is there to catch me. He scoops me up into his arms and walks over to Dan’s desk, dropping into the chair with me in his lap.

“I knew there was something fishy about that barn,” I murmur, as Kev’s fingers race across the keyboard.

“You need to get out of here, Cheryl. Tonight. It’s not safe for you,” he says, his fingers click-clicking as he speaks.

“What are you doing?” I ask, watching lines of code race across Dan’s desktop screen.

“I’m implanting a virus into the security system. It’s the only way to erase the images of me here tonight.”

I can’t argue with that. If Dan knew I had another man in our house, he’d freak out. Not that it matters anymore.

Our relationship is over.

This has cemented the decision in my mind, and now I know I’m right in ending things with him. “He lied to me. He’s mixed up in the same shit Garcia was involved in, isn’t he?” I don’t actually direct the question to Keven, I just kind of throw it out there into thin air, but he answers all the same.

“Yes, and he’s dangerous, Cheryl. I don’t want you spending another second in his company. Go pack a bag. You can stay in my guest room tonight. Hell, you can stay as long as you like. Or I’ll help you move into your friend Lin’s place or help you find a place of your own, but you can’t stay here.”

I’m only half paying attention to him as I watch the camera feeds alternating from room to room. My stomach churns as I spot the feed in our bedroom. I wonder how long these cameras have been there. Were they all installed on Monday while I was attending classes at MassArt, completely ignorant of what was going on in my own home, or have they been here all along?


I wonder if I ever knew Daniel at all?

Has everything been a lie?

And how stupid am I not to have seen the signs?

I knew he couldn’t be making this kind of money as a new attorney, yet I accepted the bullshit he fed me without truly stopping to question it.

What the hell is wrong with me?

Why am I so fucking naïve all the time?

Why do I keep trying to see the good in people when all they do is let me down?

“Honey.” Kev tilts my face to his worried one. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll protect you. I’m not going to let him hurt you. I promise.”

“He won’t hurt me.”

“Cheryl.” He sighs, shaking his head. “That’s what guys like Daniel do. They have no empathy. No remorse. He’d hurt you like that.” He clicks his fingers, standing with me still enveloped in his arms.

The images on the screens flicker before fading away, replaced with cloudy static. Kev’s still got the magic touch.

“Let me down, please.” I shuffle out of his hold, crossing my arms over my chest. “I appreciate your offer of help but I’m not going anywhere tonight.”

His jaw tenses and his eyes narrow. “What the fuck, Cheryl? Please don’t tell me you’re staying with him. Please don’t tell me you’re that stupid?”

That is like a red flag to a bull, and I shove at his chest, channeling my anger in the totally wrong direction. “Who the hell are you to call me stupid? After all the stupid shit you did back in high school? And, not that it’s any of your business but I’m breaking off the engagement and leaving Daniel; however, I’m confronting him first. I want him to look me in the eye and tell me he’s been lying this whole time.”

Kev is violently shaking his head. “No! No way! You can’t stay here! He could fucking kill you! Or worse, sell you to those perverts he’s in business with!” He grabs hold of my arm, dragging me out of the room. “I’m not taking no for an answer. Go pack a bag, and we’re leaving.”

“No, we’re not.” I wrestle out of his hold, trying to calm myself down. It’s not Keven I’m angry at. “Look, I don’t want to argue with you. I’m going to end things officially with him tonight, and I’ll come to your place then. I know you want to protect me, but he won’t hurt me, no matter what you think of him, he wouldn’t do that.”

“Fuck!” He lashes out, kicking the wall in frustration. “How can you be this naïve?” he shouts. “Eva was married to Jeremy for years, and he kidnapped her and was going to let his men gang rape her before handing her over to his network of pimps. Wake the fuck up, Cheryl! Stanten is no different. If Jeremy could do that to his wife, what do you think Stanten would do to his fiancée of a few months?”

“I’m not walking out without an explanation,” I calmly reply, although I’m shaking all over at his words.

He claws his hands through his hair, growling in frustration. “Have you any idea the things he’s been doing? He’s been fucking underage girls behind your back, and he’s involved in all kinds of illegal shit.”

“What? No! How could you even know that?”

He grips my shoulders, pushing his face into mine. “I can’t tell you that, but please trust me when I tell you it’s the truth.”

I snort. “Trust you? You’ve been back in my life a hot minute and you want me to trust you?” I push him away. “I trust you about as much as I trust Dan right now.”

It’s a low blow, and I know it, but I’m done with men manipulating me. I’m going to end things with Dan on my terms. I’m going to get closure this time. I’m not being naïve. I know it’s risky, but I’m taking control this time. I’m ending this on my terms and walking away with my head held high.

Hurt lances across his face, and I’m instantly remorseful. “Kev, I—”

“I got it,” he barks. “You still hate me.”

I step in closer to him, planting my hands on his impressive chest. “Kev, I’ve never hated you. I wanted to, believe me, but I just couldn’t. I love you too much to hate you. I know you’re worried, but you’ve got to let me do this my way.” I stretch up on tiptoes and kiss his cheek. “I’m sorry I said that, and I take it back. I trust you more than I trust him, but trust works both ways. You’ve got to trust me to know how to handle this. I need to do this my way.”

“I don’t want anything to happen to you.” His eyes fill up, and my heart melts.

I wrap my arms around him, closing my eyes as I lay my head on his chest. His arms automatically go around my waist. “Nothing will happen to me, but if it makes you feel better, put one of those tracker things on my cell.”

“Is there anything I can say to convince you to leave with me now?” he asks, running his hand up and down my spine.

I look up at him. “No,” I truthfully admit, and he lets loose a string of expletives. I pull my cell out of my pocket. “Put the tracker on it, and then you better go. He could be home any second.”

“I really don’t like this,” Kev says as I walk him to the door ten minutes later. He put some tracking software on my cell and insisted on adding these little chip trackers to my shoes. I’d teased him that he was like James Bond, always carrying useful gadgets, but it didn’t go down well as he pinned me with a dark look and growled low under his breath.

“But you’re trusting me, and I promise I’ll text you as soon as he comes home and the minute I’m out of here. I’ll call a taxi, and I’ll come straight to your place. I promise. Now, go.” I gently nudge him toward the door. “I’ve got to pack.”

He goes to open the door, but then he swings around, reeling me into his strong arms. His body trembles against mine. “I love you, Cheryl Ann Keeland, and if anything happens to you, I’m holding you responsible.”

I hold him tight, closing my eyes and enjoying his warmth and his comforting strength. “Nothing is going to happen to me. I’ll talk to you later or tomorrow.”

I have to almost physically force him out the door, but eventually, he leaves, and I hurry around the house, gathering my personal possessions and boxing them up. It’s after midnight by the time I’ve packed up all my stuff, and there’s still no sign of Dan.

My cell pings, and I check my messages. I’ve one from Dan telling me he’ll be late and another from Keven telling me to open the front gate to let his friend drop my Audi off. The buzzer for the main gate goes, and I let the man in, hurrying out to meet him so I can thank him in person for getting my car back to me so fast. I’m guessing Kev called him the minute he left and offered him some ridiculous amount of money to get my car back to me tonight.

His thoughtfulness and protectiveness cause my chest to swell with so much emotion. This is the Keven I know. The guy who goes out of his way to take care of me. I’d almost forgotten how incredible it feels to be cared for like this.

As I wait for Dan, I think over everything Keven said, and I can’t believe I was so blind. So naïve to believe Dan when he said he had all these late meetings. It’s obvious he’s cheating on me, but the thought of him sleeping with underage girls sickens me. I don’t know what Keven knows, or how he knows it, but I’m really hoping he’s wrong about that fact. And don’t get me started on the armed men out in the woods. I don’t think they mean me any harm, but who knows what their instructions are. I try not to think about them as I wait for my soon-to-be ex-fiancé to come home.

By two a.m., my eyelids are drooping, and I’m yawning profusely. I text Keven to tell him I’m going to sleep and I’ll talk to Dan in the morning. I’m asleep before his reply arrives.

My alarm goes off at six a.m., and I roll over in the empty bed. Dan didn’t even come home last night. I shower and get changed, skipping breakfast because I’ve no appetite, and then I load up my car with my stuff. I message Keven and Lin and take a last look around the house for anything I might have missed before grabbing a coffee and phoning my mom. She’s an early riser, like me, and I know she’ll be awake.

“Sweetheart, it’s so good to hear from you,” she says, sounding all sunny and cheery on the other end of the line.

“It’s good to hear your voice too.”

“Oh no. I know that voice. What’s happened?”

I proceed to tell her everything about Dan and Kev and what Kev said about Dan. “I’m going to have to side with Keven on this one. Please get the hell out of that house.”

“I’m going Mom as soon as we finish this call. My car’s already packed.”

“I knew there was something off about that man,” she mumbles.

“I should have listened to you.” I’d brought Dan home a couple times since we got engaged, and my parents never really warmed to him. Mom took me aside on the second visit to ask me if I was sure and to share her concerns. I brushed them aside without giving them too much attention which was a big mistake.

“There’s just something so … cold and unnatural … about that man. Sure, he looked like the doting fiancé, he played the role well, but he didn’t look at you the way Keven Kennedy used to.”

“What way did Kev look at me?” I ask, chewing on the inside of my cheek.

“Like you were the only girl in existence. Like his world started and ended with you.” I can hear her smiling down the line. “I’d watch you both when you were at the kitchen table doing your homework, and sometimes, I’d catch him watching you when you weren’t aware. Your head would be stuck in a book and he’d just look at you with so much love in his eyes. It astounded me. You were both so young, but the love between you wasn’t. Which is why I was so disappointed in him.”

There’s a telling pregnant pause. “I know how strongly you felt about him, and I’m glad he’s explained what happened back then, but I don’t want to see you hurt all over again.”

“He’s made some foolish mistakes, and while it was still a betrayal, it wasn’t a betrayal of the heart,” I quietly say before adding, “Do you think I should take him back?”

“Only you can answer that, but don’t rush into anything until you’re sure. You’re ending your engagement, and your childhood sweetheart might seem like the answer to all your prayers, but you won’t know how you feel until you can separate your emotions. If it’s meant to be, you two will find your way back to one another.”

Silence engulfs us for a few beats until her concerned voice filters down the line. “Don’t worry about that now, Cheryl. What’s most important is that you get the hell out of that house and sever all ties with Dan. So, go, baby girl. Go and get to safety. You’ll figure out the rest after that.”

“Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

“I love you too. Now leave! And text me when you’re safe.”
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Hayley drops into the seat beside me in the auditorium while we wait for the prof to show up. I’m surprised to see her. Lately, she’s been missing a lot of morning classes. “Hey,” I say, turning to face her. “Oh my God. Are you okay?” I ask the instant I spot the raw red markings around her neck. She’s attempted to hide them with an expensive, new Hermes silk scarf, but she’s done a piss poor job of it.

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” she smirks, sipping from a paper cup.

“What happened to your neck?” I whisper, leaning in close to inspect the raised, angry welts.

“Kinky sex.” She waggles her brows, and my face contorts. I try to be open-minded, each to their own and all that, but those marks look nasty and painful. “Christ, you’re such a fucking prude.” Her eyes glint maliciously as she pins me with a smug look. “No wonder Dan has to seek his pleasure elsewhere.”

Pressure settles on my chest, and bile travels up my throat. “What did you just say?”

“You heard me.” She can’t contain her grin. “I’ve been fucking Dan for the past three months. Where else do you think he is late at night or when he doesn’t come home? I was blowing him when he sent you that text last night, and he only left my bed an hour ago.”

“He doesn’t even like you.”

She bursts out laughing, drawing attention from some students in the rows in front. “You’re so fucking gullible, which makes this easy. You deserve to be cheated on if you’re that naïve. I’ve grown tired of waiting for him to tell you, so I’ll do it. He’s leaving you for me. I guess I’ll be the one driving around in the fancy Audi and living in the mansion.” She winks, grinning like the cat that got the cream.

I stand, feeling ill to the pit of my stomach. “You’re welcome to all of it, and I hope you get what’s coming to you. Now that I think about it, you two make such a lovely couple. Let’s hope you have what it takes to hold him, or one day, you could find yourself in my place.” I hold my head up high as I leave my former best friend, and the auditorium, behind.

As I walk through the parking lot toward my car, a massive sense of relief washes over me. Hayley may believe she’s screwed me over, but she’s just done me a huge favor.

I get to end this now without admitting I know anything about cameras or the armed men or the underage girls which I one hundred percent believe now. I know Keven was worried that I’d blurt too much out in the heat of the moment, and he’d cautioned me to be very careful what I said to him. Now, I can let Daniel believe he is the reason our engagement is ending. His cheating has broken us up and it ties it all up nice and cleanly. I can walk away with him believing I know nothing of his shady operation and live my life without fear of retaliation.

Most of all though, this has proven that I never really loved him, not enough to have ever consented to marry him. Because the devastation I felt when I thought Keven had betrayed me was heartbreaking, and I was inconsolable. Hearing Dan has been cheating with Hayley, and God knows how many others, has left me feeling nothing but sheer relief. Yes, I feel stupid and naïve for not realizing but I’ve found out the truth in time.

I’ve dodged a bullet, avoiding making the worst mistake of my life.

Right now, that’s all that matters.


Chapter 13
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Keven

“This is excellent work, Keven. I’m very impressed.” I should be happy the SSA is singing my praises, but I’m anxious for this fucking briefing to end so I can get home to Cheryl. I was too worried to leave her at my place all alone, so Eva and Kade are with her, and my brother has promised he won’t leave until I arrive home.

I managed to install a hidden feed linking from all the cameras in Stanten’s house to a secure private video network where we can watch the comings and goings at will, so the boss man wants everyone working overtime to try and nail these bastards.

I tilt my head from side to side, attempting to loosen the kink in my neck and stiff shoulders. I spent all night in my car, tucked into the shadows about a half a mile from Stanten’s place. There was no way in hell I was leaving Cheryl in that house by herself waiting for that monster to come home. I wanted to be close by so I could be there in a flash if she needed me. And, only for the fact I had to complete a routine physical this morning, I would’ve been shadowing Cheryl when she confronted Stanten at his office and broke things off with him.

I can’t keep the smug grin off my face as we watch the fallout from that meeting on the screen. I knew Stanten would get his security people in to fix the system immediately. I’ve crossed paths with this company before, and they’re notorious for using outdated systems so they can skim extra profit off the top. Lucky for us, they aren’t using the latest tech, or I’d never have been able to install the hidden program which gives us access to the feed.

I’ve hacked in now, focusing on the living room where Stanten is presently wearing a line in the carpet. He paces back and forth, screaming and shouting at his three associates. The room is a mess, because when he first arrived home, he trashed it in a scary display of uncontrollable rage. I’m not a behavioral analyst, but the guy looks psychopathic to me.

“How the fuck did this happen?!” he roars, prodding his finger in Jesse Robert’s chest. “You were supposed to keep that bitch Hayley on a leash.”

“Don’t fucking blame me for this, man. You’re the one who started spending more time with her. Staying over and leading her to believe you loved her.”

“The only thing I loved about that whore was choking her while I was fucking her in the ass.”

Jesse snorts. “She’s a dirty bitch, but she has zero limits. She let me do all manner of shit that most girls would balk at. You sure you want to get rid of her?”

“I can’t get Cheryl back unless she’s out of the picture.”

All the blood drains from my face. I’d hoped Stanten would let Cheryl go without a fight, but that was clearly wishful thinking.

Jesse leans against the wall. “I don’t get it, man. Why her? She’s too vanilla. Too honest. Too sweet. If you ask me, Hayley did you a solid. Cheryl doesn’t belong in this world.”

Stanten flies across the room, grabbing Jesse around the throat and slamming him into the wall. “Don’t you ever fucking talk about Cheryl like that again.” His eyes glisten with murderous intent. “My father told me to find a nice, pretty girl to raise a family with. Someone with good genes and from a wholesome family. Someone bright but not too bright who wouldn’t pry into my business affairs. Cheryl has big plans for her own career, so she won’t be bothered with mine. She looks good on my arm, and she has a tight little cunt I happen to love fucking.”

My hands ball into fists under the table, and I bite back the primitive roar dying to burst free of my chest. I glare at Agent Wentward as he sends me a knowing look.

“Cheryl ticks all the boxes. That slut Hayley was never in contention for the role. She’s a hole to fuck when I’m bored and need the distraction. Now she’s a pain in my ass because she’s messed things up with Cheryl, but I’ll get her back. There’s no other choice. I don’t have time to look for a suitable replacement.”

That asshole better hope I never get my hands on him because I will squeeze every last breath out of his body for disrespecting the girl I love.

“Boss.” The short, stocky dude steps up. “He’s turning blue.”

“Do I look like I fucking care?” Stanten roars.

“We need him to lure Hayley out unless you plan on doing that yourself?”

It’s like a light goes off in his head. Stanten drops Jesse and steps back, his face smoothing out into a calm mask. He dusts down the sleeves of his suit jacket and stares at his so-called friend with an emotionless expression. It’s scary as shit. Jesse slumps to the floor and instantly pukes all over his legs. It couldn’t happen to a nicer dude.

“Get yourself cleaned up.” Stanten kicks at Jesse’s feet. “Borrow one of my suits. Grab Hayley, and take her to the meeting point. Gonzalez will be waiting, and he’ll take it from there.”

Jesse nods, scrambling to his feet and running out of the room like a scared little pussy.

A few minutes later, they all leave the house and the SSA starts barking out orders. “Wentward, keep tabs on Stanten. Cunningham, I want eyes on those feeds twenty-four seven. Organized crime is loaning us a few bodies for surveillance, but I want you supervising. Higgins and Mead, you’re with me and the task force. We’ll go to Hayley’s apartment and wait for Roberts to show up. Kennedy, walk with me.” He snaps his fingers as the meeting is disbanded, and everyone scurries away. The sense of urgency is palpable in the air, but it finally feels like we’re getting somewhere.

I keep stride with SSA Clement as he heads toward his office. “Continue to trawl online for any evidence we might use against Stanten. Keep Cheryl at your place for the moment. However, I want to talk to her. I want to see how she might aid the investigation.”

“No,” I snap. “Leave her out of it.”

He slams to a halt in the corridor. “That is not your decision to make.” He scrutinizes my face. “I warned you not to make this personal. Are you too emotionally involved? Do I need to remove you from this case?”

My jaw is locked so tight it’s a wonder it doesn’t break. “That won’t be necessary.” I want to punch something. Preferably his face.

“Good.” He resumes walking and I keep pace with him. “You have twenty-four hours to tell her you’re an FBI analyst and explain about the case. I understand this has been a lot for her to process, but we don’t have the luxury of time. I want her in here on Saturday, at the latest. Understood?”

I nod, while the whole time I’m trying to think of a way of getting her out of this. And while part of me wants to come clean about everything, now isn’t the right time.

I’m only starting to win her trust again, and this will set us back. She’ll be furious when she finds out I’ve been lying to her even if it was in the interests of protecting her. I can’t risk losing her. Especially when she needs me to keep her safe. That asshole is not getting near her again. I don’t care if I have to fucking kill him with my bare hands to ensure it.
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“Thanks so much for keeping her company,” I tell my brother as Eva hugs Cheryl goodbye.

“Anytime. It was good to catch up with her. You know I always liked Cheryl.”

“How is she?” I quietly ask, tossing my jacket on the back of the chair.

“She’s doing good. She’s angry, and she feels foolish, but she doesn’t seem scared.”

“That’s what I’m worried about.” I rub a tense spot between my brows.

Kade bores a hole in my skull. “Out with it.”

I glance over my shoulder, making sure the girls aren’t listening. “He’s not going to let her go, and he thinks making her friend disappear is the solution. The guy’s a fucking psycho Kade, and I’m terrified.”

Kade’s large hand clamps down on my shoulder. “We’ll keep her safe, but you can’t shut us out.”

“This is fucking dangerous, Kade. As bad as the situation with Garcia. I don’t want my family anywhere near this, so you’re to butt out, just like you told me to butt out when it was you in this position.”

“And you didn’t listen to me.” He sends me a smug, challenging look. “I’m helping. Get over it.”

“We’re
 helping,” Eva says, coming up behind her husband.

Kade tucks her into the nook of his arm, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “Not happening, love.”

She punches him in the stomach and he groans, hunching over. Cheryl and I exchange amused smiles. “We’re a team, and whatever you’re cooking up will involve me,” Eva coolly replies.

“We’re not cooking up anything,” I say. “I want him to stay out of it. I want both of you
 to stay out of it.”

“You want me to punch you too?” she threatens, planting her hands on her shapely hips.

“No, ma’am.” I hold up my hands.

“Good. Then what’s the plan?”

It’s pointless to keep arguing, and maybe I can use this to my advantage without putting Eva or Kade in danger. I turn to Cheryl. “Have you ever learned to shoot?” She shakes her head. “Any objection to learning now?”

“Not a bit. I want to know how to protect myself.”

I nod. “Okay.” I look at Kade. “We’ll meet Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays at the firing range. Alternate days we’ll meet in the gym for self-defense lessons.” I know Kade has been teaching Eva self-defense for months, and after the warehouse shooting, she finally agreed to learn how to use a firearm, so she has a head start on Cheryl, but I figure the moral support can’t hurt. Plus, they’ll be helping in a way that keeps all of them safe.

“Agreed.”

“I’ll need to talk to everyone in the family,” I add. “I want to upgrade the tracking software on everyone’s cells, and I have a few other items I want people to take.” I can see Cheryl smiling out of the corner of my eye. I pin her with a sharp look. “This is a James Bond and Jason Bourne comment-free zone.”

She smiles even wider, and I can’t hold onto my sharp look in the face of such devastating beauty. I return her smile, and so much passes between us as we stare at one another.

“We can talk to everyone when we’re in Nantucket,” Kade suggests, breaking me free of the spell.

I walk right up to Cheryl. “Do you have set plans for Easter, or can you come with because I’m not leaving you here unprotected.”

“Kev, I appreciate all you’re doing for me, but it’s not your job to keep me protected.”

I glare at her. “The hell it isn’t. And I’d like to see you try stopping me.”

Her chest heaves, and tears glisten in her eyes. “I don’t want to burden your whole family. And I don’t want to bring danger to your door. It’s not right.”

“You’re our family, Cheryl,” Kade says, helpfully stepping in. “You always have been, so don’t even try to deny it. And we protect our family. As for the danger, it’s been on our doorstep for some time. You’re not bringing anything that doesn’t already exist.”

“It’s true. We’re already entangled in this.” I cup her face. “Any other objections, or can I text Mom to set an extra place for you?”

“Kev,” she whispers, peering deep into my eyes. “Are you really sure about this?”

I silence her by pressing my lips to hers. I don’t know any other way to convey how serious I am about her and wanting to keep her safe, and I’ve been longing to kiss her again for years.

She melts against me, and I mentally fist pump the air. It feels like I’ve waited for eternity to hold her in my arms again, to feel her mouth moving against mine. I angle my head, deepening the kiss, while I haul her close to my chest, snaking my arms around her waist. My head is drowning in so many thoughts, my heart swollen with so many emotions. I hear the soft tread of retreating footsteps as Kade and Eva slip out of the room, granting us privacy. Cheryl sighs into my mouth, and I wind my hands through her hair, kissing her with every ounce of love swirling inside me.

For years, I believed I’d never get to experience this again. Now I’ve got her back in my arms, I’m never letting her go.

She might not have accepted it yet, but Cheryl Keeland is the only woman for me. When I look at my future, she is all I see. I’m not backing down, and I’m not giving up. I’m going to bend over backward until I prove it to her.


Chapter 14
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Cheryl

Keven kisses me like he never thought he’d get to do it again. I know I didn’t. His love wraps around me, blanketing me in a safety net I so desperately need right now. Despite my earlier bravado, I’m scared about Dan’s next move.

The meeting in his office was terrifying. I’ve never seen someone so enraged. Part of it was directed at Hayley, and part of it was directed at me. He swears it was only sex, as if that excuses it. He knows how I feel about cheating, so me hurling my engagement ring in his face shouldn’t have come as any surprise. The scariest part was how quickly he switched emotions. In the blink of an eye, he transformed from anger-driven rage to pleading with me to forgive him and begging for a second chance. I didn’t entertain it for even a second. I told him there’s no going back, and I walked away.

But I don’t think he’s going to go that quietly. And, quite frankly, the thought frightens me.

“Hey.” Kev breaks our kiss, peering into my eyes with concern. “Are you okay?” He grips the nape of my neck, flooding my body with warmth.

“Everything’s changing so fast, and I feel like I’m on a rollercoaster, and it’s going a hundred miles an hour, and I don’t know how to get off.” Hurt briefly flashes in his eyes, and he slides his hand off my neck, but I grip his wrist, holding it in place. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. Just that I need time to process. If we’re going to do this again, I need to be sure I can let go of the past and start with a clean slate.”

He pulls my head to his, pressing a delicate kiss to my lips. “I completely understand, and I don’t want to pressure you, but I can’t lose you again, Cheryl. I won’t survive it a second time.”

I blink back tears. “Neither would I,” I whisper.

He lifts his head, spearing me with an intense look. “Did you mean it? Last night, when you said you loved me?”

I cup his face, brushing my mouth against his in a feather-soft kiss. “Yes. I don’t think I’ve ever stopped loving you, but I’ve been in denial. And I’ve only just broken off my engagement, and you’ve recently come back into my life, and I just need some time.”

He pulls me into a hug, pressing a fierce kiss to the top of my head. “Take all the time you need, but don’t shut me out. And I want you to stay here where I can protect you. I don’t trust Stanten.”

I sigh. “Neither do I, and that scares me,” I honestly admit.

“Don’t be scared, babe. I’ll kill him before he lays a hand on you.”
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Hayley is a no-show on Friday morning, and I fleetingly wonder if that’s because she’s shacked up in bed with my ex-fiancé. I don’t actually care. I’m just glad she isn’t here because it makes things less awkward.

I meet Kev, Kade, and Eva at the gym later that night for our first self-defense lesson.

I’m a terrible student.

In my defense, every time Kev puts his hands on me, I zone out, lost in the sensation of his touch. Kev figures out I’m distracted, and why, shooting me a cocky grin as he asks Kade to switch places. With Kade working with me, and Kev working with Eva, we actually manage to get something done. Then we all head out for dinner, and it’s one of the best nights I’ve had in ages.

We’re back at Kev’s place now, enjoying a glass of wine before bed. “I heard something interesting today,” I say, sipping the cool, crisp wine. “A little birdy tells me an anonymous donor made a sizable donation to the residential home with strict instructions that at least half the funds were to be used to purchase new cameras for the photography class.”

His brows climb to his hairline and he avoids looking at me as she speaks. “Yeah? That’s awesome.”

I get up and move over beside him. Taking hold of his face, I force his gaze to mine. “I know you did that.” My eyes probe his, and I see the truth. “And I think I fell a little bit more in love with you for it.” I lean in and kiss him slowly. “Thank you,” I whisper over his lips, as he pulls me into his warm body.

“I was happy to help, and you know I can afford it. If you need more, you only have to ask.” He hauls me into his lap, and my legs go on either side of his hips. My core aches deliciously, but I try to ignore my libido. “I have more money than I need, so if I can do some good with it, I want to help.”

“Your altruism is one of the many things I love about you.”

“It’s one of the things I love most about you too.” His hands slip under the back of my blouse, and I shiver all over from his touch.

“Wow, you’re really embracing the ‘l’ word,” I pant, my hips grinding involuntarily against his growing hard-on.

“I’m trying. I never want you to doubt what I feel for you.” His hand moves around to my belly and starts inching up.

“I don’t. Not anymore.” A tiny whimper escapes my lips as his fingers brush the underside of my breasts.

“Can I touch you? I really want to make you feel good,” he whispers against my lips.

“You already are, and yes, please touch me. I need your hands on me.”

He fuses our mouths together in a searing-hot kiss as his hand moves up, cupping one of my tits through my bra. I gyrate against him, and he thrusts his erection up against the softest part of me. I moan, unashamedly, into his mouth when he yanks one side of my bra down, exposing my bare flesh to his hand. He rolls my hard nipple between his thumb and forefinger, and I gasp as my body floods with heat. “More,” I mumble as his lips devour mine. He breaks the kiss momentarily to remove my blouse, and then he slowly drags the straps of my bra down my arms, his greedy eyes following the movement.

“Fuck, Cheryl. You’re gorgeous.” He cups first one, then the other, breast, weighing it in his hands. My chest heaves, and a shot of liquid lust whizzes straight to my core. “These are bigger than I remember.”

“I hadn’t finished developing when I was last with you,” I groan, as he starts kneading my sensitive flesh.

“I’m going to fuck these,” he says, smushing my breasts together. “Someday soon.” I don’t have a chance to respond because he leans in, flicking my nipple with his wicked tongue, and I cry out, overcome with pleasure. He lavishes my breasts with attention, nipping, licking, and sucking, and I’m writhing on his lap, my panties completely soaked. I palm his erection through the denim, biting my lower lip when I feel how hard he is for me. I fumble with the button on his jeans, but he stops me, pulling my hand away. “Not tonight. Tonight is all about you.”

“But—”

He places his hand over my mouth. “No buts.” He pierces me with a warning look. “Now lie back so I can remove your jeans.” I lie down on the couch without hesitation. It’s been so long since I’ve had an earth-shattering orgasm, and I’m starving for it. Hell will freeze before I refuse him. Kev’s the only man to elicit screams of pleasure from me, and I need that so badly right now.

Slowly, he peels my jeans down my legs. When I lift my hips to shimmy my panties off, he pushes down on my stomach. “Not yet.” Flinging my jeans aside, he starts a slow perusal of my leg, licking his way up from my ankle to my calf and on to my thigh. I think I might come before he’s even touched my clit; I’m that turned on. Burying his nose in my panties, he inhales deeply, and a loud groan flies from his lips. “Fuck, you smell so good, babe.” He presses his nose in farther, and I squirm on the couch.

“Kev, please.”

Grabbing the lace material of my panties and pulling it into a tight line, he slides the material up and down my slit, teasing me with slow gliding motions. I need to come so badly that I cry out in sheer frustration, bucking my hips and pleading with my body. He doesn’t torture me anymore, instantly ripping the panties off and diving between the apex of my thighs with his mouth. His tongue licks up and down my slit before he slides two fingers inside me.

I’m so wet I can barely feel it until he adds a third digit and curls his fingers in the right spot. Pressure is building and building inside me, and when he sucks hard on my clit, while his fingers pump furiously in and out, I explode, climaxing hard, seeing stars as I buck and thrust while Kev keeps his fingers and his mouth on me.

When I’m sated, like a boneless jellyfish on the couch, he extracts his fingers from my pussy and puts them into his mouth. He pins me with dark lustful eyes as he licks my essence off his skin, and I watch as he sucks his fingers dry, my arousal spiking again. Then he leans down and kisses me tenderly. I taste myself on his lips, further igniting my desire.

No man has ever aroused me as much as Keven, and I can’t believe I forgot how much we turned each other on. I was so wet for him back in high school, and from the moment we slept together for the first time, we were insatiable for one another. I reach out for the bulge in his pants, but he stops me a second time. “Not tonight, babe. You need time, and I can wait.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” I hiss, making a grab for him again. “I want you inside me, Kev. I want to feel you moving in me, with me. I want to remember how incredible we are together.”

Grabbing a blanket off the back of the couch, he lays it over me, leaning in to kiss me again. “I want that too, Cheryl. I want it so badly I could cry. But we’re not going to rush this. When I’m inside you again, it will be when you’re one hundred percent sure about us.” He takes my hand, pressing a delicate kiss to my wrist. “We don’t have to rush. We have the rest of our lives to figure this out.”
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Lin is swooning the next day when I fill her in on everything over lunch. The studio is busy, so we’ve just grabbed a sandwich at the local deli. “Oh my God. He’s so romantic and so sweet yet fucking sexy at the same time,” she says in a dreamy voice.

“I know. Believe me, I know.” I’m grinning like a loon, which is a miraculous thing because the Dan cloud still lingers ominously. “I was crazy in love with Kev back in high school, but he’s all grown up now, and I think I have the potential to completely lose my mind over him. I’m glad he stopped things last night. I’m not sure I’m ready to handle that level of intensity yet.”

“I’m really happy for you, Cher.” She squeezes my hand, grinning. “You are positively glowing, and you deserve this.”

“Do you think I’m right to entertain a second chance with him?” I ask, because our past still haunts me. Still worries me.

“Yes, because it isn’t true love if it isn’t scary as shit. I know you’re worried he’ll hurt you again, but you won’t know unless you take that leap of faith. You could miss out on the love of a lifetime if you don’t push yourself out of your comfort zone.”

I hug her as we get up to leave. “Thank you for being such a good friend to me.”

She loops her arm in mine as we walk back to the studio. “It works both ways. You were there for me when Summer and I broke up, and I’m glad to be able to return the favor.”

“Woah.” Lin’s eyes pop wide when we arrive back at the studio to the sight of a massive bouquet of red roses resting on the table in the staff room.

My stomach twists into ugly knots, and I veer away from the table as if they’re poisonous. I don’t need anyone to tell me they’re for me. And I don’t need to be a rocket scientist to know who they’re from. “Get rid of them,” I say through gritted teeth. “Please.”

She glances at the card and her lips pinch together. “Got it.” Snatching them up, she leaves the room and my breathing recalibrates.

The afternoon is extremely busy, and the last client has just left when two gentleman wearing black coats, black pants, and shiny black shoes step into the studio. Alarm bells ding in my head, and my blood pressure soars. The taller of the two steps up to the desk, approaching me. Sara—the photographer and owner of the studio—hurries toward us. “Ms. Keeland.” The man pulls out a badge, flashing it at me. “I’m Special Agent Higgins, and this is Special Agent Mead. We need you to come with us.”

“What’s this about?” I ask, my voice quaking a little.

“We need to ask you some questions about Daniel Stanten.”

My stomach lurches as I nod. I should’ve known to expect something like this. “Okay. Just let me grab my bag and jacket.”

Sara and Lin follow me to the staff room. “Do you want me to call my attorney for you?” Sara offers, but I shake my head.

“I don’t think I’ll need an attorney. I haven’t done anything wrong, and I don’t even know anything that Dan is involved in.”

“Are you sure?” She pins me with worried eyes, and that’s without knowing any of the background as the only one I’ve confided in is Lin.

“I’m sure.” Besides, if I do happen to need an attorney, I’m pretty sure Keven will send the Kennedy family attorney to help me. I send him a quick text, letting him know the FBI is taking me in for questioning. He’ll only worry if I don’t show up at the firing range.

I walk back outside and tentatively smile at the two men. “I’m ready.”


Chapter 15
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Keven

I’m at the firing range where Cheryl is a half hour late, and I’m officially worried. I stupidly left my cell at home on the kitchen counter although I have her number memorized, so I’ve called and left a message from Kade’s phone.

“There’s no point in you staying here,” Kade says, watching me pace back and forth. “Go to the studio. I’m betting she got caught up in work and forgot the time.”

“Or he’s taken her. I knew I should’ve gone to pick her up.”

“I thought you said an agent was assigned to follow Stanten? Surely, he would’ve informed you if he’d gone anywhere near Cheryl?”

“He could’ve sent one of his lackeys. Give me your cell.” I hold out my hand, and he places his cell in my palm. “I can log into the tracking software via the cloud, and that should give me a lock on her location.” My fingers fly over the keypad as I log into the system, scroll through the list and call up her number. All the blood leaches from my face when I see the location. “Shit!”

“What?” Eva removes her earmuffs and glasses, looking worried as she loops her arm in Kade’s.

“My fucking boss has taken her in. I’ve got to go.” I practically throw Kade’s cell at him and take off running.

I slam my X5 into reverse, tires screeching as I peel out of the parking lot. I was planning on fessing up tonight over a home-cooked meal, and I’d sent the SSA a text earlier explaining I’d bring Cheryl in tomorrow. I can’t believe he’s gone over my head with this. I know he’s in charge, but he fucking knows who she is to me. He has totally screwed me over, and I’ll be lucky if Cheryl gives me the time of day after this.

As I race up the highway toward Chelsea, I call Dad’s security guy. I’ve worked with Paul several times over the last few years, and he’s the only one I trust to help me protect Cheryl. I should’ve trusted my instincts and done this weeks ago, but I was afraid it would just be something else I’d have to explain. “Keven, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Paul says answering on the third ring.

“I need a bunch of your men for bodyguard duty. The best you’ve got available. Two for here and a couple for Delaware.” I don’t want to leave Cheryl’s family unprotected in case Stanten attempts to use them to get to her.

“Consider it done. Send me the details, and I’ll have someone on it within the hour.”

“Thanks, man.” I end the call and press the pedal to the metal, hoping I can get to Cheryl in time to conduct damage limitation.
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I tear into the building, grinding my teeth to the molars. I feel like kicking in the door to every interrogation room until I find her, but I rein my emotions in and think about this objectively.

Heading to my desk, I pull up the internal system, quickly locating the room she’s in. Agent Cunningham is assisting the SSA with the interview. I stride toward the room as fast as my legs will carry me without drawing attention. I slip into the observation room, and my heart sinks as I watch Cheryl sitting across the desk from my boss and my colleague.

“I understand you’re upset, Ms. Keeland, but I’m sure Mr. Kennedy will explain later. Right now, we need to ask you some questions pertaining to Mr. Stanten and his business interests. We are also concerned about Hayley Jackson. Her roommate has officially reported her as missing, and we have reason to believe Mr. Stanten is involved in her abduction.”

I don’t wait to hear Cheryl’s reply, bursting into the room even though it could mean I lose my job.

Three heads swivel in my direction.

None of them are happy to see me.

Cheryl wears her hurt and her upset like a weapon. The SSA narrows his eyes in disappointment, and Sinead shoots me a sympathetic look. “I was going to tell you tonight,” I blurt, eyeballing Cheryl. “I swear.”

“This is an official interview, Mr. Kennedy, and I need you to leave the room,” the SSA says in a level tone.

“You couldn’t give me a few more hours?” I bark at him, standing my ground.

“I informed you by text of my intention.”

“I left my cell at home.” I can’t ever remember doing that, but my head’s cluttered with shit right now, and I was distracted. I should’ve returned for it when I realized I didn’t have it on me. If it was physically possible, I’d kick myself in the ass.

“Well, that’s unfortunate, but it doesn’t change things. I need you to wait outside. You can speak to Ms. Keeland then.”

“Cheryl, I’m sorry, and I can explain,” I say, as the SSA takes my arm, ushering me toward the door.

“Save it,” she snaps. “I’ve heard it all before.”

My shoulders are heavy with dejection as I let the SSA drag me out of the room. “Pull another stunt like that and you’re out of here,” he snaps, shoving me into a chair outside the room. “I’m warning you, Kennedy. I’ve pulled a lot of strings and made a lot of allowances to get you on this task force. You have the makings of a very fine agent one day. Don’t blow it. And don’t betray the faith I’ve put in you. Do not come back into that room, or you’re fired. Just stay put until we’re done.” He stalks back into the room, closing the door firmly after him.

Because I’m a glutton for punishment—and I fucking hate anyone telling me what to do—I slip back into the observation room, only this time it’s not empty. Agent Dickhead sends me a gloating look as I stand in front of the hidden window. “Real smooth, Kennedy. You fucking idiot.”

“Tell me how you really feel,” I snarl, focusing on Cheryl as she listens to the SSA explain about Hayley and how she slipped through our hands. Somehow, Jesse Roberts managed to get her out right under our nose. The sting was a bust, and the SSA’s been in a pissy mood since.

“Stanten’s used to getting his way. He’s not going to give her up without a fight.”

“If it’s a fight he wants, he’ll get one.”

“That’s a surefire way to lose your job.”

I glower at him. “Do I look like I give a fuck? Keeping her
 safe is the only thing that matters.” I point at Cheryl.

“Well, you won’t be able to do that from behind bars, and that’s where you’re headed if you don’t take your head out of your ass and play it by the book.”

“If I wanted your advice, I’d ask for it.” A muscle clenches in my jaw.

He puts his face all up in mine. “Stop acting like the stereotypical poor little rich boy.”

I shove at his chest. “Get the fuck out of my face.”

“I was dead set against bringing you into this team,” he says.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I sneer.

This time, he shoves me, pinning his arm underneath my chin and backing me up against the door before I’ve time to deflect the move. Although Colin has at least fifteen years on me, he’s in peak physical shape, and the dude’s strong. I can’t wrangle out of his hold, and that irritates the fuck out of me. “Shut up and listen.”

Steam is practically billowing out of his ears.

“I didn’t want you here. Hated how easy it was for you to get a position on this team when most of us have had to work our butts off to get a foot in the door. Knew you were only doing this for that girl.” He jerks his head in Cheryl’s direction. “And I hated you more for that, but you’ve got talent and intelligence, and if you stop acting the idiot, you’ll see you can protect your woman, put that asshole away, and
 keep your job.”

He lets me go, and I drag in a few lungsful of air. “Screw you.”

“Lose the shitty attitude.” He straightens his shoulders and eyeballs me. “I’m trying to bury the hatchet here, and if you’re half as smart as you appear to be, then you’ll accept my olive branch.” He looks through the window into the interrogation room. “Because if you want to keep that girl safe, you’re going to need all the help you can get.”
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“Stay away from me,” Cheryl hisses as I follow her out of the FBI building.

“If you’ll just let me explain.”

She twirls around, jabbing her finger in my chest. Heat flares in her eyes. “I’ve had enough of your explanations to last a lifetime!” she screeches.

“I couldn’t tell you at first, but I swear I was planning on telling you tonight. I was going to tell you last night, but I didn’t want to spoil the mood, and I—”

“Don’t!” She shoves my chest. “Don’t you dare say it. I let you kiss and touch me, and this whole time, you’ve been lying to me!”

“I was protecting you.” I slip my hands into the pockets of my jeans, rocking back on my heels.

“By lying to me!” She throws her hands in the air.

I rub a hand along the back of my neck. “I know you’re pissed, and you’ve every right to be, but if you come home, I can explain everything. I’ll answer anything you want to know.”

“Are you crazy? I’m not going home with you.”

Goose bumps sprout on my arms. “The hell you aren’t! That fucking psycho is out there, and he wants you back. What the hell do you think he’ll do if you don’t go willingly?”

“That’s not your problem anymore,” she says, waving her arms at an incoming vehicle.

I grab hold of her arm. “Don’t fucking do this. Be mad at me all you want. Hate me and never speak to me again, but don’t risk your life like this. Even if I’ve ruined everything, at least let me keep you safe. Let me protect you.”

“The only one I need protecting from is you!” she shrieks as a car pulls up to the curb.

“Where are you going?” I demand, keeping tight hold of her arm.

“I’m going to stay with my friend Lin. You can drop my stuff off at her place. I guess you already have the address, considering you knew who she was before I’d told you anything about her!” I forgot that I screwed up by mentioning Lin, but I thought I’d gotten away with it as Cheryl didn’t seem to notice. Looks like she’s been going over stuff in her head, and that’s not going to end well for me.

“Cher?” A girl with long dark hair walks around the back of the car toward us, and I recognize Lin from the photos I’ve seen of her.

“Let me go, Kev.”

“Please, Cheryl. I’m begging you. Please don’t do this. Don’t run away again before I’ve had a chance to explain.”


And
 that was totally the wrong thing to say. A frustrated scream rips from her lips and she starts pummeling my chest with her fists. “Let me go, Kev, or I’ll call Supervisory Special Agent Clement and tell him you’re holding me against my will.”

I let her go although it pains me to do so. “Fine. You win, but I’m not going away Cheryl. You can’t run from me this time. I won’t let you.” I walk away, before listening to her response, with a heavy weight pressing down on my chest.

I drop a bag with some of her stuff over to Lin’s apartment a couple hours later. I’m pissed and concerned, but at least the bodyguard I hired is in position now. He’ll swap out with the day guy in the morning. Cheryl looks like she wants to flay the skin from my bones when she realizes I didn’t bring all her stuff. Tough shit. I’ll give her time to cool off, but I’m not facilitating her to move out permanently. If she wants to get all her belongings, she’ll have to organize it herself. She slams the door shut in my face when I articulate that point.

With nothing better to do, I head over to the FBI building and work into the middle of the night trying to find any evidence online of what happened to Hayley Jackson. We need to pin something on Stanten in order to have enough grounds to issue a warrant. But it’s like the girl vanished into thin air, and I can find no trace of her being taken out of the city.

Frustrated, I shut off my laptop after sending an email to the SSA with a status update. I’m on my way home to grab a few hours’ sleep when I change course for the city.

Parking my butt in the hallway outside Lin’s apartment, I cover myself with the blanket I had in the trunk of my X5 and settle in for the night.

The next thing I know, I’m being shaken awake. The distinguishable scent of coffee tickles my nostrils, and I force my eyelids open. Cheryl’s friend Lin is crouched down in front of me, waving a cup of joe in my face. “Good morning, sunshine. Time to get up.” A couple of people stare at me as they walk by. “I don’t want the super getting on my case. Come inside and drink your coffee.”

I stagger to my feet, grab my blanket, and follow her into the apartment. “Where’s Cheryl?” I mumble, fighting a yawn.

“She left already,” Lin confirms, gesturing for me to take a seat at the same kitchen table. “She’s meeting her study group to discuss a project they’re working on.”

“I’m guessing she’s still mad at me. Awesome,” I deadpan, inhaling the coffee aroma before I bring the cup to my lips.

“She’s seething,” Lin confirms. “But she’ll cool down. Just give her a little time and space.”

“I’m terrified if I give her too much time and space she’ll believe she’s better off without me.”

Lin grins, handing me a bacon and egg sandwich. Sitting down across from me, she blows on the steam arising from her mug. “I don’t think so. Girl’s crazy about you although I’m not sure if she fully realizes it.”

“Why aren’t you
 mad at me?” I ask, taking a big bite out of the sandwich. I groan. “Ugh. This is so good.”

She grins again. “Anyone that appreciates a good bacon and egg sandwich gets the thumbs-up from me. Besides, I can be objective about this where Cheryl can’t. I figure you couldn’t tell her about your job because you were afraid it’d get back to that asshole she was engaged to and it would jeopardize the case.”

“Got it in one. And I hated not being wholly truthful with her, but I was doing what I could to keep her safe. It’s killed me these last few weeks having to stand by and watch her go home to him every night, but my hands were tied.”

“I get that, and she will too, but you’ve got to see it from her perspective. It feels like another betrayal.”

“I screwed up once, and I don’t want to make the same mistake again, but I’m scared for her, Lin. Stanten isn’t going to give up until he gets her back.”

“Well then,” she says, talking over a mouthful of food. “We’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


Chapter 16
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Cheryl

The next week crawls by in an agonizingly slow fashion. I throw myself into my studies and my projects and do a few extra hours in the studio to keep myself distracted. I stay up studying late every night until my eyelids grow heavy and I slip into a sleep coma before I can think about the new layer of pain blanketing my heart.

I’m trying hard to ignore Keven, but my mind meanders a lot while I’m in class and at work, and he’s all my lovesick brain can think about. I’ve probably gone through the whole gamut of emotions this week, and I’m tired of overanalyzing it.

I know he’s trying to protect me.

Only a fool would deny that, but I can’t get over the fact he lied to me about so many things. It makes me question every moment we’ve spent together recently, wondering if all of it was a lie.

I’m hurt and feeling betrayed all over again, and I just want this piercing pain in my chest to go away. It doesn’t help that he refuses to sleep at home.

Every morning, I leave Lin’s place and he’s there—propped against the wall, softly snoring, with a light blanket covering him. It looks awkward as hell, and I’m sure it’s uncomfortable, but he shows up every night, at some point, taking up residence in the hallway.

He’s making it very difficult to hold onto my anger.

Not just because he’s doing everything in his power to watch over me, but because he looks so Goddamned adorable when he’s asleep. I have to hurry past him each morning because the craving to wrap myself around him is almost too much to control.

I love him.

I love him so much.

And this is killing me as much as it’s killing him.

But how can I trust him when he keeps letting me down?

Lin’s no help. She’s clearly turned to the dark side. Oh, she thinks I haven’t noticed, but I have. She never misses an opportunity to sing his praises. To subtly champion his cause. She’s tiptoeing around me because she can see I’m an emotional maelstrom, but she’s biding her time, and she’s going to hit me with it any day now. I have a sneaking suspicion she’s bringing him into the apartment after I leave because I swear I smelled his cologne in the living room the other day.

Sunday morning, I open the door carefully, poking my head into the corridor. Sure enough, there he is. This time, he’s fallen asleep on his side on the floor, and he’s shivering even under the blanket. My heart melts a little at the sight of him, and I can’t leave him like that.

I’m not completely cruel.

Padding quietly to the guest bedroom, I grab my pillow and comforter and head back outside. I close the door with military precision, and only those with supersonic hearing would hear the tiny click as the door locks. Very carefully, I rest my comforter over the sleeping hulk of a man and gently slide the pillow under his head. “Cheryl,” he murmurs in a sleep-drenched tone, and I freeze.

I don’t want him to wake up. I’m not ready to confront him yet.

But he’s not awake.

He’s talking in his sleep.

And he’s murmuring my name.

I press a shaky hand over my mouth, stifling a sob, staring at him for a few minutes while my heart battles my head. I know the only person I’m kidding with my cold-shoulder approach is myself. I understand it’s only a matter of time before I cave, but I need to make a point. Keven can’t expect to be in a relationship with me if he’s going to keep secrets. That’s not how it works, and unless he’s prepared to level with me, we have no future.

I’m melancholy as I walk to meet Eva at the gym. She’s agreed to help me with self-defense lessons for now. I don’t want to disregard Keven’s warning about Dan. I’ve seen for myself how unhinged he was the day I broke things off with him, and he isn’t showing any signs of backing down.

He’s sent flowers to me every single day, and he even had the nerve to show up at the studio on Thursday evening. I got Sara to throw him out. He stood out on the sidewalk, staring at me, making it clear he intended to wait until I’d left for the evening. But Sara threatened to call the cops. The minute she mentioned a restraining order, he took off, and I could breathe again.

I know the FBI has someone following Daniel and that Keven is paying for twenty-four-hour bodyguard protection for me. Eva let that slip, but she hasn’t said much else about Kev, and I appreciate that she’s trying to be a good friend to me and not choosing sides.

After an hour practicing, we both hit the showers and walk together to a nearby café for breakfast. “Can we talk about the elephant in the room?” she says after the waitress has cleared our plates and refilled our coffee cups.

I sigh, leaning back in my chair, knowing exactly what she wants to discuss. “I’m hurting all over again,” I admit, accepting we need to have this conversation.

“I know you are, and he hates himself for upsetting you.” She takes a sip of her coffee. “Is he still sleeping outside your friend’s place?”

I nod. “He’s there every morning, without fail.”

“He’s also working around the clock, not finishing until the early hours. He is trying his best to find something, anything, that can link your ex to something illegal. He’s worried sick, Cheryl, and he cares about you so much.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” She puts her mug down and stretches across the table, lowering her voice. “He only took that FBI job to protect you, and he’s bent plenty of rules to ensure you’re safe. When you refused to leave the house until speaking to Daniel, he slept outside in his car. He has also assigned bodyguards to keep watch over your family in case Daniel tries to get to you through them.” She reaches out, taking my hand. “He wanted to tell you, but he couldn’t.”

“Because of his job.”

“No.” She shakes her head. “Because of you. If he told you at the very start that he was an FBI analyst and he shared all the intel he had on Daniel, would you have believed him? Or would you have pushed him away and confronted Daniel to know if it was true?”

I stay quiet, because no one needs to hear me admit it out loud.

“If he’d come clean, you might have jeopardized the entire mission. He didn’t care about losing his job—only that he’d go to jail and be unable to take care of you then. But it’s more than that. Truckloads of new girls are being smuggled into Boston on a daily basis. Your ex has established new contacts, and more and more young girls are being forced into prostitution. They are subjected to inhumane conditions and horrendous abuse. Some of them are as young as ten. Keven couldn’t risk telling you the truth because there was far too much at stake.”

I know it makes sense, and I know he’s only trying to do the right thing, but I can’t force that lingering doubt aside. The past continues to threaten my present and my future. “But is it real, Eva? How do I know it’s real?”

She places her hand over my heart. “What do you feel in here?” She presses her palm down. “Your heart will never let you down, and you need to learn to trust in it.”

Tears prick my eyes. “I’m afraid to let him back in, because if it doesn’t work this time, it will kill me. I will never recover a second time.”

“I understand that so well, but you have to believe in your love. Trust it to guide you along the right path.” She takes her hand away, gesturing at the waitress for the check. “I don’t know if this helps, but I understand the way a man looks at a woman when he loves her with every part of his being. Jeremy never looked at me like that. I was a possession, a commodity to him, but it’s the complete opposite with Kade. I know how much he loves me by the way he looks at me. It’s the same way Keven looks at you.” She glances over my shoulder, and her eyes light up.

“Ready to go, love?” Kade asks, leaning down to kiss his wife on the lips. It’s only a brief kiss, but it’s wholly intimate because of the way their eyes lock on to one another and the way they both reach for each other at the same time. Kade has just proven Eva’s point, and my heart hurts looking at them even though I’m happy they’re happy.

“Can I give you a ride, Cheryl?” Kade asks, leaning in to kiss my cheek as Eva stands, pulling on her coat.

“It’s not that far to walk. I’m good.”

He pins me with a stern look. “You’re coming with us, and don’t attempt to argue because Keven isn’t the only Kennedy with a wicked stubborn streak.”

I don’t fight it, letting Kade and Eva drop me off. Before I walk away, Kade calls me back. “I know you’re angry at my brother, but don’t let him go. Haven’t you wasted enough years apart? He loves you. You love him. You two were always meant to be together. Stop fighting it. Talk to him. Work out your issues, and find a way to move forward. A love like yours is too precious to walk away from.”

Eva swipes at the tears pooling in her eyes, and the look of love on her face as she stares at her husband is something I aspire to.

“Thanks, Kade.”

“Anytime. Like I said, you’re family, Cheryl.”

I wave them off and head back to Lin’s apartment with a new spring in my step.
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“I’m glad you’ve come to your senses,” Lin says a couple of hours later as I’m preparing to leave. “And even though I’m going to miss having you around, I’m glad you’re going back to Keven’s. I feel less panicked knowing you’re with him.”

I pull her into a hug. “Thank you for everything.”

“Anytime, girlfriend. Anytime. Now go eat humble pie and lure that hunk of a man into your bed.”

I roll my eyes, laughing, as I pick up my bag and walk away.

Butterflies are tumbling through my chest as I take the elevator to Kev’s penthouse. I didn’t call him in advance, wanting to surprise him. But as I step out of the elevator, the only one surprised is me.

Keven is standing in the doorway of his place with his arms wrapped around a gorgeous redhead. He’s smiling down at her, and she’s clinging to him in a way that screams familiarity. My stomach lurches violently, and nausea swims up my throat. The pain in my chest is so intense it feels like I’m having a coronary. I repeatedly stab the down arrow on the elevator, willing the doors to shut before he sees me.

I’m fighting tears, swallowing over the lump in my throat as the doors start closing. At the last second, Keven looks over and sees me, and his face drops. Then the doors shut, and I collapse against the wall, sobbing, while my heart breaks all over again.


Chapter 17
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Keven

“Shit!” I release Rachel and race after the elevator, but it’s too late. It’s already on the descent again.

“What the fuck, Kev?” Rachel comes up alongside me, frowning.

I grip her shoulders. “Do me a favor. Ask Brad to park and come back up. Cheryl just saw us hugging, and she’s jumped to conclusions. I’m going after her, but I’ll need you to explain it because she won’t believe me.” I thrust my keycard at her. “Go back inside and call Brad. Then wait for me.”

“Okay, fine. But who’s Cheryl?” she asks, looking confused.

“She’s the love of my life,” I shout over my shoulder, sprinting toward the stairwell. I fly down the stairs as fast as my legs will carry me, and I reach the underground level a couple minutes after the elevator. I slam through the doors into the parking lot, looking frantically all around me. I spot the top of Cheryl’s blonde head over on my left, and I run after her. “Cheryl! Wait!” I holler.

Her shoulders stiffen at my words, and then she starts running, hurrying toward a rust-colored Audi that has clearly seen better days.

I reach her just as she pulls out of the parking space, prepared to drive off. I react on instinct, jumping in front of the car, and she slams on the brakes before knocking into me. My heart thuds behind my ribcage as adrenaline floods my system. I pound my fists on the hood of the car, glaring at her. “Get out of the fucking car, Cheryl.” I am so fucking done with this running away shit. It fucking ends now.

She lowers her window and screams at me. “Get the fuck out of my way, or I swear I’ll drive over you!”

“What the hell is going on, Kev?” Brad asks in an incredulous tone as he materializes at my side. His gaze bounces between me and Cheryl like we’ve both completely lost it. He lowers his head, squinting as he looks through the windshield. “Is that Cheryl Keeland?” He looks to me for answers. Brad also attended Old Colonial High, and he practically lived at our house growing up, so he knows her well. Walking around the side of the car, he peers into the driver’s side window. “Hey, it is you, Cheryl. How are you here?”

“It’s a long story,” I answer on her behalf. “One I’ll tell you if you can please fucking explain to Cheryl that she is fucking overreacting and that the redhead I was hugging at my door is your
 girlfriend.”

Brad casually removes his cell, swiping the screen with his finger, and puts the phone in Cheryl’s face. “That’s me with my girlfriend, Rach.”

She bites down on her lower lip as she studies the photo.

When she’s done, Brad slides the cell back in his pocket, fixing Cheryl with a soft look as he explains. “We just had lunch at Kev’s place. I left to drop our other friends, Gavin and Lauren, at the train station, and I was circling back to pick up Rach when she called and said there was some emergency and I had to return to the penthouse.”

A car honks its horn behind Cheryl, and I glance up, noticing a line forming.

She jerks her head to me through the windshield. “Move so I can park,” she snaps, equally as pissed as me, although she’s probably feeling foolish for jumping to the wrong conclusion.

Again.

This is becoming a habit. One I need to stomp out pronto.

I step aside so she can park, using the opportunity to cool my jets. I don’t want to lose sight of the important thing here—she was coming back to me, and that’s all that counts.

“What’s going on?” Brad asks as we both watch Cheryl park that piece of shit she’s driving.

“I want her back, but the fucking past keeps getting in the way.”

“You kept that quiet,” he murmurs while Cheryl climbs out of the car.

“I had good reason to.”

I walk away from Brad, toward Cheryl, reaching her before she’s pulled her bag out from the back seat. Without giving her time to reject me, I reel her into my arms, hugging the shit out of her. She tries to protest, wriggling in my embrace, but it’s a poor attempt. I close my eyes and hold her close. “Stop fighting this. And stop running the fuck away before I’ve had time to explain.”

“I’m sorry,” she sobs, clinging to my shirt. “I’m such a hot mess. Seeing you with your arms around her hurt so much.”

I tip her chin up so I’m looking directly in her eyes. “I don’t know what else I can do or say to make you see how much I love you. I only want you, Cheryl. There’s never been anyone else.”

She circles her arms around my neck, squeezing me tight. “I’m sorry I’m making a mess of everything, but I promise I won’t run from you again.”

“In the interests of transparency, you should know that Rachel and I kissed, before she got together with McConaughey, but it was only casual, on both our parts, and we are purely platonic friends now.”

Her chest heaves as she peers deep into my eyes. “I believe you. Thanks for telling me, and I do love you, Keven. So, so much. I’m just scared.”

I kiss the top of her head. “Don’t be. It’s going to be okay. We’re
 going to be okay.”
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After Brad and Rachel leave, having satisfied an embarrassed Cheryl that the hug she witnessed was nothing more than a hug between two good friends, I run Cheryl a bath and force her into the bathroom while I make dinner.

She wanders into the kitchen a half hour later, barefoot, with damp hair, wearing gray sweats and a white tank, and she’s never looked more beautiful. “Something smells good,” she says, leaning her face in to sniff the sauce. “It’s only chicken, noodles, and sauce, but it’s all fresh, nothing out of a jar.”

Tentatively, she wraps her arms around me from behind, resting her head on my back. A deep sense of contentment washes over me. Turning the heat off the stove, I turn around, lifting her up and setting her down on the island unit. I nudge her legs aside and step into her body, grasping the back of her neck and drawing her close to me. “You infuriate the hell out of me,” I whisper before sweeping my lips against hers. “And we’ve got lots to discuss,” I add before pecking her lips more firmly. “But I need to fucking kiss you right now.”

“You won’t hear any objections from me,” she pants, and that’s all I need to hear.

I kiss her lips thoroughly, devouring her mouth with my lips and my tongue, holding her tight body flush against mine as I reclaim her mouth over and over. When we finally come up for air, I lay my head on her shoulder, and she runs her small hand up and down my back. Neither of us speaks, but we don’t need words to communicate.

At last, I think we’re finally on the same page.

After we eat, we take our wine into the living area and sit on the couch beside one another. I take her feet into my hands, kneading her flesh as I begin explaining everything. She doesn’t interrupt, letting me tell her how it all went down, and I hold absolutely nothing back, including classified stuff I shouldn’t be telling her, but I know she won’t breathe a word to anyone. When I get to the part about her ex and the underage girls, she turns white in the face.

“Oh my God.” She puts her glass down, clamping her hand over her mouth, and a tormented look ghosts over her face. “I can’t believe I was so blind. I can’t believe he was doing that behind my back. It’s horrendous. Those poor girls.”

Tears roll down her cheeks, and I lift her up, placing her in my lap. I smooth my hand over her hair. “He’s a master manipulator, honey. Most girls would’ve been fooled. It’s not your fault.”

“I feel responsible. I was living in that house, driving that new car he bought me, and it was all at the expense of others. I feel sick. And now I’ll have to get tested too.”

“Definitely, and if he’s given you anything, I will fucking kill him.” I’m seething at the thought of it, but I banish it from my mind because this is supposed to be about us moving forward, and continuing to fixate on her ex isn’t helping either of us. I smooth my thumb over the furrows in her brow. “Stop blaming yourself. You didn’t know. And, not to redirect the conversation, but where the hell did you pick up that rust bucket you’re driving?”

“Lin’s ex-girlfriend left it behind when she moved out.”

“Gee, I wonder why.”

“I didn’t want to take anything he gave me, especially the Audi. I can get around the city just fine without a car, but I need one for getting to and from Walpole.”

“You can’t drive that car. It’s a death trap. I’ll fix you up with a new car.”

“No.” She turns around on my lap, and I groan, discreetly adjusting my cock in my pants. “Sorry.” She sends me a sheepish smile. “You’re not buying me a car. I have some money saved, and my dad will loan me extra if I need it. I’ll buy my own car.”

“Please tell me we’re not going to fight about money? Because that’s just plain dumb.”

“I’m not taking your money. And I’ll be paying you rent,” she adds.

“You can try.” I smirk. “But I’ll just put it straight back in your account. And I’m getting you a car.”

“No way, I won’t—”

I shut her up with a kiss, and soon it turns very hot and heavy, and she’s sprawled on top of me, writhing against me, almost making me come in my pants, but I stop it escalating further because we still have stuff to discuss. “We should talk,” I rasp, holding her at arm’s length when she leans in to kiss me again.

“Talking’s overrated,” she breathes in a raspy voice, and my cock is like a fucking brick in my pants.

I stare at her like she’s just grown wings. “I swear you say shit like that to deliberately wind me up.”

“I do not. I don’t like arguing with you.” She bends down, giving me a fantastic view of her rack and my cock fucking throbs. “I happen to think we can make better use of our time.” She welds her lips to mine, sliding her tongue into my mouth and grinding on my hard-on.

It takes iron fucking willpower to pull away. “Woman, you will be the death of me. Can we get serious for a minute? Talking is not
 overrated. Not talking about things has led us to a world of pain and I’m not going to repeat the vicious cycle. We need to agree here and now that there are no more secrets. That we tell each other everything. That we don’t run away from the other person if they’ve pissed us off or there’s a misunderstanding. That we talk through our issues.”

She nods. “I agree with everything you said, and I promise I won’t run off again.” She presses a sweet kiss to my cheek. “The only place I want to run to is straight into your arms.”


Chapter 18
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Cheryl

Kev and I still haven’t had sex even though I sleep in his bed every night the following week. I’ve gotten the all clear—I’m clean, thank God—but he still won’t go there. We make out like demons, and we’ve enjoyed rediscovering each other’s bodies, but he’s still hesitant to bridge that final step. Deep down, I know it’s because he’s giving me time to make sure I’m sure, but there’s a small part of me that debates if he’s having doubts.

Of course, he didn’t listen to me about the car. I’ve no clue how he does these things, but I woke up for college on Monday morning to find a brand-new X5 waiting for me in the parking lot. The following day, he told me he’d moved the rust bucket
 to the parking lot at Kade’s old place.

I went ballistic when he explained he’s also bought Kade’s apartment and put it in my name until he elaborated on the reason for it. He doesn’t want Dan to discover I’m living with him in case he starts digging and uncovers the FBI connection. That could be dangerous for both of us, so it’s best to let Dan believe I’m living in a new place. Kade was looking to get rid of his apartment because he and Eva have just moved into a new house, so it was a matter of signing some papers and transferring some money, and the deal was pushed through fast, or so I was told. There was no way I could hold onto my stubborn pride after learning all that. Kev is covering all the bases in his quest to protect me, and it only makes me love him more.

So, now I’m the proud owner of a stylish penthouse apartment in the best part of Cambridge that I’ll most likely never live in.

Dan refuses to go away, hovering like a bad smell. He’s bombarding my cell with texts and messages, so of course, Kev got me a new cell, depositing the old one in my empty apartment so Dan can continue sending messages to his heart’s content, and I don’t have to worry about them.

It was a good resolution until he showed up at the MassArt library on Thursday, demanding I speak to him. My bodyguard intervened, pretending to be a classmate, and he got Dan removed from the building, but not before he made a huge scene, embarrassing me in the process.

So, I’m a little stressed as we head for the airport on Friday afternoon although I’m happy to be getting away for a few days. “What’s happening with the case?” I ask Kev when we are freewheeling it on the highway. “Did your boss get the warrant to search the barn?” Kev keeps me informed on a daily basis, which I really appreciate because I know he could get in trouble for divulging classified intel, but he trusts me not to tell a soul.

“No.” He sighs, reaching out to thread his fingers in mine. “It was a long shot because we were using photographic evidence that’s legally inadmissible, and we have nothing solid to link to the barn. The judge disregarded it straightaway. He said some stuff which leads the SSA to suspect he may be on Stanten or Mancusso’s payroll, so he’s concerned we’ve showed Stanten our hand, which means he’ll be even more careful from now on. It’s a fucking nightmare.”

“That’s not good. Where does the investigation go from here then?” I ask, rubbing soothing circles on the back of his hand.

“We’ll keep digging. I know, in my gut, he’s stashing stuff in that barn, but I can’t figure out how he’s getting it in. We have guys watching the house, and Agent Wentward is still following Stanten, but there’s been no deliveries. I’ve pored over the plans of the house and the grounds, but there is no other way onto the property. It makes no sense.” His frustration bleeds into his tone, and I wrack my brain for anything that might help.

I sit up straighter in my seat as a thought occurs to me. “I remember something,” I say, twisting in my seat to face him. The leather squelches with the movement. “What plans have you been going over?”

“The one’s Stanten lodged with his recent planning application.”

Butterflies scatter in my chest, and the words rush out of my mouth in a hurry. “Check further back. Dan told me the house was originally built in the nineteen twenties. It had lain idle for the last eight years, having been neglected, and it needed a lot of work. He said he tore down most of the structure to build the current house, but if you check out the previous plans, including the grounds, maybe there was an old entrance somewhere that he’s using.”

“It’s an intelligent suggestion, but I’ve already looked at the previous plans, and I didn’t see anything.”

“But have you looked at all
 the available plans? Maybe you need to go right back to the original plans.”

His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat, and he looks deep in thought. “It can’t hurt to try.” He smiles as he takes the turn for the airport. “Let me know if you have any other good ideas. You just might be on to something there.”

I lean across the console and kiss his cheek. “Keep me posted if you find anything.”

“You know I will.”

Twenty minutes later, we walk hand in hand toward the Kennedy’s private jet, and already I feel some of my stress flittering away. I remember flying to Nantucket with the Kennedys a bunch of times, but this plane looks much bigger. “Is this the same plane?” I inquire.

“Nope. Dad had to upgrade because the family keeps expanding.” He squeezes my hand, smirking a little. “I hope you’ve prepared yourself.”

“Prepared myself for what?” I ask, frowning.

“For the Kennedy reunion experience.” His face breaks out in a wide smile.

“Tsk.” I brush his concern away. “It’s just like catching up with relatives I haven’t seen in a while.” Although, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little apprehensive. It’s been years since I’ve seen most of Kev’s family and I’m wondering how they’ve taken the news we’re back together.

“If you say so.” He winks, letting me ascend the stairs first. “Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”

I’ve only taken one foot into the plush cabin when Alex—Kev’s mom—jumps up out of her seat, rushes toward me, and grabs me into a mammoth hug.

“Cheryl. You’ve no idea how excited I was when Keven told me you were joining us for Easter.” She beams at me, her eyes perusing me from head to toe. “Oh my.” She plants a hand on her chest. “You’ve blossomed into a beautiful young woman. I always knew you would.”

I blush a little at her compliment. “Thank you, and for the invitation. I’m looking forward to catching up with everyone.”

“Be glad she isn’t still at the helm of Kennedy Apparel, or she’d be roping you into modeling,” Keaton says, coming up behind his mom. “Good to see you, Cher Bear,” he adds—using the pet name he gave me when he was twelve—wrangling me into a hug.

“You too, Keats.” I ease out of his hug, looking up at him. He’s as tall as Kyler and Kaden now and every bit as good-looking as all his brothers. The Kennedy gene pool is something else and most unfair to the rest of the male population.

The stylish layer of stubble on Keaton’s face and the tats creeping up one arm give him an edgy vibe, and it’s not something I would’ve ever guessed I’d see on him. But I knew the triplets when they were young teens, and it only highlights how much I’ve missed. “Wow, you’re definitely not a kid anymore.”

“We’re all grown up now, babe,” Kent says, shoving his brother out of the way and yanking me into his arms. “I’d be happy to give you a full body demonstration, so you can see for yourself,” he adds, copping a cheeky feel of my ass.

“I’m going to throw you out of this plane,” Kev growls, pushing his brother off me. “While we’re ten thousand feet in the air,” he adds, narrowing his eyes at his younger brother.

“Don’t be jealous, bruh. It’s not my fault I’m younger and hotter,” he retorts, winking at me in a deliberate attempt to piss Kev off. “Anytime you feel like trading him in for a newer model, I’m your man.” He licks his lips suggestively, and I work hard to contain my laughter.

“Say that again, asshole,” a girl with vibrant blue hair says, storming past me and pushing Kent in the chest.

“Whitney, baby.” He reaches for her, but she folds her arms across her chest, glaring at him. “I was only messing around. Cheryl’s with Kev, and I was just winding him up.”

Kev gives Kent the middle finger before taking my hand and guiding me through the cabin.

“Hey, Keanu,” I say as we pass the last of the triplets.

“Hey, Cher.” He gives me a quick smile and a terse nod before popping his ear buds back in his ears and staring out the window.

“Don’t take that personally,” Kev whispers in my ear. “He’s been a raging asshole for months, but none of us know why. He’s as secretive as ever.”

Kev pulls me into a seat beside him, facing off against his brother Kyler and a gorgeous dark-haired girl I’m guessing is his girlfriend. “Hey, Ky.” I wiggle my fingers at him. “Long time no see.”

“I know, right?” He unbuckles his seat belt, leaning over to give me a quick hug. “It’s great to see you, and I’m glad you guys are giving it another go.”

“Kyler.” Kev’s tone would stop traffic.

“I’d hoped his mood would improve with you back in his life, but I guess that was too much to ask for,” Ky deadpans, slinging his arm around his girlfriend’s shoulders.

She leans forward in her chair, smiling at me. “Hi, I’m Faye. I’ve been really looking forward to meeting you.”

She has the most gorgeous, lyrical Irish accent, and I could listen to her all day long. “Me too. And congratulations on your engagement.” My gaze bounces between them, and I catch the loving look they share. “How are your wedding plans coming along?”

“Great, it’s all pretty much sorted. Alex is like a force of nature, she’s so organized, and she keeps me on top of everything,” Faye says.

“What Faye is too polite to say is Mom is like the craziest wannabe bridezilla you could ever meet,” Ky faux whispers.

She tugs at his arm, fighting a smile while chastising him. “Stop it! She’s just excited.” Faye turns her attention back to me. “Alex has been feeling a little bored since she sold her fashion business, and I think she just loves being kept busy now with both weddings and her new interior design company.”

“And speaking of …” Ky trails off, grinning as he stands. “Hey, man.” I glance over my shoulder, smiling at Rachel and Brad. I feel like such an idiot for jumping the gun last weekend, but Rachel was very gracious about it, and she went out of her way to ensure I didn’t feel stupid, regaling me with stories of how contentious things were with her and Brad when they first met.

Ky and Brad do the man hug thing, and Faye hops up, squealing and clinging to Rachel as they both jump up and down.

“Changed your mind yet?” Kev teases, whispering into my ear.

“Not a bit,” I tell him. “You know I love your family, and it’s an added bonus having the girls on the trip. It’s going to be great.”

He wraps his large hand around the back of my neck, drawing me into him for a slow, unhurried kiss. My eyes flutter closed, and I hear nothing except the rapid beating of my heart. Kev makes love to my mouth, and I should care that we’re not in private, but the heady feelings racing inside me overrule any sense of logic or decency.

“Ahem.” A throat clearing breaks us apart, and I turn my head around, grinning at the good-looking older man crouching down over us. “I thought someone”—James shoots daggers at Keven—“would bring you into the cockpit so I could say hello, but I was fed up waiting, so I came to you instead. How are you, Cheryl? We’re delighted you could join us.”

I stand, giving Kev’s dad a firm hug. “I’m great and really happy to be here.”

“I hope you’re still saying that after the weekend,” he jokes, pressing in as an unfamiliar man and two young boys move past him to take the last of the seats.

“Dad!” Faye flings herself into the new arrival’s arms, hugging him fiercely. “I was scared you were going to miss the flight.”

“I was waiting at the office for Whitney and the twins to be dropped off. Their mother was running late, apparently.” I don’t know these people, but I detect the edge in his voice and sense there’s some friction there.

“Right, I’d better head back. This plane won’t fly itself.” James grins before dropping a kiss on my cheek. “It’s wonderful to have you back in the fold, sweetheart. Don’t take any shit from this one.” He jabs Kev in the shoulder, good-naturedly, before surveying the chaos in the cabin.

Hardly anyone is seated, and people are moving up and down the aisle or standing around casually chatting.

Putting two fingers in his mouth, he emits a shrill whistle, capturing everyone’s attention. “We’re talking off shortly, so I need everyone to sit down and buckle up. Kent!” James roars, and Faye’s dad whips his head around, concern and frustration etched upon his face. “Get back to your seat. You too, Whitney!” he says, exchanging resigned looks with Faye’s dad.

“What’s that all about?” I whisper to Kev.

“Whitney is Faye’s half-sister, and her and Kent usually screw around whenever they see one another. Christmas was the last time they were together, and they were caught fucking, and it did not
 go down well.”

“Yikes. I’m so glad we’re past all the sneaking around.”

He pins me with a wolfish grin, sliding his arm around my waist and pulling me into his body. “Me too. It means I get to keep you by my side all night, and we don’t need to worry about anyone catching us.”

My mind goes back in time. “Do you remember that time—”

“When we were fucking our brains out in your bedroom thinking your parents wouldn’t be home for at least another couple of hours,” he continues, instantly thinking of the same incident.

“But Mom got food poisoning, and they came home early,” I say.

“And I got such a fright I pulled out and came all over your stomach—”

“And on the bed, my pajamas”—I drill him with a look—“and you even managed to projectile into my hair.”

He shrugs, his lips curving into a goofy smile. “What can I say? I’ve got mad skills.” He waggles his brows, and I laugh.

“I can still see you, buck-ass naked, holding your clothes and practically tumbling out my window.”

“It was a fucking close call,” he admits, shaking his head.

“It sure was. I had just enough time to yank the covers up and hide my nakedness before Dad came into the room.” My face scrunches up. “Your cum was clinging to my skin while I was trying to keep a pleasant smile on my face. It was so gross.”

“You think my cum is gross?” He feigns hurt.

“When it’s gluing my skin to the comforter and strands of my hair are sticking together, hells yeah.”

“I can’t believe he jizzed in your hair,” Kent says suddenly, looming above me as he leans over the back of my seat. My heart startles, and I clamp a hand over my chest, willing it to calm down.

“Quit eavesdropping!” Kev shoves him back down into his seat. “This is a private conversation, douche.”

“You think I wanted to hear that shit?” Kent spouts at the top of his voice. “Keep your weird kink to yourselves this weekend.”

I stare straight ahead as Kev continues to berate Kent. Faye and Kyler are struggling to contain their laughter, and when I look across the aisle at Rachel and Brad, and Kade and Eva—who must’ve arrived when Kev and I were talking a stroll down nostalgia lane—I spot them trying not to laugh too.

“He wasn’t purposely trying to come in my hair,” I say, feeling the need to explain, and they all collapse in fits of laughter.

“Fucking A,” Kev says, plopping down into his seat and sighing. “Let’s hope this doesn’t set the tone for the weekend.”


Chapter 19
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Cheryl

“I’d forgotten how beautiful it is here,” I say later that night as we stroll hand in hand along the shore of the private beach the Kennedys share with their neighbors.

“Or maybe you were too busy drooling over me to notice those other times you were here,” he quips, darting in to dust his lips against mine.

“Wow, I didn’t think it was possible, but your ego is even bigger than it was back in high school.”

Without warning, he picks me up, flinging me over his shoulder and whacking my ass. “You’re going to pay for that,” he says, veering sideways and racing toward the ocean.

“I know the weather’s warmer than usual for mid-April, but I definitely think a nighttime swim is out of the question,” I joke, trailing my hands down his back and over his firm butt cheeks.

Hey, might as well take advantage of the situation.

“Perhaps you should’ve considered that before insulting me.” He taps my ass again, sending a jolt of electricity firing through me.

“What if I complimented you now?” I suggest. “Would that negate the perceived insult?”

“It might if the compliment is on the same scale as the insult.”

“You have the best ass I’ve ever seen on a guy,” I supply, lifting my head up a little as we approach the water. A chilly breeze lifts strands of my hair, swirling them around my face as I warily eye the water. He’s not really going to throw me in there, is he?


“Lame,” he scoffs. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

“I can do better,” I promise, running my hands over his ass again, squeezing and kneading his tight buns. “Yum. It’s just so squishy and hard at the same time, and every time I see you, my eyes are drawn to your butt like lasers.” I grab big handfuls of his ass, and a needy moan flies out of my lips, my panties dampening as my arousal roars to life. “I want to sink my teeth into your cheeks and bury my nose in your skin, and yeah, I could easily live there.”

His body shakes as laughter rumbles through him. He stops at the water’s edge and, very slowly, hauls me back over his shoulder and down over his body. Grabbing hold of my hips, he pulls my pelvis into his. “I should probably be very alarmed at that admission, because that was kinda freakish, but I’m turned the fuck on.”

I lean up, circling my arms around his neck. “Me too, and now I really want to eat your ass.” I make a gnashing sound with my teeth, and he throws back his head, cracking up laughing.

“Thank fuck Kent isn’t around, or we’d never shut him up about this.” He swivels his hips, thrusting his erection into my stomach, and stars explode at the back of my eyes. “And I’m beginning to think his comment about weird kink isn’t too far off the mark.” He tweaks my nose. “At least in your case.”

“I have a butt fetish,” I admit with a shrug. “Deal with it.”

He lines our mouths up, and his warm breath fans my face as he speaks. “I fully approve as long as the fetish applies to my
 butt only.”

“I only have eyes for your butt, I promise.” I say it in my most solemn voice but totally ruin it by convulsing into a fit of giggles at the end. Kev watches me quietly, and I can’t decipher the expression on his face. “What, too much?”

He presses his forehead to mine, holding me tightly against him. “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispers. “I’ve missed this between us. Nothing has ever felt as right as you and me.”

“You’re the other half of my heart and soul, Kev,” I whisper, peering into his eyes. “That’s why it was always so effortless between us.”

He grips my face in both his hands. “I fucking love you, Cheryl. And I want this for us for always. Please tell me you want that too.”

Tears pool in my eyes. “Kev.” I’m all choked up. “Of course, I want that with you.”

He draws my face to his, closing the small gap between us, as his mouth latches onto mine. His kiss is tender and soft, and I hear everything he’s saying with it. My heart is so full, and any tiny doubts that were hiding in the back of my mind disappear for good.

“Kev.” It kills me to break this kiss, but I need him to hear this. “I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you. No one has ever held my heart the way you hold it. The only man I’ll ever want is you. I know you worry that I have doubts, that I’m not sure, but I am. I don’t need us to be back together for months to know what I feel. What I’ve always felt.”

Taking his hand, I place it on my chest, in the place where my heart thuds wildly. “You have always been in here, just like I’ve always been with you. One day back in your company was all I needed to know the truth. I may have refused to open my eyes and see it at first, but I’m not blind anymore. I want you. Only you. For all time. And I want to pick up where we left off and start living our lives.”

His eyes glisten with so much emotion, and a choked sob travels up my throat when a single tear cascades down his face. “I know we have lots of shit to deal with, but this right here.” I clasp his hand more firmly to my chest. “This is the real deal. This is the culmination of what we’ve felt for each other in the past, what we’re feeling right now, and what we have to look forward to in the years ahead. And once we both never lose sight of that, we can ride through the storm and come out the other side smiling.”

“Cheryl.” His voice cracks as he envelops me in his arms. “I promise to protect you and love you for the rest of my days. From the day I met you, my heart has only ever belonged to you. I love you so much, and I wish I could explain it better but—”

I press my lips to his mouth, cutting off his sentence. “No buts, unless it’s the delectable one in your pants.” I wink.

“You definitely have an obsession with my ass,” he murmurs, smiling as he runs his fingers along my cheek.

“Do you have any objections?” I tease, sliding my arms around his waist and beaming up at him.

“I have zero objections when it comes to you. You can live in my ass if you want. That’s totally fine by me.”

“Although it might make it uncomfortable when you try to sit down,” I joke.

He lifts me up, and my legs automatically wrap around his waist. “I have no plans to sit down right now. All I want is you and me, horizontal in a bed.”

I feel like fist pumping the air. “Oh, God, yes.” My pussy clenches in anticipation. “Let’s go now.”

We slip in the side entrance to the house, taking the long way around so we can avoid the kitchen and sitting room, where most everyone else is gathered. We’re like sneaky thieves as we take off our shoes and tiptoe up the stairs to our bedroom.

Kev locks the door before stalking toward me with a dark, lust-fueled glaze in his eyes. Butterflies race around my chest like it’s Derby Day. He backs me up to the bed, and I fall down on the mattress with him hovering over me. He braces his hands on the comforter, wetting his lips as his eyes drink me in from head to toe. It’s like a sensual physical caress and one I feel all over. Kev leans down, capturing my mouth in a searing-hot kiss that has me moaning into his mouth and frantically trying to pull him down on top of me.

In a flash, he backs off, standing at the end of the bed, watching me. He pulls his T-shirt up over his head and tosses it aside. Saliva floods my mouth as I ogle his ripped eight-pack, bulging biceps, and the ink covering one arm, half his chest, and creeping up his neck. I’ve thoroughly explored his body from head to toe this past week, but I’m still mesmerized every time I see him naked.

He’s magnificent. Like a chiseled sculpture begging to be licked.

I push up on my knees moving toward him, but he steps back, out of my reach. “You trust me with your pleasure, baby?”

“Always,” I rasp.

“Then strip. Nice and slowly. One item of clothing at a time.” He kicks off his jeans, socks and Vans, standing before me in tight black boxer briefs. My panties saturate as I fixate on the massive bulge straining against the material of his briefs. “Now, Cheryl,” he growls. “I need you naked now.”

Staying in position on the bed, I peel my shirt off and throw it away to join his clothes on the floor. Then I draw my lace cami slowly up over my chest, my eyes locked on his the entire time. Fire blazes in his eyes as he watches me unclip my bra and fling it away. I caress my breasts as he watches, pushing my tits together and licking my lips provocatively. My nipples are like taut, hard peaks begging for his touch.

“Jeans off. Now,” he barks, stroking a hand over his stiff cock through his briefs.

I climb slowly off the bed, tossing my hair over one shoulder and biting down on my lower lip as I shimmy the jeans down my legs. Flouncing around the bed, I stand in front of him, almost completely naked, keeping my eyes pinned to his while I hook my thumbs in my panties and slide them down my legs.

The dark look in his eyes sends a painful pulse throbbing through my core, and I sway on my feet as my knees buckle. He grabs my elbow, holding me steady. “Take my cock out,” he demands, and I happily comply, yanking his briefs down. He steps out of them, kicking them away, as I wrap my hand around his hard base and start slowly pumping him.

“On your knees. Suck me off.”

Oh fuck. The way he’s bossing me around is such a turn-on and at this rate, I’ll come before he’s even laid a finger on me.

Sinking to my knees, I look up at his incredible body, trying to memorize this moment and the feelings surging inside me with the knowledge he’s all mine again. His dick stands rigidly to attention, and I lean in, gripping his base as I slowly ease him into my mouth. I lick up and down his length, flicking my tongue over his crown, before sucking him deep, well, as deep as I can manage because Keven is huge, and there’s no way I can fit all of him in my mouth.

Shuttering his eyes, he curses under his breath while his fingers delve into my hair, holding me in place. I blow him enthusiastically while he thrusts into my mouth, and it’s a heady, powerful sensation. To have a guy like Keven at my mercy is the best confidence boost, especially when he groans or spews dirty words of encouragement.

He pulls out of my mouth unexpectedly, scooping me up and depositing me on the bed. “That was so good, baby, but I want to come inside your pussy tonight.” He nudges my legs apart. “First, I’m going to make you scream.” He doesn’t waste time teasing me, and that’s how I know he’s eager to be inside me.

He devours my pussy with his tongue, sucking on my clit and thrusting into my channel over and over again. The moans coming out of my mouth are purely animalistic as his magical tongue worships my body. When he pushes three fingers inside me, pumping them in and out superfast, my head spins. Then his tongue returns to my clit, sucking and licking, and pressure is building inside me, almost reaching a crescendo.

The need to come has me whimpering and writhing like a woman possessed. Curling his fingers inside me, as deep as he can, he pinches my clit with his thumb and forefinger, and I detonate into a million exploding parts, my body arching off the bed as his fingers continue to milk me from inside.

My hair is a tangled mess all over my face, and I’m only starting to come down from the high when the rip of a foil packet reminds me the night is just beginning.

Kev crawls over me, and I push knotty strands of hair out of my face, opening my eyes and focusing on my man. He kisses me slowly and passionately. “I love you,” he whispers.

“I love you too.” I run my fingers through his hair, pulling his mouth back to mine as he strategically aligns our bodies. Then he’s easing inside me, nice and gently, letting my body adjust to the hard, warm length of him. We continue to kiss slowly while he inches in farther.

When he’s fully seated, he brushes hair back off my face, pinning me with the most adoring look. “Everything we’ve gone through has led us right here.” He pecks my lips. “You’re mine, Cheryl, and I’m yours. This is it.”

“Prove it, baby.” I cup one side of his face. “Make love to me.”

Kev starts moving, slowly, in and out, and we find an easy rhythm. Our mouths and hands explore, and there isn’t a part of my body he hasn’t touched. Our lovemaking is slow and tender, at odds with his earlier domineering instructions and his usual alpha personality, but I know this is his way of letting me know how much he missed me, how much he adores and loves me.

Sweat coats my body, and it glistens off Kev’s ripped abs as he picks up the pace, thrusting into me in long, deep motions. I wrap my legs more tightly around his waist and pivot my hips, feeling every movement as he fucks me harder and faster. I climax for a second time, and then he lets go, rutting into me until his orgasm hits and we’re moaning together, kissing to cover our mutual screams.

After we’ve cleaned up, we creep under the covers, and I snuggle under his arm. “Don’t ever leave me again, Cheryl,” he whispers, running his hand up and down my arm.

“I’m going nowhere without you, Keven. I promise.” I seal the deal with a kiss, and sometime later, after another round of lovemaking, we both drift off to sleep.


Chapter 20
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Keven

I join my brothers for nine holes of golf the following morning while Cheryl stays behind with the rest of the girls to help Mom with dinner. Mom forced all the staff to take leave, wanting to cater to the family herself this time. It’s just another example of how much things have changed since she sold Kennedy Apparel.

Kal, Lana, their son Hewson, and Lana’s parents arrived on a commercial flight from Florida late last night, so I was expecting him to a be a no-show this morning, but he’s here before all of us, grinning widely as he waits in the clubhouse.

We take turns hugging him, but there’s little time for conversation so it isn’t until after we’ve finished our round that I get to talk to him. “How’s Hewson?” I inquire after my only nephew.

“Ah, man, he’s the best. He’s got so many words now, and the nurse at his developmental checkup said he’s very advanced for his age.” Hewson will be two next month.

“I’m not surprised,” I say, grabbing my coffee and following him to the table where Dad, Adam, and the rest of my brothers sit. “You never shut the fuck up, and I’m betting you came out of the womb babbling crap.” He grins, accepting it like a compliment. “I can’t wait to see him.”

“You’ll be lucky if you catch a glance,” Ky pipes up as we sit down. “Faye called dibs months ago.”

“She can’t monopolize him the whole trip,” I say.

“Wanna bet?” Ky grins. It’s no secret that Faye is head over heels for that little boy. The rest of us have bets on how fast Ky will knock her up after they’re married in August. Being a young parent isn’t something I want for myself, but I can see it with those two. While Kal and Lana have made it work, it’s no cakewalk, that’s for sure.

I definitely want kids, but I want to enjoy my time with Cheryl before we start a family. I almost fall off my chair at the surprising turn my thoughts have taken, but it’s not an unpleasant or unwelcome surprise.

“We should make a schedule,” Keaton suggests.

“I like the sound of that, bro,” Kal says, winking. “Lana and I haven’t had any time to ourselves lately, so knock yourself out. Spend as much time with the little guy as you like.” He winks.

“Let me get this straight,” Kent pipes up, and I stifle a groan. “You want us to devise a babysitting schedule so you can get laid?”

“Damn straight, dude.”

“That’s so very wrong.” Kent shakes his head while Kade and I arch a brow. It’s not like Kent to act all moralistic.

“Wait till you have a kid, and you’ll get it,” Kal replies.

“Ahem.” Dad clears his throat, eyeballing Kal and subtly gesturing toward Adam.

Kal rolls his eyes. “I wasn’t suggesting he go and knock Whitney up,” he unhelpfully supplies as Adam’s face turns ashen. “I was just stating he’ll understand it when he’s a dad. Someday
.”

“Someday very far, far away,” Dad adds before poor Adam pukes.

“In a galaxy far, far away …” Keaton’s voice is gravelly and deep as he attempts to emulate the opening line to one of his favorite movies.

Ky bursts out laughing. “Dude, did you seriously just misquote Star Wars
?”

“This family is so fucking weird.” That’s Keanu’s first contribution to the conversation.

“And you’re only just figuring this out now?” Kent slants an incredulous look at his triplet.

“Boys.” Dad sends a warning glance around the table.

“Men.” Kent corrects him. “We’re all men now.”

Kade tries to smother his laughter, but he can’t. And I get it.

Kent has the maturity level of a three-year-old.

“While we’re all here,” I interject, figuring this is a good time to divert the conversation before it descends into the gutter. I hate having to do this while we’re on vacation, but I’d rather say it to the guys than in front of the whole family. “You need to be aware of the situation with Cheryl as it potentially impacts everyone. And I want to discuss some precautionary safety measures.” I proceed to fill them in on Stanten, his ties to Eva’s ex, and the risks involved for both girls and anyone connected to them. Everyone listens carefully, even Kent, although he looks disinterested, but at least he doesn’t interrupt. When I’ve finished explaining, they all agree to allow me to install the new tracking software on their cells and the girls’ cells.

As we roll out of the clubhouse an hour later, en route to the house, Kal asks me about Cheryl. “What’s the deal with you two? It sounds serious.”

“It is. I’m not letting her go this time.”

He thumps me in the arm. “Good for you, bro. I hope it works out for you as well as it’s worked out for me and Lana.”

Dinner is mayhem with so many of us crowded around the table, but everyone gets fed. Between Hewson buzzing around the place, Kent’s and Whitney’s antics, and Mom’s frequent bouts of laughter—courtesy of a few glasses of wine—it’s an entertaining afternoon.

I take a moment to appreciate it, truly grateful for my family. We’ve endured a tough couple of years, but we’ve come out the other side, stronger and happier.

My parents have a very amicable separation, and, it could be argued, they get along better than ever. Everyone adores Lana’s parents and Faye’s dad. And my brothers are happy with their respective others. It’s only Keaton and Keanu who don’t have anyone with them today.

Keaton’s girlfriend Melissa is only seventeen, and she’s spending the holidays with her family. And no one knows the status of Keanu’s relationship with Selena or if it even is a relationship. He’s always been really tight-lipped when it comes to the statuesque girl he models with. So, both my brothers are flying solo this weekend. Ordinarily, that would be me, and I hold Cheryl more tightly against me as that thought flits through my mind, so happy to have her here with me—back where she belongs.

The rest of the vacation passes by quickly, and before we know it, it’s Monday evening and we’re heading back to the city. Everyone else is hanging around for another few days, so we take a commercial flight back to Boston. Both Cheryl and I have work tomorrow.

“Did you have a good trip?” I ask her when we’re in my car heading back to Chelsea later that night.

“I had the best time.” She leans back in her chair, beaming. “Honestly, it was just what I needed. I was a little worried your family might hate me, but that couldn’t be furthest from the truth.”

“My family adores you almost as much as I do.”

“And I adore them too. Hewson is so cute, and it was great getting to know Faye, Rachel, and Lana. I think we’ll be good friends, and you already know how much I love Eva. I just …” She trails off, and a faint blush stains her cheeks.

“What is it?”

“It’s kinda silly,” she sheepishly admits.

“Nothing that comes out of your mouth is silly, and you can tell me anything.”

I watch a multitude of emotions flicker across her face. “It’s just I love your family as much as I love mine, and being with everyone this weekend felt normal. And good. Really good. It felt like I belong,” she quietly admits.

I pull my X5 into the shoulder and put it in park. Twisting around, I cup her beautiful face. “Honey, you do belong. You have always
 fit right in.” I don’t want her doubting her place in my life or her position in my family. A strange sensation invades my chest, and I exhale heavily as I gather my thoughts. I can’t believe I’m actually going to say this, but it doesn’t feel awkward or forced—it feels right.

“In case I haven’t made it clear enough, you’ll be an official part of my family someday. I’m not saying I’m going to propose right away, but we will
 be getting married, Cheryl. You are going to be my wife and the mother of my children. Unless you tell me you don’t want that.” My breath hitches in my throat as I wait for her to respond.

Tears glisten in her eyes. “It’s what I’ve always wanted,” she whispers. “Back in high school, I used to imagine it all the time.”

I lean in, releasing the breath I’d been holding, and press a kiss to her forehead. “This is going to make me sound like a pussy, but I did that too. I pictured us together with the white picket fence and two point five kids.”

I hold her hand, bringing it to my mouth for a soft kiss. “And we’re going to have that, babe. When all this shit is behind us, and the time is right, I’m going to put a ring on your finger.”

And as I fuck her later that night, I vow to find a way of eradicating Daniel Stanten from our lives so we can start making those plans for our future.
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The next month passes quickly, and it’s hard to remember the time when Cheryl wasn’t a permanent fixture in my life. Nights are occupied curled up on the couch watching those crappy reality shows she loves while sipping wine. She makes it up to me when we go to bed, indulging my bossy side and subjecting herself to my every whim and desire.

I fall asleep, exhausted, every night after worshiping her body with my hands, my mouth, and my cock. Sex with Cheryl in high school was exciting because it was the first time for both of us, and we had fun exploring our mutual wants and needs. Now, it’s out of this fucking world. Her body is my shrine, and I worship at her altar, finding imaginative ways to bring her to new heights. I’ll never grow tired of watching her face dissolve in ecstasy as she falls apart in my arms.

However, Stanten continues to be a nuisance, showing up at MassArt and the studio where she works. No matter how many times Cheryl tells him she’s done, he refuses to go away.

We’ve kept up our weekly sessions with Kade and Eva, in the gym and at the firing range, and Cheryl is much more confident handling a firearm now. She has a good grasp of basic self-defense moves, but there’s more to learn, and I keep pushing her because as long as Stanten’s sniffing around her, the danger is real. She doesn’t disagree, and I know it gives her some peace of mind knowing she can defend herself.

The case is at a virtual standstill, much to my disgust. The hidden camera feed was evidently discovered because we lost access to the cameras in Stanten’s house two weeks ago, and we still haven’t found any alternate entry points onto his property. It’s frustrating as fuck because I want to make him go away.

But I brush those thoughts aside as I wait for Cheryl to leave the bathroom, because there’s no way I’m letting that asshole ruin today.

“Hon, we’re going to be late if we don’t leave soon.”

“I’m sorry,” she rasps, hurrying into the living room. “I was trying to pin my hair up, and I made a mess of it, so I had to invoke Plan B.”

She’s like a vision in a pink silky dress that hugs her voluptuous curves. The dress flairs out at the waist, falling to just above her knee, and I take a moment to appreciate her slim, shapely legs and the pretty silver sandals she has on. I step in front of her, smiling as I rake my gaze over her. Her beautiful blonde hair is wavy and falling loosely down her back, just how I like it. “If this is Plan B, I wholeheartedly approve.” I move in to kiss her, but she slams her hands on my chest, keeping me back.

“I’ve got gloss on, babe.” She points at her shiny mouth.

I grab hold of her waist, tugging her into me. “Do I look like I give a shit about lip gloss?” I don’t wait for her reply, fusing my lips to hers and sliding my tongue quickly into her mouth. She gives up protesting, pressing her gorgeous tits into my chest and kissing me like I’m the air she needs to breathe.

“Damn you and your sexy mouth,” she says, mock pouting when I reluctantly break the kiss a few minutes later. “Now you’re wearing half my gloss.” She swipes her thumb across my swollen lips, grinning.

“You can fix your makeup in the car,” I say, grabbing her hand and hauling her out into the hallway. I stoop down to pick up our overnight bag and then hustle her out the door.

“How do I look?” she says when we pull into the church parking lot twenty minutes later.

She’s spent the last few minutes touching up her makeup in the passenger side mirror. I pretend to notice the difference, inspecting her face meticulously. Cheryl always looks perfectly beautiful to me. “Like a goddess,” I truthfully reply, and I’m rewarded with a big-ass smile.

“If I hadn’t just reapplied my gloss, I’d totally kiss the shit out of you now,” she says while I park the car and kill the engine.

“I’m holding you to that later.” I jab my finger in the air.

“Deal, babe. And you know I’m good for it.”

I help her out of the car, and we walk over to where my brothers and their girlfriends are congregating outside the front of the church. I notice a few paparazzi hovering around, and I wrap my arm protectively around Cheryl, advising her to keep her head down. I rush her into the church before any of those douchebags have time to take her picture. Faye and Rachel trail into the church behind us, and I leave Cheryl sitting with them, returning to my brothers.

“Everything okay?” Kade asks with a frown.

“Everything’s fine.” I don’t want him worrying about any of this shit today. It’s his wedding, and he doesn’t deserve to be burdened with any of that crap now.

“You don’t want the photographers to spot her,” he surmises, refusing to let it drop.

“Definitely not. I’ve gone to huge lengths to hide our relationship so Stanten doesn’t find out.”

“You’re worried he’ll discover you’re FBI?” His grave eyes fix mine in place.

I nod. “It’s the only reason I haven’t told him to back the fuck off my girlfriend. And the only reason Cheryl hasn’t filed for a restraining order. Antagonizing that bastard wouldn’t be good so we’re trying to lay low.”

“Both Eva and I would’ve been fine if you couldn’t attend today.”

I know he means that sincerely, but it still pisses me off. “There’s no way I’d miss your wedding. Besides, who the fuck else could you trust to be your best man?”

Kade clamps his hand down firmly on my shoulder.

The motherfucker.

“No one. You’re the only man for the job.”

I gulp over the sudden wedge of emotion clogging my throat. “I’m happy for you, man. And glad to admit my initial interpretation of Eva was wrong. I can see why you love her, and you know I’m trying to keep her safe too. Everything I do is about protecting Cheryl and Eva.”

“I hope someday I’ll get to repay you for all you’ve done for us, Kev.”

“You don’t need to repay me, Kade. You’re my brother. It’s what brothers do.”

He pulls me into a hug, and it’s a weirdly emotional moment.

For once, Mom stages a timely intervention. “Boys!” Her shrill voice stabs my eardrums. “Over here!” She waves frantically at both of us, and we share a conspiratorial smile as we wander off to join the rest of our brothers in a family photograph.

The ceremony is beautiful, and Eva is a radiant bride. Her dress is white but nontraditional, quite simple but elegant, and it ends just below her knees. It’s a custom Alex Kennedy creation, and that’s one of the reasons why the numbers of paparazzi have swollen outside the church by the time the ceremony is over. Cheryl, watched over by her bodyguard, waits around the back of the church for me to bring the car around. I tell her to keep her head down as I floor it out of there.

The reception at the hotel is as extravagant as you’d expect it to be with no expense spared. Mom doesn’t do anything by half. After the speeches and dinner are out of the way, I get rid of my tie and unbutton my shirt, finally breathing more easily.

Kade dropped a vast sum of money to secure singer Adele for the night. She’s a well-respected British singer Eva is a huge fan of. Kade kept it a surprise, and Eva’s screams of delight could be heard all over the grand ballroom.

“That’ll be you next,” I overhear Brad telling Kyler behind me as I watch Cheryl, Rachel, Faye, Melissa, and Lana shake their stuff on the dance floor.

“Not if Kev beats me to it,” he quips, dragging my attention away from the girls.

“We’re in no rush,” I admit.

Ky’s mouth hangs open. “I was joking, but you’ve already discussed marriage?”

I scrub a hand over my jaw, wondering how to phrase this. “I’m not sure if discussed
 is the right word. I told Cheryl I’d be putting a ring on her finger one day, and she was happy with that.”

Brad chuckles, and Ky rolls his eyes. “I hope your proposal will be more romantic than that,” he teases.

“It will be,” I say with confidence, because if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s planning shit. Ky went all out with his marriage proposal, whisking Faye away to the Bahamas to propose, so I’ve a lot to live up to. I look at Brad, happy to deflect the heat in his direction. “What about you and Rachel?”

“What about us?” he asks, running a finger under the collar of his shirt, starting to sweat.

Ky and I smirk. “Don’t play shy, McConaughey. Will you be putting a ring on Rachel’s finger any time soon?”

“Not any time soon, but someday, yeah, definitely.” Brad rubs the back of his neck. “If she’ll have me” he tags on the end.

“That’s a given. She’s crazy about you,” I admit, because that girl never stops swooning over her man no matter how often I tell her she’s making my ears bleed.

Ky smiles a wide smile, and it’s good to see all the tension of the past few years has completely been laid to rest. “Faye will be over the fucking moon.”

“Save me,” Cheryl says, suddenly appearing through the crowd, clutching onto my arm from behind. “My feet are killing me!” She keeps one hand on my arm as she bends down, slipping her sandal off and rubbing the arch of her foot.

I don’t hesitate, uncaring of the large audience. Scooping her up into my arms, I carry her to one of the velvet couches at the back of the room. I lay her down and flop onto the opposite end of the couch. Removing her other sandal, I start massaging her feet. She leans back, tucking her hands underneath her head and grinning at me. “Everyone’s watching, you know.”

“I couldn’t give a flying fuck.” I knead her feet with my thumbs, and she sighs contentedly.

“I’m nominating you for Best Boyfriend of the Year,” she exclaims a few minutes later.

“And I’ll nominate you for Best Girlfriend of the Year if you blow me in the bathroom,” I joke.

She sits bolt upright, fire flaring in her eyes. “I’ll do one better than that,” she says, hooking the straps of her sandals through one finger and swinging her bare feet to the floor. She scoots along the couch until she’s alongside me, fixing me with a lusty look. “I’ll let you fuck me in the bathroom.”

I wasn’t serious, well, not much, but the instant she ups the stakes, my cock surges to life, answering for me. Jumping up, I grab her hand and lead her out to the bathroom, ignoring the knowing looks on my brothers’ faces when they notice the direction we’re heading in.

The minute we’re locked in the wheelchair accessible bathroom, Cheryl drops to her knees, and I can’t keep the smug grin off my face.

Best fucking wedding ever.


Chapter 21
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Cheryl

“What’s wrong?” I ask the minute Kev steps through the front door of the studio just before closing. “I thought we were going to meet at
 the firing range?” It’s Thursday, and I usually drive myself there after work unless we’ve made other arrangements. We still meet Kade and Eva every week without fail. I never thought I’d enjoy firing a weapon, but learning to defend myself has given me a confidence I didn’t expect. Plus, it makes me feel badass, so there’s that.

“I need to talk to you about something,” he says, looking solemn. “And then my boss wants to meet with you.”

Blood thrums in my ears and a fluttering feeling breaches my chest cavity. “You’re scaring me.”

He comes around the front desk, placing his hands on top of my shoulders and squeezing. “What I have to tell you will probably enhance that feeling, and it’s likely to upset you too, but I wanted you to hear it from me first before I bring you to my workplace.” Kev’s always so careful to never publicly mention the fact he works for the FBI. I’ve introduced him to my boss, but she believes he’s a freelance tech consultant too. “Can we go somewhere private to talk?” he asks.

“Sure. Just let me square it with Sara.” I walk over to my boss, quickly filling her in, and she has no issue with me taking Kev into the staff room.

“Okay. Hit me with it,” I say the instant we walk into the empty staff room.

Kev takes my hands in his, bringing me over to the couch and forcing me to sit down beside him. “Hayley’s body has been found.”

I blink profusely as the words sink in. “Where?” My voice sounds remarkably calm even though I’m already quaking inside.

“In a seedy motel in Texas,” he confirms, rubbing soothing circles on the back of my hand.

“And when you say found, do you mean she’s … she’s dead?” I whisper the last words.

He nods. “I’m sorry.”

I try to work out how I feel about this. I didn’t know Hayley all that well, and half the time we were supposed “friends,” she was lying to me and cheating with my fiancé behind my back. But that doesn’t mean I wanted her dead. I have
 thought of her over the last few weeks and regularly asked Keven for any updates since she disappeared. My mouth turns dry, and a cold chill tiptoes up my spine. “And you think Dan did this?”

He nods again. “He wanted her out of the way so she wouldn’t ruin his chances of winning you back.”

I yank one of my hands out of his, pressing my palm over my mouth. Nausea swims up my throat, and I think I might puke.

“I know what you’re thinking, and this isn’t your fault.”

“Isn’t it?” I rise and start pacing the room. “If she’d never met me, then she’d never have met him. She’d still be alive.”

“Stop.” He stands in front of me and reels me into his arms, bundling me into his warm, strong embrace. “You didn’t compel her to get involved with him, and you didn’t abduct and kill her. Hayley’s choices led to this. Not you.” He holds the back of my head, keeping me tucked against his chest where I feel safe.

Silence descends, and we stay wrapped in our embrace, both of us locked in our own heads.

“Is there anything to connect her to Dan? Was there any incriminating evidence found?” I ask the question even though I already know the answer.

“Unfortunately not,” he says in a clipped tone. I know how hard Kev’s working to find something to stick to Dan but, so far, he’s squeaky clean.

I sigh heavily, trying to stay strong, but I’d be lying if I said this hadn’t shaken me. Since I discovered who Dan really is, I’ve been frightened although I haven’t expressed that thought out loud. I know Kev will go to the ends of the Earth to protect me, and I’ve always believed that Dan wouldn’t hurt me, but now I’m not so sure.

He may not have loved Hayley, but he still spent time with her. Still made love to her. Bought her expensive gifts indicating she was on his mind. If he can do that to her
, he can do that to me
, and that’s what scares me.

“I want to help,” I say, easing out of his embrace and looking up at him. “Whatever it is your boss wants me to do, I’m doing it. We’ve got to stop him, Kev. We can’t live with this hanging over our heads.”

“I know, but I’m not sure how you can help. Let’s just talk to the SSA and see what he has in mind.”
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“Are you out of your ever-loving mind?” Kev roars, jumping up and knocking his chair over. This time we’re talking with Supervisory Special Agent Clement in his office. Just Kev, me, and him.

“Keven.” I tug on his arm, urging him to calm down. He can’t speak to his boss like that even if he has just dropped a bomb on both of us.

“No way! She’s not doing it! And I can’t believe you’ve asked her to!” He grabs fistfuls of his hair and starts pacing the room.

I get up and go to him, forcing him to stop and placing my hands on his waist. “Keven, sit back down, and let’s just hear SSA Clement out.”

He grips my face tight. “You’re not doing it. It’s too dangerous.”

I draw deep breaths, determined to keep a cool head. “No one has agreed to anything. Let’s hear the facts, and then we can consider it. Please, baby,” I whisper at the end.

I don’t want to be the reason he loses this job.

He presses his forehead to mine, his chest heaving, and I am floored, once again, by the evidence of his love for me. I’ll never take it for granted. Not when I thought I’d lost it, and him, forever.

He composes himself, keeping hold of my hand as we reclaim our seats.

“I don’t ask this lightly of you, Cheryl,” the SSA says, focusing on me, “but we are running out of options. We still haven’t figured out how Stanten is getting supplies of guns, drugs, and young girls into the country, because any leads our undercover agents have picked up have been dead ends. We suspect he’s on to us, which is why we’ve pulled our guys out; however, we’re fairly certain he’s hiding at least some of those things in that barn.”

I shudder at the thought of kidnapped girls being kept in that barn while I slept only a couple of miles away. It makes me sick to the pit of my stomach.

The SSA leans forward on his elbows. “We know there’s another entrance on that property, and we expect that’s how Stanten is getting away with this, but we can’t locate it. The old maps of the property show an entrance at the northwesterly side of the grounds, just off the smaller slip road, but it’s not visible from the road, and we can’t go snooping around without drawing attention. The drones haven’t picked up any activity, which leads us to believe it’s some kind of underground entrance. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

“Or he’s not transporting anything to that barn,” Kev interrupts.

“I know you don’t believe that, Keven.” The SSA drills him with a serious look. “Criminals don’t appoint armed guards to an empty barn.”

“There’s got to be another way.” Keven claws his hands through his hair, and frustration oozes from his pores.

“We’ve spent weeks brainstorming it, and there isn’t. The old plans of the house clearly show underground tunnels, and that’s why we need to get in there and see if we can locate them.”

“I didn’t see any evidence of that while I lived there,” I admit with a frown. “And Dan never mentioned a word to me about them.”

“I doubt he would, but I assure you they do exist. The original owner built the house during the prohibition era, and he became one of Boston’s most notorious bootleggers.”

“Dan said he gutted the house and pretty much rebuilt it from scratch,” I continue, “so I wouldn’t bank on any of those tunnels still being in existence.”

“You may be right, Cheryl. It could be another dead end. But we’ve got to try.” He slides a paper file across the desk to me. “Those are copies of email communications between the realtor and your ex-fiancé. The realtor said he was very keen to get his hands on the property, even offering an additional ten percent above the agreed price to close the sale quickly. I believe Stanten’s decision to purpose that property was strategic. He wanted those tunnels.”

Unease slithers over my body like fog. “Can’t you verify it with the contractor who worked on the house?” I suggest.

“We can’t play that angle,” Kev replies. “Because the contractors are in Mancusso’s pocket. They’ll tell us jack shit, and we can’t risk approaching them either. If Stanten discovers the FBI is on the case he’ll re-strategize, making our job even harder.”

“But I thought you said you had to pull your undercover guys out because of that very thing?” I direct my question to the SSA.

“We think Stanten knows someone is sniffing around, but it could be any number of government agencies or a plant from one of their enemies. We’re confident he has no idea we’re building a case against him.”


Except for the corrupt judge
. I think it but don’t say it because I’m not supposed to know anything about that. I don’t know how Kev deals with this stuff. All the unknowns would drive me demented, and constantly running into brick walls would deplete my patience reserves. Kev clearly has a higher tolerance than me.

“I can see where you’re coming from,” I add, eyeballing Kev’s boss. “Getting into the house is the only way to prove or disprove the tunnel theory. I understand why you need me,” I quietly add, not wanting to light Kev’s fuse.

“It doesn’t have to be Cheryl,” Keven says in a restrained tone of voice. “Why can’t you send in your undercover guys under false pretenses. Let them snoop around.”

“Stanten is too smart for that old ruse,” the SSA says. “He’ll immediately smell a rat. Besides, it could take some time to locate the tunnel entry points, and it requires someone with unfettered access to the property.”

“He’ll smell a rat if Cheryl does a U-turn all of a sudden,” Kev says, challenging his boss with a heated stare. “She broke things off weeks ago, and she’s been rejecting all his advances. He’ll be suspicious as fuck.”

“Agreed, which is why this will have to happen gradually.”

Kev shakes his head repeatedly. “No way. Cheryl’s not dating him again just so she can get access to that house. It’s too fucking dangerous.”

“I know you’re concerned, Keven, but we’ll keep Cheryl safe.”

“Like you kept Hayley safe?” he shouts, and I clutch onto his arm, willing him to calm down.

The SSA looks pained. “We couldn’t get to her in time, because it happened so fast, but this will be different. We’ll plan it meticulously, and Cheryl will be aware every step of the way. We’ll ensure she’s protected around the clock. Nothing will happen to her. I give you my word.”

Kev swivels in his chair, turning to face me. “I don’t want you to do this. There are too many things that could go wrong. No one can force you into doing this, so you can say no.” He grips my face. “I want you to say no.” His eyes drill into mine. “You promised you wouldn’t leave me again, and I’m invoking that promise now.”

“Kev, it’s not the same thing, and you know it. If I agree to do this, I won’t be leaving you. I’ll be pretending to date him again, but it won’t be real.”

“If he finds out, he could kill you, Cheryl. Or force you into commercial sex like Hayley.”

The team discovered Hayley had been routinely drugged and forced to have sex with different men from that seedy motel in Texas. A witness—a maintenance man at the hotel— came forward confirming he’d seen a rotation of different men going in and out of her room. He also confirmed there were at least three young girls working out of other rooms, all rented by the same man.

Of course, the ID they had on file was fake, and as the man had only ever paid cash, there was no way of tracing him that way. They had cleared out after Hayley OD’d, and that was the only reason the witness came forward. He was too scared to say anything while they were there.

“I know how to protect myself, and I can use a gun. Plus, I know what he’s capable of. Hayley didn’t have any of that knowledge which is why it was easy for them to take her.”

“It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind,” he snaps. “Don’t my feelings count?”

I place my hands over his. “Of course, your feelings matter, and I will
 take some time to think about it, but I want to help.” I peer deep into his troubled eyes. “This could put him behind bars, Kev. He could be out of our lives for good. Isn’t it worth taking a risk for that?”

“No, baby.” His eyes plead with me. “There is no risk worth taking when it comes to your life. None.”


Chapter 22
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Keven

I’m tired of arguing with her. I can see it’s not going to make any difference. I was right when we were back in the SSA’s office—she’s going to agree to this madness. And I’m going to fucking lose it. I want to regret the day I agreed to join the FBI, but I can’t because it brought Cheryl back into my life—even if I now want to pummel my boss in the face until he bleeds.

“You do realize if you go ahead with this, and it works, that you’ll most likely have to go into witness protection?” I play my final card. “Is that what you want? For us to be permanently separated? To never see me or your family again?” Okay, I’m stretching a little, because there’s no way I’d let her go into witness protection without me even if we have to have a quickie wedding to ensure the protection extends to me. But it’s no word of a lie when it comes to her family.

“It won’t come to that,” she protests, knotting her hands in her lap.

“You’ll be instrumental in putting Stanten behind bars. He’s the son of the head of one of New York’s most powerful crime families. You think Mancusso’s gonna let you live if you take his son from him?”

Her hands shake, and her lower lip wobbles. I hate that I’m scaring her, but she needs a dose of reality.

“Then I’ll go into witness protection.” She stands, and a fresh layer of determination washes over her face as she walks over to me. She straddles my lap, forcing my back into the couch. “But only if you come with me. If you won’t, then I’ll take my chances. I’m not going anywhere without you.” She runs her finger through the bristle on my chin, and I know what she’s doing. Telling me I rank higher than her family. Trying to soften me up so I’ll back down.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I glare at her, fueled by frustration. “You’d sacrifice your entire future by taking a risk that might not even yield any results? Do you hear how reckless that is? If my boss is wrong, if there are no tunnels, and no underground entrance, and Stanten figures out you are spying on him, he’ll take you from me, one way or another, and I’m not okay with that Cheryl. The risk is not worth it. Please, baby.” I cup her beautiful face. “Please tell my boss to fuck off. We’ll find another way.”

“I can’t stand by while other girls are subjected to the same fate as Hayley,” she whispers. “Don’t ask me to be that selfish.”

“Self-preservation is not fucking selfish!” I roar, struggling to keep my emotions in check. “It’s survival one-oh-one.” I grip her hips, pulling her in closer to me. “Listen to me, I know you feel guilty about Hayley, but her death is not on your conscience, and neither are any other girls that have fallen under Stanten’s trap. It’s not your responsibility or your job to stop him.”

“But it’s yours.”

“Yes, it’s mine and SSA Clement’s, which is why it should be left up to us. He had no right to involve you.” I’ve a good mind to report him. If Cheryl wasn’t connected to me, I wonder would he have asked her to consider something so dangerous.

“I want
 to help.” Her lower lip juts out, and I recognize the tell. She’s getting ready to dig her heels in. Sliding off my lap, she sits alongside me, leaning back and looking up at the ceiling. A strained sigh escapes her lips. “When I first started volunteering at the residential home, I had a student named Camila,” she starts explaining. “She was seventeen and severely troubled. She didn’t speak except through the eyes of her camera. I could see she was hurting, and I wanted to help.”

Of course, she would. Cheryl likes to fix things, and she always wants to see the best in people. It’s one of the qualities I love most about her even if it does expose her to being taken advantage of. I still wouldn’t want her to change. There are too many hardened, embittered people in the world. Cheryl’s attitude is like a breath of fresh air, and it’s a huge part of who she is. I’d never want to take that from her.

But wanting to help by putting her own life at risk is a step too far and not something I can condone or support.

“She came from a poor family in a small town in Mexico,” she continues, “which made it easy for a predator to target her. I learned her story in part from her social worker and partly from Camila, once she learned to trust me and started opening up.”

Tears stab her eyes, and I pull her into my side, unable to ignore the need to comfort her. “When an older good-looking American guy showed up in her village and started paying her attention, she was flattered. She was only thirteen, and she developed a crush on him. Rhett told her she was very pretty and she could get rich modeling in the U.S. She ran away with him because she thought she could earn enough money to provide for her family. As soon as she set foot on American soil, Rhett brought her to meet his ‘family’ which consisted of eight other young Mexican girls he’d kidnapped under false pretenses. She was shoved into a warehouse, handcuffed to a mattress, drugged, and raped by a succession of older men.”

Tears cascade down her cheeks, and I wrap my arms around her, holding her tight. A lump forms in the back of my throat as I listen to the rest of her story.

“She was thirteen, Kev. Thirteen
.” Her voice chokes, and I press a kiss to her temple. “They destroyed her innocence, and she lost her freedom. For three years, she serviced up to twenty men a day. She was kept drugged and weak and chained to that bed for hours at a time. They moved around, settling in different locations, and her pimp would bring her to homes and hotels, forcing her to have sex with various johns. One day, she was being dragged out of a hotel, screaming, when a woman intervened. The pimp drove off without her, and she was rescued, eventually ending up in the residential home when it was discovered the pimp had killed her family and she had no home to return to.”

She sniffles, nudging her head into my arm and looking up at me with soulful, pained eyes. “She was tormented, Keven. She couldn’t relate to any of the other kids. She’d been to hell and back trying to stay clean, and she blamed herself for her family’s deaths.” A loud sob rips from her throat. “She tried so hard, but it was all too much. She ran away one night, hitched a lift to the city, and jumped off the Tobin Bridge. Her body washed up on the shores of Mystic River a few days later. It’s been four months since it happened, and I still think about her every day.”

“I’m sorry, baby. I truly am.” I press a kiss to her temple. “I hope you don’t blame yourself for that because I know you did everything you could to help her, but sometimes, there is nothing we can do.”

She stares at me with big, glassy eyes. “I understand that, but I can
 do something about this, which is why I need to do it, Kev. I couldn’t help Camila, but I might be able to help stop others from being taken. Perhaps I can help rescue girls Dan’s already trafficked, and that’s why I’ve got to do this. I couldn’t bear to live with myself if I had a chance to help and I did nothing. I’m tortured with the thought he might’ve kept girls in that barn while I was sleeping a few miles away.”

I open my mouth to argue because it’s not as cut and dry as that, but she places a soft hand over my mouth. “I know you’re concerned, and I love you so much for wanting to shield me from this, but I also know you trust me and love me enough to make my own decisions.”

She sits up straighter, wiping the dampness under her eyes. “I promise I’m not leaving you, Kev, and it’s your love that’ll ensure I make it through this. I want to do it. For Camila. For my own sanity. And because it’s the right thing to do.”

“I’m scared of losing you, Cheryl.” I twist my fingers in her hair, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead.

She curls her hand around my arm, peering deep into my eyes. “I don’t want to disregard or downplay your feelings. I completely understand where you’re coming from, and if the tables were reversed, I’d be the same. I love how much you love me, Kev. And I’m sorry that me wanting to do this upsets you so much, but not
 doing this will upset me
. Is there anything I can do or say that will make this any easier for you?”

“I want to put my foot down and tell you you’re not doing it, but I don’t ever want to be that man. The one who commands you to do things against your will, so, if you’re hellbent on doing this, I won’t stop you on one condition.”

She kisses me softly and I just want to hold her against me forever. “Thank you. I know how much it takes for you to say that, and I’m not ungrateful. I’ve no problem agreeing to your condition if it’ll help ease your worry. Name it.”

“That you do everything in your power to keep yourself safe. That means rigidly following the FBI’s instructions, staying alert, not taking any risky chances, and trusting your gut. If you feel like something’s wrong, it probably is, and you need to react to that.”

She nods. “I won’t take any unnecessary risks. I want to catch the bastard and see him in jail. And then I want to move forward with my life, with you. Once we’re together, nothing else matters.”

I haul her into my arms, crushing her to me. My heart is racing a hundred miles an hour, and anxiety tightens my chest. I don’t care what I have to do, but I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe and ensure she comes back to me.
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It’s two weeks since Cheryl agreed to put her life on the line, and I’m close to breaking point. I haven’t slept properly since she moved into Kade’s old place, and our nightly Skype calls just aren’t cutting it. I fucking miss her, and I hate this, but I also agree it’s necessary. She can’t be seen with me now she’s “dating” that asshole again. The bodyguard I hired is watching over her, as is Agent Higgins. Plus, Agent Wentward is still shadowing Stanten.

All of them have assured me she’s safe and that he’s unaware of the FBI connection, but I can’t rest easy. I won’t until this is done. I have cameras all over her place and in her car, trackers on her cell and her shoes, and alerts set up, and I spend hours every night watching the feed, making sure she’s safe, but it does little to ease my anxiety.

“You look tired, baby,” she says when we Skype later that night.

“This is what I look like without you,” I proclaim. “I miss you so much, and I just want this to be over.”

“I miss you too, and if you think this isn’t killing me, then you’re wrong. I hate it, but it’s working. He is so far up his own ass he honestly believes I’ve forgiven him.” She rolls her eyes, and I know that’s for my benefit.

An awkward silence filters between us, like it does any time he
 comes up in conversation. I trust Cheryl, which is why we didn’t have this conversation before she moved out, but it’s different now I can’t see her in the flesh, can’t touch her or hold her in my arms. I have to put this out there for my sanity. “You’re not sleeping with him, right?”

A flash of anger flits across her face, quickly replaced with understanding. “Of course not, baby.” She puts her hand up to the screen. “You’re the only man I’ll be sleeping with from now on. I promise.”

“How is he accepting that?”

“I’ve told him I need to learn to trust him again before we start having sex, and he bought it. More than that, it lends authenticity to the situation. Any woman that would jump back into his bed after what he did couldn’t be trusted.”

Air whooshes out of my mouth in grateful relief. “Okay, and I’m sorry for asking, but it was eating me up inside.”

“Well, it’s not going to be for much longer.”

My eyes pop wide, my heart accelerating at the exuberant grin on her face. “What haven’t you said?”

“He asked me to come over Friday night after work, and I convinced him to let me cook for him. Told him I’d cook us a special celebration meal and leave work early to get a head start.” She lifts up a bunch of keys, dangling them in front of her face. “He handed me back my keys without question.”

“That is the best damn news I’ve heard in weeks.”

“Thought you’d like that. Can you tell the boss man so he can put everything in motion? I’ll drive to the house at four, and you can meet me there.”

I nod buoyantly. “I’ll call him immediately and oversee the plans myself. I’m going to double-and triple-check everything so there is no margin for error. We’re ending it this weekend.”

“I love the sound of that, and I’ll be on a countdown till Friday.” She places her hand back on the screen. “I need your arms around me so badly.”

“I know, baby. Me too.” I raise my palm to the screen, as if I’m touching hers. “I can hardly wait.”


Chapter 23
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Cheryl

Being back in this house again makes me sick, but I remind myself why I’m doing this, visualizing Camila in my mind’s eye and allowing her image to bolster my courage. I trust Keven’s prepared for any eventualities, but I’m still on edge, terrified something will go wrong and Dan will figure this out. Having to spend another second in his company will feel like a lifetime. These last few weeks have majorly tested my acting skills, but Dan’s superiority complex works to my advantage. Any normal guy would be suspicious of my sudden U-turn, taking his time inviting me back into his life, but not Dan. His arrogance and misplaced self-confidence will be his downfall in the end.

A twisted part of me has enjoyed pulling the wool over his eyes, and I hope I’m there when the penny drops. I want to catch his expression the instant he realizes I’ve fooled him.

Glancing at the clock in the kitchen, I stick the pot roast I made last night in the oven on a low heat and hurry to set the table. Kev was adamant it needs to look like I’m in the throes of making dinner in case Dan shows up. Hopefully, he’s too preoccupied with the planned distraction—a carefully controlled explosion at one of his warehouses in downtown Boston— to worry about being late for dinner, thereby giving us enough time to search the house from top to bottom.

The doorbell chimes just as I’ve finished setting the table, and I rush to let Keven in, my heart doing cartwheels at the thought of seeing my love in the flesh for the first time in weeks. I rein my excitement in, opening the door slowly and greeting him with a pleasant but disinterested smile, like I would any cable guy who materializes at my door.

Although he’s in disguise, my heart is still careening around my chest as I drink in the welcome sight of him. Already, I feel my anxiety levels steadying, knowing he will protect me no matter how this goes down. He’s dressed in workers pants and a high vis jacket, carrying a metal toolbox in one hand. I work hard to contain my mirth at the state of the longish dirty-blond wig and matching fake moustache which makes him look like a reject from the nineteen sixties. “I believe you have an issue with your cable, ma’am,” he says, keeping up the façade in case any of the men at the barn are watching from a distance or the camera is picking up our conversation.

“Oh, I wasn’t aware. My boyfriend didn’t mention it to me.” I purposely frown.

Trying hard not to scowl at my use of the BF
 word, Kev pulls a piece of paper from his back pocket, thrusting it at me. “You can inspect the order right there.” He points at the falsified paperwork.

I pretend to inspect it before smiling casually at him. I step aside, ushering him in, discreetly checking the grounds outside for evidence of any prying eyes, but all looks quiet out the front.

The instant the door is closed, he pushes me up against the wall, and his lips descend on mine. I moan into his mouth, grabbing hold of his waist as our lips move punishingly together. I allow myself to enjoy his kiss for about ten seconds before I reluctantly shove him away. “The cameras,” I rasp.

He grips my hips, pulling me into his hard, hot body. “I’ll disable them in a minute.” He leans his head down, lining up our mouths again, but I shove him back more forcefully this time.

“Shut them down now
, Kev. We can’t take any risks.” I plant my hands on my hips. “Your rules, remember?”

“Fuck.” He adjusts the bulge in his pants. “I want inside you so bad.”

I send him my best school ma’am glare. “We need to focus, Kev. There’ll be time for that later.”

His lips kick up in a smile. “I’m going to fuck you so hard, all night long, so you won’t ever remember being apart from me.”

My core throbs with need at his filthy promise, and saliva pools in my mouth. I’ve missed being in his bed. Missed having him fill me up, eliciting earth-shattering pleasure from my body on a nightly basis. Every part of me hums at the prospect of having that again.

Walking swiftly toward Dan’s office, he throws one last remark over his shoulder. “And that’s a promise, sexy. Just you wait and see.”

I stand dazed in the empty hallway for a couple of seconds until my head clears. Then I race after him in time to see him picking the lock and breaking into Dan’s office. The instant his butt is on the chair and his fingers pound the keyboard, he’s all business, flirting forgotten, for now. I stand over him, anxiously watching as he hacks into the camera system and shuts the feed down in mere seconds. He’s a freaking genius when it comes to computers.

“Let’s go.” He jumps up, the chair making a screeching sound as it slams back against the wall. “Higgins and Wentward are keeping watch outside, and the team is on standby, a short distance away, ready to move in as soon as we have concrete evidence we can use against him,” he explains before crushing his lips to mine. I cling to him, devouring his mouth the same way he’s devouring mine.

Our tongues tangle, delighted to be dancing once again, but it’s a frantic, fast-paced tango and one laced with an air of urgency and a dangerous undercurrent. All too soon, his lips are gone from mine, and I feel like crying.

“I could kiss you all day long, but you’re right. We have a job to do.” Taking my hand, he leads me out to the hallway. “Let’s make this fast.” He pecks my lips. “Call me if you find anything and I’ll do the same.” He swats me on the ass as I spin around, heading toward the stairs. “Stay safe, babe.”

“You too.” I walk backward, blowing him a kiss. “I love you!” I shout as I disappear out of sight, taking the stairs two at a time.

Per the agreed plan, I’m checking upstairs while Kev checks downstairs. If we can’t find any hidden tunnels, then we’ll have to venture outside, which is where it’ll get tricky. Three heavily armed men guard the barn, and trying to snoop within proximity to them is risky as hell. I never remember Dan venturing outside, so I’m convinced there’s an entry point to the tunnel, and the barn, from inside this house. I’m determined we’re not leaving until we find it.

I examine every square inch of the master bedroom, opening and closing doors and cupboards and inspecting all the walls in the walk-in closet, coming up empty-handed. I move onto the guest bedrooms and bathrooms, one at a time, growing more and more agitated as my search reveals nothing. I call Kev, and he confirms he hasn’t discovered anything either.

Sweat rolls down my back as I head into the second last guest bedroom, glancing at the time, starting to panic. By now, Dan is aware of the explosion at his warehouse. His cryptic text telling me he’s running late confirms it, but I can’t shake the nervous feeling that something’s gone wrong.

I’m pulling out a pile of boxes stored in the closet of the gray guest bedroom when Kev races into the room, his eyes darting wildly about. “The asshole’s pulling into the drive,” he exclaims, his voice gruff. “Get down to the kitchen and pretend to be fixing dinner.” He grabs my shoulders, steering me toward the door.

“What? How? He’s texted me to—”

“Something must’ve spooked him. Go, Cheryl. Wentward and Higgins are watching, and they’ll intervene if necessary, but you need to distract him. He can’t find me here.”

“What about—” I gesture toward the boxes I was in the process of removing.

“I’ll fix it.” He nudges me toward the door. “You’re still wearing your wire, right?” I nod, as bile swims up my throat. “Good, I’ll be listening, and I’m not going to let him hurt you.” He cups my face tenderly. “You got that? He’s not going to lay a finger on you.”

“I love you,” I whisper.

“I love you too, and if I hear anything I don’t like, I’m coming to get you. I don’t give a fuck.” Removing a gun from his toolbox, he hands it to me. “The safety is on, but use it if you need to.”

My hand shakes as I take the gun, slipping it under the band of my pants.

Kev presses his finger to the hidden device in his ear. “Go, Cheryl. He’s getting out of his car. Play your part, baby.” He plants a fierce kiss on my lips. “Be safe.”

I race down the stairs, flying into the kitchen and turning the heat on under the pans on the stove. I’ve just tied the apron strings around my waist when Dan enters the kitchen.

“Oh my God, you startled me,” I shriek, planting a hand on my chest as a smile forms on my lips. The only way I can do this is to imagine he’s Kev. I walk toward him, fluttering my eyelashes and smiling coyly. “I thought you said you’d be late. Not that I’m in any way complaining.” I giggle, circling my arms around his neck and stretching up on my tiptoes to kiss him.

“What did you do to the cameras?” he barks, turning away from my kiss and glaring at me.

My heart pounds in my chest, and it takes everything I possess to force my anxiety aside and act as expected in this situation. I frown, removing my hands from his neck and staring up at him in confusion. “What cameras? What do you mean?”

He grabs my face roughly, and the cold, harsh glare in his eyes sends shivers up and down my spine. “If you’re up to something, I’ll end you.” He grips my chin, digging his fingernails into my flesh while his eyes flare menacingly. Terror has a vise grip on my heart, and bile swirls around my mouth.

“Dan, you’re hurting me,” I whimper, praying Kev doesn’t come racing down the stairs yet. “And you’re scaring me. What do you mean if I’m up to something? I’m making you dinner.” I let a tear slip out of my eye, and he glances over my head, scanning the pots on the stove. Yanking me forward by the elbow, he stalks to the oven, aggressively pulling the door open. I rub my sore jaw as I silently coach myself to remain calm, hiding my free hand behind my back to hide my trembling. Dan is crouched down in front of the oven, staring absently at it, as if lost in thought.

When he straightens up, he releases his iron grip on me, smiling as if he’s a different man. The dark, inhumane glare is gone from his eyes, replaced by a soft, adoring look that I now know is completely fake. He moves into me, but I step back, feeling off-balance. I start untying my apron with trembling fingers. “I think I should go.”

“Darling, don’t. I’m sorry.” Slowly, he steps toward me, and I take another couple steps back.

“I don’t even know who you are right now.” I hold up my hand, keeping him at bay. “This was a mistake.”

“No.” He pulls me to him, hauling my hands up to his chest, and I feel nauseated. “I’m sorry I scared you. I’ve just had a really bad day, but I didn’t mean to take it out on you. I love you, Cheryl. You know that.”

Lying asshole.

His cell pings, and a flash of annoyance flares across his face. “Dinner looks delicious, and I’m starving.” He rubs his thumb across my lips, and I shake all over. Thankfully, he mistakes it for desire, his eyes darkening with hunger this time. “That’s not the only thing I’m starving for.” He grabs my ass, pulling me flush against his erection, and I puke a little in my mouth. “How long are you going to make me wait?”

He leans in to kiss me, but I push him off. “I’m still mad at you. And if you truly love me, you’ll wait.”

He grinds down on his teeth as his cell pings again. “I’ve got to take this.” He storms out of the room with the cell to his ear, walking toward his office with urgency. I collapse against the island unit as unrestrained panic consumes me. What if he figures out Kev picked the lock?
 I can’t remember if he shut the door to his office after we left.

My cell pings, and I almost drop it on the ground as I scramble to open up the message from Kev.

I covered my tracks. Relax and stay calm. You’re doing great.

A strangled sob escapes my mouth before I can stop it. I’m literally shaking with fright, and I’ve got to get a grip before he returns. I walk slowly to the stove, stirring pots and pretending like I give a damn about dinner.

Dan storms back into the kitchen five minutes later like a tsunami hellbent on destruction. “I’ve got to go out again.” He presses a kiss to my cheek. “But I’ll be back.”

“Maybe we should leave this for another time,” I say, playing along but silently hoping he won’t call my bluff.

“No, babe. I promise I’ll be back. Just make yourself at home, and I’ll text you.”

I wait an anxious few minutes after I hear the front door close before I break down. Then Kev is there bundling me into his strong arms, whispering words of reassurance and consoling me. I look up, glad to see he’s removed the hideous wig and fake stache. I kiss his lips in one slow, lingering kiss, feeling my resilience return as his emotion and his strength pours into me. “Are you okay?” His face is creased with concern. “No one will blame you if you want to bail.”

“I’m not bailing.” I swipe at the moisture under my eyes, removing all trace of it. “I’m fine. The look in his eye just frightened me. He looked like pure evil.”

“I was this
 close to charging down here and putting a bullet through his skull.” Kev kisses my forehead, holding me tight. “I know Higgins and Mead would’ve covered for me, and it was tempting, but death is too easy for a bastard like him. I want to see him behind bars.” He eases back, gripping my forearms. “Are you sure you’re up to this?”

I vigorously nod. “I am. I’m not backing out now. I’m seeing this through to the end.”

His eyes spark to life. “In that case, I’ve got good news.”

My breath hitches. “You mean—”

“I found the tunnel baby. We’re going to finish this tonight.”


Chapter 24
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Keven

“Oh my God.” Cheryl’s eyes are almost bugging out of her head as we stand in front of the open closet in the guestroom. A blast of cold air slaps us in the face as I pull the cord dangling from the top of the closet, and light floods the entryway to the tunnel below.

After I’d hurriedly replaced the boxes, I’d hidden in the closet, listening to the wire feed as that asshole terrorized Cheryl. Suspicion was clear in his voice, and I was on the verge of tearing down to the kitchen so many times, but I managed to restrain myself.

I had a feeling deactivating the camera feed might trigger a warning, especially so soon after the last time. I’m hoping he had it set up to receive automatic alerts. The alternative is that he pays for live monitoring which would be problematic, but I can’t consider that now. I’ve got to keep my focus. There’ll be time to consider the fallout after the operation has completed.

When I heard her say he was hurting her I slammed my fist into the back of the closet, my heart stuttering when I heard the hollow sound echoing back at me. I’d traced my fingers around the edge, feeling the small breeze blowing over my fingertips and I knew I’d hit pay dirt. But I couldn’t risk exploring further, not with that bastard downstairs, so I had to bide my time until we enticed him out of the house again.

It seemed to take forever for news of the second explosion to reach Stanten’s ears. We’d had a Plan B in case he showed up at the house, and once Wentward updated the SSA, he gave the order to detonate the second device at another one of his warehouses, over on the other side of the city.

I was confident once Stanten heard that another one of his warehouses had gone up in flames he wouldn’t stay home even if he’s now harboring doubts about Cheryl’s reappearance in his life.

Or, perhaps, he’s considering alternatives. Maybe believing the DeLuca family is making a reckless play. It’s not a huge stretch at all. It’s better if he believes the explosions and camera failures are connected to his Boston rivals; at least it will deflect suspicion from Cheryl. I make a mental note to leave a few crumbs pointing in that direction for him when I get back home.

The instant I brought Cheryl up to the guest room, I ripped the false panel off the back of the closet, exposing the stairs leading down to the tunnel. I wish I could do this alone so that I can keep her safe and out of harm’s way. But the SSA was very clear. We need proof before the FBI can officially come barging in. Given what I suspect awaits us, there’s no way I’m going down there without backup. Besides, I know my girl. There’s no way she’d stay behind even if I begged her to.

So, it’s up to the two of us to explore this tunnel.

I face my love, pinning her with a grave expression. “Stay behind me at all times, and once we reach the tunnel, take your gun out, and keep it armed and ready.” She nods, visibly gulping. “Just keep calm and remember everything you’ve learned. I don’t know if anyone is manning these tunnels, so expect the unexpected.”

Determination glimmers behind her eyes as she straightens her shoulders. “I know what to do. I’ve got this, and you don’t need to worry about me. Just concentrate on the path ahead and know I’ve got your back.” She pulls back the chamber of her gun in one fluid, confident move, unlocking the safety and positioning her hands in the correct position before drilling me with a feisty, determined look.

“Damn, that’s fucking hot,” I admit with a smile, checking the knife is securely strapped to my calf and unlocking the safety on my Glock.

A muscle clenches in her jaw as she stares at the stairway to hell. “Let’s go nail the bastard.”

I descend the staircase slowly and carefully, my eyes and ears primed for any signs that we’re not alone. When my foot hits the ground, it triggers some kind of electric sensor, and lights flare to life, illuminating the passageway in front of us. Cracked stone walls attest to the age of the tunnel, but the pathway looks new, and it’s been swept clean. There’s no mold, debris, or any obvious sign of rodents or water leakages.

Cheryl’s breathing puffs out in audible spurts, but she’s steadfast as she follows me. There only seems to be one route, one destination, although we pass by several older tunnels, jutting off to the left and right, that have been sealed behind iron doors. It’s clear Stanten had this infrastructure upgraded to suit his purpose.

We walk for fifteen minutes, and I’m beginning to wonder if this is leading us anywhere when a piercing cry rings out up ahead. I slam to a halt, spinning around to Cheryl and placing my fingers to her lips. She nods, and I detect no outward fear on her face, only dogged determination. I tap the communicator in my ear, whispering, “Stand by” to Higgins and Wentward, but I’m met with empty static.

Fuck.

“What’s wrong?” she whispers, seeing something on my face.

“We’ve lost contact with the guys. The tunnel must be disrupting the signal.” I scrub a hand over my jaw, wondering if we should turn back.

“We’re not going back,” she says, as if she’s read my mind. “We’ll scout it out, and if it looks like something we can’t handle, we’ll go back and call for reinforcements.”

I kiss her feisty mouth. “I fucking love you.”

She grins. “I fucking love you too, now let’s go. We don’t have time to waste.”

I inch ahead slowly, keeping tucked in close to the side of the wall with Cheryl at my back. The closer we get, the louder the pained cries become, and the more my rage builds. The screams are clearly feminine, and she’s hurt or hurting. When I round the next bend, I instantly retreat, forcing Cheryl back the way we just came. Using hand gestures, I motion for her to stay put. I can tell she doesn’t want to let me go by myself, but there’s no way I’m letting her go any farther until I’ve checked it’s safe.

I creep around the corner, scanning the space. We’ve come to a dead end, facing into a small rectangular room with four iron doors on one side and a wide set of stairs on the other. The wooden double doors at the top are sealed, but I’ve no idea if anyone stands guard outside them. I’m guessing we’re underneath the barn, and this is where Stanten has been keeping the kidnapped girls until they’re sent out to work. I creep past the first two closed doors, inching toward the only open one. Raising my weapon, I draw a deep breath and take a quick peek inside.

The room is tiny, and four girls are imprisoned inside, semi-dressed, sitting on dirty mattresses with their hands shackled to the wall. One of them looks at me with stark eyes, and I lift my fingers to my lips, urging her to stay quiet.

The fifth girl is naked, bent over a table in the corner of the room, as some asshole thrusts into her from behind. Her shrill cries slice a line straight through my heart, and I don’t hesitate, reaching for my knife and tiptoeing up behind him.

Grabbing him by the hair, I yank his head back so his throat is exposed. Before he can call for help, I bring the knife straight across his throat, embedding it in one fluid motion, feeling zero remorse as his lifeforce drains out of him. This is a fight or die situation, and I’m not taking any chances with these thugs. He slumps to the floor, his hands frantically grasping his neck, a gurgling sound bubbling from his throat.

Two of the girls start crying, and the girl who was being raped looks over her shoulder and screams. I clamp a hand over her mouth—I have no choice—pleading with her to keep quiet. “I’m with the FBI,” I say in a whisper, sliding my badge out of my back pocket and flashing it to the clearly terrified girls. “I’m going to get you out of here, and I promise I mean you no harm. Does anyone speak English?”

“I do,” a skinny girl with beautiful brown eyes and a sad smile says.

“Okay. Can you explain to the others that they need to keep quiet? There are more men upstairs, and if they don’t stop screaming and crying, they’ll come down here to investigate.”

She nods, speaking rapidly in Spanish as I search the pockets of the dead man for keys. I find them and quickly unlock the chains around the girls’ hands and feet. Advising them to stay put and keep utterly quiet, I run out and retrieve Cheryl, getting her to stay with the girls while I check out the other rooms. The girl who speaks English comes with me as I unlock the doors, one at a time. One room is empty, but the other two hold another nine girls between them, making it fourteen in total being held down here.

Once everyone is unchained and the little Mexican girl has translated for me, we start moving back down the tunnel in the direction of the house.

I keep guard at the rear while Cheryl leads. We run, needing to get clear before someone figures out they’ve escaped, but it’s no easy feat for the girls as they are all barefoot and weak, and some of them are sporting minor injuries. However, their survival instincts are strong, and they don’t complain as they run after Cheryl, shivering and whimpering but determined to get out of here.

A shot whizzes over my head from behind and the girls start screaming. Spinning around, I fire blindly in the direction the shot came from while roaring at Cheryl. “Keep going! Get them to safety, and I’ll hold them off.”

I remove my backup weapon from the waistband of my pants and walk back the way we came, firing both guns at the man ducking behind the nearest corner. Behind me, I’m aware of running footsteps growing more distant, and I’m glad Cheryl has taken my instruction and is sticking to the plan.

A shot embeds in the wall right beside me, and I lunge over to the other side, narrowly avoiding impact as the guy continues firing at me. Tucking myself into the small crevice in front of one of the old iron doors, I’m strategically firing while mentally calculating how many bullets I’ve got left. Then I get lucky, and one of my shots hits its mark. The man goes down, and he’s not getting back up. Unwilling to take any chances, I run toward him with both weapons raised, firing another couple of rounds into his prostrate body.

When I reach his side, I prod him with my booted foot, but his rigid limbs and glassy-eyed stare confirm he’s dead. I’m turning around to go after Cheryl and the girls when the cold metal barrel of a gun juts into the side of my head, and I freeze. A guy steps out from behind the corner, nudging me with his weapon. “Time to die, motherfucker,” he says in a furious voice, and the distinct clicking of a weapon rings out before I’ve had time to make any move.

Everything happens in slow motion as my life flashes before my eyes.

A shot rings out, and my ears are on fire. I drop to the ground, clutching my head and roaring as pain explodes in my skull. My ears throb, and I rock back and forth on my heels as pain holds me captive. My stomach lurches violently, and nausea builds in the back of my throat.

It takes me a few moments to realize Cheryl is kneeling in front of me, her lips moving, but I can’t hear anything.

I glance at the dead body lying by my side, the back half of his head missing and a pool of blood spreading outward. Bloody spatter coats my clothes, my face, and my hands. Cheryl pushes him away with her two feet, clearing a path for our escape. Helping me to my feet, she keeps her arm wrapped around my waist as we hobble down the passageway. I can scarcely keep myself upright. I’m staggering all over the place like I’m smashed. The ringing in my ears is affecting my coordination, and our progress is slow, but somehow, she manages to keep me moving. Sweat beads on my forehead and rolls down my back as we advance, and when we reach the stairs which lead back into the house, I slump against the wall, depleted of all energy.

Cheryl’s lips are moving again, but I still can’t hear over the ringing in my ears. Then Colin Wentward is there, forcing Cheryl up the stairs while grabbing my arm and slinging it over his shoulder. We climb the stairs slowly and awkwardly, and I wince as intermittent bursts of noise attack my eardrums while my ears struggle to regain their hearing.

It’s mayhem when we step out of the tunnel back into the house. My FBI colleagues mingle with DEA agents and various medical personnel, searching rooms and attending to the frightened young girls. I drop down onto the ground, resting my back against the wall. It’s like I’m a silent bystander, invisible as the madness swirls around me.

Cheryl hunches over me, worry etched across her pretty face. She’s saying something, but I still can’t properly hear. Fleeting words register too late, and I haven’t a clue what she’s saying. I point to my ears, shaking my head, and she nods in understanding, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and holding me tight. I rest my head on her shoulder, feeling her body shake with unshed tears. We cling to one another until an EMT forces us apart to check my vitals.

While he checks me out, I keep my eyes trained on Cheryl, watching as she momentarily leaves the room, returning a couple minutes later with an armful of T-Shirts. She walks around the room, distributing them to the girls. Gradually, my hearing returns, in more fits and spurts, and I wince every time, as pain darts through my skull, piercing my eardrums.

“Kennedy, you okay?” SSA Clement towers over me, extending his hand to help me up. I take it, struggling to my feet.

“I’m good.”

“I want you to go to the hospital to get properly checked out.”

I try to shake my head in protest, but moving it fucking kills.

“I’ll go with him,” Cheryl says, and the sound of her beautiful voice is like music to my ears. She loops her arm through mine. “Don’t even think about arguing with me,” she warns, already guiding me out of the room behind the EMT. “You know, if the tables were turned, you’d insist I was fully checked out.”

“I’m not arguing,” I say in a croaky voice, my throat feeling like it’s been scraped with sandpaper. “And if I never see this house again, it’ll be too soon.”

Cheryl rides with me in the ambulance, holding my hand and staring at me with a look of pure relief. “I thought I was going to lose you,” she says, tears streaming quietly down her face. “I’ve never been so scared.”

I squeeze her hand tight. “Me too,” I admit. “He was going to kill me, and I knew there wasn’t enough time to react, but you took him out first.” I gulp over the messy ball of emotion clogging my throat, staring into the face of the woman I love. My angel. My savior. “You saved my life, Cheryl.”

“And I’d do it all over again if I had to.” She sweeps hair back off my forehead, pressing a chaste kiss to my brow. “Even if the fact I killed a man today has me a little freaked,” she honestly admits.

“You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t feel like that, and it’s a normal reaction.”

“But I have zero regrets, because he was going to kill you, and I didn’t hesitate. I just pulled the trigger.”

I pull her hand to my mouth, planting a soft kiss on her skin. “I’m so fucking proud of you, and, for as long as I live, I’ll never forget what you did for me today.”


Chapter 25
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Cheryl

It’s crazy when we arrive at the hospital. A bunch of doctors and nurses wait in the lobby for the ambulances transporting the Mexican girls, and I discover a crowded building downtown collapsed a couple hours ago causing several fatalities and copious injuries. So, the hospital is swamped, and the noise levels are deafening. Kev has his head in his hands while the EMT wheels him through to the emergency room.

I called Kaden just as we left the house, and he made it to the hospital before us. He’s called the whole family, and slowly, they trickle in. Once Alex arrives, she immediately takes charge, getting us moved to the private wing where we await news of Keven. He was whisked away for examination the second we arrived, and we haven’t heard a peep since.

“What happened?” Kyler asks, bursting into the room with Faye and Brad hot on his heels.

I offer them the same explanation I gave the others, and Kyler sinks into a chair in relief when I confirm he hasn’t been seriously injured. Just then, the door opens, and Keven is wheeled in by the doctor.

Alex and James rush to their son’s side, fussing over him. “He looks cranky,” Kaden says, his lips tugging up at the corners.

“So would you be if a gunshot went off right beside your ear,” Eva chastises him, nudging him in the ribs.

“That’s just his resting bitch face,” Kent unhelpfully supplies.

“You’re lucky he can’t hear you right now,” Keaton says, thumping his brother in the arm.

“Don’t fucking joke about that,” Kyler says, glaring at Keaton. “We still don’t know if there’s any permanent damage to his hearing.”

Kev stands, walking straight toward me and pulling me into his arms. He kisses the top of my head before turning us around to face his family. “Thanks for coming, but it wasn’t necessary. I’m fine,” he says, while contradicting himself by tugging on his earlobe.

“You need rest, Mr. Kennedy,” the doctor says, narrowing his eyes at him. “We don’t know what long-term trauma may have occurred or whether there is any permanent damage yet. My office will call you to schedule an appointment for two weeks. In the meantime, get this prescription filled. It will help with the pain, and the ringing in your ears should stop within the next twelve to twenty-four hours.”

We say goodbye to everyone outside the hospital, and I promise to text updates regularly. Kade and Eva drive us back to Kev’s, and I’ve never been more grateful for peace and quiet. After I grab a quick shower, I run a bath for Kev, making him some mac and cheese while he’s cleaning up. We eat in silence and then head to bed, and I fall asleep quickly, enveloped in Kev’s warm, strong arms.

The next morning, Kev’s delighted when the ringing in his ears has faded and he wastes no time arranging a meeting with his team at the FBI building. Both of us are anxious to find out what happened after we left. All we know is his boss assigned a couple of agents to watch over our place last night, and I’ve avoided thinking about the reasons why.

A couple hours later and we understand the gravity of the situation.

“Unfortunately, Daniel Stanten is in the wind,” SSA Clement explains once we are both seated around the conference table. The full team is here, and the expression on everyone’s face is solemn.

“How the fuck did he get away?” Kev barks. “You said your team at the warehouse would bring him in.”

“That was the plan, but Stanten’s men opened fire the instant the team arrived. It was an ambush, and we lost three of our agents in the exchange of fire. During that time, Stanten fled, and it’s clear it was a diversion executed purely so he could escape.”

“Fuck it.” Kev sighs, and a pained look stretches across his face. I reach under the table, giving his thigh a reassuring squeeze.

“How much can we assume Dan knows?” I ask, feeling remarkably calm despite the obvious threat.

“We have to assume he knows you were involved in this. I’m sorry, Cheryl. The risk to your life is considerable, and the offer of witness protection still stands. You can go into hiding, and we’ll keep you safe until he’s in custody.”

“And what if you never capture him?” I ask, eyeballing him.

“Then you can’t ever come back.”

Silence descends on the room, and Kev’s entire body is tense. I place my hand on his arm, his muscles rigid under the tips of my fingers. “Kev?”

His eyes lock on mine, and unspoken words pass between us. “If it comes down to that, I’ll go with you.”

The SSA clears his throat. “I don’t think that’ll be possible.” He shoots him an apologetic look. “You’re too recognizable and too well-known to just disappear. You would only place her in danger.”

“Then we’ll take our chances here,” I supply, threading my fingers through Kev’s. “I’m not leaving without you.”

“Cheryl.” Kev’s voice is choked, and I watch the inner battle play out on his face.

I speak up before he says what’s on his mind. “No.” My tone carries considerable weight. “We’re not being separated again. We will stay here and put additional precautions in place. We have the resources to do it. Dan is not taking me away from everyone I love. And I believe in you.” I pin Kev with a confident look. “I trust you to find him and to keep me safe.”

Uncaring that we’re surrounded by his colleagues, Kev pulls me onto his lap. “Are you sure?” he whispers in my ear. “This isn’t something that should be decided lightly.”

“I’m one hundred percent sure, and I’ve already given it lots of thought. I understood it might come to this.” I cup his face, gazing into his gorgeous blue eyes. “We’re in this together, babe. Always.”

He nods, and I visibly see determination and confidence return as he holds his head up, and resolve appears in his eyes.

“I have a suggestion,” the SSA says, and we both give him our attention. “You graduate this week, right?”

I nod. “The ceremony is on Wednesday.”

“Why don’t you two go abroad for a while? You have the resources and contacts to hire a full security detail,” he tells Keven. “Get out of the country and lay low while we track this bastard down. You can continue to work remotely, and we can conference you into briefings.”

“What do you think?” Kev asks me.

I smile, instantly feeling some of the stress lift. “I’m thinking Europe sounds good. Plenty of amazing photo opportunities.”

He runs a hand up and down my spine. “Okay, let’s do it. We can make plans tonight.”

The next few days are a hive of activity. Keven is making arrangements with his boss so he can work remotely from wherever we are. We’re planning on spending the summer in Europe and moving around. It will make it harder if Dan, or his father, sends someone after us. We leave for Italy on Friday, and I’m so excited at the prospect of getting to photograph the Coliseum, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, the sites at Pompeii, the stunning cathedrals and architecture of Rome, the waterways of Venice, and so many other stunning locations.

Kev has hired a full team of private bodyguards to travel with us at enormous expense, and he’s also reached out to some organization Kade made contact with last year who specializes in protecting expats overseas. I’ve called my parents and explained the situation, and Kev has assigned bodyguards to each member of my family, and Lin as well, in case Dan makes any move against them.

The SSA feels it’s unlikely we are on Dan’s radar right now—he has more pressing problems, like the international warrant that’s been issued for his arrest—but I’m not naïve enough to assume he’ll let this go. If the Feds don’t capture him, he will
 come for me, but we’ll be protected and ready, and we have the backing of the FBI behind us so I’m not feeling as scared as I was in the first few hours after everything went down at the house.

I still can’t believe Dan bought that house purely for the tunnel infrastructure. All week, the major news channels have splashed pictures of the house, cordoned off with rows of tape, the street outside crammed with FBI and DEA vehicles, and agents swarming the property as they confiscate all the contraband discovered in the warehouse. Drugs with a street value of more than twenty million dollars have been seized along with box loads of weapons. The Feds found the underground tunnel Dan was using to transport the goods directly to the warehouse. The entrance was on that slip road Kev’s boss mentioned, cleverly concealed behind a fake wall.

I can’t believe I fell for someone like that. That he fooled me so thoroughly. And I’m glad Kev came back into my life, helping me to open my eyes before I made the biggest mistake of my life. I’d like to think I would have called the wedding off anyway. Things hadn’t been right between Dan and me for months, but I shudder at the thought I could’ve ended up in a loveless marriage to a gangster with no easy way out.

“I wish we could go with you,” Eva says later that day as we chat over a late lunch in a coffee shop a few blocks from Sara’s studio. Both our bodyguards stand guard just outside the window, clearly visible from our table.

“I’d love that too,” I admit, stirring my coffee with a spoon. “But it’s far too dangerous, and Kev says it’d be harder to move around unnoticed with a larger group.”

“Maybe we could fly out for a week and join you somewhere,” she muses.

A shrill female scream outside has both of us looking up in concern. Butterflies invade my chest in a nanosecond, and adrenaline courses through my veins as Eva and I share anxious looks. All the blood leaches from her face as she glances over my shoulder. She reaches into her bag as I turn around in time to watch both bodyguards slump to the ground. I’m scrambling for my bag when an ear-shattering explosion rocks the small coffee shop.

High-pitched screaming echoes around us as the lights go out, and thick plumes of dark smoke sweep through the room in oxygen-restricting waves. Chunks of debris drop from the ceiling, falling on top of us. Something heavy hits me in the cheek, and a sharp sting slices across my skin. I drop to my knees the same moment Eva does, and we scuttle under the table together. Her hands are trembling as she rummages in her bag. My eyes burn, and my lungs throb as I cough repeatedly. Reaching out, I stretch my fingers as far as I can, grasping the strap of my bag and pulling it toward me.

I’ve just curled my fingers around my cell when I’m yanked out from under the table with force. A meaty arm slides around my neck from behind, keeping me in a chokehold. I can’t see who’s restraining me, but the butt of a gun prodding into my back tells me all I need to know.

“Hello, Cheryl. Mr. Stanten would like a word with you,” a gruff voice says, nudging me forward, keeping a tight hold around my neck as I struggle to breathe. “Come willingly, and you won’t get hurt. Try anything, and you and your pretty friend here will pay the price.”


Chapter 26
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Keven

I’m boxing up my things at work when I get the call. “Turn on the TV,” Kade barks out. “Do it now, Kev, and please tell me that isn’t the coffee shop the girls were having lunch at.” Ice replaces the blood in my veins as I race across the room and turn on CNN, watching the news footage in horror.

“Fuck!” My shout reverberates around the room, drawing my colleagues’ attention. Agent Cunningham gets up from her workstation, crossing to me in an instant. “I just received notification, and a team is on its way to the site, along with bomb disposal experts.”

Black smoke billows out of the coffee shop, or what remains of it. The two large windows in front are completely open, shattered glass littering the sidewalk outside. The entrance to the shop has been blown wide open. Police tape cordons off the area, and several prone bodies line the area outside, draped in protective sheeting to protect the horrors from the crowds of bystanders who have congregated outside.

“Keven!!” My brother yells down the phone, reminding me he’s still there.

“That was the place,” I say in a scarily calm voice, walking urgently back to my desk, conscious that I’m ignoring whatever else Sinead is saying.

“Fucking hell, Kev. I can’t get Eva or Rick on their cells. I’ve been trying repeatedly.”

“Calm down. I’m checking their trackers right now.” I say it, and I may look it, but I feel anything but calm on the inside. My fingers fly over the keyboard as I tap into my home surveillance system via VPN and pull up Eva’s and Cheryl’s trackers. “Both their cells are still at the coffee shop, but they’re on the move.” Thank God, I had the foresight to give all my family tracker chips for their shoes. The girls’ trackers confirm they are super close to the airport, and I don’t need to be a genius to figure it out.

“That means they’re still alive, right?” My brother’s frantic plea filters down the line.

“I hope so.” I don’t want to think about the alternatives. Shutting off my emotions is hard, but I’m of no use to Cheryl if I fall apart, so I compartmentalize, pushing my feelings away and looking at this objectively. My brain races like a computer as I scrabble a plan together. “They’re close to the airport, so it’s safe to assume he’s taking them out of the state. Call Dad, Kyler, and Brad, and meet me at the private hangar at Logan. Tell Dad to get the plane ready, and I’ll advise him of a destination as soon as I know where they’re taking them.”

I cut the call, pulling up the surveillance app on my phone and watching the little red marker as it moves. They’ve just pulled into the entrance for the airport, so I hack into the air traffic controller system scouring through all private flight plans.

“The coffee shop was a diversion to get to Cheryl?” Sinead surmises, materializing at my side.

“Looks that way. They have Eva too.”

“Fuck. What do you need me to do?”

“Call the SSA.” It’s fucking shitty timing with the boss and the rest of the team out on an op. “They’re at the airport, and I’m trying to locate their flight.” I glance up at her briefly. “And can you call someone on the ground at the coffee shop for visual confirmation.” Before I set this in motion, I need to ensure the girls aren’t injured or lying dead back there. Bile floods my mouth even thinking the thought, and the trackers don’t lie, so I’m sure they’re not there, but I need to check. Sinead hurries back to her desk with her cell glued to her ear. My next call is to Paul, and he confirms he can’t reach his men. It’s safe to assume both bodyguards have been incapacitated, but he’s going to check out the coffee shop and call me once he’s there.

I sit down, scanning through all the documented flight plans, as I keep an eye on the app. The trackers in the girl’s shoes haven’t moved in the last few minutes which I’m guessing means they’re on a plane. I pull up the list of approved planes for takeoff and find two private aircraft due to leave shortly. Snapping a pic of the flight details, I grab my jacket and jump up, stopping by Sinead’s desk before I leave.

She’s just ending a call as I approach. “I’ve good and bad news,” she says, standing. “The girls aren’t at the coffee shop, and a witness reported them leaving with two men shortly before local cops arrived on the scene.”

I’m hoping that’s the bad news, but no such luck.

“The bad news is the New York operation was a bust, and the team is on their way back, but the SSA said their ETA is two hours. However, he’s placing a few calls to see what backup he can secure. He said you’re to hold tight until he has a team in place.”

Not fucking likely.

There’s no way I’m cooling my jets here while Stanten has kidnapped Cheryl.

“Yeah, so not happening.”

I spin around, but she clamps a hand on my elbow. “You could get kicked out for this.”

“I give zero fucks. He has her, Sinead, and I’m not fucking sitting here waiting for a team when Cheryl’s life is at stake.”

“What are you planning?”

“I know where they’re headed and I’m going after them.” I send her a copy of my screenshots. “There are two private planes scheduled to leave Logan International shortly. It’s one of them. Can you make some calls and see if you can delay both departures until I get there?”

“I’m on it. Go.” She jerks her head to the side. “Good luck and keep me updated. I’ll send backup as soon as I can.”

Paul calls me when I’m battling busy Thursday afternoon traffic en route to the airport. He confirms both bodyguards are dead from fatal bullet wounds to the head. According to police, a shooter took them out from the high-rise building across the street. They didn’t even get a chance to protect their marks. He chatted to the bomb experts, and they confirmed a small incendiary device was detonated from outside the shop. A bunch of people is being treated for minor injuries, and one civilian lost his life from a massive coronary brought on by the detonation.

This was a carefully planned and executed operation, and it leads me to believe Stanten’s had eyes on Cheryl for quite some time. I’ve no clue how he managed to do it right under my nose, and I hate that he appears to be one step ahead of me.
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I race across the asphalt to Dad’s plane, climbing the stairs two at a time. Ky, Kade, and Brad all look up as I race inside the cabin, bypassing them and heading straight for the cockpit.

“The flight plan is logged, and you have a takeoff window in fifteen minutes,” I say.

“It’ll be tight, but I’ll do it,” Dad confirms, flicking a row of buttons on the dash.

“You still have that box on board I gave you?” I ask, and he nods. Call it pessimistic or forward thinking, but I had a feeling we’d need easy access to weapons one day, so I stashed a box of guns in the secure hold all, hidden underneath a fake panel.

“I brought it up to the cabin but told the others not to touch it until you arrived.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

He clamps a hand on my arm. “We’ll get her back, Keven. Both of them.”

I give him a curt nod before heading back to the cabin. “What’s going on, Kev?” Kade asks, dragging a hand through his hair, strain clearly evident in his tone and in his pinched features

“All I know is they’re on a private plane headed for Texas. One of my colleagues tried to stop it from leaving, but we were too late. They took off forty minutes ago.”

“Fucking hell.” Kade slumps into a seat, cradling his head in his hands.

I squeeze his shoulder. “We’re going to get the girls back, and so help me God, if that bastard has laid a hand on either one of them, I’ll kill him stone fucking dead.”

“Not if I kill him first,” Kade growls.

I turn to Brad and Kyler as the plane starts moving down the runway. “You don’t have to do this.”

“Yes, we do,” Kyler snaps, looking pissed. “If this was Faye or Rachel, you’d be the first one jumping to the rescue. Cheryl and Eva are family, and we’re not leaving you two to handle this alone.”

“You sure, man?” I know I told Kade to bring them, but I really wouldn’t hold it against either of them if they wanted to back out. I deliberately didn’t mention the triplets because they’re too young to get involved in this shit, and Kent would be more of a liability than an asset.

“We’re sure,” Brad replies. “And we know how to handle ourselves.”

I know they do. All my brothers are skilled with guns. Because of the environment we grew up in, Mom and Dad felt it was important we knew how to protect ourselves. None of us are strangers at the firing range, and we’re all competent with weapons. Brad too. That doesn’t mean we’re evenly matched with Stanten’s hired guns, but we’ll put up a good fight.

The plane slows down, and I crane my head out the side window as Dad’s voice comes over the intercom. “We have company, Keven.”

“Get the door,” I shout at Kade, a big grin spreading across my mouth as I watch the four FBI agents racing toward us. Dad stops the plane, and Kade opens the door.

I step down, greeting Sinead on the runway. “I couldn’t let you do this alone,” she huffs out. “Clement will be pissed, but he’s hardly going to fire all of us.” She gestures at the three men behind her, quickly introducing them. I know if Wentward, Higgins, and Mead were here, and not on their way home from a busted op, they’d be here too, and it feels good to have a team at my side.

“You sure you’re all okay with this?” I ask the men, and they nod.

“C’mon.” Sinead brushes past me, ascending the stairs. “Let’s go get your girl and nail this Stanten bastard to the wall.”


Chapter 27
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Cheryl

A metallic taste coats the inside of my mouth as I gradually come to. The room spins as I lift my head up, and my eyes fight to stay open. My arms ache and I try to loosen them, but they’re tied firmly behind my back. My butt is numb from the hard chair I’m seated on. I gasp as I’m slapped in the face with ice-cold water, rivulets trickling down my hair, over my face, and seeping under my clothes.

“Wakey, wakey, baby.” My head is yanked back forcefully causing me to cry out in pain. I blink my eyes open, shivering as I stare into Dan’s harsh glare. He prods a gun into my temple, his eyes raking over me in disgust. “I had such high hopes for you, but you had to go and ruin it all.” He moves the gun lower, along my neck, trailing it through the crease in my breasts, and down over my stomach before jabbing it into my crotch.

I’m still fully clothed, but he might as well have the cold steel pressed against my naked flesh. Inexplicable terror rips through my body, and I’m trembling all over. His lips kick up sadistically. “I could fuck you with this gun,” he says, pressing it in hard. The denim rubs against my pussy, hurting me, but I force my scream back down my throat, focusing on glaring at my ex instead. “Ruin that tight cunt for Kennedy.”

I’m not fast enough to hide my surprise.

He smirks again. “I’ll admit you almost had me fooled.” He twists the gun against my crotch, and I cry out as pain ricochets through my body. “I was naturally suspicious when you changed your mind about us, so I had one of my men follow you. I’m impressed at the lengths Kennedy went to in order to hide his presence in your life, and I’m pissed that I didn’t find out in time to stop what happened at the house.”

His nostrils flare, and he backhands me across the face. “That’s for betraying me with him.” Removing the gun from my crotch, he slips it in the band of his pants and leans into me, digging his knee into my pussy and sliding one hand up under my shirt. His fingers slip into my bra, and he tweaks my nipple so hard my eyes water. “And that’s for setting me up.” He leans into my face, and the look of pure evil in his eyes scares the shit out of me. He straddles my lap, gripping my chin and forcing my eyes to his. Then he licks my face, in long slow licks, like a dog, and a chorus of laughter breaks out behind him. I’m only now noticing the group of armed men standing at the back of the room with their arms folded looking at me like I’m their next meal.

I gulp over the panic wedged in my throat just as Dan shoves his tongue into my mouth, kissing me forcefully. I thrash about, but it’s a feeble effort as I’m strapped to the chair with his full body weight on top of me. He grinds his disgusting erection against me, and I try not to think of what he has planned for me.

Without warning, he lifts off me, brushing has hand across his mouth. “How are you getting on?” he asks, glancing sideways as he strokes the bulge in his pants.

“I’m in fucking heaven, man,” a familiar male voice says. I turn my head in Jesse’s direction, and my stomach sours at the sight before me.

I know from stuff Eva’s told me that Jesse—an ex-colleague of hers from when she worked at Harvard—was always sleazing on her and making inappropriate suggestions about the things he wanted to do to her, so the fact he’s taking advantage of her now, when she’s vulnerable and not in a position to defend herself, kills me on the inside.

“No!” Tears leak out of my eyes as I look at Eva, similarly restrained to a chair. I knew she’d been taken from the coffee shop as well, but they drugged me, and I lost consciousness until a few moments ago. They clearly gave the same treatment to Eva, except she’s still unconscious, her head drooping forward, her chin resting on her naked chest. Jesse is fondling her bare breasts while stroking his exposed cock. Another man stands behind her chair, licking his lips as his hand moves underneath the waistband of his pants.

Nausea swims up my throat, and I turn my pleading gaze on Dan. “Please tell him to stop. Please don’t hurt her. You can do whatever you want to me, but leave Eva out of this. This is between you and me.”

Jesse grunts, his hand movements increasing, and he emits a primal roar as he comes all over Eva’s bare flesh. Unfortunately, she starts to wake up at that exact moment.

“Too late.” Dan’s hungry gaze drops to Eva’s chest, and he rubs at his crotch, not concealing his lust. “And you’re wrong if you think this is just about you.” He tears his gaze from Eva as she moans, trying to open her eyes, her head lolling back and forth. “She’s the reason I was denied the pleasure of killing Garcia. He killed my best friend. Johnny had infiltrated the DeLuca family, risen to second in command, and he was ready to hand the whole business over to my father, when that asshole took him out in cold blood. I wanted to be the one to slit Garcia’s throat, but that bitch robbed me of the opportunity.”

“If you wanted to kill Jeremy,” Eva croaks, finally opening her eyes, “you only had to ask. I’d have gladly let you do it.”

“Hello, baby,” Jesse says, grabbing her chin and forcing her gaze to his. “Miss me?”

“About as much as I’d miss a cockroach.” She drills him with a vicious look, deliberately ignoring his limp dick.

“Careful, bitch,” he sneers, tugging her head back. “Or I might come in your ass next.”

A pounding on the door claims Dan’s attention, forcing his focus away from Jesse and Eva. One of his men checks through the peephole before unlocking the door.

An older man in a loose-fitting black suit steps into the room flanked by two younger men wearing jeans, cowboy boots, hats, and shirts. Jesse pulls up his pants, tucking his hideous cock away. The man in the black suit removes his shades and steps up to Dan. “I’ve come for my order.”

Dan nods his head at one of the armed men, and he exits the room. I surreptitiously scan my surroundings, trying to focus on anything but my mounting hysteria.

We’re in a house, in an open-plan living area, with scuffed wooden floors, wooden walls, and overhead beams. A rudimentary kitchen resides on the far left-hand side of the room with a rustic log table and two long benches positioned in the center of the space.

“What about her?” the man in the suit asks, skimming his eyes over Eva.

“She’s not for sale,” Dan coolly replies before grinning at me. “We’ve much more exciting things planned for this one.” He rubs his hands together. “I thought you liked them young and innocent, and that one’s a fucking slut.”

Eva looks over at me, and we share an unspoken communication, silently agreeing to stay strong, to stay alive, and to do or say anything we need to until our guys show up, because they will—there is no truth more assured.

“Pity. She has nice tits,” the man says, ogling Eva with a predatory gaze.

The sound of sobbing fills the room as the guard returns with a scantily clad girl flung over his shoulder. He plants her on the ground in front of the man in the suit, and she cowers away from him, her lower lip wobbling. Her eyes are bloodshot and red-rimmed, her skin all blotchy, like she’s been crying for days. She’s young, no more than fourteen if I had to hazard a guess. Dan steps up to her, gripping her shoulders and pushing her in front of the buyer. “This one’s yours.”

Knots twist in my stomach, and bile floods my mouth. I have no words to describe what I’m witness to. Extracting a knife from his pocket, the man snips her bra straps and cuts her panties off her, leaving her naked, vulnerable, and shivering in a room full of vultures. Her sobbing turns into full-blown cries, and she tries to cover herself with her arms, but the man slaps her in the face, shouting at her to shut up. A lone tear slides down my cheek, and I’m thoroughly sickened.

The two men in the cowboy gear take hold of her arms, and one of them nudges her legs apart. I look away, too sickened to watch anymore, when the man in the suit invades her body with his fingers. “Tight. She’ll do.”

I look over at Eva, and my jaw pinches tight. That asshole Jesse is rubbing his cock up against her cheek, grinning as he tweaks one of her nipples. She looks straight ahead, displaying no emotion on her face, and she’s so strong, but I realize with a heavy sadness this isn’t her first rodeo. My entire body quakes as I think of all the horrible shit they can do to us, and I silently pray that the guys aren’t far away.

The front door closes behind the men, and I try to drown out the pitiful cries of the girl. I dread to think what plight lies in store for her. Dan looms over me again, smirking, and I want to scratch my nails down his face and gouge out his eyeballs. He sickens me to no end.

“What’s the matter, darling?” He grips my chin, digging his nails into my flesh. “Does that offend you? Or are you turned on?” He pops the button on my jeans, sliding his hand into my panties and roughly inserting one finger inside me. Tears threaten, but I force them aside, refusing to let him see how scared and vulnerable I feel.

“Not turned on,” he murmurs, pulling his dry finger out. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

The men laugh, and my eyes blaze with anger. I want to scream at him that he’s a despicable excuse for a human being and a lousy, selfish lover, but no good will come from antagonizing him in front of his men, so I don’t retaliate, letting the insult die in the air. A line of sweat rolls down my back, and tiny beads of moisture form on my brow. Now that the water has dried on my skin, I’m realizing how hot it is in this room.

“Let me fuck her,” Jesse says, walking toward me with his erection on full display. “I’ll get her so wet she’ll think she’s drowning.”

“Fuck off,” Dan says, shoving Jesse back. “And put your cock away. You’ve had your fun.”

“I haven’t had nearly enough.” He leers at me, stroking his cock as his gaze rakes over me.

“I said put it away,” Dan grits out, whipping out his gun and pointing it at Jesse’s hard-on. “Or I’ll fucking blast it to bits.”

Jesse tucks himself away, frowning at Dan. “I don’t get it. Why can’t we fuck them up?”

Dan taps the gun off Jesse’s temple. “Engage your brain, you imbecile.” He rolls his eyes. “Kennedy will never agree to the plan if she’s damaged in any way.”

“You need to give him incentive,” Jesse argues.

“And you need to shut the fuck up.” Dan slams him back into the wall. “You are starting to get on my last nerve. Either shut the fuck up or leave.”

Jesse holds up his hands. “Fine. Relax.”

“What plan?” I ask when Dan comes back around to me.

“Still no patience when it comes to surprises.” Leaning down, he tweaks my nose, and I growl at him. He laughs. “At first, I was going to sell you both, but then I discovered you were fucking Kennedy and that he’d joined the Feds. As much as I’d enjoy seeing the look on your face if I’d sold you to some pervert, a rat inside the Feds is a much more interesting proposition.” He glances at his watch. “I’m expecting your childhood sweetheart
 to show up soon, and then we’ll see how much you mean to him.”

I stare at him as if he’s completely lost his sanity. “You’re an idiot if you think Keven’s going to agree to that.”

He takes off his suit jacket, folding it neatly and placing it on the table behind him. Slowly, he rolls his sleeves up to his elbow. “Kennedy will do anything to save his woman, and he’s not opposed to illegal activity. Your boyfriend has done some shady shit in his time, so I doubt it’ll take much to persuade him.” He glances over at Eva, and the devilish look in his eye twists my stomach into knots. “But I do have an incentive lined up in case he needs proof of how serious I am.”

Rolling the bottom of his trouser leg up, he removes a dagger strapped to his ankle and stalks toward Eva. “Leave her alone!” I roar, thrashing about in my chair.

Dan moves behind Eva, tugging her head back and exposing the elegant column of her neck. He places the tip of his dagger underneath her chin, and goose bumps sprout on my arms. Eva has a neutral expression on her face, and I can’t tell what she’s thinking. Dan glides the dagger across her neck, slowly, barely touching her skin. A tiny trickle of blood oozes out, and a loud sob rips from my throat.

“Please, Dan. Please, don’t hurt her. Kev will never agree if you kill her.” I plead with my eyes. “I’ll do anything you want. I’ll marry you and never speak of this again. I’ll do anything if you just spare her.”

“Take over.” Dan hands the dagger to Jesse. “Don’t touch her until I tell you,” he commands, giving him the evil eye. Jesse takes Dan’s place, holding the knife to Eva’s throat.

Dan crouches in front of me. “What makes you think I’d want you back? You’re a lying, cheating whore who doesn’t know the meaning of loyalty. The only thing you’re good for now is collateral.” He stands, grinning. “Kennedy will agree or you’re dead. It’s as simple as that.” He nods at Jesse. “And he’ll agree when he arrives and discovers his sister-in-law’s lifeless body. He’ll know I mean business.” Dan puts his face right up in mine. “Eva’s death will be on your conscience too. Just like that whore Hayley.” He jerks his chin up, pinning Jesse with a wicked grin. “Do it. End the bitch.”

I scream from the top of my lungs, and the steel glints as Jesse lowers the knife, positioning it midway across Eva’s throat. My body floods with rage and adrenaline, and I rise, with the chair strapped to my body, and lunge at Jesse. He twists around to confront me, and a ray of light streams through a side window highlighting his form. I throw myself on top of Eva as a bullet whizzes through the window, instantly shattering the glass, embedding in Jesse’s forehead. He falls back as the front door bursts open, and Keven charges into the room surrounded by FBI agents.

Eva and I fall to the floor heavily, the splintering of wood echoing around us as our chairs crack apart. Gunfire immediately breaks out in the room, and I keep myself pinned to Eva as we cling to one another on the floor. I offer up silent prayers, beseeching God to keep us all safe.

Eva trembles underneath me, and I see she was way more terrified that I realized. I don’t blame her. This is the second traumatizing experience she’s suffered in less than a year, not to mention all the abuse she suffered, for years, at the hands of her sadistic ex-husband. Locating her hand, I squeeze her fingers, relieved when she squeezes back. The gunfire seems to be easing off, but I don’t look up, too afraid of being caught by a stray bullet.

“I’m going after him,” Keven shouts, and it takes everything in me not to look around. “Get the girls!”

“I’m with you!” a female hollers, followed by the sound of multiple retreating footsteps.

The room is quieter when gentle hands land on my arm. “Cheryl. It’s Kyler. Can I help you up?”

“Can you give me your shirt?” I ask, and he hands it over without question.

I slide it underneath me as he lifts me up, covering Eva’s bare chest. Her eyes glisten with gratitude.

“Eva!” Kade’s panicked shout bounces off the walls.

“Over here, Kade,” Kyler hollers, helping me to stand.

Kade races by me, tears streaming down his face as he drops to his knees and pulls his wife into his chest. Eva is clutching Kyler’s T-shirt to her chest and using her other arm to hug her husband. Both of them are sobbing, and tears prick my eyes.

“Can you walk, or do you want me to carry you?” Kyler asks, carefully inspecting my face.

“I can walk,” I say, taking a tentative step forward and promptly collapsing. “Shit.” I clutch onto his arm as Brad comes up, wiping sweat off his forehead. “I’m still weak from whatever drugs he gave me.”

“I’ll take her,” Brad says, putting the safety on his gun before slipping it into his gun belt. He holds out his arms. “May I?”

Tears pool in my eyes as I nod in agreement. Very carefully, he scoops me up, and I lean back against him, exhausted as I come down from the adrenaline high. I survey the damage in the room as he walks outside. Several bodies are slumped on the ground, eyes glassy, bodies motionless, and blood pooling under wrinkled shirts. I loop my arm around Brad’s neck and look behind me to see if Eva is okay. She has Kyler’s shirt on now, and Kade is rocking her in his arms, whispering in her ear. A guy in an FBI vest is talking animatedly on his cell over in the corner, but other than that, there is no one else in the room.

Scorching-hot sun beats down on us as we step outside, and it’s like stepping face-first into a giant hairdryer. “Where are we?” I inquire, lifting my hand to shield my eyes from the glare.

“West Texas,” Ky says, pulling a ball cap out of the back pocket of his jeans and offering it to me.

I smile at him as I pull it on, tucking my hair underneath. “Holy shit.” I had no idea we’d even left the state of Massachusetts although the stifling heat in the house should’ve been a clue.

“Cheryl,” James says, coming up to us on the dirt road outside the house. “Are you okay?” I nod, opening my mouth to speak when a row of blacked-out SUVs bearing the FBI logo come tearing around the corner, screeching to a halt. Doors swing open, and armed agents pile out of the vehicles. They split up—some going into the house while others race off down the road.

“Fucking A,” Kyler says, a big grin spreading across his mouth as his gaze travels in the direction of the agents on the road.

I crane my neck to see and immediately burst out crying.

“Hey,” Kyler’s voice is intentionally soft, and Brad hugs me a little tighter. “He’s okay, Cheryl. He’s safe.”

“I know,” I sob, watching as Keven strides toward us, escorting Dan in handcuffs. Agent Cunningham—Sinead—has a hold of Dan’s other arm, and they are both steadfastly hauling him forward as he tries to wriggle free. “It’s just … it’s over. It’s finally over.”

Ky nods, smiling. “I knew Keven would deliver. He never lets us down.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Kade says, standing beside us with Eva nestled in his arms.

We reach for each other at the same time, linking hands, and I know, in this moment, that our experience today has bonded us forever. We look at one another, both conveying so much with our eyes, and we subtly nod in agreement. The guys don’t need to know the shit that went on back there. It will be our secret to keep.

A round of applause breaks out as Keven and Sinead bring Dan forward, handing him over to the local FBI for processing. Dan pins me with a chilling look, opening his mouth to say something, when Keven steps in front of him, blocking his view of me. “You don’t get to look at her or speak to her ever again.”

“You’re welcome to the cunt,” he says. “But enjoy her, because you won’t have long.” Kev roughly shoves him into the back of an SUV as all the tiny hairs lift on the back of my neck, and a shudder works its way through me.

“C’mere, baby.” Keven slides me into his arms, nodding his thanks to Brad. The family disperses, giving us some alone time. He presses his forehead to mine. “The plane journey seemed to take hours, and I never thought we’d get here. I was terrified, baby. If anything had happened to you …”

“I’m okay, and I knew you would come.” I offer him a soft smile. “I knew you were tracking me and that you’d get here as soon as you could.”

“I was so scared I wouldn’t reach you in time. I never want to go through that again.” Keven caresses my cheek while examining my face. “Did he hurt you?”

I shake my head. “No. He tried to intimidate me, and I was scared, but he didn’t hurt me.”

“You’d tell me if he … if any of them did anything to you, right?”

I nod. “He didn’t hurt me because he was planning on using me for leverage with you. He thought you’d agree to be his FBI bitch if he handed me back.”

Kev blinks repeatedly. “He’s one crazy motherfucker. I was so fucking tempted to put a bullet through his skull when he ran off, but I meant what I said before. He deserves to be punished for his crimes. Death would be too easy.”

“There was a girl,” I say, and I proceed to tell him what went down. He takes me with him, and we talk to the local FBI guy in charge. He confirms they found ten other girls locked up in one of the back rooms, and then he takes details from me and Eva in relation to the men who left with that poor, terrorized girl.

All I want to do is go home, take a shower, clean up, and snuggle in bed with my man, but there are procedures to follow first, like formal statements and medical examinations. It’s past midnight when we are finally in the air on our way back to Boston. I insisted we let Kade and Eva take the only bedroom on board, so Kev and I are lying facing one another in the main cabin with our chairs reclined fully and comfy blankets thrown over us. Brad is snoring his head off across the way, and Kyler is in the cockpit, keeping his dad company.

“Thank you for coming to get me,” I whisper, lifting my hand and running it across the stubble on his face.

“I will always come for you, Cheryl. Always.” He kisses me softly. “You never have to doubt that.”

“I don’t, Kev. I have zero doubts where we’re concerned. No one has ever loved me the way you do.”

His kiss is more insistent this time. “And no one else ever will,” he whispers over my mouth. “Because it’s you and me forever. There’s nothing standing in our way now.”

“I like the sound of that,” I whisper back with tears gleaning in my eyes.

“Me too.” He pulls my head into his warm chest. “Now sleep, honey. And when you wake up, I’ll be right here. Like I plan to be every single day. With my arms wrapped around you. Hugging you close because you are my heart, my life, my whole world.”


Epilogue

August
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Cheryl

“You may now kiss the bride,” the celebrant says, amid whoops and hollers from the small assembled crowd. Kyler and Faye rented the entire castle and the grounds for the weekend so they could have a completely private wedding without any unwelcome media intrusion. Guests were limited to family and close friends, and apart from immediate family, no one knew the details of the venue until they rocked up to the Kennedy house in Wellesley to be transported here. I didn’t think such a place existed in Massachusetts, but Faye said they found several similar venues in the state before settling on the Brookline venue.

It’s worked like a dream and, so far, the day has gone without a hitch.

I dab at my eyes as Kyler lifts Faye’s veil and tenderly cups her face before drawing her into him for a very long, very slow, extremely passionate kiss. Faye throws her arms around his neck, clinging to him like he’s her life support, and my heart swells in my chest. I just love seeing people in love, and I’ve always adored weddings.

Faye looks absolutely stunning in a couture Alex Kennedy dress. The lace bodice is fitted to her beautiful curves, and the chenille skirt flows in delicate layers to the ground. It’s dreamily romantic and like something I’d pick for myself. Her hair is styled in an elegant bun with a few wispy strands framing her face. Tiny little diamonds glisten in the hairpiece she wears.

“They make such a beautiful couple,” Eva whispers at my side. Our men stand proudly in the row across from us, all dashing in their black Armani tuxedos.

I was delighted when Faye asked me to be a part of the bridal party along with Eva, her half-sister Whitney, her best friend Rachel, and the other Kennedy girlfriends. Keanu was the only brother without an official date, so he’s escorting Faye’s other Irish friend Jill. Alex designed all our gowns too, allowing us to choose our own personal design, so even though all the dresses are in the same blush pink material, each looks unique. I opted for a classic, strapless, fitted gown with a fishtail, and it’s the most gorgeous dress I’ve ever worn. “They are going to make such beautiful babies,” I whisper back to Eva, noticing her hand automatically moving to her flat stomach. My eyes pop wide as I stare at her, and her entire face lights up.

“Don’t tell anyone,” she whispers. “We don’t want to take away from Faye and Kyler’s day.”

I can’t resist giving her a quick hug. “Oh my God. I’m so happy for you both. When are you due?”

“March fifth. I’m so excited.” Kade looks over at that exact moment, beaming at his wife, and I give him a subtle thumbs-up.

“Does Kev know?” I whisper as the celebrant draws the ceremony to a close.

“Kade’s going to tell him today. But we’re only telling you two. We’ll tell the rest of the family next week.”
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Warm arms wrap around my waist from behind, and I almost spill my champagne down the front of my dress. “You look fucking ravishing,” Kev says, nipping at my ear. “And I can’t wait to devour you later.” My core floods with warmth at his words. It’s almost embarrassing how horny I am for my man. The last couple months have been utterly blissful, and I never thought I could feel this much happiness.

Dan’s trial concluded this week, and he was put away for life. The last vestiges of stress lifted from my shoulders at the news that his father had a massive stroke the same day, and he’s not expected to pull through, so it looks like we’re completely in the clear. I’m most definitely in the mood for celebrating tonight, and I have a few ideas in mind. “We could always take a secret bathroom rendezvous like we did at Kade and Eva’s wedding?” I suggest, sending him a seductive smile.

Very discreetly, he nudges his hips against my ass, and I feel his growing erection. “Now look what you’ve done to me. Naughty girl.” His lips suction on my neck, and delicious tremors slick over my skin.

“You know I’ll look after you. All you have to do is ask.”

He spins me around in his arms, holding me tight to his chest, and his eyes glisten with so much emotion, taking my breath away. “If I asked you to elope with me tonight, what would you say?”

“I’d say yes.” I circle my arms around his neck. “A million times yes.” I peck his lips. “But we’re not bailing on your brother’s wedding. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” I turn us around to look at the beautiful room. Circular tables dressed in crisp white linens cover the hardwood flooring. Tall bouquets of white and pink roses make up each centerpiece. The room has a succession of double glass doors that open out onto a beautiful terrace overlooking the magnificent gardens. Light streams through the glass illuminating the room. Guests mingle between the inside and outside space, and waiters float around the room offering champagne and canapes.

“Is this something you’d like?” he inquires, probing my eyes with intensity.

“I’ll be happy with any kind of wedding if it’s you I’m marrying.”

“I’ll take that as a yes then,” he teases, capturing my lips in a steamy kiss.

“We have plenty of time to decide, and I’d prefer to get married when we have enough time to focus on our future.” Right now, we’re both crazy busy with work. Kev is working a new case and he’s been given elevated responsibilities. SSA Clement also confirmed he’s completely off the hook in relation to any of his past illegal endeavors, so he can breathe easy now that’s not hanging over his head.

I’m working more hours at the studio, but I’m also in the process of setting up my own freelance photography business. Eva and Kade are helping me pull a website together, and in return, I’m taking photos for their new online business, so it’s a win-win.

I’ve also set up a part-time studio at the residential home with the owner’s backing. I thought it would be good for the community to see firsthand the good work done in the home, and it’s a fantastic learning experience for my students, so once a week, the little makeshift studio is open to members of the Walpole area. They can book in for a session, and all we ask in return is that they make a small donation to help with the running costs. So far, we’ve done mainly family portraits and a few new baby sessions, but word of mouth is growing, and I’m expecting it to get busier and the requests to become more varied.

Kev offered me the money to lease my own studio, but I declined. I want to do this myself. With my own money, and I’m happy to build it up bit by bit. I’m still learning, and I’d rather stay with Sara Lewis until I feel I’ve learned everything I can and I’m ready to go it alone. Then, once I’ve established a solid business, Kev and I can focus on getting married and having kids. We’re both still young enough to achieve it all. And I do want it all—I want the man, and
 the career, and
 the family.

“Does that mean you wouldn’t be opposed to a long engagement?” he asks, leading me toward our table as the manager summons everyone for dinner.

“Not at all.” He pulls out my chair for me, and I peck him briefly on the lips before sitting down. “I don’t care what we do once we do it together.”

“I want my ring on your finger,” he whispers in my ear while his hand slides low on my exposed back. “I want everyone to know you’re mine.”

I fling my arms around his neck, beaming at him. “Have you any idea how much I love you?”

“About as much as I love you, so that’s a fucking lot.” He kisses me sweetly. “I’m hereby putting you on notice. You can expect a proposal sooner rather than later.”

“You could just ask me right now, and I would say yes. I don’t need any extravagant gestures. I’ve only ever needed you.”

He kisses me again. “I know that, honey, and it’s one of the reasons I love you so much, but I’m not proposing to you at my brother’s wedding. Imagine the horror of explaining that one to our kids.” I giggle, rubbing my fingers along the back of his neck. “And I want it to be special and a memory we’ll always cherish.”

“Every moment with you is a memory to cherish,” I say, tears welling in my eyes.

He pulls me into his arms, pressing a fierce kiss to my head. “I wholeheartedly agree. I’m so glad you came back into my life, Cheryl, and I never take what we have for granted. I’m so lucky you decided to give me a second chance, because I never imagined I’d feel this happy in my life. You make my life complete in every conceivable way.”

I can’t hold my tears at bay anymore, and it’s true what they say, weddings bring out the romantic in everyone. I ease back, peering into his eyes and cupping his handsome face. “Forgiving you was the easiest decision of my life because loving you is effortless and timeless. As long as I live, I will love you so completely because you mean everything to me, Keven.”

He links our fingers together before raising them to his lips, planting a soft skin on the back of my hand. “It’s you and me forever, Cheryl.”

“Forever,” I whisper, leaning in to kiss his lips.
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Keanu

“Dude, check out the ass on the blonde,” Kent says, elbowing me in the ribs and yanking my head up from the table.

The dark room spins, and my vision is blurry as I attempt to focus in the direction of his pointed finger. The club isn’t crowded tonight, but it’s still pretty busy for a Monday night. We only got home from Brookline this morning, and it was Kent’s idea to head to Torment, talking shit about curing our post-wedding hangovers by drinking our body weight in beer. Hence why I’m now seeing triple of his face. Torment is notorious for turning a blind eye to fake IDs and underage drinking, so it’s our usual go-to spot when we want to get trashed.

“And those legs.” He whistles, adjusting the front of his jeans. “I’m already hard thinking about those legs wrapped around my neck.”

The fact he just spent the weekend with Whitney’s legs wrapped around his neck seems to already have been forgotten. “You’ve got a problem,” I slur.

“The only problem I have right now is you. Seriously, bruh. You’re a fucking mess.”

“She broke me,” I mumble, always too talkative when I’m smashed. “I am
 a fucking mess.”

He clamps his hand on my back. “She only broke you if you let her. Screw Selena. She fucking led you on for years and then tossed you aside like garbage. No one does that to a Kennedy.”

I rub at my pounding temples, wondering why I thought it was a good idea to unburden myself to Kent. It’s not that I don’t trust my brother to keep my confidence, because I do. Despite what my older brothers think about him, Kent knows how to keep a secret. While he’s loyal, and he’s gone out of his way to cheer me up, he’s not exactly an advocate for relationships. I doubt Kent even knows how many girls he’s hunched, but it’s a lot. He meant well, but he gave me the worst advice when Selena and I first broke up, and I regret throwing my virginity away on the first girl that came along.

I’d been saving it for Selena. Patiently waiting until she was ready. But then she broke up with me. And I’m so fucking angry. With her. And with me. Because I can’t get her out of my head, and it’s killing me inside.

I should’ve asked Keaton for his advice. He’s been in a relationship with Melissa almost as long as Selena and I were together, if that’s what it was, because now I wonder what the label really was.

Were we ever truly boyfriend and girlfriend, or was I just a crutch for her to lean on?

“C’mon.” Kent yanks me off the stool, and I almost face-plant the ground. “You’re on wingman duty.”

He keeps hold of my elbow, stalking toward the girl at the top end of the bar. She has her back to us, and all I can see is long, long legs and long, long almost-white blonde hair resting above a peachy ass. Damn. Kent sure knows how to spot them. She’s got that thin, angular model shape, and she’s tall too. If she were a brunette, she’d be a mirror for my ex, and I hate that my mind automatically goes there. Why won’t my stupid brain just get with the program?


As we draw nearer, I notice the girl is already talking to a guy, and I fist my hand in Kent’s shirt, pulling him back. “She’s with someone.”

He arches a brow, or at least I think he does. Can’t properly tell because my vision is still a little wonky. “And your point is?”

“You can’t hit on someone’s girlfriend, right in front of them.”

He smirks. “Says fucking who?”

I roll my eyes. “No wonder you have such a shitty rep.”

“I’ve earned my rep, and I’m not ashamed to admit that.” He glances over his shoulder at the girl. “And that nerdy freak isn’t any competition.” He yanks me forward by my shirt. “Watch and learn, bro.”

If I wasn’t so smashed, I’d leave him to his own chaos, but I’m too fucking drunk to fend for myself, so I trail after him, watching as he struts up to the girl and confidently taps her on the shoulder. “Hey, baby girl. Is it hot in here, or is it just you?” he says, and I slam my palm into my forehead, groaning. Kent has the worst pickup lines. And the awful thing is, he has a never-ending list of them. I’m getting ready to apologize for him when she turns around, and my world tilts sideways.

“Fuck. Me.” Kent steps back, his eyes blinking profusely as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

Neither can I.

“Selena?” I don’t know if it’s my alcoholic-influenced eyes playing tricks on me or if she’s really here, because that would be so out of character for her.

“Keanu.” Her soft voice tears a new strip off my heart.

“What the fuck did you do to your hair?” Kent asks.

She ignores him, looking up at the tall, nerdy geek by her side, and I’m betting she’s giving him those vulnerable girl eyes, begging him to extricate her from this situation.

My blood boils, and my hands ball into fists at my side.

There hasn’t been any occasion where I doubted the stuff she’d told me. I’ve witnessed her anxiety up close, and her vulnerability always made me want to wrap her in cotton wool and protect her from the outside world.

Until now.

Now, I’m beginning to wonder if I haven’t been an even bigger fool.

“Don’t fucking look at him,” I snarl. “Or is he your new savior?”

“Back off, man,” the nerd says, attempting to stare me out of it.

I push my chest into his, pleased that I tower over him, and shove him back a few steps. “Fuck you.”

“Keanu, please.” Selena touches my arm.

“Don’t touch me!” I snap, turning around to face her and instantly regretting it, because we’re way too close, and it’s the worst form of torture.

Hell.

Why does she have to be so completely and utterly stunning? And why does she insist on looking at me with those beautiful hazel eyes, pleading with me to understand?

“I know you’re angry with me, but please don’t take it out on Todd,” she quietly beseeches.

“Todd.” I snort. “Figures.” Asshole name if ever I heard one.

“Don’t be mean, K. Please.”

“Leave us alone,” Todd says, brushing past me and pulling Selena off to the side.

A raging jealous beast possesses my body, and I glare at both of them, torn between wanting to pummel my fists into his smug face and longing to grab her into my arms and kiss the shit out of her until she remembers she’s mine. But I do neither. I tap into my inner Kent instead, because jerk mode requires little effort when I’m trashed. “It’s like that, I see. You fucking him? Huh, Sel? Did you spread your legs for him the minute you kicked my ass to the curb? Or were you fucking him behind my back?”

“Keanu. No. Stop. Please.” Her voice is barely louder than a whisper, and her lower lip wobbles.

“No.” I fold my arms and stare at the girl who was once my everything. “I want to know why I wasted years waiting for you. Supporting you. Helping you. Loving
 you. And for what?” I throw my hands in the air as Kent smirks. Of course, he’d approve of the dramatics—he practically invented the word. “So you could dump me and start fucking around? How are you even here? Was everything a fucking lie?” I roar that last part, and several heads turn in our direction.

Tears pool in Selena’s eyes, and she looks crestfallen. I instantly feel like the biggest dick. But I’m hurting so bad. I don’t want to believe she used me, but that’s what it’s starting to seem like, and I can’t handle that.

“Did I ever mean anything to you, or was it just convenient to lean on me?” I ask in a softer tone, because I’m still clueless as to what I did wrong. How it all fell apart.

“Of course, you meant something to me,” she cries, her tone impassioned. “How can you even question that?”

“Because you tossed me away like I didn’t matter.”

“No, Keanu. That is not what happened.” She adamantly shakes her head.

Kent snorts, but I ignore him. “Then enlighten me because I still don’t fucking know how we ended up here.”

She steps closer, tipping her chin up, and her gorgeous eyes radiate with determination. “I loved you enough to know I had to set you free.”

Kent fakes a cough, muttering, “Bullshit” under his breath.

“I didn’t want to be set free,” I pathetically murmur.

“I’m sorry you’re hurting, K. Genuinely, I am, because you’re the last person I ever wanted to hurt. Someday, you’ll understand why I did what I did, and you’ll realize I did the right thing.”

I reach out and cup her beautiful face, knowing I’ll pay for this later, but unable to stop myself. “I miss you so fucking much, Sel. I can hardly breathe.” My chest tightens, and a lump the size of a football clogs my throat.

A lone tear treks down her face. “I miss you too, K. Every single day.” She places her hand over mine, smiling for a second before she pulls away from me. “But it changes nothing. We can’t be together. I’m sorry.”

Then she gestures to Todd, and they walk off together, leaving my heart ripped apart all over again.
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 is the next full-length novel in the series, releasing December 30, 2019. PREORDER Releasing Keanu
, Adoring Keaton
, and Reforming Kent
 (the last book in the series) NOW!! Check out your local Amazon store.

In need of another immediate Kennedy Boys fix? Check out Summer in Nantucket
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An optional novella in the highly addictive Kennedy Boys series by
 USA Today
 bestseller Siobhan Davis.


The Kennedy clan descends on Nantucket for a last-minute get-together that turns into a surprise family wedding. Catch up with all your favorite couples as they spend a few blissful weeks on the island, celebrating another special occasion, surrounded by loved ones.

This multiple-POV novella should only be read after Forgiving Keven
. This is not
 a standalone title.
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A friends-to-lovers standalone second-chance romance

Keanu

Selena played me.

Confirming I wasted years loving someone who didn’t love me back.

It should be easy to move on, but since she dumped me, I can’t shake her from my thoughts, no matter how hard I try.

Dates and random hookups don’t help, because no one measures up to the girl I still love with my whole heart.

When she appears at my door, begging me for help, I can’t turn her away. My protective instincts kick in, and I grasp this second chance with both hands.

This time, I’m determined to open her eyes.

To help her realize she made a mistake throwing what we had away.

To prove our love is the real deal.

Selena

Keanu has it all wrong.

I let him go because I love him too much to continue holding him back.

And I’ve paid for it every day since.

I didn’t think it was possible to miss someone this much, but my entire being aches for him in a way that isn’t healthy.

It’s why I continue to keep my distance even though it’s killing me inside.

No one understands me the way he does, so, when my ugly past returns, threatening to undo years of progress, he’s the first person I run to.

If anyone can keep me safe, it’s the love of my life.

Maybe, this time, I’m strong enough to be the woman he deserves.

If my past doesn’t take me from him first.
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A friends-to-lovers standalone new adult romance

Keaton

I can’t go on like this anymore.

Living a lie.

Shielding the truth from those I love.

Hurting the one girl who has always been there for me.

Pretending to be someone I’m not.

But I’m scared to drop the facade because I know not everyone will understand.

Definitely not the girl I’ve professed to love.

And I’ve no clue how my brothers will handle the news.

But I’ve spent years trying to please everyone else.

And I’m over it.

Now it’s time to take something for myself and there’s no turning back.

Even though the one who knows my secret threatens to reveal it to the world.

Let him do his worst.

Because I’m done hiding.
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An enemies-to-lovers standalone new adult romance

Kent

Rogue. Troublemaker. Bad Boy. Delinquent.

Everyone thinks they know who I am, but they know nothing
.

And that’s how I prefer it.

Keeping my demons under lock and key is my only survival tactic.

Until she
 enters my life, turning it upside down.

She thinks she can fix me. That I can reform myself and redeem my sins.

But I’m beyond the point of saving.

And if she doesn’t let go, I’ll only drag her down this dark hole with me.
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