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Note from the Author

I have written this book in American English, as is my usual style; however, when Faye first arrives in Massachusetts, her speech and thought patterns are quite “Irish.” As she acclimates, her language changes when she grows accustomed to how American teens speak. I haven’t dwelled too much on this as it’s not pivotal to the story, but I still wanted to make it appear somewhat authentic. I spent three months in Cape Cod when I was twenty (during summer break from college) and I’ve based Faye’s transition, in part, on my own experience. In a lot of cases, I think you can guess the meaning, but if you get stuck, I’ve listed some of the Irish colloquialisms Faye uses in a glossary with their equivalent meaning. Where a word or phrase can have several meanings, I’ve listed the one that’s most relevant to the context.

The glossary is at the back of this box set.
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Finding Kyler

Two fractured hearts and a forbidden love they can’t deny.

You shouldn’t want what you can’t have…

Faye Donovan has lost everything. After her parent’s tragic death, she’s whisked away from her home in Ireland when an unknown uncle surfaces as her new guardian.

Dropped smack-dab into the All-American dream, Faye should feel grateful. Except living with her wealthy uncle, his fashion-empire-owning wife, and their seven screwed-up sons is quickly turning into a nightmare—especially when certain inappropriate feelings arise.

Kyler Kennedy makes her head hurt and her heart race, but he’s her cousin.

He’s off limits.

And he’s not exactly welcoming—Kyler is ignorant, moody, and downright cruel at times—but Faye sees behind the mask he wears, recognizing a kindred spirit.

Kyler has sworn off girls, yet Faye gets under his skin. The more he pushes her away, the more he’s drawn to her, but acting on those feelings risks a crap-ton of prejudice, and any whiff of scandal could damage the precious Kennedy brand.

Concealing their feelings seems like the only choice.

But when everyone has something to hide, a secret is a very dangerous thing.





Chapter One
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“You can’t be serious?” I rub a tense spot between my eyes as I level an incredulous look at the bald-headed man sitting behind the other side of the desk. Lowering his chin, he stares at me over the top of his black-rimmed spectacles. Perched on the tip of his rather pointy nose, his glasses are the outdated sort you expect to see on old-fashioned solicitor types.

“I can assure you, Ms. Donovan, that Hayes, Ryan, Barrett, and Company Solicitors do not joke about such matters.” His lips pinch into a disapproving line as he eyeballs me. There isn’t a shred of compassion in his tone or his look. His eyes have a dead, empty quality to them. Like his conscience, no doubt.


He oozes indifference.

And, sure, what does he care? He’s already been paid and the clients who hired him can hardly take him to task over his lack of empathy.

“Why haven’t I heard of this”—I swirl my hands in the air—“Kennedy dude before?”

He huffs out a sigh. “Only your parents can answer that question.”

“Well,” I say, narrowing my eyes, “unless you’ve figured out a way to talk to the dead, I’m guessing that’s one question I won’t ever get an answer to.” I slump a little in my chair as the wall of grief hits me like a tsunami. Although my smart-arse remark may suggest apathy, it couldn’t be further from the truth.

It’s been the same these last three days as the aftermath of the accident finally hits home.

The first four days of what I’m now referring to as my “I wish I was dead too” new life is a blur. I vaguely recall the guard knocking on my door, explaining in a soft, sympathetic manner how both my parents were killed instantly in the head-on collision. Their silver Toyota Corolla never stood a chance against the articulated lorry. According to the Garda report, my parent’s car was mangled beyond all recognition.

My eyes shutter as a horrific vision surges to the forefront of my mind. I wrap my arms around my waist, rocking slowly back and forth in the chair. Intense pain twists my stomach into knots, and a messy ball of emotion lodges in the back of my throat. No child should ever have to see their parents like that. As long as I live, I’ll never be able to erase the memory of their grotesquely distorted faces. But there had been no choice. There was no other living relative to ID their bodies.

Or so I thought.

Until ten minutes ago when my world tilted on its axis for the second time in a week.

“Ms. Donovan? Can I get you some water?” The solicitor’s slightly gentler tone breaks me free from the torturous images bouncing around my brain.

I open my eyes, brushing long, sticky strands of my brunette hair back off my face. The weather has been unseasonably warm this summer, and my hair has not thanked Mother Nature for her generosity. Humidity and thick locks don’t mix. I’ve spent the entire summer sporting a sweaty, frizzy mop atop my head. No wonder I’ve barely scored any action since Luke and I went our separate ways.

The solicitor coughs, attempting to recapture my attention. “Faye?” He leans forward in his chair. “Are you okay?”

I smother my snort of disbelief. Am I okay? Is the old fart for real? No, you idiot! I am not okay.
 My entire life is about to be upended, and my muddled brain can hardly comprehend the implications. Don’t even mention the fact that I’ve barely slept in days or that my heart is shredded into itty-bitty pieces. Torn asunder at the knowledge I’ll never get to see Mum’s radiant smile again or feel the comforting weight of Dad’s ever-loving gaze, I’m the furthest from okay a person can be.

I want to tell him all that—but I don’t. I’m incapable of sharing any part of myself with another human being. I’m like a living, breathing, walking shell of a person. A soulless zombie. I even have the sunken eyes and ghostly pallor to prove it. Maybe I’ll audition for a part in The Walking Dead
. Preferably, before
 this Kennedy dude shows up to whisk me away.

Shaking my head, almost amused at the pitiful meandering of my mind, I force myself to focus on the here and now. “Does he know yet?” I ask, ignoring the solicitor’s stupid question.

“We have notified Mr. Kennedy of the contents of your parents’ Last Will and Testament. He’ll be here at two, tomorrow, to take ownership of you.”

“I’m not a dog or a possession or something you take ownership
 of,” I snap.

Mr. Hayes sits up straighter in his chair, scrutinizing me with those vacuous eyes of his. “I am merely stating the facts. You are a minor, and your uncle, as your sole living relative, has been named your guardian until you turn eighteen. You are his responsibility until then.”

“Can’t I contest the will? I’m more than capable of looking after myself for the next few months. And you said the mortgage is now paid on the house, and I have my part-time job, so I can manage on that and the savings my parents left me.”

I’d willingly donate a limb to avoid living on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean with a bunch of strangers.

I don’t want to leave Ireland.

It’s the only home I’ve ever known.

“Those savings won’t get you far, and besides,” he says, rustling a stack of papers on his desk, “it was your parents’ wish that your uncle take charge of you. They didn’t want you to be alone.”

So, why did they leave me?

Why force this stranger on me?

Compel me to up sticks and move halfway around the world?

I’ll add it to the ever-growing list of futile questions that has accompanied their deaths.

“Isn’t there anything I can do to stop this?” I issue one last pleading question.

He shakes his head as he stands up. “It’s the law, Ms. Donovan. You have no choice in the matter.”

I rise, shoving my hands in the pockets of my jeans. I may not have much of a choice now, but this is only short term.

Roll on, January.

As soon as I hit that magic one-eight number, I’m hightailing it home.
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“Bottoms up!” Jill clinks her shot glass against mine before tipping her head back and downing it like a champ. I lick the salt from my hand and swallow the tequila in one well-practiced move. It settles like sour milk in my empty gut. Ugh, that stuff never gets any easier to stomach.

Luke burps, and Jill falls off the sofa laughing.

“Damn, that’s some good stuff. Top me up.” He holds out his glass, and I duly oblige.

I’m tempted to guzzle straight from the bottle. To drown my sorrows in the hope that when I wake I’ll discover this has all been a complete misunderstanding, not the actual embodiment of a living nightmare. But, unfortunately, I’m not the delusional type, and that sort of thinking will only get me so far.

“Maybe it won’t be that bad, ya know?” Rachel says, fisting a hand in Jill’s shirt and hauling her back up onto the sofa. “How many sons did you say this Kennedy bloke has?”

“Seven.” I eye the neck of the tequila with longing just as Luke whips the bottle right out of my hands. “Hey!” I stretch over the arm of the sofa and make a grab for it. He lifts it out of my reach, and I slap his chest. “That’s mine. Give it here.”

“Only if you promise not to drink out of the bottle. You don’t want to be sick on the flight.”

“Maybe I want to get so drunk that I’ll puke all over my new guardian
 and he’ll have second thoughts about taking me in.” I lunge for the bottle again, but he holds it out of arm’s reach. Scowling, I crawl over the sofa onto his chair, making a last-ditch attempt to snatch back my
 bottle of tequila. My fingers grasp the cold, clear glass the same time Luke’s opportunistic hand snakes around my waist. He pulls me down onto his lap so that I’m straddling him. Burying his head in my neck, he murmurs, “You smell divine, Faye.”

“Knock it off, Luke. You’re not getting in my knickers.” I try to wriggle out of his lap, but his grip is tight.

“How about one last night together for old time’s sake?” His intense green eyes darken with lust.

There was a time when I thought the sun, moon, and stars shone out of Luke’s arse.

But that ship sailed six months ago.

We had two good years together before our relationship ran out of steam. I know he was hurt when I ended things, but it was for the best. The chemistry wasn’t there anymore, and there was no point kidding myself otherwise.

I’m not one to hang about once I’ve made up my mind about something.

Although, that hasn’t stopped Luke from chancing his arm with me every so often.

Like right now.

Reaching behind me, I yank his hand off my ass and pin him with a stern look. “Not happening, Luke. Now let go.”

Luke lets out a pissed-off sigh, and I send him a pleading look. Irrespective of how we ended, I still care about him, and I don’t want to leave the country on bad terms. He was an important part of my life for a while, and he helped me get through some difficult stuff.

I won’t ever forget that.

Reluctantly, he releases me, and I scoot back over to my side of the sofa.

“You hava send piczures,” Rachel slurs, and I chuckle. That girl can’t even look at alcohol without getting pissed, but she doesn’t let that stop her. “Of your fit cousssins,” she adds when she spots my puzzled frown.

“How do you know they’re fit?” I quirk a brow at my best friend.

“’Cause all rich Americans are good-looking.”

“That is the stupidest thing that’s ever come out of your mouth,” Luke scoffs.

She momentarily lifts her head off the sofa to send him a filthy glare. “Izz not! I’ve watched Gossip Girl
, and those boys are fit and stinking rich.”

“Wow! You’ve seen it on a tacky TV show, so it must be true.” Derision drips off his tongue. “That’s even stupider.” He rolls his eyes to the ceiling.

“Stupider isn’t actually a word,” Jill pipes up, sounding remarkably sober for someone who looks like she’s on the verge of passing out.

“Is too. Google it.” Luke flips her the bird before knocking back another shot. “You’d know that if you hadn’t nuked all your brain cells with tequila.”

Rachel opens her mouth to retaliate, but I zone out of the conversation. Jumping up, I snatch my mobile phone off the side table and plug it into the docking station. I turn the volume up to the max, drowning out the voices of my friends. Booming music blasts throughout the room, and Jill emits a loud holler. My body sways to the beat of the music as she hops up to join me.

The rest of the night becomes one giant messy blur. I vaguely remember others arriving, packing our small sitting room like sardines. Visions of Rachel and Jill escorting me to the bathroom are hazy.

Even hazier are the events leading up to this moment.

My head throbs painfully as I slowly start to regain consciousness. It’s as if someone has taken a jackhammer to my skull and they’re pounding to their own rhythm. A moan slips out through my lips. My tongue is plastered to the roof of my mouth, and the rancid taste of tequila and salt coats my mouth in a disgusting layer of slime. I moisten my dry lips as I attempt to open my eyes.

The sheets are stained a bright red color, and I blink profusely in total confusion.

Tangled strands of red hair cover my face as I fight a bout of nausea. What the …?


Pushing up on my elbows is a tremendous feat in itself. On shaky limbs, I brush the knotty red hair back out of my eyes and stare at the abundance of red dye coating the white sheets of my bed.

I grunt. Bloody hell. What did I do?
 Rubbing a lock of my hair between my hands, I groan as it starts to come back to me. At some point during the night, I’d had the bright idea that a makeover was in order, and we’d raided the bathroom press.

The red hair dye was Mum’s. She had taken to coloring her hair these last few months because a few strips of gray had made an unwelcome appearance. Her hair was dark—like mine—with rich, lush coppery strands running through it. I can still remember how her hair used to glisten magnificently in the sunlight.

A sharp pain pierces me straight through the heart as I flop back down on the bed.

That’s when I become aware of issue number two.

A hand tightens on my breast, and nimble fingers start to brush over the tip of my nipple. I’m still fully clothed, thank the stars, but that’s not stopping my bedmate. Panic rears up and slaps me in the face. This can’t be good. I rack my brains but I can’t recall any of the specifics.

I have no idea who is lying beside me.

Or what we may or may not have done.

I stifle a groan as I twist around to the other side.

Luke’s mischievous grin greets me, and I silently curse. His green eyes sparkle with excitement, and I think I might puke.


Please tell me we didn’t.
 Please tell me I had more sense than that. Or that I was too far gone to take anything to the next level. I narrow my eyes as I glower at him. His fingers swipe more feverishly over my nipple, and even though I’m protected by my shirt, his frantic tweaking actually hurts.

I send him my best death glare.

The one I usually reserve for vermin and serial killers. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Funny,” a heavily accented male voice says. “I was about to ask the same question.”





Chapter Two
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I scream, shoving Luke’s hand away as I shunt up against the headboard, pulling the covers up under my chin. A tall, handsome man with short dark hair and piercing blue eyes is standing at the edge of the bed, staring at me as if he’s just seen a ghost.

Crap.

This cannot be happening.

My eyes dart to the small digital clock resting on top of the bedside locker, and I curse when I spot the time. I hadn’t even thought to set the alarm, and now I’ve slept the morning, and half the afternoon, away.

Luke sits up, dragging a hand through his messy hair. “Who the bleedin’ hell are you?”

I roll my eyes. Seriously, is he thick?
 I elbow him in the ribs. “Don’t be an idiot, it’s obvious who he is, or were you not listening to a word I said last night?”

“I was too busy staring at your tits.”

Points for honesty but zilch for intelligence.

He’s clearly still drunk.

Mr. Kennedy looks like he’s seconds away from throwing Luke out on the street.

I’ll save him the hassle. “I think that’s your cue to leave.” I shove him gently. “Go on, go.”

He pins me with a contemptible look. “That’s not what you were saying last night.”

I thrust my hands in the air. Pressing my mouth to his ear, I hiss, “Whatever! You know I was drunk!” I glower at him again.

“I sincerely hope you didn’t take advantage of my niece,” my uncle says, in a weird half-Irish, half-American accent. He levels a stinging look at Luke. They face off for a couple of seconds, and my uncle’s look darkens in a nanosecond. It’s a pretty impressive look.

Once I’m not on the receiving end of it.

I take the opportunity to slyly study him. He’s tall and lean with an unassuming muscular look that indicates he works out but doesn’t take it to extremes. Wearing a navy and red long-sleeved polo shirt and dark denims, he’s stylishly dressed for an old dude. The polo is slim-fit and it hugs his defined chest like a second skin. His dark hair is slicked back off his forehead in a feigned effortless manner. My nostrils twitch as I pick up the musky scent of his aftershave.

He gives off an air of understated wealth that is disconcerting. I’m beginning to suspect that Rachel hit the nail on the head with her assessment.

If this is what my uncle looks like, I have a feeling my cousins are going to easily meet the fit-rich barometer she’s set.

Luke flips the covers off and stands. He gestures at his clothes. “Relax, I didn’t take advantage of her. I’d never hurt Faye—I love her.” He starts scanning the floor for his runners, conspicuously avoiding my gaze.

My uncle’s chin jerks up. “He’s your boyfriend?” He looks skeptical.

“Ex.”

Now he looks relieved.

Luke scowls as he sits on the edge of the bed, slipping his feet into his runners. He turns around to face me. “I guess this is goodbye?”

“Eh.” I rub my hand across the back of my head as I look to my uncle for confirmation. I have no idea what the plans are—whether he intends to hang around for a few days, or if we’ll be leaving immediately. Mr. Kennedy nods, and I turn to face Luke. “Yep. See ya, Luke.”

He leans over to kiss my cheek, and I pull him into a quick hug. A sad look briefly flitters across his eyes. “Take care, Faye. I’ll miss you.” He strolls out of the room with his shoulders hunched over.

A layer of tension immediately fills the empty space. My uncle looks at me, and I look back at him, and we just kinda stare at each other, neither one of us knowing what to say or do. His surprisingly familiar blue eyes are glued to mine, and a whole host of emotions skitters over his face. A muscle clenches in his jaw as he continues scrutinizing me, and I squirm uncomfortably. It’s too intrusive—awkward on so many different levels. I chew on the corner of my lip, but I refuse to divert my eyes, meeting his penetrating gaze dead-on.

After a couple of minutes, irritation starts to build. I feel like a monkey in a cage at Dublin Zoo. My patience snaps. “Weren’t you ever told it’s rude to stare?”

That breaks him out of his trance-like state. He rocks back on his heels, glancing sheepishly at me. “I apologize, Faye. And for turning up like this, but you missed the appointment at the attorneys, ah, solicitors”—he corrects himself when he sees my puzzled expression—“and I was worried.”

He slips his hands in his pockets, as I level him with a guarded look. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just … you look so much like … Saoirse.” He almost whispers her name. “You’re the spitting image of your mom at the same age.” As he places a hand across his chest, tears well in his eyes, he drops onto the corner of the bed, and hangs his head. His solid frame heaves as strong emotion rattles through him.

Unless this is an act, he genuinely seems to have cared for my mum.

Their relationship, or lack of one, is a mystery I wouldn’t mind unraveling sometime.

I don’t know what to do, whether I should reach out to comfort him or not, but he’s a stranger to me, and it doesn’t feel right, so I do nothing, letting him deal with whatever is going through his head in his own time.

A short while later, he looks up, and I’m startled to see so much devastation in his eyes. In this moment, he appears to have aged twenty years. Raw pain radiates from his eyes, and he doesn’t do a thing to shade it from me. I kinda like that. There’s an honest quality to it that endears him to me.

Slowly, I release my grip on the covers and slide out the side of the bed. I sit down beside him. “It’s true? You really are my mum’s brother?” Not that I need verification. He has the same color eyes, the same complexion, and similar little strips of fiery red trace a path through his dark hair. He’s like the male version of my mum. Tears gather in my eyes as her image surges to the forefront of my mind. I blink them away, but not before a sneaky beggar slips out, cascading down my cheek.

“Yes, and I’m James, by the way.” He extends his hand and I reluctantly shake it, feeling terribly awkward. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Faye. I’ve been distraught since I heard the news.” He scrubs a hand over his prickly jaw, and at this proximity, it’s easy to confirm that truth. Bruising purple shadows hang underneath his bloodshot eyes, and his skin has an unhealthy tinge to it. It’s clear he hasn’t slept in days.

“Why didn’t she tell me about you?”

His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. “We had a complicated relationship.” He says it with a real drawn-out American twang that’s kinda funny. His accent is a bit messed up. “I didn’t realize she had a daughter,” he continues, eyeing me earnestly. “I didn’t know you existed until a few days ago. I’m sorry you had to go through the funeral by yourself. I should’ve been here with you, but the solicitor said his instructions were very clear. He was only to contact me after
 the funeral.” “It’s okay.” I toss him a feeble smile. “I survived the ordeal.” Barely, but he doesn’t need to know that. I close my eyes, forcing the horrific memories away.

Another layer of uncomfortable silence descends. I smile weakly at him.

“I thought I was going to have to avenge your death,” he murmurs a few minutes later, motioning toward the red-stained bed linen.

I can’t bring myself to laugh even though I understand he’s trying to lighten the mood. “Apparently, I thought it was a good idea to undergo a makeover last night.” I grimace as I inspect strands of my now garishly red hair.

“I’m surprised that you would drink yourself into such a state, especially after what happened to your pare …” He trails off when he spots the expression on my face.

Undisguised misery fills every part of me, and I can’t deal. My breathing becomes labored, and that awful fluttery feeling is back in my chest. I need to shut it down before it destroys me. I can’t go there. It’s still far too painful to think about the specifics of the accident. And who the hell does he think he is? Swanning in here like he knows everything?

He knows nothing.

“You don’t get to lecture me,” I grit out. “You’re not my dad.”

If he thinks he can replace my dad, he has another thing coming. He’s my uncle, not a substitute dad, and the sooner he understands that the better. I’m only agreeing to this farce of a move because I’ve no choice. At least not until January.

All bets are off once I turn eighteen.

However, he’s also right in his insinuation, and I loathe myself in this moment. My parents were killed by a drunk driver, and drinking myself into oblivion isn’t the best way of honoring their memory. Mum hated me drinking, although she was realistic enough to know that she couldn’t stop me. She’d be so disappointed in my behavior, and I hate feeling as if I’ve let her down, which is mad, because she’s let me down in a much worse way.

She promised she’d always be here for me.

But she lied.

Because she’s gone, and I have to try to find some way of living the rest of my life without her in it.

A painful lump jams my throat as tears gather in earnest. A wayward sob escapes before I can stop it.

“Shoot,” James says. “I’m making a right mess of this. I’m not used to girls … not since …”

He doesn’t need to say it.

Not since my mum.

I look into his sincere eyes, and my sudden burst of rage-fueled grief disappears. I can tell he means well and that this is as hard for him as it is for me. “Well,” I say, deciding to be charitable, “I’m not used to having an uncle, or cousins, and I’ve never even been outside of Ireland, so I think my level of unease totally trumps yours.” My fingers pick at a loose thread on the hem of my shirt. “Not that it’s a competition or anything. I’m just saying.” I shrug.

A huge grin transforms his face, and he looks so young when he smiles. “I have a feeling you’re going to fit right in, Faye.”

He stands up, offering his hand. “Come on. Let’s go home.”





Chapter Three
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My eyes are out on stalks as we arrive at a small, private terminal at Dublin Airport a little while later. I’ve been glum the entire half hour of the journey. James didn’t waste much time hanging about. I was showered and packed in record time. Locking the door to my house was a heart-wrenching moment. Everything is happening so fast. Too fast. My life is about to flip right over, and I’m ill prepared.

The sight of the private jet awaiting us only adds to the surreal feeling. A narrow red strip stretches along the side of the whitewashed plane, broken in half by a striking, red, circular logo with a distinctive “K” in the center that immediately captures my interest.

I know that brand!

Everyone at school has been raving about their new teen clothing range. It doesn’t take a genius to join the dots.

No way!

“Are you kidding me?” I stride purposefully across the tarmac. “This plane belongs to Kennedy Apparel? That company is yours?” I know the stuffy solicitor dude said my uncle was wealthy, but I didn’t think he meant the filthy, obnoxiously rich type of wealthy. The enormity of the situation presses down on me like a heavy weight. I’m suddenly feeling a little green around the gills, and the prospect of flying isn’t responsible. I’m even more apprehensive over what lies ahead. What am I getting myself into?


James chuckles. “This is actually my own personal jet, but it’s technically owned by Kennedy Apparel. That’s my wife’s business. It’s been in her family for years, although she rebranded when she took the helm after we were married and she started using my name.” He ushers me up the steps, and I walk into the compact cabin.

Plush, white leather recliners engraved with the signature K logo line the spacious cabin on both sides. Chairs face one another, sandwiched between small, glossy, walnut-topped tables. Four pairs of two in total. James leads me past the main area and out beyond a small bathroom, stopping in front of a narrow space passing as a kitchen of sorts. “Would you like a drink?”

Even the thought of alcohol makes my stomach flip one-eighty. Nausea rises up my throat, and I clamp my mouth shut. I’d rather not hurl in front of him. “Water, thanks.”

He hands me a cold bottle and two tablets. “They’ll help with the hangover.” I accept them gratefully, popping the pills in my mouth as I take a healthy glug of water.

“Come on through to the cockpit,” he offers.

I follow him into the small space with a frown. “Where’s the pilot?”

His lips curve into a smile. “That’d be me.” My jaw falls open, and he laughs. “Michael is on hand as co-pilot if I need him.” He gestures behind, and I glance over my shoulder at the tall, gray-haired man who has just stepped into the cabin. I smile as he lifts a hand in greeting.

“Strap yourself in,” James instructs, dropping into his seat as he gestures at the one alongside him.

A mad swarm of butterflies floods my belly. I never imagined my first time in the air would be in a glamorous private plane and that I’d be sitting in the actual cockpit. Nervous adrenaline floods my system as I lock my harness in place.

James flips a ton of switches on the control panel, verifies info with some dude on the end of his radio, and then pushes a few levers. I settle back in my seat as the thrum of the engine starts up and the plane starts moving.

I’ve had my nose glued to the window the last half hour, even though all I can see are big, chunky clouds. I still can’t believe I’m airborne. I’d presumed my first time would be with my parents, so my euphoria has a bittersweet edge to it.

James taps my elbow, claiming my attention. His smile is expansive as he takes in my awestruck expression. “First time?”

“Yeah. It’s every bit as incredible as I thought it would be,” I volunteer.

“Let me show you something. Hold on.” His grin has turned mischievous.

The plane starts tilting right, and my heart jumps into my throat. I grab onto my harness as the plane continues to veer right, and all the blood rushes to my face. I scream my head off as we roll over, turning completely upside down, and my breath huffs out in panicked spurts. My hair covers my face like a blanket.

My breathing only starts to recalibrate when the plane has right-sided and we’re back on track. Pushing clumped locks of hair out of my face, I stare at my uncle with wide-eyed alarm. “Oh my God!” I shriek, when I finally find my voice. “Some warning would’ve been nice!”

“And miss hearing you scream and seeing the look on your face right now? No way!”

He chuckles, and I find myself laughing with him. “You’re insane!”

“What good is having your own plane if you can’t have a little fun every now and then?” His face lights up excitedly, and in this moment, he’s like a little boy on Christmas morning.

He’s into planes.

My dad was obsessed with cars.

What is it with boys and their toys?

“That said,” he adds, with a cheeky grin, “it might be best not to tell Alex.”

“Alex?”

“My wife.”

I twirl a lock of hair around my finger. “I assume she knows about me?” “Of course. I told Alex and the boys as soon as I found out. Don’t worry.” He pats my hand. “They are expecting your arrival.”

“And how did they take the news?” I watch him like a hawk as he prepares to answer.

“They were shocked, like I was, but they’ll come around. The triplets are extremely excited to make your acquaintance.”

My eyes pop wide. “Triplets?”

He smiles, obviously used to this reaction. “Our youngest sons are triplets. It was one hell of a surprise, I can tell you.” His lips expand wider. “Keanu, Kent, and Keaton will be sixteen in December. They’ll be sophomores this year.”

An unpleasant sensation forms in my gut. American high school. A bristling shiver travels up and down my spine. I’ve no clue what I’m in for, but I refuse to allow anxiety to tie me into knots. My brain—unhelpfully—conjures up images from a succession of American movies and shows I’ve seen, and I have a sneaky feeling that it’s not pure fiction. Hopefully, I’m wrong, but if I’m not, I’ll deal. I’ve gotten through worse.

Pushing my concern aside, I focus on getting more info out of Uncle James while he seems to be in a sharing-and-caring type mood. “How old are your other sons? Will any of them be in my year?”

“Kaden and Keven are at Harvard.” He graces me with a proud smile. “They live on campus, but they’ll be at the house to welcome you. Kaden is twenty and Keven turned nineteen recently.”

“All their names start with K?” How cheesy.

He fails to hide his amusement. “Yes. That was my wife’s idea. She’s rather obsessed with her brand.”

I’ll say.

“So, um, what about the rest of your sons?”

“Kalvin is sixteen and he’ll be a junior this year. Kyler is a senior like you. He’s seventeen, too, although you’re older by a few months.” He glances briefly out the side window.

“Oh.” I hadn’t considered that any of my cousins could be the same age as me. I hope Kyler isn’t one of those do-gooder preppy-male types. Or worse, one of those obnoxious all-American jocks.

“They are all so close in age. Do they get along?”

James snorts. “Well, that’s a loaded question if ever I heard one!” A nostalgic look crosses over his face. “They have their moments, but, yeah, they’re close. Having the triplets so soon after Kyler and Kalvin came along was a challenging time. Imagine having six kids all under the age of five? I don’t know how we survived!” He chuckles, as I shudder at the mere thought.

“And how does Alex feel about the situation with me?”

He opens the top two buttons of his shirt and leans back in his seat. “Alex is ecstatic. She can’t wait to meet you.”

I examine his pupils carefully, and they don’t dilate. I detect no hint of a lie. He’s looking at me expectantly, waiting for a response. I shoot for textbook-polite, which always goes down well with the oldies. “That’s very nice of her, and I look forward to meeting everyone.”

The rest of the plane ride passes by in uneventful silence. Every so often, I catch him sneaking sly looks at me. It’s a little unnerving, but I guess it’s as strange for him as it is for me.

I’m still finding it difficult to understand how my mother kept our relatives hidden all these years. Or why. I inwardly laugh at the irony of the situation. For years, I yearned for relations, for siblings, for anyone other than Mum, Dad, and me. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my parents fiercely, and we had a super-close relationship, but there were times when it felt like I was living in a goldfish bowl.

A dusky skyline greets us when we finally land on the private airstrip attached to Boston’s Logan International Airport. James whisks me into a waiting chauffeur-driven car the minute we step off the plane.

I’ve barely time to breathe before we set out into the heavy urban traffic. The interior of the car is an ode to Kennedy Apparel—the K logo is splashed everywhere—and I’m beginning to sense a theme. I can only imagine what the house is going to be like.

My gaze barely strays from the window the entire journey, and I’m mesmerized by my first glimpse of the United States. As I soak it all up, I allow a tiny glimmer of excitement to take root inside me. I imagine Mum whispering in my ear. “You’re on the adventure of a lifetime, love. Embrace it!”
 A familiar stomach-clenching pang sears through me, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

I wonder if the pain will ever go away. Or if I’ll feel gutted every time I remember her.

“Faye? Are you okay?” James’ voice is soft as he leans forward in his seat. His eyes are kind.

“I’m fine,” I say, a little harshly. “Just trying to absorb everything.”

He looks shrewdly at me. “Of course. I, ah”—he scratches the back of his head—“if you need to talk to anyone about your parents, I can arrange that for you. I can’t even begin to imagine how you must feel.”

I grind my teeth down to the molars. “Thank you for the offer, but I’m grand.”

“If you change your mind, come talk to me.”

I know he’s only showing concern, but any mention of psychologists reminds me of a part of my past that I’ve buried. I also hate to be pitied, and I refuse to be treated like the walking wounded. My parents died tragically. It was—is
—awful, and I will miss them every single day, but I have to stay strong. I know that’s what they would want.

And I’m more than capable of coping on my own. My parents equipped me well. Independence was something they admired greatly, and I was encouraged to make my own choices. If it were up to me, I’d have stayed at home, finished school, and applied to Trinity College as I intended to. None of this is my choice, but I’m trying to make the best of it.

Can’t he see that?

I try to keep my voice respectful but firm. “I don’t need a shrink. Not now. Not ever.”

He holds up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “No problem.”

Gradually, we move out of the city, zipping along a vast highway with numerous lanes. Everything is bigger and bolder here. Dublin seems so minuscule and mundane in comparison. The farther we travel, the darker it gets. A smattering of twinkling stars emerges in the nighttime sky. We move off the highway onto less crowded roads bordered by statuesque trees wearing varying shades of green, yellow, and amber hues.

The car glides by a sign stating “Entering Wellesley. Norfolk County. Inc 1881.” At this hour, the streets are unnaturally quiet. We bypass the main town and head along roads thick with foliage. Houses are ginormous around here, fronted by well-maintained lawns. The farther we travel, the grander they get. There’s an eclectic mix of styles and types, but it works. It couldn’t be further removed from the typical residential estates back home.

I stiffen in my seat as the vehicle detours into a wide well-lit road. Elaborate mansions extend on either side, barely visible behind huge red-bricked walls. Some peek out behind imposing iron gates.

My heart starts pounding erratically, slamming against my ribcage, and my palms are sweaty. I know we’re close, and a layer of anxiety is hovering in the wings, waiting for its cue. The car slows in front of an imposing wrought iron gate bearing the signature K logo.

I rub my hands up and down my jeans as the gates sweep open. The car eases smoothly forward and up a broad tree-lined driveway. A massive flowerbed rests majestically on either side of the lawn, lit up by a multitude of night-lights. The flowerbed is a circular shape, with a precise K-shaped arrangement in the center. White buds rim the border, while vibrant red flowers fill the K, replicating the logo that I feel will be indelibly imprinted on my brain. Honestly, it’s getting a little ridiculous at this point.

The driver pulls the car around the bend, and my jaw slackens as I take in my new home. It’s not at all what I was expecting.

Oh, it’s massive—as in White-House-sized proportions—but it’s a sleek, modern, one-story structure made of glass and wood, with differing angled roofs. It screams sophistication and glamour, and the only time I’ve seen anything like it is while watching MTV Cribs
 or in glossy magazines that showcase celebrity homes. I’m gobsmacked, but I compose my features and hide the whole “deer in the headlights” look I am no doubt sporting.

The house faces onto an expansive well-manicured lawn. Huge trees border the property at the rear. “We have our own private woods, along with a basketball court, putting green, and an indoor and outdoor swimming pool,” James says. I perk up at the mention of the pools and he notices. “You like to swim?”

I tuck my hair behind my ears. “Yeah. I was on the county swim team back home.”

“There’s a swim team at the school. You should try out.”

The car pulls into an empty spot in the massive garage, beside a souped-up flashy red sports car. James notices my interest. “That’s my baby. Isn’t she a beauty?”

It looks like something a teenage joyrider would steal back home, but I keep that opinion to myself. “Absolutely.”

I’m such a lick arse.

Several black SUVs line up in a row, and I’m guessing those belong to his sons.

The driver stops the car, and I wrap my arms around my waist to stave off the violent trembling that’s taken hold of me.

Their obscene wealth intimidates me.

Not the people.

The money.

The driver opens my uncle’s door first before attending to mine. James doesn’t make any move to exit. He looks contemplative. “I hope you’ll be happy here, Faye. Truly, I do.”

“Thank you. Me, too.” I hop out of the car as the driver retrieves my suitcase from the boot.

A splash of color in the corner of the garage captures my attention. Three racing motorbikes rest on an elevated platform. One is orange and blue and there is a multitude of brand logos on the side. The other two bikes are no less impressive. One is painted in a dark shade of green, the other bright yellow. A myriad of similar stickers decorates the side panels. I’m inexplicably drawn to them, and my feet move of their own accord.

Reaching out, I run the tip of my finger along the bodywork and up and down the wheels, my fingers dipping into the grooves in the tires. I can almost feel the enhanced adrenaline in the air. Motorbikes have always excited me, and the pure rush I’m getting is sending tingles of anticipation ricocheting all over my body.

I’m so entranced that I barely register the sound of approaching footsteps.

“Get your hands off my bike.” The deep male cadence verges on a predatory growl. The possessive quality to his voice isn’t lost on me either.

Giant goose bumps sprout on my arms, but I smother my fear and lift my head up in a confident manner. A red flush creeps up my chest and over my neck as a devastatingly good-looking boy reaches my side.

I’m tall—for a girl—and I’m usually pretty much on the level with most guys, but the top of my head barely reaches this dude’s chin, so he’s got to be at least six-two to my five-nine.

His body exudes warmth like a weapon. It crashes into me, almost knocking me off my feet. Slowly, my eyes travel up his body, taking in every ripped, lean, taut inch of him. He’s wearing dark navy jeans and a plain white shirt that’s molded to his perfectly chiseled abs like it’s painted on. I gulp.

They sure don’t grow them like this in Ireland.

My eyes continue their journey, up beyond the inviting, exposed strip of skin at the top of his shirt, and note voluptuous lips that are pinched tight, the light layer of dark stubble on his sculpted chin and cheeks, and the tan, smooth lines of his handsome face. I brace myself, rocking back on my heels, as I stare into stunning pale blue eyes. Framed by a thick layer of inky-black lashes most girls would kill for, his eyes are vast pools that I could easily drown in.

This guy is seriously good-looking, and he knows it, too. Crossing his arms over his chest, he pins me with a venomous look, and I shrink back from the dangerous vibes he’s emitting.

“Are you done drooling yet?”





Chapter Four
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Poison drips from his words, and everything locks up tight inside me. No matter that he’s right—I was
 ogling him like he’s my favorite Belgian chocolate ice cream—there’s no way I’m admitting to that. I spread a sneer over my lips and level him with one of my extra-special looks. The ones I usually deploy for cocky, arrogant dickheads. “Don’t flatter yourself. You’re the first specimen of prime American A-hole I’ve seen. I wanted to memorize the form so I know what to avoid the next time.”

He smirks, tilting his head to the side, and waves of smooth, sleek hair hover over his forehead. His hair is shorn real close at the sides but longer on top, styled back off his face. At home, all the guys are into skin fades with slick backs. This dude has a more stylish upper-class version of that.

Figures.

I deliberately force my eyes to stare blankly at him. There’s no way I’m letting him see how much I’m affected. I’ve never met anyone like him before. He oozes raw sex appeal and danger by the bucket load.

It both thrills and terrifies me.

My fingers twitch at my side with an almost compulsive need to touch him. His smirk grows, and my lips curl into a snarl of their own volition. Now, the scumbag is truly starting to irritate me.

Behind me, James is issuing instructions to someone. A-hole leans down, pressing his delectable mouth against my ear. “I don’t know how they do things in Ireland, sweetheart, but you’re in my house—in my domain. And you don’t get to talk shit to me. Keep out of my way, and I’ll keep out of yours. Same goes for my brothers.”

Wow. He’s friendly. Not.

A fiery shiver rips up and down my spine as his warm breath trickles over me like some form of magical mist. He steps back, leering as he spots all the giveaway signs on my face.

Any hint of blossoming desire evaporates.

Smug, good-looking bastard. What an arrogant ass.

Well, good. I’m glad he’s ugly on the inside because I should have no trouble repelling him. I’ve never been attracted to obnoxious boys, no matter how tempting they are on the outside.

“This family is fucked up enough without additional complications. You shouldn’t have come. You’re not wanted,” he adds in a much louder tone, glancing briefly over his shoulder.

“Kyler! That’s enough!” James walks toward us with a fierce look on his face.

“Screw you.” Kyler glowers at his dad and they face off.

Well then.

I watch father and son as they enter into some form of silent confrontation. After a few minutes, Kyler drops back, laughing. Deliberately eyeing me, he runs the tip of his tongue slowly over his upper lip, and it takes considerable effort not to track the movement. Good God, this guy has all the moves down pat. Is this what I’m up against with every American boy? Rachel and Jill are going to flip out when I tell them about this.

Quick as a flash, Kyler moves in front of me until there’s barely any space separating us.

Time seems to stand still.

I hold my posture erect and stare right back at him. James is shouting at him and tugging on his arm, but he doesn’t budge. There is scarcely an inch between us, and I can sense the powerful thudding of his heart. My heart races at the naked threat in his eyes. He stares deep into my eyes, pushing and searching, scanning me with his scorching gaze. I’m rooted to the spot, unable to move, hardly capable of breathing. As he probes me with his determined eyes, I lose control for a second, and my shield drops. A spark flares in his eyes the moment he sees me. Truly sees me. Scrambling to put my invisible wall back up, I quiver all over, and my limbs turn to jelly. I don’t think I’d feel any more violated if he’d stripped me bare. I might as well have lain down before him openly exposing all my flaws and my fears, inviting him to psychoanalyze me.

Steadfast resolution seizes me. It’s taken years to put my past behind me. It’s a part of me I don’t share with anyone—a part I can’t even bear to acknowledge for fear of what’ll happen. No one has penetrated that wall in years, and I’ll be damned if this arrogant fucker is going to invade that most private, most abhorred part of me.

I guess it takes one to know one, and two can play that game.

Spearing him with a determined look, I reverse the intrusive lens—turning it on him. My eyes explore hidden, dark depths filled with loathing and self-hate. It’s a melting pot of wild, out-of-control emotions. Heartfelt pain has a vice grip on his heart. As I continue looking at him, I see it, churning and snarling and closing him off to the world. His face pales, and our eyes meet in a moment of shared understanding.

We both jerk back at the same time, and whatever bubble we were in bursts, leaving us both vulnerable. My back hits against the handlebars of a bike, and a sharp ache rips across my upper back, but I barely feel the impact.

James is yelling at Kyler, but I can’t make out the words over the blood rushing to my brain and the alarm bells flaring like warning beacons in my ears.

The shouting stops and I look up. James prods his son in the side. Kyler pierces me with another inquisitive look, but this one is loaded with caution. Blood turns to ice in my veins as a deathly cold chill rockets through me.

He knows I’ve seen something in him. Something I recognize, only because it exists in me too. He’s issuing a clear, silent warning.

I’m not a fool. I don’t need to make any enemies at home because I’m sure I’ll have plenty of those once I rock on up to the high school. Yes, he’s in pain, and a part of me empathizes, but my bet is he lashes out at the world in a misguided attempt to feel better.

I’m not about to become his new punching bag.

A smart antagonist always knows when to back down.

I arch my back, standing tall. I’ll make it clear that I understand, but there’s no way I’m letting him think he’s intimidated me. Kyler is not going to walk all over me. I promised myself years ago that I wouldn’t be a pushover any more. It’s a mantra I’ve clung to, and I’m not about to regress. Especially not for a wanker like him.

So, I’ll stand down. For now.

“No touching the bikes. Got it.” My eyes widen automatically as I move aside, palms raised in a token gesture.

His lips pinch tightly as he nods, and the smug, smirking look from earlier is gone.

We have an understanding, of sorts.

I’ll pretend that I didn’t see that hidden dark void inside him, and he’ll keep quiet about the empty shell that exists in place of my heart.

Seems like a fair trade-off.

As Kyler strides out a side door, I twist my neck from side to side, trying to get my head on straight for the next meet-and-greet. James plants a gentle hand on my lower back and urges me forward. “I’m sorry about Kyler. That was rude, but he doesn’t mean it. He’s going through some stuff, so don’t take it personally.”

I’ll say, if that teeny glimpse is any indication. But I seal my lips as James leads me through a large utility room out into a narrow corridor. The sound of several voices chatting grows louder as we advance. I’m surprised, and a little uncomfortable, when James takes my hand and leads me into a vast open-plan kitchen and dining area. Floor-to-ceiling windows frame the room at the front, facing out onto the magnificent gardens.

All conversation mutes instantly, and eight heads fixate on me. I clasp James’s hand more firmly, previous discomfort forgotten. “Everyone,” he says, smiling warmly, “This is Faye.”

I do a quick scan of the room, and my eyes almost bug out at the sight of so much male hotness. Three near-identical-looking boys are seated on benches surrounding a long narrow table at one end of the room. They have the same dark hair and blue eyes as Kyler, but their faces are rounder and still a little babyish. The triplets, I’m guessing.

Two older boys are propped against one side of a long, wide island unit, eyeing me intensely. One of the boys straightens up, crossing his arms around his chest as he blatantly stares at me through almond-shaped blue eyes. Biceps bulge under the short sleeves of his shirt, and my eyes gravitate to the edge of the tattoo peeking out. His hair is longer than the others, but that messy bed-head look suits him.

Kyler is leaning back against a marble countertop, sporting an impressively blank expression. Another boy is at his side, blatantly checking me out. He’s a couple of inches shorter than Kyler and every bit as obnoxiously good-looking. He is wearing an unbuttoned black shirt and khaki shorts. Wide blue eyes lock on mine, and he winks. I lift a brow and his grin expands.

This gene pool is completely unfair to the rest of us mere mortals.

Add the obvious obscene wealth to the mix, and you have quite a heady combination. Girls must be crawling all over these dudes.

James squeezes my hand, and I refocus. Clearing my throat, I offer up a semi-confident smile. “Hi.”

A stunning blonde-haired woman steps forward to greet me. Wearing a figure-hugging black pants suit with a cream silk blouse and a string of pearls at her neck, she is the epitome of classic chic. Her short hair is styled into an edgy bob that works well with her heart-shaped face. Her pale blue eyes are carbon copies of Kyler’s.

“Oh my gosh, honey,” she says, smiling as she reels me in for a hug. “It’s so wonderful to meet you. I’m Alexandra Kennedy, but you can call me Alex.” I stand awkwardly in her embrace, conscious of the focused stares of her seven sons.

All eyes are on us.

She steps back, holding me at arm’s length. “Wow, I see my husband wasn’t exaggerating. You are stunning. Totally gorgeous.” Unease prickles my skin as she peruses my body. “Could you remove your sweater?”

Hello? WTF?

This family is so weird. With a capital W.

My eyes dart to hers as someone shouts out, “Now we’re talking.”

“Kalvin!” James reprimands his son, and a low chuckle rings out in the room.

“What?” I staple my arms over my chest, making my intent clear.

“Alex.” James’ tone is exasperated. “Leave the poor girl, alone. She only just got here!”

“Relax, sweetheart.” She pats my arm. “I’m only trying to gauge your dimensions so Courtney can organize your closet.”

“You could just ask,” I suggest. “And Courtney is …?”

“My personal assistant,” Alex confirms. “She’ll organize some things for you. Here’s her business card.” She thrusts a white, black, and red embossed card into my hand. “Email her your sizes and requirements tomorrow. I already have a few items in mind. With your figure, and your height, you can carry off most any look.” She taps a finger against her lips as she ponders something. “Have you ever considered modeling, honey?”

A chorus of groans echoes in the room. “Mom! Seriously?” One of the triplets climbs out of his seat and crosses the floor. “Do you have to ask every person you come into contact with?” He stops in front of me, mock-bowing at the waist. Lifting my hand to his lips, he deposits a light kiss on my skin. “I’m Keaton.” He straightens up. “And you’re hot.” He flashes a cheeky grin, and I can’t help but reciprocate.

“Um, thanks?”

“And that’s Kent and Keanu,” he adds, pointing at the other two triplets who have yet to make a move. The stylishly groomed one gives me a quick wave while the sullen-faced boy barely tips his head in my direction. “Don’t take their lack of enthusiasm too personally,” Keaton explains. “Keanu, a.k.a. ‘The Poser’ is far too obsessed with himself and ‘The Delinquent’— that’s Kent—is probably too busy plotting his next criminal activity.” Kent scowls at his brother with barely contained annoyance.

I’m trying to figure out if Keaton is joking or serious when the boy lounging beside Kyler pushes off the counter and saunters toward me. I notice a faint purplish mark on the side of his neck as he stands directly in front of me. Reaching out, he rubs locks of my hair between his fingers. I jerk back out of his reach. “What’s with the hair?”

“What’s with the hickey?” I retort, flicking my fingers in the direction of his marked skin. He tosses me a lazy smirk, as Keaton chuckles.

“Kalvin! Stop,” Alex says, staging an intervention. “You’re being very rude.”

“We weren’t the one asking for her bra size.” Kalvin sends me a wolfish grin as he zones in on my chest. “C cup, if I had to guess. Of course”—he gives me a flirtatious wink—“I’d be more accurate if you let me feel.” He cups his hands suggestively. Keaton shakes his head and rolls his eyes.

I moisten my dry lips. “In your dreams, sunshine.”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart”— he strokes my arm in a languid manner—“you’ll definitely be featuring in a few wet dreams.”

Ugh. TMI.

James wrestles Kalvin away from me. “That’s enough! I will not listen to any more of that disgusting talk. Sit down, and don’t even attempt to speak to your cousin until you regain a civil tongue.”

Kalvin flips up his middle finger as he takes a seat at the table. “Love you too, Dad.”

These boys are crazy. Certifiable.

One of the older boys—the scary well-built one—pushes off the island and strolls toward me. “I’m Keven.”

Saliva pools in my mouth. “Hi.”

He gives me a curt nod. “Not that this wasn’t entertaining, but we’ve got to head back to Harvard.”

“Okay.” I don’t know what else to say, and this boy kind of intimidates me.

The other boy appears behind him, leveling a vicious look at his dad. “If we’d known you were delayed, we could’ve arranged to spend the night, but you seem to have a habit of waiting far too long to inform us of important things.” He doesn’t attempt to disguise his embittered tone.

James shares a loaded look with Alex. “Kaden—”

He thrusts his palm in his dad’s face. “I don’t want to hear it. We’re out of here.” He tosses me a quick nod before clicking his fingers at his brother. Keven saunters out of the kitchen with him.

Okey-dokey, then.

Kyler’s “fucked up” comment from earlier isn’t so remiss now.

“I apologize for my sons, Faye,” Alex says, knotting her hands in front of her chest. “Are you hungry? Greta put some leftovers in the refrigerator.”

I shake my head. “Not really. I wouldn’t mind heading to bed, if that’s okay. It’s been a long day.” I’m still feeling nauseated, and I doubt I could stomach any food. Tiredness envelops me in a heavy blanket of exhaustion, and I yawn.

“Of course, sweetie.” She drapes her arm around my shoulder. “I’ll show you to your room.”

We pass through a succession of generous-sized rooms before landing in a resplendent porcelain-tiled lobby. I notice the K logo everywhere as we pass, and I have to make a conscious effort not to roll my eyes. It’s a tad over the top.

In the lobby, a decadent crystal chandelier hangs overhead, sending shards of glistening light raining down on us. An elegant glass display cabinet rests against one wall, filled with trophies and medals. Several black-framed photos and certificates reside on the other side of the wall, surrounding an old-fashioning-looking plaque that appears to be a coat of arms. A huge circular K logo is engraved into the center of the glossy floor. A narrow set of stairs resides at the back of the room, ascending toward a mezzanine level above.

We pass by the entrance door out into a corridor on the other side of the building. This part of the house seems more contained. Wooden doors line the passageway on both sides. Obviously, these are the bedrooms. Alex asks me random questions about school and my grades as we walk.

My room is more of a suite and almost bigger than my entire house back in Dublin. A gigantic bed occupies prime position along the rear wall. A massive walk-in wardrobe extends to the left with an en suite bathroom on my right. Light gossamer-type curtains drape across the wide window. I have a front row seat to the pool area outside. It’s lit up and the water looks so inviting. Various soft couches and eating areas offer plenty of ways to maximize the outdoor space.

A small path snakes from the pool area out toward the woods at the rear of the property.

“I hope you’ll be comfortable here,” Alex says.

I turn to face her. “It’s beautiful. Thank you for letting me live here. I promise I won’t be any trouble.”

She perches on the edge of the bed and pats the spot beside her. I sit down. “I already know that, sweetie. You’re family, Faye. You belong with us, and we hope one day soon to make that official.”

A layer of ice hardens my heart as I tilt my chin up. “What do you mean?”

“James and I would like to adopt you, Faye.”





Chapter Five
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All the blood leaves my body at once. A sharp, twisty pain lodges in the pit of my stomach, and the icy layer around my heart shatters, driving imaginary splinters deep into the very center of me. “Oh, sweetie, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Alex rushes to reassure me. “I just want you to know that James and I will love you as if you are our own flesh and blood. We want you to be on an even footing with the boys. For them to be your brothers.”

“Don’t I get a say?” My voice quakes.

Gently, she grasps my hands. “Of course, you do. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s too soon. I only want you to feel like a proper part of the family. To know you aren’t alone.”

One part of me gets that and is grateful, but another part of me wants to run as far away from this madhouse as possible.

I don’t know if I want a new ready-made family.

I still haven’t come to terms with losing the one I had.

Tears well in my eyes, but I blink them away. I scoot down the bed, propping against the headrest as I tuck my knees into my chest.

This is too much. I can’t deal.

“I appreciate the gesture, but I can’t even contemplate that right now. I have a plan for my future, and I don’t know where, or if, all this”—I wave my hands around the room—“fits into the overall scheme of things. And it’s way too soon to be even considering something like that.” The “adoption” word is stuck in my throat, refusing articulation.

I don’t want a new mum and dad.

I want my old ones back.

Her eyes are kind as she looks at me. “I’m sorry, Faye. That was insensitive of me. You’re still grieving. Take whatever time you need. We’ve no intention of doing anything without your approval, so don’t worry. Forget about it for now.”

I can only nod.

She stands. “Try and get some sleep. I’ll be away on a business trip for the next few days, but I’ll call you tomorrow. Courtney will be here, and she’ll get you anything you need. We’ll talk more when I’m back.”

She halts at the door, her fingers curling around the handle. “I’d prefer if we kept this conversation between us. We haven’t spoken to the boys yet, and I’d rather they hear it from us.”

“Sure.” Yeah, I’ve zero desire to drop that bomb on my cousins. They don’t need additional reasons to be wary of me.

The door snicks shut, and I flop down on the bed, staring at the stark white ceiling. Everything is foreign, and I can’t remember ever feeling this alone.

Stripping off my clothes, I take a long, hot shower.

Re-dressing in a pair of sleep shorts and my white lacy bra, I sit cross-legged on the bed and retrieve my phone from my bag. Quickly computing the time difference, I FaceTime Jill, hoping Rachel is with her and that they are still up. A comforting sensation spreads over me as Jill’s familiar face fills the screen. Rachel’s head materializes in the frame, and I grin. “How’s it going?” she asks.

“It is so
 good to see you. I miss you guys so much already.”

“Ditto. We can’t believe you are actually gone, gone
.” There’s a pregnant pause before Jill forces a smile on her face. “So, what’s it like there?”

“Honestly, it’s pretty insane.” I proceed to give them a blow-by-blow account of everything from the plane to the car journey to the house and meeting the boys.

“Ohmigawd!” Rachel shrieks. “I love Kennedy Apparel! Do you think you can get them to send me some clothes? I had my eye on this amazing dress from the autumn collection, but it’d bankrupt me to buy it.”

I roll my eyes. “Seriously, Rach? My whole world’s been turned upside down, and you want me to score you some freebies?”

She looks instantly chastised. “I know that, and I’m sorry. I’m just super excited. This is big!”

I get up and pace the floor. “I wish you guys could be here to see it with your own eyes. It’s … I can’t even find the words.” It’s fucking overwhelming, and I still can’t work out how I feel about it. “That K brand is everywhere, and all my cousin’s names start with K. I mean, it’s like no other letter exists in the feckin’ alphabet. It’s the biggest load of pretentious bullshit I’ve ever come across. How am I going to live with these people? My aunt and uncle seem decent enough, but my cousins are either downright hostile or cagey or ripping the piss out of me. I…” I rub a hand low on my belly in an attempt to calm my churning stomach.

A low whistle pricks my ears, and I jump in fright, almost dropping the phone. Kalvin is lounging against the doorframe, wearing only khaki shorts, which hang low on his hips, giving me a full view of his ripped abs. His eyes unashamedly rake me up and down, and anger ignites my insides. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Hey, hot stuff.” He pushes off the door and saunters toward me. “Who you talking to?”

Before I have a chance to answer, he’s whipped the phone from my hands and he’s introducing himself to my friends.

“I think I’ll have to immigrate to Ireland when I graduate. You lay-dees
 are mighty fine.”

Jill and Rachel practically drool at the mouth, and I shake my head. “You’re like a walking American cliché. Do girls here actually fall for that cheesy crap?”

He messes up my hair, smirking at my scowl. “Works every time.”

A snort escapes me, and he laughs. “The guys in school are going to go crazy for you. Hot and sassy is the ideal catch.” He lets out another low whistle as he circles me, his eyes inspecting every inch of me. Jill and Rachel titter like three-year-olds. Fat lot of use they are. “They’ll be walking around with permanent boners,” Kalvin adds.

I cross my arms protectively over my chest. “I’m not interested in boys.”

“You’re batting for the other team? Man, that’s totally hot.”

Another round of giggles emits from the phone, and I’m starting to get really irritated with my friends. Kalvin doesn’t seem to need much encouragement, and their juvenile behavior isn’t helping.

“I’m not gay.”

He winks. “Prove it then.” Puckering his lips, he makes a kissing sound as he steps in front of me with a devilish grin.

“Knock it off.” I shove a hand in his chest, keeping him at bay.

I ignore my friends who are currently acting like brainless dimwits, hollering at me to kiss him.

He leans in, sniffing my neck, and I jerk back in alarm. He cranks out a laugh. “Relax, cuz. I’m only messing about.” I narrow my eyes, and he laughs again. “Or maybe not.” He nuzzles my neck with his nose. “Maybe I’m into the whole kissing cousins mentality.”

Jill and Rachel start yelling demands at me again, and I snatch the phone out of Kalvin’s hands while he’s distracted. I press the button to disconnect the feed as he dips his head and presses his mouth to my collarbone. I nearly jump out of my skin.

“What the hell is going on here?” Caught off guard, I emit a screech, and the phone flies out of my hand, spinning across the room.

Kyler stalks into the room, his eyes moving from the stubborn set of my eyes to my mouth and onto my semi-exposed chest. I stare back at him, and we face off for a few seconds. My mouth is suddenly desert-dry, and the air is charged with … something indecipherable.

“Do yourself a favor, Ky,” Kalvin says, chuckling. “Don’t let Addison see you looking at her like that, or there’ll be hell to pay.”

Kyler grasps him by the shoulders, pulling him upright. “Don’t talk crap, and stay out of her room, Kal. I told you already. No sleazing. She’s our cousin, you sicko. Don’t think I won’t beat your ass.”

Kalvin snorts. “As if. I can easily take you.”

He’s clearly bluffing. While Kalvin is tall and broad and looks like he can take care of himself, he isn’t an even match for Kyler.

“Besides, we both know you can’t risk injury right now.” Kalvin sends him a smug smile.

“Out. Now.” Kyler drags him toward the door, and they both leave without even acknowledging me.

I gulp as I stand rooted to the spot. I’m not sure if I’m wanted here. At least not by my cousins. James said the triplets were excited, but that wasn’t the impression they gave off in the kitchen. With the exception of Keaton, and possibly Kalvin, the rest of my cousins didn’t exude overly welcoming vibes.

They don’t want me here.

I don’t want to be here.

At least we have that much in common.

Air whooshes out of my mouth as I claw my fingers through my damp hair. Remembering my phone, I scramble toward it, dropping to my knees. Flipping it over, I feel like crying when I see the smashed screen, and not just because I no longer have a way of staying in touch with my friends. This phone represents the last birthday gift I received from my parents. I wonder if it’s repairable.

I plop onto my bum, crossing my legs in front of me. Tears linger at the base of my eyes, waiting for instruction, ready to break free. And it’s tempting. Oh, so tempting. How I’d love to let loose, to let it gush forth like the Nile. But I’m afraid that once I open the floodgates, I won’t be able to shut them again.

A subtle movement at the door causes my heart rate to kick off again, and I lift my head. Kyler blocks the doorframe with his powerful body. Smoldering eyes lock on mine as he sticks me with an intense gaze. I wonder how long he’s been watching me and what insight he’s gleaned this time. I can’t show vulnerability around a guy like him. He’ll most likely latch onto that and try to use it against me. If he’s anything like me, he won’t be happy that I saw inside him, that I glimpsed a sliver of the inner turmoil he’s in.

I need to regain control.

Clutching the broken phone to my chest, I climb to my feet and glare at him. Throwing his words back at him, I snap, “Are you done drooling yet?”

A slight twitch of his lips—barely perceptible—is the only clue to his response. Stepping back into the corridor, he pulls the door shut without a word.

I crawl into bed, wishing I could fast forward the next few months.
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I wake a few hours later in desperate need of the bathroom. I’m creeping back into bed when I spy a lonesome figure trekking across the lawn toward the entrance to the woods. It’s too dark to tell who it is. Glancing at the clock on my wall, I note it’s past one a.m. What on earth are they doing outside at this time of night?
 If I wasn’t so wrecked, I might be tempted to follow, but I can barely lift a muscle. I watch the retreating form until it’s swallowed up by the forest.

I sleep fitfully the rest of the night, tossing and turning relentlessly. Jet lag and anxiety clearly don’t sit well together. At five a.m., I give up the fight and change into my swimsuit. Grabbing a towel from the en suite press, I head out in search of the pool.

The house is unearthly quiet as I pad through the empty corridors. After about ten minutes of trying different passageways, I finally find the exit leading outside.

The air is already balmy, even at this early hour. Lilting little chirps emanate from the vicinity of the forest as I slip into the heated pool. My limbs relax as I dive in and out of the water. Limbering up, I swim countless laps of the pool as day breaks, only getting out when I feel an achy exhaustion seeping bone deep. Wrapping the towel around my body, I head inside.

Faint sounds of music reach my ears as I walk the corridor leading to my bedroom. Curious, I keep walking beyond my door, beyond the corridor, and out into a wide recreational room. Huge black leather couches surround the biggest wall-mounted screen I’ve ever seen. Tons of Xbox paraphernalia litter the top of the low coffee table. A foosball table rests beside a pool table on the other side of the room, alongside a snazzy-looking stereo system.

A bunch of framed photos occupies one wall, and I move closer to inspect them. I spot Kalvin and at least one of the triplets captured in action on the football field. Others show a helmeted figure atop a dirt bike on a mucky track. Kyler, I’d guess, judging by the covetous display in the garage last night. There are photos of a younger Keven shooting hoops on the basketball court and ones of Kaden playing baseball. Professional modeling shots of one of the triplets look out of place, but there’s no denying the boy was born to be in front of a camera. He has that moody pout down to an art form.

I keep walking along another corridor lined with doors on either side. I sneak a peek into some of the rooms as I pass. One houses a private cinema complete with popcorn station and reclining chairs, and another grants entry to the indoor pool.

The music grows louder as I approach the very last room. I open the door slowly and quietly and peer in. It’s a reasonably sized gym with a multitude of different equipment. Kyler’s back is facing me from his position on a cycling machine. His well-defined legs are thrusting so fast I can’t even follow the movement. His upper torso is bare, and every inch of his muscled back glistens with sweat. Well-developed arms grip the handlebars as he lifts his ass off the chair and cycles half-standing. My eyes are glued to his firm ass cheeks, and my face flares up. He is sex on legs, and it’s doing funny things to my insides.

I may have only just met him, but I know his type.

Kyler is trouble.

Major trouble.

So why the hell does that excite me so much?

Why do I feel drawn to him instead of wanting to run a million miles away?

I don’t need to answer my own question. I already know, but I’m not willing to face facts yet; to acknowledge that I’m in way more danger here than I imagined.

Suppressing my concern, I quietly shut the door before he notices my presence.





Chapter Six
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Back in my room, I get dressed and carefully blow-dry my hair, wondering what Mum would make of my new, bold style. It seems appropriate that I no longer look the same, because, on the inside, I can scarcely remember who I am anymore.

Two of the triplets are already sitting at the table eating breakfast when I arrive in the kitchen. “Morning.”

“Yo,” Keaton—I think—says, giving me a thumbs-up. The other one, whose name I can’t remember, mumbles a measly hello under his breath.

The island unit is full to the brim with a variety of different foods. Taking a plate, I load up with scrambled eggs and bacon and pour myself a glass of cranberry juice.

I slide onto the bench beside Keaton and tuck in. In between mouthfuls, I try to draw the boys into conversation. “So, is there some trick for telling you guys apart?”

“He’s the one with the poisoned dick and the affliction for taking things that don’t belong to him,” Keaton supplies, jabbing his spoon pointedly in his brother’s direction.

I almost choke on my eggs.

“And he’s the one with his V-card still intact,” his brother retorts. His smirk is nasty as he points his finger at a rapidly reddening Keaton.

I feel instantly defensive of him. “Wow, thanks for clarifying that. Super helpful. Maybe I’ll just buy name badges.” A tinge of sarcasm laces my tone.

Keaton recovers, nudging me gently. “That’s Kent. He’s the shortest of the three of us.”

“Dude!” Kent protests. “By one-freaking-half inch.”

“It still counts. She’s looking for some way to tell us apart, and I’m explaining the most obvious way.”

Kent pushes his empty plate away, leaning his elbows on the table. “Keaton is the joker around here, and Keanu is the tallest and the vainest. Exactly the way Mom likes it.”

Both boys scowl.

“What?” I glance from one to the other.

“Keanu models for Mom.” Now I know which triplet was in the framed shots back in the games room. “That’s where he is now. At work
.” Kent spits the word out like venom. “He thinks he’s this major celebrity ‘cause his face has hit the billboard in Times Square.”

“She didn’t want you guys?” I’m incredulous, because all three of them are totally gorgeous and definitely model-worthy. Hell, the whole family is. Alex could probably save a fortune by lining her family up for photo shoots instead of hiring the latest supermodels.

Kent drums his fingers off the table. “Oh, she did. But there’s no way I’m doing that pompous shit. Modeling’s for pussies.”

“And there you have it.” Keaton drains his juice and slams the glass down on the table.

“Keanu does what Keanu wants. Always has.” Kent shrugs indifferently. “We’re too far beneath him now.” He stands up. “I hate thinking of this shit. Puts me in a bad mood. Later, bitches.” He strides out of the room, leaving a sour note in his wake.

“Don’t pay any attention to him. Kent’s angry at the entire universe.”

I twist to face him, swinging one leg over the other side of the bench. “I thought triplets would have this amazing bond. You guys aren’t close?”

“Nah, we are.” He looks reflective as he stares blankly out the window. “Not as much as we used to be.” He shrugs. “Guess we can’t stay joined at the hip forever.”

“True, dat.”

He grins. “I’ve always wanted to visit Ireland, and Dad has promised us so many times, but for one reason or another, it’s never happened. What’s it like?”

“It’s great.” I pull my knees up to my chest, resting my feet on the bench. “It’s so beautiful and the people are so friendly and”—a raw lump sticks in my throat—“actually, could we talk about something else? Anything else?”

His look softens. “You miss home.” I bob my head. “You don’t want to be here, do you?”

“I …” I sigh. “It’s not that. It all happened so fast, and I’m still trying to get used to the idea. Plus, your brothers don’t seem overly enamored at my presence.”

He leans in. “Try not to take it to heart. We don’t have an issue with you here per se; it’s just that Mom and Dad have been fussing over your arrival, and Mom even took a day off work. They don’t tend to do stuff like that.” A dark cloud passes over his face.

“I’m sure that’s not true.” I remember how James’ face lit up when he was talking about his sons.

Keaton shakes his head and a teasing smirk surfaces. “Look at me, hitting you with the heavy stuff already. We should go out and have some fun. There’s only two weeks left until school starts back so we should make the most of it. If you like?”

Considering Keaton seems like the only one who actually wants
 to spend time with me, I’d be a fool to turn him down. “’Kay. What did you have in mind?”

He opens his mouth to answer when we’re distracted by a new arrival. Kyler strolls into the room, wearing black jeans, heavy-style boots, a plain black T-shirt, and an open black leather jacket. Add his attire to his unshaven face, and the dangerous glint in his eyes, and he looks like a total badass. Aaaannnddd … it’s like a shot of pure adrenaline straight to my hormones. An unfamiliar coil twists low as fire explodes in my lower belly.

I was wrong last night. Kyler isn’t just trouble. He’s an apocalypse-level disaster waiting to happen. I need to find some fallout shelter to hide in. And quick.

Kyler plonks a heavy-looking helmet on the island, and it lands with a loud thud. “Joker.” He nods his head at Keaton as he grabs a covered bowl of pasta from the fridge.

I must be invisible.

“You eat pasta for breakfast?” The words fly out of my mouth unfiltered.

Kyler places the bowl in the microwave and switches it on. Slowly, he turns and faces me. He replies without even looking at me. “I’m in training.” The words sound begrudging as they leave his mouth, and that’s obviously all I’m getting.

“Training for what?”

Pouring a large glass of juice, he knocks it back in one go. His throat works hard as he swallows, and even that is sexy. He eyeballs me without replying. After a couple of seconds, I force myself to look away, pulling my legs back in under the table.

The guy is an ignorant ass.

“You heading to the track?” Keaton asks him.

“Yep,” is Kyler’s succinct response.

My brows knit together. Keaton notices, and he takes pity on me. “Ky is a serious dirt bike rider. He almost made pro last season. You’ll notice how dedicated he is when it comes to exercise and nutrition.”

Kyler slams his bowl down on the table as he slides into place beside his brother. “Keaton.” With that one word, he silences his little bro.

“Dad says you’re into swimming?” Keaton asks, deliberately changing the subject.

Kyler keeps his head down, wolfing his pasta, as he deliberately avoids engaging in our conversation.

“Yeah. At one point, I was serious about it as a sport, but”—I stop, well aware of the reasons why I gave up that ambition—“I guess I outgrew it,” I lie.

Kyler lifts his chin and stares at me. I plant my poker face on and wait it out. Sure enough, he relinquishes his interest when he sees I’m giving nothing away. When he’s finished eating, he gets up, snatching a bottle of water before he leaves.

I release the breath I’d been holding.

“Friendly, isn’t he?” Keaton jokes.

I only contemplate responding after his footsteps fade. “Is he always that intimidating?”

He releases an amused laugh. “For as long as I can remember, he’s rocked that mean and moody vibe but not to the same extent. Addison did a real number on him. He’s shut himself off from pretty much everyone. Now he lives for motocross and that’s about it.”

That’s the second time that girl has been mentioned. Judging by the comments, I’m guessing she’s an ex.

As if on cue, the roar of an engine tickles my eardrums, and I watch as Kyler emerges from the garage at high speed. The bike swerves from side to side as he expertly maneuvers it down the driveway and out of sight.

“Wanna head into town for a tour?” Keaton asks, his eyes lighting up.

“Sure. That sounds great.”

He jumps up, grinning. “I’ll meet you in the lobby in ten.”

I start loading our dishes into the dishwasher as a petite woman with neat gray hair enters the kitchen. “You must be Faye?” She smiles warmly.

“Yes.”

“I’m Greta. I work for the Kennedys. It’s very nice to meet you.”

“Same here.”

“Go on.” She shoos me away. “Unless you want my job?” Her teasing tone is kind.

I’m walking through the lobby when the doorbell rings. I open the door without hesitation and clock the stunner standing on the doorstep. She perfectly represents my vision of the all-American sweetheart. Her golden locks cascade down her back in flawless straight lines. Her slim figure is clothed in a short white mini-dress that displays her tan skin to perfection. Although she’s slender, curves flow in and out of her body in all the right places. Her lips are plump as they pull back in a sweet smile. Brilliant white teeth beam at me.

I hate her instantly.

I can’t quite explain it.

I can count on one hand the number of people I’ve taken an instant dislike to, and this girl is one of them.

And it’s not because she’s my polar opposite—I don’t like the vibes she’s emitting. Oh, she might look like butter wouldn’t melt, but there’s a viper hidden underneath the surface, waiting for the right moment to strike.

My guard goes up immediately.

“Oh, you’re new,” she says flippantly. “I’m here for Kyler.”

“He’s not here, Addison.” Keaton shows up, placing a protective arm around my shoulders. “And even if he was, you know he’d tell you to get lost.” Malice is evident in his tone.

Addison’s alert green eyes assess the situation. “Getting it on with the help now, Keaton? That’s low. Even for you.”

Keaton drills her with a contemptuous look. “This is our Irish cousin. She’s living with us now. Better get used to her face because she’s all anyone’s going to be talking about at Old Colonial.”

Addison’s eyes narrow suspiciously, as she takes in my outfit. The viper starts to raise its ugly head. Internally, I bristle at the obvious look of disgust on her face, but outwardly, I’m Switzerland.

“My bad. It’s unusual to see a Kennedy so”—she taps a manicured finger off her bottom lip—“casually dressed.”

What a nasty bitch.

“And it’s unusual to see you with your clothes on,” Keaton bites back. “So I guess that makes you even. Was there anything else?” He moves to close the door.

“Tell Kyler I called.”

“Bye, Addison.” Keaton slams the door in her face, and I laugh.

“Holy crap.” I lean against the side of the door. “They’re all going to be like that, aren’t they?”

His look is apologetic again. “Pretty much.”

“Oh, joy. I can hardly wait.”

“Watch out for that one—she’s lethal. Every pretty girl is competition, and judging by that reaction, you’re most definitely on her hit list.”

“Who is she exactly?” I ask, as we walk the corridor toward the bedrooms.

“She was the love of Ky’s life, until she ruined him.”





Chapter Seven
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Max, the Kennedy’s chauffeur—yes, they have a full-time chauffeur
—drives us into town. “So what exactly went down with Kyler and Addison?” I ask, as we sit side by side in the backseat. Purposely inspecting my nails, I’m trying my best to appear innocent.

Keaton splutters. “No way.” He holds up his hands. “I’m not touching that.”

I try a different approach. “It’s no biggie. I’m only trying to understand your brothers. Apart from you and Kalvin, the rest of them seem pretty closed off. Maybe if I knew what was going on with them …”

“You’ll find out soon enough, and then you’ll wish you’d left well enough alone,” he replies cryptically.

“What did … Kaden mean last night? He has some issue with your parents?” All the K names are confusing me, so I hope I’ve referenced the right cousin.

“You caught that, huh?”

“He wasn’t exactly subtle.”

He angles his body and his knees brush against mine. “He’s been acting like that ever since he turned eighteen. Keven too. I swear, for a while, I actually thought they were in some secret ‘coming of age’ club”—he gestures with his fingers—“you know, like Jacob and Co. in Twilight
 when they became members of the wolf pack and they couldn’t talk about it?”

I burst out laughing. “You think your brothers are shape shifters?”

He grins. “It’d be cool, right?”

“Totally.” I laugh. Keaton is so easy to like. “But I doubt that’s in the realm of possibility, so what do you think it could be?”

His smile withers up and dies. “I don’t know. Only that it’s nothing good. Things have been strained between them ever since. If the same thing happens when Ky turns eighteen next year, then I’m definitely reevaluating my wolf pack theories.”

He loops his arm in mine as Max slows the car down. “Anyway, enough of my idiot brothers,” Keaton says. “Ready for your guided tour?”

“Can’t wait.” A genuine smile plays across my lips as I beam at my cousin. I’m glad I’m developing a rapport with at least one of them.

We get out in the middle of a busy town. It’s modern but quaint. Keaton is animated as he points places out to me. We walk around for hours, peppering each other with questions. Keaton knows everything about everyone, it seems, and he introduces me to people left and right. The names fly over my head. Some are friendly, others less so. The boys seem more enthusiastic than the girls, and that isn’t in anyway reassuring. Most of them go to Wellesley Old Colonial, the private school my cousins go to and the one I’ll also be attending.

Spotting a bench, I plop down, and my aching legs offer up silent thanks. “I’m knackered,” I tell him as he drops down beside me.

He laughs. “You’re what?”

“Worn out, tired.” I grin back at him. “That’s a new one, huh?”

“Yeah, and I’m most definitely storing it for future use.” He gives me a cheeky wink. “How about I treat you to lunch, and then we can head back?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

He opens the door to Legend’s Diner and Family Restaurant, stepping sideways to allow me to enter first. A pretty girl with shocking pink hair and warm brown eyes shows us to a booth by the window. Keaton says hi to a few school friends before sliding in beside me. I order a Cobb salad and iced tea and settle back in my seat.

My eyes rove over the diner, and it’s like stepping back to the 1960s. The black-and-white checkered, tiled floor contrasts perfectly with the red-and-white themed booths. Quirky signs dot the walls at odd angles in a strangely stylistic fashion. Black, white, and red drapes frame the windows. It’s contemporary and
 old-fashioned, mirroring my first impression of the town.

People sit on high stools in front of a long counter at the top of the restaurant. An old-fashioned jukebox throws out tunes from another era, and my foot taps idly off the floor. A shadow darkens the tabletop and I look up at the musclehead clearly checking me out.

His shoulders are so broad it’s a wonder he squeezed through the door. Bulging arms stretch over a fitted green shirt, and he wears black cargo shorts and black-and-white runners. His sandy hair is half-hidden under a branded cap. “It appears the rumors are true.” He’s blatantly undressing me with his eyes. “Nice.” He whistles appreciatively.

“Fuck off, Jeremy,” Keaton says. “And stay away from her.”

“Now, now, little Kennedy.” Jeremy tousles Keaton’s hair in a condescending manner. “That’s no way to speak to your elders.”

“Speak to this.” Keaton gives him the middle finger, and I almost choke on my laugh.

“Don’t mind this douche.” Jeremy reaches out and takes my hand uninvited. “He is utterly clueless when it comes to the opposite sex.” Keaton’s face turns puce as Jeremy winks, then lifts my hand, and presses his mouth to my knuckles.

I wrench my hand back and pin him with a ferocious glare. “On the contrary.” I lean forward on my elbows. “Keaton has been perfect company all morning.”

“Damn.” He rubs a hand over his stomach. “You are too fucking cute. You’re killing me with that accent.” Lifting a hand to the side of his mouth, he hollers, “Yo, guys! Get over here already!”

There’s a virtual stampede to our booth, and I squirm in my seat. Keaton groans and rolls his eyes. At least seven or eight boys loom over the table, taking their fill of me.

They are all giants. Like, at least six foot three or more. Most of them are examining me as if I’m a Big Mac with fries, and it’s creeping me out. But I won’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they are getting to me. Schooling my features into a disinterested line, I stare impassively at them.

One of the guys hangs back. He’s very good-looking with blond hair and crystal-clear blue eyes. He shoots me a sympathetic look, and I smile. The boys in front of me go wild, and some jackass starts spouting crap about pretty Irish eyes and smiles. I tune them out as I wonder what kind of stuff is in the water around here.

“Clear out! Coming through,” a confident female voice shouts out, and the hot crowd dispels. I slump in relief. The pretty waitress with the pink hair slides a plate in front of me, nudging the remaining guys out of the way with her hip. “Get lost, Jeremy, or I’ll have you thrown out.”

“You wouldn’t dare, Rosie,” he retorts.

Fixing her hands on her slim hips, she glares at him. “For the millionth time, my name is Rose. R.O.S.E with no I. And I would, and you know it.”

He backs up, palms raised. “’Kay. You win. I’m going. Lovely to meet you, Ireland.” He winks, blowing me a kiss before he reclaims his seat.

Ugh. I shiver all over.

I look up at Rose. “Thanks.”

“No problem. He’s a total jerk, and he’s riddled. You should steer clear.” She winks as she moves on to the next booth.

“Does everyone from your school come here then?”

“It’s a popular hangout,” Keaton confirms, before taking a huge bite of his burger.

After we’ve finished eating, Keaton heads to the bathroom while I studiously avoid looking in Jeremy’s direction. He has barely taken his eyes off me the entire time.

A sign on the far wall summons me, and my feet move of their own accord. Leaning over the counter, I gesture for Rose’s attention, pointing at the notice. “Are you still looking for a waitress?”

“Yeah. You interested?”

“Definitely.”

Something flickers in her eyes. “Any experience?”

“I worked part time in a restaurant back home in Dublin, and I’m a quick learner.”

“You can handle yourself?” She gives me a brief once-over.

“Yep.” My eyes drill into hers, daring her to challenge me.

She ponders for a minute or two. “Yeah, I think you can. Hang tight.” She darts into the back, returning a moment later with an older man with dark hair and hard hazel eyes. His skin is heavily tanned and lined, and it’s hard to gauge his age. He is tall and broad with a flabby stomach that hangs over the band of his trousers. “I’m David.” He offers me his hand, and I shake it, trying not to grimace at his clammy grip. “I own this joint.”

We talk for a few minutes, and I notice Keaton hovering beside me with an amused expression on his face. David asks me to come back on Friday for a working trial, and I leave the diner with a massive smile on my face.

“Why the hell did you do that?” Keaton asks once we’re securely tucked in the back of the car.

“I need a job.”

He almost gags. “For what?”

“For money. What else?” I pin him with a skeptical look. “Haven’t you ever had a job?”

“Nope, and I plan to stave that off for as long as possible.” He leans back in his seat, holding his hands behind his head.

“I like working. It’s good to feel independent. And I like having something else besides school and swimming.”

“You don’t need to. You’ll get an allowance like the rest of us. Dad’s going to blow a gasket.”

“He’s not my dad, and I don’t get why it’s such a big deal.” I cross my arms, as a surge of irritation surfaces. I agreed to come and live with them, and I will be respectful of their rules, but they’re not going to cage me, or turn me into something I’m not. I’m no sponger, and I like to be financially independent. I refuse to take their money.
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The car drops us off at the front entrance, and the door opens immediately. A gorgeous blonde-haired girl waits to greet us, and I blink profusely. For a minute there, I thought it was Alex. Or a green-eyed younger version of Alex. This girl sports the same edgy haircut, the same type of stylish clothing, and an equally warming smile, except hers doesn’t quite meet her eyes.

“Courtney,” Keaton greets the woman. “You’re early.”

“No,” she chastises, pinching his cheek in an affectionate manner. “You’re late!”

I stand awkwardly in front of them, feeling like an intruder. “You must be Faye. I’m delighted to meet you.” If her grin was any wider, it’d split her face.

“Nice to meet you too.”

“Come on through,” she says, motioning me forward. “We have lots to get sorted.” She steers me to my bedroom, locking the door firmly behind us. “You didn’t email me your sizes, so I had to improvise.” She looks me up and down with a contemplative expression.

“My phone is broken. Sorry.”

“Oh, yes. Of course. Here you go.” She extracts a shiny, silver phone and hands it to me. “I switched your old sim over and transferred all your data so you should be good to go.” My mouth hangs open. This is the latest model and so hard to get back home. Plus, I have a custom Kennedy Apparel phone cover.

“How did you kn—”

She ushers me into the walk-in wardrobe. “It’s my job to know these things. Come, let me show you how to coordinate your outfits.”

I don’t know how long we stay in there, but it feels like centuries before we emerge into the fading daylight. Who knew trying on clothes could be so exhausting? I feel like I’ve just swum one hundred lengths of the pool with a ten-ton weight strapped to my back. I have never seen so many expensive clothes in my life. Thank God, none of them had any labels on. I’d probably collapse if I knew exactly how much my entire wardrobe cost.

All those clothes and not a single pair of jeans in sight. None of them is anything I’d ever pick for myself. Cute dresses, skirts, and tops are not my usual style. I’m much more of a jeans and tee type of girl.

“Faye?” Courtney drags me back into the moment. “Did you hear me?” A note of frustration enters her tone.

“Sorry, Courtney. I was a million miles away.”

She gives me a stiff smile. “I said do you need anything else?”

“No, I’m good.” I tuck my hair behind my ears. I’m not going to appear ungrateful. I brought enough jeans to see me through the next few months, so I’ll manage. “Thanks so much. I appreciate you doing all that for me.”

“It’s my job.” She’s decidedly snippy all of a sudden, and I detect a trace of bitterness. It’s almost imperceptible, and most would probably miss it, but I have an uncanny ability to pick up on stuff like that.

Mom used to say I was a shrewd people watcher, a good judge of character.

There was a time when I might’ve agreed, but after what happened, I realized the brutal truth: I was actually a terrible
 judge of character.





Chapter Eight
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Dinner is a pretty awkward affair. James must’ve decided to invent his own version of twenty questions as he launches into a lengthy interrogation, asking me all about my school and my friends back home. I notice he steers clear of any topic involving my parents. I’m not sure if that’s for my benefit or his. Kalvin smirks every time I speak. Kyler studiously ignores me, and Kent looks bored to tears. Keaton is the only one who engages in conversation with us.

I offer to serve dessert purely to take a break from the tension at the table. I’m instantly suspicious when Kalvin hops up to help. I’m slicing the cake when I feel a slight pressure against my leg. Kalvin leans around me to slide plates onto the counter. His body pins me from behind, and his hand lands heavily on my upper thigh. I shriek and every head at the table turns in my direction. Kalvin’s hand rubs up and down my thigh as he laughs quietly.

Is this his idea of a joke?

I decide to call his bluff. “I think it’s rather foolish to feel me up while I’m in possession of such a big knife.” I speak clearly, brandishing the sharp utensil in the air. “And you should know I’m not opposed to using it.”

The bench screeches as James shoves it back, stalking around the island unit toward his son. There’s a thunderous look on his face. Kalvin steps back, holding up his hands in defeat. “Chill, Dad. It’s hardly my fault if Faye has no sense of humor.” I whip around and glare at him. “You know I was only kidding.”

“Try that again and I’ll cut it off.” I slice the knife through the air to drive my point home.

James gently takes my wrist and removes the knife from my grip.

“My hand or my dick,” Kalvin asks, seeming unperturbed.

“That’s it. Out now.” James stabs a finger in the direction of the door.

Reaching around me, Kalvin grabs a piece of cake and stuffs half of it in his mouth before sidling back over to the table, blatantly ignoring his father. He drops onto the bench beside Kyler, grinning at me through a mouthful of chocolate crumbs. He sticks his middle finger up at James, and he sighs in exasperation.

Shaking my head, I hand the plates around.

I’ve only taken a couple of spoonsful of cake when something warm brushes against my leg. My eyes dart to Kalvin automatically. His devilish grin tells me all I need to know. I narrow my eyes at him as his foot starts stroking up and down my calf. His gaze is challenging. This guy does not know when to quit.

Let’s bring it.

My move.

Under the table, I slip my foot out of my sandal and discreetly angle my body forward. Very slowly, I lick the chocolate cake remnants from the back of my spoon in deliberate, seductive strokes. At the same time, I stretch my leg out and begin a journey up the inside of his leg. Kalvin’s eyes pop wide and he jumps a little, but his eyes stay locked on my tongue. Kyler glances sideway at him, following his gaze to mine. He surveys us intensely. Keaton and James are chatting away, and Kent is staring off into space, totally oblivious to anything around him.

I move my foot higher and higher, and a dark glint flashes in Kalvin’s eyes. His smile is mocking. He doesn’t think I’ll follow through. He’s about to find out that I don’t back down from a challenge. My foot hits that sensitive area between his legs and he gasps. I can’t hide my smile. I curl my toes as my foot makes a circular motion back and forth across his hardening length. A teasing smirk plays across my lips as I quicken the pace. The mocking quality is missing from Kalvin’s stare now, replaced by something much darker. I move my foot even faster, and he squirms in his seat. Kyler’s eyes drop to Kalvin’s lap, and I know he can see what’s going on, but his expression doesn’t falter. Kalvin jumps in his seat, rattling the table, and James levels a perplexed look at his son.

“You okay over there, Kalvin? You seem awfully jumpy tonight.” I don’t know how I manage to say it with a straight face.

He looks almost pained as he grits out, “Peachy.”

When it’s obvious he’s almost at the point of no return, I pull my leg back and sit up straighter in my chair.

Now, that’ll teach him.

The look in his eyes shifts, and he scrambles out of his seat as if there’s a nuclear-charged rocket up his ass. “Uh, bathroom.” He dashes from the room as I clamp a hand over my mouth to stop myself from exploding.

Kyler faces away but not before I see a slight smile tug up the corners of his mouth.

Kalvin may have won round one, but I’ve nailed this one.
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“Can I talk to you?” I ask James the next morning after we’ve all finished eating breakfast.

“Of course. Join me in my study.”

His study is located on the mezzanine level accessed by the staircase in the lobby. The master suite, which he shares with Alex, is also up here along with their private living area. He steers me into the study, and my jaw hangs open. It’s exactly like one of those libraries you see in old stately homes in the movies but without the high ceilings. It’s all dark wood and dim lighting. Row upon row of shelves is filled with thousands of books. An elegant mahogany desk and chair lies to one side while two huge grandfather chairs, covered in red velvet cushioning, rest in front of an old-fashioned open fireplace. It’s a million miles away from the modern interiors of the rest of the property. There’s a certain old-world charm about the room that is instantly inviting.

“Take a seat,” he says, and I plop down. He walks to his desk and retrieves two large leather-bound photo albums. “I presume you want to ask me about your mum?”

“Yeah.” It’s barely been out of my thoughts since I found out about my secret relatives in America. “Why were you two no longer in contact?”

He sighs deeply as he pours himself a drink from a crystal decanter. Noticing my skeptical look, he says, “I know it’s early in the day, but I need a drink for this.”

Sitting in the chair beside me, he looks lost in thought. His chin lifts and his piercing blue eyes stare into mine. He looks far too young to be a father to so many children. I guess it must be all the good living.

“I was nineteen when your mum ran away,” he starts explaining, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “We were as close as any two siblings could be. Closer, perhaps.” He looks away as the ghosts of the past resurrect to taunt him. His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. “Our parents died when she was fourteen and I was sixteen. Did she even mention that?”

“She told me her parents died in a house fire and that she had to fend for herself after that.”

He shakes his head sadly. “She wasn’t alone. She had me. In a lot of ways, we were better off. Our parents were … neglectful at the best of times. Saoirse and me were always close but never more so than when we were on our own. I got a job in the local factory so I could take care of her. I insisted she stay in school so she could complete her education.”

He clamps his hands around his nose and mouth. When he speaks again, he’s all choked up. “I was happy to do it. I loved her, and I only wanted the very best for her.”

James genuinely loved my mum. That is as obvious as the nose on my face. So what happened that Mum relegated him to the back of her mind? So much so that she acted as if he didn’t even exist? “Why did she run away? She must’ve been young.”

“She had only turned seventeen three months previously.” He averts his eyes. “We’d had a terrible argument, and she hadn’t spoken to me in days. I came home from work one day, and she was gone. All her stuff was gone.” He lifts the glass and takes a drink while I wait patiently for him to continue. My nerves are hanging by a thread. I chew on the corner of my fingernail, and my heart is thudding in my chest.

“I’d no idea where she went, and no one had seen anything. I was working a full-time job, so I couldn’t just take off to find her. And at first, I thought she’d come back. When she didn’t, I spent every weekend searching for her. I trailed the length and breadth of Ireland. I posted notices in all the main papers. I canvassed her friends continuously. But no one had heard from her. It was as if she’d vanished into thin air.”

I lean forward in my seat. “So, that was it? You never saw her again?”

He tilts his head back and drains the remainder of his drink in one go. Briefly, he closes his eyes. “Oh, I found her all right. Years later, when you were living in County Waterford.”

My spine goes rigid at the mere mention of our former home, but James doesn’t notice.

His eyes glisten with unshed emotion. “She gave me no explanation. She barely gave me five minutes of her time. God, she was so cold.” He shakes his head at the memory, and his breath rattles in his chest. “She told me, in no uncertain terms, to stay away from her. That she never wanted to see me again.”

“Why? Why would she say that? It makes no sense.” I implore him with my eyes. He must know the reason. Your only sibling, your only family, doesn’t cut you out of her life without justifiable cause.

“I don’t know what you want me to say, Faye. She never explained herself. All she told me was that she was happily married, and she had put her past behind her. She never even mentioned you.” He stares at the empty fireplace as he speaks.

I slouch in my chair as a wave of rejection washes over me.

James leans forward and touches my knee. “It’s not what you are thinking. She was protecting you.” I click my tongue. “From me.” My forehead furrows in confusion. “I told her I’d a wife and children, and she could see how devoted I was to my family. The triplets hadn’t been born yet, and Alex had only returned to work after Kalvin’s birth—the business had taken off by then—and I was a stay-at-home dad. We had more room here than we knew what to do with. I offered her the chance to move here, to be a family again, but she turned me down flat.”

He clamps a hand over his mouth again and hangs his head. I’m sensing how difficult it is for him to relive this, but my thirst for information outweighs any guilt. James regains his composure after a bit. “Alex is an only child, and although she has plenty of distant relatives, you were my boys’ only real cousin. Saoirse knew I wouldn’t let it drop if I was aware of your existence, and I think that’s why she didn’t tell me.”

He gets up and pours himself another drink.

“Yet she requested you as my guardian?” Something about this whole scenario doesn’t add up.

“I’m guessing she felt I was the lesser of two evils.”

I jerk my head up at him.

“She knew I wouldn’t turn you away, and she didn’t want you to be alone.”

I knot and unknot my hands in my lap. A messy ball of emotion sits like a heavy load in my stomach. Subconsciously, I twirl a lock of hair around my finger as I grapple with my feelings.

“You remind me of her so much. She used to do that, too.” He gestures at my finger, and I instantly cease twirling. He chugs his drink. The air is supercharged with heightened emotions, and I’m regretting ever asking.

I’ve more questions now than I started with.

Placing his empty glass on the table beside him, he opens one of the leather-bound albums, flipping through a few pages. “This is the last photo of us together,” he explains, pointing at a dog-eared creased photo. I gasp. It’s as he said—it’s like looking in the mirror. Her hair is bright red, and I instinctually touch my head. “She loved experimenting with her hair, and I was always handing over my hard-earned money so she could try out something new.” A wistful smile softens his features.

We flick through the rest of the album in relative silence. At first, he is explaining the circumstances and regaling me with the stories behind the images, but after a while, his voice gets more strangled until gradually he stops talking altogether.

A tidal wave of sorrow sweeps over me. Mum’s loss weighs heavy on James’ soul, and he’s been grieving for far longer than I have.

I always thought Mum was an open book. Yes, she was cagey whenever I asked her about my grandparents, but I thought that was because it was too painful for her to recall details of the house fire they both perished in. She led me to believe she was all alone after that, but she wasn’t. James cared for her. Looked after her. Made sure she didn’t go without. Why would she hide that from me? Was my father even aware?
 With all I’ve learned this past week, I’m now questioning everything.

On top of my grief is the sense that I didn’t know Mum at all. Because the mother who loved me with so much intensity and passion wouldn’t have lied to me about such important things.

But the awful truth is that she did.

And I want to know why.





Chapter Nine
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A loud commotion from downstairs distracts us. James is up on his feet in a jiffy, dashing out of the study to investigate. I follow behind him at a more leisurely pace, gawping when I spot the scene at the entrance.

“We need to speak to your father,” a well-built policeman in a black uniform is telling Kyler at the front door. His meaty hand rests solidly on Kent’s shoulder, and Kent’s arms are securely restrained behind his back. Keaton is shaking his head at his brother. Kalvin is lounging against the wall, failing to contain his laughter.

James bounds down the stairs two at a time. “What have you done this time?” he fumes as he approaches his son.

Kent’s swagger doesn’t fade as he shoots his father a knowing look. “Ah, the usual. You know.”

“Mr. Kennedy, sir,” the officer interjects. “Your son has been caught shoplifting again. This time the store is insisting on pressing charges, so we need to take Kent down to the station for formal processing.”

“I appreciate you swinging by, Officer Hanks. I’ll follow you in my car.” James grabs his keys as he turns to Kyler. “Inform your mother, please.” He leaves, slamming the door shut behind him.

My three cousins turn and face me.

I prop myself up against the balustrade. “Shoplifting? Really?”

“Don’t sweat it, cuz,” Kalvin says, sauntering toward me. “This is a regular occurrence. Dad will write a check, and the situation will be brushed under the carpet. Mom will have a few choice words for Kent when she gets home, and then it’ll be forgotten about, until next month, when the cops arrive on our doorstep again.”

“Why on earth would he shoplift? You guys are totally loaded, and it’s not like he wants for anything. I don’t get it.”

“It’s never about the stuff he steals,” Keaton says. “He never even attempts to conceal what he’s taking—he wants
 to get caught.”

Kyler folds his arms over his chest, observing but not contributing to the conversation.

“That’s a rather drastic way of ensuring attention.”

“Kent’s all about the drama,” Keaton confirms.

“And it’s a pointless exercise anyway,” Kalvin says, walking in front of me. “Mom’s engrossed in work, and Dad’s working on his handicap, so all he’s doing is pissing them off. Wait ‘til you see—they won’t pay him a blind bit of notice once this has blown over.”

Sure enough, when James returns from the police station with Kent, I hear him tearing a few strips off him before telling him to get out of his sight. Later that night, Kent strolls out the door to meet his friends as if he hasn’t a care in the world. Kyler tries to stop him, but James refuses to intervene, and Kent leaves looking like an earthquake is about to erupt inside him.

I actually feel sorry for him.

He must be feeling pretty lousy to resort to petty crime to garner attention. All the money in the world is no substitute for parental love. My parents weren’t well off, and I can remember plenty of times when penny-pinching was the order of the day, but I never wanted for anything, especially not love and affection.

I haven’t lived here long, but James and Alex love their kids. I’ve seen enough to know that, but they aren’t around much, and that appears to be at the root cause of Kent’s issues. However, I’m curious to know if it’s more than what’s on the surface. How much have Alex and James invested in trying to uncover the truth behind their son’s behavior?
 Whatever Kent is trying to achieve, it’s clearly not working, and I wonder how long it’ll take him to bring things to the next level.

I stand beside Kyler at the door, tracking Kent until he is gone from sight. “You’re worried about him,” I remark, not expecting him to reply.

He sighs. “Yeah. Someone has to.” He casts a scathing look over his shoulder at his dad.

“I’m sure your parents are worried about him, too. They probably just don’t know how to deal with it.”

“Well, they should know. They’re supposed to be the grownups.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s any easier to be them than it is to be us. I think it’s hard for the older generation to truly understand what we’re going through, especially when we resort to desperate measures to show them how we’re feeling because we’re incapable of using our words.”

His face turns a sickly green color, and I wonder what I said that apparently upset him. His eyes stare through me, as if I’m not even here. I lightly touch his arm. “Are you okay?”

He emerges from that lost place in his head, with a familiar-looking snarl plastered across his face. “Well, Dr. Faye, considering you seem to know everything, why don’t you tell me?” His harsh glare is challenging, but it’ll take more than that to push me away.

“You’re hurting.”

“Give the girl a gold fucking medal,” he sneers.

Ignoring his snippy tone and snide comment, I push on. “I’m a good listener, and I might understand more than you realize.”

He leans into my face in a deliberately intimidating move. His closeness does twisty things to my stomach that aren’t in any way unpleasant. My breath hitches as he stares deep into my eyes. I’m not sure that was the desired effect. “You know jack shit about me, and that’s exactly the way it’ll stay. Stop prying into stuff that doesn’t concern you. We may have no choice when it comes to you living here, but that doesn’t mean we’re all going to join hands around the campfire and sing Kumbaya. Butt out, Faye, or you’ll be sorry.”

Before I’ve even had a chance to respond, he pushes past me out the door like a tornado hell-bent on inflicting the worst possible destruction. I’m left standing there in his wake, wondering what the hell I said that was so wrong.
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James’ history lesson and that awful conversation with Kyler sends me into a depression of sorts, and I spend the next few days skulking around the house like I have the weight of the world on my shoulders. Everything is still so alien, and I feel like a stranger in my own skin. I don’t know if I’ll ever settle here or if I’ll always feel like an outsider.

Alex and Keanu are still MIA, and Kent and Kyler barely acknowledge my existence. Kalvin has been conspicuous by his absence. I’ve no idea what he’s up to, but I’ve hardly seen him since our little “show” in the kitchen.

James drags me out to lunch one of the days and tries to get me to open up, but I deflect all his efforts. My head isn’t a groovy place right now, and I just want to be left alone to work through my crap in my own time.

I meet with the principal of Wellesley Old Colonial High School, and I guess I must meet his approval because he sanctions my enrollment before I leave. Not that I can summon much enthusiasm. The school has the best of facilities, and I’ll want for nothing here, but a stuffy, snobby, off-putting aura in the air seems to linger on my skin, aggravating me. Maybe it’s true what some people say. That buildings do emit vibes, because this place doesn’t give me a warm and cozy feeling. I console myself with the fact that I’ll only have to stomach it until January.

Keaton manages to coax me from my room to the pool most days, but I’m quiet and withdrawn, and after a while, even he gives up trying to tempt me out of my vegetative state.

It’s Thursday, and I’m lying on a lounger attempting to read a book when Kyler steps out onto the patio. Wearing a towel over one shoulder and black swim shorts that rest above his knee, he looks like he’s just stepped off the pages of a sports magazine. I try not to look, but my eyes have a plan of their own. To be honest, he’s the first thing to spark any modicum of interest in days, and I welcome the distraction, even if I am still pissy at him over the way he spoke to me the last time.

Dropping the towel on a lounger across from me, he casually looks me up and down, his gaze lingering briefly on my bikini top. Little fluttery sensations twist in my stomach, and my mouth feels unnaturally dry. I shift around on my chair, but I don’t avert my gaze. It’s as if someone’s cast a spell over me.

It’s been the same with us all week.

No words are spoken, but I intercept his heated glances, as he no doubt catches mine. And it’s much more than his blatant warning to stay out of his way. There’s no denying there’s some weird attraction between us even though we are consciously avoiding one another.

Kyler dives into the pool in one skillful movement, and I’m mesmerized by the sight. He cuts through the water with precise, measured strokes. Muscles flex in his back and bulge in his arms as he glides up and down the length of the pool.

Watching him is turning me on, and I’m feeling hot and bothered—I need to cool down. Without overthinking it, I shuck out of my shorts and pad toward the other side of the pool and dive in. The water soothes my skin, but my body still burns hot for him. Wishing he didn’t affect me so potently, I deliberately avoid looking at him. I stick to my side of the pool, but I’m hyperaware of his attention. His eyes trail a scorching path along my body as I push myself to my limits. I swim harder than I’ve swum in ages, and the agonizing ache in my limbs is like a balm to my fragile state of mind. I’d almost forgotten how exhilarating being in the water can be. How much it strengthens body and mind.

The pitter-patter of wet feet on asphalt brings me back into the moment. I glance up in time to see a dripping wet Kyler walk into the house. My body sags in relief and a tinge of disappointment. I stretch my arms out on the edge of the pool, lean my head back, and close my eyes. Extending my body in the water, so I’m stretched out in one even length, I lift my legs slowly up and down, stretching my tired muscles. The water laps at my body like a gentle caress.

Fingers brush against my collarbone, and my eyes snap open. Kyler is crouched over me, his wet hair pushed back off his face and his eyes piercing me with dark intensity. I stare back at him, feeling the warmth of his breath as it fans over my face. Tiny beads of water cling to his skin, and I eye them jealously. My fingers itch to roam all over him, and I’m shocked at the depth of my longing.

My nipples harden under his keen gaze, and a throbbing sensation pulses low in my belly. The air is fraught with sexual tension, and there’s no way he’s not feeling this too.

Wordlessly, he holds out a bottle of water. I accept it, and our fingers collide. That simple touch detonates fireworks inside me. My cheeks stain a delicate shade of red. “Thanks,” I croak, barely able to form a coherent word.

His fingers still linger against my skin, burning through me, and my eyes alternate from his hand to his unreadable face. His fingers press into my shoulder more firmly, and my pulse throbs wildly in my neck. Tiny shivers rocket all over me, and I visibly shudder.

Kyler jerks back, as if electrocuted. Turmoil mixes with fury in his expression as he runs his hands through his hair. Shooting me one last meaningful look, he grabs his towel and darts into the house.

I release a shaky breath. Reaching up, I rest my palm against my collarbone, still feeling the searing heat from his hand.

Bloody hell.

What in God’s name was that?
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I’m lying on my bed a couple of hours later when there’s a loud rap on my door. “Faye?” Keaton calls out. “You decent?”

I’m not in the mood for company, but I don’t want to ostracize my only real friend in the house. Besides, I’ve come to the conclusion that I can’t hide myself away forever. Wallowing in a pit of grief and despair is the last thing my parents would want for me. “Come in.”

He swans into the room looking sharp. “It’s time to par-tay
,” he exclaims. “You up for some fun?”

I prop up on my elbows. “Whose party is it?”

“Ours,” he mumbles, heading for my closet. “You need to wear something that makes a statement.”

“Your dad’s letting you have a party here?” Disbelief resonates in my voice. He snickers.

“Hell, no. We always use the guest house in the woods, and the oldies are none the wiser.” He flings some clothes at me. “Put these on and I’ll meet you out by the pool.”

Deciding against the little black dress Keaton picked out, I settle on my favorite skinny black jeans and a tight-fitting black leather paneled vest top. The back of the top is some kind of sheer mesh material and the straps of my bra are clearly visible through it. I’m trusting that’s enough of a statement for Keaton. Tipping my hair upside down, I coax it into an artfully messy style and spray a shit-ton of hairspray all over it. A slick of red lipstick, a dab of blush, and a thick coating of mascara complete my nighttime look. A light squirt of perfume and I’m out the door.

Keaton lets out a low whistle when I emerge by the pool. He’s comfortably seated in a lounge chair, sipping from a bottle of beer.

We trek across the lawn, following the cream-colored stone path to the edge of the woods. Keaton chatters non-stop as we walk through the forest. He’s such a sweetheart, and he already feels like the little brother I’ve never had.

Fresh, earthy smells linger in the air. The path is clear and well lit. After a few meters, we approach a decent-sized bungalow nestled off to one side of the forest. A trail of smoke flitters out of the chimney, and though all the windows are draped, the house gives off a welcome, homely feel. “That’s Greta and John’s house,” he offers up when he notices me looking. “John is Greta’s husband, and he maintains the grounds,” he adds before I’ve even had time to pose the question.

As we walk past the edge of the house, I spy a dark-haired girl peering out at us from the side window. I lift my hand and wave. She waves back. “Who’s that?”

Keaton looks over. “That’s Lana. Their daughter. She goes to Wellesley Memorial High School. That’s the public school,” he adds for my benefit.

She looks nice, normal, not all blonde hair, sleek curves, and fake smiles like some of the girls we encountered in town. My feet stall. “Should we invite her to come with us?”

“She mainly keeps to herself, and that’s the way Mother likes it. She doesn’t want us associating with the staff.” He loops his arm through mine and pulls me forward.

“Your mum didn’t strike me as a snob.”

Keaton tips back his head and roars laughing. “Are you kidding? My mom is the Queen Bee of Snobs. You’ll see. Come on, we don’t want to miss all the action.”

We walk deeper into the woods, and faint sounds of music reach my ears. After a mile or so, my feet start protesting, and I whip off my heels, content to walk barefoot the rest of the way. The music gets louder and louder, mingling with the chatter of several voices as we approach.

Rounding the next bend, we arrive in front of a split-level log-cabin-style house with a massive, wide wraparound deck. Copious deck chairs and love seats are occupied with girls dressed in a variety of skimpy clothing and guys dressed more casually but nonetheless stylishly. Large buckets filled with ice and beer rest on a makeshift counter that’s been set up on the opposite side of the deck. Bowls of chips and dips are half-eaten. I slip on my heels. “How the hell do your parents not cop on to all this?”

“Mom’s traveling most of the time, and Dad’s out late most nights. Everyone sneaks in through an old, unused gate at the back of the woods so there’s little evidence of what we’re up to. It’s the perfect foil.” Beats pump out, merging with flashing strobe lights as Keaton escorts me up the steps and into the large open-plan room. Several hands go up as we pass, and Keaton high-fives a few guys. I catch more than my fair share of inquisitive looks, but he doesn’t waste long on introductions, guiding me swiftly through the house. We maneuver our way past the crowd dancing in the main living area. A few couples are making out in the shadows under the stairs, and sounds of heavy panting accost my ears.

A bunch of boys and girls are lining up shots in the kitchen. “What’d you want to drink?” Keaton asks, waving his hand at the counter where every type of alcoholic beverage imaginable is stacked. My cousins sure know how to throw a party. Rachel would be in her element here. “There are wine coolers in the refrigerator.”

James’ comment about the cause of my parent’s demise has been weighing on my mind. I don’t know if I’ll ever look at alcohol in the same way again. If I’ll ever have the stomach for it, or if I’ll always associate it with the drunk driver who killed them. “I’ll have a water, thanks.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “You don’t drink?”

“Sure she does,” Kent says, coming into the room from outside. “Didn’t you notice how hungover she was the day she arrived?”

I narrow my eyes at him. My parents just died, asshole.
 I think it, but I don’t say it. The words still hurt too much to speak them out loud. And I get that he’s pissed at the world and lashing out. He doesn’t mean it.

“That’s when you did this too? Right?” Kent runs his hand through my hair.

“What?” Keaton looks perplexed.

“She was brunette in those pictures Dad showed us.” He swigs from a bottle of beer.

“What’s it to you?”

“Nothing. It was only an observation.” He pushes past me into the heaving crowd out front.

“How are you the only one with normal social skills in this family?” I ask Keaton, accepting the bottle of water he offers me.

A hand snakes around my waist and I’m hauled back against a solid male chest. “I’ll try not to take that as an insult.”





Chapter Ten
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“Where have you been all week?” I ask, attempting to wriggle out of Kalvin’s arms.

He snickers. “Ah, did you miss me?”

“Like a hole in the head.”

Burying his nose in my neck, he sniffs appreciatively. “You smell gorgeous. Want to finish what we started the other day?”

“What’s he talking about?” Keaton asks, frowning.

Removing Kalvin’s arm, I turn around to face him. Damn, he looks good. He’s wearing jeans and a light blue shirt that brings out the color in his eyes. His shirt is unbuttoned and rolled up to the elbows, highlighting his strong arms and impressive six-pack. His hair is falling in lazy waves over his forehead, giving off an air of calculated indifference.

He smirks as he notices my approving gaze, and I stick my tongue out at him. “I believe I won that round.” I unscrew the cap off my water and lift it to my lips.

“I’ll allow it.” He yanks the bottle out of my hands and takes a quick glug. “But you still owe me.”

“In your dreams, cuz.” I push the bottle back at him when he tries to return it. “I’m not drinking that now. God knows what I’ll catch.”

Keaton laughs as he tosses another bottle of water my way. “She catches on quick.” He winks at me.

Kalvin smiles. “You’re all right, Faye.”

I send him a derogatory look. “High praise indeed,” I mutter.

He laughs. “Don’t push it.”

“Does that mean you’ll lay off all the pretend sleazy stuff?”

“Not a chance in hell.” He playfully tweaks my nose, and I swat his hand away. “And who says I’m pretending?” He leans down, pinning me with mischievous eyes. “It’s too much fun, and I’m only warming up.” He winks, as two small hands creep under his shirt, wrapping around his bare chest.

“I was looking everywhere for you.” I hear the phony pout in the girl’s voice.

Kalvin slaps his arm around the petite brunette, hauling her into his side. “I came to say hi to my cuz, but I’m all yours now, babe.” The girl eyes me suspiciously, as she runs her hand dangerously low over Kalvin’s abs. He bends down and sets a searing kiss on her lips. The girl curls into him, all but crawling up his body. His fingers dip into the band of her skirt, and she moans her approval. Reaching down, she cups the front of his trousers and starts fondling his crotch.

Okay then.

“Don’t mind us,” I murmur.

Kalvin emits a low, primitive growl, and without breaking the kiss, he maneuvers them out of the room.

“Damn,” I say, fanning myself. “I think I got pregnant just watching.”

Keaton snickers. “I wouldn’t be surprised if that was part of his repertoire.”

An intoxicating haze sweeps over me, causing all the tiny hairs on my arms to stand firmly to attention.

Instinctively, I scan the room for him.

Kyler is watching, through the window, from his place on the deck. Leaning back against the railing, he stares at me through dark, clouded eyes. My heart starts pounding in my chest as I level him with a similar stare. He inserts a finger in his mouth, sucking suggestively as he moves it slowly in and out. Saliva pools in my mouth, and that one tiny gesture sends warmth flooding to my core. His lips curve into a cocky grin, and I’m pretty sure he’s well aware of the effect he has on girls.

On this
 girl.

Even though he’s outside, electricity sizzles in the air. I’ve never felt such an instant, heady attraction to a guy before. With Luke, it was a steady, innocent build-up over time and more of a sweet-butterfly-type feeling in the pit of my stomach.

This is the complete opposite of that.

Kyler emits dangerous, seductive vibes that speak directly to that secret chamber inside me. It’s like he possesses a silent calling card that resurrects a hidden wild part of me. One heated look from him, and my body ignites with lust.

I still can’t decide whether I want to run toward
 it or from
 it.

His mixed signals aren’t helping either. It’s almost as if he’s punishing me for this attraction between us.

And is it right to have these kinds of feelings and thoughts about my cousin? It’s kind of weird to refer to him as that, because he’s still a complete stranger to me, and the way I react to him is the same way I’d react to any boy I’m attracted to. Does it really matter if, technically, we’re related? In Ireland, there’s no legal impediment to being with your cousin, but I’m sure it’s forbidden in plenty of places. Considering I grew up thinking I had no cousins, this isn’t something I’ve ever given much thought to. I’m not sure whether it matters either way.

I probably shouldn’t
 be having these thoughts about Kyler, but I’m powerless to resist the insistent pull between us.

He hasn’t looked away this whole time. His eyes sear me, spear me, and I’m seconds away from storming outside—to do what, I’m not sure—when a familiar blonde surfaces at his side, tugging on his arm and smiling sweetly up at him. Addison spots the look in his eye and the focus of his attention. Her eyes narrow to slits as she sizes me up.

Someone steps in front of me, blocking my view and snapping me out of my hormonally charged trance. “Hey, it’s Faye, right?” the girl with the pink hair from the diner asks.

“Yeah. Hi, Rose.” I give her a grateful smile.

She moves beside me, taking a sip from her wine cooler. Kyler has his back to me now, and Addison is draped around him, running the tip of her finger up and down his arm.

“You want to watch yourself with that one. She has claws and she ain’t afraid to use them.”

“You intervened on purpose?”

“I was trying to do you a favor.” She sounds a tad prickly.

“I’m grateful,” I rush to assure her, in case I’ve inadvertently offended her. “Thanks.”

Her shoulders relax. “Addison is a complete bitch, and she scares every girl away from Kyler. You don’t want to get mixed up in that shit.”

I frown. “What happened between them?”

“You don’t know?”

“My cousin has thrown out a few random comments, but I’m not aware of their exact history.”

She cocks her head. “Not here, follow me.”

We head across the house, plowing our way through the boisterous crowd writhing on the dance floor. I spot a few of the guys from that day in the diner scanning my every move. Jeremy taps his finger off his forehead in a form of salute, but I ignore him and the gesture.

Rose takes my hand firmly and leads me outside, away from the party. We sit down against the trunk of a wide tree. I kick off my shoes and curl my feet up underneath me.

“Even the walls have ears in there. What I’m about to tell you, you can’t repeat to your cousins. They don’t like idle gossip.”

“I won’t breathe a word. Promise.”

She reviews me with intelligent eyes. “I’m only telling you this because I saw the way you two were looking at each other, and if you decide to go there, you should know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“I don’t know what you think you saw, but Kyler can barely tolerate me, and he has hardly spoken to me since I arrived.”


Liar
, a taunting inner voice throws out. I wipe my sweaty palms down the front of my jeans. “Besides, he’s my cousin.”

She picks at the label on her beer bottle. “True, and if you decide to get with him, you can expect a ton of hostility. Personally speaking, I don’t think it makes any difference. You can’t help who you fall for, and love comes in many different guises, but most don’t share my view.”

“I’m not in love with him.” The words fly out of my mouth with urgency. Let’s not get carried away here.


“Not yet,” she teases. “But I know a horny look when I see one. You two are definitely hot for each other.” I open my mouth to protest, but she waves me away. “Stay in denial, if you like. That’s totally your business. I’ll tell you what you need to know so at least you aren’t walking into anything blind. Addison doesn’t miss a thing, and you can bet she’s already picking up on the attraction between you two.”

“Why are you looking out for me?”

She sighs. “Anyone would swear you didn’t want my help.” She pins me with a slightly irritated look.

“That’s not it. I …” I pull my knees into my chest. “I guess I’m just a naturally suspicious person.”

“That skill will stand to you around here.”

“So, what is
 the score with the two of them?”

“I don’t know the specifics, but Kyler and Addison were going steady for a couple of years. Ky was really into her, or at least that’s the way it always seemed to me. But she started hooking up behind his back, and it was months before he found out. I heard he was devastated, though he didn’t hesitate to dump her cheating ass the minute he found out. He’s always been a moody son-of-a-bitch, but he turned even moodier and more reclusive. He’s hooked up with a few random girls, here and there, but I haven’t seen him show interest in anyone.” She fixes me with a straight-up look. “Until now.”

A tiny sliver of excitement blasts through me.

“Lately, Addison has been all up in his face, like a nasty dose of the clap. She’s trying to sink her teeth into him again.”

“So he’s a man-whore, too? Is that like the new American pastime?”

She sniggers. “Nothing new about it, and no, Kyler isn’t on Kalvin’s level if that’s what you’re asking.” She shakes her head. “Addison messed him up bad.”

“I knew there was a reason I didn’t like her the minute I met her,” I admit.

“I presume you’re going to Old Colonial too?”

“That’s the plan, apparently. Do you go there?”

That incites a laugh. “Me?” Her eyes grow wide as she gestures toward herself. “Nuh-uh. I’m from the wrong side of town, and my parents don’t have that kind of money. I go to Wellesley Memorial High School. We’ve got our fair share of dicks there too, but at least they don’t try and hide what they are. You’ll need to keep your wits about you in O.C. They’ll eat you for breakfast otherwise.”

“Noted, thanks. I’ve seen enough American TV shows to have a fairly accurate idea of what to expect.”

“Girl, if that’s what you’re basing it on, you’re in for a shock. Imagine the very worst and multiple it a hundredfold, no, a thousandfold, and then maybe you’ll have some idea of what’s lying in wait. They devour regular ole newcomers but they’ll be out to annihilate
 you.”

“Why?”

She twists around so she’s facing me, hugging her bottle between her legs. “So many reasons. One, you’re totally hot. Two, you’re from Ireland, and you have that whole cute accent thing down pat. Three, Addison commands the girls in that school like a commander in chief, and given what I’ve witnessed, you are now top of her hit list. Plus, you’re living with the Kennedy boys, and the girls will want to rip you from limb to limb for that fact alone. I could keep going, but I think you get the gist.”

“Great. Something else to look forward to.” I massage my temples.

“Expect the unexpected, and don’t let them bully you, and they’ll eventually go away.” She doesn’t sound too reassuring or look too hopeful.

“Pity you don’t go there. It’d be nice to have at least one friend.”

“I know. I moved here three years ago from Colorado, so I understand how hard it can be to fit in, but I think you’ll be fine.” She climbs to her feet. “I’m going to call it a night. Early start tomorrow.”

I slip my shoes back on. “I’d better go find Keaton. I’ll see you at work?”

“Definitely.” She waves as she makes her exit.

I’m walking back toward the house when the sound of voices reaches me. “Come on, Ky. You know I’m sorry. If you let me, I’ll show you just how sorry I am.” The girl’s tone is husky and suggestive.

“You don’t deserve a second chance, Addison. You blew it with me.”

Kyler’s deep cadence sends chills all over me. I lean against the nearest tree and cautiously peek around it. Kyler and Addison are on a deserted part of the deck, by themselves. He’s leaning against the wall with his arms folded in a protective stance across his body.

Addison is pressing into him with her arms slung low around his waist. An inexplicable surge of jealousy waylays me. “Baby. You know you miss me. I know what you need, and I’m prepared to give it to you, but I’m not going to keep offering. Addison Sinclair doesn’t beg. She doesn’t have to. Guys are falling over themselves to date me.”

What a conceited stuck-up bitch! And I despise girls who refer to themselves in third person. What an idiot
. A disgusted snort escapes my mouth before I can apply a filter. I clamp a hand over my lips as I flatten my back to the tree. My blood pressure skyrockets. Crap!
 They can’t find me spying on them! But I’m stuck here, because if I try to flee, they’ll see me. My pulse picks up, and I swallow the panicked lump in my throat.

“What was that?” Addison asks.

“Nothing, babe.” Kyler’s attitude isn’t as cold as before. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I knew you would come around to my way of thinking eventually,” she purrs.

There is silence for a minute, and all I can hear is the panicked beating of my heart. A nasty taste floods my mouth.

“Oh, that feels so good.” She’s breathless as she emits a little whimper.

I feel a sudden, compelling urge to puke. I risk another quick look. My eyes spring wide, and I stumble slightly when Kyler’s shrewd eyes lock instantly on mine. I gulp. He knew someone was watching!


“I know what you need too, baby. Let me take care of you.” He presses his mouth to a spot below her ear and starts trailing a line of kisses up and down her neck. He pulls her body in flush to his, and his hands roam along her spine. Dramatically throwing back her head, she offers him more access, and he takes it. His mouth moves lower, his eyes never once straying from mine. We’re caged in that silent place again. His hand inches down to cup her ass, and he squeezes. She moans again, and my cheeks flare up.

Holy shitballs for dinner, how did I get myself into this mess? I should look away. I want to, because the sight of them together makes me want to hurl. But I can’t tear my eyes away. Not when he has me locked under that enchanting glare of his.

His fingers creep under her dress, and she gasps. “Touch me, Ky. Do it, now.” That’s less of a request and more of an order. Kyler obeys without argument, and her moaning picks up pace.

My clothes are welded to my skin, and my breathing is labored as I continue to watch. It’s wrong on so many different levels, but it’s as if I’m under some kind of perverted spell. His hypnotic eyes have entrapped me, and I can’t find the key to release myself.

His hand moves faster under her dress, while his eyes stay fixated on me. This whole scenario is sick, depraved, but also grossly fascinating.

I’ve become a Peeping Tom.

And. It’s. Turning. Me. On.

She’s pleading with him now.

Oh, dear God. What is wrong with me? What has Kyler turned me into? Bile travels up my throat, and a line of sweat drips down the gap in between my breasts. I ache down below.

Kyler’s eyes haven’t left mine. Not once. And he hasn’t kissed her on the lips either. I find that a bit strange.

“I know you want me. Tell me you want me.”

He eyeballs me as the words leave his mouth.

A layer of ice smothers me, extinguishing the fire.

He isn’t speaking to her.

Looking directly at me, he smirks knowingly.

No, that sentiment most definitely isn’t directed at Addison.

Those words are meant for me.





Chapter Eleven
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The fog immediately clears in my head, and I stagger away, stumbling all over the place as if I’ve downed a hundred vodka shots. I need to get out of here, and pronto.

Kicking off my shoes, I take off in a sprint, running back down the path, away from this insanity. My whole body is trembling and crying out in need.

A shrill snap to my left grabs my attention. The dark-haired girl—the housekeeper and gardener’s daughter—is cowering behind a tree. What did Keaton say her name was again? I rack my fuzzy brain until it comes to me. “Lana?” I call out.

Startled eyes meet mine before she turns on her heel and takes off. “Wait!” I run after her, bristling as my feet move off the smooth stone path and hit the rougher terrain of the forest. Ignoring the prickling, stabbing pain underfoot, I give chase. But she’s damn fast, and I lose her almost straightaway. Cursing, I turn back around and start backtracking. It’d be just my luck to get lost out here. Spying the lit path up ahead, I charge toward it with purpose, not looking where I’m going. Tripping over a fallen log, I groan as I face plant the ground. A stinging pain tears at my foot, and I release a string of obscenities. Pushing off the ground, I sit up and inspect my injured foot. There’s a shallow gash across the bridge of my foot, clustered with dirt and debris.

“Super,” I mutter to myself as I spot the rip in one knee. Not only have I made a total ass of myself in front of my dickhead cousin, but now I’ve injured myself and
 ruined my favorite jeans. Way to go, Faye.


I’m limping down the path when a bulky, dark form steps out from behind the trees directly in front of me. Shock skitters through me. With my heart crashing against my ribcage, I emit a loud scream. Jeremy places a hand over my mouth. “Relax, Ireland. You’ll wake up half the neighborhood. Either that or give yourself a coronary.” He grins.

I slap his hand away. “Jayzus! You scared the hell out of me. Didn’t your mum ever tell you not to jump out in front of girls in the middle of the night?”

“My mom
 always told me to be a gentleman. I saw you wandering off by yourself, so I came to offer my services.” He holds out a beefy arm.

I try to quell the rampant pounding of my heart. “Thank you, but I’m grand.”

He chuckles. “You’re too cute.” I narrow my eyes. “Although,” he adds, pressing his mouth close to my ear. “There’s nothing cute about how you look right now.” He steps back, drawing his gaze up and down my body. A prickly sensation crawls over my skin. And I’m not talking about the good kind. “That’s all sex kitten,” he murmurs, gesticulating with his hands. “We should go out.”

I stare at him, slack-jawed, and he chuckles again.

“On a date,” he adds, mistaking my expression for confusion. “You do have dates in Ireland, don’t you?” He says Ireland in a real nasally tone of voice which grates on my nerves.

“I know what a date is, and thanks, but no thanks.” I move to sidestep him, but he blocks my path.

His smile loses its sheen. “No need to be hasty. Sleep on it.” When he moves aside, I release the breath I’d been holding. “I’ll call you.” Taking my hand without permission, he presses it to his lips. “Sweet dreams, hot stuff.” He winks as he retreats, heading back in the direction of the party.

Sleazy wanker.

I hobble back to the house, chastising myself for my stupidity the entire time.

When I reach my room, I tap out a quick text to Keaton in case he’s looking for me. I fill the bath and soak for ages, only getting out when the water has turned completely cold and my skin has started to resemble an eighty-year-old woman’s.

After dressing in the silky sleep shorts and camisole-type top Courtney provided, I turn on my lamp and prop up on the bed to properly inspect the damage to my foot. The gash is clean now but still sore to the touch.

Hushed voices trickle in through the open window, and I immediately perk up. Scooting off the bed, I crouch down and tentatively peek under the lip of the curtain. Kyler and Kalvin are out by the pool, and judging by their stance, they are arguing over something. I strain my ears to pick up their conversation.

“What the hell do you think you’re playing at?” Kalvin hisses, grabbing Kyler by the elbow.

“Butt out. It’s nothing to do with you” is the snarky retort. Kyler shoves Kalvin’s arm away.

“You’re seriously fucked in the head.”

“That’s rich, coming from you. You bone any female with a pulse,” Kyler growls.

“This isn’t about me. Man, she’s going to stomp all over your heart a second time. And you’ll be a fucking demon to live with again.”

I’m unsure how that would be any different from now.

“I know what I’m doing, and it’s not what it seems,” Kyler protests.

“I understand the need for vengeance, I do, but she destroyed you last time. Don’t give her that power again.”

“It’s not the same now,” Kyler snaps. “She means nothing to me. Less than nothing.” He batters his forearms.

Huh, could’ve fooled me. I’m presuming they’re discussing Addison—you know, the same girl he was pleasuring in the woods not even an hour ago.

Kalvin exhales heavily. “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into. She’s got to be playing some angle. If it turns sour, the fallout won’t impact you alone, either.”

“She wouldn’t dream of going after any of my brothers.”

Kalvin stiffens imperceptibly. “I’m not talking about us. I saw him
 watching Faye all night. Oh, he was clever about it, but I know that look. He’s set his sights on her. If you do this, you’ll only encourage him.”

The hair on the back of my neck prickles. What the heck? Is he talking about Jeremy?


Kyler rubs his chin, deep in thought. “Are you sure?”

Kalvin nods.

Kyler curses. “I won’t let that happen. Thanks for the heads-up.”

Kalvin scrutinizes his face. “You like her, Faye, don’t you?”

My breath hitches in my throat as I wait for his reply.

He shrugs. “Not in the way you’re insinuating. She’s part of this family now, or at least that’s the perception we need to portray. To the outside world, she’s one of us.”

That’s hardly a ringing endorsement. Well, don’t go doing me any favors, buddy.


Kalvin leans against the side of a deck chair. “Uh-huh.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kyler growls.

“I’ve seen you. You’re hot for her. Admit your weakness.” A smug grin settles on his face.

Kyler runs his hands through his hair, and my breath snakes out in noisy, cloudy puffs. “You’re an ass. She’s our cousin.”

It’s not exactly a denial.

“What the fuck has that got to do with anything?” Kalvin is incredulous.

“We’re family, butthead. That’s what.”

“There’s no law against it, and it’s not like we all grew up together. If you met in a club and you were attracted to her, you wouldn’t think twice about going for it. Why should this be any different?”

“Not everyone would share your liberal view,” Ky says, rubbing the side of his face.

“Hey, if you’re worried what others would think, you could always keep her as your dirty little secret. Man, that’d be superhot!”

“Go for it then.” Kyler’s gaze gravitates to my window, and his eyes narrow slightly. I duck down, silently cursing. Please let him not
 have seen me spying on him for a second time tonight. The earlier incident was bad enough. My heart is thundering in my chest, growing in intensity the longer the silence outside extends.

“What?” Kalvin asks.


Shit. Shit, shit, shit, shit!
 I slam my palm into my forehead as I slump to the ground.

“Nothing,” Kyler mumbles before adding, “Are you interested in her?”

“I’m not.”

“So that wasn’t you playing footsie with her under the table the other day?”

“Ha!” Kalvin straightens up. “I knew it! You’re jealous!”

“Don’t be stupid. Of course, I’m not. I told you, I’m not interested in Faye or any girl for that matter. Girls fuck with your head. I’m done with relationships and all that shit.”

“Sure. That’s why you’re sharing all those hot and heavy looks with her. Because you’re not
 interested.” Kalvin’s mocking attitude is obvious in the extreme.

So, it wasn’t my imagination, or one-sided, from the sounds of it. That shouldn’t cause my heart to spike into coronary-inducing territory, but it does. A quiver of excitement races through me, and I shudder.

“Shut the fuck up.” Annoyance slips into Kyler’s tone.

I hear a loud slap. “She’s hot, smart, snarky, and
 funny. She’s perfect for you. You should totally tap that.”

“Cut it out, Kal,” Kyler growls. “You’re making something out of nothing, and you heard what Dad said. Faye’s off limits, so don’t go getting any ideas.”

James has warned them to stay away from me? Was that really necessary?

“All the more reason to go there,” he retorts.

I roll my eyes as I stretch up slowly and peek at them again. They both have their backs to my window now.

Kyler grabs Kalvin into a headlock, mussing up his hair. “So, that’s why you’re doing it? Dad should’ve known better than to bait you.”

“Asshat!” Kalvin extracts himself and hammers his fist into Kyler’s arm. Laughing and pushing one another, they wander out of sight.
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I’m padding quietly to the kitchen, lost in thought, pondering all I’ve heard. Kyler didn’t confirm or deny Kalvin’s statement, and I hate the well of hope that springs up inside me. This thing with Kyler is ridiculous, and he’s right about the cousin aspect. I’ve plenty of other stuff to sort through, so guys should be the last thing on my mind.

The problem is, I’ve struggled to evict Kyler from my head since that first meeting.

It is like he hypnotized me the minute we met.

Or maybe it’s the American air turning my brain doolally.
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I’m in the dark, foraging in the kitchen presses when that same intense sensation washes over me.

“You’d make a lousy spy.”

I slap a hand over my chest as I shriek for the second time tonight.

Kyler lounges against the counter with a customary blank expression on his face.

“You scared the crap out of me.”

“What are you doing sneaking around in the dark?”

“I’m looking for a first aid kit. I need a plaster.”

His brow furrows. “A what?”

“A plaster.” I shoot him an “Are ya dumb look.”

He still looks confused.

“For my foot. I hurt it on the way home.” I point at the aforementioned injury.

The corners of his mouth kick up. “You mean a Band-Aid?”

“Whatever. We call them plasters,” I mumble as he stalks toward me. My pulse, predictably, kicks into high alert. He stretches over me, and his body presses in closer with the movement. I close my eyes as I breathe in the musky, woodsy scent of him. Heat rolls off his sculpted body in hypnotic waves. I press my hands behind my back to quell the urge to touch him.

“Hop up.”

I blink my eyes open, staring up at him. “Wh … what?”

His hands land briefly on my hips, scorching my skin through my thin pajamas. Quick as a flash, he lifts me up, placing my arse on the counter. “May I?”

Mad, jumbled thoughts rush through my head, and a splash of color paints my cheeks.

His brows nudge up, and he looks like he’s fighting a smile. “Let me see your foot,” he clarifies, and I relax a smidge. I stretch my leg out, and he dips his head. I flinch when his warm fingers gently prod the damaged area on my foot. Ripping a Band-Aid open with his teeth, he carefully seals it over one side of the wound. He adds two more and presses down softly to ensure they have adhered to my skin. A flurry of tingles zips up and down my legs, sending a deluge of heat flooding between my legs. I discreetly press my thighs together.

Kyler traces the curve of my foot with the pad of his thumb, creating delicious tremors all over. An electric current charges the space between us as his hand clasps around my ankle, and he starts moving firmly up my leg. His skin is callused but not unpleasant to the touch. My breath hitches, and I can scarcely hear over the blood thrumming in my ears. My chest heaves up and down, and my nipples jut out through the flimsy camisole. His fingers sweep over my skin, and I bite down hard on my lip to cage my whimpering sigh of approval. Reaching the hem of my shorts, he stops, his fingers hovering so close to where I’d like them.

Gradually, he lifts his head, looking at me through glazed, hooded eyes. His gaze tracks languidly over my body, and he notices my obvious arousal. I gulp, and blood rushes to the surface of my skin, heating me all over.

A flare of desire sparks in his eyes, and he pushes my thighs apart. Stepping between my legs, he presses the length of his body against mine. I’m rooted to the spot, unable to move or even breathe as every inch of his hard, solid body brushes against mine. His breath is labored as he lowers his head toward mine. His eyes land on my lips with undisguised hunger.

I’m parched, and he’s the only drink I need. I lick my dry lips, and his eyes follow the movement with possessive intensity. My heart is barely contained in my chest, and I’m half-expecting it to take flight any second now.

Angling his head farther, he tilts downward, moving steadily in the direction of my mouth. My heart starts galloping in my chest.

At the last second, he changes course, putting his lips against my ear. “You were turned on earlier watching me and Addison.”

It’s not a question. More a statement of fact. One I’m not going to acknowledge in any shape or form.

“You’re turned on now,” he adds in a sultry voice. A tiny whimper escapes my mouth as his warm breath turns me into a pile of liquefied goo.


So are you.
 I think it but I can’t say it. I’m incapable of forming words right now.

He skims a hand across my cheek, leaving a fiery trail in his path. I squirm on the counter, more aroused than I’ve ever been in my life, and he’s barely even touching me.

Kyler has seduction down to an art form, if this is any indication.

He aims for my mouth again, and I stop breathing for a second. His eyes are blazing with need as he pins me in place. He runs the tip of his finger across my lips and I part for him. As his mouth lines up with mine, there’s only a minuscule gap between us. He peers deep into my eyes, and his lust-fueled glazed look no doubt mirrors my own.

Anticipation has my body locked up tight.

Suddenly, his lips curl into a sneer and he snickers.

The moment is gone. The heat in my veins extinguishes.

He steps back, creating space between us.

Disappointment wars with rage and humiliation inside me.

“You and me,” he says, gesturing between us. “I know you want it. You’re practically begging for it, but hell will freeze over before I touch you like that.”





Chapter Twelve
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The urge to flee is riding me hard. Humiliation scalds my skin, but I’m not letting him see he’s gotten to me. “Actually, we’re on the same page.” I slither down the counter away from him. “Because I don’t touch wankers with shit for brains.” I push off the counter, plastering the most venomous look on my face as I give him a derisory once-over. “I wouldn’t lower myself.”

“We both know that’s bullshit, but you continue lying to yourself, baby. Whatever makes you feel better.”

“Fuck you.”

“Wouldn’t you love to?” He casts a final derogatory look over his shoulder as he saunters out of the room.

Tears prick my eyes but I blink them away. I will not be reduced to tears by that fuckwit. The other day, I thought I saw a more tender side to him, but I was clearly mistaken. He is
 the sum of how he appears, and that’s not a compliment. My tears quickly transform, and I’m seething now. Beyond angry. Who does he think he is to treat me like this?
 Pumped full of self-righteous indignation, I storm after him, prepared to give him a piece of my mind.

Charging into the lobby, I slam face-first into someone and stumble back, crashing to the ground for the second time tonight. Jeez, can this day please be over with?


James curses. He crouches down on his heels, swaying slightly as he inspects me. “I’m so sorry, Faye. Didn’t see you there. Are you okay?” I instinctively shrink back from his stinking whiskey breath.

“What di …” Kyler marches into the lobby, his speech trailing off as he spots his dad and me.

James struggles to get to his feet, and Kyler’s face contorts sourly. He extends his hand to help me up, but I ignore it, and him, scrambling to my feet by myself.

“Get to bed, both of you, it’s late.” James voice is slurred, and Kyler’s face twists into an ugly sneer.

“You’re an asshole.” His acidic tone cuts right through me.

“I am your father,” James grits out between clenched teeth. “And you will RESPECT me!” He roars the last part, and I flinch a little.

I start to maneuver around them, not wanting to get caught in the middle of whatever’s going on here. James sways again as he tries to straighten up. He is steaming drunk. My eyes roam over him in amazement. He’s wearing a slim-fit black shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, trendy slim-fitting jeans, and black sneakers. All his clothing bears the signature K symbol—of course—but that’s not what’s surprising. He’s dressed exactly like his sons, and, to be honest, he looks absurd. That old chestnut, Mutton dressed as lamb
, springs to mind. I briefly wonder if he’s going through some type of mid-life crisis.

“I will respect you,” Kyler says through gritted teeth, “when you have earned that right.”

James jabs his finger into Kyler’s chest. “I have sacrificed everything for you! For this family! And this is the thanks I get?!”

“What have you ever given me?” Kyler pushes his angry face into James’.

“I gave up my life, and none of you give a shit.”

“You are frigging pathetic. A sorry excuse for a father. A husband. Maybe it’s time Mom knew what a whoring, cheating slime ball she’s married to.”

My eyes bounce from Kyler to James as aggression and hostility drives a further wedge between them.

“Where were you tonight?”

“That’s none of your business, Kyler.” Kyler squares up to him. “Go on, I dare you.” James rather stupidly challenges his son. Kyler’s jaw clenches and unclenches, and James barks out a laugh. “Yeah. Didn’t think so. Maybe the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree?”

“I am nothing like you! NOTHING!” Kyler shoves his dad as he yells at him, and I gasp, drawing both their attention. I think they had forgotten I was here.

James takes a step back, dragging his hands through his hair as he curses again. “Go to bed, both of you. We’ll discuss this in the morning.” Ignoring us, he stumbles toward the kitchen.

Kyler is pumped to explode. I see it in the rigid way he holds his body and the barely restrained expression on his face. An unbidden urge to comfort him accosts me, but I push it away. Much like he did to me minutes earlier. Humiliation regurgitates in the pit of my stomach, and I welcome it, using it to swat my empathy away.

I push off the wall and start walking toward my bedroom. Kyler’s quiet footsteps follow me, and a dangerous aura bleeds into the air. My hand is clasped around the door handle, when Kyler grips my elbow, swinging me around to face him. His rage is still boiling away underneath the surface, and the look in his eyes scares me a little. I’m not sure what he notices on my face, but his look softens. “Don’t try to fit in here,” he says quietly, “because you don’t belong. You shouldn’t belong. You should leave.” He stares at me, letting his words settle. Perhaps he’s waiting for a hostile reaction, but he can wait until the cows come home for all I care. I’m too tired and upset to enter into another battle with him. He strokes my cheek once and then walks away.


He’s a mass of contradictions.
 Unfortunately, that only seems to enhance his appeal.

I’m one sick bitch, that’s for sure.

Shuffling into my room, I climb into bed as if on autopilot. Even though the covers are tucked right up under my chin, I can’t stave off the violent trembling that has taken hold of me. Everything that’s transpired today plays on a continual loop in my head until, eventually, exhaustion consumes me and I conk out.

Both James and Kyler lay low the next day, obviously licking their wounds, and I’m glad. I still haven’t figured out what the hell is going on between Kyler and me and Kyler and his dad, and I don’t want or need any more drama. If what Kyler insinuated is true, James has gone downhill in my estimation. So far, he has been an absolute gentleman—but last night I witnessed a different side to him.

A side that I don’t much care for.

Not for the first time, I question why I didn’t do a bunk before he even showed up to claim me. Perhaps I should’ve sought a second legal opinion, and contested my parents’ will. Maybe I accepted this guardianship far too easily.

I hope I won’t regret the decision to come and live here.

Already, it feels like I’ve bitten off more than I can chew.
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I take a lengthy swim, allow Keaton to teach me how to play NBA on Xbox, and concoct a pasta bake and salad for lunch. Cooking has always helped calm me down, and I desperately need that today.

At four p.m., I am leaving the house for my trial shift at the diner when Alex’s assistant, Courtney, arrives. I stop in my tracks, assuming she’s here for me. Her features are pinched, and her face looks glum as she steps into the lobby. “What?” she hisses, noticing my gaze.

“Do you need me for something?”

“The world doesn’t revolve around you,” she snaps, and I’m taken aback at the resentment in her tone. Surely, that can’t be directed at me?
 I’m struck by the sense that she’s doing this job out of necessity rather than any genuine love for it.

As Max drives me to work, I’m nervous but excited. I’m actually delighted to be getting out of the stifling atmosphere in the house. Alex and Keanu are returning tonight, and I’m hoping that the ambience will have improved by the time I get back.

But it’s more than that. It feels great to have a job again. To have a purpose and something productive to occupy my time. I’ve worked, in some capacity, since I was fourteen, and I like it—the freedom and the empowerment that comes from earning my own cash.

Rose greets me with a big smile when I arrive. “I thought you might chicken out.” She hands me a uniform.

“Why on earth would you think that?” I ask, hugging the clothes to my chest.

“I’m wondering why you’re doing this. It can’t be that you need the money.”

I’m thinking that’s a little too nosy from someone who’s still pretty much a stranger. She was affable last night, and she seems like the type I could become friends with, but I don’t know her from Adam. “I have my reasons,” is all I offer up.

“’Kay,” she says pleasantly, not put out by my obvious evasion.

I change in the small locker room out back. The red-and-white striped knee-length dress and matching apron is not the height of fashion, but it’s comfortable and practical, and I can live with it.

Rose shows me the ropes, explaining how things work and showing me where everything is. In between training, she serves customers at the counter while the other waitress on duty attends to the customers seated at tables. After a half hour, she sends me out on the floor, and I get to it.

Time flies by, especially as the tables start to fill up. Friday and Saturday nights are their busiest times. Nothing like throwing the newbie into the deep end. But I’m enjoying it, and I think I’m going to like working here, if I get through this trial.

“Hey, you. Servant girl,” a sharp female voice says, and my head whips up. Addison is seated with three other girls at a booth in my section, holding her hand aloft in the air. “Oh, silly me. What was I thinking?” She looks to her friends, and they all feign apologetic looks. “I meant to say waitress,” she adds, keeping up whatever charade she’s playing. “That just slipped out. I hope you’ll accept my apology.”

I might if she’d offered up a genuine one. All manner of catty remarks lie impatiently on my tongue, but I won’t do anything to jeopardize this job, so I swallow my bitchy retorts and smile sweetly at her instead. “No problem. What can I get you?”

“We’ll all have The Works Burger with fries and extra onions and cheese,” Addison confirms, and my brows lift in surprise. Judging by the minuscule amount of clothing they are wearing, and the abundance of skinny limbs on display, I was expecting them to order water and fresh air. “Is there some problem with that?” She dares me to challenge her.

“Nope. I got it.”

“Thank you, Faye.” She smiles sweetly, and I bristle at her use of my name. Keaton never divulged that information, and I’m fairly certain Kyler didn’t bring me up in conversation. Gauging her intent, I can tell she wants me to know she’s been asking around about me. That doesn’t bode well. But hell, I knew this was coming. At least I know now that Rose was solid in her advice.

“No problem, Addison.”

“Is she hassling you?” Rose asks, when I duck under the counter.

“It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

“Cool.” Rose gives me an approving smile as I head to the register to input the order into the system.

Twenty minutes later, I slide two burgers in front of Addison and the redhead seated beside her while Rose carefully places plates in front of the other two girls.

“What is that
?” Addison inspects the food with a look of sheer revulsion on her face. You’d swear I just handed her a plate full of arsenic.

“The Works Burger with fries and extra onions and cheese, exactly as you ordered.” I keep my voice level.

She sends me a scathing look. “Do I look like I’d ever consume that amount of saturated fat?” She gestures toward herself while the other girls push their plates away in disgust.

Damn it! I knew she was up to something. I should’ve trusted my gut.

I know I should act professionally, but screw it; she has probably cost me my job. I have no cash to pay for this wasted food, and there’s no way I’m tapping James to come bail me out. He doesn’t want me working here, so I doubt he’d cough up, preferring if I got my ass fired.

“I figured you’d puke it up later.” An outraged look washes over Addison’s face. “Isn’t that usually what you do?” I say, angling my head to the side.

“I wouldn’t subject this
 body to that sort of abuse, and shame on you for suggesting it.” The other girls all tut-tut their disapproval. “Not that I expect someone like you to understand.” She skims my body in obvious disdain.

“Oh, I understand all right. I know exactly what’s going on here.” I cross my arms over my chest as I let her see my game face.

Her eyes glimmer maliciously. “Oh, goodie. I’m really going to enjoy this year.”

The challenge is set.

Let the games begin.





Chapter Thirteen
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I send her a malicious smile. “You know what, I think I will, too. I can’t wait to see you get what’s coming to you.”

Throwing back her head, she cranks out an exaggerated laugh. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.” An evil glint darkens the green hue of her eyes.

I bend over the table, putting my face right in hers. “Right back at ya. Do your worst, bitch. I’ve faced bigger threats than you.”

“Yeah, I’m definitely going to enjoy this,” she rasps, smiling as if all her Sundays have come at once. Extending her neck like a giraffe, she wiggles her fingers in the air, attracting my boss’s attention. “David. A word, please.” She clicks her fingers as if he’s at her sole beck and call. “I’d like to make a complaint.”

David approaches, looking from Rose and me to Addison and her friends. “What exactly is the problem, Ms. Sinclair?”

She pats his arm and her fingers linger on his skin. “How many times, David.” She emits a girlish giggle, and a sudden violent urge sweeps over me. How I’d love to wipe that sickly sweet smile off her face. “Call me Addison. All my friends do.”

I roll my eyes the same time Rose does, and we share a conspiratorial smile. Shame I’m going to lose this job. I would’ve enjoyed working with her.

“I know your waitress is new, and clearly struggling to grasp the concept of the job, but how anyone is dumb enough to mix salads with burgers is actually quite shocking,” she tells him. “Don’t your staff have to pass some form of basic intelligence testing before you inflict them on unsuspecting customers?”

You’d swear I was working for NASA, not the bloody local diner, for flip’s sake. Addison is testing every last one of my nerves. And we haven’t even started the fun and games in school yet.

I swallow the bile in my throat as David fusses over her, apologizing profusely and gesturing at Rose and me to clear the table.

I hold my head up high as I walk away with the offending plates.

“We’ll take those off your hands,” a husky masculine voice says. I look up into gorgeous blue eyes I’ve seen before. It’s the same guy I saw the first day in the diner, the blond jock who was hanging back from the crowd. I think he was at the party last night too, although I can’t be one hundred percent sure on that.

“You will?”

“Sure,” one of the guys behind him says. “We’re totally famished. Hand ‘em over.”

Rose winks at me, and I grin. Problem somewhat solved.

The blond guy slides into the booth beside his buddy, and I set the plates down in front of them. I grace him with a massive smile. At this moment, he’s the equivalent of my own personal knight in shining armor. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He smiles back at me, a real genuine smile without any hidden depth or meaning. It’s kind of refreshing. He’s
 kind of refreshing. “By the way, I’m Brad.”

“Faye.”

“What the hell, Brad?” Addison’s heels tap noisily off the tiled floor as she stomps toward the booth. “What are you doing?”

He motions toward the table. “Eating. What does it look like I’m doing?”

“That’s not your order!” she fumes.

“No, you’re right. It’s yours.”

“So you did order this?” David asks, also approaching. “What’s going on, Addison?”

“Nothing, David.” She grabs his arm, bamboozling him with that faux sugary smile of hers. “I guess it’s lucky for your waitress that she managed to resolve her fuck-up.”

I ignore the dig, happy to take this win.

I give Brad one last smile before heading to join Rose at the counter. “That was awesome,” she says.

“I know. Although, she’s only going to have it in for me worse now, right?”

“I doubt it’ll make much of a difference. I wonder why Brad did that.” She looks reflective.

“You know him?”

“Yeah, he’s t—”

“A word, please, Faye,” David says, officially ending our convo.

Rose gives my hand a reassuring squeeze before I follow him into his office. “Sit down,” he barks. I drop into the seat, preparing myself to be fired. “I don’t know what went on out there, but if you have some issue with Addison Sinclair, you need to keep that out of my restaurant.”

“I don’t have any issue with her. I arrived in this country a week ago, and I’ve only met her briefly a couple of times. She’s the one who seems to have an issue with me.”

Leaning back in his chair, he scrutinizes me, and I hold my breath waiting for his decision. “Very well, but I can’t have a repeat of that.”

“I understand, and there won’t be.”

“Apart from that incident, I think things have gone very well. If you are still interested in the job, it’s yours.”

I sit forward in my seat, my eyes lighting up. “I am, and that’s great. Thank you so much.”

“I’ll need you Friday and Saturday nights and short shifts on Tuesdays and Wednesdays. Give your details to Rose before you leave tonight. Provided everything is in order, you can start straightaway.”

I’m so glad Alex had the wherewithal to rush through my paperwork and that there’s no impediment to commencing work immediately. I stand up. “Thank you, David. I won’t let you down.”

I give Rose a thumbs-up when I return, and she high-fives me.

The rest of the shift passes by without incident. I didn’t get to see Brad leaving, to thank him again for helping me out of a hole. Thankfully, Addison and her group of bitches had left by the time I exited David’s office.

It’s after eleven when I get back to the house, and I’m bone-weary from being on my feet for hours, but it’s a happy weary. Despite the incident with Addison, for the first time since I got here, I feel like I might adjust. Like I could fit in.

James is pacing the corridor when I step through the door. “Can we talk?”

I drop my bag on the ground. “Sure.”

He guides me into his study. “I wanted to apologize for last night and for not seeking you out this morning.” I figured he was managing the mother of all hangovers. Either that or hiding from me. I sink into a seat while he props his ass against the edge of the desk. He knots his hands in front of him, and I try to smother my laugh at the get-up he’s wearing today. You would think the man married to the CEO of Kennedy Apparel would dress more age-appropriate. “You shouldn’t have seen me like that or borne witness to that argument. That wasn’t fair on you,” he says, and I drag my eyes away from his skinny jeans and form-fitting T-shirt combo.

“If I’m going to be a part of this family, you won’t be able to shelter me from normal family stuff.”

He crosses his feet at the ankles. “No, I suppose I won’t, but I doubt it’s what you’re used to.”

It isn’t. My parents rarely argued, and we had a good relationship. It wasn’t often that I raised my voice or gave them reason to raise theirs with me. I shrug. “It’s not comparable. There was only three of us.”

“I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable here. To feel uncomfortable around me.”

I didn’t. Not until last night. Kyler’s words are on the tip of my tongue. I want to ask James if the accusation is true, but I don’t think it’s my place.

“I don’t. Everything’s happy out. Honestly. I’m fine.”

He smiles but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Good. That’s good.” He scrunches up his face. “I’d, ah, prefer if we didn’t mention this to Alex. I don’t like her worrying about anything while she’s attending to business. She has a huge amount of stress on her shoulders as it is.”

I don’t dispute that. You can’t be CEO of one of the largest retail brands in the world without a shit-ton of pressure. But I wonder how much his request has to do with genuine concern for his wife and how much is about keeping Kyler’s accusation contained. I won’t lie for him. But right now it’s all speculation, and given my feelings toward Kyler aren’t all that charitable, I’m going to give James the benefit of the doubt over him.

“She won’t hear about it from me.”

The relief is evident on his face. “Thank you, Faye.”

I hope I won’t come to regret it.

“Sweetheart, there you are!” Alex says, enveloping me in her arms the instant I walk into the living area. “James tells me you found yourself a job?”

“I have. I’ll be working at The Legend’s Diner from now on.” I shuck out of her embrace, slightly uncomfortable with her over-familiarity.

“That’s fantastic. You could teach my boys a thing or two about the importance of goals and values.”

James crosses to the bar and pours two glasses of wine. He hands one to Alex, and she smiles up at him, but it seems a little brittle. “I worked in the family business from the time I was thirteen. Of course, I’ve tried to get the boys involved, but the only one who has shown any interest is Keanu. It’s one of the reasons why I introduced an allowance. I don’t want my kids thinking they can have everything on a whim. If they work for it, fine. But other than that, they have to budget for what they want.”

I don’t see any of the boys wanting for anything. Clearly, we have different interpretations.

She presses a bankcard into my hand. “Courtney should’ve given you this the other day.” A brief look of consternation flickers over her face. “Your allowance will be paid into that account every week. It is yours to do with as you please. If you have any extraordinary financial needs, please speak to myself or James, and we will discuss it on individual basis.”

I push the card back into her hand. “Thank you for the gesture, but you don’t need to do that. I have savings my parents left me and income from my job.”

She holds the card out to me. “Nonsense. You’re a part of this family now, Faye, and you will be treated the same way as the boys.”

She’s preparing to dig her heels in. Mum’s mantra flits into my head. Pick your battles, Faye.
 I decide to let it go. “Okay, if you insist. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I hope the boys are looking after you?”

I suppose it depends on the definition. I don’t want to land any of them in trouble, not even asshole Kyler, but I don’t want to lie to Alex either. “I’ve been spending lots of time with Keaton. He’s great.”

“I’m glad to hear it. He’s such a good boy.” She puts her arm around my shoulder and steers me into the kitchen.

Keanu shows me shots from his latest photo shoot while Alex heats up the soup Greta left for us. She places bowls on the table, leaning over to admire the frames. “Keanu is a natural in front of the camera.”

“I can tell,” I admit. “Who’s the girl?” I point at an absolutely breathtaking girl with midnight-black hair. Her sultry brown eyes are locked on Keanu, and their chemistry pops off the page.

“That’s Selena. She’s no one.” Keanu’s tone is clipped.

Alex musses up his hair, and he scowls, instantly whipping his hand up to smooth it back in place. “That’s not very nice.”

“She’s a work colleague,” he supplies, before turning his head to his mother. “Is that better?”

“Keanu, please.” Alex sounds tired.

“You started it,” he huffs immaturely, gathering the photos into a neat pile. “I’m going to hang with Keaton and Kent for a while before bed.”

Alex and I eat our soup in silence after that.

After I’ve rinsed my bowl, I make my goodbyes, grateful to escape to the sanctity of my bedroom.

I’m dressed in pajamas, sitting up cross-legged on my bed, chatting with Jill and Rachel when Kalvin comes barging into my room. I place the phone on top of my bedside locker, and sigh. Sliding off the bed, I hop up and take his hand. “I want to show you something.” I drag him out of the room and pull the door shut behind me.

“You see this wooden thingy here?” I point at the door. “It’s called a door. If it’s closed, it means the person inside wants privacy. In polite societies, people do this thing called knocking. It goes like this”—I rap my knuckles against the door—“and you only open the door when the person inside says you can come in. Comprende?”

Kalvin laughs. “You’re too funny.”

“Did I make my point?”

“Loud and clear.” He grins, giving me a two-fingered salute.

I open the door, but he grabs my wrist and pulls me back. “What now?”

“No one said ‘come in.’”

“Oh my God! You’re infuriating!” I slap him about the head, and he laughs again.

We walk into my room, and he flings himself on the bed, sprawling spread-eagled across the length of it. “Make yourself at home, why don’t ya.”

“Happy to,” he says with a saucy wink.

I throw the pillow at him. “Was there a reason for your visit?”

He slaps a hand across his bare chest. “Ouch. That hurt. Here I am trying to be a good cousin, and you shoot me down the minute I walk in.” He’s teasing, but there’s something serious at the back of it too.

“Spill. What’s going on?” I perch on the edge of the bed.

“Hey. Stop robbing all my lines!”

“You do know it’s virtually impossible to have any kind of normal conversation with you?”

“Normal is boring.”

I shove his legs aside. “You are the furthest from boring that I know.”

“Now I feel much better. You have redeemed yourself in spectacular fashion.” He leans back a little, giving me some space. “I did want to ask you something.” An earnest expression emerges on his face.

“Okay.”

“Did something go down at the diner tonight?”

I groan. “What did you hear?”

“That Addison was giving you a hard time.”

Damn, the grapevine is thriving in Wellesley, something it has in common with my hometown. I doubt there is much that’ll get past my cousins.

I pick at a loose thread on the duvet. “She was, but I handled it.”

“She’s a total bitch, and you won’t be able to handle her on your own.”

“I’ve dealt with her sort before.” My nostrils flare. “I can manage Addison.”

“That’s cool. But I want you to come to me if you need help with her. Don’t go to Ky. He’s in way over his head.”

The conversation I overheard last night comes to the forefront of my mind. “Okay. If she gets too much, I’ll let you know, but you’re not to involve yourself deliberately. I can fight my own battles, and if she thinks you are running around protecting me, she’ll only dig in her heels. I know her type. Let me manage this my way.”

He smacks a quick kiss on my cheek. “I can respect that.”

A pleasant warmth sinks bone-deep. While I like being independent, I can’t deny it’s nice to have someone looking out for me and comforting to know I have someone I can call on if I need help.

He springs off the bed like a panther in heat. He’s at the door when I call out to him. “Kalvin?”

He grips the top of the doorframe as he spins around to face me, showcasing his sculpted chest and abs.

“You are totally checking me out.” His grin is smug.

“What do you expect when you parade around half-naked all the time?”

“It’s too hot for clothes.” He sends me his best innocent expression.

“A likely excuse.” Something tells me Kalvin knows exactly the effect he has on girls and that he enjoys feeding off that. “Stop distracting me. I want to ask you something, and don’t read anything into this.”

He lowers his arms and leans against the side of the door. “Okay. Dying of curiosity here.”

“Do you know a guy called Brad?”

Kalvin has barely opened his mouth to speak when he’s shoved aside as Kyler motors into the room. Placing his hands on my shoulders, he pins me with a furious look. “Stay the hell away from Brad. And I’m not asking. That’s an order.”





Chapter Fourteen

[image: ]


“Screw you and the ship you rowed in on. And get your filthy hands off me.” I pull at his wrists, but his hold doesn’t budge.

“Ky.” Kalvin walks across the room. “Let go. You’re hurting her.”

He’s right. He is. His fingers are digging painfully into my skin, but I don’t think it’s intentional. He seems lost in an angry haze. “Who the hell do you think you are ordering me around like that?” I bellow.

Releasing me, he steps back, locking his hands behind his head. The look on his face is downright scary, and I step around the bed, standing alongside Kalvin.

“It’s for your own good.”

I harrumph. “Yeah, right. Like last night was for my own good?”

Kalvin’s gaze jumps between us. “What happened last night?”

“Nothing,” Kyler and I answer in unison.

“You should tell her,” Kalvin says to Kyler. “Then she’ll understand.”

“I don’t have to explain myself.” He shoots Kalvin a filthy look.

“The hell you don’t.” I plant my hands on my hips and lance him with my fiercest expression.

“Just do what you’re told. Brad isn’t a good guy. Stay away from him.”

I stare him down with a furious look of my own.

“Please.”

I shoot him an incredulous look. As if a little ‘please’ excuses his caveman-like behavior.

He rams his fist into the wall in a temper, making a noticeable dent in the plaster. “To hell with this.” With that parting sentiment lingering in the air, he storms out of the room, leaving a maelstrom of confusion in his wake.

“What is that dude’s problem?”

Kalvin exhales loudly. “How long have you got?”

“Know what? I don’t want to hear it. I don’t care. Nothing that comes out of that asshole’s mouth will make a blind bit of difference anyway. Brad is a million times nicer than Kyler.”

“Oh, fuck me,” Kalvin exclaims. “This is a mess.” He shuts the door with his foot and then joins me on the bed. “I can’t tell you everything because it’s not my story to share, but you need to understand that Brad isn’t the guy you think he is.”

“Enlighten me.”

He tucks my hair behind my ears, surveying me with keen eyes. “You’re very pretty.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Get on with it.” My patience is resting somewhere between fleeting and nonexistent.

“Addison was Ky’s first serious girlfriend, and he was craaaazy about her.”

“I guess there’s no accounting for taste,” I spit out cynically.

Kalvin continues, ignoring my little burst of jealousy. “They were an item for two years, and they were even talking about going to Harvard together. Brad was Ky’s best friend since kindergarten. He’s on the football team, and he’s into motocross too.”

I have an inkling of where this is going.

“Brad and Ky were as close as two dudes get, without coming out of the closet, if you catch my drift.”

I roll my eyes and urge him to go on.

“Brad was hooking up with Addison behind Ky’s back. It was going on for months before he found out. It shattered him. Overnight he lost his girl and his best friend. It’s been more than six months, and he’s still not himself.” He gets up. “Brad is bad news, and Ky is only looking out for you. We both are.”

I nod. “I get it. Thanks for telling me.”

After Kalvin has closed the door, a shrill squeal rips through the room. I pick up my phone, and Jill and Rachel are talking at ninety miles an hour, chattering over one another, and I can’t make any sense of their rambling. I’d completely forgotten they were still on the line—they heard everything.

Rachel is audibly palpitating. “You should totally shag Kyler. He is seriously fit, and I’m not talking about Luke-level fit. We’re talking Zac Efron and Liam Hemsworth level of supreme deliciousness. He’s a total ride.”

“He’s a total asshole, Rach.”

“You don’t need to actually like him to screw him.”

“Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”

Jill, always the more diplomatic of the two, interjects. “What Rach means is you need to get back on that horse, and Kyler is the perfect steed to ride into a state of orgasmic bliss.”

I flop back on the bed. “Not you, too! I’m not sleeping with Kyler. I’d rather sign up for invasive genital surgery than have sex with that tool. And have you forgotten? He’s my cousin
.”

Rachel splutters. “Cousin smousin! Who cares!”

“I think it’s majorly frowned on over here. Trust me, there would be plenty of people with things to say if I got with him.”

“Tell them to get lost!” Jill snarls. “We looked it up and it’s not illegal to date, or even marry, your cousin in the state of Massachusetts. So go for it girl!”

“You did what?!” I shriek.

“Take a chill pill, Faye. It took all of five seconds to find the info on my phone. And, you’re welcome.” She gives me a smug grin, and I wish I could reach into my phone and wipe it clear off her face.

“Doesn’t matter anyway,” I mumble. “He hates my guts.”

“Get over yourself,” Rach throws out. “He so doesn’t. We weren’t even in the room and I could sniff the sexual tension in the air.”

“You got all that over the phone?” I’m skeptical even if my heart is ridiculously hopeful.

“Yep,” they chime in unison.


Stop!
 I implore them in my head. I don’t need to be given any green light where Kyler is concerned. I’m already obsessing over him far more than I should. And he’s a jerk.

I. Don’t. Like. Jerks. No matter how good-looking they are.

Hanging onto the cousin argument was one way of convincing myself not to go there. But now my friends have me considering all kinds of options.

“I’m not discussing this anymore,” I huff, my finger hovering over the end call button. “Not until you two come to your senses and can actually offer constructive advice.”

I say it but I don’t mean it.

The fact is, I think they just have.
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I rise early the next morning and head to the indoor pool to do a few laps. I’m full of pent-up stress, thanks to Kyler and this mess that I’ve been unwittingly drawn into. My thoughts churn as I slice through the water. Addison has clearly put a target on my head, and I need to stay sharp if I’m to stand any chance of playing her at her own game.

But it’s Kyler keeping me awake at night.

I know he’s attracted to me, too; the evidence was pressing against me two nights ago. I also know that he’s toying with Addison as some form of payback. What I don’t understand is where all the cruel comments and mean behavior is coming from? If my only sin is feeling an inexplicable draw to him, then how has that invoked such wrath?

A part of me would like to believe he’s warning me off Brad out of some hidden protective nature. But it’s most likely his way of getting back at Brad for his betrayal. I’m a means to an end to Kyler. Nothing more.

A light breeze raises goose bumps on my arms, and I stop swimming, looking over my shoulder at the door noticing it’s slightly ajar. Strange. Could’ve sworn I closed it when I came in.

A small sound in the top corner of the room causes my heart rate to kick up exponentially. Daylight is only breaking outside and the lighting is dim in the room. I spot a shadowy figure sitting on the bench, quietly watching me. My heart rate accelerates to life-threatening proportions. I swim across the width of the pool, propping my arms up on the cool tiled floor.

Kyler is resting his arms on his knees, and his hands are clasped together. His gaze slams into me, and sudden unease trickles down my spine.

“What do you want?” I push wet, straggly bits of hair off my face as he continues to stare wordlessly at me. Every instinct roars at me to ignore him, to treat him in the same dismissive vein, but I refuse to sink to his level. I swim toward the ladder, conscious of his eyes following my every move. Drawing a brave breath, I pull myself up the steps and walk toward him with my chin held high. Water cascades down my body, soaking the ground underneath me.

His darkening eyes latch onto me as I advance, and I may as well be naked. My nipples harden under the intensity of his attentive gaze, but I resist the urge to fold my arms over my chest. I stop in front of him, towering over him for a change. Sweat plasters his hair to his forehead, and judging by his attire, he must’ve just come from the gym. “Why are you here?”

His eyes start at my feet and slowly cover every inch of my body as he takes his time checking me out. Although I’m outwardly shivering, I don’t feel even the tiniest bit cold. The look on his face sends hot tingles of desire all over my body, and I’m having a hard time disguising that fact. Fixing a knowing smirk on his face, he rises, stepping close to me until there’s barely any space separating us. Blood pumps ferociously through my veins, and my head is a cluttered, swirling ball of hormonal-induced confusion.

I step back, needing space to unclog my brain. In a matter of seconds, he has me pinned flat to the wall, his arms forming a loose cage around me. His lower body presses against mine, and I bite my lip to confine my needy whimper. Flippin’ hell. Why am I so attracted to this tool?
 Even the mere thought of any of my other cousins getting this close to me makes me feel ill, so why do I feel completely differently around Kyler? Why does this turn me on when it should gross me out?


He grazes his nose along the length of my neck, and a tiny moan escapes my lips. His tongue darts out, tasting my flesh, and I clench my fists tight at my side to curb the inane urge to touch him. My body is shuddering all over. “Brad is only trying to get close to you to get back at me,” he murmurs, running the tip of one finger across my collarbone. His gaze latches on to the swell of my breasts under my swimsuit, and his dark stare turns even darker.

Pressing into me again, he licks his lips, as the bulge in his shorts grows harder. My chest swells and deflates in demonstrative fashion, and my nipples are tight to the point of soreness. “Although I’m sure he’s happy to take it there. You’re definitely his type.” His fingers brush the side of my breast in a barely-there caress, but I still feel the pleasurable sensation all the way to the tips of my toes.

A bead of water runs down my face and over my neck, heading for the gap between my breasts. His tongue darts out and laps it up, all the while his eyes stay locked on mine.

It’s the singular most erotic moment of my life.

My core pulses with painful need as his hand sweeps over my hip and he moves his face over mine. His warm breath is intoxicating as he kisses the very edge of my mouth. I turn my head toward him, desperately craving his taste, when he jerks back with urgency. His fingers dig into my hips, and I cry out. “Stay away from Brad. This is your final warning.”

Stepping back, he treats me to one of his trademark smug smiles before blowing me a mocking kiss. Then he exits the room without a second glance.

I press a hand to my stomach, rooted to the spot, watching the door swinging in and out after him. Conflicting emotions are running riot inside me as I snatch up my towel and stagger from the room like a drunk after a rowdy all-nighter.





Chapter Fifteen
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After showering and dressing, and trying my best to shake all thoughts of Kyler from my head and my heart, I walk to the kitchen for breakfast. It’s empty. Guess everyone sleeps in on the weekend. I make a healthy fruit salad and eat it with some yogurt, before deciding to take a walk on the grounds.

As I step outside, Kyler shoots past me on a mountain bike, almost taking the knees out from under me. His feet cycle unbelievably fast. His focus and dedication is clearly keeping him in tiptop shape, I begrudgingly acknowledge. Still doesn’t excuse his behavior.

Less than an hour ago, he was all up in my personal space, and now he doesn’t care if he runs me over?

Jerk-face.

I flip my finger up at his retreating form even though he can’t see me—makes me feel heaps better, though.

Strips of buttery sunshine heat my bones as I stride across the lawn toward the woods. My book is tucked in the back pocket of my shorts, and I intend to find a comfy spot to read. Fresh, minty scents invade my nostrils as I make my way through the forest.

A sorrowful pang assaults me as memories of family walks in Djouce Woods soar to the front of my mind. Heartfelt misery twists my stomach into knots, and I bend over, clutching my torso as if I’m winded. Unimaginable pain rips through me, shredding vital organs in its wake. I sink to my knees, hugging my arms around my torso, desperately trying to hold myself together.

“Are you okay?” a soft lilting voice asks, and I stiffen. Glancing over my shoulder, I spy Lana looking at me with obvious concern etched across her face.

“You ran off on me,” I say, climbing to my feet. “At the party.”

Her cheeks flush red. “Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t mean to be rude. I was a little upset over something.”

“Anything I can help with?”

She shakes her head. “I’m over it now, but thanks.”

I walk toward her and extend my hand, super grateful for her distraction. I was starting to fall into a hole that wouldn’t have been easy to get out of. “I’m Faye.”

“I know. My mom told me about you.” She looks down at the ground as her cheeks stain darker.

“Greta’s nice, although I don’t think she’s happy that I want to actually use
 the kitchen.”

“You figured that out already, huh?”

“It’s no biggie.” I shrug. “I’ll work on her.”

She shifts awkwardly from foot to foot. “Do you have plans right now, or would you like to hang out? My parents are both working, so the house is empty.”

“I’ve no plans. That sounds great.”

I follow Lana as she guides us through the forest. “Mom is quite set in her ways, but she’s a big softie. She’s worked for the Kennedys for years, and the job means a lot to her. She likes to feel indispensable.”

“I can understand that, and it’s admirable that she’s so dedicated to her job. Trust me, she’s nothing to fear from me. I like to let off steam in the kitchen, that’s all. My mum was a fantastic cook, and I was essentially raised in front of a cooker.”

“You must miss her.”

“I do. So much.”

Lana steers me along the side of the bungalow and out around the back to a small well-worn decked area. Tasteful wicker furniture sits atop the raised area, facing out onto an impressive garden. Even though it’s not the biggest lawn—certainly not by Kennedy standards—it’s beautifully designed with flowers and shrubbery of every size and color. A large apple tree occupies prime position in the center of the garden, holding court like a majestic overlord.

“Wow, your garden is fab.”

Lana walks into the house via a side door as I plonk my ass into one of the comfy seats. She returns brandishing a jug with pink liquid and two glasses. “Would you like some lemonade?”

“Cool, thanks.”

She sets the lemonade down on the table resting between us and pours me a glass. “Dad maintains all the gardens for the Kennedys, but it’s more than a job to him. He’s the original green fingers.” She smiles and her whole face transforms. A fleck of amber glistens in her hazel eyes, and the smattering of freckles dotting her nose and cheeks sparkle like tiny little stars are embedded in her skin.

She rests back in her chair, taking a sip of her drink.

“How long have you lived here?” I ask as I lift the glass to my lips. The sweet liquid fizzes in my mouth. “Gosh, this is sooo good. Did your mum make it?”

She bobs her head. “We have pink lemonade on tap.” She grins. “And I’ve lived here my whole life.”

Now that’s an interesting nugget of information. “So you must know the Kennedys well?”

She looks off into space. “I suppose so, though I don’t hang around with them anymore.”

I take a big slurp of my drink. “How come?”

“It wouldn’t be appropriate for them to be seen associating with the help.”

I detect no bitterness; she’s merely stating the facts. “Is that coming from the boys or their parents?”

“Their mom, mainly. I don’t think James is too hung up on social norms, but appearance is the only thing that matters to Alexandra. Especially with their links to the infamous Kennedy dynasty. One mustn’t do anything to disgrace the Kennedy name.”

I lean forward in my chair, my hair hanging loosely around my shoulders. “What the what?”

She pins me with a disbelieving look. “No one has said anything to you? You don’t know about your own heritage?”

Of course, I knew Mum’s maiden name was Kennedy, but Kennedy is a popular surname in Ireland, so I would never have assumed any links to those
 Kennedys. And she never mentioned any connection. I shake my head in frustration. “Are you saying they—I—am related to JFK?”

Her brow puckers. “I don’t think you’re directly related to that
 side of the family. The connection is further back, and more distant. You should ask your uncle. He’ll fill you in.”

“Don’t worry, I intend to. Hhmph.” If what Lana is saying is true, it’s further evidence of my mum’s dishonesty. I don’t understand why she didn’t want me to know this stuff. I’m left feeling confused and hurt all over again.

We sit in comfortable silence for a bit.

“Keaton says you attend the public school. What’s it like?”

“It’s okay, I guess.” She pushes her bangs back off her forehead. “The teachers are decent.”

“What year are you in?”

“I’m a junior, same as Kal.”

“Kal? Huh? Someone sounds on friendly terms.” She stiffens in her chair, and her cheeks turn strawberry red. I think I may have offended her. “I’m only messing, don’t mind me.”

A nostalgic look spreads across her face. “He used to be my best friend. When we were kids, I hung out with them most summers. I even went to Nantucket a few times. Kal and I used to build sandcastles together.” Her look is wistful.

“What’s Nantucket?”

Her eyes ping with curiosity. “They haven’t told you about Nantucket either?”

“Nope.” I try not to feel insulted.

“Nantucket is an island off The Cape, and it’s where a lot of the wealthy Bostonians and New Yorkers have vacation homes. Alex and James purchased their house about ten years ago, and they spend a lot of weekends there. I think Alexandra would prefer a vacation estate in the Kennedy Compound in Hyannis Port, but properties rarely come on the market. Taylor Swift outbid her a few years ago, and I thought Alex was going to blow a gasket.”

She snickers, and her face lights up again. As she turns her head, sunlight glints off her hair, highlighting all the fiery red undertones. My smile falters as another reminder of Mum threatens to floor me. Blinking away the memory, I take another glug of my lemonade, hoping the almost sickly sweet liquid will overpower the sour taste in my mouth.

“I’m surprised they haven’t mentioned it. I’m sure they’ll take you there. It’s an awesome place. You’ll love it.”

“Lana? Where are you?” a man’s voice rings out from somewhere in the bungalow.

“It’s my dad.”

“Will he mind that I’m here?”

Her eyes crinkle at the corners as she thinks about it. “I’m not sure, actually.”

“Then I’ll go.” I drain the rest of my lemonade and hop up. “I don’t want to get you into any trouble. I’ll see you around?”

“Absolutely.”

At the sound of approaching footsteps, I hightail it out of there and jog back to the house.

No one is around when I return although I hear Greta humming gently to herself as she runs the hoover around the living area. I take the stairs to the mezzanine level on the off chance that James is here. I want to probe him about Lana’s claims. She was a minefield of information, as well as being a genuinely nice person. I can’t help thinking that the only girls I will meet—if I socialize in the Kennedy circle—are bitchy, spiteful types like Addison. It serves to further cement the view that I don’t belong in their world.

The sound of an argument greets me when I reach James’ study. The door is slightly ajar, and I hesitate outside, wondering if I should knock or go back downstairs and wait it out.

“Come in, Faye,” James calls out, removing the decision from my hands.

Smoothing my hair off my face, I step into the room. James is standing in front of the fireplace with his back to the hearth. Kyler faces him, standing rigidly tall, his shoulders knotted into solid, tense blocks of muscle. He’s wearing shorts and a sleeveless sports top, both of which are soaked in sweat and plastered to his body. His body odor wafts through the air, stirring my loins.

Again, I should be grossed out instead of turned on.

I’m genuinely starting to worry about myself.

“I need to reflect on it. Let’s pick this up later,” James tells his son.

“Dad, please. I need to tell them this week. Otherwise, it’ll fold. They don’t have the funds to stay open much longer. And it’s not solely for my benefit, think of all the other kids wh—”

James holds up one hand. “I’ve taken onboard everything you’ve said, and I’ll discuss it with your mother tonight. I don’t need you to repeat yourself.”

“Maybe I should have a chat with Mom myself.” Kyler lowers his voice, and there’s a definite edge to it.

James’ shoulders tense. “Are you threatening me?”

“If that’s what it takes, then yeah.” Kyler squares up to his dad, but his back is to me so I can’t make out his expression.

James looks like he’s ready to take a swing at his son. Curling his hands into fists, he stretches the skin so tight it blanches white. “Get out before I do something I’ll regret.”

Ky thumps the top of the desk in fury before stomping past me with a ferocious look on his face.

I start retracing my steps. “This is a bad time. I’ll come back.”

James sighs. “Don’t leave. My frustration isn’t directed at you. Come”—he taps the arm of the chair—“sit.”

I flop into the chair, crossing my legs. “Is there anything I can help with?”

He pours himself a glass of water and sits down across from me. “Don’t suppose you have access to the Tardis? It’d be handy if I could rewrite my own history.”

I peer into his eyes, wondering if he’s on something.

He chuckles when he spots my confusion. “Your mum never mentioned Dr. Who
 to you? We used to watch it as kids.”

“Nope. Guess it’s something else I’ll add to the list.” A flare of anger sparks to life inside me.

James arches a brow. “The list?”

“Of all the things she kept hidden from me.”

“We can watch it together sometime. If you like?”

“I’ve seen episodes of Dr. Who
! It’s not about the damn show!” I snap. Pulling my legs into my chest, I bury my head in my knees.

James perches on the edge of the chair, tentatively circling his arm around my shoulders. “I know, sweetheart.”

I lean into him, and it’s nice to feel like someone cares.

“Dad?” I jerk my chin up as Kent comes barreling into the study. He takes one look at the two of us and scowls. Before James can even acknowledge him, he legs it out of there without another word.

James squeezes my shoulder before retaking his seat. Deep creases furrow his brow as he stares numbly at the empty door. There’s a world-weary defeatist aura around him, and it makes me want to shower him with love. Clearly, he’s concerned about Kent. “I still remember the years when my boys thought I was Superman, Batman, and
 Spiderman, all rolled into one.” He runs a hand through his hair, and I notice it’s lighter than usual. I try not to gawp as I take in his newly acquired blond highlights.

“When all they wanted was to play ball with me. Or try and drown me in the pool,” he continues. A huge grin splays across his face. “Those were good years. Great years. When I lived for them and they lived for me.”

The grin fades away, replaced by a look of utter despair. He looks so sad and my heart aches for him. One doesn’t have to be a genius to see he adores his sons. Or that it’s breaking his heart that their relationship is on the skids.

“It’ll come full circle. Teenage boys are the worst kind of beast to tame.” And don’t I know it.

James smiles. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

“I am. I’ve been living in the jungle for over a week now.”





Chapter Sixteen
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A little while later, Alex informs me that she’s booked a restaurant near Boston Harbor for a family dinner. I’m not blowing off my shift after only officially getting the job, so I inform her that I’ll have to pass. She refuses to have dinner without me, so she leaves to reschedule the meal to Monday night instead.

I hang with Keaton by the pool all afternoon before getting ready for work. He’s such easy company, and I could get used to relying on him, but I can’t ride his coattails forever. Besides, I suspect he’s ditching his friends to hang out with me, and I don’t want that either.

When James shows up, beseeching us to play Xbox with him, I use the work excuse to bow out, allowing them some father and son time.

Rose is pulling up to the diner as Max drops me off. She slides off the pillion of a motorbike and waves as a helmeted mystery boy puts his foot on the gas and weaves into the traffic.

“Hey, girlfriend.” Rose greets me with a generous smile, fluffing out her hair with her fingers.

“Who was that?”

She pushes the door open. “That was my boyfriend, Theo. He gave me a lift from the pool.”

My eyes flit to her damp pink hair. “You swim?”

“Yeah, I’m on the school team. During summer break, I train with a private coach.” She ducks her head under the counter, and I follow her into the back. “It’s why I need this job. I used to work at the ice cream parlor, but they closed a few months back. I was lucky to find this job pretty much straightaway. I wouldn’t be able to afford the swim lessons otherwise.”

I’m surprised that she’s only worked here a couple of months. It seems as if she’s worked here her whole life.

“I’ve put my name down for the swim team at Old Colonial,” I admit, yanking off my jeans and tee. “I’m waiting for my tryout.”

“They suck.” She casts her eyes over me. “You have a swimmer’s body.” Her gaze latches on my ample chest. “Well, except for those baby girls. No wonder the guys are all talking about you.”

I pull my uniform on and turn to stare at her. “They are?”

She zips up her dress. “Oh, yeah. Fresh meat always attracts attention, but you’re not the average newbie. Theo says they’re already taking bets on who’ll hook up with you first.”

My jaw hangs open. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

She scrapes her hair back off her face, securing it with a hair tie. “No, straight up.”

I lean back against my locker and groan. “Who’s currently in the lead?”

She snickers. “Jeremy, but that’s only because he got in there first. I heard Ky went crazy when he called for you the other day.”

That’s news to me. “I didn’t know that.”

“Figures. Expect more of the same.” She slams her locker shut as she sits down, bending over to tie her laces. “I’m figuring those cousins of yours will want to pass all potential dates through their rigorous selection process.”

I sit on the bench beside her as I attend to my own shoes. “Do I even want to know?”

She snickers. “Look, I think they’re decent guys underneath all the arrogance, bravado, and the wealth. But they have a certain rep to uphold. This town treats the whole family like Grecian gods, and the Kennedy boys rule supreme at Old Colonial. Nothing happens without their approval. And even though they don’t go to my school, they are still idolized. I really don’t get it.” She scratches her head. “But that’s because I’m a blow-in. Anyone that has grown up around here hero-worships the ground they walk on. All the guys want to be them, or at least be in their crowd, and most girls would saw off a limb to date them.” She shoots me a sympathetic look.

“Meaning, I’m a perfect target.”

“Exactly. The guys all want to date you, and the girls hate your guts.”

“Don’t sugarcoat it or anything,” I murmur.

She stands up. “If you want to be babied, go cozy up to Lana.”

I brush my hair and pin it into a casual bun on top of my head. “You know Lana?”

“She goes to my school. And living on the grounds of the Kennedy mansion brings its own form of notoriety.”

“She seems sweet.”

“She is
 sweet but completely naïve too. If you knew the amount of times girls befriended her in the hope that she’d introduce them to the Kennedy boys.” She shakes her head. “Once word got out that they have nothing much to do with her anymore, the vultures dispersed. But that doesn’t mean she isn’t hit for gossip from time to time.”

“I don’t get it,” I jump up and cross my arms. “Why don’t they hate on her? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m glad they don’t because she doesn’t deserve it, but neither do I.”

Rose stands up beside me. “She isn’t any competition. You”—she prods me gently in the chest—“are major competition.”

“That’s utter crap,” I huff, feeling pissed off on Lana’s behalf. Lana is pretty and super nice, but she isn’t viewed as competition because she’s not a Kennedy and she doesn’t come from money?
 It’s total baloney.

“I know, but that’s the way it is.” She shakes her head. “You could lean on your cousins if you need to defuse some of the heat?”

“I shouldn’t have to, and I don’t want to.” I sigh dramatically. “I knew, coming here, that it would require adjustment, but I’d no idea how much. Or that so many things would be out of my control. I don’t want this attention. I’d much rather be left alone.”

The shift passes by in a blur. We are crazy out-the-door busy, and I’m grateful, but it doesn’t stop my mind from replaying everything Rose has said. I didn’t have much choice in coming to this country, and while I don’t want to rock the boat, and it would be disrespectful to deliberately challenge my aunt and uncle, it doesn’t mean that I have to change into someone I’m not. I need to find a way of retaining who I am as a person while fitting into this new society. A fizz of excitement wells inside me as ideas start turning over in my head.
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Sunday comes and goes without incident. On Monday, Rose attends my appointment with me, squealing afterward when I tell her everything is in place. No one questions my absence during the greater part of the day, and I’m grateful. I’d prefer to deliver my news in a carefully controlled manner to avoid unnecessary drama. Although I’m beginning to suspect there’s no such avoidance in this household.

“Oh my goodness,” Alex exclaims, the minute she walks into my bedroom that night, carrying a sheathed dress bag in her hand.

“You don’t like it?” I say, lifting my hand self-consciously to my newly dyed hair.

“I love it!” She beams at me. “It’s much more sophisticated than the red.”

I smooth my hand over my brunette locks, glad I returned to my natural roots. Between that and the other decision I made today, I’m already feeling more comfortable in my own skin. “This is who I am, and if I’m going to fit in around here, then people need to see the real me.”

A slightly nervous look washes over her face. “I brought you something to wear. I hope you don’t mind.” Her eyes plead for understanding. “It’s a dress from our new collection, and from the moment I saw you, I knew this would look perfect on you.”

My aunt looks so glamorous in her green and black fitted dress and matching heels. Glistening diamonds sparkle on her wrist, ears, and neck; I realize that I’m significantly underdressed in my jeans and silk shirt combo. “I’m not really a dress person.”

“I’m beginning to understand that, but it would mean a lot to me if you would wear this tonight. The restaurant has a strict dress code, and they won’t let you in like that.”

I draw a long breath. I suppose it’s only fair to compromise considering I am living in their home and expected to abide by their rules. If I’m going to demand I do certain things my way, then it’s only fair that I bend where I can. Choose your battles.
 Mom’s silent coaching echoes in my ear, and I can picture her in my mind’s eye with her hands on her hips and a cheeky glint in her eye.

Even though I’ll probably feel like a right idiot in some fancy-pants dress, it can’t hurt to try to butter Alex up. “I can do that. No problem.”

Her shoulders visibly relax as she unzips the bag, removing a delicate black, silken dress. I pull my jeans and shirt off and stand in front of her in my black lace undies.

“It’s such a shame you won’t model for me.”

“I’m too heavy to model, and don’t you have to be, like, super tall for the catwalk?” I extend my hands for the dress.

“You’re not tall enough for the catwalk, but you’d be perfect for catalogue work.” Her eyes skim my body. “You have a toned, curvy figure which is the perfect look for one of our new trial ranges. Are you sure I can’t entice you?” Her eyes look hopeful. “One shoot?”

That’s one compromise I definitely can’t stoop to. “I’d make the worst model, honestly. I’d be all gangly and self-conscious, and I’m sure that’s not the type of look you’re going for.”

She motions for me to hold up my arms as she lifts the dress over my head. “It’s fine, Faye. Don’t pay me any heed. I know I’m too pushy at times. The boys are always teasing me about it.”

“You’re passionate about your work. That’s a good thing.”

Silky-smooth material shimmies over my body like a lover’s feather-light touch. Alex fixes the dress in place, securing a black and gold cummerbund around my waist. The dress is structured in wispy, floaty layers with the hem resting above my knee. She pushes the top of the dress down a little so it rests on the edge of my shoulders. She darts into my wardrobe while I stare at my reflection in the mirror. She was right about one thing—this dress could’ve been custom made for me. It hugs my curves in all the right places, and it’s elegant and classy with the right hint of sexiness. My dark hair falls in bouncy waves, lightly brushing my shoulders.

Alex smiles as she returns with the black and gold shoes that I wore the other night and a gold clutch. I slip my feet into the shoes and marvel at how grownup I look.

“You look beautiful.” Alex beams at me, and a look of … pride swims in her eyes. “I love my sons to death, but I always wanted a girl. To have the kind of business I have and not be able to share that with my own daughter …” A sad look develops on her face.

I’m rooted to the spot, slightly perturbed. I can’t be her substitute daughter or a replacement for some long-held yearning.

“I’m not trying to replace your mother.” She looks at me sincerely. “No one can ever do that, but I would like to be your friend.” She offers me a hopeful smile. “Sometimes all the testosterone around here becomes a little overpowering. I’m in need of some female companionship.” She offers me a bigger smile, but there’s a litany of sadness behind it that I don’t properly understand.

My previous anxiety starts to disappear. I’m getting the sense that Alex genuinely needs a friend, and it’s not as if I have friends breaking down the door right now. Of all the potential scenarios for our relationship, that one appeals to me the most. “That would be nice. I’d like that.”

Her smile is even wider this time. “I’m glad. You’re a sweet girl. Don’t let anyone or anything change you.”

Alex has gone to round up the others while I put the finishing touches to my outfit. Her parting words have helped to quell my nervousness. I’m hoping she’ll still mean it when I share my news.

A loud rap on my door snaps me out of my reverie. “Knock, knock, cuz. Can I come in?” Kalvin asks.

I open the door and usher him in. “You’re learning.” I send him a cheeky wink. “Can you fasten this for me?” Sweeping my hair to one side, I show him my back. I clutch my gold and emerald Claddagh necklace around my neck as Kalvin fastens the catch.

Letting my hair fall back down, I turn and face him. “Thanks.”

He darts in and kisses my cheek. “You look totally fuckable, and I love the hair.”

“Gee, great. Because that was definitely the look I was shooting for,” I deadpan.

“That’s the best compliment a girl can receive.” He holds out his arm for me.

“Your morals are seriously skewed. I can see I have much work to do.” I grin as I loop my arm in his, letting him escort me from the room. He’s wearing smart black pants and a fitted blue dress shirt. “Your mu—mom wasn’t joking about the dress code.”

“Nope. This place is as pretentious as they come, but the food and the view is to die for. You’ll love it.”

The others are congregated in the lobby when we arrive. All the guys are formally dressed, and it’s amazing how different everyone looks. No wonder these Kennedys make waves wherever they go. This is one seriously attractive family.

Keaton lets out a shrill whistle when he sees me. “Sexy.” He high-fives me, and I can’t help grinning.

James glares at his son, and Keaton steps back with his palms raised. “Faye, you look absolutely stunning.” James looks slightly shell-shocked as he leans in to kiss me on the cheek. He looks smart, and age-appropriate, for once, in his tailored suit.

Keanu winks approvingly while Kent stares at me as if he’s already bored of this conversation. Kyler looks through me, and I may as well be invisible. I hate the way my heart rate picks up at the mere sight of him. He’s wearing a fitted black shirt that clings to every defined muscle of his chest. Black trousers and shoes complete the look. His hair is slicked back off his face, and he’s sporting the usual amount of facial hair. No matter what he does, he exudes badass sexiness that I’m incapable of resisting. The usual undercurrent fizzes under the surface, and I hope no one else has picked up on the dangerous attraction between us.

As much as Kyler might wish to ignore our chemistry, he has to be feeling the same intense connection that I do. Staring out the window, blatantly ignoring me, won’t do jack to change that.

Conversation is kept to a minimum as Max drives us to the restaurant. It’s on the top floor of a posh hotel, overlooking Boston Harbor. Kaden and Keven are already seated at a table by the window, offering glorious views over the harbor and the financial district beyond.

Kalvin sits on my left, and Keaton sits on my right. Kyler is sitting on the other side of the table, which is unfortunate because it means he is directly across from me, and it’s far too easy to cast sneaky glances his way when he’s not looking. I don’t want to stare at him like some lovesick puppy, but my eyes have an agenda of their own. Each time my gaze zooms in on his, I silently plead with my body to get with the program.

“What’s going on between you and my brother?” Kalvin asks under his breath, as he butters a bread roll.

“Nothing whatsoever.” I take a small sip of my water.

“Uh-huh. That’s why you’re both staring relentlessly at one another when you think no one’s watching?” He gives me a cheeky wink.

I press my lips close to his ear. “He’s staring at me?”

His eyes spark to life. “I knew it! Admit it—you lurrvve
 him.”

“Shut it. I don’t even like
 him, and you can quit playing matchmaker, or whatever it is you’re trying to do.”

“Calling it as I see it, and you’d better be careful. You don’t want Mom and Dad figuring out this thing between you. They won’t be pleased. Especially not Dad.”

It’s not as if I don’t understand why starting something with my cousin would be frowned upon. Appearance is crucial to the Kennedys. That’s becoming more and more obvious. Maintaining a certain image feeds into the brand they’ve so carefully cultivated, and I understand that it’s more than social reputation that’s at stake. Any whiff of scandal could significantly damage their brand.

My heart splinters a little at that realization, knowing Kyler and I will never be able to act on our attraction. I wonder if that’s the underlying message behind his cruel comments.

James slips into Kalvin’s seat when he gets up to use the bathroom. “Are you enjoying your meal?”

“Yes. Thank you. It’s yummy.”

“We used to come here a lot, but we haven’t been in ages. It’s nice to have all the family together again.”

I put down my knife and fork. “James? Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Are we really related to those Kennedys? The famous ones.”

He dabs a napkin to his mouth. “I assumed you were already aware because the Kennedy Apparel brand has been built on the foundation of that legacy. While we aren’t related to the exact same branch of the family as JFK, we can trace our ancestry back to the Kennedys from New Ross. I thought everyone was in the know. It isn’t something we try to hide, far from it.”

“I was aware of the brand, but it’s only becoming popular in Ireland now, and I don’t know the background.”

Kalvin returns to the table, but James motions for him to take his seat instead. James rests his arm across the back of my chair. “When I first met Alex, she was working in the family business alongside her father. He had built it from scratch, and when she was growing up it was hugely successful. However, the brand was dated, sales were declining, and times were tough. Her parents wouldn’t officially sign the company over until she could prove that she could turn it around.”

“We met when I was in Ireland on business,” Alex intervenes, having overheard our conversation. She leans across the table.

“And it was love at first sight,” James adds, his face softening with the memory.

All conversation halts at the table as the boys stop to listen to their parents.

“It was the best two weeks of my life. I knew he was the one for me the minute I laid eyes on him.” Alex smiles through glistening eyes. “When it was time to return home, James came with me.”

They share a sweet loving look that reminds me so much of the way my parents used to look at one another. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice how Kaden stiffens and Kyler and Keven frown as they exchange guarded expressions.

“It took a bit of time, but I secured her parents’ seal of approval,” James continues, oblivious to the hostile looks emanating from the other side of the table, “and we were married within six months. We worked closely together in those early days to try and turn things around. When I explained my background to Alex, it felt natural to rebrand the business and use my family name to build it into the billion-dollar enterprise it is today.” A pained look flits across his eyes. “Of course, I can’t claim any of the credit for that. I was only a stay-at-home dad by that stage. Alex was the breadwinner.” An acerbic note has crept into his tone.

Alex’s smile falters, and she glances around the room nervously. “That’s not true. It was a partnership. You know I couldn’t have built the business without your support. Without your name.”

James lifts his wine glass and takes a hefty sip. “Yes. My name.” He eyeballs his wife. “How fortunate that I had distant links to the infamous Kennedys.” A muscle clenches in his jaw, and tension seeps into the air.

Alex stares directly at him, and some unspoken communication flows between them. James’ eyes never leave hers as he knocks back his wine. The boys are watching this with transparent wariness, and I can tell this isn’t the first time this particular argument has cropped up. I’m sorry I brought the subject up.

By the time he puts his glass back down, James has remembered his environment and regained his composure. “Don’t mind me. I get frustrated sometimes that my own career ambitions went unfulfilled, but I don’t regret the years I spent looking after the boys.”

Keven snorts, and Kaden shoots him some type of warning look. Pushing back his chair, Keven rises and heads for the bathroom. James ignores his sons hostility, adding, “And Alex is right. It worked because we were a team, we had set roles, and we made it work.”

“Why didn’t Mum tell me about our Kennedy connections?”

James stares off into space. “I don’t know, Faye. It seems Saoirse was determined to forget her past completely.”

We’ve come full circle, and I’m adrift at sea again.


Why, Mum?
 I send the question out into the silent universe. Why was it so important to hide?


“You can have your seat back,” James says to Kalvin as he stands.

“Um, actually, there was something I wanted to tell you.” I look up at him.

All eyes fix on me as James sits back down. Keven is still in the bathroom, but it’s not as if I need his permission, or any of their permissions, and I’m even wondering why I’ve decided to tell them like this. But I can’t backtrack now.

I sit up straighter in my chair, clasping my hands in my lap. “I’ve made a decision. One I hope you will respect.” Ignoring the boys, I focus my gaze on Alex and James. “I won’t be attending Old Colonial. I’ve enrolled myself in Wellesley Memorial High School.”





Chapter Seventeen
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“Why on earth did you do that?” Alex looks genuinely confused. She turns to James, and he gives her a one-shouldered shrug.

“There are a few reasons,” I start to explain, crossing my legs at the ankles. “I know I’ll feel more comfortable in that environment, for starters. They have the best swim team, and I want to train with the best. And I won’t be in my cousins’ shadow there. I need to stand on my own two feet, and it’s become clear that that would be almost impossible in Old Colonial.”

“I don’t understand, Faye.” Alex presses into the table as she leans forward in her seat. “My family has attended Old Colonial for generations. It’s tradition, and unheard of for any of the family to attend the public school.”

“With the greatest respect, Alex, I’m not your family. That’s not my legacy to uphold.”

Kaden and Kyler share an indecipherable look, as Alex visibly pales. I weave my hands through my hair, starting to feel a little anxious. “I don’t wish to upset you or insult you. And I’m very grateful for all you are doing for me, but I have to do this for myself. My parents always encouraged me to forge my own path in life, and I had a plan, a goal before they …” I stop, unable to say it. A panicky, fluttery sensation floods my chest, but I keep it at bay, drawing a brave breath. “I’ve always known what I wanted to do with my life, but everything has changed now, and I’m trying very hard to adjust my plans accordingly.” Alex’s lips are set in a grim line, and I can tell she doesn’t understand. I look at my uncle, and there’s little understanding in his eyes either. “This is important to me. I’d really appreciate your support, but I’m doing this with or without your approval.”

“Which one of you put her up to this?” James glares at his sons.

My face contorts. “Why would you think your sons have anything to do with this?”

“Because this is the exact type of emotional blackmail they are so fond of,” James snaps.

I look down at my lap. “I’m not trying to blackmail anyone. I just want to be happy.”

“And you think you’ll be happy at Memorial?” Keanu sounds incredulous.

“Yes. I do.”

“If this is because of the Addison thing, I told you—” Kalvin is cut off by a razor-sharp look from Kyler.

“What Addison thing?” Kaden asks, looking directly between Kyler, Kalvin, and me.

“It’s nothing to do with that.” I glare at Kalvin. Kyler looks skeptical, and my blood starts to boil. “I could give two shits about your ex!” I hiss at him, anger rearing its ugly head. My eyes roam around the table. “This is nothing to do with anyone but me. I prefer to attend the public school instead of the private one. That’s all. I wanted to show you the courtesy of explaining my decision, and now I have.” I fling my napkin on the table and rise. “If you’ll excuse me.”

I try to keep my temper in check as I stride across the room. I doubt Alex would be quick to forgive if I made a scene in front of the hoity-toity crowd. I race down the back stairs and push out through the emergency exit into a dimly lit back alley.

Day has turned to night while we were eating, and I lean back against the wall and gaze at the empty skyline. I inhale and exhale in a slow, deliberate fashion, drawing huge chunks of air into my lungs. The action helps calm my frayed nerves.

I stare at the blank canvas in the sky imagining a myriad of sparkling stars. When I was little, Mum used to say that the stars were God’s angels looking down on us, keeping a careful watch over the earth. Dad always laughed—he loved to refute her. He’d point out the various constellations and give me these big, elaborate scientific explanations for how we came to be.

They were an odd match in some ways. Mum always remained true to her Catholic upbringing, while Dad was a self-professed atheist, preferring to believe in the big bang theory rather than the existence of a deity.

I liked how open they were on the topic with me, even from a young age.

I’m not sure what I
 believe in anymore.


If there is a God, why did he do this to me? Why take away the two people I loved most in the world? Why send me here, to a place where money and reputation appear to take priority over love and happiness?
 My aunt and uncle aren’t bad people, but they’ve lost sense of what’s truly important.

Raised voices echo from the far end of the alleyway, and I look cautiously at the three shadowy figures arguing in a corner. One of the guys has his back to me, but the other two are facing frontward. Sporting lethal expressions on their faces, they are staring the other guy down. I don’t know if it’s working on him, but I’m intimidated as hell. Both wield biceps to rival The Rock and are covered in multi-layers of tattoos. Power and danger lingers around their persona like some paranormal shade.

They are giving me major heebie-jeebies.

“You know who I am. Give me a few more days, and I’ll sort it.” My entire body tingles in awareness as I recognize the voice.

“You better, Kennedy, or there’ll be hell to pay,” a gruff voice warns.

Goose bumps the size of golf balls sprout on my arms.

“Here,” one of the thugs says.

There’s a rustling of paper, and Keven’s head dips down. “There are ten names on that list. The agreement was five.”

“That was last week,” musclehead numero uno says. “Each week that passes will double the list in size.”

“What the actual fuck?” Kalvin snarls in my ear, and I nearly jump out of my skin.

“Don’t creep up on me like that!” I hiss, punching his arm. “You almost gave me heart failure.”

“Come on.” He tugs on my elbow. “You shouldn’t be out here. And don’t let Keven know that you’ve seen him.”

I let Kalvin pull me back inside before I stop him. “Do you know what that was all about?”

“Let’s say I have my suspicions and leave it at that.” His mouth is set in a displeased line. “It’s nothing for you to worry your pretty little head about.”

I yank my arm away. “Don’t be so bloody patronizing.”

His brow creases. “I’m not. I think you’ve enough to be worrying about as it is.”

I do, and it seems like I’m not the only one.

[image: ]


The atmosphere at the table is almost unbearable when we return. Thankfully, everyone has finished eating, so James orders the bill. Keven shuffles back to the table with a deep scowl. Kalvin tries to make eye contact with him, but he keeps his head low. Kyler—scarily observant as ever—watches the interactions with the intensity of a master criminal planning his next big production. James and Alex are deathly quiet, and a level of unspoken stress has descended over the evening.

I exhale gratefully when we finally make our exit. We bid goodbye to Kaden and Keven outside the restaurant, leaving them to make their own way back to Harvard, and the rest of us bundle into the car for the return journey home.

Alex asks to speak to me in private when we arrive at the house, and I follow her and James into the study where we argue for the next half hour. But I’m resolute, and I refuse to back down. Eventually, they both relent but only when I agree to reconsider Old Colonial if I don’t settle in Wellesley Memorial.

When Alex asks me if I want to go to Nantucket with her and the boys the next day, I cringe as I decline. They are going to be away until late Friday night, and I can’t tell my new boss that I’m unavailable for the next three shifts. Alex accepts my explanation without argument and heads to bed.

I’ve just changed into my nightie, when a firm rap sounds on my door. Assuming it’s Kalvin, I shout out, “Come in.” I hope my face doesn’t betray my surprise as Kyler walks into the room. He quietly shuts the door, leaning back against the frame. He’s rolled the sleeves of his black shirt up to his elbows, and muscles bunch in his arms as he folds them in front of him. His hair has lost some of its slick styling, and a few layers fall casually off his forehead into his eyes. My fingers itch to run between the silky strands, and I have to sit on my hands to dampen the craving.

The now-familiar electrical undercurrent buzzes between us as I regard him warily. “Yes?” I cross my arms over my chest, watching how his eyes track the movement.

“I want to know exactly what you heard in the alleyway tonight.”

“And I want to know how to resurrect the dead, but we can’t all get what we want,” I retort, incensed at the cold, clinical way he is speaking to me.

He scrubs a hand over his stubbly jaw. “Look, I don’t want to argue with you. I’m only trying to figure out what kind of trouble my brother has gotten himself into now.” Pushing off the door, he walks toward me, his hands hanging loose at his side. “Is it okay if I sit down?” He motions at the space beside me. I didn’t know he had it in him to be polite. I toss him a terse nod, and he drops down on the corner of the bed. The heat wafting from his body snakes out in silent invitation.

When I feel my head clouding over in the usual way, I scoot down the bed and create some additional space between us. “Why don’t you ask him?” I’m not being a smart mouth. It’s the logical next step.

“He’ll clam up, and then he’ll be extra careful, and I’ll never know what’s going on.”

A jaded look coasts over his eyes, and I take pity on him, telling him what I overheard. “It’s not much, I know,” I admit, subconsciously tucking my hair behind my ears. “But those guys looked downright scary. The type you don’t fall foul of, no matter what. Whatever mess Keven has gotten himself into, it looked serious.”

Kyler glances over my shoulder with a frown. I whip my head around in time to see Kalvin slipping into the woods. That isn’t the first time I’ve seen him sneaking about late at night, assuming it was him I spotted that other time. I wonder what he’s up to?
 I turn around to ask Kyler that question and find him already striding toward the door. He stops, clearing his throat as he looks over his shoulder at me. “What you did took guts.” Is that a look of … awe on his face?
 “I respect you for making your own decision and standing up to my parents.”

My brain has gone numb at the unexpected compliment, and before I can respond, he has walked away.





Chapter Eighteen
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The house is eerily quiet the next morning, and I eat breakfast by myself. James arrives downstairs, decked out in clinging white trousers, a white belt, and a dazzling white polo shirt, as I’m finishing my meal. Honestly, words fail me. Doesn’t he have a mirror in his room?


“Do you have plans for today?” he asks, pouring himself a coffee.

“Yes. I’m going with Rose to meet my new swim coach before my shift.”

“Oh, that’s good.” He snatches a pastry from the counter. “Alex has taken Kalvin and the triplets to Nantucket, and Kyler’s already at the track. I’ll be playing golf the next few days, but if you need company, say the word and I’ll rearrange things.”

I scrunch my nose up. “Nah, I’ll be grand. I’ll probably hang with Rose or mess about in the pool. Don’t worry. I’m used to my own company.”

“Sit for a minute.” He slides onto the bench, and I claim the space across from him. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about the Kennedy Charitable Trust. Every year, Kennedy Apparel sets aside a chunk of money to donate to charity. We try to alternate the beneficiaries on an annual basis to share the funds among various different organizations. Our customers can nominate charities, and at the start of every year, the boys have a set amount to donate to a charity of their choice.”

I tap my fingers off the tabletop, wondering what this has to do with me.

As if has a direct line to my thoughts, he continues, “You are a part of this family now, Faye, so you need to decide how to allocate your fund.” It’s starting to sound like a mantra. If Mum were here, she’d clip me around the ear for acting so ungrateful.

“That’s not nec—”

He holds up a hand. “As long as you are under our roof, you will be on an equal footing as our sons. I thought Alex and I already explained this to you.” He lets out a little sigh. “Plus, it’s for a good cause. It’s not often we get to help others less fortunate than ourselves. It’s one of the nicer aspects of our lifestyle. Just think about what you want to do with your fifty K.”

My eyes pop wide. “Did you say fifty thousand? You want to donate fifty thousand in my name?”

He smiles as he rises. “Yes. Time to get your thinking cap on!” He leans in, kissing me cautiously on the head. “There are certain rules regarding charitable donations that we must adhere to, so you only have a week to decide.”

“Okay. Thanks.” His shoes tap on the floor as he exits the kitchen. “James?” I call after him, and he stops. “Do I have to donate to a charity in America, or can I donate to a charity in Ireland?”

His brows scrunch up. “Good question. I’ll check it out and come back to you.”

I meet with the swim coach that afternoon and he puts me through my paces while Rose watches from the sidelines. I’m ecstatic when he asks me to attend a tryout with the team once the school term starts back.

Tuesday and Wednesday come and go without incident. Kyler, James, and I are like passing ships in the night, but you won’t hear me complaining. Kyler hasn’t said one word to me since Monday night, although I’ve seen him coming and going at various times. Watching him jogging, cycling, swimming, pounding the equipment in the gym, and charging down the driveway like Evel Knievel has left me feeling like a lazy slob, so I purposely squeeze in a few extra laps in the pool each day.

Jill and Rachel are most disappointed that there’s no update on the Kyler front, but I’m like a pro as I deflect their attempts to force an admission from me. I’m not admitting to anything, because it can’t, and won’t, go anywhere, and there’s no point entertaining the notion or feeding their need to live vicariously through me.

Thursday rolls around, and I’m surprised to see storm clouds lingering in the gray-tinged sky. I stay in my room for most of the day, reading and doing some further research on suitable charities to “invest” my fund in. James confirmed that the monies have to be donated to charitable organizations in the States so that killed my idea of donating to an Irish orphanage.

James insists on driving me to the diner that night, even coming in to have a quick word with David, my boss. The diner is bustling from the minute I arrive, and I’m immediately thrown into the thick of it, which I love, because the shift whizzes by. Slowly, I’m starting to get to know the other waitresses. They are all friendly, but I don’t click with any of them in the way I’ve clicked with Rose. It’s as if we were destined to become best friends. And I have to admit that the thoughts of school on Monday aren’t so bad now that I know a couple of girls in my year. I know I’ve made the right decision, even if my aunt and uncle think I’m missing a few brain cells.

“Welcome to Legends,” I say, arriving at the next table as I whip out my pen and pad. “What can I get you?”

“Whatever you’re offering,” a rich baritone voice says, and I jerk my chin up.

“Jeremy.” It pains me to smile at him, but I’m paid to be pleasant, so at least I have an excuse. I hand him a menu. “That’d be whatever’s on the menu.”

“You didn’t call me back,” he drawls, taking the menu and flipping it casually on the table.

“I didn’t know you’d called,” I reply truthfully.

“Kennedy motherfucker. I knew it!” A smug grin tugs up his lips, which I immediately feel an obligation to remove.

“But even if I was aware, I still wouldn’t have taken it.”

The other boys at the table holler their delight, but Jeremy’s smugness clearly knows no bounds. His grin widens and he pins me with a suggestive expression. “Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it, sweetheart. You know you want this.” He gestures at himself as if he’s a prize bull.

Delusional much?

I wiggle my nose in mock disgust. “I plead the fifth. That’s what you guys say when you don’t want to incriminate yourself, right?”

Jeremy’s buddies howl a little louder this time. All semblance of casual indifference flies out the window as Jeremy glares at me. I figure that’s me crossed off his little black list, or, at least, I hope it is. “You’re a stuck-up bitch, Faye, and I wasn’t interested anyway. Don’t flatter yourself that this was anything more than a setup.”

“Whatever you say, big boy,” I tease, on a roll now. “So, what can I get you guys?”

“You handled that well,” Rose murmurs as I input their order into the system.

“Hopefully he got the message.” I stick my hands into the sink and give them a quick wash.

“Knowing Jeremy, he’ll probably only try harder now,” a deep voice says.

I whirl around, coming face to face with Brad for the first time since Kalvin explained how he stabbed Ky in the back. He’s the only customer sitting at the counter.

“Hi, Faye,” he greets me pleasantly. Bringing the drink to his lips, he eyes me over the rim of the glass. It’s hard to believe someone with that chiseled, all-American, good-looking, innocent hotness could be so deceptive. On the surface, he’s the white to Kyler’s black. The light to his darkness. I can understand, on one level, why Addison was drawn to him. He’s everything Kyler isn’t, but where Kyler may present as the moody bad boy, Brad is the one who acted like it. That act of betrayal showed his true colors.

While Kyler is still in the doghouse as far as I’m concerned, and I don’t owe him anything, I despise cheaters. And as Kyler pointed out, outwardly, we need to act like family, so there’s no question where my loyalty lies.

In any other circumstance, I’d ignore Brad in a deliberate snub, but I’m in work, and I don’t think David would tolerate such rudeness. Pursing my lips, I give Brad a clipped “hi” before heading back out on the floor.

I’m out back on my break, with Rose, later on, when she brings him up. “Judging by that less than enthusiastic greeting you gave Brad earlier, I’m guessing someone has clued you in?” She takes a long drag of her smoke before offering it to me.

I nod my head. “Kal told me.”

Rose takes another drag, leaning her head back against the wall. “I don’t get it, at all. Brad is the last person you’d expect to do something like that. I still can’t wrap my head around it.”

“Well, I have it on good authority that he did.”

She twists to face me. “Oh, he did it, all right. There were enough people who saw him and Addison together, but I don’t understand how he could throw away his friendship with Kyler for a piece of ass. Or why. It’s not like he’s short of offers.”

I’m unable to add any insight; I don’t know the guy.

“I dated him for a while when I first moved here,” she admits. “He’s a decent guy, from a good family. Although he goes to Old Colonial, and his family is well to do, he isn’t from the usual kind of old money. His dad is a well-respected stockbroker with his own firm. I always thought he was different, you know?”

She stubs out her cigarette.

“How come you two broke up?” I hold the door open for Rose to enter ahead of me.

“It wasn’t anything serious, we were only kids. It ran its course, that’s all.”

“You remained friends?” I tie my apron around my waist as I speak.

“Yeah. And when all that shit went down with Addison, I was one of only a handful of people who’d give him the time of day.”

“He seems to hover on the fringes, all right.”

“He does now, but before all this blew up, Brad was one of the most popular kids in school. When it first came out about him hooking up with Addison, all the guys were like ‘you the man’ as if cheating with your best friend’s girl was badass.” She rolls her eyes. “But then Ky weighed in, and the guys all changed their tune. Some of them have no choice but to include him because he’s still on the football team, but they don’t go out of their way. I feel for him, I do. One wrong move, one bad decision, and he found himself walking the green mile. That’s rough.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” I shrug my shoulders. “He made his bed.”

“If he was a deliberately nasty guy, I’d agree with you. But he isn’t. He made a mistake, and we’re all only human. Maybe I’m a big softie, but if I was Kyler, I’d forgive him. A friendship like that shouldn’t be discarded because of a bitch like Addison.”

Her words rotate around my head for the next twenty-four hours, and they are still looping through my mind the next night as I step outside the diner at the end of my shift. Max is a little late tonight, and I’ve no choice but to hang around until he shows. The lights fade to black behind me, and I hear the telltale beep-beep
 of the alarm as David appears on the pavement.

He locks the door and turns to face me. “Can I give you a ride home, Faye? You shouldn’t be out here alone.” His eyes penetrate mine as he skims a glance over my hair. “You changed your hair?” He’s hardly been around all week, and even when he was, he was huddled away in his office.

“Yeah. This is my natural color. I was trialing the red for a while.”

He stares at me strangely, and I shift uncomfortably on my feet. “Is that, uh, a problem?”

“Of course not.” He smiles, snapping out of whatever weird mood he was in, and I relax. “So, you need a ride?”

“That won’t be necessary,” a familiar voice says, and I turn toward the sound of approaching footfalls. Kyler walks toward me wearing his usual cutting expression. He looks sinfully good in his jeans, plain white shirt, and black leather jacket. He exudes badassery as if it’s a new form of aftershave. “I’m taking Faye home.”

“Very well. Goodnight, Faye. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I eye Kyler suspiciously. “Where’s Max?”

“He’s gone to the airport to pick up the others. Come on”—he jerks his head—“my bike is around the corner.”

A rush of excitement zips through me, and there’s a definite bounce in my step.

He looks at me funnily. “What?”

I give him a quick side-eye. “Nothing.”

“You’re a strange girl.”

I bark out a laugh. “Are you for real? You want to go there?”

“I rest my case.”

I groan, as he leads me around the corner. “You put the jerk in jerk-face, and you have the nerve to criticize me? You’re unbelievable.”

I roll my eyes as he spins around and walks backward in front of me. “I don’t pretend to be anything I’m not.” I can’t tell if he’s joking or serious because he’s wearing that frustratingly impassive face he loves so much. I wonder if he perfected the mask pre-or-post Addison.

I stop on the spot, anger taking root inside me. “And I do? Is that what you’re implying?”

He steps in front of me. “Everyone hides something of themselves.”

I fall back, prepared to drop it. I’m far too tired to continue this type of conversation and expect to come out a winner.

A flash of color behind Kyler snags my focus. A couple skips down the steps of the building next door, laughing and joking. My eyes dart to the sign over the entrance. Wellesley Beechwood Hotel is branded in big, gold lettering over the ornate doorway.

The man opens the passenger door to an expensive-looking car. Kyler spots my distraction and turns around.

I don’t stop him.

He needs to see this with his own eyes.

James gestures at the stunning blonde in the short, clingy red dress, urging her to get in. Leaning up on her tiptoes, Courtney wraps her arms around his neck, fusing her lips to his.





Chapter Nineteen
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Kyler takes my elbow and pulls me down behind the small wall on our right. We crouch low, watching as Courtney and James continue their public snog-fest. I can’t believe he’s being so open about this, and I wonder if Kyler was already aware. James pins Courtney’s wrists together and lifts them above her head as he pushes her back against the car. Her breasts push up with the movement, and James lowers his head, burying his face in her chest. I look away, unable to stomach any more.

The look on Kyler’s face paints a thousand pictures. His fists clench and unclench at his side, and I figure he’s seconds away from storming over there and doing something he could regret. “Let’s get out of here,” I whisper, though there’s no need. I doubt they can hear us at this distance.

A muscle flexes in his jaw as his gaze stays locked on his dad and his mother’s assistant.

Tentatively, I palm one side of his face, turning his head to face me. “Kyler.” I peer deep into his storm-filled blue eyes. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

He presses his forehead to mine as his breath snakes out in pronounced spurts. His chest rises and falls in painful movements. This must be killing him. Whether he suspected or not, catching his dad in the act is clearly playing havoc with him. Betrayal seems to follow him around, and my heart aches for him.

His eyes are closed as we stay locked in place. His lips are tauntingly close, and I long to bridge the gap and kiss him. It’s taking every scrap of willpower to fight the urge to taste him; however, to take advantage of him in a moment of vulnerability would be despicable, and I won’t do that.

Blinking his eyes open, he stands up, hauling me with him. He takes a firm hold of my hand and pulls me around the side of an adjacent building and out to an open parking garage at the back. I walk quietly as he guides me to his bike. Wordlessly, he takes my backpack and stuffs it in a hidden compartment under the seat. Extracting a helmet, he fits it down over my head. His fingers brush against my neck as he fixes it in place, and I shiver all over.

“Get on,” he commands in a barely restrained voice, securing his helmet and sliding onto the bike.

I’ve never been on a bike before, so my hands rest lightly against his waist when I hoist myself up behind him. Reaching down, he grips my hands and spreads them firmly across the expanse of his stomach. My thighs slide forward on the leather seat until I’m pressed solidly against his back. All my soft parts meet every delectable hard part of him, and I inwardly swoon. His potent masculinity is enthralling, and it never ceases to draw me in, but it also intimidates me a little. I’ve never been with any boy who is so alarmingly attractive and so confident in himself and his sex appeal. Kyler totally owns it. I think I could probably orgasm pressed up against him like this.

The engine roars to life, and I grip his waist tighter as he thrusts the bike forward and we take off. By the time we hit the road, his dad and Courtney are nowhere to be seen.

Kyler weaves up and down side roads and alleyways as I attempt to steady my rapidly beating heart. I’m stiff as a board pressed up against him, and it’s only when we hit open road and I start to relax a little that I realize my fingers are digging into his skin. I remove the pressure, while still keeping my arms snugly around his warm body. Wind whistles around my neck as Kyler accelerates on the nearly empty roads. I’ve no idea where we’re going, or how long we’ve been traveling, but after a while, it becomes clear we aren’t heading home.

My body hums with vitality and longing, and I don’t care where Kyler is bringing me, if I get to stay with him like this. I know I shouldn’t be feeling what I’m feeling, but I can’t help my body’s natural reaction. I like being this close to him, and the danger and anger dripping off him by the bucket load only fuels my desire for him. He’s like no one I’ve ever known, and that excites me more than it should.

Kyler turns off the main road, down a dimly lit dirt track. Little crickets make chirping noises as we pass. Stars glitter in the sky casting an eerie glow over the land below. After a couple of miles, Kyler swerves to the left and pulls the bike to a stop beside a mammoth tree. Reams of overgrown grass sway gently in front of us. Kyler kills the engine and takes off his helmet before helping me with mine. Gripping me by the hips, he lifts me off the bike, setting my feet carefully on the ground. Without uttering a word, he takes my hand and leads me through the tall grass.

We step out of the grass onto a mossy green path. Wildflowers litter the path on both sides. Sounds of lapping water tickle my eardrums, and as we round a corner, a tiny gasp leaves my mouth. Kyler pulls me down on a raised grassy mound, resting his back against the trunk of an ancient tree. I sit beside him, skimming my eyes over the small lake rimmed by woodland on all sides.

“It’s beautiful here.” I look down at our linked hands, marveling at the feel of his skin against mine. He doesn’t respond; he just stares blankly off into space. “What’s going through your head?” I ask, determined to get him to open up. I know from experience that bottling things up does no good.

He doesn’t say anything for a few minutes, and when he eventually starts talking, his voice is ragged and laced with pain. “I come here when I need to think. It’s quiet, peaceful.” He looks deep into my eyes. “It calms the madness in my head.” I nod, understanding far better than he probably realizes. Air expels from his lungs in an anguished huff. “I knew he was cheating, but I didn’t know it was with her
. I’ve never warmed to Courtney. At least now I know why.”

He drops the veneer, and anguish is clearly legible on his face.

I squeeze his hands. “I’m so sorry you had to find out like that.”

“How can he do this to Mom? After everything she’s done to provide for this family. This will devastate her.” He drags his bottom lip between his teeth. “He’s destroying our family, and I don’t know what to do. How to stop it.” His body trembles powerfully.

I don’t know what to say—or if there is anything to say—that’ll comfort him, so instead, I scoot closer, wrapping my arms around his waist as I rest my head on his chest.

His arms encircle me immediately, and he holds me close. His heart beats wildly underneath my ear, matching the acceleration of the organ in my own chest. As his fingers drift in and out of my hair, I have to clamp my lips shut to stop from whimpering. “He makes me sick. I hate him.” Raw emotion cuts through his tone, and I can hear how much he’s hurting. I clutch at his shirt, drawing nearer, wanting to get as close as humanely possible. Heat from his body seeps through my clothes, into my skin, and lodges bone-deep. I shudder as the most intense wave of desire ripples through me.

“Are you cold?” he murmurs, tightening his grip on my waist.

I have a hard time not laughing. I’m the furthest from cold a person could be. If I were any hotter, I’d be Egypt. I can’t look up at him, because I know I won’t be able to resist capturing his lips. “No,” I rasp, nestling into his chest. I can’t believe he’s allowing this, but I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth. He presses tiny kisses into my hair, and I silently melt. He skims his hand up and down my back, and every so often, he squeezes me a little tighter, holding me closer to his chest, almost like he’s checking to make sure I’m really there.

Expectation is ripe in the air, but I won’t make a move.

It has to be him.

I don’t know how long we sit like that before Kyler stirs. “It’s late. We should head home.”

A pang of disappointment hits me. I don’t want to leave, but I know we can’t stay here forever. It physically pains me to lift my head off his chest, but I do. I pull myself to my feet, feeling a little chill the minute I separate from Kyler. He stands up alongside me, and I feel his eyes drilling a hole in me. Lifting my chin, I stare into his eyes. Stark emotion shimmers in his gaze, and I can tell he’s feeling all the feels too—I’m not in this on my own.

We continue staring at each other, barely breathing, barely aware of our surroundings, and it’s one of the most exhilarating moments of my life. My eyes probe his as he explores mine.

Without breaking eye contact, he reels me in close, and his arms wrap firmly around me. My heart is beating furiously in my chest, and sweat coats my palms in a sticky layer. His fingers dip lower on my back, and he brushes the strip of bare skin between the hem of my shirt and the band of my jeans. My skin sizzles from his touch, and an intense shiver zips through me. I think I might be panting. He dips his head, as I rise up to meet him. Stopping an inch from my mouth, his eyes dart from my lips to my eyes and back again. All the breath has left my lungs as I wait for him to close that final gap. My heart feels ready to leap clear out of my chest.


Kiss me
, I will him, pleading with my eyes.

Indecision flickers across his face, and disappointment slams into me again. He isn’t sure of anything, and nothing can happen between us when he’s like this. It would feel wrong, as if I’m taking advantage of the situation. I step back, removing myself from his embrace, negating the temptation. I wrap my arms around my torso to ward off the returning chill and look away. “I think we should go.”

“Yeah.” I hear the tinge of regret in his voice, but that doesn’t do much to soften the rejection.

This time, he makes no move to hold my hand, although his fingers brush gently against my lower back as we walk, silently steering me forward.

I have no choice but to swathe myself around him on the bike ride home. This time, the hum of electricity flaring between our bodies is a teasing, taunting menace.

A reminder of all that is forbidden.

The house is quiet when we arrive back. I presume Alex and the boys are already tucked up in bed, but I’ve no idea if James is home or not. I’m glad he isn’t here because I know I wouldn’t be able to keep the disgust off my face. And who knows how Kyler is going to react when he sees his father.

Kyler’s silent, larger-than-life presence, as we move quietly through the house, cranks my craving to an all-time high. My fingers twitch restlessly at my side, burning to touch him. I stop at my door and turn to face him. “Will you be okay?” I lightly touch his arm. One fleeting touch and I whip my hand away.

His answering shrug speaks volumes. “Goodnight, Faye.” Dipping down, he plants a light kiss on my cheek before walking away.

Whatever progress we made tonight most likely won’t mean a thing in the cold light of day. But I can’t fault him for that. We shared a moment—that was all. And I’m glad that I was able to provide some comfort to him, no matter how small.

At least we might be more civil to one another from here on out.

“Goodnight, Kyler,” I speak softly in the empty corridor before slipping into my room.





Chapter Twenty
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I’m still tossing and turning in the bed like a madwoman an hour later. My brain has stretched my limitations beyond over-tiredness and exhaustion, and sleep continues to evade me. The throbbing ache between my legs isn’t helping the situation either. I could take care of it myself, but it isn’t my touch I crave.

The door creaks open and my heart rate accelerates. Pulling upright in the bed, I watch as Kyler creeps into my room, quietly closing the door behind him. Fierce determination mixes with something darker as he walks toward me. I stare at him open-mouthed as he strides across the floor as if his life depends on it.

He drops onto the edge of the bed, pressing his forehead against mine. Warmth spreads from him to me. Shuttering his eyes, he cups my face with one hand. “I need you.” His tone is gruff, his breath heated as it fans across my face. An inner voice urges caution, but I rapidly shut that sucker up. Kyler’s eyes open and I gasp. His mask is gone again, replaced by an innocent vulnerability that guts me. He’s hurting. So badly. I ingest it as if it’s my own pain, and I want to make it go away.

“I’m here for you,” I whisper.

He palms the other side of my face. “Can I kiss you?”

I can only nod. My heart is jackhammering in my chest, about to take flight. Blood thrums in my veins, and my entire body is wired tight in anticipation. My limbs have turned to liquefied jelly, and he’s barely even touched me yet.

Lowering his head, Kyler brushes his hot mouth against my collarbone, and I shiver all over. Pushing the top of my shirt aside, he deposits tiny kisses all over my upper chest and my shoulder. I clutch his waist for support, and he growls his approval. His mouth grows firmer and more insistent as he secures his lips to that sensitive spot between my shoulder and my neck. A little whimper leaves my mouth, and I can sense his smile.

Heat sweeps over my skin in a fiery trail as his mouth moves up my neck. He stops, briefly, and draws in a long breath as his nose tickles my skin. “You smell so good.” He speaks softly and seductively in my ear, and I feel a tingle all the way to my core. He continues worshiping my neck and my collarbone, sucking, licking, and kissing, and edging down toward my chest, but never going quite low enough. It’s the most torturous form of seduction, but I’m powerless to resist. He’s whipped me into a frenzy of writhing need, and I can barely contain myself. I’m audibly panting, and his mouth hasn’t even touched mine yet.

“Kyler,” I rasp, need evident in my tone. He chuckles lightly as he kisses my jaw, inching his way slowly toward my mouth. My breath is snaking out in embarrassingly loud spurts but I don’t care. I need to taste him. To feel his lips moving against mine. I’m seconds away from pouncing on him and taking what I want. Lifting his head, he pierces me with a horny look that sets my knickers on fire. His dark eyes are smoldering with lust.

Without warning, he crashes his mouth down on mine, and there’s an explosion in my pants. An honest to God burst of desire so intense I think I could self-combust. It’s the closest I’ve come to orgasm without being touched down there.

His kiss isn’t tender. It’s hard and demanding, and it’s fueled by sheer lust and raw need. I know, because it’s exactly how I’m kissing him back. My lips part, and his tongue plunders my mouth like an invading Viking. He feasts on me, and I eat him up like a starving woman. A desperate, starving woman who doesn’t know when she’ll get to feast again. Call me greedy, but I’m grabbing all he’s offering now. I paw at him like a sex-crazed maniac. Lifting his shirt, I slip my hands underneath, running my fingers urgently over the smooth, defined muscular wall of his chest. He is all muscle and solid mass as I trace the lines of his six-pack.

He presses me down flat on the bed as he stretches out over me, pulling my body flush against his. My hands start an exploration of his ass as his fingers creep up the underside of my shirt. He warms his palms against my skin, and I mewl into his mouth at the contact. Scorching hot desire replaces all sane thought in my brain.

I don’t care that this is wrong.

It couldn’t be.

Not when it feels so right.

As Kyler caresses me, his fingers sweeping lavishly across my body, I decide I like this feeling. I don’t want him to stop. I’ll give him whatever he wants so long as he continues to make me feel this way. I arch my back, smashing my breasts into his chest, and he emits a primal moan that fills me with immense satisfaction.

He wants me as much as I want him.

Reaching down, he moves one of my legs around his waist, and I bring my other one up on the other side of his body. Squeezing both legs firmly around his waist, I bring that sensitive, throbbing part of me in direct contact with the hard bulge in his pants.

I leave my body, yet I’m ever-present. It’s as if I’m floating above the room looking down at the hot mess in front of me. I watch him lift my shirt up over my head and toss it to the side. I watch myself writhe in sweet agony when his mouth leaves my lips to worship my breasts.

I pop back into my body with an audible gasp. I’m burning up and the desire to shed the rest of my clothes and throw caution to the wind is riding me hard. Kyler is everything. He’s all I see. All I want. To hell with the consequences.

I need this.

He needs this.

I mentally lock up logic, secure it into a box, and throw it out the proverbial window.

I fist my hands in his shirt, tugging it frantically up his body. He lifts off me in one lightning-flash move, ripping his shirt up and over his head, and pins me with a sultry look.

My jaw slackens at the sight of his perfect, ripped chest. My hands start an exploration, inspecting every magnificent inch of him. He flinches underneath my touch and I’m loving the power. The tent situation in his jeans is reaching critical mass, so I reach down and cup him through the material. Cursing, he grabs my ass and aligns our bodies perfectly. My legs suction to him like an octopus.

His mouth goes to town again, devouring every inch of me. I’m lost in a world of bliss. A world where there is only Kyler and me and our mutual savage need for each other. He rolls his hips against mine, injecting me with a shot of pure liquid lust.

Beyond caring, I emit a needy moan. We’re like wild animals who’ve just been let out of a cage. We are greedy, clinging, clawing, sucking, and biting, and every touch of his mouth charges the painful ache between my legs. No one has ever made me feel so much, and I’m like putty in his hands. He could have his wicked way with me right here, and I’d be helpless to resist.

But he doesn’t overstep the mark, even though I’m sure he wants to as much as I do. His hand slips into my shorts, and he looks up at me, his eyes asking the question. “Touch me. Please,” I rasp, breathless and squirming. I’m already primed to explode, and he works me into a frenzy in super-fast time. I shatter, falling over the edge as my body rocks and trembles while he exhausts every last ounce of pleasure.

My heart is thundering in my chest as he crawls up my body, pulling me into his arms. I twist around and strategically place my hand over the bulge in his jeans.

“It’s okay.” His hand stalls mine. “I don’t expect anything.”

I prop up on my elbow and stare at him. I’ve had a long-term boyfriend before, and I know how guys get. He has needs, and I refuse to leave him unsatisfied. Not when he’s turned my world upside down.

I’m all about equality.

I brush his hair out of his eyes as I lean down and kiss him gently. “I want to look after you
.” Need radiates in his eyes. “Let me take care of you.”

“Are you sure?” He cups my face tenderly.

I give him a teasing smile as I pop the first button on his jeans. I sneak my hand under the band of his boxers, and he curses when my fingers curl around him. I stroke him casually, and he moans. Opening the rest of the buttons, I slide his boxers and jeans down, and I wrap a firm hand around his throbbing length. His head drops back on the pillow as I start pumping, building the pace until he’s thrusting into my hand, his whole body tense and ready to rip apart. I bring him over the ledge, reveling in the look of absolute joy on his face and the knowledge that I put it there.

He hauls me up his body, snaring me in his strong embrace. He plants delicate kisses all over my face, and his nose grazes the length of my neck. “Faye.” My name is reverential on his tongue, and it does the most amazing things to my insides.

After cleaning up, we continue to share tender, sweet kisses until my lips feel swollen and my jaw starts to ache. Kyler tucks me into his side, and I snuggle into his warmth, relishing the feel of his body alongside mine. Content and happy, I fall into a deep sleep.

Kyler is gone when I wake the next morning, but his smell still lingers on my sheets. Burying my head in my pillow, I inhale his scent like it’s oxygen.

There’s a quiet knock on my door. I scramble about in the bed, looking for my top while I desperately try to flatten my tangled hair. “Faye,” Kyler says in a hushed voice. “It’s only me.”

“I’m awake,” I call out as carefully as I can.

Kyler steps into the room with damp hair and dressed in a clean black shirt and jeans. He looks totally edible, and I want to eat him right up. He carries two mugs in his hands as he advances toward me. I scrutinize his face as I sit up against the headboard, anxious to gauge his mood. I tuck the covers under my armpits as he perches on the side of the bed. Placing the mugs on the locker, he leans down, kissing me sweetly.

A dart of lust whips through me, and I drape my arms around his neck. Inside, the mother of all parties is taking place in my chest. I was anticipating the cold shoulder this morning, so this is most unexpected.

Not that you’ll ever hear me complaining when a hot guy shows up at my door, fresh out of the shower, bearing coffee and kisses. “Morning,” he mutters belatedly against my lips.

“Hey.” I smile against his mouth.

He sits up straighter, putting space between us, and I scowl. A smile curves up the corner of his mouth, and he looks so breathtakingly beautiful in that moment that I can only stare at him in awe. His smile expands, and I’m guessing I look like a total moron, but I don’t care.

This guy is to die for.

My heart is fit to bursting point.

Lifting my hand to his mouth, he kisses my palm, and a sudden rush of tingly heat passes from his body to mine. “What?”

“You should smile more. You’ve no idea how it transforms you.” A sudden thought occurs to me, and I sport a sulky expression.

He laughs. “What now?”

“Second thoughts. Don’t change. Keep to your usual moody, mean self whenever you’re not with me.” I sit up on my knees and lean in to kiss him. “Save the smiles for me. Only me.” His smile falters a little, and I curse myself for whatever I said to diminish it. “Did I say something wrong?” I bite the inside of my cheek.

He shakes his head as he runs his fingers along my lower lip. “I was wondering if you’d any plans for this morning? Would you like to come to the track with me?”





Chapter Twenty-One
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I can’t believe he’s asked me. This is momentous, and it feels like a breakthrough. He’s starting to let me in, and it fills me with so much giddiness. “I’ve no plans, and I’d love to go to the track with you.”

“Yeah?”

“Totally yeah.” I lean over and kiss his prickly cheek. “But I need to shower first.”

I wrangle him out of the room while I get ready. After showering, I dress casually in jeans and a plain shirt, wrapping a hoodie around my waist. I toe on my runners—I still can’t get used to thinking of runners as sneakers, but I know I need to make an effort unless I want to bring a translator with me to school on Monday—and apply my requisite mascara and lip gloss.

Kyler looks surprised when I stroll into the quiet, empty kitchen a few minutes later. “What?” I land my hands on my hips and narrow my eyes.

He grins. “I don’t think I’ve ever known a girl to get ready that quick.”

I head straight for the fridge. “I’m not into all that girly shit. I’m fairly low maintenance.” Bending down, I snatch a water and some fruit out of the fridge and nudge the door shut with my hip. Spinning around, I meet Kyler’s darkening gaze, and I’m immediately suspicious. I purse my lips as recognition dawns. “Were you checking out my ass?”

He leans forward on the table, pinning me with those captivating peepers. He licks his lips, and my mouth feels suddenly dry. “Yep.” He grins as he shovels a mouthful of eggs into his gob.

I should probably be disgusted but I’m not.

I’m elated.

Not sure what that says about me.

I unscrew the cap off the bottle as I walk toward the table. “At least you’re honest.”

“I told you I don’t hide who I am.” He watches me with penetrating eyes.

I’m tempted to argue with him. To tell him I see the front he wears, but he already knows that, and the fact that I’ve glimpsed behind it, and observed things he’s trying to keep hidden. I could go there, but I don’t.

I don’t want to ruin this newfound easiness between us. I want to understand him. Challenging him on his bullshit isn’t going to further my aim, so I shoot for easy-breezy instead. “Did you like what you see?” I balance a strawberry in my mouth, deliberately swirling my tongue around the outside, before swallowing it whole.

A fire blazes in his eyes and I almost choke. His gaze darkens as he leans over the table, inching closer. He picks a strawberry from my bowl, never once taking his eyes off me. “Hell yeah.” He bites the strawberry in half in one quick, fluid movement, gnashing his teeth as he pins me with a look loaded with promise. I forget how to breathe. Holy moly.
 I am completely out of my league with this guy.

“So what are you going to do about it?” I issue the challenge in breathless anticipation.

“Lots.” He stands up. “But right now we need to leave. I like to get out on the track early.” He walks around the table and stands behind me. Leaning down, he brushes my hair to one side and fixes a lingering kiss on my neck. My eyes close as a flurry of tingles dances over my skin. He grips my hips gently. “Let’s go.”

I experience another adrenaline rush as I grasp hold of Kyler on the bike. Pressing my face into his back, I soak up every single moment of the ride, committing it to memory.

We pull up in front of two huge gray gates in a remote part of Middleborough. A man with graying hair and a straggly goatee shows up, unlocking the gates and ushering us through. Kyler idles at the entrance, resting his foot on the muddy ground. “The warehouse is open, Ky. I’ll meet you out front.”

“Thanks, Rick. See you in a few.”

Kyler drives toward the large metal structure up ahead. A dilapidated redbrick building resides alongside it. A light flips on and Ky waves to the red-haired lady inside. Her eyes widen in curiosity when she spots me.

Kyler maneuvers the bike inside the giant warehouse, cutting the engine when we reach a spot at the back. He helps me off and removes my helmet. “I need to get my gear on, and check out my bike, but I’ll walk you over to meet May first. She’ll show you the way to the bleachers, if you want to watch.” He takes my hand and guides me forward.

“I’d like that.”

We pass a myriad of different bikes as we walk, and I spot an orange and blue one that looks a little familiar. “Is that yours?” I point at it.

“Yeah. I’m storing a couple of my bikes here now. You have a good memory.”

“I’ve always been fascinated by bikes.”

He stops, looking at me with a startled expression. “Yeah?”

I shoot him a cautious look. “Why is that so surprising?”

He drags a hand through his hair. “Most girls hate bikes.” He gestures around him. “Hate this place.”

“Most girls or Addison?” I venture, watching for his reaction.

His shoulders cord into knots as a grim expression spreads across his mouth. “I don’t want to talk about her. Come on.”

He pulls me forward and that signals the end of our conversation. We slip out of the warehouse, across a narrow grassy stretch, and into the back door of the other building.

It’s much larger on the inside than I imagined. We walk past a changing room with lockers, a small gym, a kitchen, and a room kitted out with small chairs and tables, several weathered-looking beanbags, a wall-mounted TV with an Xbox, toys, books, and games. I yank on his hand, drawing him to a halt. “What’s this room for?”

“Rick runs sessions for younger kids on the weekends. They usually congregate here for a while afterward. If you’re not in a hurry, we can hang around and help out when they arrive.”

“Cool.”

He eyes me strangely.

“What?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing.”

The red-haired lady greets Kyler like a long-lost son when we reach the front of the building. A narrow counter runs along one side with a multitude of framed photos hanging on the wall behind. A glass display cabinet adorns the counter on the other side, stuffed full of trophies. On the opposite side of the room, to the right of the double entrance doors, are several small bistro tables and chairs. Laminated menus stand freely in the center of the tables.

The place is spotlessly clean, but it looks neglected. Paint peels off the walls in spots, and the hardwood floor is heavily scuffed and scratched. Some of the tables have chips in the Formica, and the chairs are a mish-mash of colors and styles. A dirty cream-colored blind is pulled across the large window at the front.

“May, this is Faye.” Kyler’s introduction snaps me out of my inspection. I smile warmly as I accept May’s proffered hand. Her handshake is strong, her face kind, as she glances from him to me. “She’s my cousin,” he adds quickly, and a sinking feeling churns in my gut.

“It’s nice to meet you.” I keep a smile plastered on my face.

“Can you show her to the bleachers?”

May pats his face affectionately. “Of course, sweetheart. You run along. I’ll look after this pretty lady.”

“So you’re the girl from Ireland?” May inquires as she leads me out the main doors and across the muddy path. My feet squelch in the soft ground, and I’m regretting not wearing my boots.

“That’d be me.” I send her a coy smile.

“Kyler told me what happened to your parents. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

You could knock me down with a feather, but I cover my reaction well. “Thank you.” The usual thorny ball of emotion swells in my throat.

“He’s worried about you.” The edge of the dirt track arises on our right as I look at her as if she has ten heads. She smiles knowingly. “He’s all bark, but underneath he’s a big softie.”

I think of how he was with me last night and this morning, and I know she’s right. “How long have you worked here?” I deliberately attempt to direct the conversation to more neutral territory.

“Rick and I own the track. It’s been in his family since the nineteen thirties.” A dark cloud passes over her features. “Some of the greatest motocross champions trained in this facility.” A note of pride laces her tone.

Taking my elbow, she steers me around to the bleachers. We step up, sliding along a bench at the midway point. There’s a good vantage point from this position, and my eyes skim over the track. May leans her elbows on her knees, a sad, faraway look in her eye. For some inexplicable reason, I feel the need to cheer her up. “Tell me what you love most about it.”

She sits up straighter. “I love the family atmosphere at the track. A lot of these kids come to us from age four, and they are with us until they turn pro. And even after they leave, they gravitate here whenever they have downtime. Rick and I couldn’t have kids, but I never felt like I missed out because of this place. These boys are my family, and I love them all as if they were my own.”

I twist around to face her. “I saw you with Kyler. He’s like that for you?”

She nods. “He’s a sweet boy. A lousy judge of character, but none of us are perfect.” My surprise clearly shows on my face. “He talks to me. I know what’s happened, but even if he hadn’t told me, I would’ve known. He’s been coming here since he was ten, and even though he’s always seemed burdened, it’s way worse now. He’s withdrawn. I figure it’s his way of protecting himself, but I worry about all he’s missing out on. Apart from the track and his motocross ambition, he doesn’t seem to live for much else, and that concerns me enormously.”

At that precise moment, Kyler emerges from the warehouse, decked out in blue and white racing gear. He stops to talk to Rick for a few minutes, and they gesture wildly with their hands. Rick slaps him on the back before reentering the warehouse, and Kyler pushes his bike out onto the track.

Swinging his leg over the pillion, he grasps the handlebars in his gloved hands. He’s wearing heavy boots that cover his calves, stopping just short of his knees. He pulls the throttle and kicks the bike into gear. His knees and elbows are bent as he stands up and the bike zooms forward. I can’t see his face under the helmet, but his posture screams focus and concentration.

May is watching the expression on my face. “You’ve never been to a track before?”

My eyes stay locked on Kyler as he picks up speed. “Not a motocross one. I used to visit Mondello Park with my dad. It’s Ireland’s only international racing track. My granddad used to work there when it first opened, building engines for some of the racecars. My dad basically grew up in the place.”

I turn and face her, realizing I’m being rude. “He used to take me a few times a year, from when I was this high.” I lower my hand in demonstration. A slow smile adorns my lips. “I loved it. Loved the noise and the crowds. I can still hear the roar of the cars as they prepared to race.”

She beams at me. “I can see that. Dirt bikes are a little different, but it’s no less exciting. It’s become a very popular spectator sport. We don’t host races here anymore, it’s purely a training facility, but I think you’d like it here.”

Kyler glides around the track out of sight at the far end. “Yeah, I think I would. Maybe I’ll get Kyler to bring me again.”

May’s smile appears brittle. When she speaks, her voice breaks a little. “You should do that. I, uh, should get back. Will you be okay by yourself?”

I worry that I’ve offended her somehow, but rethinking my words, I don’t know what I said that might have upset her. “I’ll be fine. It was nice talking with you.”

“You too, sweetie.” She turns to leave but stops at the end of the row. “Ky is a bit lost right now, but he has a good heart. He needs friends, and I think you could be good for him. Be patient.”

Our gazes lock and a sort of shared understanding passes between us. I bob my head, and she turns and walks away.

The next hour flies by. I’m mesmerized by Kyler. His passion, dedication, and obvious focus are such a turn-on. As I observe the way in which he commands the bike, and the skill with which he maneuvers his body to work seamlessly with the flow of the bike, it’s clear that he’s very talented. Now I understand his fixation with exercise and nutrition. Even though I’m no expert, the sport clearly requires huge levels of stamina and fitness.

Kyler leans the bike at the bottom of the bleachers, resting it against the edge of the structure. When he rips off his helmet, his hair is flat on the top of his head, with the longer strands plastered to his sweaty forehead. His skin is red and flushed as he takes the steps two at a time toward me.

My eyes scan the length of him as he shunts down the row toward me, pulling his jersey up and over his head. He plops down beside me, breathless and grinning. Sweat mixes with aftershave in a scent that is uniquely male and completely enchanting. Call me crazy, but I have a sudden urge to bury my head in his neck and soak it up. “You’re drooling,” he pants out, and I smack his arm.

“Was not,” I lie, giving him a look that dares him to challenge me. He unstraps his neck brace and whatever form of chest protection he’s wearing until he’s sitting beside me in only his multicolored track pants. Morning sunlight glints off his naked chest, highlighting his sweat-slickened abs. Heat darkens my eyes as I ogle him without any pretense. “But I most definitely am now,” I admit truthfully.

“You have to stop looking at me like that.” His statement lacks substance, and I quirk an eyebrow. “I only have so much restraint.”

“Screw restraint.” I angle my body into his, running the tip of one finger down his glistening chest. I might be abnormal, but the sight and smell of him like this is hugely arousing.

Without warning, he lifts me sideways onto his lap and smashes his mouth against mine. I scrape my fingers through his hair, tugging on it sharply as he urges my lips apart. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, and his scent surrounds me as I cling to him possessively. Clamping a hand at the back of my neck, he tilts my head to the side and deepens the kiss. Stars explode behind my eyes, and I’m melting under the power of his touch. It feels like my own personal slice of heaven on earth.

Someone loudly clears their throat, and we instantly break apart. May is standing in the row in front, her hands outstretched, her fingers curling around two bottles of water. “I thought you might need to cool down.”

Neither of us misses the double entendre. A red flush creeps over my neck and up my face as I slide off his lap and meekly take the offered bottle of water.

“Thanks, May.” Kyler probes her face as he accepts the drink.

“Can you stick around? We could use a hand or two.” Her disapproving gaze bounces between us. Kyler looks to me.

“I don’t mind. I’m not in work until later.”

“Count us in.” He opens the water and chugs it down his throat.

“Great, thanks.”

Kyler stands but she motions for him to sit back down. “The little monsters don’t arrive for another hour. Stay.” She pins him with a serious look. “Talk.” Her gaze flits to me with purpose, and I know she’s sending him some silent message. I instantly stiffen, feeling the weight of her dissent. I thought we had gotten along earlier, but now I’m second-guessing myself.

She doesn’t approve. That much is blatantly obvious.

May walks off without another word, her lips pinched together. Kyler and I sit in silence for a few minutes. I drink from my water, grappling with my churning mind. Eventually I can take no more of the silence. “What was all that about?”

He smooths his hair off his forehead as he leans back in his seat. Muscles flex and bunch in his chest and his jaw pops in and out, as he stares ahead. I wait patiently for him to speak. “Don’t take it personally. I can already tell that May likes you, but I know what she’s going to say.” He takes a quick slug of his water.

“Spill, Ky.” I suspect I know, but I’d rather hear him say it.

A small grin teases the corners of his mouth. “That’s the first time you’ve called me Ky.” I pierce him with a deadly look, and he raises his palms in conciliation. “I like hearing it, that’s all.” He sits up, leaning his elbows on his knees. “It’s because we’re cousins.”

I grimace as he confirms my suspicion. This whole situation is so frustrating. There is nothing in the constitution that says I can’t date my cousin, and it’s not as if we grew up together. He’s a complete stranger to me, and our chemistry is off the charts—if God didn’t want us together, why hotwire us to react so explosively to each other’s touch?

Although, I’m not naïve, and I can easily imagine how people might judge us. Judgy narrow-mindedness is one of my pet peeves, and this isn’t the first time I’ve been forced to confront reality in such a personal way.

I’ve guessed this was partly responsible for Kyler keeping his distance, but now I think it’s time we laid our cards on the table. “Does that matter to you?” I eyeball him as I wait for his reply.

“That’s a bit of a loaded question.” He watches me carefully as he tips the bottle into his mouth, draining the last few drops.

“I’m not asking for an in-depth analysis of the legal, social, and moral implications of kissing your cousin. I’m asking how you feel
 about it. Do you think it’s wrong?”

He sits up, holding my chin in his hand. “I think you already know how I feel about that. If I wasn’t into it, last night or just now wouldn’t have happened. That isn’t the issue.”

“Then what is?”

He cups my face gently. “May is one of the nicest, most tolerant people I know. If she reacts like that, imagine how everyone else would react? People won’t approve, especially not in my parents’ social circles. My father
”—he grinds his teeth as he says the word—“told us you were strictly off limits for that very reason.”

He releases my face and looks down at his feet. “Maybe we shouldn’t start something we can’t finish.” His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat as he looks up at me. “Maybe we should put a stop to this right now.”





Chapter Twenty-Two
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I stand up, lengthening my spine as I look down at him. “I didn’t take you for a coward, but that’s exactly what you are. Either you’re too chicken to tell me you’re not into me, or you’re running scared at the first sign of dissent. Either way, it means the same thing. It doesn’t matter anyway.” I move to walk past him. “We kissed a few times. It’s no big deal. Forget about it.”

He stands up, taking my elbow and holding me in place. “Don’t do that.”

“Relax, Kyler. You’ve made your point and I’m agreeing, so let’s move past it and go help May.” I try to wriggle out of his grip, but he maintains a firm hold.

“I didn’t say I wanted to stop this thing between us, just that it might be the smart thing to do.”

I glare at him. “Now you’re splitting hairs. Say what you mean and mean what you say.” He pins me with a teasing smile, and that pisses me off. “Stop it.” Anger starts tunneling to the surface. He grins again, and I nudge him in the ribs. “You’re being an ass.”

He sweeps his thumb across my lower lip. “You’re incredibly hot when you’re mad.” Hauling me into his body, he leaves his hands hanging loosely against my lower back as he buries his face in my neck.

I shove my hands into his chest and push him away. “Stop fucking with me, Kyler. My head’s enough of a mess already. One minute you’re saying we should stop this and the next you’re flirting? What the hell do you want from me?”

His smile fades. Stepping away, he reaches down to grab his gear. Silence engulfs us. “I don’t know,” he admits after a bit, looking me straight in the eye. His troubled expression says it all. “I don’t know what I want.”

I’m disappointed but it’s not as if I can tell him what he wants. He’s confused, and nothing I say will change that. I have to respect his opinion and accept him at his word. My priority now is protecting my heart from further attack. Tossing the horrible feelings of rejection aside, I face him with a placid expression, determined to be mature about this. “Okay. But until you do, I need you to stay away from me.”
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The atmosphere is strained when we return to the main building, but if Rick and May notice, they don’t say anything. I assist May with registrations while Rick and Kyler help the kids get kitted out and set up on the bikes. The place is utter bedlam as twenty or more kids, all under the age of ten, descend on the front room. I can hardly think over the noise. They chase each other around the room, laughing and giggling, and it’s impossible to hold onto my dour mood. I find myself quietly chuckling at their antics.

When the kids are outside, and my ears are functioning normally again, I help May prepare food in the kitchen. We work in silence, initially, but friction is ripe in the air, growing more fraught with each passing second until, eventually, I can’t take it any longer. “You disapprove,” I say, without looking up from my chopping board.

She sighs, stopping what she’s doing. “It’s not you, sweetie, and it’s not that I disapprove, per se, but”—she gently takes my arm, forcing me to stop working—“I know Ky’s folks, and they’re good people, but appearance is everything to them. This community does not look favorably on nonconformance.” She takes the knife out of my hand, placing it on the counter. Holding both my hands in hers, she fixes her sincere gaze on me. “You are grieving, and Ky is still hurting over Addison and Brad’s betrayal. Neither of you need any additional complications. People will not respond well to your relationship, and I worry about what that’d do to both of you.”

“We’re not in a relationship,” I grumble, wanting to at least set her straight on that front. “It’s only been a few kisses.”

“I’ve seen enough today to know this is no simple flirtation. I may be past my prime, but I still remember my teenage years. With great fondness, I might add,” she says, with a teasing grin. “And I’d bet my last dollar you two have strong feelings for each other.”

“But you don’t want us to act on that,” I paraphrase.

She looks apologetic. “No. I think that’s inviting a whole world of trouble.”

I chew on the inside of my cheek as I try to compartmentalize my feelings. “I mean no disrespect, May, but that’s kind of insulting. You’re basically insinuating that neither of us are strong enough to deal with the backlash, and, fair enough, you know Ky, but you don’t know me. You have no idea what I can and can’t tolerate. The things I’ve had to endure. Things that could’ve sent me into a downward spiral if I’d let the situation get the better of me. I’m stronger than you think.”

“I’ve offended you, and I’m sorry about that. I’m only trying to help, because I care about Kyler, and he cares about you. He probably doesn’t realize how much, but I see it. And now I see you, and in so many ways, you are perfect for him. You have the power to bring him back, to help him move on. But it could go the other way, too. No matter how you spin it, dating your cousin is taboo around these parts. The backlash would be severe. You could destroy him, and I’m not going to sit back and pretend that I’m comfortable with that. I meant what I said earlier, he’s like a son to me.”

My spine stiffens, and I remove my hands from hers. “I would never deliberately hurt him, or anyone. You don’t see me. You don’t see me at all.” I step back, reeling, as hurt and anger wage an internal war inside me.

“Faye.” She steps toward me, and I raise a hand in warning. “I’m not saying you’d intentionally hurt him. That’s not what I meant at all. Can’t you see that pursuing this puts both of you at risk? I’m only trying to stop you from making a mistake.”

“That’s not your call to make,” Kyler says gruffly, startling us both. My head whips around. He’s standing in the middle of the open doorway, sending daggers at May. He extends his hand toward me. “We’re leaving.”

May moves toward him, a crestfallen look on her face. “Kyler, I—”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Kyler says, cutting her off. “I’m way too pissed for this conversation right now, and I don’t want to say something I’ll regret. Just leave it, May.”

Ky takes my hand and pulls me out of the room. Instead of going toward the warehouse like I expect, he guides me out the side door and around the back of the warehouse. Veins protrude in his neck as he drags me up a hilly slope. The sun rests high in the clear blue sky, beating a burning path straight for us. Little beads of sweat break out on my brow, but I don’t complain as he steers me to the top of the hill.

He drops down on the ground, and I sit beside him, crossing my legs in front of me. I fan my face with my hands. “Here.” He hands me a bottle of water and a sandwich from his backpack.

“Thanks.” I gratefully guzzle the water. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough.” He bites a large chunk out of his chicken wrap.

“I think she means well.”

He surveys the land spread out below us. The kids look like toddlers on dirt bikes from up here. “I know, but she has no right to say any of that stuff to you. Or to dictate what I should and shouldn’t do with my life. It’s not her decision to make.”

I take a sip of water. “It’s not that different from what you said earlier, and she wasn’t saying it to you. I don’t understand why you’re
 so mad.”

He faces me head-on, and there’s a thunderous look on his face. “I’m sick of people trying to manipulate my life! I thought you understood that.”

I touch his jean-clad knee. “I do, but this is different. She isn’t out to hurt you; she cares about you.” Perhaps it’s not my place to defend May, and God knows her words hurt me, but this track means so much to Ky. I don’t want him to lose that over me. “Her intervention is coming from the right place, for the right reasons, even if it is a little misguided. Don’t fall out with her over this.”

The storm fades in his eyes. “I know, but she can’t say those things to you. And she’s got enough on her plate; she shouldn’t be worrying about me.”

All the cryptic little clues line up perfectly in my brain. “This place is in financial trouble, isn’t it? That’s what you were talking to your dad about that day in his study.”

He scrunches up his wrapper, fisting it in his hand. “Yeah. It’s going to close unless they get an injection of cash. I didn’t know they were in trouble until recently, and now that bastard won’t help. It’s punishment for forcing his hand on our allowance.”

I pull my knees up to my chest as I twist around to face him. “What do you mean?”

He shoots me a sly grin. “Mom is strict with our allowance, but Dad knows I know about his affair, so he’s been slipping all of us more on the side.” His grin fades. “But he refused to help Rick and May out because he’s trying to reassert his authority. Well, he can fuck off now if he thinks I’m backing down.” Determination and spitefulness infiltrates his words.

Tiny hairs lift on my arms. “What are you planning?”

“He’s going to fund this track, or I’ll tell Mom everything.”

I gasp. “You can’t blackmail your father!”

“Why the hell not?” He pins me with an incredulous look.

“Because it’s wrong. Your mother should know—I agree on that point—but your father is the one who has to come clean. You can’t use this situation to your advantage. If you do, you’re no better than he is.”

His eyes darken and this time it’s not with lust. “It wouldn’t be solely to my advantage! Take a look around! See all those kids down there”—he jabs his finger in the direction of the track—“what are they going to do without this place? There isn’t any other facility that provides this type of opportunity for them. The only other track in the vicinity closed down a few years ago due to …” He visibly pales as he scrapes his hands through his hair. “Well, it’s gone, and this is the only place around. Most of those kids come from low-income families who could never afford to indulge their kid’s interest in this sport. It’s an expensive hobby. Part of the reason why Rick and May have run into so much trouble is because they heavily subside the kids program. This isn’t just about me.”

His impassioned speech speaks volumes, but he’s missing my point. “I understand that, and I’d hate to see this place close, but that doesn’t detract from the situation. You cannot blackmail your father into doing this. You can never come back from that! What kind of relationship will you have with him in future if you do that?”

He stands up, flexing his hands into fists at his side. “I want nothing to do with that lying, cheating slime ball, so that’s not a concern. If things work out like I’ve planned, then I won’t need his name or his money.” He extends his hand to help me up. “Scouts have expressed interest in me. Once I go pro, I’m walking away, and I’m not coming back.” He pins me with a laser-sharp look. “Not for anyone.”

He storms down the hill, not even glancing behind his shoulder to see if I’m following. I keep a reasonable distance, trailing quietly behind him.

Rick tries to talk to Kyler at the warehouse, but he brushes him off and powers up his motorbike. I climb on behind him even though I’d rather be anywhere but here. His back is rigidly stiff underneath me the entire journey back home.

Once he parks, I slide off the bike and walk into the house without a backward glance.

I’m pissy as all hell as I throw myself down on my bed. A couple of hours later, my anger starts to dissipate. It’s one thing knowing your father is having an affair, but it’s another matter entirely seeing it with your own eyes. Add in the fact that it’s a double betrayal for Alex, and it’s probably reopening painful wounds for Ky, too, and I can understand how he is so worked up. Plus, there’s this whole uncertainty over “us” and today was only a tiny glimpse of what lies in store should
 we decide to take things further.

I know I’m confused as hell, so I can only assume Ky is too.

Perhaps I was too harsh earlier. I should’ve been more sympathetic.

I hate leaving things like this between us, and I’ve an hour until my shift starts, so there’s enough time to try to mend things. I knock on Ky’s bedroom door but there’s no answer. Popping my head into the gym, I frown when I find it empty, too. I wander throughout the house, looking for him. A bout of girlish giggling pricks my ears as I venture outside, and an ominous sense of foreboding sweeps over me.

Stepping onto the patio, I stop dead in my tracks, refusing to believe my eyes. Ky is lying back on a lounge chair looking like the cat that got the cream. Addison is straddling his lap, grinding her hips into his as she leans down to whisper in his ear. Ky smooths a path up and down her spine, his fingers caressing her skin in light strokes. He spies me watching, and a smirk spreads slowly over his mouth. Addison tips her head back and stares at me. A conniving expression creeps over her face as she moves her hand down, in the gap between her and Ky, to cup his junk.

A dart of pain spears me through the heart as nausea travels up my throat. I think I’m going to vomit. Keeping a blank expression on my face, I turn around and scurry back into the house, as Addison’s loud peals of laughter follow me in a taunting manner.





Chapter Twenty-Three
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My heart is still pumping wildly when I reach the safety of my room. I sit on the edge of my bed, cradling my head in my hands. All manner of confusing thoughts and emotions jumble my mind. My chest heaves visibly as pain slices a clear line through my heart. There has only been one other occasion where I’ve felt as gullible as I do in this moment.

How could he share intimacy with me last night and then crawl all over another girl the very next day? I feel so cheap, so used. And unbelievably foolish. Old nightmares resurrect to haunt me, and I clutch my stomach, as the usual bout of self-loathing batters me on all sides. Not for the first time in my life, I wish I could rewind time and stop myself from making such an awful mistake.

I don’t know what game Kyler is playing, but I’m damned if he’s going to use me for some nefarious aim.

As I get ready for work, I curse myself for my naïveté. Ky had no intention of starting anything with me. I was an itch he felt the need to scratch, and I was an idiot to buy into it, to believe it might be going somewhere. I slam my palm against my forehead in frustration.

He played me, and I fell right into his trap.

Well, I won’t fall for it a second time. This thing between us is over. Period. And it’s clearly for the best. I don’t understand why he got so worked up at the track, but that’s neither here nor there now.

It’s as well I discovered this now before my heart was even more invested.

I grab my bag and yank open the door, almost falling head first into Ky’s arms. “Get out of my way,” I snarl, pushing at him.

“No.” He batters his forearms. “Not until you let me explain.”

He starts pushing into the room and I step back. What the actual fuck?!
 “Explain?” I yell. “Your body language gave me all the explanation I need!” I’m incensed beyond all reason, and something snaps inside me. I raise my clenched hand and punch him in the face. Hard. I put every ounce of my hurt and humiliation into the blow, and it pleases me no end when he staggers back, clutching his jaw. He looks shocked as he stares at me, but then the shock gives way to laughter. He’s doubled over, clutching his stomach, and an angry red flush steals over my cheeks. How dare he make fun of me! The urge to hit him a second time is strong, but I’m so
 done with this. “Screw you. You deserve that cow. I hope you’re both miserable as sin together. Now, get out of my room, get out of my face, and stay the hell out of my life.” I roar that last part for extra emphasis.

His laughter withers and dies. He shoots me a terse nod. “Fine. Message understood.”

I slump against the wall as he walks away, willing my pounding pulse to settle down.
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I’m grumpy as hell at work, and everyone notices. I try to snap out of it, but I can’t get the image of Addison grinding on Kyler’s lap out of my head. It’s the worst form of self-inflicted torture, but short of bleaching my brain, I don’t know what else to do. I’m messing up orders left and right, so when David calls me into his office, I figure I’m about to get my marching orders. It’s no more than I deserve.

David tells me to take a seat as he plants his butt on the edge of the desk. Concerned eyes meet mine. “Do you want to tell me what’s the matter?”

“Nothing’s the matter,” I lie, sitting up straighter in my chair. I’m not going to air my personal laundry to the boss man.

“Boy trouble?” He astutely guesses, cocking his head to the side as he skims my face for clues.

“I’d rather not talk about it. I should get back.” I move to stand, but he shakes his head, keeping me grounded in the seat.

“It’s not that busy tonight. You can take off if you like.” He pushes off the desk, looming over me.

“I’d prefer to keep working, and I promise no more mistakes.”

He bends down, his face coming very close to mine. “I’m a good listener, and I’m here for you anytime you need to talk.” He pats my cheek, and I flinch back at the inappropriateness of the gesture.

Sensing my discomfort, he immediately steps back, and I jump to my feet. “Uh, thanks. But I’m fine.”

“Very well.” He folds his arms across his chest. “You can go back to work.”

I’m shaking my head when I return to the floor. “What did he want?” Rose asks.

“He was fishing for info. He wanted to know what was up with me.”

“I wouldn’t mind knowing the answer to that question either,” Rose murmurs.

I sigh. “I’ll tell you after our shift ends.”

“Okay. Theo and I are heading to a party later. Do you want to come?”

“I’m not sure I’d be the best company.”

She lightly touches my elbow. “And that’s exactly why you should come. It’ll help distract you.”

“Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

I collect orders from a couple of tables and add them into the system. When I turn around, I find a pair of captivating blue eyes watching my every move. Brad is leaning over the counter, flippantly tossing a menu between his fingers. “Hi, Faye,” he says pleasantly.

“Hi, Brad. What can I get you?” I remove my notepad, holding my pen aloft.

“Nothing, thanks.”

I pin him with an inquisitive look. “What are you doing here then?”

He runs a hand through his blond hair. “I wanted to ask you something.” I purse my lips, pinning him with a suspicious look. “Don’t make it easy or anything,” he murmurs with a smile.

“What is it, Brad?”

“Chase is throwing a party tonight, and I wanted to know if you’d go with me.”

My brow puckers. “Why?”

His lips curve up at the corners. “Why does any guy ask a girl out?”

My face drops at his sheer nerve. His eyes widen and he reaches out for me. I step back from the counter. “No! Not that. Jeez.” He rubs his chin. “That came out wrong. I’m not like that.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard.”

His features lock down instantly, and he pushes off the stool. “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.” Pain flashes in his eyes, and I’m instantly chastised.

“What did you mean if you weren’t talking about hooking up?”

“I’d like to get to know you. You seem different to the girls in this town … hope I guessed right?”

I stare him down as I ponder his words, trying to gauge if he’s sincere or playing some angle.

“Okay, I stand corrected. Forget it.” He walks toward the exit as I call out to him. Ignoring me, he yanks the door open, almost lifting it from the hinges, and steps outside.

“Go after him,” Rose urges, giving me a gentle nudge in the back. “I’ll cover for you.”

I race out the door after him, wondering why I’m so concerned. Am I that shallow that I don’t want him thinking I’m as narrow-minded as the bitches in this place? I’d like to think it’s remorse, because he showed his true colors and I could tell that it was a genuine offer, yet I treated him like he deserves his cheating man-slut rep. “Brad, wait up.” He’s powering along the path in long-legged strides.

He stops and turns around, waiting for me to catch up. “Look,” I say, when I reach him. “I’m sorry. I’m new to all this, and so far, mostly everyone who’s tried to get to know me has some agenda. But I can tell I was wrong to jump to conclusions about you.”

His shoulders loosen a little. “I guess I can understand that. I know this town far too well.” He looks away.

“I’m sorry for what I implied back there. Rose told me you’re not like that, and she’s the only person I trust to be on the level.” I no longer trust in anything that Ky has said, so he can take his warning and stuff it where the sun don’t shine. The only thing I can fault about Brad is his previous choice in friends and hookups, but everyone deserves a chance to turn over a new leaf.

“Rose is cool, and she’s been a good friend. Theo too. So, how about the party? I can pick you up after work.”

He looks hopeful, and I don’t want to be the one to wipe that from his face. “Sure, why not? I get off at eleven.”

He smiles, and I can’t help but smile back. “I’ll see you then.”

Rose gives me the thumbs-up when I relay the gist of our conversation.

As the working night draws to a close, I even find myself getting a little excited. It sure beats the previous heartbroken feeling.

I didn’t bring any suitable going-out clothes to work, but luckily, Rose has a few things in her locker belonging to her sister which fit me, and in next to no time, I’m party ready and raring to go. I really feel like letting loose tonight.

“You look gorgeous,” Brad says, when I step outside the diner. His eyes skim respectively over my skinny jeans and red halter-top.

“Thanks.”

Rose waggles her fingers at me as she hops on the back of Theo’s bike. “See you guys out there.”

Brad walks me to a silver SUV and opens the passenger door for me. I’m buckling my seat belt when he hops in the driver’s side, fixing me with an anxious look. I stop what I’m doing. “What?”

“It’s okay if you want to change your mind. I’ll understand.”

I frown, wondering what kind of vibes I’m giving off. “Why do you think I’ve changed my mind?”

He grips the steering wheel painfully. “I’m not exactly the most popular guy in this town. Attending with me isn’t going to do much to help your cred. I should’ve thought of that before I asked you.”

“You’re having second thoughts?”

“Hell no.” He twists around in his seat, the leather squeaking with the motion. “I want to go with you, but I don’t want to make anything more difficult for you at school. I know what Old Colonial is like.”

“Pfft.” I dismiss his concern quickly. “I’m the last person to care about that stuff, believe me. And, besides, I’m going to Wellesley Memorial.”

His eyes are out on stalks. “You are?”

I eye him skeptically. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

He smiles, shaking his head, as he twists the key and the car powers up. “It’s not, actually. It means my first impressions were spot-on. That’s great.” He flashes me a wide grin. “You’re not like other girls. You have no idea how refreshing that is.”

He shoves the car in gear, and we glide out onto the asphalt. It feels like the right time to set some ground rules. “Don’t go getting any ideas, Brad. I’m not in the market for a boyfriend, or even a hookup, but I’ll happily take all the friends I can get.”

“I respect that, Faye.” He keeps his gaze focused on the road. “And I’ll be a perfect gentleman. Scout’s honor. Whether you believe me or not, I could really use a friend, so I’m totally cool with that.”





Chapter Twenty-Four
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The high wrought iron gates open slowly to allow us to pass through. Brad drives up the winding driveway, parking in a line beside a row of flashy cars. “Who is Chase anyway?” I ask, when he opens my door. I slip my hand in his as he helps me out of the car, and his skin is warm but slightly callused, a lot like Ky’s. I remember now that Brad is into motocross too, and I wonder if he still trains at Rick and May’s track.

“He’s on the football team with me.” A deep crease furrows his brow, but he shakes it off. “His parents are good friends with your aunt and uncle.”

I stumble in my heels on the gravel, and Brad places a steadying hand on my lower back as we walk. Heat seeps into my skin through the sheer material of my top. It doesn’t foster the same tingling sensation that Ky’s touch invokes, but it’s nice all the same.

Rose and Theo are waiting at the side of the house, and she lifts her hand in a wave when she spots us.

“Yay!” Rose says, bounding toward me. “You made it!” She loops her arm in mine and pulls me toward Theo, making necessary introductions. After that, we head around the side of the house, while the boys trail behind us, talking in low voices. “How are you two getting along?” she inquires.

I roll my eyes. “It was only a ten-minute drive, Rose.”

“I know, but you can tell he’s a decent guy, right?”

I give her a funny look. “Why does it matter so much to you? You still got a thing for him?”

She throws back her head and laughs. “Don’t be so silly. I’m crazy about Theo, and I told you me and Brad was only a childish thing, but he’s still a good friend, and I worry about him. Everything’s changing in his life, and I think you would be good for him. You make a cute couple.”

Sounds of laughter are getting louder the farther we walk. “No matchmaking! This isn’t that. I’ve told him already that I only want to be friends. Boys are fuckwits and I don’t need any more complications.”

She pulls me to the side. “Tell Auntie Rose all about it.”

Brad and Theo stop and look at us. “Everything all right?” Theo asks, shooting a loving look at Rose.

“Everything is perfect.” I level a gaze at Rose, pleading with her to drop it. I take her arm and pull her forward.

“Later,” she whispers in my ear, and I give her a slight nod.

The party is in full swing by a massive pool. Shrieks and cries fill the air as couples mess about in the water. Others are congregated in seating areas, drinking and chatting. Loud music pumps out through huge, mobile speakers. Expansive glass doors are retracted at the side of the house, merging the inside and outside spaces. Lighting is dim inside as Brad guides me through a large living room that has been transformed into a makeshift dance floor. The place is teeming with heaving, sweaty bodies, and Brad has to weave an elaborate path through the crowd in the direction of the kitchen. He keeps a firm hold on my hand as he maneuvers across the room. A few heads turn in our direction. Inquisitive glances dart from Brad to me, but no one makes any effort to greet us.

Emerald green eyes latch on mine, as someone familiar spots me in the crowd. A glimmer of gleeful amusement flickers in Addison’s gaze.

“Oh joy.”

Brad stops, grimacing as he turns around. “What’s up?” He follows my line of sight. Addison notices him for the first time, and the look on her face transforms instantly. She saunters toward us, sashaying her hips in an orchestrated fashion. Her mouth pulls into a provocative pout, and I can’t help the snort that escapes my lips. She is such a walking cliché.

Brad moves closer to my side, placing a protective arm across my lower back.

“Well, well,” she says, standing in front of us with her hands on her hips. Her gaze hovers from me to Brad and back again. “This is almost too good to be true! The rejected blue blood and the wannabe rich girl! Too funny!” A line of girls form a semi-circle around her, and they all titter at our expense.

“Don’t be a bitch, Addison.” Brad is uber calm.

“Oh, how the mighty have fallen.” She mock tuts, skimming one finger down the front of his shirt. “You’ve had to downgrade everything, haven’t you?” He pales at her words. She tilts her head to the side, and her eyes lock on mine.

The insinuation isn’t subtle. Neither is the insult.

“Get lost, Addison,” Kalvin demands, coming up on the other side of me. “Can’t you tell when you’re not wanted?”

“That’s not what you were telling me before,” she purrs, brushing her chest up against him on purpose.

Are you shitting me?

I gawp at Kalvin, letting him witness the full extent of my disbelief. He stares at me defiantly, stepping back from Addison. “Quit messing around, and stop sniffing near me and my brothers. When are you going to get it into your thick head? We don’t want you. We don’t even like
 you. Go prey on some other dumb sucker.”

Okay, now I’m confused. All these games are tying my brain into knots.

“That’s not what Ky was whispering in my ear this afternoon. Ask her
.” She jerks her head at me. “She was there.” I visualize myself lunging for her, clawing my nails down her smug face. It helps stem the growing tidal wave of fury taking root inside me.

Kalvin peers into my eyes and he sees the truth. Fixing a dangerous sneer on his face, he bends down so he’s at Addison’s height. “You listen to me, and you listen good, slut. Stay away from Ky. I fucking mean it. You’re not worming your way back in.”

Kalvin’s low pitch and venomous face state the truth. He isn’t joking about. So when Addison pushes him back, and laughs in his face, I have to reluctantly admire her balls of steel. “You, poor, clueless fool. Don’t you know that I always get what I want? And you really shouldn’t push me. You won’t like the fallout.”

Kalvin’s jaw clenches and unclenches. Turning his back on Addison, he takes hold of my elbow. “I need to speak to you. Right now.” His eyes latch on Brad’s hand, which is currently loosely draped around my hip. “Get your fucking hand off her.”

Brad stands his ground. “You need to chill out, bro.”

Kalvin stabs his finger in Brad’s chest. “I am not your bro. And Faye’s not available to the likes of you.”

That’s it. I’ve had enough of this macho-man bullshit. I take hold of Brad’s hand. “Let’s get a drink.” I shove Kalvin’s arm away. “You do not dictate who I spend time with. I will talk to you later, after you’ve calmed down.”

I ignore Addison’s hoot of laughter, as I let Brad lead the way.

My shoulders sag in relief when we step into the kitchen.

“Wow. That was fun.” There is zero humor in Brad’s tone or his look.

“You’re telling me. These people are flipping crazy.”

That brings a smile to his face. “You have no idea.”

“Forget about them. I know I want to.” I can’t decide if I find my cousin’s protective streak endearing or plain insulting.

“What’s your poison?” Brad asks.

“I’ll have a beer. Or ten.” So much for steering clear of alcohol.

He smiles as he swipes two from a large ice-filled bucket, handing one to me. “Let’s start with one, and see how we go. Do you want to stay in here or head outside?” he shouts over the drone of the music.

“Outside.” As far away from Addison is more the sentiment, but that one word will suffice. The heat and the noise die down the second we step out onto a sprawling patio. The crowded pool area is to our left. In front of us, and to our right, small groups and couples converse in private on the expansive lawn.

“Do you want to go sit there?” Brad points out an elevated wooden structure at the far end of the garden, and I nod in agreement.

The large, unoccupied pergola is positioned on top of a raised stone circle. Tiny tea lights hang from little lanterns in the roof. Wicker furniture with soft cream cushions surrounds a low table. Ornate pots of all shapes and sizes are scattered around the space. The setting is very romantic, and now I’m feeling a little uncomfortable. “Don’t worry. I won’t bite,” Brad teases, sitting down on a two-seater couch. I sit down beside him and cross my legs. “So,” he says, drumming his fingers off his knee. “What did you do to earn Addison’s wrath?”

“I exist.” I tip my head back and chug some of my beer.

“I figured as much. Addison strikes quick to neutralize any threat.”

“I’m not a threat. I don’t want anything she has. She’s welcome to it all.” Liar
, a scheming inner devil hisses in my ear. I lean my head back against the soft pillow and stare at the twinkling lights above.

“She wouldn’t care to hear that. You are all everyone is talking about, and that’s enough to set her blood boiling.” He raises the bottle to his lips, and I take the opportunity to slyly study him. I can’t reconcile this boy and that bitch. Nope. Don’t see it. It doesn’t make any sense. Brad seems like a genuinely nice guy, and he’s the complete opposite of the Queen B inside.

As I examine his face, I notice the pale shadows under his eyes for the first time. Tired, fine lines crinkle the corners of his eyes, and his pallor is a little off-white. He looks wrecked, as if he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“What?” He looks perplexed.

I sit up straighter, realizing my mind had wandered. “What?”

“You were staring; not that I’m complaining.” He grins, flashing a set of perfect white teeth. “What are you thinking?”

I pump for honesty. “That I don’t understand how you ended up with her. You don’t seem the type.”

His throat works overtime as he drains his beer in one go. “You and me both.” I lean forward on my elbows, waiting for him to continue. “It’s complicated. I …” Brad trails off as he looks over my head.

Feet race across the stone platform and a muscular arm snakes out, lifting Brad up by his shirt. “Keep your filthy paws off her, McConaughey.” Kyler growls out a warning. Hostility radiates from him in waves, lifting all the hairs on the back of my neck. A thrill of excitement whips through me, and I’m disgusted at myself. This side of Kyler speaks to the inner demon inside me. I don’t want to acknowledge that dark part of me, much less release it. That’s why this part of Ky’s personality is so dangerous to me. “I don’t know what you’re up to this time, but you won’t hurt my family again.”

Brad removes Kyler’s hand. “It’s not what you think. I’m just looking out for her.”

“I’m right here.” I feel the need to state the obvious because they’re both talking as if I’m not present. Neither of them looks at me. Their faces are locked on one another, and some silent battle is erupting between them. I climb to my feet. “Knock it off, Ky.” I tug on his arm, but he doesn’t budge. Bunched muscles are rigid under my fingers. Kyler is primed for battle, and all it’ll take is one erstwhile comment from Brad to set him off.

“I’d like to leave now, Brad. Can you drive me home?”

He lowers his head to mine. “Of course, Faye. No problem.”

“What are you doing?” Kyler pins his dark expression on me. “I told you to stay away from him.”

“And I told you to go screw yourself.” I lace my fingers in Brad’s and jerk my chin up to level a cold look at Kyler. “We done here?”

“I know what you’re doing, and it won’t work.” Kyler scowls, his eyes traveling to our conjoined hands for a brief second.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t care. Come on, Brad.” We step around the table, avoiding Kyler. Brad places his arm across my shoulders as he steers us onto the lush grass.

Firm hands seize me from behind, and I’m lifted clear off the ground. Kyler pulls my back against his chest, keeping a tight hold around my midriff. I wriggle in his embrace as he presses his mouth to my ear. “I know you’re mad at me, and you’ve every right to be, but I can explain. Don’t do this. You can’t trust him.” His warm breath seeps over my skin causing me to wither in his arms. Kyler tightens his hold on me, and suddenly I’m hyperaware of his hard body pressed flush against mine. The usual dart of desire ignites instantly, turning my limbs to rubber. I clasp Kyler’s arm to stop myself from slithering to the ground. Brad watches me intensely.

“He’s not into you,” Kyler continues whispering in my ear. “He’s using you to get back at me.”

A fresh wave of hurt rolls over me. “You’d know all about that.”

Kyler stiffens. “What does that mean?” He turns me fluidly around, hanging onto my upper arms.

“You know exactly what I mean,” I snap.

“Look, let’s not do this here. Let me take you home and we’ll talk then.” His eyes beseech me to play along, but I owe him nothing.

“No, we won’t. Now let me go. I’m leaving with Brad.”

He grinds his teeth as he releases me, and I step back, rubbing my arms.

He sighs, running a hand across his stomach. His shirt lifts with the movement, showcasing a tantalizing strip of skin. My eyes linger on his abs a beat too long, and I want to punch myself in the stomach. Either that or gouge out my eyes so they can’t betray me anymore.

Kyler smirks knowingly and it’s like waving a red flag in my face. My nostrils flare as I take a swing at him. This time, he reacts fast, gripping my wrist before I can make contact. “Hitting isn’t very ladylike.” He fights to keep the smile off his face, and that only infuriates me further. I lift my knee to his groin, but he bats it away before impact. “That’s definitely not very nice.”

“Ky,” a nauseating voice calls out, and I roll my eyes. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Addison strolls across the grass, shooting me a filthy look. Ky releases me as she circles her arms around him. Brad moves forward, slinging his arm around my waist. I appreciate the show of support.

“Come back inside, Ky,” she says, sneaking her hand up under his shirt. She makes a deliberate show of snuggling into him as her hand visibly creeps up over his chest.

How can he stand to have her touch him after what she did? Does he feel superior now that she’s sidling up to him in front of Brad? Can’t he see her for the opportunist she is?

Red splotches blur my vision, and I’m about to go ninja on her ass. I’m literally two seconds from losing my shit. I grip Brad’s hand hard, needing his touch to ground me. “Please get me out of here.”

Kyler breaks free of Addison’s hold, stepping toward me. “I’ll take you home. You’re not getting in a car with him.”

Addison pouts, fisting a hand in Ky’s shirt. “Don’t leave. We were only getting properly reacquainted.” She loops her fingers in his belt and tugs him toward her. My mouth goes dry as her hand slips under the band of his jeans. Kyler watches me with those penetrating eyes of his, waiting for me to react, and I can’t stand it a second longer.

Twirling around, I rest my hands on Brad’s chest. He looks down at me, and I see my own hurt and confusion mirrored in his gaze. His arms fasten around my waist, and I don’t know if it’s the feel of his body against mine, or the shared outrage, or that I need to feel comforted in that moment, but my brain checks out as I lift on my tiptoes and press my lips to his.

His mouth is soft and warm against mine, but his kiss is light and hesitant. I think I may have misread the situation. A surge of embarrassment heats my skin as I start to break away, but he stops me, drawing me in closer to his chest. His arms tighten around me, and he tilts my head, deepening the kiss. His mouth moves confidently against mine, and while his kiss doesn’t ignite the same flames that Ky’s does, it’s still flooding me with gentle warmth.

I’m ripped off him in one fluid movement. Kyler lifts me off the ground, swiftly handing me off to Kalvin who seems to have magically appeared from somewhere. Ky’s arm flexes as he throws a concentrated punch at a dazed Brad, glancing the side of his jaw. Brad stumbles but doesn’t lose his balance. “Stop, Ky.” He deflects a second punch with his raised palm. “I don’t want to fight you.”

“Tough. You’ve had this coming for a long while.”

Brad stretches his neck from side to side, as he removes his jacket and flings it to the ground. Addison leans back against a tree with a smug look on her face.

“You really want to do this?” Brad asks, rolling up his shirtsleeves. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

A group advances across the lawn, sniffing a fight.

Brad raises his fists in front of him as Ky approaches. I elbow Kalvin in the ribs, extracting myself from his hold as I jump in the middle of the two would-be brawlers. I raise a hand to each of them. “Stop it. This is not the way to resolve your issues.”

“Butt out, Faye,” Kyler grits out. “This is nothing to do with you.”

“They’re fighting over me,” Addison says with stupid pride, as if it’s some claim to fame. “Did you really think this was about you?” Her eyes scan my body in her usual derogatory fashion.

“You’re an idiot if you think this is about you,” I say. Her expression sours as she glares at me. Like I care. I show her my back, turning around in time to see Kyler lunge at Brad, thrusting his knotted fist in his face. Brad takes the hit without complaint before jumping Ky and punching him in the nose. Kyler sends him an amused grin, and his fist snakes out again, clocking Brad in the eye.

A large crowd has gathered around the boys now, and they shout out encouragement. Brad lands a blow directly to Ky’s mouth, and blood spurts from a cut in his lip. Ky launches himself at Brad, grabbing him in a headlock. They continue to trade successive jabs, as the crowd whoops in delight. Every so often, they share a grin, and I have a sneaky feeling they’re actually enjoying this showdown.

I’m utterly disgusted with both of them.

Kicking my shoes off, I snatch them up and take off running. I’m aware of footsteps behind me, but I keep going until I’ve reached the front of the mansion. “Stay here,” Kalvin says, looking down at my bare feet. “I’ll get the car.”





Chapter Twenty-Five
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We don’t speak on the way home, and that suits me fine. I’m happy to drown in my turbulent thoughts. I knew I shouldn’t have gone out tonight. All I’ve done is make an awkward situation ten million times worse.

Kalvin eases the SUV into the garage and switches off the engine. He turns to face me. “I’m not going to ask what all that was about tonight.”

“Good. Because I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to.”

“I don’t believe that for a second, but I’ll play along.” He taps his fingers idly off the steering wheel.

I rest my head against the headrest, closing my eyes. “I shouldn’t have kissed Brad.”

“Wasn’t one of your better moves, but hey, I can’t cast stones. I’ve done way
 worse.”

My ears prick up at that. “What did you do?”

His fingers still mid-tap. A reflective look passes over his face. “What haven’t I done is probably a better question.” He sends me a forced grin, and I narrow my eyes. “We’d be here all week if I was to burden you with details of my sordid past.”

“All month, more like.” I’m blatantly teasing because I can hardly criticize Kalvin for keeping secrets when I’m doing the same.

He snorts, opening the driver’s side door. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

I hop out, slamming the door shut with more force than necessary.

I follow him into the kitchen. He opens the fridge and bends down, pulling out a few covered bowls. “For what it’s worth, I don’t actually think Brad is up to anything sinister.”

“I don’t either,” I admit, taking some bread out of the press while Kalvin slices tomatoes. “I know I barely know him, but my gut doesn’t usually let me down. Besides”—I plaster mayo on the bread as Kalvin starts loading ham, cheese, and tomatoes on top—“he was Ky’s best friend for years, and that’s got to count for something.”

Kalvin cuts the sandwiches in two and pops them onto plates. “It does.” He hands me mine and we walk to the table. “But that only makes the betrayal all that much worse. Brad was closer to Ky than any of us have ever been—they were like blood brothers. They’ve known each other since they were knee-high. For him to throw that friendship away so easily …” He stops chewing, shaking his head. “Man, I still don’t understand it.”

I don’t either. “What did he tell Ky about why he did it?” I mumble, in between mouthfuls.

“I haven’t a clue. Ky won’t talk about it.”

“Figures.” I sigh. “He’d much rather let his fists do the talking.”
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I’m brushing my teeth in the en suite bathroom when there’s a light rap on my door. I open it and gasp. Blood drips down Ky’s face from a gash in his forehead, and the cut on his lip is swollen and caked in dried blood. Hints of a blossoming bruise linger along the side of his jaw, and his nose looks swollen. One arm of his shirt is torn and ripped.

“You should see the other guy.”

His attempt at humor dies an immediate death. “This isn’t remotely funny.”

He rocks back on his heels, looking at me with a more serious expression. “No. You’re right. It isn’t.”

I lean against the doorjamb.

“Can I come in?”

I straighten up. “Why?”

“I owe you an apology.” Earnest eyes meet mine, and while I’m suspicious of his motive, I step out of the way, granting him entry.

I walk into the bathroom and wet a facecloth. “Sit,” I command, gesturing toward the bed. He does as he’s told without argument. I bend over, gently probing his face with the tips of my fingers. He winces when I brush against his jaw. “That’s going to be the mother of all bruises.”

“Good.”

I stand up. “Good?”

He tips his chin up, and his beautiful blue eyes lock on mine. “Dad hates it when I fight, and Mom expects us to be pretty twenty-four-seven.”

Crouching down, I dab blood off his forehead. “So this was about your dad?” A muscle pops in his jaw, and I smooth a hand over it to ease the strain. Traces of blood stick to my skin.

“It wasn’t about my dad. Brad had that coming.”

I move the cloth down to his cheek, mopping up some dried blood. “Feel any better? Is Brad okay?”

His hand curls around my wrist. “Why do you care? Is there something between you?”

I gently press the cloth to his split lip as I respond to his question with one of my own. “What’s going on with you and Addison?”

He doesn’t shift eye contact as he speaks. “It’s not how it looks. I know she’s all over me—”

“Your
 hands were all over her
, earlier at the pool,” I viciously cut in.

His eyes soften as he gently tugs me down beside him. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

I look down at my feet. “You hurt me,” I whisper. “I don’t let just anyone touch me, and you …” I trail off as an invisible hand constricts my heart. Tears pool in my eyes, and it takes considerable willpower to hold myself intact. I will not cry in front of him.

He takes my hand in his. “And I was a total jerk. And I’m not going to insult your intelligence by saying it wasn’t done deliberately. It was”—I flinch and try to pull away from him but he clasps my hand more firmly, keeping me in place—“but not for the reasons you’re thinking. Addison is suspicious, and she can’t find out about us. I thought the best way of leading her off the scent was to be nasty to you. I’m really sorry, Faye. I didn’t want to hurt you. I tried to explain it earlier, but you wouldn’t hear me out. Please say you believe me and that you can forgive me?”

Staring at his pleading expression, I do
 believe him. I know he’s telling me the truth. With the tender way he’s looking at me, it’d be so easy to get lost in his eyes. Even bloody and swollen, I’m irresistibly drawn to Ky. That unspeakable void in his soul calls out to me, as if we’ve been carved from the same cloth. An urge to envelop him in my arms is almost overpowering. No matter how much he’s hurt me, I can’t abandon him.

He needs me, as much as I need him.

He just doesn’t know it yet.

I zoom in on his lips, and my stomach does a funny twist. I want to kiss him more than I’ve ever wanted to kiss any boy before. How on earth am I supposed to stay away from him?


The answer is I can’t.

And I don’t want to.

I draw a deep breath. “I can forgive you if you can forgive me.” Even though my kiss with Brad pales in comparison with Ky and Addison’s groping fest out by the pool, I can afford to be charitable now I know what was behind it. His method may have been all wrong, but the intent was honorable.

He circles his arm around my back, nudging me into his side. I rest my head on his shoulder. “I wanted to kill him for kissing you. Far worse than I wanted to kill him for sleeping with Addison.” His lips brush against my forehead, leaving a fiery imprint behind.

“It wasn’t his fault. I pretty much threw myself at him.”

He groans. “Don’t remind me, and that doesn’t really help.” He runs his fingers through my hair, and I close my eyes, relishing the tingly sensation.

“Ky,” I breathe, nuzzling into his neck. “What are we doing?”

He slides me onto his lap, wrapping his arms around my waist. “I don’t know, Faye, but if I don’t kiss you right now, I—”

I place my mouth gently against his, savoring the taste of his warm, soft lips. He curls his hand around the nape of my neck, pulling me closer. “Does it hurt?” I whisper, easing back for a second.

“There’s only one part of my anatomy hurting right now, and it’s not my mouth.”

His hardness presses against my ass, verifying his statement. “Wow. You’re such a romantic.”

He sniggers, sliding his hands in my hair as he draws my head closer. “Kiss me like your life depends on it.”

And I do.

Twisting in his lap, I push him flat on the bed as I straddle him. My lips feast on him, and I kiss a trail from his mouth to his chin, around his jaw, and back again. He moans loudly, sending a dart of pure liquid fire straight to my core. I writhe against him, rocking my hips into his, so turned on I think I might self-combust. His lips sweep over my neck as his hands reach under my shirt to cup my bare breasts. I grind into him, and he flips me over so I’m underneath him, pulling my shirt off. Lowering his mouth to my nipple, he grazes his teeth against the swollen tip, and my back arches off the bed. A needy whimper escapes my lips and I grab at his shirt, yanking it up and over his head. My nails dig into the flesh of his back as my legs wrap around his waist. He thrusts into me with a skillful roll of his hips, and even though we still have some clothes covering us, an abundance of tantalizing sensations threatens to send me over the edge.

My hand slips under the band of his jeans, and I wrap my fingers around him. Ky moans his approval as an unwelcome image assaults my mind. Addison’s fingers sliding into his jeans are imprinted on my brain, and I go rigid underneath him. He lifts up, surveying me with lust-clouded eyes. “What’s wrong?”

The only sound in the room is our joint rapid breathing. Both our chests are moving up and down as if in sync. Dark, smoldering eyes mirror how I feel on the inside.

“What about her
?”

“You want to talk about her right now?”

My inner demon urges me to forget Addison, but I can’t. Logic wins over lust. I won’t make the same mistake again. “Yeah, I do.” I remove my hand from his jeans. I need to know what he intends to do before we take this any further.

He lets out a frustrated sigh as he lifts off me. His eyes are heavy with desire as he sits on the edge of the bed. “Okay. What do you want to know?”

I’m not having this convo semi-naked, so I grab my top and shimmy it over my head. Kyler never takes his eyes off me. I wrap my arms across my chest, suddenly self-conscious. “What?”

“You have no idea how beautiful you are to me.”

Although his words thrill me, I’m not letting them distract me. “Thank you, but we’re not changing the subject. What are you doing with her Ky?”

He locks his hands behind his head, sighing again. “I’m going to level with you. I’ll tell you our history, and what I have planned, but you’re not going to like it.”

“I’d prefer honesty.” I pull my knees up under my chin as I peer at him.

He twists around to face me. “I thought I loved her.” A rancorous look contorts his face. “But I was a total idiot. I have it on good authority that she was cheating on me with several guys for at least the last four months of our relationship.” His lips pull together in a grim line. “I knew something was wrong. She was more distant, and her personality started to change. She wasn’t always a cheating ho-bag. She used to be so sweet.”

I guess I’ll have to take his word for it.

He sucks in his cheeks, and I wonder what recollections are replaying in his mind. A part of me is glad to hear this, because I’ve been wondering how Ky could date such a malicious bitch.

“I knew something was going on with her, at home, but she wouldn’t open up. I had a sneaking suspicion that she was going off with other guys, and I was getting ready to confront her when I received an anonymous email.” I lift my head up. “The email contained several different pictures of her and Brad, naked, and in the act.”

He grabs his head in his hands, and the urge to comfort him is undeniable. But I still don’t know everything. “That’s an awful way to have your suspicions confirmed. Did you ever discover who sent them to you?”

He shakes his head. “I never bothered trying. They did me a favor, whoever they were. Now do you understand why I can’t bear the thought of him kissing you? Him being anywhere near you?”

I nod. “But that still doesn’t explain what you are doing with Addison? Do you want to get back with her?”

He barks out a laugh. “As if! The last thing I want is that bitch anywhere near me.”

“Could’ve fooled me. You let her touch you. And you sneered at me, like you didn’t care that I was hurting.”

He takes my hands in his. “I’ve already explained and said I’m sorry about that. I had to play the part. She needs to think I’m into her again and that I’ve no interest in you. If she gets any hint of what’s between us, she will make it her mission to destroy you. That’s why I need to stay close to her.”

Oh, please. Pull the other one.

“So, what, you’re fooling around with her as a way of protecting me?” I’m incredulous as I extract my hands from his. This smells like total horseshit, and I’m not buying it.

“It’s morphing into that, but I didn’t start out with that intention. She played me for an idiot, and I let her. And I’m not talking solely about the cheating. She knew she broke me, and she used the opportunity to gain the upper hand at school. She thinks she’s in charge but she’s not. She needs to be knocked off her throne, and I’m the one that’s going to do it. She isn’t the only one who can play head games.”

I stand in front of him. “Are you serious? You’re doing this to get back at her, and to reclaim some kind of crown at school?” I roll my eyes.

He climbs to his feet. “Yes, and I’m going to bring her down to the gutter, and it’s going to feel fucking great.”

I shake my head sadly. “No, no, it won’t. You’ll feel like shit because you’ll have sunk to her level.” I take his arm gently. “Let it go, Ky. If that is genuinely why you are spending time with her again, just let it go. Hold onto your dignity and regain the respect and trust at school in the right way.”

“You don’t get it, Faye. You’ve no idea what you’re talking about! I can’t imagine stuff like this happened in Ireland.”

Anger flares in my gut. “Oh no, because it’s all cart horses, leprechauns, and pots of gold in Ireland, isn’t it?!” I start pacing the room. “You think we don’t have bullies and hierarchies and cheating assholes and whores in Ireland? Don’t be so naïve. I know as much about this as you do, more maybe, and trust me when I say I’m speaking from personal experience. Let it go, Ky. Don’t let her fuck you up again. She’s already taken so much from you.”

He goes rigidly still. “What personal experience?”

I stop pacing. “Oh, no,” I half-laugh, “This isn’t about me, and don’t try to change the subject again.”

“You’re a hypocrite, you know that.” He steps toward me, and an angry glare makes an unwelcome reappearance on this face. “You lecture me about honesty when you’re keeping things back too!”

“Just because you’re opening up about this doesn’t mean you’re being honest with me. Don’t take me for a fool, because I’m not.” I step toward him, madder than all hell. “I’ve seen into that dark, empty part of you. That part that you haven’t willingly shared with me, or anyone, I’m guessing.” He subtly flinches, but I don’t miss it. “So when you’re ready to lay it all out on the table, I’ll put my cards down too. But until then”—I thump my hand over my heart—“I’m protecting me, and you don’t get to call me out on that.”

We face off, each of us locked in the pain of our own minds. Tension is thick in the air, and I don’t know where we go from here—if anywhere. With every passing second, he is shutting down, withdrawing, and closing himself off to me again. Little by little, the mask is going back on. I see it, as plain as day.

Sudden tiredness overwhelms me, and I’m done. I’m feeling the type of emotional exhaustion that makes physical tiredness pale into insignificance. May’s words float to the surface. In a roundabout way, she was right. Neither of us is stable enough to even contemplate starting anything. There is too much anger and grief in both of us for it to ever turn into something good.

“I think May was right,” I say, finally breaking the ice. “We should
 stay away from each other. We can’t possibly be good together.”

He opens his mouth, but I place a finger over his lips to shush him. “You need to find yourself, Ky. You’re lost in there somewhere”—I place my hand carefully over his heart, feeling the steady beat thudding under my skin—“and following through on this plan with Addison is not going to help you find the right path. No one can do that for you—it can only be you.”

His hand smooths over mine. “I don’t know what you went through, and I’m sorry, because it was obviously something painful. But this is different. I don’t need to find myself. I already know who I am.” He removes my hand, placing it back by my side.

“The problem is, I don’t like the person I’ve become.” A tormented look flits over his face.

“Ky, I—” I begin to protest.

He steps back, cutting me off. “I agree that this needs to end now. We’re not on the same page. I promise I’ll keep my distance.” The camouflage is securely in place, completely hiding his feelings. “But you need to promise me that you’ll stay away from Brad. Please, Faye. Do this one thing for me?”

“Are you going to stay away from her?”

He squeezes his eyes shut and tilts his head back. After a minute, he lets out a frustrated sigh. “I can’t. It has to happen like this.”

A heavy pressure bears down on my chest. This is not going to help him, and it feels wrong to be walking away. And he’s mistaken. He is
 lost. He just doesn’t know it.

But there isn’t much more I can do. “Very well, then.” I walk toward the door. “I’m making no promises when it comes to Brad.” Despite what Kyler has said, I know there’s more to this than meets the eye. Brad isn’t the devil incarnate, and I’m starting to believe he’s as much a victim as Ky is. At this stage, it’s only a hunch, and I need to hear his version of events before I start jumping to conclusions. I yank the door open. “Goodnight, Kyler.”

He storms out of the room, spinning around before the door has fully closed. “I won’t be here to pick up the pieces when he screws you over. I tried to warn you.”

“I could say the exact same to you.”

His eyes penetrate mine, and I can tell he wants to say more, but he can’t, or he won’t.

I close the door as he walks away and bury my head in my hands.





Chapter Twenty-Six
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I slump to the ground, leaning against the wall, with tears streaming down my face. The floodgates shatter and I allow myself to feel everything I’ve been fighting. It’s an awful ugly mess. Wracking sobs rip from the innermost chamber of my heart, and I give into them, allowing them to fully take over. Pain lances me on all sides, and I bury my head in my knees, giving in to the heartache.

I cry for my parents.

For my lost life.

For the threat that Addison poses, scaring me in ways it shouldn’t.

For a boy I can’t have and shouldn’t want.

For the never-ending gut-wrenching hollow ache in my chest and the soul-crushing loneliness I feel.

Out of everything, I cry hardest for the boy who is so fucked up in the head, he can’t help dragging others down with him. I did the right thing by pushing Ky away, because if I didn’t, I know he’d only drag me down too. Even still, the acknowledgments hit me hard, ripping my confidence and my resolve to shreds. Heartache collides with selfishness, and I feel utterly confused.

My sobbing grows louder, but I’m powerless to halt it.

The quiet click of the door alerts me to a foreign presence, but I can’t even summon the energy to tell Kyler to get lost. Arms wrap around me, hauling me into a warm chest. The crying continues unchecked as I look at Kalvin through blurry, red-rimmed eyes. He lifts me onto his lap, cradling me in his arms. “It’s okay. I’ve got you,” he croons, running his hand up and down my back in a soothing gesture.

I nuzzle into his chest, clinging onto him, and gradually the crying lessens until it’s only the odd, intermittent pitiful sob. Silently, he hands me some tissues, and I blow my nose and mop up the excess moisture on my skin.

Very gently, he stands—with me still in his arms—and places me on the bed. He helps me under the covers. Tucking the duvet under my chin, he sweeps damp strands of my hair off my face. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

I nod in zombie-like fashion, shivering under the covers. Kalvin returns a few minutes later with a cup of hot chocolate. Helping me sit up, he holds the cup to my lips and coaxes me into drinking. The warming goodness sits like a lead balloon in my stomach, but gradually it takes the chill away. “Thank you,” I whisper.

He looks at me with so much tenderness that it almost opens the well again. “Do you want me to stay? You look like you could use a friend right now.”

“Is that what we are?” I whisper.

A sad look crosses his face. “You shouldn’t have to ask that. Of course, I’m your friend. More than that, I’m your family.”

I retract the covers, unable to speak over the sentimental lump in my throat.

Kalvin holds me in his comforting embrace, and I fall asleep feeling slightly less alone in the world.

Sometime in the early hours of the morning, he slips out of the bed, planting a delicate kiss to my forehead. Still half-asleep, I clasp his fingers and squeeze. I’m drifting off again when the sound of raised voices tickles my ears. But I’m too emotionally drained to care, let alone investigate. Unconsciousness overpowers me and I fall into a deep sleep.
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The smell of burnt eggs greets me the second I step foot in the kitchen the next morning. Kalvin is wafting his hand over a smoke-filled pan, scowling in frustration.

I peer into the pan, wrinkling my nose at the congealed, blackened mess. “Shoo.” I gently push him. “I’ll cook breakfast,” I offer, remembering it’s Greta’s day off.

“You’re the best.” He smacks his lips across my cheek, and I push him away more forcibly.

“Less of the slobbering if you don’t mind.” I wipe my sleeve across my cheek.

Keaton chortles from his seat at the table.

Kalvin leans his chin on my shoulder. “I’ll have you know that many a girl wishes these lips were attached to their skin.”

“I guess some girls just don’t know what’s good for them,” I joke, dumping the ruined pan and retrieving a clean one from the press.

I clutch Kalvin’s wrist before he can pull away. Leaning up, I kiss his cheek. “Thank you for last night.”

I’m expecting another brazen retort but he surprises me.

“My brother is an ass, and I’m always here for you.” He gives me a quick hug. I should correct him. Last night wasn’t only about Ky, but I don’t want to get into the other stuff.

“What are you two whispering about,” Keaton asks, sending me an inquisitive look.

“Nothing,” we chime in unison, breaking into a joint laugh. Keaton scowls a little.

I root around in the fridge, and a sudden craving hits me. “Would you guys eat pancakes?” I lean my hip against the door as I face my cousins.

“I’m about ready to eat my hand off, so anything you’re offering sounds good to me,” Keaton remarks.

“Pancakes it is.”

I busy myself at the stove, as the rest of my cousins meander into the kitchen in dribs and drabs. I whip up some scones, on a whim, and shove them into the oven. Tiny, fiery shivers skate across my skin, and I don’t need to look up to know that Ky has arrived. My heart rate kicks up, as usual. With a trembling hand, I give the batter one last mix.

“Something smells good.”

I look up as Kaden enters the kitchen, rubbing his hands together. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“I stopped by to have a chat with Ky.”

He sends me a loaded look, and I stare back at him. Then the penny drops. “I see.” I sense Ky watching us from across the room.

Kaden leans in close to my ear. “You can’t get involved. Ky and I will deal with it.”

I lift a pancake out of the pan and slide it onto the warmed plate. “So you’re onboard with the blackmail plan?” I whisper.

Kaden leans back against the counter, bracing his hands against the edge. Muscles bulge underneath the short sleeves of his shirt. “He told you about that?”

“Yes.” I ladle some more batter into the pan.

“I don’t agree that’s the best way forward, but there are some things you aren’t aware of.” He dips his head and talks in a low tone. “I’m not happy about this either, but there are legit reasons why Mom can’t find out. I’ll sort it. It’s what I do best.”

I flip the pancake over in the pan, pondering his cryptic comment. Pushing wispy strands of damp hair back off my forehead, I turn to face him. “So I’m expected to lie to her face? To pretend like I’m not disgusted with your dad?”

“I know you mean well, Faye, but this kind of crap is minor compared to some of the stuff that’s happened in the past. You’ll get used to it.” He pushes off the counter, licking his lips as he eyes the pancake mountain. “Is there enough for one more?”

And like that, the subject is dismissed.

“Sure. Have a seat. I’m about to serve up.”

I place bowls with a variety of toppings in the center of the table, sliding two heaped platefuls of pancakes on either side. “Help yourselves.”

“I saved you a seat,” Kalvin says, patting the space beside him on the bench. I squeeze in, and he places a protective arm around my shoulder. “This looks awesome. Thanks.” He sends a deliberately scathing look at Ky, and I wonder if he’s mad at him over last night or if some other drama has come between them.

“You’re welcome. Now eat up before it gets cold.”

The boys tuck in, demolishing everything in record time.

I’m clearing away the plates when James walks into the kitchen. My eyes immediately wander to Ky, and we exchange a wary look. Kaden stiffens, doing little to hide his abhorrence.

I wish I’d had more opportunity to get to know my eldest cousin, but he scarcely makes an appearance, and when he does, he spends most of his time glowering at his father. I’d love to know exactly what’s driving that dynamic. It must be something significant if he can hold onto his animosity for so long.

Ky studies me with inquisitive eyes, and I avert my gaze, snapping out of my pensive inner monologue.

Conversation is subdued around the table now.

“Didn’t you boys leave me anything?” James asks, apparently oblivious to the simmering hostility. The triplets and Kalvin are eyeing Ky and Kaden with suspicion.

Kalvin’s penetrating gaze meets mine again as I slip on some oven gloves. Crouching down, I remove the baking tray from the oven, sliding the hot goods onto a plate. I push it across the island unit to James. “I made scones if you want one of those.” I look at the counter, unable to stomach looking at him.

He lifts a scone and holds it to his nose, sniffing appreciatively. “Saoirse used to make these for me all the time.” He’s choked with emotion, and it’s difficult not to react to that.

Still avoiding his gaze, I glance at my feet as I mumble, “It’s Mum’s recipe.”

“Tastes exactly how I remember it,” he adds quietly a couple of minutes later.

Sobs begin to form at the back of my throat, and I flee the kitchen before I break down in front of everyone.

I run outside the house, across the lawn, and race into the woods, aimless and uncaring. My heart is thundering in my chest as I stomp through the forest. I’m still vulnerable after last night, and I can’t halt the memories flooding my mind. Successive images of baking with Mum refuse to empty from my brain. Dad is there too, licking his lips and patting his full stomach, heaping praise on both of us. Tears prick my eyes, and I try to shove the visions away. Round and round, they turn on a loop, causing the pain in my heart to notch higher and higher, until I don’t think I can bear it any longer. I drop to my knees, desperately sucking air into my lungs.

Breathe, Faye. In and out. In and out.

Depression shrouds me like a thundercloud, and I start to wonder if I’ll ever be able to deal with their loss. If the grief will ever become manageable. Trying to shut it up clearly isn’t a workable strategy.

Laughter rings out, and I latch onto the distraction with both hands. I scramble to my feet, wiping bits of debris off my hands. I walk in the direction of Lana’s bungalow, following the sound of voices. No one answers the door when I knock, so I follow the same path we took the last time and head around the back of the house.

Lana is sitting outside alongside a girl with cropped jet-black hair. A row of studs frames the side of one ear, and she has a stud in her nose and one below her lip. Thick black liner surrounds her brown, almond-shaped eyes—eyes which are currently inspecting me from head to toe.

“Faye!” Lana jumps up. “Come and join us.” She motions me over with a flick of her hand.

“Sorry to interrupt. I was out walking, and I heard voices …” I skip up the steps and take the vacant seat beside the unfamiliar girl. Her gaze flits to mine, and the look she gives me is feral. Pity I’m too numb to care.

“This is Zoe,” Lana pipes up. “She goes to my school.”

I perk up in my chair. “I’m starting there tomorrow.”

“So, it’s true?” Lana tucks her legs underneath her. “You are
 slumming it.”

I send her a funny look. “Hardly. I went to public school back home.” Well, before we relocated to Dublin, that is, but I don’t want to get into the specifics.

“Kennedys don’t do public,” Zoe interjects. There is a distinct lack of warmth in her tone.

“I’m not a Kennedy. I’m a Donovan.”

Her cheeks pucker. “Same difference. You’re their cousin, right?”

She eyeballs me again, and the cold glare in her gaze pisses me off. “Did my cousins do something to you? Because you’re being a bitch, and that couldn’t have anything to do with me seeing as I’ve never met you before.”

She pokes her tongue out the side of her cheek, and a slight grin curves up the corners of her mouth.

“Zoe. Stop it,” Lana bluntly cautions her.

She slouches in her chair, holding my gaze, and I’m still wondering what her problem is. “Your cousin’s a dick.”

“Which one?”

“Zoe!” Lana hisses, clearly annoyed. I cast a quick glance in her direction, noting how her mouth is set in a hard line as she glowers at her friend.

“All of them,” Zoe replies, turning away from Lana to send me a challenging look.

“That’s a little harsh. And don’t believe everything you hear.”

“What if I’m hearing it from a reliable source?” She slants her head to the side.

Lana jerks her foot out, accidentally knocking a half-empty glass of lemonade all over the place. She jumps up and runs into the kitchen.

I lean forward in my seat, eyeballing Zoe. “Why do I get the sense there’s more to your statement than meets the eye?”

“Because there is.”

“Zoe. That’s enough,” Lana grits out, reappearing with a wad of paper towels. She begins mopping up the spillage. “You’re being very rude, and Faye has done nothing to deserve your sour attitude. If you can’t be polite, don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

I hold up my hand. “It’s okay. She’s entitled to her opinion.”

Lana scowls, tossing a bundle of wet towels into the trash.

“How charitable of you.” Zoe’s tenor is grating.

Is there anyone my cousins haven’t had run-ins with?

“That’s some serious chip you’re carrying. Be careful you don’t crumple under the weight.”

She stiffens, pointing her finger at me. “Are you threatening me?”

I arch a brow. “Should I be?”

She laughs. “You’ve got spunk. I might decide to like you after all.”

“Am I supposed to be honored or something? You’re really weird.” I prop my feet up on the edge of the table as she laughs again.

“Speak of the devil,” Zoe murmurs under her breath as her head picks up.

Lana’s cheeks flush as a familiar form rounds the corner. Kalvin has his trademark smirk firmly planted on his mouth as he ambles toward us, his hands tucked into his khaki shorts. He’s bare chested—again—and he has a black cap on backward. A white tee is stuffed in the back pocket of his shorts.

“Did you want something, Kennedy?” Zoe is blunt in the extreme. “Because my tolerance is already waning.”

“Do I need to remind you whose property you’re on, freak?”

“A Kennedy throwing their weight around. Gee, there’s a new concept.” She throws up her middle finger, and I disguise my laughter as a cough. I’m starting to like this prickly chick.

Kalvin stalks toward her, putting his face right in hers. “You know what your problem is, Davidson?” She opens her mouth, no doubt to retort, but Kalvin clamps her lips shut. Her face turns puce with barely restrained anger. “You are way too uptight. You need to get laid.” Kalvin taps a finger off his chin, pretending to think about it. “But therein lies the problem. No one wants to touch your skanky ass.”

“Kalvin!” I grab his elbow, pulling him away from her. “That was downright mean. Apologize.”

“She started it!”

“What are you, like, five now?”

He drags his hands through his hair. “I don’t need this shit. I only came to fetch you. Mom wants to talk to you.”

Every muscle in my back cords into knots. “What about?”

He gives me a quizzical look. “I don’t know. You worried?”

I scratch the top of my head. “Nah.”

Kalvin throws his arm over my shoulder and spins me around. “Well, let’s go then.” He doesn’t acknowledge the girls as he propels me forward.

“Good riddance, asshole!” Zoe calls out, and I turn around in time to see her flip him the bird again. “Say hi to Addison for me.”

I slam to a halt, shooting a stern look at Kalvin. “What’s she talking about?”

“Keep walking,” he mumbles, propelling me forward with a ferocious look on his face.

I cast a quick glance over my shoulder. Lana’s crestfallen look mirrors how I’m feeling inside.

Why do I get the sense that something more is at play here?

And more importantly, why does she look like her world just ended?





Chapter Twenty-Seven

[image: ]


When we reach the edge of the forest, and I’m sure we’re a safe distance from Lana’s house, I push Kalvin against the side of a tree, placing both my hands firmly on his chest. “Talk. Right now. And don’t bullshit me. What was all that about?”

His chest visibly rises. Scrubbing a hand over his jaw, he spits the words out as if they are physically paining him. “I slept with Addison.”

I throw my hands in the air. “Why the fuck would you do that?” I’d had an inkling, but I was hoping I was wrong.

“It wasn’t intentional!”

I start pacing. “Oh, well, that makes it all right then,” I sneer. “I take it Ky doesn’t know about this.”

“No, and he can’t.” He reaches out and takes my wrist. “Will you freaking stop!”

“You’re an ass.” I glare at him. “No, you’re much worse than that. I don’t think there is a strong enough word in the English language to describe what you are.”

“There is no insult you can level at me that I haven’t already thrown at myself. I was drunk off my ass when she pounced, and I know I should’ve tried harder to resist, but—”

I clamp my hand over his mouth. “Please spare me the sordid details.”

“I hate myself for it, and I wish I could take it back but I can’t.”

I start pacing again, my mind churning possibilities. “Why would she sleep with you when she’s trying to get Ky back? What is she up to?”

He takes my elbow and steers me out of the woods. “Walk and talk before Mom sends a search party out.”

“I can’t believe you’ve done this, Kal. You know you’re going to have to tell him.”

“No.” He shakes his head vehemently. “Absolutely not. It’ll kill him.”

Keaton appears on the patio, gesturing us forward with a flourish of his hands.

“Kal, he’s plotting revenge on her, and she’s clearly up to no good. This mess could get so much worse if he isn’t aware of the full facts. You can’t keep him in the dark.”

“Shit.” He turns a sickly shade of green. “You might be right.” He stops, grasping my arm. “But I need to think it through. Please promise me you won’t say anything to him. Not yet. Until I try and figure it out.”

“I won’t, but you have to promise me that you will
 tell him.”

He nods, and we start walking again. “One other thing, is something going on with you and Lana?”

“Where’d you get that harebrained idea?” He looks perplexed.

“Call it intuition.”

“Well, your intuition needs some fine tuning. There is absolutely nothing going on with Lana and me.” His stride picks up, and I have to walk-jog to keep up with him, effectively ending further conversation.

Argumentative voices are waiting to greet us, and we both exchange guarded expressions. Alex is sitting stiffly on a leather recliner in the living room. Kent is staring moodily out the window, and Keaton’s foot taps nervously off the ground from his position on the couch. All three heads swivel in our direction. “What are they arguing over this time?” Kalvin asks, his gaze fixed on his mother.

She massages her temples. “Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t think they even need a reason anymore.” She brings a glass of wine to her lips.

Kalvin looks concerned. “Mom, I don’t think—”

She cuts him off dead. “I do not want or need a lecture from you, of all people, on the evils of drinking. It’s either do this”—she lifts her glass, swirling it in the air—“or go out there and bash their heads together.”

Kalvin’s jaw flexes. “Fine, bury your head in the sand. I’m going to find out what’s going on.”

I race after him. “Don’t get involved. Trust me.”

He whirls to face me. “You know what it is?”

“I …” I clam up.

Snarling, he strides with renewed purpose toward the lobby. I catch up with him as Kyler comes bounding down the mezzanine stairs with a face like thunder. Grabbing his jacket, he storms outside without looking at either one of us. The door slams violently in his wake. The telltale roar of an engine can be heard screeching down the driveway a minute later.

Kalvin starts climbing the stairs, two at a time, with a look of fierce determination on his face. Kaden blocks his path at the top. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“The hell it doesn’t!” Kalvin yells. “I’m part of this family too.”

“Son,” James says, appearing at Kaden’s back. “It’s only a silly argument.” He tugs at his ear in an obvious tell. “There’s no need to make a bigger deal of it. Let it go.”

I hover at the end of the stairs, and Kaden’s enraged eyes meet mine. Subtly, he shakes his head in warning. Kalvin looks between his dad and his brother before huffing and stalking back down the stairs. He shoves past, elbowing me in the shoulder.

“Um, ow!” I massage my sore shoulder.

“Sorry.” Kalvin huffs out an insincere apology before stalking toward his bedroom.

Kaden looks his dad up and down with transparent disgust. “You make me sick.” Then he bounds down the stairs and straight out the door. I rush down the corridor to my room before James can even make eye contact with me.

A half hour later, Alex comes knocking on my door. She sits at my dresser, facing me. “I’m sorry about all that earlier, Faye. Hormones and tempers flare up from time to time. I tend to steer well clear.” She gives me an apologetic smile, but there’s lingering sadness behind her eyes. I wonder if it’s because she knows more than she’s letting on or she knows she’s avoiding reality.

She folds her hands neatly in her lap. “I’ll be in Milan this week, but I wanted to talk to you before I left. You know I don’t approve of your choice regarding Wellesley Memorial, but it’s your decision and I respect that. Good luck tomorrow.” She gives me a small smile. “I was also wondering if you’d made any decision in relation to the Kennedy Charitable Trust?”

I uncross my legs, planting them on the ground in front of my bed. “Thank you, and yes.” I fist clumps of the duvet in my hand. “Is it possible to split my donation between two charities?”

Her eyes blink rapidly as she mulls it over. “I don’t see that being an issue. What did you have in mind?”

“I wanted to donate half to the Middleborough Track and half to the local Alcoholics Anonymous center.”

She looks surprised. “Kyler’s track?”

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

“No, not at all.” She splays her fingers over her knees. “I didn’t realize you were familiar with it.”

“Ky took me yesterday, and I was really impressed with the place, although it’s in obvious need of funding. I know they are on the verge of closing down, and it’d be a shame for the children to lose access to the facility.”

Worry lines crinkle her eyes. “I didn’t know they were in financial trouble. Kyler should’ve come to me.”


Jayzus, was Ky right?
 Did James stay quiet about this as a twisted form of punishment?

“That seems like a worthwhile cause, and I’m sure Kyler will be delighted,” she continues. I nod, even though I’m not doing it for him. Her face softens. “And the donation to the AA is because of your parents?”

I nod again, staring at my feet, uncomfortable under her scrutiny. “If the truck driver who killed my parents had had the support of a group like AA, then maybe he wouldn’t have been drunk behind the wheel that night.” A single tear leaks out of my eye as I lift my chin to face her. “I’d like to help support their work in the hope that it might save someone else from going through what I went through.”

“Oh, honey.” She crosses to me, enveloping me in her arms. “I think that’s a wonderful idea.”
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I spend the rest of the day hanging out with Keaton. After he beats my ass playing COD on Xbox—successive times no less—we watch back-to-back repeats of Gossip Girl
 on Netflix in the cinema room. It makes the antics in Chez Kennedy look like child’s play in comparison.

I rub my hands over my swollen belly as I groan. “No more.” I push the bowl at Keaton. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten so much popcorn in my life. I feel sick.”

He laughs. “Told ya not to overdo it.”

“I know. Eyes bigger than my belly.”

“Hhm,” Keaton says, puckering his lips as he fastens his gaze on my stomach. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

I grab him into a headlock. “You’ll pay for that one, buddy.”

He very quickly overpowers me, tickling me until I break into a fit of girlish giggles. I raise my hands in surrender. “Waving the white flag! Stop before I pee my pants.”

“Gross visual.” Keaton wrinkles his nose as he snickers. My heart swells as I think of how much he’s done for me. Without any conscious effort, he helped me settle in here. Made the transition that little bit easier. Of all my cousins, our relationship is the most natural, the most normal. The most cherished.

“Can we be serious for a minute?” His brows flick up curiously. I gulp over the football-sized emotional wedge in my throat. “Thank you so much for being you.”

I’m surprised when his eyes turn glassy. “I’m so glad you came to live with us, Faye. Honestly, you’ve no idea how much. I already feel like you’re my best friend.” His voice shakes a little, and I’m glad I’m not the only one getting mushy and sentimental.

I pull him into a quick hug. “Me too. I’ve always wanted cousins, and now I know why.”

A choked sob escapes his lips and I hug him tighter. “I love how I can be myself around you without any fear.”

I ease back a little, holding him at arm’s length. “Why would you be afraid?”

He extracts himself from my embrace, rubbing at his eyes with the corner of his sleeves. “The others all think I’m a joke. They don’t see me like you see me.”

“I’m sure that’s not true. If anything they’re probably jealous.”

He barks out an incredulous laugh. “Hardly!”

“You are the most levelheaded, and you seem happiest in yourself. Plus, you seem to have a good relationship with your parents, something the rest of them struggle with. You’re a great guy, Keaton. Don’t let anyone make you feel otherwise.”

“Promise you’ll always feel like that?” His pleading eyes fail to mask his abject terror and I wonder what’s bothering him.

“Hey.” I hold his hand. “You will always be my favorite cousin. Nothing or no one will ever change that.”

After lunch, Keaton tries several times to get Kalvin to join us, but he continues to sulk in the privacy of his own room. Keanu is out somewhere with that model, Selena, and Kent is MIA as usual. I still haven’t figured him out, and I can count on one hand the amount of times he’s spoken to me in the last few weeks. Ky doesn’t show up either, and I don’t even want to think about what he’s getting up to, or who he’s getting up to it with.
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Switching off the lights in my room later that night, I am just pulling the curtains closed when I spot Kalvin creeping across the lawn again. The clock shows it’s past eleven, and with school starting tomorrow, I’m surprised he’s sneaking out tonight. Not for the first time, I wonder what he’s up to.

A hideous thought crosses my mind—is he sneaking out to hook up with Addison? Was he giving it to me straight earlier? Or is there more to this than he’s admitted? Briefly, I consider following him. But my recent eavesdropping forays have proven how inept my skills are in that regard. Besides, I don’t think I can stomach watching another one of my cousins slobbering all over that bitch.

No. I’ll leave it for now.

But tomorrow, Kalvin will be facing my own personal version of the Spanish Inquisition.
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I get up early for a swim the next morning before school. After I’ve showered and changed, I head straight for the kitchen. My stomach growls its approval. The boys have already left, and Alex is away on business, so I’ve no choice but to eat breakfast with James.

He tries to make small talk with me but I’m closed off and finding it difficult to look him in the eye. “Don’t be too nervous.” He sends me a sympathetic look. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. And you can always switch to Old Colonial if you don’t like it.”

I’m happy to let him think my unease is due to school and not the fact that I know he’s cheating on his wife. I haven’t figured out what I’m going to do with that knowledge yet, and I’d rather avoid confrontation right now. Just as I believed I was starting to get to know my uncle, I realize he’s a complete stranger to me. I wonder if this kind of behavior is normal for him—if this character trait had anything to do with my mum distancing herself from him.

I insist that Max drops me around the corner from the school, hell-bent on walking the last half a mile. There’s no way I’m rocking up in a chauffeur-driven car on my first day, or any other day for that matter. I make a mental note to ask Lana how she gets to school. Perhaps we can travel together.

I’m approaching the school, when my cell pings with a message from Ky. Thinking of you. Good luck today.


This sweet side of him has me tied up in knots. All this hot and cold behavior is playing havoc with my hormones. Shaking my head, I pocket my phone and join the crowd piling into the building.

I collected my locker combination and schedule last week so I walk straight through the main entrance door, pretending I don’t notice the curious looks being leveled my way. After a couple of wrong turns, I eventually find my locker.

Throngs of boys and girls swarm the wide corridor. Various groups are clustered around lockers, chatting and laughing. Taunts and insults are shouted at the less popular kids as they scurry down the hallway, heads hanging low, trying to look inconspicuous.

Glancing out the window, I spy a group of dodgy-looking kids congregating around a large tree out front. God only knows what they’re doing. It’s as if I’ve walked onto the set of Pretty Little Liars
, and it couldn’t be more different from my last school back home. I never thought I’d ever miss Loreto or the nuns, but in this moment, I’d return to my old school in a heartbeat.

Squashing my oversentimental thoughts, I firmly remind myself that this is my new reality, and I need to get on with it. I doubt I’ll find any of this strange or shocking in a couple of days.

I’m sorting out my books when a dark shadow falls over me. Turning around, I confront a familiar face with a shocked gasp. “What are you
 doing here?”

A purplish-yellow bruise is clearly visible on his left cheek, and his right eye is swollen on one side. It’s obvious he got a thorough working over. Brad winks with his good eye, giving me an impish smile. “Sorry, didn’t get a chance to mention it. This is my school now.”

I pull a face. “Why aren’t you going to O.C.? And why didn’t you say anything the other night?”

“I was
 going to tell you, but then all that other crap happened.”

An image of me throwing myself at him jumps up and bites me. I wince. “Yeah, um, about that …”

The corners of his mouth lift. “It’s okay, you don’t need to explain.”

My brows shoot up. “I don’t?”

He leans against the side of my locker. “Nope. And any time you need me to make a point, work away, I’m at your disposal.” He grins and I can’t work out whether he’s on the level or plain making fun of me.

Someone slams into my back, and I’m thrown forward without warning. I crash into Brad, and he stumbles, losing his balance. He falls to the ground with me pinned to his front. He takes the brunt of the fall as I sprawl all over him, but I still feel a jarring movement shooting up my spine. He emits a loud moan as his head slaps off the tiled floor.

“Oh my God, are you okay?”

“I think I’ll live,” he jokes, tentatively prodding the back of his head.

A few titters ring out, amid a chorus of developing chatter. The click of multiple cell phones snaps me into action. I scramble to my feet with as much grace as I can muster. Extending my hand, I help Brad up.

“Your reputation precedes you, and now I know everything that’s been said is true,” a shrill, catty voice says from behind me.

I turn around to match the face to the voice.

A stick-thin blonde with dull hazel eyes scans me from head to toe. A sneer contorts her face as she eyes my jeans and blouse combo with a look of obvious distaste. “Don’t they teach you how to dress in Ireland?”

A group of girls forms a line at her back, sniggering at her attempt to belittle me.

“Don’t they teach you any manners in America?” I shoot back.

“I show respect where respect’s due. And that doesn’t extend to ho-bags like you.”

Her posse purses their lips, tosses their hair, and nods their heads in agreement.

“Funny you should mention ho-bags.” I take a slow perusal of her body, noting the short black mini and snug cropped top that clings to her ample chest, baring a wide expanse of flat, tan skin. “Because you look like the stereotypical definition of one. Tell me,” I say, planting my hands on my hips, “how many guys have you blown so far today?”

An unattractive sneer creeps over her mouth as she moves all up in my personal space. “You think you’re funny? You think you can waltz in here and own the place in a day?” She jabs a pointy finger in my face. “This is my turf. My school. And I call the shots around here.”

I thrust her finger back in her face and square up to her. Brad moves closer, placing a cautionary hand on my lower back. Perhaps the smart thing would be to back down, but then they’ll think I’m a walkover. And that’s when the abuse will start.

I’m starting this as I mean to go on.

“I don’t care how you do things here. No one tells me what to do. Certainly not some delusional jumped-up slut with self-esteem issues.”

A sly smile spreads over her mouth as she tilts her head back. Then she smashes her forehead into mine with force. Black spots mar my vision as excruciating pain spreads across my skull.

I stagger back, swaying precariously on my feet. I cannot believe she did that!
 Wincing, I palm my sore forehead, hoping I don’t have a concussion.

I’m vaguely aware of a strong arm hauling me aside. Brad’s citrusy scent invades my nostrils as he pins me in close to his body. “Screw off, Peyton. You’ve picked the wrong girl to mess with.”

I tilt in Brad’s arms, struggling to focus my vision. A throbbing headache has taken up residence in my skull, and short jabbing pains stab me behind the eyes. It’s the equivalent of a hangover without the nausea and vomiting.

“What is the meaning of this?” an authoritative voice asks. I silently curse.

“Ask the newbie,” Peyton responds, sounding slightly dazed. “She started it.”

“Faye was minding her own business when you knocked her off her feet,” Brad corrects.

“The three of you, into my office. Now.”





Chapter Twenty-Eight
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I’m having trouble focusing, and Brad props me up as we walk the length of the corridor. Mrs. Carter—the principal, no less—ushers us into her room. “I think Faye needs to see the nurse,” Brad supplies when we sit down.

I hold up a hand, blinking excessively as I try to bring my eyesight into focus. “I’m fine.” There’s no way I’m being carted off for medical treatment. I can’t imagine I’d ever live that one down.

Peyton clutches her head in both hands as she sits down. Even if it’s not much consolation, I feel some degree of satisfaction knowing she’s in pain, too.

Mrs. Carter gives all three of us a stern talking to and a caution that next time we won’t get off so lightly.

Try telling that to my pounding head.

“I’m watching you, bitch,” Peyton hisses when we’re back out in the now-empty corridor. “And that’s the only warning you’re getting from me.” She struts off down the corridor as if she’s parading in front of a celebrity crowd on the runway.

“Do I have some sort of invisible brand on my head that attracts bitches?” I ask Brad, as I walk back toward my locker.

He swings his backpack over one shoulder. “You’re on everyone’s radar because you’re new blood. Plus”—he sends me an apologetic look—“Peyton is Addison’s cousin, and she goes out with Lance, Memorial’s quarterback. They have this place sewn up tight. I’m not sure there was anything you could’ve done to avoid this. She was always going to target you.”

“Cheer me up, why don’t ya.” I grab my books, stuffing them quickly into my bag. “I never thought I’d miss Sister Mary, but if she miraculously appeared in front of me right now, I’d take a vow of chastity if it meant returning to my old school.”

“Hang on here, now, let’s not be too hasty.” He winks, and I roll my eyes. He slings his arm over my shoulder. “You’ll get used to it. And I’ve got your back.”

He walks me toward my math class. “How do you know these kids anyway? Don’t the posh snobs turn their noses up at the commoners?”

He sniggers. “That’s not far off the mark, but our teams regularly face one another on the sports field, and a lot of the parties are mixed.”

I stop at the door to my math class, discreetly peeking inside. Everyone is seated and the teacher is already talking at the top of the class.

Epic.

Not.

“This is me. Wish me luck.”

“You don’t need it,” he says, smiling. “You’ll be fine. Wanna meet for lunch?”

“That’d be great.”

“Awesome. Give ‘em hell.” He winks before taking off in the opposite direction.

Drawing a large breath, I curl my fingers around the handle and step into the room.
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The morning goes by quite quickly, and I’m grateful. Almost every teacher makes me stand in front of the room and introduce myself. By the fourth class, I could recite it in my sleep. Rose is in my English class, and Brad sits beside me in Science, so it’s not as bad as I feared. Most of the other students give me a wide berth, and I’m A-okay with that.

Brad and I walk into the cafeteria together at lunchtime, and virtually every head turns in our direction. “I feel like I’m under a microscope,” I say, adding a few things to my tray.

“It comes with the territory when you’re a Kennedy.” He tries to pay for my lunch, but I won’t hear of it.

Rose lifts her hand and waves us over. She’s at a table in the far corner with a couple of other girls. Brad and I claim seats across from her as she makes brief introductions. Most of the girls seem to know Brad, and the few who don’t look him over with obvious appreciation. The girls are polite but distant toward me.

When Lana and Zoe approach, I wave them over and force Brad to move down a few seats. He sends me an amused grin. “What?” I mouth.

“You’re messing with the social hierarchy.”

I snort. “As if I give two shits about that.”

He laughs before leaning into me. “Keep this up and you’ll have every guy in the place falling at your feet.”

I scowl at him. “I don’t want any guys falling at my feet.”

He arches a brow. “You sure about that?” I fix him with a funny look.

Lana drops into the seat beside me, staring at me through vacant, red-rimmed eyes. “Hey.” I place my hand on her wrist. “Is everything okay?”

Zoe leans forward, pinning me with a scathing expression that I’m beginning to suspect is just her usual look. “Why did you call us over? What are you playing at?”

I level her with a vicious look all of my own. “I’m not playing any game. I saw you two and wanted to invite you to join us. Shoot me if that’s a crime.”

“You cannot be this naïve,” Zoe scoffs.

“Peyton is going to string you up for this,” Lana warns. “I had a few run-ins with her in first year, and she’s definitely one to bear a grudge. You don’t want to make an enemy of her on your first day.”

A strangled laugh slips from my mouth. “I think it’s a little late for that, and I don’t care. Peyton doesn’t scare me. She can go fuck herself.”

A shocked silence spreads over our table at my words. I may have stated that a bit louder than intended, but so what.

Rose cracks up laughing, helping to break the tension. “You’re exactly what this school needs to break Peyton’s hold.”

“I don’t want to break Peyton’s hold. I want to have nothing to do with her. But I’m not going to bow down to that cow either.”

“You can’t say stuff like that,” a girl says at the end of the table. “Even if you are a Kennedy.” Her tone carries an awed, reverential quality.

“Why is everyone so obsessed with my cousins? With”—I make little air quotes—“the Kennedys. You’d swear they were actual royalty.” I shake my head in consternation.

Now all the girls stare at me as if I’ve just snorted fire out my nostrils. The girl beside Rose speaks up first. “They basically are around here. The Kennedys epitomize everything we aspire to be. They can make or break you. If you have their support, the world is your oyster.”

I almost choke on my salad. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. They’re only human, same as you and me. And from what I’ve seen of Wellesley, even their affluence isn’t that unusual. I really don’t get it.”

Brad can’t contain the smile on his face. “I’m so glad I transferred to this school. Senior year just got a whole lot more interesting.”

I stick out my tongue, and he laughs.

“You’re frigging insane,” the girl continues. “And stupid not to take advantage of the position you find yourself in. Most girls in this town would kill to be in your shoes.”

Her words rub me up the wrong way. “What? Most girls would love to be orphaned, have to ID the mangled bodies of their parents, and move halfway around the world to live in fucking La-La land with you bunch of crazy ass-worshipers?” I stand up, clutching my tray against my chest. “Yeah, I’m sure they would.” I doubt I’ve made any friends with my impassioned speech, but I couldn’t care less.

“Nice one, Hayley.” Rose glares at her friend as I stride away from the table. Every head in the vicinity swings in my direction, and it’s obvious that plenty of people overheard our conversation. Hostile looks come at me from all quarters, but I ignore them as I dump my tray and head outside.

My heart is thudding against my ribcage and my palms are sweaty as I rest against a small stone wall off the main entrance. Brad chuckles as he drops down beside me. “Way to make a first impression.”

I spin my head around to face him. “Do you believe all that crap too? You’d swear my cousins were freaking immortal or shit gold out their asses the way everyone goes on.”

He roars laughing. “I know them better than most. And, no, I don’t have them on a pedestal.” His laughter fades away.

“What happened, Brad? Did you really hook up with Addison behind Ky’s back because I can’t see it.”

His shoulders sag, and his Adam’s apple lurches in his throat. “I’m guilty as charged, Faye. I betrayed my best friend, and I’ve lost everything, but I deserve it.”

“Everyone makes mistakes at some point in their lives. But it’s how they deal with the fallout that matters. And whether they’ve learned from the experience enough not to repeat the same mistakes.”

Brad looks at me with sad eyes. “I would never do that again, and I want to make it up to him, but he’s shut me out. And I don’t blame him for that. Like I said, I deserve it.”

Before I can question him further, the bell rings, and we have to head back to class.

The afternoon passes by in a similar fashion, and before I know it, the bell is hollering, signaling the end of the day.

I made it through my first day of American high school. I’d like to say unscathed, but my head is still throbbing so that’d be an outright lie.

Brad is waiting for me by my locker. “Do you need a ride home?”

“Max is picking me up, but thanks anyway.”

“I don’t mind picking you up every day if you need a lift.”

I shut my locker and start walking. Brad trails alongside me. “You don’t need to do that.”

“I know, but I don’t mind.”

I stop, pulling him aside. “Look, I know I kissed you, and I shouldn’t have done that, but I meant what I said before that. I’m not looking for anything, so if that’s why you’re offering …”

He goes rigidly stiff. “Seriously?” Hurt glimmers in his gaze. “You’re really starting to insult me now. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Crappers. I run after him, skipping down the steps until I’ve caught up with him. “Wait, Brad. I’m sorry. You’ve been nothing but nice to me, and that was totally uncalled for. I’d like to be friends, once we’re both on the same page.”

He inspects my face and his shoulders relax. “We are. Don’t get me wrong; under different circumstances, I’d be all over you.” He sends me a meaningful look. “But I hear you loud and clear, and I want to be your friend. In case you hadn’t noticed, I don’t have too many of those anymore, so I’m not being entirely selfless here.”

“It doesn’t matter. I like you, and—”

“Do you have a death wish?” a menacing voice asks from behind me, and I shriek.

“Jeez, Ky. Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” I glare at him but his harsh gaze is fixed on Brad. A crowd starts to form around us as everyone picks up on the obvious friction.

“It’s not what you think, Ky. We’re friends. That’s it.” Brad holds up his hands in offering.

“You forget that I know exactly how you operate.” Ky adopts a protective stance, pulling me behind him.

“I’m not the same person you knew.” Brad squares up to him confidently, but there’s no aggression or malice in how he carries himself. “Things have changed. I’ve changed.”

Ky harrumphs. “Save it for someone who gives a shit. I won’t tell you again, McConaughey. Stay away from Faye.”

“Ignore him,” I tell Brad, stepping out from Ky’s shadow. “I make my own decisions. But I think it’s best if you leave.” I gesture subtly toward the mob forming a circle around us. “Let’s not give them another show.”

“Yeah, let’s not,” Ky interjects before Brad can even respond. “Because half the town is still enjoying the first one.” He grinds down on his teeth.

“What?”

Ky thrusts his cell in my hand. “Take a look for yourself.”

I press the play button and cringe. Someone posted the earlier incident at my locker online, and it already has several thousand views. I’m sprawled over Brad, both of us laid out on the ground, as if I’ve jumped him in plain view. Great.
 So much for fading into the background.

Brad curses as he watches over my shoulder. I hand the phone back to Kyler in silence.

“Please tell me you’re here to control that slut?” Peyton demands, advancing toward us as the crowd parts to let her through. She stands in front of Kyler with a stupid pout on her mouth. “Someone needs to explain to her how things work around here. If you won’t sort it, I will.”

Kyler puts the scary mask on and leans into her face. Naked aggression rolls off him in waves. “If you lay a finger on Faye, you’ll have me to deal with. Don’t try any of your usual bullshit, Peyton. I’ll only warn you this once.”

Her eyes narrow to slits as a red flush spreads over her chest. The crowd surrounding us waits with bated breath. Bloody brilliant. Ky’s called her out in front of the entire school, and she’s not going to take that lying down. Tossing her hair over her shoulder, she stares him down. “You’re forgetting your place, Ky-ler
.” She enunciates his name slowly, her tone dripping with condescension. “You don’t run this joint. I do.”

“Pey, back off.” A huge guy, with planks for shoulders, strides toward us. “Kennedy.” He nods at Kyler.

Ky returns the gesture. “Keep your girl in check, Fielding. Faye’s a Kennedy, and she’ll be given the respect she deserves, or I won’t hesitate to step in.”

This is so stupid, and I open my mouth to intervene, when Brad silences me with a subtle nod of his head.

“Message received, Kyler, but you better explain how things work around here, because she needs to respect the way we handle things.”

“She understands.”

I open my mouth again, but Ky levels a warning glare my way. Dropping keys into my hand, he says, “Get in the car and wait for me.” I narrow my eyes as I prepare to give him a piece of my mind.

Brad moves to my side, taking my elbow. “Come on, Faye. I’ll go with.” I’m sure Ky would love to object, but he’s in no position to. Jerking out of Brad’s hold, I twist around and walk away. He keeps step alongside me. “He’s trying to fix this.”

“I don’t need or want his help. I can take care of myself.” We stop at Ky’s SUV, and I slip my bag off my back.

Brad opens the car, placing my bag on the floor. “I know that, and I’m sure Ky does, too, but his public support can’t hurt. You don’t know these girls like I do. They can make your life hell.”

“Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt.”

“And you’re still not going to explain that, are you?” Ky asks, materializing beside me.

“Are you going to quit with Addison?”

Ky sighs. “You sound like a broken record. Please, just get in.” He tosses a mean look at Brad as he rounds the driver side.

I show Ky the middle finger, and it feels great. Leaning over, I kiss Brad sweetly on the cheek. “Thanks for today, and if that offer’s still open, you can pick me up at seven thirty in the morning.”

He nods. “Sure thing. See you then.” With a quick glance at a sullen Ky, he closes the door. I wiggle my fingers at him as I buckle my seat.

“I know what you’re doing.” Ky thrusts the car in gear and floors it.

I bounce around in my seat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I look idly out the window.

“You’re trying to make me jealous, but it won’t work.”

I look at him through hooded eyes. “So you coming to collect me from school had nothing to do with that video? Nothing to do with Brad at all?”

He grinds his teeth, as he pushes his foot down on the accelerator. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.” He casts a quick glance at me. His eyes are brooding, and I know I’ve touched a nerve.

“Touching, but I don’t believe you.” I lift my legs onto the dashboard as I lean back in my seat.

“I’m not jealous,” Kyler grinds out.

“Of course, you aren’t,” I say sweetly, pinning him with a smug look. “You’re not jealous in the slightest.”





Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The rest of the week follows a predictable pattern. Brad drives Lana and me to and from school each day. Peyton shoots me daggers in the hallway but keeps her distance. I eat lunch with Brad, Rose, Lana, and Zoe, while most everyone else steers clear of me. Lana is even quieter than usual, while Zoe is more acerbic than ever. My classes are fine, and I’ve no trouble picking up the curriculum.

Work is almost boring.

Alex is still out of the country, and James has made himself scarce. I hang with Keaton. Kalvin is obviously avoiding me, as I haven’t managed to snatch more than the odd few minutes with him, and my questions regarding the exact nature of his relationship with Addison are still unanswered. Kyler has been polite but distant all week.

So, yeah, things are settling into a regular pattern.

The normality is refreshing.

Should’ve known I’d spoken too soon.

On Friday, Brad drops us off in front of the house and we wave goodbye to him. An unfamiliar sporty blue number is parked in the driveway, sparking my curiosity. I chat to Lana for a bit before she heads home.

Stepping into the hall, I drop my bag on the ground. Someone hisses at me, and I jerk around. Kyler is lurking in the shadows under the stairs, gesturing me forward. He puts a finger to his lips and then points upstairs. The study door is ajar and soft female laughter wafts through the air. Icicles form a line down my back as I recognize Courtney’s sultry tone. I tiptoe toward Kyler. “Listen,” he mouths as I draw near. He pulls me into his side, and I’m immediately waylaid by the warm, hard lines of his body. Concentrating on eavesdropping becomes a mammoth task. My fingers twitch with the craving to touch him, as if a thousand volts of electricity are coursing through my body. I stare at the back of Kyler’s head with pathetic longing. The sides and back of his head are newly shorn, and the thin layer of velvety hair begs to be touched. My eyes trail down his broad shoulders, over his tapered, slim waist, and the taut curves of his ass.

Must. Stop. Drooling.

Except it’s no good—I can’t resist his charms. Moving closer, I deliberately brush my body against his. His breath falters, and you could hear a pin drop in the space. Courtney’s laughter rings out from above as Ky’s fingers graze mine, igniting my skin on contact.

“Will you be able to get away this weekend?” Courtney purrs, her voice sounding closer. Ky’s fingers entwine fully with mine.

“I’ll find a way,” James replies. Then it’s quiet, and all I hear is the rampant thudding of my heart. Courtney emits a needy moan, and Ky squeezes my hand to the point of pain. His body is rigid with tension. I circle my arms around his waist and rest my head against his back. “We shouldn’t be listening,” I whisper.

“Now she grows a conscience,” he mutters under his breath.

My retort dies on my tongue as more moans waft down the stairs. My insides twist into an acidic knot.

“Oh, James,” Courtney rasps. “That feels so good.”

Kyler spins around, grabbing me into his arms. He rests his head on my shoulder, and I can hear his heart pounding in his chest. I run my hand up and down his back in a soothing gesture.

“You’d better leave. The kids will be home shortly.”

“I hate all this sneaking around, James. You have to tell her.”

“Courtney.” His loud sigh hints at exasperation. “Not now.”

“Or not ever?” I don’t need to see her face to imagine the angry look on it.

“We’ll talk this weekend.”

Ky flattens his back against the wall, holding me flush against his body when they appear at the bottom of the stairs. His hand moves to my hair, and his fingers weave in and out of the thick strands.

“I love you,” Courtney states breathlessly. I clamp my lips shut, muzzling my disgust. Kyler tightens his hold on me, and his entire body is one solid, stress-laden mass of pent-up rage. My face is pressed into his neck, and his scent is driving me insane with desire, so I don’t hear James’ reply, if there is one. The door snicks shut and footsteps ascend the stairs as James disappears into his office.

I lean back and stare at Ky. All manner of emotions is skittering across his face. I cup his face, asking the most universally stupid question ever. “Are you okay?”

Squeezing his eyes shut, he shakes his head. When he reopens them, his gaze has transformed. Prickles spring up all over my skin. Ky moves me to the side and purposefully storms toward the front door. My eyes pop wide as I dash after him.

Courtney is reversing the car when I step outside. She curls her hand around the gear stick, preparing to leave, when she notices Ky making a beeline for her. Ky’s poisonous glare is enough to give the game away. A smug smile dances across her lips as she primly tucks her hair behind her ears. I wrap my hand around his biceps, urging him back inside. “Don’t. You’re playing right into her hands.” She’s enjoying this, and I don’t want to give her the satisfaction.

His fists are clenched so tightly the skin on his knuckles blanches white. “She’s trying to destroy my family.”

I plant myself in front of him, forcing him to focus on me. “This isn’t the way to fight back.” I gently place one hand on his chest. “Let her go. Come back inside.”

Courtney’s eyes narrow suspiciously. “Say hi to Addison,” she calls out gleefully as she shoves the car into gear and screeches off down the driveway.

“Ky.” I wave a hand in front of his face as he stares, dazed, after the departing car. “Please come back inside.”

His gaze is fixated on Courtney, and there’s deadly precision in his eyes. “She’s lucky she’s a woman. That I can’t lay a hand on her.”

He lets me pull him back into the house. James is at the bottom of the stairs with a frozen look on his face. Kyler drops my hand and lunges at his father, thrusting his fist in his face. James doesn’t fight back at first, and Kyler continues to land blows on his face and torso. I spring into action, wrapping my arms around his waist and tugging him back. “Stop, Ky.” He tries to shake me free, but I keep my arms locked firmly around his body.

“Kyler. Please.” James holds up a hand. “I can explain.”

“You disgust me.” I feel the fight leave his body, and I remove my hold on him. Kyler steps back, leaning against the balustrade. “You promised you were going to end things. But that was a lie, wasn’t it, Dad? You have no intention of finishing with her. Are you going to leave Mom for her?”

James climbs to his feet and faces his son. “No. I’ll never leave your mom. I’ll make this right, but you need to let me do this my way. There are things you aren’t privy to, and believe me or not, I’m doing what I can to protect this family.”

Ky’s jaw flexes in and out, and I can tell he’s close to breaking point. “I meant what I said earlier. If you don’t tell Mom, I will. I’m not going to stand by and watch you turn her into a joke. How many other employees has Courtney told about your affair? How many people work side by side with Mom every day knowing her husband is fucking her assistant?” His voice raises a few octaves until he’s yelling. “Have you given her any consideration at all?”

“Of course, I’ve thought about your mother!” He rakes a hand through his hair. “I’m not proud of myself.”

“It all makes sense now.” Ky flicks his hand in the air. “The hair, and the clothes, going out every night, acting like you’re young, free, and single again. Did she put you up to it, or are you stupid enough to think that it’d be enough to keep a slut like Courtney interested when you’re past your sell by date?”

“That’s enough, Ky. I know I’m in the wrong here, but I’m still your father, and this is my house. You will act respectfully or not speak at all.” James surreptitiously nods in my direction.

“This is Mom’s house. You haven’t worked a day in your life. And like I told you before, I’ll give you respect if you ever earn it. But until then”—he puts his face right into his dad’s—“you don’t get to tell me what to do.” He grabs his jacket and storms outside, rattling the door in his wake.

“I bet you regret moving here now,” James says quietly.

“It’s not like I had much choice,” I answer honestly.

“I’ve ruined my relationship with all of them.” He hangs his head in shame, and as I look at his sorry ass, anger starts to boil inside me.

“Get over yourself, James.” His head jerks up at my stern tone. “I’m not going to indulge your self-pity. You made this mess, and it’s up to you to fix it.”

“I’m trying.”

I step toward him until we’re toe-to-toe. “No. You’re not. We heard you arranging to meet her this weekend. Ky was right. You have no intention of ending things with her. At least be honest with yourself.” I let him see every ounce of disgust on my face, and at least he has the decency to look ashamed. “Do you still love Alex?”

“Of course, I do! She’s the one who’s turned her back on me.” A pained look flits across his features.

“I don’t need to know the intimate details, and I’m hardly an expert, but honesty is the cornerstone of trust. You can’t have one without the other. If you’re not being honest, then the trust is gone too. Is that why Alex looks so sad all the time?”

He buries his head in his hands. “I know you think this is all on me—”

“Oh my God!” I throw my hands in the air. “This is
 all on you! What is wrong with you? You need to man up and take responsibility for your actions. You need to tell Alex, and you need to tell her before Ky does. Don’t let your son carry that burden. Not if you hope to have any kind of relationship with him in the future.”

He slowly nods. “You’re right. Ky’s right.” He sighs. “I’ll speak to her. I’ll tell Alex.”

“See that you do.” I move past him, but he takes my arm, stalling me.

“I’m sorry, Faye.”

“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.”

“I owe you an apology too. I’ve let you down. I’ve let all you kids down, but I’ll make it up to you. I’ll make it up to Alex.” His voice becomes strangled. “If she’ll let me.”

The honest regret on his face breaks through the temporary walls I’ve put up. He needs to understand all that’s at stake. He has a choice that I didn’t. An opportunity to repair the damage to his family. I need him to understand that, because the man in front of me is scared of facing reality.

“Don’t shy away from this, James. Try everything in your power to fix it, because if you lose your family, there’s no coming back from that. The pain you will feel inside”—I emit a strangled sob before composing myself—“is like nothing you’ve ever felt before.”

Tears trickle down my face, but I don’t try to stop them. James stands uncertainly in front of me, and I can sense the conflict within. He wants to comfort me, but he’s afraid to.

“I had no say in the matter,” I whisper, hugging my arms around my body. “My family was taken from me overnight without any warning. Without any chance to say goodbye. I thought I’d a lifetime of hugs and kisses to look forward to. An eternity of laughter and shared moments to experience. But it was all gone in the blink of an eye. My mum won’t see me graduate. My dad won’t get to walk me down the aisle. My parents won’t ever get to be grandparents.”

Crunching pain ties my stomach into painful knots. “My family is gone. They’re never coming back. And I’m trying to find a way of existing when sometimes I feel as dead as them on the inside.” Turning, I face him with a fierce look. I wipe my sleeve across my damp face. “So stop feeling sorry for yourself. You fucked up, but it isn’t too late to fix it. Your
 family is still here. Fix it, James. Don’t let your family trickle through your fingers. Don’t blow it.” I beseech him with my eyes. “You’ve only got one family, and if you don’t make this right, it’ll destroy all of you.”





Chapter Thirty
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Saturday dawns bright and early. After a leisurely swim, I eat breakfast and then set out on a mission to hunt Kalvin down. I rap loudly on his door three times. “Wakey, wakey, sunshine.”

“Get lost!” is the less than cheery response.

Offering up a silent prayer that I don’t find him visibly naked on his bed, I open his door and slip inside, shielding my eyes with one hand, just in case.

A pillow whizzes by my head. “It’s the butt crack of dawn, woman. Go away and let me sleep.” Kalvin’s sleep-laden timbre is underscored by a layer of irritation.

I pounce on his bed, and the mattress jiggles. Kal lifts his groggy head, cursing. “What is so urgent that it can’t wait?”

“Who are you sneaking out to meet in the woods?”

“Wow. Way to just put it out there.” Propping himself up on one elbow, he wipes the remnants of sleep from his eyes. The sheet falls down his body, pooling at his waist and exposing his bare chest.

“Please tell me you’re not totally naked under there.”

A devilish glint develops in his eye as he rolls flat on his back. “I always sleep naked.” He slides a hand under the sheet, palming his junk. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours?” He winks.

“You’re gross.”

“I’m hot, and you know it.” He winks again.

“And so modest, too.” I fail to suppress my smile.

“Modesty is for pussies. I’ve a rocking body, and I know how to use it. I’m not ashamed to admit that. You gotta embrace your talents, you know?” He skims his hand over his crotch as he shoots me a sleazy grin.

“I just puked in my mouth.”

“Now, now, don’t be mean.” He mock pouts. “You wouldn’t be saying that if I was Ky.”

“I’m not talking about jackass.”

He snorts. “You two are hilarious. You should bang and get it out of your system.”

“Because sex is the universal answer to every problem,” I deadpan.

“I like that idea.” He bobs his head up and down.

“You would.” I roll my eyes before turning serious. “Quit messing about. I know you’re deflecting.” I grab his wrist, stalling his movement. “And stop jerking off. It’s making me uncomfortable.”

Amused eyes meet mine. “If I w—”

“Do not go there again.” I momentarily close my eyes in exasperation. “We are not talking about Kyler, or me. We are talking about you and whomever you’re hooking up with on the sly. Please tell me it isn’t her. Please tell me you’re not that stupid.”

He scoots up the bed, resting against the sideboard. The sheet slips a little lower, highlighting the V-shaped indents on either side of his hips and the thin trail of hair snaking lower. The bulge under the sheets is too pronounced to go unnoticed.

Hell.

“Admit it,” he teases, running his hand under the covers again, “You want this.” He starts pumping up and down.

“I swear to God, Kal, if you don’t stop that right now I’m going to the kitchen to get a knife and then I’m coming back to castrate you. Don’t think I’m joking. If I wanted porn, I’d go download some. So stop being a sleaze, please. It’s disgusting.”

“Relax, Mary Sue.” He holds both hands up in the air. “I’ll be a good boy now. But make this snappy so I can attend to business.”

I slap a hand across my forehead as air whooshes out of my mouth in frustration.

Finally, he takes pity on me. “Look, I’m not hooking up with Addison so you can chill out, okay?”

“So why you creeping around the woods in the middle of the night?”

“Need to know basis, right?” Reluctantly, I nod. “Well, it isn’t anything you need to know. I’m not doing the dirty with Addison in the woods. And”—he holds up a hand—“I haven’t talked to Ky yet, but I will. I’m waiting for the right time.”

“You know there’s no such thing, right? Not when it comes to something like this.”

“Okay, okay. Stop busting my balls. You have what you came here for, so I’m kicking you out of my room now. Unless you’re offering to help with my … situation?” He flashes me a mischievous grin. Yanking the covers off in one foul swoop, he lies before me in all his glorious nakedness. “Jesus!” I shriek, springing up like there’s a rocket up my ass. “Not in this lifetime.” I race toward the door trying to rinse the visual from my head.

Pausing, I turn to face him as an idea hits me. Payback time. Quick as lightning, I whip up my top and flash him my bra. His mouth hangs open, and the corners of my mouth curve up. “Wank away, cousin dearest.” I’m laughing as I close his door, and crash, face-first, into a warm solid wall. His scent swirls around me and I don’t need to open my eyes to know who it is.

“Do I even want to know?” Ky asks softly.

I tip my head up as my hands somehow find their way to his remarkable chest. I press against him, stretching on my tiptoes until our mouths are a hair’s breadth from each other. A glimmer of lust bursts in his eyes, and need pulsates between my legs. “No.” I rasp, my voice low and husky.

His fingers curl around the back of my neck sending a blanket of warmth cascading down my spine. He brushes a feather-soft kiss against my lips. Unbridled need tries to take command of me, but common sense wins the inner battle.

Resist. Abort. Resist! Resist! Resist!

As much as I crave his mouth on mine, one of us has to show some restraint. I shake my head, stepping out of his embrace. “Don’t,” I whisper, backing away. “Just don’t.”

He hangs his head, nodding his acquiescence, and I turn and walk away.

When I reach the lobby, James is coming down the stairs in low-hanging sweats and a white sleeveless shirt. His fascination with holding onto his youth is warped on so many different levels. “Good morning, Faye.”

“Morning, James.”

“Join me for coffee?” He asks as a loud yawn escapes his mouth.

We take our coffee outside, sitting silently side by side, gazing out onto the imposing lawn. “I wanted to thank you,” James says a few minutes later. “For what you said yesterday. I’ve thought of nothing else all night.”

“That’s good.”

“I’m going to end things with Courtney today, and I’m going to talk to Alex tonight.”

I chew on the corner of my mouth. “You’re doing the right thing.”

He slurps his coffee. “I know, but it’s going to hurt her so much. I hate that.”

“Maybe you should’ve thought of that before you started anything with Courtney.” My natural curiosity would love to know how long it’s been going on and what prompted him to start an affair in the first place, but I know it isn’t my place or my business to inquire.

“You think less of me now.” His eyes probe mine.

I shrug, unsure how to answer. “We’re still only getting to know one another.”

My reply doesn’t appear to faze him. “I’m proud of you, Faye. You have the courage to stand by your convictions. My baby sister raised you good. I’m proud of her, too.” I catch a glimpse of moisture in his eyes before he looks away.

I smile. “They were great parents. Not perfect, but they did their best, and I loved them so much.” A solitary tear spills onto my cheek. “I miss them, every damn day.”

Hesitantly, he stretches his arm around my back and nudges my head onto his shoulder. It’s not as awkward as I would’ve expected. “What was he like, your dad?”

“He was wonderful.” I smile up at him. “He was always there for Mum and me. In a lot of ways, they were completely different, but it worked, you know? They were openly affectionate in front of me, and I know they really loved each other. He was a bit older than her, and his maturity offset her childishness, although he knew how to have fun, too. They were a great team.” My eyes trek to the woods, watching the trees sway in the gentle breeze.

“I’m so glad your mother was truly loved. That you had a good upbringing.” His voice is congested with emotion. “Never a day went by where I didn’t worry about her. Old habits die hard, I suppose. She has shaped my life in so many ways.” He grows quieter.

I peer up at him and we share a look. He opens and closes his mouth, as if he’s debating saying something. I lift my head off his shoulder and eyeball him. “What?”

He wets his lips. “I think I know why your mom ran away from me.”

Everything freezes inside me. “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

Air whooshes out of his mouth. “She was pregnant with you and she must’ve been too afraid to tell me.”

I scratch the side of my head, frowning. “But she had me when she was nineteen and you said she ran away when she was seventeen?”

Slowly, he shakes his head. “I’ve checked the dates, Faye. She gave birth to you when she was seventeen.”

I hop up. “What?!” My brain is racing at a hundred miles an hour.

He rises. “It’s true. I can show you the records.” He shuffles on his feet, clearing his throat. “What did she tell you about how she met your father?”

I’m spinning in a million different directions, frantically trying to decipher this latest bombshell.

Jeez, did Mum tell me the truth about anything?

James gently taps my elbow, drawing me out of the hazy mess in my head. “He, um,”—I calm my beating heart and force myself to get it together—“he was working on a construction site in her hometown and they met at a local club.” I slap a hand against my forehead as I have a light bulb moment. “Oh my God! That is
 it!” I look deep into his eyes. “I thought Dad was only five years older than her but the age difference was even more pronounced, and if she had me at seventeen, then that means …” I clamp a hand over my mouth, horrified at the implication.

“That he had unlawful sex with a minor and he could’ve been jailed,” James finishes for me. I plop back down on the seat, completely devastated. James sits down too, speaking softly, as if I might break. “I didn’t know she had a boyfriend, and I was insistent on her finishing school, but I’d never have turned her out or handed him over to the authorities. I would have supported her if she’d confided in me.”

Tears pool in my eyes. “Has everything been a lie, James? Was anything she told me the truth?” My voice cracks at the end.

Pulling me into his side, he wraps his arms around me. “You know I can’t answer that, but my sister loved you, Faye. I see it in the way she raised you and how well she protected you even after her death. She obviously felt she was doing the right thing sheltering you from the truth, or perhaps she had planned to tell you when you were older, when the timing was right.”

I sniffle. “Guess we’ll never know now.”

He smooths a hand over my hair. “I still can’t believe she’s gone. I can’t help thinking of all the wasted opportunities, and of what you said last night. I let your mom down, and I’ll never have the chance to change that. But I can with Alex, if she’ll let me.” He plants a soft kiss to my temple. “I want to have a proper relationship with you, Faye. I can never replace your father, and I don’t want to, but I hope in time you can come to rely on me. That you can forgive me for the mistakes I’ve made. You’re very important to me. More so than you can even imagine.”

I blink up at him. “I’d like that too.”

It’s only now I realize how much hearing that means to me.





Chapter Thirty-One
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At work later on, I’m a little distracted over the most recent discovery. I’m struggling to find justification for all the lies. I have to believe that Mum was planning to admit the truth at some stage, because otherwise I think I’ll stay mad at her forever. I don’t want all the good memories stained with the color of her deceit.

I’m so caught up in my mind that I don’t notice Jeremy cornering me in the corridor outside the bathrooms. “I’ve been looking for you, darlin’.” Leaning against the wall, he shoots me a sleazy smile. “You’re a tricky one to pin down.” He winks. “Give me a day and time, right now.”

Discreetly, I dig my fingernails into my thigh. “For what?” I feign ignorance, knowing full well what he’s implying. Brad was right—Jeremy doesn’t
 give up easily.

“Our date.”

“I thought our last conversation made everything crystal clear. And, if I remember correctly, you weren’t actually interested in going out with me anyway?” I cock my head to the side.

Reaching out, he fists a hand in my hair, tugging me toward him. “I should probably apologize for that, huh?” His large hands hold my face in a firm grip, and I’m instantly uncomfortable.

“Jeremy, let me go.” I curl my hand around his wrist, trying to loosen his hold.

“Baby,” he rasps, closing his eyes as he inhales deeply. “Don’t fight this. You know you’ll give in one way or another.”

Fear and anger choke me as I raise my knee in preparation.

“Get your fucking hands off her!” Ky’s tone is pumped full of explosive rage.

Jeremy slowly releases my face, backing away with a sneer.

Ky pulls me behind him, facing off with Jeremy. Every muscle in his body is on high alert. “Faye isn’t interested, so leave her alone.” Ice drips down my spine at the hostility in his tone. “Next time, I won’t be so understanding.”

Jeremy claps him on the shoulder. “Go fuck yourself, Kennedy.” Looking down, he fixes his intense gaze on me. “You and me ain’t done, Ireland.” His eyes smolder with malicious promise. “Not by a long shot.” The clumping sound of his boots retreating is like music to my ears, and I release the breath I was holding.

“You need to tell me if anyone is hassling you. Especially that skeeze,” Ky glares at me as if this is somehow my fault.

“He hasn’t bothered me in ages. I thought he’d lost interest.”

“There is no such thing when it comes to Jeremy.”

“Well, I’ll be ready for him next time.”

“I know you can handle yourself, Faye, but Jeremy’s got a rep for a reason. Promise me you’ll tell me if he gets too much.”

Muscles flex and roll under his shirt as he crosses his arms in front of him. His pale blue eyes become storm-filled, and I melt under the power of his gaze. Genuine concern radiates off him in waves and my heart soars in my chest. While I’m more than capable of looking after myself, it feels unbelievably good to know he cares enough to want to protect me. A long-forgotten memory pops into my mind. “I will, thanks.” My voice quivers a little.

His thumb swipes over his prickly jawline. “What’s going through your head right now?”

“It’s nothing.” I attempt to shrug it off. “Just remembering something that happened when I was younger.”

He lounges against the wall. “Try me.”

“It’s kind of silly.” I pull at the corner of my ear.

A genuine smile graces his lips. “Now I’m intrigued; you have to tell me.”

I smooth my hands over my apron as I clear my throat. “We lived in this large estate in Waterford when I was younger, and there were these two brothers who used to tease me relentlessly. They were always giving me a hard time. Mum was fond of saying they had a crush on me, but whatever.” I smile at the memory. “During the summers, all the kids used to play water fights on our bikes. It was only supposed to be harmless fun. One time, one of the brothers caught me and absolutely drenched me, soaking every last piece of my clothing. I was hopping mad, so I raced home and filled my bottle with a mix of washing-up liquid and water and went back out and hunted him down. I deliberately squirted it in his eyes, and he totally freaked out, knocking me off my bike and kicking me repeatedly in the stomach. As I was lying on the ground, I remember how much I wished that I had an older brother or a cousin or someone who cared enough to come to my rescue.”

Ky’s face is a block of stone, and now I definitely feel silly. I shuffle, embarrassed, on my feet. “Your words brought the memory to the forefront of my mind.”

Silence engulfs us as we stare at one another. After a bit, he opens his mouth. “I’m not the hero, Faye.” A look of repulsion crosses over his face. “And I certainly can’t be that for you.”
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My embarrassing recollection and Ky’s words plague me the rest of my shift. No matter what Ky said, his coming to my rescue has touched on a long-held desire. While I don’t consider myself to be a damsel in distress, it’s nice to know I can count on others to have my back.

It hasn’t always been like that.

I still don’t know why he came to the diner earlier—whether there was a purpose to his visit or it was just lucky timing. Either way, I’m glad he was there.

Rose comes back to the house with me after work so we can get dolled-up together in my room. My cousins are throwing another party tonight, and even though we can’t hear anything from here, I’m assuming it’s already in full swing. “Where’s Theo tonight?” I ask, wiggling a pair of jeans up my legs.

“Away with his fam for the weekend. He’s back tomorrow night.” She saunters into my walk-in wardrobe, emitting a low whistle. “Do you think the Kennedys would adopt me if I begged enough?”

I crank out a laugh. “You and Rachel would get on like a house on fire. Borrow whatever you want, Rose.”

“I don’t get you.” She walks out with a swath of black material draped over her arm. “You have the most sought after designer clothes in your closet and you live in jeans. What a waste.”

“It’s not me.” I press my lips together, blotting my lipstick as I peer at my reflection in the mirror.

“You’re going to indulge me for one night.” Her tone brokers no argument.

I swivel on my seat, raising an eyebrow. “I am?”

“Yep.” She flings the black dress at me. “You put that on, and I’ll find a dress for me. We’re going to rock up to that party and nail
 it.”

Twenty minutes later, I’m regretting allowing her to talk me into wearing this pathetic excuse for a dress. The black lace mini clings to my every curve leaving little to the imagination. With thin straps, a dipped neckline, and a shockingly short hem, which barely covers my ass, I’m feeling rather exposed. Thank God, I won the battle of the shoes, and I’m wearing my combat boots and not the sky-high peep-toes Rose wanted me to wear. She’s wearing a similar style mini in a floral patterned print that oddly works well with her pink hair.

I insist that we detour to Lana’s en route. After several minutes of pleading, I finally get Lana to pinky swear that she’ll follow us to the party.

“You two should come with a health warning,” Brad jokes, hopping down the steps to greet Rose and me. He gives us a quick once-over, and his smile is appreciative. “You look amazing.”

I take in his appearance. Tonight, he’s wearing jeans with a plain white tee and a blue-and-red-checkered shirt that’s fully unbuttoned. If I wasn’t so obsessed with my cousin, I could totally see myself crushing on Brad. “You look good, too.”

He leads us through the heaving crowd out toward the back. A few guys reach for me as we pass, but I manage to duck out of their way. Rose continuously flashes her middle finger as a myriad of wolf-whistles are aimed our way. Kalvin grabs me into a headlock the minute I step foot in the kitchen, gleefully messing up my hair. “You’re such an ass,” I moan, punching him in the gut.

He frees me, palming his sore stomach. “And you’ve got a real mean violent streak.” He looks me up and down. “But I’ll forgive you because you’ve just given me hours’ worth of visual stimulation that I’m gonna put to good use.” He winks, tapping the side of his head.

“You’re grossing me out again.” Brad thrusts a wine cooler into my hand, and I smile up at him. Kal stiffens, and I shoot him a cautionary look, but he’s not paying any attention to us. Lana has entered the kitchen, scanning the room with anxious eyes. My hand shoots up and I wave her forward.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Kalvin demands, looming over her with a scowl on his face.

“Back off, asshole,” I snap, looping my arm through Lana’s and pulling her over to my side. “I invited Lana. She’s my friend.”

“She’s not welcome here,” he growls.

“I should leave,” Lana mumbles, looking down at her feet.

“You’re going nowhere. Stay here while I talk to my cousin
.” It takes considerable effort to call him that and not one of the multiple insults currently flitting through my mind. I gesture to Brad to keep an eye on Lana while I drag my cousin outside.

“You were unbelievably rude to Lana. What the hell is your problem?”

At least he has the decency to look ashamed. “She doesn’t belong here, Faye.”

“Don’t be such a condescending prick! I thought you two used to be friends? How can you treat her like this?”

He hooks his hands in his pockets. “This is
 me being a friend to her.”

“That’s a cop out! I’d hate to see how you treat your enemies.”

“It’s not!” He gnashes his teeth at me. “You see those bitches in there?” He points into the house. “They’ve been horrible to Lana in the past. You’ve no idea how they’ve used her to try to get to us. Keeping her away is the best way of protecting her. That’s all I’m trying to do.”

I suck in my cheeks as I consider his words. “You mean that.”

“Yes,” he hisses.

“But why do you have to be such a jerk about it?”

He walks around me, opening the door. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

I shoot him a puzzled look. He leans into my face, and the look of revulsion and self-loathing shocks me. “Because I am a jerk.” He pushes into the kitchen, brushing furiously past both Rose and Lana as he storms out.

Lana takes one look at me, her eyes filling with tears, before she runs out of the room.

“Damn it! I’ll be back,” I shout at Brad and Rose as I race after her, pushing and shoving people out of my way in my haste to catch up with her.

“Lana!” I call after her fleeing figure. “Wait up!”

My tight dress restricts movement, and she makes ground easily, promptly fading from sight. I stop, cursing under my breath. I could murder Kalvin right about now.

Traipsing back to the party, I stop on the bottom step when I catch sight of Addison leaning over the railing, watching everything with those cunning eyes of hers. “Enjoying the drama?” I snap, as I trudge up the stairs.

“Most definitely,” she sneers, flicking her blonde locks over her shoulder. “Kennedy parties never fail to enlighten me.” She skips into the house ahead of me, grinning as if a genie has just granted her every wish.

Brad hands me a fresh drink when I return to the kitchen. Rose is nowhere to be seen. At that exact moment, Ky shows up in the room with his arm slung protectively around Addison’s shoulders. Her arm is wrapped around his back, and she’s leaning into his side, purring like a cat. For the second time in a minute, I want to gouge her eyes out with toothpicks. Either that or make a voodoo doll in her likeness to stick pins in.

I can’t believe he’s doing this. It makes me sick.

Brad leans down and whispers in my ear, “You want to go outside?”

I put my drink down. “I’ve a better idea. Let’s dance.” Deliberately avoiding Kyler, I take Brad’s hand and pull him into the living room, right into the thick of the teeming crowd. Flicking my hair back, I start swaying to the music, limbering up to the infectious beat. My limbs feel loose and free, and I grin at Brad as he matches my movements.

We dance until sweat coasts down my spine and starts pooling between my breasts. Damp tendrils of hair kiss my forehead, and my mouth feels like something died in there. We head back into the kitchen, and I pull myself up onto the counter, crossing my legs as Brad throws me an ice-cold bottle of water. Dehydrated, I knock it back in one go, my throat working overtime.

A petite girl with masses of red corkscrew curls comes bounding into the kitchen, looking hassled and upset. “Has anyone seen Judy Mills?” Most everyone stares blankly at her. “She looks like me only she’s a bit older?” A few people shake their head, and the rest go about their business.

“Crap.” She scrunches fistfuls of her hair.

I jump down off the counter. “Are you sure she’s here?”

She nods. “She texted me. But what she doesn’t know is her boyfriend is on his way here, and if I know Judy …”

“Gotcha. Did you check the bedrooms?”

She bobs her head vigorously. “I checked the ones on that side”—she gestures to the left—“but I can’t check the ones on the other side as you need a key to access the corridor.”

“Leave that with me. Stay here and I’ll come back.”

I drag Brad with me as I locate a sulky Kalvin and retrieve a key. Unlocking the wooden door, I step into the narrow corridor with Brad at my back. The music muffles as the heavy door closes with a thud. Three doors emerge on our left. Loud moans mix with a repetitive thumping noise that appears to be originating from the last bedroom. A female voice cries out, and Brad and I exchange knowing looks as we stop in front of the third door.

I fling it open before I change my mind. The sight that accosts me sends me stumbling back into Brad. He grips my waist, helping to keep me upright. Butterflies swarm my chest in outrage. “Holy fuck. I think I’m going to be sick.”





Chapter Thirty-Two
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Kent glances over his bare shoulder, leering, completely unashamed, as if this type of behavior is normal. I slap a hand over my lips, forcing myself to swallow the acrid taste in my mouth. He continues to pound into the naked girl underneath him, unconcerned about the audience. His fingers dig into her left hip as he thrusts, and his naked ass cheeks clench and unclench with the motion. I look down at my feet, not wanting that mental image of him etched for eternity in my mind.

Seeing two of my cousins naked in the same day has to be some kind of gross record.

The girl’s long, wavy red hair is spread around the pillow like a fan. She emits a passionate moan, and I feel a compelling urge to smack her into next week. “Here to join the private party?” Kent winks. “There’s always room for one more. Or two, if you fancy joining in, too, Brad.”

“Kent!” the dark-haired girl on the other side of him screams, bucking her hips as his fingers thrust deep inside her. A third girl—this one has poker-straight blonde hair—runs her hands all over his body, jiggling her small breasts at Brad in invitation.

I’m frozen to the spot, utterly disgusted at what I’m seeing. The girls are clearly older than he is. College level, if I had to guess. That only sours my stomach more. Powerful shudders rock my body, as if I was the one being violated. “Kent, you need to stop this right now. You’re only fifteen!”

“We like them virile and young,” the ignorant blonde says, moving her hands down to slap his butt.

That answers the question of complicity then.

“It’s fucking illegal, you imbecile,” I fume. If not for the fact that Kent is already in deep doo-doo with the law, I’d call the cops on their skanky asses.

She laughs, and the sound is like a siren call. An inner beast wakes from slumber inside me, clawing at the cage, whispering inducements, begging to be let out. Blood thunders through my veins, and a red haze coats my eyes. My hands clench into fists, and I’m seconds away from charging into the room and inflicting some damage.

Brad senses my mood and hauls me out of the room. “Get Ky. I’ll try to talk some sense into him in the meantime. Go.”

The beast slithers away, and my blood pressure moderates. While the urge to teach those girls a lesson hasn’t dissipated, I know Brad is right. Ky will be able to deal with this more effectively, and right now, the most important thing is extricating Kent from the situation as quickly as possible.

On a hunch, I rush out to the front deck, finding Kyler instantly. Addison is on his lap again
, grinding against him as her tongue strokes up and down his neck. The beast, only recently tamed, roars inside me, and I’d love to release my pent-up frustration on Addison and her perfectly formed writhing butt, but this isn’t about me. To be fair, Ky is like a statue—motionless and expressionless as Addison gyrates on top of him. Nonetheless, it does little to appease me.

“Ky!” I call out. “You’re needed. Right now.”

His eyes widen in alarm at my urgent tone, and he lifts Addison off his lap instantly. She starts to protest, and he darts down and kisses her on the cheek. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” He takes my elbow and leads me around the other side of the deck, to a quiet spot in the corner. “What’s going on?”

“Kent’s out of control. He’s in one of the bedrooms with three girls. It’s … I”—my speech falters—“I’m no innocent, but I’ve never seen anything so shocking. It’s wrong, Ky. You need to stop him.”

“Where are they?” His voice is deathly quiet.

“Last bedroom. Brad’s there.”

“Come on.” He leads me back into the house.

Brad steps out of the way as Ky charges into the bedroom. Now that he has this in hand, I turn on my heel and head out in search of the girl’s sister. Locating her where I left her in the kitchen, I whisper my discovery. She looks as sick as I feel.

After finding Rose, and explaining I’m calling it a night, I head away, no longer in the mood to party.

I tap timidly on Lana’s window, hoping she’s still awake. A second later, the blind retracts and the window opens. Lana greets me with tear-swollen eyes, and I want to rip shreds off Kal for upsetting her like this. “Oh, Lana! He didn’t mean it.”

“He did. He meant every word.” She chokes on a sob.

I take her warm hands in my cooler ones. “I know it makes no sense, but he was actually trying to protect you. He’s a gobshite for the way he handled it, but his heart was in the right place.”

“You genuinely believe that?” she asks, wiping her wet eyes with the hem of her nightie.

“Yeah, I do.”

Her features harden. “Well, I don’t. That little boy that I knew? The one I thought I loved? He’s gone, and all I have are my memories.”

I suspected Lana was crushing on Kal, but it seems her feelings ran even deeper. My face softens. “Lana—”

“It’s okay, Faye. I’m not sorry I went. I needed closure and now I have it. Kalvin did me a huge favor tonight.” She wipes away the last of her tears and faces me with determination. “I’m fine, and it’s late. You should go.”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

She grants me a small smile. “I’m good. Talk to you later?”

“’Kay.” Closing the window, she secures the blind in place.

I make my way out of the forest and back toward the main house. I lie down on one of the loungers by the pool, draping a towel over my body to ward off the intense bout of shivering that’s taken possession of me. It takes a lot to put me in a funk, but the events of tonight have opened old wounds. I can’t stop shivering as unpleasant memories return to haunt me.

And that’s how Brad finds me a few minutes later.

“Hey.” He sits on the side of the adjoining lounger. “Are you okay?”

“Truth?” I stare into his concerned eyes. “No. I’m not okay. That was …”

He rests his elbows on his knees. “Insane, I know. Kent was always a little shit but that’s on a whole other level.” His eyes pin mine. “I’m sensing there’s more to your reaction than this. Maybe I’m wrong, and I don’t mean to pry, but I’m here if you want to want to talk about it.”

I tuck my hands under my cheek. “No offense, but it’s a part of my past that I hate reliving.”

His spine stiffens, and I reach out for his hand.

“Don’t jump to conclusions. I wasn’t raped or into orgies or anything. It was a different situation, but seeing Kent like that has brought certain ugly feelings to the surface again.” Feelings like helplessness, abandonment, and the accompanying rage. I haven’t spent years learning to control my fears and my drivers for it all to unravel in one night.

I pull myself upright, holding my knees snug to my chest. I secure the towel around me as I decide to share what I can. “The worst thing is that he doesn’t see his vulnerability. But I do. I see it and my heart aches for him.” And that’s the truth. At least when I was taken advantage of, I recognized my vulnerability. But Kent doesn’t. He thinks he’s in control, and that’s arguably a more dangerous position to be in.

Brad leans back on his lounger, copying my position. “It seems everyone’s family has demons to battle.” Arching his head, he stares up at the sky. I could latch onto that and squirrel my way into his mind, plucking all the right strings and diverting focus from me. But I could never manipulate a friend like that, and that’s what Brad has come to mean to me. Instead, I bide my time, knowing he’ll open up shortly.

I tilt my head and join him, marveling at how peaceful the nighttime canvas looks compared to the turmoil on the ground. Amicable silence descends as we are both lost in our thoughts. I clear my throat after a bit and look sideway at him. “It works both ways, you know.” He twists around to look at me. “I’m here if you
 need to talk.”

He doesn’t say anything for several minutes, and I don’t push. I’ve put it out there that I’m willing to listen. Now the rest is up to him. “I haven’t told anyone.” A sad look appears on his face. “There hasn’t been anyone to tell.”

“I’m listening now.” We face one another, on our sides.

“Do you promise to keep it to yourself?” His eyes betray a world of pain, and I can see how much he needs to let this out.

“I promise I won’t tell another soul. You can trust me.”

“There’s a warrant out for my dad’s arrest” is his startling opening line. “He knew it was coming, and that’s why he fled abroad with my mom and sisters three months ago.”

I sit up in a flash. “Wait! What?”

“They all left. I stayed because I … I don’t want my future to be jeopardized by his actions. I want to graduate and go to college as planned. Between my grades and my skill on the field, I should be able to score a football scholarship. I couldn’t throw all that away.”

I stare at him, flabbergasted.

“You think I’m selfish?” He jumps to the wrong conclusion.

I shake my head vehemently. “Definitely not. I’m just shocked that you’ve been left all alone. How are you coping by yourself?”

He sits up, swinging his legs around, and our knees brush. “I’m still in one piece.” He worries his lip between his teeth. “The government is going to seize the house, and they’ve already frozen most of his assets, but I’ve got some cash to tide me over, and I have my car, and I’ll stay in the house for as long as I can, and then”—he lets loose a shaky breath—“well, I’ll figure something out. I can probably move upstate to my aunt’s.” He sends me a half-hearted smile.

Or move in here.

But I don’t say that out loud, tucking it away in a mental cubbyhole for later.

Reaching out, I grasp his hands. “I can’t believe you’ve been living all alone and you said nothing to no one about it. You should’ve told me.”

“I’ve ostracized myself from most everyone, and I was too embarrassed. Not that it matters now, since it’s about to go public. The feds have been keeping a lid on things while they investigate, but soon, everyone will know.” He looks off into space.

“What did he do?” I ask quietly.

“Embezzled funds. He’s stolen millions from his clients. It’s a total shitstorm.”

“I’m so sorry, Brad. That’s awful. When did you find out?”

“Seven months ago.” He gives me a meaningful look, and alarm bells start howling in my ear.

“Does this have something to do with Addison?”

“That time I slept with her was the day I found out. I lost it with my dad, stormed out of the house, and drowned my sorrows in a bottle. I shouldn’t have gone to the party without my wingman. Ky was in Nantucket, and Addison was there, alone. I was completely wasted, but I still should’ve known better. When she came on to me, I didn’t refuse her, because I didn’t allow myself time to stop and think. I wanted to get out of my head, needed to forget everything, and sex was a welcome distraction. But, the next day, when I realized what I’d done”—he closes his eyes—“I wanted to die, way worse than I had the previous day. Knowing I’d done that to my best friend, I still hate myself for it.”

He buries his head in his hands, and I move over to sit beside him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Brad? Are you saying that you only slept with Addison that one time?”

His head whips up. “Yes. Why?” Recognition dawns on his face. “Ky thinks it was more than that?”

I nod. “You don’t even know how he found out, do you?”

He shakes his head. “I figured someone at the party told him. We weren’t exactly discreet.” A look of self-loathing drifts over his features.

“Someone sent him an anonymous email, and from what he told me, it contained photographic and video evidence of you and her together, and it was more than one occasion. Ky thinks you were cheating with her for months.”

He launches himself out of the lounger, his wild eyes meeting mine. “Are you fucking serious?”

I stand up beside him. “Yes. It was definitely only one time?”

“Absolutely. It wasn’t a mistake I am ever likely to repeat.”

“I believe you.” I place my hand on his lower arm. “You two need to talk. Someone’s been playing you.”

“I’ve tried talking to him, but he just keeps pushing me away.” I can hear the desperation in his voice.

“I’ll talk to him.”

“It won’t work.”

“You don’t know how resourceful I can be. Leave it with me, okay?” I gently squeeze his arm as I look up at him.

“Thank you.” He brushes his lips against my forehead.

“Sorry, am I interrupting?” Ky’s blatant sarcasm slices through the moment.

I step away from Brad, turning to face my cousin. “Don’t be an ass. Where’s Kent? Did you sort it?”

A muscle ticks in his jaw as he nods. “Come inside and I’ll tell you.”

I look between him and Brad, slightly torn. Brad’s poured out his heart to me, and I don’t want to toss him aside the second Ky appears on the scene. Especially now I know he’s heading home to an empty house. But I don’t have to make any decision, because Brad does that for me.

“It’s okay, Faye. I was going to head home anyway. Talk tomorrow?”

“Of course.” Without examining the wisdom of it, I step into his chest and wrap my arms around him. His hands hover around my waist, uncertainly, and I know he doesn’t want to do anything to piss Ky off. But I don’t care what Ky thinks right now. Brad needs a friend, and more than ever, I want to be that for him. I squeeze him tighter and finally his arms go around me. I tip my chin up. “Will you be okay?” I mouth.

He presses his mouth to my ear. “I will. Thank you.” He kisses the top of my head before pulling away. Giving me a quick wave, he sprints across the lawn toward the forest.

Kyler is stiff as a board, his arms folded sternly across his waist. “Are you two together now?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but no, we’re not. We’re friends is all. Brad really needs a friend right now.” I dare him to challenge me, silently begging him to ask the question, but he doesn’t. He does the whole usual sullen moody thing, giving me the silent treatment as he escorts me into the house.

Without asking, I make coffee for both of us, sliding a cup to him over the kitchen counter. “Is Kent okay? I’m worried about him.”

He sighs. “That makes two of us.” I take a sip of the bitter liquid while I wait for him to elaborate. “I broke it up and gave those girls a piece of my mind. When I came back out, Kent had taken off. Kalvin has gone to look for him.” He scratches the top of his head. “You seemed upset, and I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“I’m fine,” I answer too quickly.

“Are you ever going to tell me?” He leans forward on his elbows. “I know things are fucked up between us, but I still care. And I’m grateful to you, for being concerned about Kent, for asking me to intervene.”

“Why does it all fall on you?” I place my cup down on the counter, resting my face in my hands. “It shouldn’t be your responsibility.”

“It used to be Kaden, and when he first left for Harvard, I thought Keven would step up, but he’s too busy fighting his own demons to look out for his younger brothers.”

“So you filled the gap,” I add for him.

“Yeah. What else could I do?” His storm-filled eyes reach for mine.

I hold his gaze, burning up from the intensity of it. Who looks after you?
 I want to ask it, but I don’t. I’m too afraid that he’ll confirm it’s no one, and I’ll volunteer for the job. Actually, it’s way more than that. The extent of my longing to be that
 for him scares the bejesus out of me.

His razor-sharp gaze cracks through my inner shell, penetrating that most precious hidden part of me. Weary and resigned, I let him take his fill, knowing if anyone could understand it, it’d be him.

He rounds the counter, his gaze never drifting from mine. I look up as he stops in front of me, peering down into my eyes with a ferociousness that usually scares me.

But not this time.

The façade is down, and he’s inviting me in. Returning the favor. Trusting me as I trusted him. His hand moves to my cheek, caressing me softly. A pool of nurturing warmth blossoms inside me. His eyes pay homage to me, with a look of respect and adoration that has the power to sweep me off my feet if I let it.

When Ky decides to let someone in, she’s going to be the luckiest girl in the world, because this boy has a huge heart, and he’s capable of enormous feats when it comes to the ones he loves. I see it now, clear as day, as if it’s a tangible entity.

Ignoring the surge of tormented longing growing inside me, I rest my hand on his chest, feeling the feverish beating of his heart. I keep my eyes fixated on him as I peer into the chasm within. The cavernous emptiness inside him calls out to me, like a silent mating call. Like one half of a soul recognizing and coveting its equal. That anguished darkness tempts me, crooning and cajoling, begging me to delve inside. To immerse myself in all-too-familiar sensations. To open myself to him and the possibility that he offers.

And it wouldn’t be difficult to cross that line with him. To explore our mutual hidden depths. To finally have someone completely understand the person that resides inside.

It’s so tempting, almost more than I can bear.

But there are far too many obstacles presently standing in our way.

As if to prove a point, a clanging sound echoes from the lobby, breaking us both out of whatever bubble we were cocooned in. We move without speaking, linking hands as if it’s the most natural thing in the world.

The lobby is empty, but I can’t shake the eerie feeling crawling over my skin. “It must’ve been one of my brothers. Wait here,” Ky says, “I’ll check their rooms.” The ominous feeling multiples tenfold as I wait in the silent, dimly lit hallway for Ky’s return. My eyes dart around the room, looking for a clue, but everything is as it should be.

“Kent’s passed out, fully clothed, on his bed. It was obviously him.” He locks one hand around the back of his neck, looking anxiously at me.

Something different is in the air, and it excites me. Although I can’t yet put a name to it, it feels like we’ve reached a pivotal point in our history. I’ve only caught glimpses of this side of Ky before, and it warms my soul every time he permits me to see into the person he could be. The one he keeps so closely guarded inside.

It’s time.

I feel it.

He knows it.

I take his hand and pull him into the living room, tugging him down on the sofa alongside me. Wedging myself into the arm, I face him, drawing my knees to my chest for physical and moral support. “I want to tell you what happened to me.”





Chapter Thirty-Three
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I draw a large, brave breath and start into my story. “When I was thirteen, I went to my first party, and something happened that night that messed me up pretty bad.” I pause, wetting my suddenly bone-dry lips and shuttering my eyes temporarily. Kyler laces his fingers in mine and squeezes. That silent reassurance encourages me to continue.

“I was drinking vodka with my friends, and by the time we started playing Truth or Dare, I was already buzzing. When the bottle spun my way, I chose a dare, and I was challenged to allow this guy, Daniel, to feel my boobs. It all sounds so juvenile now, but back then it was a big deal. He was fifteen and two years ahead of me in school. All the girls had a crush on the guy—me included—but I was still apprehensive about agreeing. Everyone was teasing me over being a prude, so I pushed my nervousness aside and went with him to one of the bedrooms.”

I take deep breaths, in and out. No matter how many times I tell this story, it still feels like I’m reliving the moment over and over again. Ky continues to hold my hand firmly, his thumb tracing soothing circles on my skin.

“I developed quite early, and the boys were always making crude jokes, but I was completely innocent. Hadn’t even kissed a boy then, so taking my bra off for an older guy was a huge deal.” An intense shiver thunders through me. “He was a pig.” The usual maelstrom attacks me, but I push on. “He was rough, squeezing my flesh hard, and I closed my eyes, wishing it was over.”

I press my lips together as remembered humiliation and discomfort resurfaces. Kyler changes position on the couch, sliding in behind me. His strong arms wrap around me, renewing my courage. I rest my head back on his chest. “That must’ve been when he took the photo.” Ky stiffens underneath me. “I was blocking it all so effectively that I didn’t even hear the faint click of his phone. It wasn’t until I came back to the main room, greeted by a chorus of obnoxious hollers, that I realized what he’d done. By the next day, the photo had been circulated to everyone in school. The boys wouldn’t leave me alone. I was besieged with propositions and wolf-whistles, and random boys would leer at me. Some even tried copping a feel. It was a total free-for-all.” A lump builds in my throat.

Kyler holds me tighter, pressing a soft kiss to the side of my head. “But the girls were worse. My friends disowned me. Even though they’d been there, and they knew me and knew how upset I was over the whole thing, they didn’t stand up for me. They didn’t want to be tarnished by association.”

I shake my head sadly. “Complete strangers along with other girls I had known for years shouted insults at me. It was horrendous.” I gulp. “I felt so stupid, so foolish, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell my parents or any of the teachers in school. I was too ashamed.”

Feeling cold, I run my hands up and down Ky’s arms, siphoning warmth. “I was depressed, and my parents noticed something was wrong, but I still couldn’t tell them. It hurt so much, and even now, I can still feel it. In here.” I place my hand over my chest. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget how violated I felt. Mix that with my self-revulsion, and my head was a very dark place. After a few weeks, I couldn’t take much more, and I … I had a mini breakdown.”

Tears glisten in my eyes. “My swimming teacher found me sobbing in the changing room after practice, and she called my parents. I caved. Told them everything.”

Kyler’s lips brush my cheek.

“My self-esteem was in the toilet, so I started seeing a psychiatrist and began to work through my feelings. My parents insisted on telling the school, and that was when things went to absolute shite. Daniel was suspended for two weeks, and a number of other boys were cautioned. The abuse ramped up a few notches, and ‘snitch’ was added to the ‘slut’ taunts. I tried to ignore it but it refused to go away.”

I breathe in, inhaling his familiar scent, allowing it to comfort me. “When Daniel returned after his suspension, he waited by my locker every day. He never said a word to me, never so much as looked sideways at me, did nothing concrete that I could report, but that silent intimidation was the worst form of torture. I literally shook walking up the steps to school each morning.”

Ky sweeps my hair aside, resting his chin on my shoulder.

“Daniel’s girlfriend decided to take matters into her own hands after that. Or maybe he put her up to it.” I shrug. “I never found out. But that was when the bullying started in earnest. I’d come out of school to find someone had slashed the tires on my bike. Another time she broke into my locker and destroyed all my books. I’d come out of the pool to find my clothes cut to shreds. She did a bunch of stuff like that, and I knew it was her, but I could never prove it; she always had an alibi. Eventually, even the school was getting sick of the hassle, and I knew they didn’t believe me anymore.”

I twist in his arms, snuggling into his chest. He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “The twenty-fourth of February 2012 is a day that will be indelibly imprinted on my brain. That’s when things came to a head. It was a Friday.” I tilt my head back to look at him. His eyes are hard but compassionate. “I knew something was up the minute I stepped into the building. Everyone was laughing and pointing, and I walked toward my locker on shaky legs. Then I saw it plastered across every locker. She had photoshopped my head onto a pornographic image and printed it with ‘Hooker for Hire’ and my mobile number on it.” I blink my eyes shut as a garbled choking sound travels up my throat.

Kyler smooths a hand up and down my back. “I told the principal it was her, but he didn’t believe me. He told me they’d investigate it, but I knew she must’ve covered her tracks. I was like a zombie all day. I blanked everything out. It was the only way I could survive all the insults and disgusting innuendos. She was waiting for me with some of her cronies outside at the end of the day. I can’t remember exactly what it was she said to me now, but it was enough to affirm in my mind that she was definitely the one behind it.

I sit up straighter, easing back a little. “I just snapped. It was the final straw. Even though she said it to provoke me, and I should’ve known better than to respond to it, I was powerless to halt my natural reaction. All the pent-up anger and stress and self-loathing bolted from me like a streak of lightning. Rage, like I’ve never felt before, consumed me, and I couldn’t leash it even if I’d wanted to. But I didn’t. I wanted
 to hurt her. To inflict pain so she’d feel what it was like. In that moment, I didn’t care what happened to me. I just wanted to make her pay.”

“What did you do?” He palms one side of my face.

“I lunged at her, swinging with both fists. I caught her off guard, and she lost her footing on the steep, concrete steps and fell backward, tumbling and crashing to the ground. She was out cold, clearly injured, and I just stood there and laughed. I laughed until my stomach ached. I didn’t even feel a twinge of guilt or concern.” I hold my head in my hands. “Two ambulances were called. One for her. One for me. I was admitted to the psych ward for evaluation while she was rushed into surgery.”

I wrap my arms around his neck. “She suffered a brain injury, Ky, and it was all my fault.”

He holds me close. “It was an accident, Faye, and she was hardly blameless. She bullied you to the breaking point, and you retaliated in self-defense. You didn’t push her down the steps or deliberately set out that day to inflict damage. She brought it on herself.”

I hold his shoulders, leaning back so he can see my face. “I wanted to hurt her, Ky. Like, really, really hurt her. And I didn’t feel any remorse when it happened. I laughed
 when she was lying motionless on the ground.” The usual bout of self-loathing crawls over my skin like a rash that refuses to go away. “That I could feel such intense rage terrifies me
. Now I know what I’m capable of doing and it sickens me. I try to stay calm in confrontational situations, but sometimes the need is almost overwhelming. Like back there with Kent. I was so incensed I wanted to storm right in and beat their asses. If Brad hadn’t hauled me out of there …” I look down at my lap, not caring to witness the disappointment that is surely displayed in his eyes.

He tilts my chin up with his finger. “Everyone has a dark side, Faye. A side of them that is downright ugly. Everyone
.” His eyes burn a hole in mine. “You know I
 know that. But it’s what you do
 that counts. The truly evil people in this world can’t help but give in to that side of themselves, and they never suffer an attack of conscience. For them, it’s as easy as breathing. Then there are those who are weak, those who allow the devil on their shoulder to sway them into doing the wrong thing. The majority of people are strong enough to resist, to know right from wrong, to constantly battle so that good wins out over bad.”

He twirls a lock of my hair around his finger. “And then there are people like you. People who are inherently good but who end up in a bad situation. What happened that day was self-preservation. What happened after
 that day is all that matters, and you aren’t a bad person, Faye.” He shakes his head. “Far from it. You didn’t intentionally hurt her, and your natural response is to help others. That’s the Faye I’ve come to know.”

I’m quietly contemplative for a few seconds. “I know I would’ve gotten over it—the photo, I mean. I was embarrassed and humiliated, and I hated the thought that so many people had seen me in such an intimate way, but over the years, I’ve realized that that wasn’t the issue. I could’ve overcome it, but it’s the part that came after that will stay with me forever. The bullying and the loss of friendship and what happened to Vera—that was her name—and the fear that some resident evil conceals itself in the deepest part of me. Now, I have to live with what I’ve done. With the realization that I’m capable of true evil.”

“I’m calling bullshit on that.” He pins me with a fierce look. “You defended yourself. It’s not the same thing. What exactly happened afterwards?”

“I was in the psych ward for a couple of days. They determined that I’d had a mild break as a result of the excess stress I’d been under. Vera’s parents wanted to press charges, but I was a minor. With the psych assessment, and the fact that the school was finally able to pin some of the bullying on Vera, and
 they had caught the entire incident on camera, their solicitor advised them to drop the case. She was in the hospital for a few weeks and I believe her brain injury was minor.”

I fiddle with the hem on my dress. “I never saw her again. I never returned to that school. My parents moved us from Waterford to Dublin, and we tried to start over, as if it’d never happened. But I couldn’t dismiss it. I couldn’t pretend like everything was okay when I felt like I was dying inside. The guilt was destroying me.”

“How do you feel about it now?”

“I’ve spent what feels like a lifetime in therapy, and I’ve finally learned to manage it. But there are days when I still feel shit about myself. Days where I worry that I might flip again.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

I open my mouth to protest but he silences me with a deadly look. “I’ve watched you. I see
 you. You’re a good person. I think your experiences have proven that fact, because you stand up for yourself and others. You’re not a victim or a monster. You fight for what is right, like what went down tonight.”

I bite on the inside of my cheek. “I can’t stand to see anyone vulnerable being taken advantage of. It reminds me so much of my situation, and no one did anything to help me. My so-called friends all shunned me. I would never do that. And even though Kent doesn’t see himself in that light, I do. He’s drowning, Ky. I’m no psychologist but even I can see that his behavior is a classic cry for help. Your parents need to do more for him.”

He grinds his teeth. “I know. I’ll talk to Mom.”

“You may need to defer it for a bit. James is planning on telling her about Courtney this weekend.”

Ky snorts. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“I spoke with him this morning, and I think he’s sincere.”

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

I rest my head on his chest, listening to the steady thud-thud
 of his heart. “You know why we’re drawn to one another, don’t you?” I twist my fingers in his shirt.

“I know it’s not for the reasons you think.”

I jerk upright at that. “What do y—”

A massive crash, like the sound of something heavy hitting the ground, halts me mid-sentence. We both scramble to our feet at the same time, running out into the lobby. My eyes fly around the room looking for the source of the noise. A telltale creak emits from upstairs, and Kyler and I lock eyes before he bounds up the stairs, two at a time. I race after him, heart pounding in my chest.

He opens the door to his father’s study and slams to an immediate halt. “What the fuck are you doing in here?”

I peer around his taller frame and gasp. A multitude of tiny shards of glass litters the floor around the desk. But it’s the sight of Addison, crouched over the desk, with her hands immersed in a bundle of files, that causes all the blood to drain from my face.





Chapter Thirty-Four
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Addison raises her palms in a conciliatory gesture, rounding the desk and carefully stepping over the bits of broken glass on the floor. She peers up at Ky, a forced wide-eyed innocent look on her face. “Don’t be mad.” She juts her lower lip out, and I roll my eyes.

“Why are you in here? What are you searching for?” Ky asks, deliberately stepping sideways. His arm brushes mine.

Addison narrows her eyes suspiciously, as she rakes her gaze over me. “The recording of us.”

Ky keeps that well-rehearsed impassive face intact. “What recording?”

She plants her hands on her hips as a deep line creases her brow. “Don’t tell me you don’t know? It’s a vid of us fucking. It looked like the room we used at Jeremy’s party.” She shoots me a smug look, but I ignore it and her.

“Back up there.” Ky holds up his hand. “What are you talking about?”

“At first, I thought Brad was behind the anonymous email I received last week. I know he sent one to you, months ago—to split us up—so I naturally assumed he was up to his old tricks again now that we’re back together.”

“Bullshit.” The words fly out of my mouth like spittle. I whip my head around to Ky. “Brad isn’t behind the email you received. Trust me. She’s lying.”

Addison focuses a concentrated gaze on Ky. “She knows nothing. Brad has been hounding me all year. No matter how many times I tell him that I’m not interested, that it’s you I love”—she places her hand on Ky’s chest and I feel all territorial—“he just keeps coming back. He deliberately set about breaking us up, thinking I’d fall right into his arms. Why do you think he’s feigning interest in her?” Her nostrils flare unattractively. “It’s an attempt to make me jealous.” She looks down her nose at me. “As if.”

“Get to the point, Addison,” Ky growls, removing her hand from his chest.

“Brad didn’t send me the email, so I moved on to the next likely suspect.” Her eyes have a calculating sheen to them.

Ky arches a brow. “Me? You think I sent you some video of us fucking? Why the hell would I do that? Even if I had such evidence, which, for the record, I don’t, why would I email it to you?”

“Blackmail, Ky.” She says it so sweetly. “And before you say anything else, I didn’t think it was you.”

Ky glances at me as my eyes widen in realization. Damn it!
 I told Kal he needed to tell Ky before Addison played her hand. Now it’s too bloody late.

Addison looks down at her feet, shuffling in a bogus nervous manner. “I thought it was Kal. I didn’t think he’d be so stupid as to hide the evidence in his room, so—”

“You thought you’d break into my house and rummage through my father’s study?” Ky levels an incredulous look at her.

He’s buying this about as much as I am. This reeks of duplicity.

“I know Kal despises you, but he’d never do something like that because of how it would impact me.” His razor-sharp eyes lock on Addison as he searches her face for evidence of her lies.

“You don’t know everything about your brother,” she says softly, and a sympathetic look appears in her eyes.

Her manipulative tone and look chill me to the bone. I swing into action, grabbing her arm at the elbow and hauling her toward the door. “Get out before I call the cops and have you arrested for breaking and entering.”

“Get your filthy hands off me.” Wriggling, she slaps at my hand, but my hold doesn’t budge.

“Wait,” Ky commands. “I want to hear what she has to say.” My eyes silently plead with him to let this drop. “Let her go, Faye.”

Reluctantly, I release her.

She rubs her arm in an exaggerated motion, and I roll my eyes again. “That better not bruise.” Her eyes drill a hole in my skull, but I affect my most blasé look.

“Today, Addison.” Kyler’s impatience is blatant.

Addison leans into Ky. Batting her eyelashes, she peers up at him desolately. “I never wanted it to happen. He took advantage of me.”

Ky goes deathly still.

“You’re a rotten liar!” I yell, stalking toward her with purpose.

Ky’s arm jerks out, holding me back. Pinning fierce eyes on Addison, he demands, “What are you saying, Addison?”

“We slept together, Ky, but I never wanted it. I was drunk, and you were being mean to me, and he swooped in when I was most vulnerable.” She forces a tear out of her eye. “And now he’s trying to keep us apart by blackmailing me. So now you know why I need that video.”

Very slowly, Kyler steps away from Addison, turning to face me. “Wake Kalvin, please, and bring him here.”

“Ky.” I rest my hand on his arm, feeling bunched-up tendons straining his skin. “She’s lying. Kick her out and talk to Kal in private.”

A muscle pops in his jaw. “Get him, now, Faye.” He batters his forearms, and I can tell there’s no reasoning with him.

Fast as my legs will carry me, I race to Kal’s room and wake him up. He jumps out of bed the minute I explain, pulling on a pair of sweats, which had been discarded on the floor, and rushing toward the study. His bare feet slip and slide on the polished hardwood floor.

I burst into the room behind Kalvin, watching Addison with hawk-like concentration. Tiny beads of sweat— the only indication that she’s nervous—dot her brow. I know this is all a pile of donkey poop, but who knows what Ky is feeling. This girl seems to know exactly what strings to pull.

“I was going to tell you, I swear,” Kal says, eyeballing Ky directly. “I was totally trashed, and she came on to me. I tried to push her away, but she took off her clothes and straddled me. I”—he drags a hand through his hair, gulping loudly—“I was a fucking idiot, and I regretted it the second we were done. I’m sorry, man.”

Ky is the epitome of cool, calm, and collected as he goes toe-to-toe with his brother. “She claims it happened the opposite way around. That she
 was drunk and you took advantage of her.”

“No way, bro. I’m telling you the truth. She
 pounced on me
.” He slants a venomous look at Addison.

Ky nods once before stalking toward Addison.

She stabs her chin in the air, attempting to convey superiority.

“Whatever game you think you’re playing ends right now. Do. Not. Test. Me. Again.” She takes a step back from his heated glare. “And just so we’re clear, I had zero intention of getting back together. Every touch disgusted me.”

Addison’s nostrils flare, and my lips twitch.

Is it wrong that I’m enjoying this?

“I was playing you, and you were playing me,” Ky continues, “so we’re done now. Walk away, and I’ll do the same. If you don’t”—he leans in menacingly, and I spot the telltale vicious glint in his eye—“I will
 ruin you.” He straightens up, pointing toward the door. “Now get the fuck out of my house. You’re not welcome here, or anywhere near me, ever again.”

Slightly rattled—although she’s killing herself not to show it—Addison steps around Ky, striding toward the door. At the last second, she turns. A triumphant smile graces her lips. “Not if I ruin you first.”

Her threat lacks bite, but I’m still uneasy. I only risk breathing again when I hear the slamming of the front door and I know the Wicked Witch has left the building.

“You fucking imbecile.” Ky shoots an angry look at Kalvin.

Kal shifts awkwardly on his feet. “Sleeping with her is unforgivable. I know that. I’m sorry.”

“I couldn’t give two shits about that!” Ky fumes. “I told you she’s less than nothing to me, and I meant it. She’s up to something, Kal, and you’ve exposed yourself, exposed us. Think back. Was there anything she said or did that was suspicious?”

He lifts his eyes to the ceiling and sighs. “I was too wasted to remember much,” he admits a minute later. Dipping his head, he looks sheepishly at his older brother.

“Maybe I was a bit hasty. Should’ve strung her along for a bit longer to find out what she’s planning.” Ky grips his chin with his thumb and forefinger, staring off into space.

“She’s poison. You’re well rid.” I bend down and carefully start picking up pieces of broken glass.

“I second that, if it’s what I think it means.” Kal grins, hunkering down to help me. I snort. You’d think he’d be used to my sayings by now.

“Do you think there is a video?” I ask, looking up through my lashes at Ky.

“I hope not.” He crouches down alongside me, taking my wrist. “Stop. You’ll cut yourself.”

I stare into his worried blue eyes, and I’m immediately adrift at sea. A moment passes between us. He checks me out with that penetrating lens of his, his eyes burying into me, making sure I’m okay. I melt on the inside as my lips lift in a smile. A spark flares in his eyes, and a volt of energy electrifies the air. I eye his lips like a vulture waiting to swoop in for the kill.

“I’ll, uh, get something to clean this up,” Kalvin stutters, most unnaturally. He edges carefully around the shattered glass and ducks out of the room.

Ky pulls me to my feet, sweeping his arm underneath my legs, and carries me over to the seated area in front of the fire. He plunks into one of the red velvet chairs with me in his lap. “What has Brad told you?”

Needing to touch him, I press a kiss to his cheek as my hands wander around his neck. “He didn’t know anything about that email you received. Unless he’s the best actor on the planet, I’m positive he was telling me the truth. And there’s more.” I run the tips of my fingers through his hair. Ky leans his head back, and closes his eyes. “He was only with Addison one
 time. At some party. But he swears it was a one-time thing. He was drunk, and it was a mistake. He said he’d never intentionally do something like that to you, and I believe him.”

I’m sensing a pattern with Addison.

Ky’s eyes flash open. “But the email …”

“Was clearly doctored,” I finish for him. “Someone wanted you to break up with Addison and to fall out with Brad. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

“I agree, but who would do that and why?”

I level determined eyes on him. “That’s what we need to find out. Please tell me you kept that email?”

He shakes his head. “Why would I want to keep sexually graphic content of my best bud and my girl getting it on?” Sarcasm is thick like syrup atop his words.

I guess that makes sense. I wouldn’t want to keep anything like that either. But our best means of tracking the manipulator is via that email. An idea pops into my head. “What about Keven? He’s studying IT, right? Could he retrieve it from your deleted files?”

A slow smile spreads over his mouth. He taps the end of my nose with one finger. “Not just a pretty face.” I mock-scowl. “That’s a brilliant idea. I’ll ask him tomorrow.”

“Ask who what?” Kal asks, popping his head cautiously around the door. I arch a brow. “Just checking you weren’t dry humping or worse,” he jokes, answering my silent question.

“Can you get your mind out of the gutter for five seconds,” Ky hisses. “It’s that kind of attitude that’s going to get you in trouble one of these days.”

“Don’t act like you’re a frigging saint, Ky. You’ve done your fair share of whoring.”

“Enough!” Ky demands. “I need your head on straight if we’re to figure out her game plan.”

Racing footsteps slap noisily off the porcelain floor downstairs, and we all freeze at once. “Wait! Please!” James calls out, desperation clear in his tone.

“Get your hands off me! I won’t ever forgive you!” a clearly emotional Alex screams, charging the stairs amid heaving sobs.

“What now?” Kal sighs as he slants an inquisitive look at us.

I slide off Kyler’s lap and he rises behind me. Heat infuses me as I lean back against him.

Alex is a blur of color as she rushes past the study door, oblivious to our presence. James darts past a second later. Kalvin moves to walk after them, but Ky reaches out, holding him back. He shakes his head in silent instruction.

“I want you out!” Alex screams. “Out of this house. Out of my life. Away from my
 boys.”

“Please, Alex,” James beseeches. “I love you. I’m sorry. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you, so, please, please, don’t do this.”

“Save your breath, James. No amount of begging or false promises will change my mind. Our marriage is over, and you need to leave.”





Chapter Thirty-Five
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Kal shoves Ky’s arm away and marches to the door. We follow hot on his heels. Stepping out onto the small landing, I duck down, as a bundle of clothing flies over my head. Kal isn’t quick enough, and a shirt lands on his head. Yanking it off, he peers up at his mom. Alex is standing at the top of the stairs, fisting handfuls of male clothes. Her hair is a tangled mess around her face and judging by her swollen red-rimmed eyes, she’s been crying profusely. My heart goes out to her.

“Mom? Are you okay?” Kal asks.

“Go to your rooms, please. Your mom and I need to discuss this in private,” James instructs from his position three steps below us.

“They stay.” Alex flings the contents of her hands down the stairs. “Do you want to tell them or shall that responsibility fall to me like everything else?” She perches her hands on her slim hips. “I should’ve known. You’ve always been fond of lying flat on your back while everyone else did all the heavy lifting.”

James winces. “I get it. You want to hurt me, and I deserve that. Do your worst. It won’t push me away.”

Alex half-laughs, half-cries. “You’re a fucking idiot as well as a lousy cheat!” she screams. “I’m not pushing you away. I’m divorcing
 you whether you like it or not.”

Kal’s worried gaze bounces between his parents.

“I won’t go.” James grips the handrail tightly. “I won’t lose my family.”

Alex shrieks, bending down and grabbing more fistfuls of clothes. “You should’ve thought of that before you took my assistant into your bed!”

Kalvin staggers back. “What?” He spins and glares at his dad. “You fucked Courtney?”

James ignores him, devoting his attention to Alex. “Please, Alex. Please don’t do this.”

A determined look contorts her beautiful face as she stomps down the stairs, halting directly in front of her husband. “Let’s get one thing straight, James. I’m
 not doing this. You
 did this. You fucked yourself.” She jabs her finger in his chest. “You set this in motion the minute you fucked that slut.” Fury radiates off her in waves. She shoves at him, and he stumbles, almost losing his balance. I’m shocked into mute-form. Alex is the quintessential lady, and this is a side of her I haven’t seen. Not that I’m casting aspersions. It’s understandable, given the situation.

Ky moves to his mom’s side, wrapping a sturdy arm around her waist from behind. She crumples, slumping in his embrace. He levels a cold look at his dad as he props his mom up. “If you care about her at all, you will
 leave. Give her some space. You owe her that much.”

James looks defeated as he slowly bobs his head. “I owe her much more than that, son.”

James turns, shoulders drooping, and descends the stairs, stopping to pick up articles of his clothing on the way. You could hear a pin drop in the room. Kalvin’s traumatized gaze lands on mine.

At the door, James spins around, clutching armfuls of clothes. “I’m sorry, Alex. Truly, I am. I’ll give you time, but please don’t end our marriage, not at least until you’ve had time to process how you think.” He switches his gaze to the boys. “I love you. All of you.” His eyes stray to mine, making sure to include me. “Look after your mom.”

The door bangs shut behind him, and a tortured cry escapes Alex’s lips. She buckles in Ky’s arms, and he swoops her up, carrying her up to her bedroom. Her anguished sobs follow me as I head to the kitchen to make her some sweet tea.

When I return a few minutes later, Kalvin is hovering nervously on the stairs, a sad, worried look in his eyes. I touch his arm lightly. “Will you be okay?”

Dazed eyes meet mine. “This is bad, Faye. She’s never actually thrown him out before. I can’t believe it. My dad’s a moron.”

“Hopefully they can sort it all out. Try not to worry.”

He harrumphs. “Impossible not to.”

I give him a quick hug. “You should get some sleep. She’s going to need your support in the coming days.”

Alex is lying on her side on the top of the bed, a blank, empty expression on her face. Ky is in the en suite bathroom rummaging through the cupboard. I set the tea down on Alex’s locker and join him. “What are you looking for?”

He holds a small pillbox in his hand. “These. The doctor prescribes her sleeping tablets on occasion when work stresses keep her up at night.”

I nod. “Stay here for a few while I help her get dressed for bed.”

Alex is almost comatose as I undress her. Tucking the duvet back over her, I help her sit up against the headrest. She stares numbly ahead, completely unawares. “Ky,” I call out softly. “You can come out now.”

I perch on the edge of the bed, and Ky rounds the other side. Somehow, he manages to get Alex to take the sleeping tabs, and he supports her trembling form while I help her to take sips of the sweet tea. Gradually, her eyelids grow heavy and she falls asleep in her son’s arms. Together, we settle her and turn off her light, tiptoeing down the stairs.

Ky reels me into his arms outside my room, and I wrap myself around him. We don’t speak; we just hold each other. After a bit, I lift my head and look up at him. “Are you going to be okay?”

His tongue darts out, wetting his lips. “I’m not important. She is.”

I nod. “We’ll look after her.”

He leans down, planting a feather-light kiss on my lips. “Thank you, for helping her. And for the track.” His eyes glisten with unfettered gratitude. “I should’ve said that sooner. May and Rick are ecstatic.”

I smile. “That’s great.”

His chest heaves up and down. “I’m glad you’re here, Faye. So fucking glad. You’ve no idea.”

His words warm part of the frozen spot in my heart. “I’m glad I’m here too.” And for the very first time, I mean it. Which is weird, because everything is totally fucked up right now, but it feels like home. Like I’m where I belong. I’m too tired to dissect exactly what that means. As if to prove my point, a loud yawn escapes my mouth.

“Go.” Kyler brushes his mouth fleetingly against mine. “You need to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I crawl into bed as if I’m half-dead. Exhaustion does a number on me, and I’m out for the count the instant my head hits the pillow.

Sometime during the night, a pair of warm arms snake around my waist and I’m drawn against a firm body. “Is this okay?” Ky whispers, and I mumble something incoherent as I snuggle into his embrace. His faint chuckle is the last thing I hear before I succumb to slumber again.

I’m alone in the bed when I wake the next morning. Rays of golden sunshine stream through the gossamer curtains, bathing the room in glorious light. I scratch my head, wondering if I dreamed Kyler last night. Nuzzling my pillow, I inhale his intoxicating scent as I smile to myself.

He was
 here!

My momentary burst of exhilaration gives way to a bout of anxiety. If James and Alex do end up divorcing, where does that leave me? The thought that I may have to leave here, just as I was starting to envision it as home, is upsetting. But I can’t dwell on that now. It’s selfish to be concerned with my own future when Alex is so devastated. The thought is sobering.

I wander to the kitchen, enticed by the appetizing smells wafting along the corridor. Kaden is standing in front of the stove, shoveling mountains of bacon and eggs into a large, circular serving dish.

The mood is solemn at the table as everyone sits down to eat. I don’t know when Ky found the time to contact Keven and Kaden, but I’m glad they’re here. Alex needs all her boys around her.

We eat in silence, and only when the dishes have been cleared does Ky explain everything in more detail to his brothers. Wiping my damp hands along the side of my denim skirt, I drop onto the bench alongside a clearly distraught Keaton. I wrap my arm around him, leaning my head on his shoulder.

Kaden takes immediate charge, warning all his brothers that they are to stay put here today. No one argues, and I’m loving how they are all rallying around their mom in her time of need. Filling a plate with food, he sets out in the direction of Alex’s bedroom. The boys converge in the sitting room, and I hover uncertainly on the fringes. Kyler motions me in, but I shake my head and return to the kitchen.

I need a distraction and cooking has always helped center me. Rooting around in the fridge, I do a quick inventory. I pull Kalvin aside and convince him to drive me to the local store where I pick up the items I need.

Hysterical crying greets us upon our return. The triplets and Keven are all cloistered in the lobby, shuffling awkwardly on their feet. “What’s going on?” Kalvin drops his keys onto the table.

Keven tucks a sliver laptop under his arm as he shrugs. “She’s been like that for the last half hour. Kaden and Kyler are trying to calm her down.” He flicks his gaze to me. “Maybe she needs a woman’s touch.”

“Sure.” I hand the bag of groceries to Kalvin. “Can you put the food away?”

I take the stairs two at a time, and Alex’s anguished wailing grows louder as I get nearer. When I reach the top, I pause, my heart jackknifing in my chest. Alex is sobbing her heart out, curled in a fetal position on the bed, the tangled bed linen knotted around her thin frame. Ky and Kaden stand on either side of her, looking utterly dejected. Ky’s shoulders relax a little when he sees me approaching.

A burst of guilt ambushes me.

I advised James to come clean to his wife, and now everyone is hurting. Perhaps I should’ve said nothing, but is it better to live in blissful ignorance? To pretend that life is perfect, when it’s all a façade and everything is turning rotten underneath? I have some experience of that, and letting things fester only ends up ten times messier in the long run.

The truth always finds a way to out itself.

Alex was destined to be hurt the moment James slipped under the sheets with Courtney.

“Your brothers need you,” I murmur to Ky and Kaden. “I’ll stay with her.”

I kick off my shoes and scoot onto the bed beside Alex. Tentatively reaching out, I stroke her hair in a continual soothing motion, and gradually her sobs subside. She slides in closer to me, wrapping her arms around my waist. We don’t speak. I don’t think she’s capable of forming any coherent words, but I don’t mind. I let her lean on me for as long as she needs to.

A while later, she pulls herself upright in the bed, tucking her knees into her chest. “Thank you, Faye,” she whispers. Her distressed eyes latch on mine. I didn’t do much, but I nod, giving her a gentle smile. “I should speak to the boys.”

“Why don’t I run you a bath first?” I suggest. She nods and the forlorn look on her face devastates me.

I fill the bath to the brim, adding some drops of scented oil I found in the press to the water. Notes of lavender and thyme swathe the room, mixing with plumes of steam, as I usher Alex into the room. “I’ll gather the boys in the living room and tell them to wait for you there. I’m going to cook dinner, so I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.”

Alex takes my wrist. “Faye, just because James”—she chokes on his name—“is no longer here, doesn’t mean you are any less a part of this family. You should join the boys and wait for me.”

It’s almost as if she has a hotline to my mind. I give her a quick hug, more grateful than she’ll ever know. “I appreciate that, but this is something you need to do with your boys alone. They are worried about you.”

It takes me a couple of hours to serve up a traditional roast beef dinner with all the trimmings. It was my dad’s favorite dinner, and it’s the first time I’ve made it since he died. Nostalgia is a bitter pill I have to swallow.

During this time, the boys all stay with their mom in the living room. I set the formal dining table, and when they emerge to take their seats, the stress seems to have been somewhat alleviated. Watching how they all fuss over their mother, attending to her every need, brings tears to my eyes. While she may be feeling completely shattered right now, I hope Alex understands how lucky she is to still have so much love in her life.
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The next morning, Ky informs me that he’s driving me to school every day from now on. I don’t object. En route, I broach the thorny subject. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Oh, oh. Should I be worried?”

I slap his arm. “Not funny.” I send him a semi-glare. “About Addison.” All humor leaves his face. “I don’t buy that excuse she gave us for snooping in your dad’s office. We need to find out what she’s looking for.”

Ky maneuvers the SUV into a parking spot in front of my school and snuffs out the engine. “I agree, but I’m not sure where to start looking. Keven took my laptop and he’s going to see if he can retrieve that email. Maybe that will give us a clue.”

“I hope so.” I twist in the seat, the leather making a squelching noise as I do. “You also need to speak to Brad, Ky. Maybe then, we can fit all the pieces together. I’m not excusing his actions, but there’s a reason why he was vulnerable the night Addison pounced. And make no bones about it, she targeted him in the same way she targeted Kal.”

His face gives nothing away but I press on. “Brad is going through some horrible stuff, and he needs a friend. You do, too.” He opens his mouth to object, but I clamp my hand over his lips. “Don’t argue. Just trust me. Please.”

Slowly, he nods.

“Good. I’ll get a lift with him after school, and you can meet us at his house. Just promise me you’ll hear him out. Can you do that?”

He presses his lips to my palm. “I’ll do it for you.”
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The meeting at Brad’s place turns out even better than I’d hoped. It took a little bit of coaxing, but they both speak freely, finally airing everything.

I sit on the couch beside Brad, and Ky is resting on the edge of the armchair across from us. “I can’t believe we wasted the last seven months,” Ky says, casting a poignant look in Brad’s direction. “I should’ve at least spoken to you about it, rather than jumping to the obvious conclusion.”

“And I should’ve had the balls to fess up straightaway the next morning,” Brad replies. “We both handled it stupidly, but there’s no point looking back. What’s done is done. I’m more concerned with where we go from here and whether you can trust me again.” Brad braces his hands on his knees.

“Now that I know the background,” Ky says, sympathy flaring on his face, “I can understand how it happened more easily but it still doesn’t excuse it. You don’t break the bro code. Not ever.”

Brad grows very still. “I know, man. I know.” Air knocks out of his lungs. “There’s no excuse that will ever make it all right, but I promise I’ll never do anything like that again. Your friendship is too important to me.” His gaze turns glassy as he stands up and walks over to Ky. “You’ve always been more like a brother and I’ve really missed you. I fucked up but it won’t happen again. Guaranteed.”

Brad extends his hand and it hovers in the air for a second before Ky bumps his fist and they engage in some elaborate form of knuckle touch. Ky springs up and they slap each other on the back. His gaze meets mine over Brad’s shoulder, and I smile, though my throat has constricted and tears threaten to spill from my eyes.

“I missed you too, man,” Ky admits quietly before taking a step back. “And I feel really shitty that you’ve been going through all this crap alone.” He gestures around the half-empty living room. “I’ll talk to my parents. I’m sure they’ll cough up the fees so you can return to O.C.”

“Don’t. They’ve already done more than enough.” Brad rocks back on his heels.

Ky’s forehead creases. “What do you mean?”

Brad pinches the bridge of his nose. “Figured they didn’t tell you. They found out about the situation with Dad, and they came to offer their help. Off the record.”

Ky scratches the line of stubble on his chin. “Of course. They wouldn’t want to risk any hint of scandal tarnishing the brand.”

“They offered to pay my school fees and … uh, they wanted me to come and live with you guys—”

“But you said no because of me,” Ky cuts in, astutely calling it.

“Yeah. I knew you wouldn’t want me anywhere near you.” His nose crinkles.

“You can move in now,” Ky rushes to reassure him. “I’m sure Mom will have no problem with it.”

“Thanks, man, but no. It wasn’t just ‘cause of that. I don’t want to feel like a charity case. Our money is gone now, and I have to learn to get by without it. Plenty of others manage just fine.” He gives a lopsided shrug, and my heart swells with pride at his words. I can tell they aren’t just for show—he means it.

“I only found out after I joined Memorial that your parents made a massive donation to the school on condition that I was allowed play for the football team. It’s breaking all kinds of rules, but somehow they swung it.” His eyes glitter with gratitude. “They really shouldn’t have done it, but I can’t thank them enough. They’re good people, and I hope everything works out for them.”

The rumor mill is already rife around town, so it’s no surprise that Brad has heard something. It’s only a matter of time before the press picks up on James’ extramarital affair, and then the shit will really hit the fan. At least the heat is off Brad for now—he is all anyone has been talking about these last few days. And that’s only down to his change of school and football teams. I can only imagine the type of gossip that’ll be bandied about when word filters out about his dad.

Not wanting to intrude any more than I have, I mess about on my cell while Ky fills Brad in on what exactly happened with his parents. They take the opportunity to catch up on some other stuff, too. Watching them covertly from the corner of my eye, I can’t help feeling proud of them for opening up to one another and agreeing to move past it—for caring enough to give their friendship another try. I have a sense they won’t let anything come between them again.

Genuine friendships are hard to come by and even harder to hold on to.

Real friendship is the sort that lasts a lifetime. The type that can overcome disagreements and differences as if they never happened.

And the real test of friendship? True friendship arises from the ashes of separation stronger and more powerful than before.





Chapter Thirty-Six
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The rest of the week follows a similar pattern. Kaden and Keven have to return to Harvard, but the remaining boys barely leave their mother’s side. Alex hasn’t stepped foot outside the door, choosing to do some work from home instead. James hasn’t made an appearance, but he’s been in contact with everyone, myself included. His dejected tone speaks volumes, and I can tell he’s hurting too.

The extended spell of unseasonably warm weather continues, and Alex decides to head to Nantucket on the weekend. She implores me to come, and this time I can’t refuse her. David, surprisingly, agrees to release me from work, and Rose reorganizes the roster so I’m free all weekend.

Thursday is another glorious day, and I’m in super-good humor as I head in to school. While Ky and I haven’t put any labels on our relationship, he creeps into my bedroom every night, being careful to return to his room before day breaks. We don’t do much more than kiss and sleep clinging possessively to one another, but I’ve never felt closer to any boy or felt happier despite the lingering sadness that crowds all the empty spaces in the house. Concerns over my future are never far from my mind, but I try not to dwell on it too much. There doesn’t seem to be much point until the situation with Alex and James comes to a head.

Peyton has been giving me the stink-eye all week at school, and I get a sense that her cousin updated her on events at the Kennedys’ over the weekend. Addison must be running scared though, if she hasn’t tried to retaliate yet. Either that or she’s planning her attack meticulously, ready to strike at the most opportune time.

“You gonna eat that or just tear it to shreds?” Brad asks, as we sit side by side in the cafeteria, pointing at my plate where I’ve been absently picking my wrap to bits.

“Have at it.” I slide the plate toward him. “I’m not hungry today.”

“Is something up?”

“Not really.” I take a sip of my water. “Just trying to figure out what Addison’s next move will be.”

“Don’t waste your brain power. Her mind doesn’t work like the rest of us. You’ll never be able to second-guess her.”

“Second-guess who?” Zoe inquires, plunking into the seat across from us. Lana drops quietly into the chair beside her.

“Addison,” I confirm.

“She’s evil incarnate.” Zoe starts digging into her salad. “The Anti-Christ. Satan’s lovechild. Hell’s most—”

“We got it!” Brad intervenes, raising one hand to stop her. Zoe flips him off, and he sniggers.

“Maybe she’s not all bad,” Lana pipes up, and three sets of wide eyes spin in her direction. “Perhaps it’s the company she keeps.” She takes a large bite out of her apple as she eyeballs me.

Zoe scowls in disgust. “Oh, no, you don’t. No, no, no.” She pins her with a ferocious look. “She may have done you a favor vis-à-vis Douchey-McDouche, but that does not mean she’s the good guy. Don’t fall for that bull.”

Brad and I exchange puzzled looks. A cold, prickly feeling washes over me. “What don’t we know?” I ask, looking from Lana to Zoe and back again.

“Nothing,” Lana hisses with a scowl, stabbing Zoe with the serrated edges of her agitation.

Some unspoken discussion filters between them.

Zoe flaps her hands in the air. “Fine, fine.” She slants her head in our direction. “Private convo. Forget I said anything.”

I lean forward in my seat, the blunt edge of the desk digging into my waist. “Addison has declared war on the Kennedys, and if you know something, you should tell me.”

Steel and sorrow blur on Lana’s face. Her chair screeches as she rises. “Why? What do I owe them? Or you for that matter? I’m done with them and their messed-up morals, their warped loyalties, their fucked-up family. From what I hear, all those boys will end up like James. Bitter, twisted, and disloyal. You should leave, before they ruin you too.”

My jaw is still hanging open after she disappears from view. Lana is always so placid. I’ve never seen her give into anger before. She is obviously hurting over Kalvin, and I’m wondering what exactly she’s hiding from me.

Zoe scrambles to her feet, cramming the last few bites of her lunch in her mouth. I tap her arm. “What was all that about? Is she okay?”

“No, I don’t think she is. But I got this. Stay out of it.” She hightails it after her friend.

“Glad to see O.C. isn’t the only educational institution prone to regular diva-esque outbursts,” Brad deadpans.

“I thought all American high schools were hotbeds of amateur dramatics,” I supply.

He snorts. “You’re probably right.”

Lana’s blow-up plays on my mind for the rest of the day. I was planning to hunt her down after school, but when Brad meets me at my locker at the end of the day, he informs me that we’re meeting Ky at the track.
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My feet have barely hit solid ground when May rounds on me, yanking me into a constricting hug. “I cannot thank you enough, Faye.” She grabs my cheeks firmly. “You’re my hero.” Her effusive greeting brings a blush to my cheeks, much to Ky’s amusement.

“Stop.” I gently remove her hands from my sore cheeks. “It isn’t me you should be thanking. It wasn’t my money.”

“You were the lynchpin that made it happen, and you are deserving of our gratitude. So hush up, girlie, and accept it.” My cheeks darken, and Ky smirks.

She loops her arm in mine, pulling me forward, as I discreetly flip Ky the bird. He laughs, trailing behind us as we step into the building. Rick is, mercifully, more restrained in his gratitude, clasping my hand in his large one as he mutters a sincere thank you. May explains that they have closed the track down for a couple of weeks to complete the repairs and starts running through the plans with me. Kyler and Brad chat to Rick in the corner of the room before disappearing out the back.

May’s incessant chatter trickles out. “I’m glad I got you alone.” She knots her hands in her lap. “I owe you an apology, for what I said the last time you were here.”

I pat her arm. “It’s grand. Forget it.”

“I shouldn’t have interfered. It’s none of my business.”

“You care about him, and you don’t want to see him hurting again. I respect that.”

She gives me a fragile smile. “I don’t want to see either of you hurt.”

I open my mouth to reply when Brad and Ky reenter the room, clad in tight-fitting overalls that cling to their mutually impressive chests. May’s jaw joins mine on the floor.

Ky swaggers toward me. Brushing the side of my mouth with his thumb, he shoots me a wicked smile. “Just cleaning up some drool.” Brad sends us a funny look.

I gasp, shoving at him as he wraps his arm around my waist and lifts me into the air. Throwing me over his shoulder, he swats my butt and runs down the corridor. I shout a string of obscenities at him, only shutting up when he places me on the floor in the locker room.

“You’re an ass,” I say, but he can tell there’s little heat behind my words.

“And you’re hot when you’re pretending to be mad.” He nudges me with his body until I’m pressed up against a row of lockers. Leaning down, he nips the corner of my mouth, igniting the liquid lust in my veins.

“We shouldn’t do this here. What if someone sees?”

“They won’t tell.”

I’m not so sure about that, but the instant he plants his hot mouth on my lips, I forget all my concerns.

I grab him to me, lifting one leg up and wrapping it around his waist. He presses into me, growling his approval. His arousal pushes against my lower belly, and an intense surge of self-satisfaction pitches through me. The evidence of his attraction, his desire, thrills me no end.

“Ky.” I’m completely breathless. “You’ve no idea the things you do to me.”

“You do the same to me. I’m crazy about you, Faye.” He angles my head and kisses each corner of my mouth sweetly. It cranks my hormones into overdrive, and I tug on the back of his head, crashing his lips onto mine, plundering his mouth like an aggressor. I attack him with my body, too, gyrating against him as he drills his hips into mine. We could be anywhere, and all I’d see, all I’d feel, is him. He overpowers everything to the point where I couldn’t care less.

I’m panting and clawing at him in frantic need when a loud cough interrupts the moment. We spring apart instantly. “May’s wondering if you’re planning on painting today or next week?” Rick asks, shuffling uncomfortably. He can’t even look us in the eye, and instantly I feel tarnished and dirty, as if we’ve done something wrong.

“We’ll be right out.” Ky’s tone carries an undercurrent of warning and disappointment as he straightens up my shirt. I hadn’t even realized it had ridden halfway up my body, exposing a wide stretch of skin. Rick’s rescinding footsteps echo in the silence of the room.

“Well, that was awkward.” I shuck out of Ky’s embrace.

“Fuck him and his narrow-mindedness.” He gives me a sweet kiss. “I’ll let you get changed in private.” With one last fleeting kiss, he leaves.

Shimmying the tattered overalls on, I can’t help grinning to myself despite Rick’s obvious disapproval.

Kyler is worth it.

The swirling kernel in my chest expands exponentially every time Kyler is near. Hella, every time I think of him, which, at the moment, is basically every second of every day. I’ve definitely got Kyler on the brain.

Brad and Ky are splattering more paint on one another than the walls when I return. I secretly watch them from the door. Observing them joke around offers a tiny glimpse into the friendship they once shared. A golf-ball-sized lump lodges in my throat. As they playfully shove and push one another, it’s hard to imagine any gulf ever existing between them. But that’s guys for you. They can pick up where they left off without unnecessary drama.

“May and Rick are tackling the kid’s playroom while we’ve been left in charge of the main room,” Brad offers up, when he spots me lurking in the doorway.

“Cool.” Walking to him, I curl my hand around his biceps, pulling him clear across the room. “If we’re to make any progress, you two need to separate. There’s more paint on you than on the walls.” I grin, running my finger through the streak of blue paint smeared across his cheek. “You tackle that one.” I point at the peeling expanse at the side of the café area. “Ky can stay where he is, and I’ll paint the area around the desk.”

“Bossy much?” Brad teases, slapping his brush against the wall.

“You’ve no idea,” Ky retorts.

“Get over yourself. I am not!” I stick my tongue out at him as I bend down to open the lid on the white paint pot.

My instincts kick in a fraction too late, and I jerk to the side just as Ky’s hand glances off my butt. I jump up and attempt to rugby tackle him to the ground. He’s laughing as he grabs my waist, swinging me around and pinning my back to his front. He holds me firmly, even as I wriggle relentlessly to free myself. “Now, now, Faye. That’s no way for a Kennedy lady to act.” His mocking has a definite flirtatious edge to it.

Angling my arm, I thrust it back, digging my elbow into his ribs. He grunts, staggering back with a half-laugh. “I never claimed to be a lady.”

His boisterous laugh is like music to my ears, and I have to stuff my hands in my pockets to avoid flinging myself at him.

Brad clears his throat. “Are you two … together?”

Ky and I stare at one another as Brad articulates the question of the century. All the air rushes from my lungs as I wait for Ky’s response. He locks a hand behind his head as his gaze alternates from me to Brad. With every passing silent second, that swirling kernel inside me loses a little enthusiasm. I’m sure it shows on my face.

Kyler’s arms sweep around me unexpectedly, and he hauls me against his delectable body. “She’s mine,” he snarls, treating Brad to one of his death-glare specials.

No doubt, feminist movements up and down the country would be aghast at his possessive statement, but I’m practically swooning at his feet. This is significant, for all it implies.

“But you’re cousins.” Brad’s face shows his discomfort. “Doesn’t it feel … gross?”

Kyler stiffens. “We’re not doing anything wrong.” His tone is glacial. “And it’s anything but gross, I can assure you.”

Brad’s mouth puckers unpleasantly as his gaze bounces between us. “That’s not the way most people will see it.”

“We don’t care what people think of us. It’s none of their business,” I interject.

“You say that now, but will you still feel that way when you’re fending off hostile looks and innuendos? Dealing with abuse and snide remarks on an hourly basis?”

“We can handle ourselves, and if you won’t support us, you can keep your petty opinions to yourself,” Ky bites back.
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Ky jams the car in gear and swings out of the track. Brad left before us, the air heavy with a multitude of things left unsaid. My earlier euphoria has frayed at the edges, and now I’m wondering if Ky regrets his “She’s mine”
 statement. I don’t want to come between him and Brad, not when they’ve just gotten their friendship back on track.

As much as I’d like some assurance with regards to our relationship, there’s also a part of me that’s terrified to confront it head-on. Addison damaged Ky’s trust in girls, and if he commits to me, I need to know that it’s because he’s in the right headspace and not because he feels backed into a corner. I was serious when I told him he needed to find himself. Would he have declared his intent if Brad hadn’t called him out on it? Does he wish he could take it back? And, more importantly, is he prepared for the backlash
 if we go public?


I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t feeling a little sore at Brad’s reaction. I’d assumed he, of all people, would’ve shown more empathy. If his reaction is typical, I guess it’s going to be harder than I’d envisaged.

We are completely silent on the journey back home, both mulling things over. Except this time, the silence is loaded with unspent words, and the atmosphere is tense.

When Ky parks, I curl my fingers around the handle of the door, ready to leave this hotbed of simmering tension behind.

“Faye. Wait a minute.” He unbuckles his seat belt and rests his head back on the leather seat. “Look.” He flips his head to the side. “About what Brad said. What I said.” He pauses, clearly unsure of himself, and I throw him a lifeline.

“It’s fine, Ky. Honestly. You don’t need to explain yourself or us. I’m happy with things as they are, and there’s no need to make anything formal or official.”

Deep lines furrow his brow. He lifts his head off the headrest. “You mean that?”

“Yup.” I jump out of the car, holding the door open. “It’s cool. We’re cool. Don’t sweat it.”

“Sweet.” He exits the car, slamming his door shut with more force than necessary. “Glad we’re on the same page,” he snarls, stalking into the house as if I’ve just offended him in the worst possible way.

He fails to make an appearance in my room that night.

And the next morning, Kalvin is waiting to drive me to school.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
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“Are you pissed with me?” Brad asks, lounging against my locker when I arrive.

I slam the door shut, narrowly avoiding his fingers. “Why would you think that?” I lay the sarcasm on thick.

“Okaaayy.” He pushes off the locker. “I’m going to hazard a wild guess and say that’s a yes.”

I clutch my books to my chest as Brad falls into step beside me. “I wish you hadn’t said anything yesterday.”

He takes hold of my arm and turns me to face him. “I’ve known Ky virtually my whole life, and I can tell when he’s messed up, but my intention wasn’t to cause any issues between you, I swear.”

“You think he’s messed up over me?” I spot a few inquisitive gazes as others are forced to walk around us.

“Ky has to sort out his shit before you should even contemplate anything official. He cares about you, I can tell, and I see the way you look at him. You care about him too. But you both need to be solid to deal with the prejudice.”

“And you think I don’t know that?!” I hiss.

Brad stops outside my class. “Knowing and dealing are two very different things. Are you prepared to be called an inbred, a hillbilly, sick, depraved, a weirdo?”

“Is that what you
 think?”

“I don’t know what to think, to be honest.” He swallows hard. “I can’t quite wrap my head around it.”

I clutch the door handle. “I expected more understanding from you.”

He winces. “I’ll try.”

I eyeball him with the door half-open. “For Ky’s sake, I hope you do.”
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Lana is off school sick today and Rose is working on some project, so I avoid the cafeteria at lunchtime, not wanting any further confrontation with Brad.

At the end of the school day, I head to the pool with Rose for my try out. Coach puts everyone through their paces, wanting to gauge my performance against the team. After, he asks me to stay behind for a little while so he can time my individual lengths. When he finally blows his whistle, I leave the pool with aching limbs, happy in the knowledge that I’ve secured my place.

That exhilarating feeling lasts about 10.5 seconds, or however long it takes me to reach the empty locker room. I search high and low, but my clothes are long gone, along with my towel and sneakers. I hadn’t the foresight to stow spares, and considering my cell phone is out of charge, my bag offers little in the way of a solution. I fiddle the locks on all the other lockers, hoping to find one open and praying it contains something I can use. But it’s a null score on both counts.

I drop down onto the bench, resting my elbows on my knees as I contemplate my next move. It doesn’t take a genius to work out that Peyton’s behind this. She’s the only one bearing a grudge around here.

My eyes flit to the clock over the door, and I jump up, anxious to catch Brad. Football practice ended ten minutes ago, and I’m hoping he hasn’t left yet. While I’m still a bit sore with him, he’s currently looking like my only option. I don’t relish the thought of rocking up to the boys’ locker room in my swimsuit, but it’s preferable than having to navigate the parking lot in the same attire.

I edge out into the corridor, my feet squelching off the shiny floor. Loud applause mixes with girlish giggling behind me, and I take a deep breath before I turn and face the mob. Cameras flash in my face, and bile rises up my throat. “I see your sense of fashion hasn’t improved,” Peyton drawls, sauntering toward me in her finest hooker gear. She eyes me with disgust. “What a boring suit.”

“What did you do with my clothes?” I ask as one of her cronies approaches, holding her cell aloft, clearly recording the proceedings. “Turn that thing off.” Hell will freeze over before I’ll allow any other scandalous pics to become fodder for gossip or grounds for bullying.

“Or what?” Peyton challenges, projecting superiority.

“Or I’ll do it for you.” I eyeball the girl with the cell. She sends me a simpering look and that gets my back up. I dart forward super-fast and pluck the offending phone from her hand.

“Hey, that’s my …”

She trails off as I throw the offensive cell at the wall, watching it smash into smithereens.

The girl shrieks as Peyton steps into my face. “You really shouldn’t have done that.”

“Do I look like I give a crap?”

A few other idiots are recording from the sidelines. Pushing Peyton out of my way—none too politely—I make a beeline for them. Two of the girls turn on their heels and make a dash for it, but the third squares up to me, tossing her long hair defiantly over her shoulder. “Delete the recording and I’ll leave your cell alone.”

“Screw you, bitch.”

Making a fist, I clock her right on the nose. She staggers back, screaming, dropping the phone in the process. It clatters noisily to the ground, breaking apart on contact.

My work here is done.

A sharp tug on my hair causes me to wince out loud. Peyton yanks fistfuls of my hair and starts dragging me back across the corridor. I struggle to maintain my balance from this position. Shoving my elbow back, I repeatedly thrust into her stomach, but it lacks substance. She doesn’t release me, but it slows her down, and I use that to my advantage. Ignoring the agonizing pull on my hair, I twist around and shove my clenched fist in her face, hitting the side of her jaw with one powerful right jab.

She staggers back, shrieking as she cradles her chin in her hands. Fire burns in her eyes as she kicks her heels off, both shoes flying into the air as she storms toward me. Straightening up, I wiggle my fingers at her. “Bring it.”

She charges at me like a bull, and it isn’t difficult to slip sideways, out of her way. Before she knows what’s happening, I thrust my foot in her back, and she is thrown forward, her face slapping painfully against a locker. When she turns to face me, a trickle of blood seeps out of her nose. Her eyes are wild and out of control as she lunges at me. Screeching, she knocks both of us to the ground. My head smacks off the cold tile, and stars form a dizzy layer over my eyes.

Her hands lock around my throat as she straddles me. Approaching footsteps pick up pace as I arch my body, bucking up and down, flipping her off. Loud masculine shouts ring out around me, but I can see nothing, hear nothing, over the puissant anger coating my insides in liquid fury. I jump up and pounce on her, raining my fists on her face. She reaches up, dragging her claw-like nails across my cheek, ripping skin and unleashing a steady stream of blood. Momentarily distracted, I lose the upper hand. She lifts her head, slamming it into mine, and I fall back, completely dazed. My head is spinning, and shards of pain dance around my skull.

Strong arms lift me up. At the same time, Lance hauls Peyton off the ground, wrapping his bulky arms around her waist to restrain her thrashing form. She’s spitting vitriol and bucking violently in his arms, screaming blue murder.

I wriggle in Brad’s arms. “Stop, Faye,” he whispers in my ear. “Let it go.”

As he drags his demonic girlfriend out, Lance snarls something over his shoulder at Brad.

Peyton’s posse splits up. Some follow her outside while the remaining girls try to look casual as they ogle the football players surrounding me. “You’re shivering,” Brad acknowledges, whipping his shirt off without request. He slips it down over my body, and I’m grateful for the cover. A few of the girls salivate at the sight of his naked upper torso, but he pays them no heed, delving into his bag and retrieving a spare shirt which he wastes no time in putting on. Audible grunts of complaint surround us, and it’s hard to contain my mirth. Adrenaline still courses through my veins, and I’m feeling wired. It’s a strange, jittery, alien feeling.

A warm, soft towel is wrapped around me, and Brad tucks me in under his arm. “Thanks, guys. I’ve got it from here.” I ignore the interested looks from some of the boys and keep my head down as Brad steers me out of the building.

I pull myself into the car, shuddering under the towel.

“She took your stuff?” Brad guesses, sliding the keycard into the slot. The SUV powers up smoothly.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. Now that my adrenaline rush is dissipating, I just want to get the hell out of here. I’m more shaken than I’d like to admit.

When we move out onto the road, he reaches over and hands me a wad of tissues. “You okay?”

I exhale deeply, telling myself to pull it together. I’m not the same girl I used to be, and this isn’t the same situation. I can handle Peyton. Even if this situation develops, it won’t be like before. Because I have Brad, Rose, and Lana, and even though I’ve only known them a short while, I know deep down that I can rely on them.

They won’t abandon me.

It won’t be like before.

That acknowledgment calms the remaining embers of my frustration. “I’m okay. Thank you—for the shirt and getting me out of there.”

“No sweat. I’ll drop you home and go back for your bag, and I’ll find out what she did with your clothes, too.”

“Thanks, but I’m more concerned with the video footage and what she plans to do with it. She’s welcome to the clothes.” I dab at my cheeks, examining the blood-speckled tissue.

He takes his eyes off the road for a split second. “I’ll sort it. Don’t worry.”

Despite our differences of opinion over my relationship with Ky, I am glad that it doesn’t appear to have affected our friendship. It gives me hope that the three of us can work through stuff.
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Ky is speeding up the driveway just ahead of us. He swings the car in front of the house, hopping out and running toward Brad’s SUV. Ky yanks my door open, and his strong hands grasp my hips, lifting me out of the car. He cradles me in his arms. “Are you okay?” Gently, he touches my injured cheek.

“If it’s any consolation, Peyton’s nose was gushing blood,” Brad says. “Faye gave as good as she got.”

“This isn’t fucking funny,” Ky seethes. “She could’ve been seriously injured. Peyton is a dangerous bitch. Imagine Addison without the privileges of wealth and esteem, and that’s exactly what you’re dealing with.”

“Gutter Barbie,” I murmur, and Brad nearly chokes on his laughter.

Ky carries me up the steps and opens the front door.

I wriggle in his arms. “Put me down.”

“Let me take care of you for once,” Ky implores, although it’s less of a request and more of a demand.

“Remember our surroundings. We have to keep up appearances.”

With great reluctance, he puts me down. I don’t want to face any of my other cousins looking like this, so I head straight for my room. Brad and Ky talk in hushed voices as they trail me. I push into my room, leaving the main door open as I slip into the bathroom and start the shower.

Both boys are sitting on the edge of my bed looking up at me when I emerge a couple of minutes later wrapped in a towel. “What?” I send them a suspicious look.

“Brad has an idea worth considering.” Ky looks miserable as sin.

My eyes flit to Brad’s.

“I can pretend to be your boyfriend. If you like,” he adds urgently when he spots my wide-eyed look, “and then Peyton will lay off, or Lance will have grounds for convincing her to lay off. There’s an unspoken rule amongst players—we don’t mess with our own. And it means you could keep your relationship under wraps.”

I’m not sure I like the sound of that. “Why would you do that when you don’t approve in the first place?”

Brad looks sheepish. “You are still my friends, and I want to help.”

“You’re into this?” I ask Ky.

“If it means we can be together without any drama, and that you’ll be safe, then yeah.”

Disappointment flares up at the realization that Ky would rather keep me as his dirty little secret than face up to our dissenters. That’s not who I thought he was. And I don’t know if that’s what I want either.

I instantly disguise my reaction, not wanting either boy to sense how much this upsets me. “How would that work in practice? Will we have to kiss and act all lovey-dovey in public?”

“Like fuck you will.” Kyler’s jaw is working overtime, popping in and out.

Brad tries, and fails, to hide his grin. “We can work around it, but the odd make-out sesh might be in order.”

I swat at his head but he ducks down in time. “Knock it off.”

Kyler looks like he’s about to go all ninja on Brad’s butt, and that goes some way toward appeasing my aching heart.

“Relax, dude.” Brad pokes Ky in the arm. “I’m messing with ya. We can appear lovey-dovey without having to do anything intimate. You know this is the best way of protecting her.”

“You know I can take care of myself.” I glare at them both.

“I saw the state of Peyton, so, believe me, I know.” Brad grins. “But it can’t hurt to have back up.”

When he puts it like that, it’s hard to continue the argument. “Okay. We’ll give it a go.”

After Brad leaves, I make Ky leave too, while I get changed. It affords me some time to get my head together.

I meet him out by the pool, dropping into the lounger beside him. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks me for the umpteenth time.

“I told you, I’m grand.”

He looks around briefly before leaning in and planting a feather-soft kiss on my lips. “When Brad texted me, I almost crashed my car. I was so worried about you.”

“I’m not that fragile,” I protest. “I know how to defend myself. You shouldn’t worry so much.”

He takes both my hands in his as he stares sincerely into my eyes. “I like worrying about you, and I want you to know that, to understand that you’re not alone anymore. And you never will be. Not as long as I’m around.”

I pause considerably before replying, my mind churning at ninety miles an hour. “Only in the background, though, right?” He frowns. “You don’t want people to know about us. You’d rather we kept things secret, and I’m not sure that’s what I want.”

Sitting up, he swings his legs around, leaning forward on his elbows. “That’s not my preference, Faye. But you saw how Brad reacted, and he’s our friend
.”

I sit up, mirroring his position. “He’ll come around, and others will too. It’ll be awful for a while, but then it’ll blow over. Some other scandal will crop up, and we’ll be yesterday’s news.”

He cups my face. “If I believed that, then I’d say do it. But Brad is right—this sort of prejudice is deep-rooted. It’s not something people will forget in the short term. Maybe not ever.”

I shake his hand off. “So we hide forever? That’s what you’re saying?”

He presses his forehead to mine. “Please, baby. I’m trying to protect you here. To spare you all that again. Why can’t we just continue on as we are for now?”

I pull my head back, not caring if he can see the tears glistening in my eyes. “Because I don’t want to sneak around! I want to be able to kiss you and hold your hand and go on dates and do all the other normal stuff that couples do! Not snatch a few stolen moments here and there behind closed doors!”

Ky pulls me into his arms, resting his chin on top of my head. “I want that too, but we have to be patient.” He runs his hand up and down my back, but it’s not comforting this time.

The sound of approaching footfall has us jerking apart but not quickly enough.

“What’s wrong?” Keaton asks, appearing in front of us just as I shuck out of Ky’s embrace.

“Nothing.” I shoot him my best replica smile.

“Why are you upset?” A note of suspicion creeps into his tone.

“I had a run-in with some girls at school, and it upset me, but I’m fine now.” I hop up, planting another faux smile on my face. I look down at Ky. “Thanks for the chat. It helped.”

I walk away, and Keaton calls after me. “Mom said we’re leaving in a half hour. You need to pack your stuff.”

“On it!” I shout back, sprinting for my room.

I stuff a load of random clothes in my bag and deposit it in the empty lobby on my way outside. I want to call in on Lana before we leave to make sure she’s okay.
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Greta stonewalls me at the door, not even inviting me in. Her expression is coldly polite. “Lana is sick, and she isn’t taking visitors at this time. I’ll tell her you called.” She moves to close the door in what is a deliberate, rude maneuver.

What the heck?

I plant my booted foot in the door, stopping it from closing. “I hope it isn’t serious? Is there anything I can do to help?”

Looking down at my feet, she narrows her lips. “That’s very considerate of you, Faye, but Lana needs her rest. It’s getting late, and you don’t want to miss your ferry. Goodnight.” She pushes my foot out and shuts the door in my startled face.

As I walk back through the woods, I can’t shake the feeling that a storm is coming.

And I’m not talking about the meteorological kind.





Chapter Thirty-Eight
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It’s official: I want to relocate permanently to Nantucket. I’ve been enthralled with the island from the first sighting of the lighthouse as we crested the harbor. Hundreds of yachts bob in the water, fronting magnificent homes that are clustered together, bordered by shrubbery and trees. Elevated American flags waft gently in the breeze.

My nose is glued to the window of the car now, soaking it all up. Quaint old-worldly street lamps bathe the town in a splendiferous glow as we glide by. Charming cobblestone streets sit between elegant buildings and storefronts, rimmed by pristine tree-lined paths as Ky effortlessly maneuvers the car through the main town. Alex sits beside him in the passenger seat, staring vacantly out the window. Every so often, Ky catches my eye in the mirror, and we share a series of loaded looks.

“Someone’s getting laid tonight,” Kalvin teases in my ear, not properly understanding the situation.

I pinch his thigh hard, and he jumps in his seat. “Shut up.”

As we move farther out, the properties become grander and more widespread than the houses down by the harbor.

Kyler stops in front of a shuttered wooden gate, inputting a code on the adjoining keypad. He waits patiently as the gate slowly retracts, granting us entry. We cruise up a gravel-lined driveway that gives way to smooth asphalt as we approach the imposing house. This property is no less striking than the Wellesley house, although the style is completely different.

Set over three levels, the cream- and brown-bricked façade hosts two spherical turrets on each side and a massive circular latticed window in the center. Ky brings the car to a halt in a square courtyard bordered by neat low-level hedging. Bunches of thriving white roses are in flowerbeds under the ledges of all the front windows. Hopping out, he walks around to his mom’s side and opens the door, helping her out.

A stout, matronly woman opens the main door of the house. She waits with her hands clasped neatly in front of her.

The boys take the bags out of the boot while I loop my arm in Alex’s.

“Good evening, ma’am.” The woman extends her hand to Alex.

“Good to see you, Mrs. Beaton. Is everything in order?” Alex shakes her hand and then moves past her into a well-lit hallway.

Tons of family photos adorn the walls as we proceed into the warm kitchen-cum-dining room. Dark stained wooden beams crisscross overhead. A wide marble island unit with stools on both sides rests in the center of the kitchen. Clean, white kitchen cupboards surround it.

Mouthwatering smells tempt me, and my stomach grumbles on demand. Alex leads me to the far end of the kitchen and out to an adjoining conservatory. A long table has been dressed for dinner, but my gaze goes past it to the space outside. Alex smiles at my audible gasp. She gives me a gentle nudge. “Go. Explore while I help Mrs. Beaton serve dinner.”

I open the glass double doors and step out onto the beige-stoned patio. A gigantic infinity pool slopes over the edge of the property, the water dappling gently as it curves out of sight. A high wooden railing resides on the other side of the outdoor space, broken only by a steep set of steps leading down to the beach several feet below. It was impossible to tell from the main entrance that the property was this high up and bordering the magnificent sandy beach.

Once again, I’m blown away by the sheer magnitude of the Kennedy fortune.

A warm hand brushes against my lower back, and I instantly know it’s Ky. “Well, what’s the verdict?”

I tilt my head back and look up at him. “I love it here. The view is beautiful.”

“That it is,” he intones in that deep, rich, sultry voice of his, looking only at me.

Intense emotion cuts through me at his words and his expression, and I’m reminded once again of how magnetic he is. Kyler puts every other boy I’ve known to shame. However, it doesn’t detract from the fact that we seem to be at an impasse of sorts.

“Dinner’s up!” Kal yells, and we move inside to take our seats. Mrs. Beaton has laid out an impressive spread, and while it looks like there’s enough to feed twenty, the boys waste little time in demolishing the lot. Kalvin keeps up a steady one-sided stream of chatter the whole way through dinner. Keaton and Keanu are sullen and quiet, like their mother, and the only sentiment Kent displays is animosity as he sends daggers across the table at Ky and me.

Alex divvies out ice cream after dismissing Mrs. Beaton. I had expected her to stick around for the weekend, but Ky explained that they fend for themselves during their stay.

The more I hear about this place, the more I’m falling in love with it.

Keaton gives me a grand tour of the house after dinner. While there’s no denying how maze-like the property is, there’s a homely quality to this house that is lacking in the Wellesley house. This feels more lived in, and while everything seems to have a place, it’s not rigidly organized and expertly color-coordinated. It’s a bit of a mish-mash of styles and a blend of luxury and chintz, but it works.

Keaton has been unusually quiet since we arrived, and I sense something is wrong. “Is something up?”

“Why would you ask that?”

I pick up on an edge to his tone. “Have I done something to upset you?”

He stops at the top of the stairs. “I don’t know. You tell me—have you?”

The doorbell chimes before I can reply to his leading question. “That’s weird,” Keaton mumbles, starting to descend the stairs. “I thought Kaden and Keven weren’t arriving until tomorrow.”

Kent opens the door and curses. James runs a hand anxiously through his hair. “Can I come in, son?”

“Does Mom know you’re coming?” He steps aside to let him in.

“No. I thought I’d surprise her.”

Kent laughs drily. “It’ll be a surprise all right.”

I step into the hallway and James notices us for the first time. Keaton stands awkwardly beside me, shuffling on his feet. “Hi, Dad.”

“I’ve missed you all,” James admits just as Kalvin and Ky appear in the doorway of the kitchen.

“What are you doing here?” Alex asks, appearing behind her sons. She’s a little shaky, and tears glisten in her sad eyes.

“I thought we could talk some more.” James’ eyes are pleading. “And there is something I need to tell you. It was too urgent to wait.”

“Okay.” Alex turns to us en masse. “Can you please take a walk while your father and I speak in private?”
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We make our way down to the beach in relative silence. Kalvin spots a lit bonfire up ahead, and he steers us off the Kennedys’ private beach and out to the next beach. Ky walks beside me, and the triplets take up the rear, talking quietly among themselves.

As we approach the bonfire, I spot several shadowy forms up ahead and hear the contagious beat of music. “You know these people?”

“We know most of these families. Everyone usually only comes here on weekends and for extended vacations. Their parents are all wealthy and successful, like ours. I wouldn’t call them friends, but they’re fine to hang out with every now and then.”

A blustery gust of wind sweeps the length of the beach, and I shiver. I should’ve thought to bring a jumper—sorry, sweater
—before I left. Even though we’ve been enjoying unbelievably warm weather, it’s still autumn, and there’s a definite chill in the air at night. Add our proximity to the sea and the temps are downright nasty. My flimsy white top is no barrier to the elements.

“I’m going back to grab a hoodie,” I tell Ky. “I’ll be back in a few.”

He pulls his sweater off his head, offering it to me. “Don’t bother. Take this.”

“Then you’ll be cold. It’s practically Baltic out here.” I thrust it back into his hands. “I’ll be quick. You’ll barely know I’m missing.”

Shucking his sweater back on, he walks back with me. “I’ll come with.”

I stop dead in the sand. “Stop fussing. Stay. Be with your brothers. I am perfectly capable of walking up and down the beach by myself.”

He opens his mouth to argue, no doubt, but clamps his lips shut again, obviously thinking better of it.

I trudge back to the house and head for the bedroom Kyler put my bag in earlier. I root out my warmest sweater and pull it on.

I’m just closing the door behind me, when the sound of arguing reaches my ears. Alex and James are really going for it, shouting at one another without restraint. I don’t think it’s eavesdropping if you can readily hear every word without trying.

“No way, James! She isn’t a part of this family! She doesn’t belong, and she certainly doesn’t deserve it.”

My heart plummets to my toes as her words sink skin-deep.

“I agree, but we don’t have much choice. We’re over a barrel here. It’s legally binding, Alex, and I don’t see how we can extricate ourselves from this …”

A small squeak flies out of my mouth. They can only be talking about me. Agonizing grief presses down on my chest, restricting my breathing. I deliberately blot out the rest of their conversation—I don’t want to hear any more.

I race down the stars, desperate to flee as wracking sobs threaten to burst free.

As soon as I step outside, the harsh night air cuts across my cheeks like a knife, matching the slicing, dicing pain slashing my insides to shreds.

How ironic that just as I’m starting to feel like I belong, like I could make this family mine, they’ve decided they don’t want me.
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Kyler drops down onto the sand beside me. I feel his penetrating gaze burning a hole in the side of my skull, but I keep my eyes locked on the sea, watching the waves tumble and roll toward the shore. Up the beach, the bonfire burns bright, and the sound of soft laughter tickles my eardrums.

“Faye, it’s n—”

I silence him with a shake of my head.

Understanding that I’m not in the mood for talking, he nods, and we sit in amicable silence for a while. I draw strength from his quiet companionship and the warmth he exudes.

A chafing wind swirls through the air, blowing my hair across my face. I shiver, even under my sweater, but I make no move to leave. I don’t want to go back to that house. I’d rather freeze my butt off out here than listen to more rejection.

A strong arm creeps around my shoulders, and Kyler pulls me firmly into his warmth. I rest my head on his shoulder and close my eyes. The only time the numbness goes away, the only time I can feel something
 real and true, is when I’m with Ky like this.

I have a strong suspicion it’s the same for him.

Although I think we need each other more than either of us would like to contemplate, let alone admit, I can’t afford to think like that anymore. It’s clear that my days with this family are numbered.

“They weren’t talking about you.”

“What?” I croak, lifting my head up. I stare into his stunning, earnest eyes.

“You didn’t hear the full conversation. They were discussing Courtney.”

I twist around in his arm, hating the little nugget of hope that blossoms to life at his words. “That makes absolutely no sense.” I pucker my brow.

“I know.” He scratches the side of his head. “I didn’t hear the start of the conversation, only the part just before you came out of your room, but her name was clearly mentioned, and even if it hadn’t been, I would’ve known they weren’t talking about you because we all care about you so much.” My heart starts a tentative happy dance. “You are a part of this family now, whether you like it or not.”

I shuck out of his arms, sitting up on my knees. “Are you sure they weren’t talking about me?”

I hate how desperate I sound, but the prospect of losing this family has brought all my emotions to the surface in stark clarity. Dysfunctional and messed up as they are, they have burrowed their way into my affections. And it’s more than this attraction to Kyler. They have all come to mean something to me.

I don’t want to leave anymore.

I want to stay.

Kyler takes my hands in his. “I hate that you’ve been dragged into the middle of this. I didn’t want that for you.”

A light bulb goes off in my head. “That’s what you meant, at the start, when you said I didn’t belong.” He nods. “You were trying to protect me?” I hear the incredulity in my own tone.

“Yes. Why is that so hard to believe?” A quizzical look passes over his features.

“Because you hardly knew me then.”

He shakes his head. “I know you don’t really believe that.”

Air knocks out of my lungs.

He tucks wayward strands of my hair back behind my ears, leveling an intense look my way. “I saw you that first night, in the same way you saw me.” I nod slowly in agreement. “More than that. I felt you reaching into me, pushing through my barrier in a way no one has been able to do before. At first, I panicked, but then I understood. I felt you too
. I knew instantly you were inherently good, like an angel.” He smooths his thumb over my cheek, smiling at me adoringly. “But I saw the emptiness and grief inside you, and I knew all the crap going on in our family had the potential to hurt you. I didn’t want that for you. I still don’t. And it’s the reason why I’ve been fighting this thing between us.”

Sadness stretches over him. “But, ultimately, I’m too Goddamned selfish. I’m tired of trying to stay away from you. You asked me before to find myself. Not to commit until I had. But, the thing is, I can’t find myself without you.” He cups my face tenderly. “I need you, and you need me. I don’t want to deny this anymore. It’s killing me. I want to be with you, to cherish you in the way you deserve to be cherished.”

My heart swells to bursting.

“I’m yours, Faye. I’m all in. If you’ll still have me.”





Chapter Thirty-Nine
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My insides have melted into a puddle of goo. “I—”

“Wait,” Ky interrupts me. “Don’t say anything yet. There’s more.”

Leaning in, I brush my mouth against the corner of his. “I don’t need to hear any more. That was pretty perfect.”

He winds his hand through my hair, holding me in place by my neck. We’re so close our noses are touching. “I’m so sorry, Faye.” His voice is soft, barely more than a whisper on the breeze. “For everything.” There’s no mistaking his sincerity. “For ignoring you and pushing you away. For all that stuff with Addison. For treating you as anything less than the angel you are. You didn’t deserve that.” His pale blue eyes shimmer in the moonlight.

“I can’t get you out of my head,” I admit, looking him dead in the eye. “God knows, I’ve tried, but you are all I think about.”

He lifts me onto his lap, and like always, I feel the magnetic pull settling between us. His apology was heartfelt, and I want to believe things can change, but I’m scared to indulge my heart’s desire. Our relationship will have to be clandestine, and I don’t know if I’m ready to lie to the very people who are starting to mean so much to me.

He traces the contours of my face, eliciting a shockwave of delectable tingles. “I can’t stop thinking about you either. It’s driving me insane.” I part my lips to speak, but he places his fingers against my mouth, shaking his head. “I need to get this out, and it’s not easy for me, but I want you to know.” He wets his lips, and my eyes follow the movement like a dog eyeing up a juicy bone. “I’ve wanted you from the very first moment I saw you.”


Wait, what?
 He was horrible
 to me the first time we met.

“I’m crazy about you, Faye. You consume my every waking thought. My unconscious ones, too. You have stolen a piece of my heart, and I like feeling you there.” He places a hand over his heart, as my own starts jumping ecstatically in my chest. “It’s the only Goddamned thing that feels right in my world. There are a whole host of reasons why we should stay away from one another. But I only care about the one reason that matters.” His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. “We belong together. It’s as simple as that.”

“Do you mean that?”

“I do. I know I’ve made a mess of everything, but I’ll make it up to you, if you’ll let me.”

Every emotion shows on his face. It’s as if his chest is ripped wide open and he’s baring his heart and soul for me to see. It’s a part of himself I’m certain he doesn’t share with many others. I turn to liquid jelly on the inside, but there’s a self-protective side of me that’s still a teeny bit cautious. “How do I know you won’t change your mind? That you won’t push me away again?”

“I suppose you’ll have to trust me.” He caresses my cheek. “I know I’ve got to work hard to gain your trust, but I’ll do whatever it takes to get us to that place.”

I’d challenge anyone to hear this and not believe him. He has stripped himself naked, and his vulnerability is the one thing I can trust to be honest and true, even if a part of me is still slightly hesitant. “I don’t let many people in, Faye, but once I do, once I’ve made the decision to go there—and I have with you—there is no going back for me.”


Oh my God.
 This boy has a nurturing hand around my expanding heart, and I know I’m not ever going to be the same. So much emotion is swirling inside me now, and I can barely deal.

A tortured look contorts his beautiful face. “Am I too late? Have I ruined it before it’s even begun?”

I hear his pain, and that grounds me. “No, Ky.” I place my hands on his chest. “I want you so much it physically hurts. I want everything you’re offering, but I’m scared. Because of what happened, I don’t let people in all that easily either. What if we only hurt each other more?”

He wraps his arms around me and presses his forehead against mine. “Babe, we’ll heal each other.”

“You really mean it?” I croak.

“One hundred percent. No more games. No more Addison. No more pushing each other away. We’re a team now.” I circle my arms around his neck as he reels me into his body. The bitterly cold wind wafts around us but I don’t feel it over the blistering heat flaring inside me. “That was very romantic,” I murmur. “I think I’m going to like this new you.”

“Then that’s the benchmark I’ll maintain. I want to make you happy.”

“Ky,” I say, eyeing his lips like a hunter stalking his prey. “You already are. Just shut up and kiss me.”
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We sneak into my room, carefully easing the door shut. Ky flings me onto the bed, crawling over me. We pick up what we started on the beach, kissing each other ravenously as if our lives depend on it. Clothes rapidly disappear until we’re only wearing our underwear. Ky scoots off the bed and swiftly locks the door. The minute he lands on the mattress, I yank him down on top of me and continue feasting. In seconds, we are completely bare, skin to skin.

Every place he touches me alights instantaneously. My back arches off the bed, and a little mewl flies out of my mouth. Ky places his hand over my mouth. “Ssh, baby. We can’t make any noise.”

“I’ll try,” I pant, but if I was being brutally honest, I’d tell him how I want to scream my head off whenever he touches me and how I long to just give into everything I feel when I’m with him—to cry out his name when he sends me tunneling into that blissful place.

He lightly chuckles before resuming his exploration of my body. His hot tongue licks a trail across my skin, and my body throbs with undeniable need. I throw my head back as his wicked mouth moves lower and lower. Then he kisses me there
, and I almost rocket off the bed. He looks up at me through hooded eyes, and his breathing is ragged. “Can I?”

A choked snort rips from me. Hell yes.
 As if saying no is an option. Slowly, I nod and he sends me a devilish grin that forces all the blood to pool in my core. He nudges my legs apart, but I don’t feel self-conscious. His tongue is light and tender at first, and then he dives in, worshiping me until I’m a mass of writhing hotness on the bed. I bite down on my lip to stop myself from crying out, drawing blood in the process. My hands fist in the sheets and my toes curl as he sends me over the edge, a wave of pure unadulterated bliss moving through me.

His lips are glossy and swollen as he moves up beside me, his hard length digging into my hip. I slip my fingers down, wrapping around him as I watch his eyelids grow heavy. It’s not like me to throw caution to the wind, but nothing has ever felt as right as the two of us do.

In this moment, it feels like fate has brought me to this point, to this boy who already seems so much a part of me. I’ve never felt more safe or alive or more reassured than I do when I’m with him. I’m almost at a loss to properly describe it myself. But it’s an inherent truth. Borne of some precognition buried deep inside me.

This isn’t some teenage crush, some fleeting relationship.

This feels like the real deal.

I’m meant to be here with him. I truly believe I was destined to find him. Maybe I’m delusional, or high on lust, but right now, in this second, with every pounding beat of my heart, it feels like the only truth.

Alone, we both suffer in this world.

Together, we can conquer it.

Call me on it if it seems cheesy. I couldn’t care less.

“I want to feel you inside me,” I tell him, with complete confidence and faith, staring deep into his eyes.

His eyes darken with unbridled lust. “You’re not a virgin?”

“Did you think I was?” My hand stops moving.

“We haven’t discussed it, and I wasn’t sure.”

“Well, I’m not. Unless you count born-again virgins?” I half-joke. He props up on an elbow, lifting one brow, and I respond to his silent question. “I had sex one time with my boyfriend.” I shudder. “It’s an experience I’d rather forget.”

“He didn’t make it good for you, huh?” His thumb moves over my nipple, and a jolt of red-hot desire surges through me.

“To be fair, we were both pretty clueless.”

“I can make it really good for you, Faye. And I want to go there. So badly.” He presses into my hand, perfectly illustrating his point. “But I want to make it special for you. Make it everything your first time should’ve been. So we’re not going to sleep together now.”

He chuckles at my answering scowl, pressing a searing hot kiss to my lips. “I don’t want to rush because I’m scared my parents will come knocking or have to bite back my moans in case someone hears us. I want to worship your body all night long. Make you beg me for more. Hear you screaming out my name.” He kisses the top of my nose. “Don’t worry. I’ll sort something out soon.”

There’s no way I can argue with his logic, but I’m not letting him leave my room unsatisfied either.

I flip up and push him down flat on his back. His lips curve in anticipation. “Now it’s my turn to take care of you.” I slither down his body, enjoying the feel of every hard, taut muscle pulsing against mine. Wrapping my lips around him, I return the favor. He thrusts his hips upward, the movements becoming more and more frantic, and my actions become faster and faster until soon he’s joined me over that heavenly ledge.

I sleep naked and content in Ky’s arms until sunrise. Gathering his scattered clothes, he snatches a quick kiss before sneaking back into his room.
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Seated with everyone at the breakfast table, it’s hard to keep the Joker-like grin off my face. Ky and I share secretive looks whenever we think no one’s watching. James is trying to entice his sons into conversation, but he’s fighting a losing battle. One-syllable answers and disgruntled mutterings are the usual response. Alex drinks copious cups of coffee, her fingers shaking like a leaf. Ghastly shadows form rings under her bloodshot eyes, and she looks like someone just told her she has a terminal illness.

Ky and I trade worried expressions.

After breakfast, we bike into town with Kalvin and Keaton. Keanu and Kent have cried off, and James and Alex have holed themselves up in the study. Glorious sunshine beats down on us as we cycle along near-empty roads. A light balmy breeze teases tendrils from my ponytail.

The boys show me their favorite haunts along the route to Surfside Beach. Winds are elevated here but that hasn’t stopped the multitude of surfers from braving the boisterous sea. We eat ice cream as we watch them navigate the choppy waters, and a great sense of contentment settles over me.

I shoot sly smiles at Ky whenever the others are distracted, and he finds every opportunity to secretly touch me. When his brothers take a bathroom break, he pounces on me, kissing me with a ferocity that matches my own need. I’m struggling to disguise my rampant breathing when my cousins return.

Kalvin rubs at Ky’s mouth, and he slaps his hand away. “What the actual fuck?”

“Lip gloss, bro.” Kal winks.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ky hurriedly tries to dismiss it.

“Oh, please,” he says, throwing a diva-like pose. “Anyone with eyes in their head can see you are hot for each other.” He drops down on the sand beside me, winking as Ky shoots warning daggers. “Don’t worry, it’s cool. I won’t tell.” He makes a zipping movement with his fingers. “These lips are sealed.”

“Oh my God.” Keaton’s shocked look darts between Ky and me. “You two are hooking up?”

My heart pounds frantically in my chest at the look of utmost horror on his face.

Kalvin bursts out laughing, but I fail to see any humor in this scenario. Ky pulls me to my feet, firmly taking my hand. “You have an issue with that?” he asks gently.

Keaton seems fixated on our joined hands. Looking up, he spears me with a hurt-filled expression. “You’re related. It’s not right.” He shakes his head in disgust. “Actually, it’s fucking sick.”

I flinch at the venom in his tone.

Ky releases my hand, stepping in front of Keaton and planting his hands on his shoulders. “Joker.”

Keaton shoves Ky’s hands off. “Don’t call me that. Don’t say another word. You disgust me.” Throwing a last shameful look at me, he turns and runs away.

“What’s got up his ass?” Kalvin asks, no longer laughing.

“You and your big fucking mouth!” Ky glares at Kalvin.

Kalvin’s face goes thunderous. “Don’t fucking pin this on me! You two were slobbering all over each other in plain view. He saw you when we were rounding the hill, and I could see he was upset. I threw out all that stuff because I thought if he knew I was okay with it, that he’d come around. Obviously, I was mistaken.”

“I have to go after him.” Ky looks to me for confirmation, and I nod my agreement.

“No, let me.” Kalvin says, brushing sand off his pants. “I doubt he would listen to either of you.”

A muscle tenses in Ky’s jaw.

I place my hand on Kal’s arm. “Okay, thanks. Go.”

He runs off after his brother, and I turn to face Ky. Gripping his upper arms, I force him to make eye contact with me. “It’s just the shock of it. He’ll come around. Keaton is the most laid-back of all your brothers.”

He stares at me, and I see the conflict and confusion in his eyes. Leaning down, he presses his forehead to mine. “What if he doesn’t, Faye?” he whispers. “What then?”
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Kaden and Keven are at the house when we return, but they may as well be invisible for all we see of them. Kal advises us to steer clear of Keaton until he’s had time to calm down. Feigning sudden illness, Keaton withdraws to his room, not even joining us for dinner.

Dinner is another somber affair, and there’s a collective sigh of relief when Alex and James retreat to the study once more. Kal, Kaden, and Keven head out to another beach party, but we make excuses and spend a couple of hours in the family room pretending to watch a movie on TV. Huge guilt swamps me whenever I think of Keaton. I’m tempted to go talk to him, but I have to respect his wishes and give him the space he needs. I’m devastated by his reaction, and it’s forced me to rethink everything. If our family and friends are reacting this negatively to our news, it doesn’t bode well for the rest of society.

I slip into a depressive funk, and my head’s not the happiest of places right now.

Ky must be feeling the same, because he doesn’t visit me tonight.
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Ky and I don’t have much opportunity to talk the next day because James and Alex insist on a family outing, and we’re gone for the best part of the day. Keaton is quiet and glum and avoiding both of us at all costs.

It’s late Sunday night when we arrive back at the Wellesley house. James isn’t with us, having returned to wherever he is staying. It’s obvious to everyone that things are still fraught between him and Alex.

Kyler creeps into my bed when the house goes quiet, and some of my anxiety dissipates. We don’t talk, but he holds me close, kissing me softly, and I know we’ll work things out.

The repetitive chiming of the doorbell wakes me from a deep slumber at the same time Kyler rouses. Rubbing sleepy eyes, he stares quizzically at me. We haul ass, pulling on clothes as if it’s a race. Ky swings himself out my window, returning to his bedroom, lest anyone see him coming out of mine.

We meet in the corridor as the triplets stumble, bleary-eyed, from their rooms. “What’s going on?” Keaton asks, forgetting he’s not supposed to be talking to us. Pounding footsteps approach, accompanied by shrill female protests.

Kalvin joins us, pushing masses of tousled hair out of his sleep-heavy eyes. “’Sup?” He turns a questioning gaze on us as two police officers in black uniforms march toward us.

Kyler pushes me and the triplets behind him and forms a semi-protective wall in front of us. Kalvin steps into place alongside him. “What’ve you done now, Kent?” he hisses quietly over his shoulder.

I’m wondering if it’s anything to do with those girls and the party or if he’s been caught shoplifting again.

“Nothing!” Kent snaps. He steps out, facing the advancing officers with a smug grin on his face.

Alex is barking instructions into her cell as she tails the policemen.

“Kalvin Edward Kennedy?” the male officer booms, his eyes jumping between us and the piece of paper in his hand.

Ky steps forward, sheltering his younger brother. “What’s this about?”

“Step aside, young man. We need to speak with your brother.”

I lace my hand in Kalvin’s, squeezing tight. His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat as his eyes skitter wildly. Kyler steps right in the policeman’s path. “You are not taking my brother.”

Alex places her cell against her chest, shaking her head at Ky. “Move aside, Kyler. I’ll sort this, but for now, Kalvin has to go with them.”

“What?” Kal gulps. “Why?”

Ky reluctantly steps aside as the officer takes Kalvin’s wrists and cuffs them behind his back. Kal pulls his mouth into a grim line and stares straight ahead, but I can tell he’s freaking out

“Kalvin Edward Kennedy”—the officer begins reading him his rights—“You are under arrest for the sexual assault and rape of Ms. Lana May Taylor.”





Chapter Forty
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“Are you fucking kidding me?” Ky yells at the officer. “What kind of a sick joke is this? Kalvin didn’t rape Lana. Get r—”

“Kyler!” Alex cries. “Stop talking. Right now.”

The officer starts leading Kalvin away, and we all follow suit. At the door, Alex turns to address us. “Our attorney will deal with this, and I’ve notified your father; he’s on his way. Do not do anything to make this situation worse for your brother. We will sort this out. Wait here until I return.” She grabs her keys and flies out the door after her son.

Kalvin is being lowered into the back of the police cruiser, and I feel so helpless just standing there doing nothing. Worried blue eyes lift to mine, and I try to send him a reassuring look. This is one occasion where money most definitely helps. I’m sure Alex and James will hire the best attorney and have him home before long.

The car door is closed and we watch silently as Kalvin is driven away.

Ky ushers us all inside and closes the door.

“That bitch!” Kent fumes. “I say we storm over there right now and find out what the lying little slut is up to.” His fists clench into balls of fury at his side.

“No.” Ky’s instruction is firm and final. “You heard Mom. We sit tight. This isn’t some shoplifting spree. This is a serious accusation. I doubt Dad will be able to pay the cops off in the same way. No one is to do anything. Understood?”

Kent lets loose a colorful volley of curses before reluctantly acquiescing. He skulks back to his room while Keanu and Keaton head into the kitchen.

I make for my room with Ky’s quiet footsteps following me. “I’m going to speak to her,” I tell him the minute he closes my bedroom door.

“I know, and it has to be us. I don’t want the triplets getting mixed up in this. Especially Kent. Not with his track record. Come on.” He pushes my window open and jumps out before turning to help me down.

Keeping to the right-hand side of the garden, we take the long route to the forest to avoid triggering the spotlight. Our footsteps crunch on the uneven path as we creep toward Lana’s bungalow. The property is lit up like the Fourth of July, and we hang back, scouting the scene.

Lana’s parents, Greta and John, are diligently loading cases into a small red Honda. Ky and I trade wary looks. I nudge his shoulder and point around the other side of the bungalow. He motions for me to lead the way, and I tiptoe slowly and carefully through the trees around the other side of the bungalow, coming up at the rear. There’s a dim glow coming from Lana’s bedroom. The curtains are open offering unrestricted access to the sobbing girl inside.

An ache pierces my chest cavity.

Ky tugs my sleeve, holding me back. “I’ll stay here,” he whispers, cowering around the corner of the bungalow. “See if she’ll talk to you.”

I nod and approach the window cautiously, tapping lightly on the glass. Lana jumps ten feet in the air, emitting a tiny shriek. Whipping her head around, she spots me and stills. “Lana, honey, are you okay?” Greta calls out, and I duck my head just in time.

“I’m okay,” she says in a muffled voice.

“He’s going to pay for this, sweetheart. I promise you.”

“But your job …” she sniffles.

“A job is a job. It’s not as important as you. We never should’ve stayed here this long, not after all those rumors started circulating. And I’ve known those boys were running amok for some time. Those people have a lot to answer for. I’m so sorry, honey. We’ve failed you.”

Lana hiccups. “It’s not your fault.”

There’s a minute of silence before Greta speaks again, this time in a softer cadence. “Finish packing. We’re leaving shortly.”

When the tappity-tap
 of footsteps fades, I lift my head, jumping a little when I see Lana with her face pressed firmly to the window above me. She flips the lock and pushes it open. “You shouldn’t be here.” Her lip wobbles.

The utter devastation on her face almost floors me. “Are you okay?”

A lonely tear trips down her cheek, and my eyes well up. There is so much hurt and pain in her gaze; it’s clear something traumatic has happened. I bite back my distress.

It can’t be true.

Kalvin is a lot of things, but he’s not capable of this. My mind churns in confusion. Something awful has obviously happened to her, but none of this makes any sense. Kalvin wouldn’t hurt her. I’d stake my life on it. I chew on the inside of my cheek, utterly conflicted.

“No. I’m not okay,” she chokes out.

A sense of dread sweeps through me. “What’s going on, Lana? What happened?”


Please tell me it wasn’t my cousin
, I plead in my head.


No! It wasn’t Kalvin.
 I inwardly chastise myself for even thinking those thoughts.

He wouldn’t do this.

“I’m in a bad place, Faye.” More tears cascade down her cheeks. “And I hurt so much.” There’s an anguished quality to her tone that brings tears to my eyes.

I gulp, willing the jittery feeling in my chest to go away. “The police have arrested Kalvin.”

More tears erupt, and she wipes her sleeve across her snotty nose. “I know. He hurt me, Faye. He promised me th—”

“Get the hell away from my daughter,” Greta demands, cutting Lana off mid-speech as she stomps toward the window. “Leave. Right now, or I’m calling the cops.” She pins me with harsh, cold eyes and steely determination.

“I don’t think you’re in any position to make such demands,” Ky supplies, coming up alongside me. “This is our property, our grounds.”

“And she’s my daughter!” Greta shrieks as her husband materializes beside her. “Leave her alone! You Kennedys have done enough damage.”

I glance one more time at Lana, and a myriad of conflicting emotion washes over her face. There’s no denying she’s wracked with pain, and my heart bleeds for her. Whatever is going on, it’s destroying her on the inside—I can tell.

I tug on Ky’s arm. “Let’s go.”

“Please give this to your mother.” Lana’s father speaks up for the first time, handing Ky a plain white envelope through the open window. Greta trembles, and he throws an arm around his wife’s shoulders.

I take Ky’s other hand and drag him away. Neither of us speaks on the walk back to the house, but there’s a heavy pressure chasing us the entire time.

All is quiet when we return, and the house is in darkness. We slip into my room through the open window and strip to our undies, sliding under the covers together. I rest my head on his bare chest, as his fingers toy with my hair. Everything is such a mess, and all manner of thoughts and ideas flit through my mind.

Concern for Kal competes with questions over my future with Ky. I prop up on one elbow, and peer into his face. “I don’t want to hide. Nothing good comes from keeping things secret.” James, Kent, and whatever is going on with Kal and Lana is proof of that.

He reaches up, cupping my cheek. “I agree, but we shouldn’t rush the decision because of what’s happened tonight or Keaton’s reaction.”

I press my face into his palm, loving the feel of his warm hand on my skin. “I’m not. I’ve given this plenty of thought. When all that stuff happened to me, I felt ashamed, like I’d done something wrong. It took a while for me to realize that wasn’t the case, but I was already walking around like the guilty party. Nearly inviting the taunts and the bullying. I’m not doing that again.” I shake my head vigorously. “I want to go out in public with you and hold my head up high, because the only thing I’m guilty of is falling for my cousin. There’s nothing illegal about it, and no reason why we can’t acknowledge our relationship in front of others. If they choose to look down their nose at us, then that’s their issue. Not ours. I won’t allow pettiness and narrow-minded prejudice to dictate who I am anymore. I’m not afraid to show my true self in public.”

I run my fingers across his cheek. “I want everyone to know I’m your girlfriend.” I gaze deep into his eyes, wanting him to see the truth of my words, hoping he can get on this train with me. “We’re perfect for each other, and people will see that in time.”

He drags my face down and kisses the heck out of me. When he finally releases me, we’re both panting. “It’s okay if you don’t want or feel the same, if y—”

“Ssh,” he interrupts me. “I want that. Every part of it. I’m not afraid to go public.”

“Are you sure? Because we both need to be on board with this. Both ready to face all the crap.”

He sweeps his hand through my hair. “I am. In a way, Keaton did me a favor. At least we’ll know exactly what to expect. But I don’t care about any of that. I care about you and your happiness. It’s all I’ve been thinking about these last twenty-four hours, and you’re right. We are not running and hiding—we’re stronger than that. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Faye, and I’d happily shout it from the rooftops. The dissenters can screw off.”

My grin is so wide it threatens to split my face. “Yeah?”

“Yes, babe. A thousand times, yes.”

This time, I lean down and kiss the face off him. When we part, he gazes at me so adoringly that it feels like my heart is about to break free of my chest and dance a salsa. I’m so happy I could burst.

“We need to tell my parents first.”

“Of course,” I instantly agree. “Now probably isn’t the best time …”

He winces, as if he’s only remembering his brother.

To be fair, I had kinda forgotten about Kalvin too, but now it’s back on my radar, and my previous concern for his welfare returns with a vengeance. To be thinking about myself, when my cousin is languishing in a jail cell, is probably the most selfish thing I’ve ever done. “We’ll wait a couple of days and then tell them.” The previous joy on Ky’s face is replaced by grim realization. I rest my head on his chest again, as we both return to that worrisome place.

I wish I could decipher the situation with Kalvin and Lana, because it can’t be as it appears.

I know Kalvin has a well-deserved rep, and a dirty mouth to boot, but he isn’t a bad guy. It’s part bravado, part attention seeking, but never malicious or hurtful. Kal has them lining up outside his door, so why would he ever force himself on a girl? Not that I’m that naïve. I know there is a multitude of reasons why someone forces themselves on another, but my cousin doesn’t fit the bill.

I can’t believe he would do that. I refuse to believe it.

But something has
 happened to Lana, so why is she lying about it?

“Ky?” I run my hand up his chest as I tilt my chin up to look at him. “Why would Lana make up something like that?”

“I honestly don’t know.” He drops a sweet kiss on my lips. “She’s always been in love with him, and I think, if he was truthful with himself, he’d admit he has deep feelings for her, too. They were virtually inseparable as kids.”

My finger makes twirling motions on his bare chest, and he flinches under my ministrations. “She is
 in love with him, but if that’s the case, why is she saying this?”

“I hate to say it, but I’ve been wondering if—”

Ky’s words are cut off at the sight of James looming like a ghostly predator in my doorway. Caught off guard, I shriek, my heart pounding wildly against my ribcage. Kyler hauls himself up against the headrest, eyeballing his dad with fierce determination. He pulls me up gently, and his arms fold protectively around my shoulders as I clutch the sheets to my chest. With a healthy dose of trepidation, I watch James stalking toward us. I snuggle into Ky’s side figuring there’s no point trying to hide what we are to each other now. It’s clear from the way James is standing at the edge of the bed with a frozen shell-shocked expression on his face that the game is well and truly up.

Frantic, disbelieving eyes meet mine as his gaze leaps between us. His mouth opens and closes several times but he looks like he’s struggling to find the right words. I look at Kyler, my head cluttered with a mixture of apprehension and relief. At least the secret is out in the open now. My heart is still pounding manically in my chest, and I’m half-expecting it to sprout wings and break free of my ribcage.

“What have you two done?” His panicked eyes latch on Kyler’s.

“It’s none of your business,” Kyler grits out. He holds his chin up in a defiant stance.

James looks horrified
 as he stares at his son. A vein throbs in his neck while, simultaneously, his fists clench and unclench at his side. “I told you to stay away from her!” he yells. His face has turned an ugly shade of red as he starts pacing back and forth in front of us. “Damn it all to hell!” he roars, thumping his fist on the top of my dresser. I jump in the bed. He clamps a hand over his mouth as he stares at us again. His face has paled, and he seems to have aged on the spot.

I start shaking—I can’t help it. I’ve never seen him lose control like this, and quite frankly, he’s scaring the shit out of me. Kyler reaches out, lacing his fingers in mine. His warm touch helps calm me down, and my trembling subsides a little.

James stops pacing as his eyes fixate on our conjoined hands. He watches Kyler run soothing circles on the back of my hand with his thumb. James scrubs a hand repeatedly across his taut jaw, mumbling curses under his breath. “Have you had sex?” he barks out.

Kyler’s wall goes up, and he stares at his dad with his signature blank face. I chicken out, averting my gaze from James altogether.

“Well?” He glares at his son. “Have you?” His gaze flits to me, and I gulp.

Some invisible thief seems to have crept into the room and stolen my vocal cords, because I’m physically incapable of responding or forming any type of denial. I’d like to tell him to sod off and mind his own bleeding business, but the words are stuck in my throat. A dry, sour taste floods my mouth. Something is wrong here, and I’ve a feeling I’d rather not know.

“Our relationship is nothing to do with you, and I’m not answering that,” Kyler snarls. “Mind your own fucking business.”

James stalks toward his son, grabbing him roughly by the shoulders. “I am your father, you are living under my roof, and you will answer me! Goddamn it! Have you been inside her, Kyler? I need to know.”

I squirm uncomfortably as a red flush creeps up my neck.

“Screw you!” Kyler shoves his father’s hands off as he jumps up out of the bed. They face one another with barely an inch of space between them. Kyler eyeballs his dad with a ferocious look. “I love Faye, and there is nothing legally or morally wrong with us being together. And we’re done hiding.” He looks to me for reassurance.

I think my heart has stopped beating in my chest. Despite the brash waves of hostility emanating from my uncle, I can’t keep the smile off my face as I nod at Ky.

He loves me?

I long to fling myself into his arms and return the sentiment, but I don’t think James would appreciate the gesture.

James curses again, taking a step back, as he drags his hands through his hair.

“I mean it,” Kyler continues, still looking at me. “I love you, and I want everyone to know.”

“My God!” James rasps, tugging fiercely on his hair. “This is just like history on repeat.”

My stomach lurches unpleasantly, and a nasty taste coats the insides of my mouth.

He fists large tufts of his hair. If he keeps doing that, he’ll be bald by morning. He shoots us an anguished look, and my fleeting euphoria has died a rapid death. Butterflies swarm my chest, slamming around my ribcage in sheer panic.

“What?” Kyler looks confused. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

“You shouldn’t have had sex with her! You can’t be in a relationship with her. I’m sorry, son, but you can’t love Faye. Not in that way. You can’t.” He bridges the gap between them, placing his hand on Kyler’s shoulder.

A gnawing hole opens up in my stomach

Kyler thrusts his hand away. “The hell I can’t! There’s no law that says I can’t conduct a relationship with my cousin. You are completely overreacting, as usual.”

Wrapping the sheet around my body, I climb out of the bed and walk to Kyler’s side. “Ky,” I plead, taking his hand in mine. “I’m sure it’s still a shock and he needs some time to get used to the idea. Right, James?” I turn imploring eyes on my uncle, hoping he’ll throw me a bone, praying that’s all this is. I fervently hope my sixth sense is off kilter and he isn’t about to drop some massive bombshell.

Momentarily closing his eyes, James shakes his head despondently. “This is my fault. I should’ve kept a closer eye on you. Should have read the signs instead of being too preoccupied with my own issues.” He looks off into space. “This has to end, right now. You can’t continue this relationship.” The hard set of his jaw indicates there will be no negotiation. His mind is made up. Goose bumps shoot up and down my arms.

Kyler tucks me possessively under his arm. “You don’t get to tell me what to do. You lost that right a long time ago. I’m not giving Faye up. Not for you, not for anyone. And you are making far too big a deal of this. She’s my cousin. So what? Get over it!”

James looks between us, seemingly contemplating his next words carefully. His breath leaves his body in a loud rush, and everything goes on high alert inside me.

“She’s not your cousin.”

My eyes are out on stalks as I meet Kyler’s equally surprised gaze. Butterflies are throwing the party to end all parties in my chest. “What?” I turn and face my uncle. “Just spit it out. What are
 you saying?”

His eyes soften at the corners, and his chest visibly swells. His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. Reaching out, he holds my wrist gently in his large hand. “Ky isn’t your cousin.” He gulps, glancing at his son briefly before returning his gaze to me. “He’s your half-brother.”

I sway on my feet, almost losing my balance along with the ability to breathe, to see, to hear. My head is buzzing. “Wh … what?” I croak.

“You’re my daughter, Faye. I’m your father.”
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Losing Kyler

Condemned to repeat the sins of the past…

Faye thought losing her parents was the most devastating thing to happen to her, but she was wrong. Her uncle’s scandalous revelation has sent her into a tailspin, leaving her questioning her entire existence.

Everything she believed is built on a lie.

And the one person she shares a passionate, soul-deep connection with can’t be there for her.

Faye and Ky can’t be together. It’s forbidden. Though they are determined to avoid replicating their parents’ mistakes, caving to their feelings is as tempting as the apple in the Garden of Eden.

Ky had sworn off girls until Faye bulldozed her way into his life. Now, she’s his whole world, and their forced separation is crushing him. Once his manipulative ex resurfaces—hell-bent on ruining the Kennedys—he’ll do whatever it takes to protect his loved ones including turning his back on the one person he can’t live without.

Then tragedy strikes and all bets are off.

But is it too late?

When Faye needs him and he isn’t there for her, guilt and hurt threaten to obliterate their love. As they start to rebuild their fractured hearts, another sordid family secret is uncovered, and Faye worries Ky may be lost to her forever.

But can you truly lose someone if they don’t want to be found?





Chapter One
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The room spins. Everything fades into the background as his words rebound in my mind. I sway on my feet, stumbling as I lose my balance. Ky steadies me, holding me around the waist, even though he’s struggling to stay upright too. My lungs constrict, flattening like pancakes, and I can’t breathe properly. My breath snakes in and out in panicked spurts as my lungs desperately suck in air.

This cannot be happening.

I pinch my arm hard, praying I’m dreaming. That I’m going to wake up in a world where James’s words and an awful new reality don’t exist. Where the last five minutes is just a figment of my sick, overactive imagination.

My traumatized gaze bounces from Kyler to James and back again. Ky looks as shell-shocked as I am. His arm is still wrapped around my waist, and I want to reach out to him, to cling onto him, to show him he’s not alone in his horror and grief, but I appear to have lost control of my body. My arms hang loosely at my sides, and I’m numb all over.

James’s confession reverberates in my mind like the lyrics of a catchy song that refuse to go away. You know, the type of cheesy, corny song you wouldn’t dream of ever singing in public—not if you wanted to hold onto any shred of dignity—but it latches onto your mind, replaying on a continual loop in your head until you feel you’re going insane?

I’m stuck in that place.

“You’re my daughter. I’m your father.”

The words repeat over and over, taunting me cruelly.

“What?” Kyler’s cracked voice is barely a whisper, as he finally breaks the strained silence. Hearing his gravelly tone snaps me out of my trance. “What kind of sick joke is this?” he demands.

James folds his arms across his torso. “I wouldn’t joke about something like this.”

“I can’t be your daughter,” I choke out. “Then that would mean you and my mum …” I trail off as the many implications of his admission ricochet through my brain.

“We were like you two,” he admits quietly. He, at least, has the decency to look ashamed.

Kyler releases his hold on me, and I’m instantly bereaved. Peering up at him, I spot the conflicting emotions tearing across his face, mirroring how I feel on the inside.

“No!” I shriek, staggering back, getting all tangled up in the sheet. I drop to the ground with a thud.

Is this why Mum kept James’s identity a secret from me?

Because she had an incestuous relationship with her brother and then got pregnant with me?

I can’t even … I can’t process. Emotions clutter my head, and I can’t make sense of anything. Nausea builds quickly at the back of my throat, and my stomach lurches violently. I fight with the sheet, kicking out, my arms thrashing about. Sobs start in earnest as I try to yank it off me. Ky and James stare at me as if in a daze. Finally extracting myself from the tangled linen, I start crawling toward the bathroom. “I’m going to be sick.”

The nauseated feeling surges forward, and vomit swims up my throat. Climbing awkwardly to my feet, uncaring that I’m in my underwear, I dart to the en suite bathroom, arriving just in the nick of time. I crouch over the toilet bowl, heaving up the contents of my stomach until I have nothing left to expel. Silent tears pour down my cheeks as I try to grasp the magnitude of what’s been revealed.

My initial instincts were right. I should’ve stayed as far away from this house, and this dysfunctional family, as possible. Should have run away the first chance I got. I sink to my knees, cradling my head in my hands as tears continue to pump out of my eyes.

This can’t be happening.

It’s as if I’ve stumbled into my own version of soap opera hell.

After a few minutes, I stand up, flush the toilet, and wash my mouth out with water in zombie mode. Snatching my robe from the back of the door, I wrap it firmly around me, although it does nothing to quell the violent tremors rocking my entire body.

Raised voices coming from the bedroom barely register. I can scarcely hear over the thrumming of blood in my ears and the frantic pounding of my heart. Resting my hands on the counter, I stare at my ashen reflection in the mirror. I look like I’ve seen a ghost. My startled eyes are glossy and red-rimmed from crying, and my skin has a grayish quality to it, as if someone has drained all the blood from my veins. As if all the color has been sucked out of my life.

The arguing accelerates outside, and I force myself to get a grip. Taking deep breaths, I walk on shaky limbs back into my bedroom. All conversation ceases mid-flow. James hovers uncertainly in the center of the room. Ky is on the floor, leaning against the wall, with his knees pulled in tight to his chest. He has put his jeans on, but his upper body is naked, and my eyes feast on him with familiarity.

Until I remember.

I can’t look at him like that anymore.

I clamp a hand over my mouth as the repercussions of the situation sink in. Averting my eyes, I look away from him, pain slicing a line straight through my heart.

The gravity of the situation hits me like a bolt of lightning.

I’ve been conducting an illicit, incestuous affair this whole time, and I never knew it.

I nearly had sex with my half-brother.

And that’s not actually the worst of it.

I love him.

God, I do. I love Kyler.

I’m in love with my brother.
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I don’t know how long the three of us stay there, mute and frozen in the same position. All locked in our torturous thoughts. Gradually, the mist is clearing, and my shock is giving away to anger and frustration.

I need answers, and I need them now.

I walk over to the bed and perch on the corner. “When did you find out about me?” I gulp. “That I was your … daughter, and why didn’t you tell me?” My voice is low and shaky.

James walks tentatively toward me, resting on the other side of the bed. He wets his lips. “When our attorney, Dan, gave me your papers and I spotted your date of birth, I suspected I might be your father. I’ve always wondered why your mother chose that particular moment in time to run away.” He looks at me sheepishly. “We had only started our … romantic relationship four months previously.”

A strangled sound emits from Ky’s mouth. “I can’t listen to this.” He buries his face in his hands.

No matter how repulsed I am—and believe me, I am grossed out to the max—I need to hear the truth. “I need to hear this. Go on,” I encourage James.

“I knew it was wrong,” he whispers. “But we’d been growing closer and closer since our parent’s death, and I didn’t have many friends, so my whole world revolved around Saoirse. I’d given up school to get a job so that I could support her, and she became the singular most important thing in my life.”

He pauses, looking down at his hands. “I don’t know exactly when my feelings changed, but suddenly I was looking at her, thinking about her, in ways I shouldn’t. I tried to fight it. Genuinely, I did.” He drills me with an earnest expression. “I didn’t want to have those feelings for my sister, but I couldn’t stop thinking about her like that. She was so beautiful, and she had this light inside her, like a glow that emanated from her very soul, so warm and pure and good. I couldn’t help being drawn to her.” Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Kyler shaking his head in incredulous disgust.

James draws an exaggerated breath. “Keeping my hands off her became a daily battle, but I didn’t touch her. I learned to tolerate the agony, accepted the pain as my punishment, and I hoped that my feelings would go away in time.” He rubs the back of his neck as air whooshes out of his lungs. “I didn’t make the first move. She did. She kissed me, and every shred of self-control I had evaporated.”

Ky jumps to his feet. “I can’t hear any more.”

“Don’t go!” My frantic eyes meet his, tears welling up again as I plead with him. “I can’t do this on my own. Please, Ky. Don’t leave.”

His anguished gaze locks on mine, and I know he yearns to comfort me in the same way I long to comfort him.

But we can’t.

Having him here in the room is as much as I can ask of him. He nods slowly, returning to his spot on the floor.

I refocus on James. “I don’t want to know the specifics—I can’t deal with that now. What I want to know is when you discovered I was your daughter and why you didn’t tell me.”

He presses his knuckles to his forehead and sighs. “I had my suspicions, but I needed more than that, so I hired a private investigator to check into your father’s background, and when he reported his findings, I knew.” He knots his hands anxiously in his lap. “Your father can’t
 be your biological father, Faye.” He pauses, grappling for the right words, and the look on his face sends shivers through me. “Were you aware he had Kartagener’s syndrome?”

“You mean the genetic respiratory condition he had?” I whisper. Panic and fear almost choke me.

“Yeah. But it’s a little more complex than that.” He scratches the line of stubble on his chin, and my stomach does a funny twist. “Your dad was infertile, Faye. He couldn’t father children.” His words linger in the air as I wrap my arms around my waist, desperately trying to maintain a semblance of composure.

“Mum always said it was her,” I mumble as my brain starts shutting down. “That the reason I had no siblings was because she couldn’t carry any more children, but that was obviously another lie.”

In this moment, I hate my mother, and I’m mad as all hell that she isn’t here for me to yell at. To demand she tell me the Goddamned truth and explain why she thought it was such a good idea to lie about virtually every facet of my life. My hands ball into fists at my sides, and I’m barely holding it together.

“I also discovered that he was working for a firm in Belfast at the time your mother told you she met him. He wasn’t working locally, Faye. There’s no way Saoirse could’ve met him in the way she described to you.”

Liar! How could she do this to me!

I don’t even know who I am anymore, and every memory I have of my parents is tarnished by the knowledge that it was a fabrication. That I was being lied to every single day of my life.

Why? Were they ever planning on telling me the truth?

Hopping up, enraged and upset, and struggling with a million other emotions, I sweep the contents of my dresser clear across the floor. Picking up the stool, I fling it across the room, watching as it smashes against the wall, the sounds of splintering wood adding to James’s shocked gasps. Tears erupt from my eyes, and my cries fill the room as I slump to the ground, sobbing uncontrollably into my hands.

Ky kneels down, gently enclosing me in his arms from behind. His limbs are tense, his arms a little stiff, and I feel it too—the lure of his warmth and the call of his body battling against what we’ve been told, forcing us to maintain a certain distance.

“Kyler.” James’s voice contains clear warning.

“Shut up, Dad. She needs me, and I’m only consoling her. You’re the one who fucked up here, not us. And you’re a damn hypocrite to criticize us after all you’ve done.”

Ky’s statement is paradoxical in part, because the truth is more complex than that. Is James the hypocrite or are we?
 I don’t know what to think anymore. I massage my temples, digging my fingers into my skin with brutal intensity, welcoming the pressure. What is right and what is wrong?
 I’m not sure I know anymore, and my jumbled brain is incapable of constructing logical thought patterns.

“At least put a shirt on.” James tosses Ky’s shirt across the room, and I attempt to refocus my mind.

I wipe my sleeve across my moist cheeks, twisting around to face James. Ky puts his shirt on, and then his arms encircle me again. I lean back against his chest, siphoning slivers of his strength. “When did you get proof and how?” I sniffle. “Don’t you need my permission to test my DNA?”

James looks down at his feet, and crunching pain rattles through my skull. Ky curses under his breath. “You have
 proof she’s your daughter, right? Because you wouldn’t have dropped that bomb without being one hundred percent certain. Even you wouldn’t be that stupid.”

I idly tuck my hair behind my ears, staring wide-eyed at James as I wait for his reply.

“I don’t have proof, yet,” he finally admits, lifting his chin and staring at me. A sudden darkness rushes me, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“What!” Ky explodes, getting to his feet and stalking toward his father. He yanks him up by the shirt. “You could’ve caused all this heartache for nothing! She might not be my sister!” He shoves him, and I scramble to my feet. “I hate you! You destroy everything good!”

I loop my arm through Ky’s, dragging him back from James before he does something he’ll regret.

“I don’t need proof to know she’s mine. It’s only a formality, one I will attend to immediately.” James’s pained eyes meet mine. “Don’t you agree? It all makes complete sense. That’s why Saoirse ran away. Why she never wanted to see me again. That one time I spoke to her, she told me she was ashamed of what we did. That it was wrong and she went to mass daily to beg for forgiveness, to try and atone for her sins.”

My face crumples as his words floor me. She deplored what she’d done, and I was a constant reminder of her guilty sin.

She was ashamed of me
.

I look up at Ky, feeling more lost and alone than I’ve ever felt before. If it were possible, I’d swear my heart is ripping apart in my chest, and the most unimaginable pain is twisting my insides into knots.

The person I thought of as my mother was a fraud. A stranger. Someone who doesn’t deserve to hold that title because no mother should treat her daughter like this. I thought I knew her, but now I know better. And my dad isn’t even my dad. My entire life has been one big, fat whopper of a lie, and my parents betrayed me in the worst possible way.

I don’t care if they believed they were protecting me.

You don’t lie to the people you profess to love, no matter how painful the truth is.

This whole time, I’m staring at Ky—the one person I thought I had by my side. The one person who truly understands me, who has the power to make everything okay just by his mere presence.

But I’ve lost him too.

He’s been cruelly taken from me just as I felt he was finally mine.

I have no one.

And I’ve never felt more alone or more jaded with this life.

Cold and numb, inside and out, I stare blankly ahead as stress overtakes my body. Lying down on my side, I curl into a fetal position in a feeble attempt to ward off the intense trembling racking my body.

James drags his hands through his hair. “Faye, I’m s—”

“Shut the fuck up, Dad!” Kyler yells, dropping to the floor. Carefully, he pulls me to him, cradling me in his arms. “You cannot make statements like that unless you know the truth. And you don’t know, categorically, that you are Faye’s father!”

“I fucking know, Kyler! I was the only one having sex with Saoirse during that time. There’s no one else it could be.”

I’m far too numb to even feel repulsed at that admission.

The bedroom door swings open, and Alex walks into the room, surveying the scene with a wild, tearstained expression. I peer up at her through the filmy layer coating my eyes. She walks over to James, standing right in front of him, staring at him as if he’s an alien specimen. No one speaks and the air is fraught with tension.

Slowly, her fists clench into balls at her side. A distressed whimper slips out of her mouth as she stares at her husband with fresh loathing. Tears roll down her cheeks as she slaps him. Once, twice, repeatedly, her slaps becoming more manic as she lashes out in rage. “You … you’re a monster! You make me sick! This whole time, I’ve been married to a pervert, and I never knew. Get out! You ruin everything! Just get out,” she screeches, slapping and shaking him.

I’m horror-struck, staring at both of them as if I’m a mannequin.

James just sits there, taking her abuse without complaint.

Ky gets up, carrying me to the bed, and setting me tenderly on top of the duvet. He walks to his mum and tries to pull her off James. Her arms are thrashing about as tears coast down her cheeks. “Mom. Stop. This isn’t helping. Please,” Ky beseeches. Alex is weeping and yelling as James remains dazed and motionless on the bed.

All manner of thoughts flit in and out of my mind, and I genuinely worry that I’m going insane. I tug my legs into my chest, leaning my chin on my knees as a new thought occurs to me. A new layer of confusion starts to take root. Something about all this still doesn’t add up. “Hang on here a sec,” I mutter, speaking to no one in particular.

Alex’s sobbing has petered out and she looks utterly deflated. Ky keeps a firm grip on her as he watches me. Standing up, I pace the floor, my mind churning a hundred miles an hour. I flip scenarios in my head, and it doesn’t compute.

I grip James’s shoulders, forcing him to eyeball me. “Something isn’t right, and I know you’re holding back. I can’t believe I didn’t figure this out before. I’m a few months older than Kyler so that explains how you could be my dad as well as his.” The words devastate me as they leave my mouth.

My gaze dances between Alex and James. A look of sheer terror washes over Alex’s face and she turns a deathly shade of pale. I swallow the new lump in my throat as I crouch down in front of James. “But there is no way you can be Kaden and Keven’s dad if what you are saying is true.”

“Holy. Fucking. Shit.” Kyler loosens his hold on Alex, pitching on his heels and stumbling awkwardly to the floor.

Alex leans into the wall, barely holding herself upright. Her panicked eyes dart around the room, and she doubles over as if she’s winded.

James rises, finally emerging from his trancelike state. “Top marks, Faye. You’ve discovered Alex’s big secret. Guess she’s not so saint-like either.”





Chapter Two
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“Mom?” Ky peers up at Alex from his spot on the floor. “Is it true? They have a different dad?” Alex’s ashen face contorts in pain as she slowly nods. “And they know, right? That’s what the big falling out was about?” His chest visibly heaves as Alex bobs her head in confirmation again. Shock is quickly replaced with anger on Ky’s face, and I don’t blame him. Pushing off the ground, he unfurls his long limbs, standing to his full height. “Were you ever planning on telling the rest of us?” His words are suffused with righteous anger.

“We were going to tell you on your eighteenth birthday,” Alex whispers, desperately clinging onto the wall for support. Keaton’s joking about Jacob and company in Twilight
 doesn’t seem so far off the mark now. Minus the paranormal aspects, of course.

“Didn’t you stop to think that we’d a right to know the same time our brothers found out? Or what?” He throws his hands into the air. “You thought we wouldn’t notice the constant tension when Kaden and Keven show up or the fact there’s this big gulf between you?”

“There’s never a right time to divulge something like that,” James supplies.

“Or the fact that you were sleeping with your sister, right?” Alex snipes.

James pins her with a sharp look. “You are in no position to cast stones. We’ve both kept secrets.”

“And that, ladies and gentleman, is the crux of the issues in this family.” Ky’s tone is acerbic and he’s making no apologies.

“Your mother wasn’t prepared to delve into her past until you boys were mature enough to handle it, and I supported her decision,” James admits, his mouth pulling into a grim line. “Parenting isn’t something that comes with a handy step-by-step manual. We try our best, but we don’t always get it right.”

Ky snorts. “I’ll say. Your parenting skills suck.” He shoots a glare at his mom. “Both of you.”

No one says anything and you could cut the tension in the air with a knife. Alex has a dazed look on her face as she stares off into space. Ky doesn’t hide his troubled expression, and James showcases a world-weary look of resignation that’s hardly new.

“Where’s Kal?” I ask, breaking the prickly silence. “What’s happening?”

James rubs a hand across the back of his neck, as if he’s only just remembering his younger son’s current predicament. “He’s being arraigned in the morning, and they insisted on keeping him in lockup overnight.”

“Oh, God.” I’m distraught at the thought of my cousin spending the night in a jail cell. “Couldn’t you get the charges dropped?”

“There was nothing we could do. A rape charge is a very serious charge, and no amount of money can buy his way out of this one.”

“Lana’s gone,” Ky says, striding to my bedside locker. He retrieves the white envelope Lana’s father gave him. “They’re all gone. John asked me to give you this.” He hands the envelope to his mother.

Alex opens it with trembling fingers. “It’s their formal resignation.” She tosses the handwritten page onto the floor.

“He didn’t do it.” I grind down hard on my teeth. “I know he didn’t but something went down between them. Lana was in bits, and she was clearly hurting.”

“You need to stay out of this, both of you,” James says, looking between us. “I know you want to help but the best way we can help your brother is by stepping back and letting the experts do their jobs. We need to let Dan and his legal team handle this.” An involuntary yawn escapes my mouth. “It’s late,” James adds, squinting at his watch. “Nothing will get resolved while we’re all tired. Get some sleep and we’ll pick this conversation up again in the morning.”

“The others deserve to know about Kaden and Keven. You can’t expect me to lie to my brothers. I won’t do it.” Ky crosses his arms over his chest.

James emits a frustrated sigh. “I know, son, but you have to understand how hard this is for your mother.” Alex stares vacantly ahead and I’m not even sure if she’s aware of the conversation going on around her.

Ky’s face softens a smidgeon as he rakes in the broken shell of a woman clinging unnaturally to the wall. “I do,” Ky confirms, “but they have to be told.” He glances at me. “However, I don’t think you should say anything about Faye or your … relationship with her mother. Not until the tests have been done, and only if they prove your suspicions. That shit isn’t easy to hear.”

“What do you want, Faye?” James turns his attention to me.

“Although I hate the thought of more secrets, I agree with Ky. We shouldn’t say anything to the others about me unless we know for sure. The revelations about Kaden and Keven are going to knock them for six, and there’s no point heaping more stress onto the pile. Not until we know if it’s true.” I look down at my feet as a hideous fluttery sensation fills the empty space in my chest. “But I’d like the tests done as soon as possible.” I peer up at him. “I’m sick of all the lies. I need the truth.”

James nods. “For what it’s worth, I am truly sorry for all you’ve had to endure, Faye. And whatever the outcome, it doesn’t change anything about your position in this family. You will always be one of us. You will always have a home here with us.”

Alex shifts away from the wall, averting her eyes as she smooths a hand down the front of her skirt. “I’m going to bed.” She exits the room without another word.

Ky moves to go after her but James shakes his head. “She needs some space. We all do. It’s been a long night. Get some sleep and we’ll talk again in a few hours.”

They walk silently to the door. Ky casts a final glance my way and his grief-stricken expression matches mine. His eyes convey all the things his mouth can’t say, and I have to work hard to maintain my composure while my insides crumple into a sodden, emotional mess. He steps out into the corridor, closing the door gently behind him.

I crawl into bed, pulling the covers snugly under my chin as I curl into a ball, shivering profusely under the thick duvet.

At some point, I manage to fall asleep, but it isn’t a peaceful sleep, and I toss and turn fitfully the rest of the night.

Daybreak slips into my room through a gap in the gossamer curtains, and I wake up yawning. The events of the early hours swamp my mind. The temptation to bury my head under the pillow and ignore reality is hugely appealing, but I’d only be delaying the inevitable. I’d rather get all the breaking over and done with at once so I haul my exhausted body out of the bed and head into the bathroom.

After I’m showered and dressed, I make my way down to the kitchen. When I step into the lobby, James calls out to me. “We’re up here, Faye.”

That hideous fluttery feeling returns to my chest, and I climb the stairs on heavy limbs, as if I’m walking toward my doom. I step cautiously into the study, wiping my now sweaty palms down the sides of my jeans. Alex is dressed in her usual office attire, sitting stiff and uncomfortable in one of the velvet-lined chairs. Ky is standing in front of the fire with his back to me. His muscles are bunched and tense under his tank top. Low-hanging sweats drape over his firm, toned ass, and I have to deliberately force my gaze away. The urge to enfold him in my arms is strong.

No part of my brain has gotten with the program yet, and I still crave his touch. I missed him in my bed last night.

I sink into the other chair, sitting on my hands in a feeble attempt to thwart my longing. Sharp stabbing pains lacerate my heart like someone’s hacking at it with a penknife.

James clears his throat. “I have spoken with Kaden and Keven, and they are en route here as we speak. We’ll hold a brief family meeting after breakfast to update everyone on the situation with Kalvin. Once he is back home, we’ll tell everyone the truth.”

“Which truth?” Ky asks, turning around to face us. One look at his sleep-deprived face has my resolve crumbling. He looks as miserable as I feel. I wish I could wrap my arms around him, squirrel into his warmth and his scent, and allow him to ease the frayed edges of my sanity while I do the same for him. I press my hands into the chair beneath me, stabbing my nails into the velvety layer as I swallow the choking lump in my throat.

“I’m going to tell your brothers the truth about Kaden and Keven’s parentage,” Alex confirms in a steady, assured tone of voice. “You were correct last night. They have a right to know, and this has gone on long enough. I’m fed up of all the deception, of how this family is falling apart before my eyes and I can’t seem to do anything to fix it. The truth needs to come out.”

Breakfast is a dreadfully awkward affair, and I can barely eat a thing. The triplets are distraught at Kalvin’s absence, but James and Alex deflect their questions, imploring them to save them for the family meeting.

I hop up when the bell rings, grateful to have an excuse to leave the stifling atmosphere. I open the door wide, expecting to see Kaden and Keven, and I’m thrown for a loop when I see Addison perched on the top step, decked out in virginal white, looking as innocent as an angel. “What do you want?” I growl.

“What I always want.” She smiles sweetly. “Kyler.” Her eyes narrow to slits. “He’s mine.”

“You’re delusional.” I roll my eyes. “I think he made his feelings perfectly clear last week. He wants nothing more to do with you, so run along now.” I move to close the door, but she wedges her foot in the doorjamb and darts into the lobby uninvited. Footsteps resound behind me. I glare at her. She’s got balls showing her face around here again and a right nerve pulling a stunt like that. If I didn’t dislike her so intensely, I might actually admire her.

“I’ll deal with this,” Ky says, materializing at my side. His arm brushes briefly against mine, eliciting the usual flurry of tingles. “Go back into the kitchen.”

“Grand. You take the trash out.” While I’m not happy to be dismissed, I’m close to my drama-saturation point, so I leave him to deal with his troublesome ex on his own.

He returns to the kitchen five minutes later with a customary blank expression on his face. However, his shoulders are stiff as boulders and his fists are clenched so tight they blanch white with the effort.

I catch his eye. “What?” I mouth.

Subtly, he shakes his head, and some unnamed sentiment flows between us. His eyes lock on mine across the table, and I’m incapable of looking away. It’s as if the room around us has disappeared and he is all I see. A few locks of his hair have blown across his forehead and my fingers itch to run through the silky strands. My eyes sweep over the face that I know so well. Memories surge to the forefront of my mind, and I recall brushing the tips of my fingers along his stubbly jaw, rubbing my cheek against the velvety fluff on his cheeks, inhaling his distinctly masculine smell, my tongue darting out to taste the throbbing pulse in his neck.

I don’t even realize that I’m crying or that everyone else has stopped talking until Keanu shakes my arm, bringing me back into the present. Every pair of eyes is focused on me and a faint blush creeps over my neck. I stare at Ky but he looks away, gazing at the floor, the walls, at anything, as long as it isn’t me. James coughs. “Faye. Do you need a minute? We were about to get started.”

I tilt my head forward, letting my long hair fall around my face like a shield. “No. I’m fine. Sorry.” I bite down hard on my lip, relishing the pain, although it in no way compensates for the agonizing ache in my heart.

“Let’s talk in the living room,” Alex says, sliding off the bench.

I take a seat on the long couch alongside Keanu and Kent as the doorbell clangs for a second time. James returns with a sullen Kaden and Keven. Once everyone is settled, we all sit patiently, waiting for things to kick off.

James rests his forearms on his upper thighs as he leans forward. “Your brother is being arraigned today. He is being formally charged with rape and sexual assault. Bail will be set at the district court, and we’ll be able to bring him home then. Dan is going to find the best criminal attorney to fight this, but the weeks and months ahead will not be easy.” He looks to Alex, sitting beside him on the smaller two-seater couch, but she resolutely refuses to return his gaze.

“Is he going to go to jail, Dad?” Keaton asks, the strain evident in his voice. He can still barely look at me, and that only adds to my misery. Keaton only recently discovered the truth about Ky and me, and he couldn’t have made his abhorrence any clearer.

We disgust him.

He sits as far away from me as possible, casting surreptitious glances at Ky and me whenever he thinks no one is watching. Nothing gets past his shrewd eyes, so I doubt it has gone unnoticed that something is going on. My little episode at breakfast has seen to that.

“Not if I can help it,” James replies through gritted teeth.

“I say we hire a hit man to take Lana out,” Kent pipes up, shrugging his shoulders like it’s commonplace to suggest murder as a means of dealing with issues. “Problem solved.”

James sighs. “That is hardly helpful and the case doesn’t solely rest on her testimony. Apparently, there’s other evidence.”

“What evidence?” Keven asks, suddenly alert.

“We aren’t privy to that yet, but we should know more after the pre-trial hearing. We need to sit tight until Dan and his team find out exactly what’s going on.”

“Can we come to court too?” I ask. “To show our support? I can only imagine what’s going through Kal’s mind. He needs to know we have his back. That we know he didn’t do this.”

“He knows, Faye. Kennedys always stick together in times of crisis.” Looking around the room at the disjointed postures and fractured relationships, it’s hard to trust in his statement. James’s shoulders lift. “We want to keep this as low key as possible so only Alex and I will attend the arraignment, but I’ll let him know you are all there in spirit. It seems unlikely that we’ll be able to keep this out of the media for long, so we’re in the process of hiring a security team to protect all of you and to man the property.”

A chorus of groans breaks out in the room. “Ah, Dad. Do we have to go there again?” Keanu asks. “It was hellish last time.”

“It’s a necessary evil, son. I’ll do whatever is required to protect my family.”

Ky grunts, shaking his head in disbelief.

James’s furious gaze slams into him. “Do you have something to add, Kyler?”

Ky batters his arms, glaring at his dad. “Nope.”

“Well, then, your mother and I better get going. We don’t want to be late.” He stands up, extending his hand toward Alex. She examines it like it’s germ ridden, rising to her feet unaided as she shoots another revolted look his way.

Keaton looks like he’s on the verge of tears, and my heart breaks for him. He’s always been a sensitive soul, and I can tell how devastated he is by everything that’s going on. After Alex and James leave, I step toward him. “Are you okay?” Tentatively, I reach out and touch his arm, but he shoves me away.

“Oh, now you care about me? What, because you’ve had some tiff with lover boy? Quit using me. We’re not friends anymore.” He storms out of the room leaving me with my mouth hanging open and my heart lying in tatters on the floor.





Chapter Three
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Warmth surrounds me from behind, and I spin on my heel, coming face to face with Kent. I step back to create some distance between us. He twirls a lock of my hair around his finger as he grins. “I didn’t take you for a dirty girl, but looks can be deceiving.” He smirks and a sour taste floods my mouth. “Don’t keep us in suspense. Who’s your secret fuck buddy?”

I take another step back. “You’re disgusting and who I spend my time with is none of your business.”

He gets all up in my face again, and this time I don’t back down. I return his sleazy smirk with a glare. Large hands grip his upper arms, hauling him off to the side. “How dare you speak to Faye like that,” Ky seethes. “Apologize.”

“Screw you, asshole,” Kent fumes, elbowing Ky in the ribs and freeing himself. “You two think you can stand on ceremony with me? Look down your nose at what I get up to in my private time when neither of you are any better?”

Okay, so I’m guessing he’s still sore that we broke up his little foursome at the last party, and he clearly can’t see how seriously out of control he is or that we’re only trying to look out for him.

He jabs a finger in my direction. “She’s only here a couple of months, and she’s already whoring herself out, and you’re back to slumming it with that slut Addison, so fuck off trying to tell me what to do.” He shoves Ky as he stalks out of the room like a raging tempest.

I half-expect Ky to follow him, but I’m relieved when he doesn’t. I rest my head in my hands, wondering what the hell I’ve done to deserve so much melodrama in my life.

“Now do you see?” Ky says, and I tilt my chin up. He’s eyeballing Kaden. “You need to intervene because Mom and Dad can’t or won’t deal with him. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”

Kaden runs a hand around the back of his neck. “I’ll talk to him but I’m not sure it’s going to do any good.” He rises, exiting the room with Keanu hot on his heels, leaving only Keven, Ky, and me behind.

“Man, this family is seriously fucked up.” Keven shakes his head. “And we haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.” His look hardens as he glances between us. “Mom told you?”

“She had no choice,” Ky replies. “Faye figured it out.”

A deep furrow lines Keven’s brow. “How the hell did you work it out? Neither Kaden or I had any clue when they dropped the bomb on our eighteenth birthdays. It came totally out of the blue.”

“You should’ve told me. Why didn’t you?” Ky jumps in, deflecting the question so I don’t have to reply.

“It was so messed up, Ky. It took me months to come to terms with it, and then I was so damned mad at both of them for lying to us. Why do you think we’ve been arguing with them for so long? We’ve been pleading with them to tell you, but they were begging us for more time. They are already worried enough about all of you, and they were scared over what it’d do if you found out.”

“And you bought that bullshit?” Ky’s tone is incredulous.

Keven sighs, crossing one leg over the other. “Yes and no. At first I could scarcely see beyond my rage, but more recently, I’ve begun to see their point of view. This family can’t cope with any more revelations.”

If only he knew that the biggest bomb of all has yet to be dropped.

A dark cloud shrouds my brain as thoughts of James and my mum swim to the forefront of my mind. I’m purposely trying not to think about it because my emotions are fragile, and I’d rather focus on the current drama before confronting the more disturbing truths. Plus, I’m still hopping mad with Mum and terrified that what James believes will turn out to be my new truth. A teeny tiny part of me is desperately clinging onto the hope that he’s mistaken. That Ky isn’t my half-brother. That I won’t have to give him up.

“I’m glad she’s decided to tell everyone.” Keven pulls me out of my head. “I think she needs to get this out in the open, and I don’t want to avoid my brothers forever.”

“That’s why you haven’t been around?” Ky asks.

“I’m sorry, Ky, but I couldn’t face seeing you all the time knowing I was helping to keep something like this from you. It’s better this way.”

“Do you kn—”

Keven holds up a hand as he stands up. “Save it for the meeting later. I’m going to head outside for a game. You up for it?”

“Sure. Just give me a few minutes. I need to talk to Faye about something.” Ky cocks his head to the side, and I get up and follow him silently out of the room.

“What did Addison want?” I ask the instant we step into my bedroom.

Ky closes the door behind me. “I don’t want to talk about her.” He moves directly in front of me. “How are you coping? Are you okay?” He raises his hand, angling it toward my face, and I peer up at him with longing. His hand falters, hovering in midair, mere millimeters from my cheek. Moisture pools in my eyes and my lip wobbles. The look of utter conflict on his face guts me.

My chest heaves as a wracking sob breaks free. “I’m trying to stay strong,” I whisper, “but it’s damn hard.” My voice cracks.

“Come here,” he says softly, opening his arms, and I fold into his embrace without hesitation.

My arms snake around his waist, and I ingest his scent, committing it to memory. Everything seems infinitely better locked in his embrace. I squeeze him tight, closing my eyes and uttering silent prayers, begging God to make this right. “I don’t want to lose you. Not when I’ve only found you.” I look up at him through blurry eyes.

“I know, baby. I feel the same.”

He looks away but not before I see the look of sheer torment on his face. My heart damn near ruptures. “But?”

“But we have to stay away from one another until we have those test results. I’m not strong enough to resist you otherwise.” He stares deep into my eyes, anguish and suffering reflected in his gaze. “You’ve no idea how badly I want to kiss you right now.”

I rest my hand on his chest. “Believe me, I know.”

He takes a step back, and my hands fall loose at my side. I’m instantly cold.

“Which is why we can’t be alone until we know what we’re dealing with.”

“And what then?”

When he looks up again, I’m startled to see moisture building in his eyes. “I don’t know, Faye. I can’t even bear to think of the what ifs. I’m hanging here by a thread, in case you hadn’t noticed.” He leans back, staring up at the ceiling. “Someone up there sure loves to fuck me around.”

I half-snort, half-laugh. “Don’t preach to the converted. My life is one big fuck-up after another.”

“I want to be here for you, Faye, but I don’t know how to do that and not be close to you, but I won’t sink to his level. I’m not going to do what he did.” A wave of revulsion washes over his face.

“I get that. I’m grossed out by it too.”

He steps toward me, pulling me gently into his arms again. “Hopefully it won’t come to that, but if it does we’ll deal with it. Until then, let’s just try and get through the next week. I’m sure Dad knows someone who can rush through the tests.”

“Okay.” I rest my head on his chest, listening to the rhythmic thud, thud
 of his heart. “I’ll miss you,” I whisper, as more tears spill out of my eyes.

“I’ll miss you, too.” His voice cracks at the end, and I can tell he’s struggling to hold it together too. He strokes his hand down the length of my hair, and we cling to each other, both of us hesitant to let go.

After a bit, I ease out of his arms, wiping my tears away with the back of my sleeve. I sniff. “This is only short term. We can do this.” I tilt my chin up and examine his beautiful face. So much emotion shines from his eyes, and it almost destroys my resolve. Every part of my being longs to reach out to him. To trail my fingers along his defined jaw. To pepper his mouth with long, explorative kisses. To run my nose along his neck, inhaling his unique smell. To circle my arms around him and take all the pain away.

I love you.

It’s on the tip of my tongue, and I long to say it, to tell him his feelings are more than reciprocated, but I can’t, because I may not be allowed to love him like that, and it’s better he doesn’t know. So, I lock that truth away in my heart, hoping that I’ll get the chance to free it someday.
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We are all huddled in the lobby, with the door wide open, as Max—the family chauffeur— pulls the car up to the front of the house. James and Alex exit first, swiftly followed by Kalvin. He hangs his head, his gaze fixated on the ground as he shuffles toward the house. Alex attempts to pull him into her side, but he shucks away from her gesture. Her eyes fill up and James sends her a sympathetic look which she ignores. My shoulders are knotted with tension, and the air is heavy with foreboding.

James and Alex step into the house, followed by a clearly reluctant Kalvin. He still hasn’t lifted his chin or made eye contact with anyone. Frowning, Kaden takes a step toward Kal, unashamedly hauling him into his arms. “We’re glad you’re home, and we know you didn’t do this. We have your back.”

Slowly, Kalvin raises his face, eyeballing his brother. “Thanks, bro.” His voice lacks the usual confidence, and a soulful pang hits me in the chest.

One by one, his brothers move forward, offering him a high-five or a slap on the back. His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat, and whatever control Kal has over his emotions is weakening. Tears stream down Alex’s face, and even James looks like he could blub. It seems he was right earlier—Kennedys do
 stick together in times of crisis.

Ky hugs Kal to him, whispering something in his ear. When he moves aside, I step forward, enveloping Kalvin in my arms. “I don’t know why she’s done this, but we’ll figure it out.”

“Did you see her?” he asks, holding onto me. I nod slowly, worrying my lip between my teeth. “What did she say?”

“Kalvin, I don’t think th—”

“Mom,” Kal cuts in, turning to face Alex. “You can’t protect me from this, and I want to know.” He twists his face around to mine. “Well? Is she okay?”

I hate to be the one to tell him this, but he deserves honesty. “She was upset and crying. She … she said she was in a bad place and that you hurt her…”

His eyes grow glassy as his stiff upper lip starts to waver. “I know I did, and I hate myself for that, but I still can’t believe she’s done this. I would never force her, or any girl, into sex. I …” He steps out of my embrace, bending over and clutching his head in his hands. His chest heaves with audible sobs, and when he lifts his chin, tears are falling by the bucketload down his face. “Mom.” His voice trickles out in an anguished plea as he pins forlorn eyes on Alex. If I thought my heart was breaking earlier, it’s nothing on how I’m presently feeling. Tears glide down my cheeks, and my heart physically pains me, as I watch my cocky, confident cousin fall to pieces.

Alex races to his side, pulling him into her arms and holding him while he dissolves in front of us.





Chapter Four
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The only sound in the room is Kal’s anguished cries and Alex’s placating words as she cradles her son in her arms. Tears continue to trickle down my cheeks, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do to stop them. Ky catches my eye, concern and worry clearly evident in his gaze. He looks down at his feet, and I force myself to drop my eyes. There is so much turbulent emotion brewing inside me, and it feels like I’m on the verge of a massive blowout any second now. Stress has tied my shoulders into unyielding knots, and I wrap my arms around my waist, as if that will somehow hold me together.

An arm creeps around my back, and I’m towed into Keaton’s side. I turn my gobsmacked expression on him, melting immediately when I notice the empathy in his eyes. Without hesitation, I circle my arm around his waist, leaning into him. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot James’s frown, and my eyes narrow as I glare at him. For flip’s sake, what kind of girl does he think I am? Am I not allowed to care for any of my cousins-slash-could-be-brothers without it being construed as something else?
 His features relax and he sends me an apologetic shrug. I rest my head on Keaton’s shoulder, sniffling.

“Come through to the sitting room,” James says, motioning us forward. “Let’s give your brother some privacy.”

I sit on the couch beside Keaton, looping my arm through his. “Does this mean I’m forgiven?” I whisper hopefully in his ear.

“There isn’t anything to forgive,” he whispers back, and it’s the first thing to bring a smile to my face all day. “I’m sorry if I overreacted earlier. And the other day on Nantucket.”

“What happened at court?” Kaden asks before I can respond to Keaton.

“Your brother was interviewed by a probation officer who recommended he be released on bail and upon condition that he doesn’t leave the State,” James confirms.

“Has he been charged?” Keven asks in a low tone of voice.

“Yes, and we’re waiting for a pre-trial hearing date now. Dan is hoping we can get the case dismissed before it goes to a full trial, but it’ll depend on the nature of the evidence, and so far, the prosecuting attorney is being very cagey.”

Alex and Kalvin walk into the room and further conversation is halted. “I’m not sure now is the best time to do this,” Alex offers up, her eyes skimming the room nervously.

“No way, Mom. This happens now.” Kaden’s tone is final.

“There will never be a good time to share this news,” Ky adds. “Can we get on with it, please?” His expression is unrepentant.

Looking thoroughly petrified, Alex sinks onto the empty couch, keeping Kal glued to her side. She sits poker straight with her hands knotted in her lap. Her lip wobbles as she opens her mouth to speak, and there is no masking the sheer terror etched on her face. I can’t help feeling for her even though she has gotten herself into this mess.

James reaches over, covering her hands with his. She levels him with a contemptuous look Addison would be proud of. James snatches his hands back, and a muscle clenches in his jaw as his entire face turns puce. Tension is palpable in the air, and I wish she would just get on with it.

Rip the Band-Aid off, Alex.

“There is something I need to tell you. Something I should’ve told you all at a much earlier time. Your father and I have always tried to do what we feel is right by you, but sometimes we mess up. This is, arguably, one of those times.”

Kent splutters, leaning back on the couch and crossing his ankles as if he’s getting ready to watch a movie. “This should be good.” He smirks.

Kaden swats the back of his head. “Can you stop being an asshole and let Mom speak?”

I’m surprised to see Kaden jumping to Alex’s defense, especially now I understand what’s been driving the hostility toward his parents. Then again, I’d challenge anyone to look at Alex right now and not feel protective toward her. Her entire body is quaking in fright.

“This isn’t easy to say, and I’ve been carrying it with me for a very long time.” Her eyes glisten as she scans her son’s faces. “I was in a relationship with another man before I met your … before I met James. James isn’t Kaden and Keven’s biological father—they have a different dad.” She averts her eyes as she lets her words settle in the room.

The triplets look shell-shocked, and Kent is speechless for once. Kal is blinking profusely, clearly struggling to take it in.

“Oh my God,” Keaton breaks the awkward silence. “That’s what she told you when you were eighteen?” His gaze drifts from Kaden to Keven.

“Yeah,” Kaden admits.

“How could you keep something like this a secret?” Keanu looks distraught as he stares at his parents. “Fair enough if you didn’t want to tell us, but how could you not tell them?” He stabs his finger in the direction of his half-brothers.

“When is a good time to tell your child that the man they believe is their father isn’t their father?” Alex asks bluntly.

I smother my snort of disbelief. The irony isn’t lost on me.

James winces, and Alex’s face contorts. “I’m sorry,” she whispers, looking James in the eye for what must be the first time today. “I didn’t mean it like that.” His eyes are downcast. “I know I haven’t handled this well,” she says, redirecting her attention to her sons, “but I don’t regret the choices I made.” Her eyes find Kaden and Keven. “James is your father in every way that counts. He loved you from the moment he met you, and he never treated you any differently to your brothers. The fact that none of you ever suspected anything is proof of that. He has loved you all equally.”

“I’ve never disputed that,” Kaden says quietly. “It’s the manner in which you told us, and how you forced us keep this from our brothers that I had issue with.”

“I’m glad it’s out in the open,” Keven adds. “Maybe now we can all move on.”

Silence engulfs the room as everyone absorbs the revelation.

“Who’s their
 father?” Kent asks, a few minutes later. “Have you met him?” He looks to Kaden and Keven with inquisitive eyes.

“That’s not important.” Alex’s words are urgent. “He was incapable of being a father to my children, and he abandoned me when I needed him the most. That’s all you need to know.”

Kaden and Keven share a loaded look, and Alex perceptibly stiffens. James narrows his eyes suspiciously. “What did you do?”

Keven squirms in his seat and Kaden draws an exaggerated breath. They lock eyes and some unspoken communication filters between them. Kaden crosses his arms over his chest. “We met him.”

Alex shrieks, clamping a hand over her mouth as her eyes widen in alarm.

“And Mom is right,” Keven supplies. “Nothing good came from meeting that man.”

James hops up and walks out of the room. Alex is in shocked submission, sitting rigidly still on the couch while a dazed Kalvin does his best to bolster her. No one makes a move to go after James. Call me soft, but I don’t think that’s right or fair, so I climb to my feet and follow him out of the room.

I find him in the games room, his forehead pressed to the wall, his body heaving as painful sobs rip through him. My emotions are skittering all over the place, and I’ve never felt so disconnected from myself and so unsure of how to act.

This man slept with my mother. His sister.
 He thinks he’s my father. He’s colluded with his wife to lie to his kids for years. He’s had an affair with his wife’s assistant. He’s so caught up in the complicated mess he helped create that he’s incapable of being there for his sons who need him so very much.


But
, he took on another’s man’s children as if they were his own. Sacrificed his career ambitions to be a stay-at-home dad. He’s acknowledged his mistakes and he’s trying to face up to them. Inappropriate or not, he loved my mother fiercely, and he protected and cared for her after their parents died. He took me in without hesitation when I was orphaned, and he has made me feel part of his family.

He’s not a bad man—he’s simply made some bad decisions.

Looking at him now, so vulnerable and raw, it’s hard to hold onto my hatred and my revulsion. James has no one in his corner and that doesn’t sit right with me. I reach out and touch his elbow. “James.”

He stops crying, lifting his head up to look at me. The expression on his face guts me. He is in agony, and I’d be a coldhearted bitch not to react to that. I open my arms in silent invitation, and he stares at me with a myriad of different emotions flitting across his face. My heart pounds anxiously in my chest. He steps toward me, closing the gap as he accepts my hug. He holds me close, and his warmth is comforting. It’s only now I realize that I need this as much as he does. We don’t speak. We just hug. And it doesn’t feel weird. It feels natural.

“Dad?” A quiet voice speaks out from behind me. I pull back, turning around to face Keaton. “I came to see if you were okay.” James’s face lights up momentarily. Keaton looks a little uncomfortable as he shoves his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels. “I, um, know this is a shock, but I haven’t missed what’s important in all this. I know things are terrible right now but it doesn’t erase what’s come before, or what you mean to us. I wouldn’t want any other dad because you’ve always been the best.”

I step aside, paving the way for James to envelop his son in his arms.

It’s such a touching moment, and I could kiss Keaton right about now. He is the sweetest, kindest, most compassionate Kennedy of the lot, and I love him for it.
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I’m lying on my bed a half hour later when my phone rings. It’s Brad, so I pick up. “Hey.”

“Hey, you. Just checking in ‘cause you weren’t at school and the rumors are rife. Is it true? About Kal?”

“Crap. I’d hoped the news hadn’t broken yet but that was clearly wishful thinking.”

“How is he? How’s everyone?”

“I wish I knew how to answer that question, but the last twenty-four hours have been some of the most traumatic of my life.” Considering what I went through a couple of months ago, that statement is very telling. I reach around, rubbing the tense spot between my shoulder blades. My brain feels like it’s short-circuiting from the drama overload, and I wouldn’t mind getting out of here for a while. “Are you busy?”

“Nope. You want to hang out?”

“Please. Can you come get me? I’ll wait out front.”

“I’m on my way.”

Kaden and Keven are talking with Alex and James in the sitting room when I pop my head in. “I’m heading out with Brad for a while. I’ll see you later.”

“Wait a sec, Faye.” James clambers out of the chair, striding toward me. He takes my elbow and steers me out into the lobby. “I haven’t forgotten about the test.”

“It’s okay. I don’t expect you to do that today, not with everything else that’s going on.”

He tucks a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. “It’s equally as important to me.” I stare at my feet, hugely uncomfortable with the look on his face. “I’ve already put in a call, and I’m waiting to hear back. Keep your cell close in case I need to contact you.”

“Sure thing.” I give him my best effort at a smile.

“And thank you for earlier. You’ve no idea how much that meant to me.” My cheeks warm at his compliment. “I’m so sorry about all this. I know you’re still grieving, and the last thing you need is to be dragged into more distressing situations, but these issues have been festering for some time.”

“I’m not gonna lie—my head’s a total mess, and I don’t know what I feel anymore, but in a weird way, everything else that’s going on actually helps. It’s distracting me from my own crap, and I can’t help thinking that’s a really good thing.”

A firm rap thumps against the door as James opens his mouth to reply. “That’s my lift. I’ll keep an eye on my phone. See ya.”

I skip out of the house before there’s any more of the heavy stuff.

“Let’s get out of here,” I say the instant my butt hits the passenger seat.

Brad puts his foot to the pedal and floors it. “Where to?” He keeps his gaze fixed on the road as he asks.

“Anywhere.” I shrug, flipping my brunette locks over my shoulders. “I don’t mind as long as it’s quiet and I’m unlikely to bump into anyone from school.” I have to psyche myself up for that. “Just distract me, please.” I fiddle with the sound system, flicking through tracks until I find one I like.

“No problem. I can do that, and I know the perfect place.” His eyes leave the road for a quick second. “You okay?”

“Not really,” I answer truthfully.

“Wanna talk about it?”

“Yeah, but not here. Let’s wait ’til we get wherever we’re going. I need to chill for a while.”

We drive in solitude for a half hour, and I close my eyes and listen to the music, deliberately trying to force all thoughts from my mind. It’s pointless, of course, because no matter how hard I try not to think about everything going on in Chez Kennedy, it still creeps up on me, events replaying in my mind on a continual loop. There’s no escaping the haunting shadows hanging over my life.

Brad kills the engine, and I open my eyes, scanning the decent-sized parking lot that is virtually empty except for two monster trucks. The site is bordered by gigantic trees that have obviously been around since the year dot. “What is this place?” I ask.

“My dad used to take me fishing here. There are tons of trails if you fancy a walk down to the lake?”

I stretch out my body as a yawn seeps out of my mouth. “Sounds good.” I open the door and slide out of the car, zipping my coat up to my chin as a blast of cool air hits me full force in the face.

Brad retrieves his jacket and a scarf from the back seat, before locking the car. “Here.” He snakes the scarf around my neck. “You look like you could use this.”

“Thanks.” I smile up at him as he zips his jacket, thrusting his hands in his pockets.

“This way.” He offers a one-shouldered shrug and I follow his lead. We don’t talk as we walk through the forest, but the silence isn’t in any way unpleasant. Brad is so easy to be around. Intuitive and sensitive, he just gets me. Our feet crunch on debris as we saunter through the dusky, chilly forest, and the only sounds are the birds chirruping in the trees. After about twenty minutes, I detect the gentle lapping of water, and we emerge at the edge of a vast lake. A couple of men are across the way, sitting on deck chairs, with extended fishing rods snaking out into the water. Behind them, nestled in the dense forest, are fleeting glimpses of extravagant homes.

Brad guides me to a fallen log resting at the edge of the water and we sit down. He blows on his hands, rubbing them together. “I keep forgetting that the weather has turned. Probably should’ve suggested somewhere warmer.”

“It’s perfect here. Thanks for bringing me.” I gaze out at the water, watching the gentle rise and fall of the supple waves, fascinated at the way the water creeps toward us like a silent thief and then rescinds with a barely detectable whoosh. Extending my hands behind me, I sigh as I tilt my face up toward the sky, wondering what, or if, there is anything beyond the clouds. Brad is quietly watching my every move, and I’m conscious of his singular devotion. “Sometimes I imagine God up there”—I jerk my chin skyward—“like an ominous puppet master, dangling the strings as he controls our lives. Does he laugh with glee as he throws curveball after curveball, or does he solemnly watch to see how well we’ll cope?” I twist my face to Brad. “Or does he care? Is this merely a game to him?”

Brad bends over, picking up a stone and throwing it out into the lake. It skims elegantly across the top of the water before plunking into the hidden depths out of sight. “I know where you’re coming from. I’ve thought of similar things these last few months.” Brad shifts on the log, and our knees brush against one another. “I’ve often wondered why it is that some people seem to coast through life without any issues while others are dealt more than their fair share. It doesn’t seem right, but I’ve come to the conclusion that God—if he exists—sends challenges to those he believes can handle it. Like an exercise in resilience.” He picks up another stone and flings it out at the lake. “At least that’s what I tell myself to get through every day.”

I suck my lower lip into my mouth. “Hhm. That’s an interesting theory, and I’ve no idea if you’re right, but all I know is it sucks to be on the receiving end of it. Honestly, I’ve tried hard to get through the last two months, and without sounding conceited, I think I was doing okay, but now”—I emit a choked laugh—“now I’m well pissed because I’ve enough on my plate without all this new crap.” I’m horrified when a tear sneaks out of the corner of my eye. I quickly wipe it away but not before he notices.

Reaching out, he takes my hands in his strong grip. “This is more than what’s going on with Kal?”

“Yeah,” I admit, opening up and telling him everything. About James’s admission and what it seems to imply for my relationship with Ky and how it’s altered my perception of my parents. How awful the tension is back at the house due to Alex’s revelation about Kaden and Keven’s dad, James’s affair with Courtney and the fractured state of his relationship with his wife, and Kalvin’s situation which sounds grim. He listens without interruption, rubbing soothing circles on the back of my hand the whole time. I don’t hold back, and when I’ve let it all out, I feel heaps better. I needed to offload that.

“Shit, Faye.” Brad exclaims when I’ve finished talking. “I thought I’d issues but that’s totally messed up.”

I massage my temples. “I know. It’s bad when you’ve so many problems you don’t know which one to tackle first.”

“No wonder Ky hasn’t returned any of my calls today.”

“Don’t take it personally. He’s trying his best to be strong. We all are.” I kick the stones at the base of my foot.

“I’m so sorry.” I arch a brow, wondering why he feels the need to apologize. “For how I reacted over your relationship with him and the fact that you’re hurting now. I don’t like to see you so upset.” It’s true that Brad had been weirded out when he first discovered Ky and I were together. It’s majorly frowned on in these parts to date your cousin, even if it isn’t illegal. Although, I’d like to think he was coming around to the idea.

I clutch his hands tightly. “What am I going to do, Brad? If he’s my brother …” I trail off as an iron grip squeezes my heart inflicting the worst pain imaginable. I hang my head, fighting a fresh bout of tears, and I hate that too—that this nightmare has turned me into an emotional wreck when normally I pride myself on being the last girl to break down and cry.

“Hey.” Tentatively, he hauls me into his arms. “You’re one of the most resourceful people I know. You’ll figure it out.”

As I rest my head on his chest, I wish I had the same faith in me.





Chapter Five
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On the walk back, I make him faithfully promise not to breathe a word of what I’ve said to anyone. I’ve never been the type to parade my private business around town but it’s even more pertinent with this shameful secret. The less people that know the better. It’s the first occasion in my life where I’ve felt embarrassed and ashamed of my mother, and while I hate that it’s come to this, there isn’t anything I can do to change how I feel. I still don’t understand it; perhaps I never will.


What if I had grown up around Ky? Would I still love him in a totally inappropriate way? Is it hypocritical to be ashamed and disgusted of my mother and James when we could be in the same position? Would I have been strong enough to resist acting on my feelings, or would we have ended up in the exact same place? And is it wrong when it feels so right? Did my mum ask herself these questions or did she go with the flow?
 My brain unhelpfully flips these questions over and over as I walk alongside Brad, but there are no answers, and the dull pounding in my skull is all I’ve got to show for my inner analysis.

It’s only when we’re safely back in the car that I realize how brutally selfish I’ve been. Brad has plenty of his own crap to deal with, and I’ve monopolized the last hour with my “woe is me” tirade. “What’s the latest with you, anyway? Any update?” I ask.

He wrinkles his nose as he cranks the car into gear. “Nothing that can’t wait.” I may be imagining it, but his shoulders appear to stiffen. I’ve always had good observation skills, and I can tell when someone isn’t being one hundred per cent straight with me.

I twist in my seat so I’m facing him. “I spilled my guts. Now you’re up. What’s happening?”

“It’s not important. Honestly.” He gives me a quick once over. “You have enough stuff to be worrying about.”

“I swear to God, Brad, if you don’t tell me what’s going on right now, I’m going to kick you in the nuts. I don’t care that you’re driving.”

His lips curve up into a smile as one hand cups his junk. “No touching these bad boys,” he teases.

“Well?” I fold my arms sternly over my chest, deliberately ignoring his attempt at humor.

He sighs in resignation. “I got an eviction notice this weekend.”

I bolt upright. Brad had only recently confided in me about the embezzlement charges his dad is facing and how he refused to escape the country with the rest of his family, preferring to graduate and enroll in college as he’d always intended. He’s been living in the family home all alone these past few months, although he understood it was only a matter of time before the authorities seized the property. “Damn. When do you have to be out by?”

“End of the week.” His fingers clasp the steering wheel fiercely.

“What are your plans?”

He barks out a laugh. “That backseat is looking mighty cozy.”

“Absolutely not. I’ll talk to Alex when I get back.”

He turns ferocious eyes on me. “The hell you will. She’s enough troubles without adding to it. Besides, she’s done enough for me already. I’ll sort this out by myself.”

“You’re being ridiculous. You’re practically family, and they have tons of room. I know she won’t mind.”

“No.” There’s a finality to his tone. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

That totally raises my heckles. “Now you’re being an ass. Friends confide in each other.” I gesture between us with my hands. “And if this is about your pride, there’s nothing wrong with admitting you need help.”

“I said no,” he grits out.

“You are so Goddamned stubborn!”

“I said I’ll sort it!” he yells back and everything locks up inside me.

“Fine. Be a stubborn jerk. See if I care.”

A layer of tension fills the empty space between us, and neither of us speaks for the remaining duration of the journey. I nibble on my lower lip as I stare out the window.

When we turn the corner toward the house, I jerk forward in my seat, my eyes out on stalks as I scan the crowd in front of the Kennedy gates. Five TV vans and a plethora of cars are parked off the side of the road, and hordes of journalists block the entrance like hungry vultures in desperate need of a feed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I slink down in my seat, hurriedly covering my face with my hair.

“Damned parasites!” Brad seethes, honking the horn in an attempt to clear a path in front of the gate. He whips out his cell, punching in some numbers quickly. “Hey, man. It’s me. I’m with Faye at the gate, but I don’t want to input the code as this place is swarming with reporters. Cool, thanks.”

“I noticed a black SUV trailing us about ten miles out,” he admits, pocketing his phone. “Now I know why.”

“What?” I spin in my seat. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You weren’t exactly talking to me, and I didn’t want to concern you.”

I scowl at him. “I’d have thought you know me better by now.”

“Please, Faye. I don’t want to fight with you.”

“Grand.” I huff, slinking farther in my seat as I notice the prying lens of a camera pointing into the car. Brad sticks his middle finger up, and I can’t stop the laugh from bubbling out of my mouth.

“Put your head down between your knees,” he instructs, and I obey without argument. The last thing I want is my face projected across TV screens. I like my anonymity, and I have plenty of reasons for not wanting the press to know who I am or where I come from.

A few minutes, and several blasts of the horn later, Brad eases the car through the gates and up the driveway. “You can come up for air now.”

I take a fleeting look over my shoulder, watching the baying crowds back at the gate. “That was insane.”

“Get used to it. Word is obviously out.”

Ky is waiting at the front entrance when we pull up. Butterflies flood my stomach at the sight of him, and blood thunders through my veins. A piercing ache stabs me clear through the heart. Simply seeing him hurts so much.

My fingers are curled around the door handle when Brad places his hand on my elbow. “Wait a sec.” I turn around. “I don’t want to leave things like this between us. I know you want to help, and I love you for that, but I need to do this on my own.”

“I’m worried about you.”

His face softens. “Thank you, but let me sort this myself. Please.”

I hate lying to him, because there’s no way I’m letting him sleep in his car, but I can tell he isn’t going to back down so I’ve no choice. I bob my head, convincing myself it’s not so bad because I haven’t lied out loud.

“Will you be in school tomorrow? Do you want me to pick you up?” he asks.

“Yes, and I’m not sure. James said something about bodyguards earlier, so I’ll need to check with him. Plus, I don’t like the thoughts of you navigating that mob out front.”

“I’ve handled worse.” He grins.

Ky is watching us with inquisitive eyes, a concentrated frown creasing his brow.

“I’d better go.” I dart forward and press a light kiss to his cheek. “Thanks for today. I needed that.”

His smile expands. “Glad to help.” He tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “I know it seems like your world has turned upside down, but you’ll get through this. I can relate and, with time and perspective, it does get easier.”

“I hope so.” I offer him a weak smile as I climb out of his car, purposely avoiding Ky’s penetrating gaze as he stalks toward Brad’s side.

I slip into the house quietly and head toward my room. Silence surrounds me and I briefly wonder where everyone is. Throwing myself onto my bed, I bury my head in the duvet. My phone pings in my pocket and I fumble for it. It’s Rach and Jill calling, my two best friends from back home. I hold the vibrating phone in my hand, staring at it like it’s some alien object. Even though the girls are basically my surrogate sisters, I can’t summon the courage to answer. Because I won’t be able to conceal my distress and I’ll have to tell them everything, and I’m not ready for that. I needed to get all the crap off my chest earlier, and I knew Brad was a safe bet—that he wouldn’t judge me or betray my trust, but it’s different with my Irish friends. Jill and Rach practically lived in my house, and they were super fond of my parents, of Mum, in particular. I don’t want them to know what she did and not solely because I know it will tarnish their memory of her.

It’s also because I’m so ashamed.

My mum willingly slept with her brother, and that knowledge makes me so sick.

But what’s even worse is the thought that I could be a chip off the old block.

Like mother, like daughter.

Because if Ky turns out to my brother, how the hell can I stay away from him when I already love him so much?
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I must’ve nodded off because the next thing I’m aware of is a persistent knocking on my door. “Faye,” James calls out. “Can I come in?”

“Sure,” I reply in a sleep-drenched voice, sitting up and pushing clumps of knotty hair out of my eyes.

James steps into the room. “Sorry for disturbing you, but I wanted to let you know that a specialist medical team is on the way. We thought it best to conduct the DNA testing here.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“They’ll arrive in twenty minutes if you want to freshen up.”

I recall episodes of crime shows I’ve watched on TV. “Are they just going to swab my mouth or something?”

“I think they’ll probably take blood samples from both of us too.”

I absentmindedly scratch my head. “Fine. Come get me when they’re here.”

I brush my teeth and drag a comb through my hair. Once I’ve pulled on a fresh pair of jeans and a sweater, I set out for Ky’s room. Brad said he didn’t want me to talk to Alex, but he said nothing about Ky. Okay, I’m splitting hairs but hopefully he’ll get over it. Ky isn’t in his room, so I try the second most likely place.

The whirring noise of equipment greets me as I push open the door to the gym. Predictably, Ky is standing up on the bike, his feet working a hundred miles an hour. His workout shirt is in a discarded heap on the floor, and his muscular back glistens with sweat. My core pulses with need, and an indulgent moan escapes my lips as I close my eyes and pray for strength I’m terrified I don’t have.

When I reopen my eyes, Ky is peering at me over his shoulder. Beads of sweat dot his forehead, and his cheeks are flushed red with exertion. The bike slows down and he jumps off, grabbing a towel from the handlebars and wiping it across his slick brow. He walks toward me but I hold out a palm to stop him. “Stay right there.” I step back, flattening my body to the wall. My knees have turned to jelly, and the firm concrete against my spine is the only thing keeping me upright.

My attraction to Ky has always been off the charts, and it’s taking every morsel of self-control not to fling myself into his arms. I rub the sore spot over my chest as I force my eyes to the floor. “I need to talk to you about Brad. He’s being evicted from his house on Friday, and he has nowhere to go. I told him I’d speak to your mom, but he went apeshit on me.”

I sense Ky’s presence in front of me before his shadow darkens the floor, alerting me to his proximity. “Faye.” His voice is barely more than a whisper.

Despite my better judgment, I look up. My eyes follow a line from the defined ridges of his perfect abs, over his broad chest and shoulders, up to his stunning face. His mouth parts ever so slightly and visions of sucking his lower lip between my teeth resurrect to taunt me. I stare at his mouth, remembering how amazing he tastes, how silky smooth his lips feel moving against mine, and how luxuriant his tongue is when it caresses mine. I almost choke on the anguished lump in my throat.

Then I make a fatal mistake.

I immerse myself in his eyes.

Everything I’m feeling is perfectly mirrored in his gaze, and my heart thumps wildly in my chest. My fingers twitch with potent need, and my chest visibly inflates as my breath rushes out in transparent need. Every molecule of my being craves the boy in front of me, and the fact that I can’t act on that urge is killing me.

Holy crap. I am totally losing the plot.

My errant emotions have complete control over me, and I hate feeling so disconnected from myself and from him. Ky is the only person who understands me. Who completes me. The first time we met, we saw inside one another in a way that is inexplicable. There’s a dark, empty void in both of us that calls out to one another. An unspoken, undefined connection that irrevocably links us. We belong together.
 There’s no other truth that resonates more fully.

Uncertainty and pain is written all over his face, and I know he longs to touch me. It’s the same for me with him. He takes another step forward, until we are toe to toe, and my breath hitches. We stare at one another—deep, addictive, hankering stares—and I can scarcely breathe over the burning longing infusing every cell, every nerve ending, every nook and cranny. This is awful and I don’t know how much I can take before I crack. Having to revert to where we were a few weeks ago is almost unbearable. Anticipation wafts through the air, interlaced with an undercurrent of danger that is alluring and intoxicating. Ky and I have always fed off that dangerous vibe we share, and it’s never been more precarious than right now.

He lowers his face toward mine, and I shutter my eyes. I’m terrified and excited and disgusted and turned-on all at the same time. He presses his forehead to mine, and that tiny touch ignites the fire inside me. His seductive breath oozes over my skin, tempting and taunting me, and I almost cry out in frustration. My heart pounds frantically, and we’re only a hairsbreadth from one another.

It would take nothing to close the tiny gap between us.

To press my body against his. To place my palm over his chest and feel the pulsing of his heart against my hand. To tilt my head up and claim a kiss. To bury my tongue in his mouth and allow his taste to overpower me. To make me forget everything. To help him forget everything.

Yes, it would take nothing to do that, to take that, but I can’t.

Instead, I thrust my hands in my pockets to stop myself from reaching for him. “This is the worst form of torture,” I whisper, still refusing to open my eyes. If I do that, I know I won’t be able to resist.

“This is going to be much harder than I thought,” he rasps, threading his fingers in my hair. “I miss you so much already.”

“Stop, Ky. Please. Don’t touch me.” I don’t mean it. I don’t want him to stop, but my self-control is floundering, and one of us has to halt this before it goes any further.

I love you so much.

The words hang on my tongue, and I want to tell him so badly but I can’t. I’m seconds away from losing it as it is.

“I love you,” he whispers in that hypnotic voice I adore. “It can’t be wrong. It just can’t be. Not when it feels like this.”

My dissolve crumbles and I bury my head in his chest with an audible whimper.

“I’m sorry, baby,” he whispers, rubbing his hands up and down my spine. “I’m sorry I’m weak, but I want to be here for you, and it’s killing me that I can’t.”

My arms lock around his waist, and I practically mold my body to his, wanting our embrace to never end.

He could be your brother.

I freeze the instant that thought lodges in my mind. Summoning the last vestiges of my strength, I let go, pushing him gently away. Finally, I open my eyes, and I’m startled to see his eyes soaked in such naked emotion. Ky doesn’t let many people see the real him, and I’m still awed whenever he shows himself to me. But his vulnerability on this occasion is so visceral, so raw, and coming straight from his heart, it guts me. I hate that he’s suffering as much as I am. I hate this situation, but we have to find strength from somewhere. We need to do the right thing. “You don’t want to be like him, remember? We are stronger than this.”

Ky’s face contorts and for one horrendous, breath-stealing moment, I think he’s going to break down. I’m not sure I’m resilient enough to deal with that. At the last second, he pulls himself together. Stepping back, he creates some much-needed distance between us. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so fucking weak.”

“You’re not, and I’m struggling too. You’re definitely not in this alone.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “You were right earlier. We have to stay away from one another because we can’t give into our feelings.”

His mournful eyes pierce mine. “I know.” He laughs drily. “You’ve brought everything to the surface again, Faye. After months of feeling dead inside, I feel everything
. And that’s both wonderful and fucking awful at the same time.” Determination replaces the previous look on his face. “But I can do better and I will because that’s what you need. This won’t happen again.”

“You’ll talk to your mom about Brad?”

“Of course, and then I’ll speak to him. I’ll smooth things over, so don’t worry about that, okay.”

I shoot him a small smile. “Thank you.” I turn to leave, but at the last second, I spin back around to face him. To hell with it. I may regret this, but I think I’ll regret it worse if I don’t say it now. “For the record, I love you too.” Then I race out of the room before he can acknowledge or respond to my statement in any way.

As I sit in a chair in James’s study ten minutes later, with a strap around my arm and a needle in my vein, I’m not sorry that I told Ky I loved him. I know we may both pay for it later, but he needed to hear that from me. The doc has said it will take two weeks to receive the test results—even with James paying for a rush job—and I hope my profession of love helps him get through the period of separation. I’m going to cling to his love like a lifeboat, because it feels like the only thing that can keep me afloat in the difficult days ahead.





Chapter Six
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James shows up at the house bright and early the next morning. Alex has already left for work. He introduces us to our personal bodyguards and gives us a lengthy lecture on the dangers of foregoing our protective detail. The mob at the gates has apparently doubled in size overnight, and James has warned us to expect tails. As if it isn’t bad enough that I have to be chauffeur-driven to the school door, now I’ll have a shadow too. Great.

“I’ve spoken with Principal Carter,” James tells me, planting a large hand on my shoulder as he ushers me toward the front door. “She has approved the installation of additional security at the front gates which will keep the media off school grounds. Lenny here”—he motions toward the broad-shouldered man with the crew cut and sharp black suit waiting outside—“will escort you to and from the school property. I’d advise minimal excursions outside of school, and you should reconsider your job.”

I swing a defiant look his way. “No way! I’m not giving up my job. Not if you expect me to hold onto my sanity. Lenny can stand guard outside Legends if it makes you feel any better.”

James rolls his eyes. “I’d a feeling you might say that.” I scowl, and he raises his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Fine, fine! But if there are any issues, we will
 be discussing this more seriously, young lady.”

All the small hairs lift on the back of my neck at the fatherly tone he’s adopting. I’m nowhere near ready to contemplate the implications of that. My face drops and James’s expression softens. He presses a kiss to my forehead. “Try not to worry and come to me if you have difficulty with anything. I’m here for you.”

The others hover in the background, watching the scene unfolding in front of them, and that makes me hugely self-conscious. Kent slants a vicious glance my way, and I sigh. As if he needs any other reason to hate me. He is still giving me the cold shoulder for breaking up his little sex party last week.

I step toward Kal and enclose my arms around his stiff body. I’d called into his room last night to see how he was, but he was either asleep or avoiding me, and I didn’t want to push it. I’m so worried about him—he didn’t utter a word during breakfast, and he barely managed to eat either. “Good luck today.” I kiss his cheek. “Don’t forget we love you and we believe you. Ignore the assholes in school. Nothing they say matters, okay?”

His arms tighten around my waist, and that’s the only type of response I get. As I shuck out of his embrace, I share a concerned look with Ky.

“I’ll watch out for him,” he mouths.

I’m lost in my head the entire journey to school, and I’m working hard to maintain a serene inner peace because I’m going to need it to get through this day. I don’t need an overactive imagination to visualize what’s lying in store for me. My fingers drum off the seat as my foot taps anxiously off the floor. Every so often, I spot Lenny looking at me from the passenger seat. If my fidgety behavior bothers him, he can screw off. He’s being paid enough, I’m sure.

As Max eases the Merc around the bend and Wellesley Memorial High School appears in my line of vision, my stomach churns sourly, and I fear the contents of my breakfast may be about to make an unwelcome reappearance. I tap out a quick message to Brad to let him know I’m here as Max glides the car past three reporters lingering on the pavement outside the school. I duck my head down in time, grateful that I seem to have escaped the interest of the main news outlets. That doesn’t bode well for my cousins, though. I can only imagine the vultures awaiting them at Old Colonial.

The front entrance is thronged with students hurrying into the building, and I cringe as Max brings the car to a halt directly in front of the steps. Could he be any more obvious?
 My innards twist into knots, and I genuinely think I’m going to be sick. This reminds me too much of those months when I used to dread going to school, contemplating what hideous torture Daniel and Vera were waiting to inflict on me.

I can’t go back to that.

I won’t go back to that.

I’m stronger than this.

With renewed determination, I slide out of the car and walk with my shoulders back and my head up toward Brad, ignoring the hushed whispers and pointed fingers. Brad is leaning against a pillar, smiling at my approach.

“Hey, beautiful.” He slings his arm around my shoulders and smacks a loud kiss against my cheek. I lean back, staring at him in confusion. “Fake boyfriend, remember?” he whispers.

I’d forgotten all about our little arrangement. Ky and Brad both felt it was a good idea for Brad to pretend to be my boyfriend to deflect some of the heat from Peyton and her cronies. I figure I need that insulation now more than ever, so I stretch up, snaking my arms around his neck as I press my mouth to his ear. “I do now. We should probably set some ground rules at lunch.” Noticing tons of inquisitive eyes, I grip his neck tighter with one hand and run my fingers through his hair with the other.

He goes still. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

He takes my hand and leads me into the corridor waiting by my locker as I gather the books I need.

Brad plays the part of dutiful boyfriend to a T. Except I doubt there’s much performing involved. Brad is a natural—perfect boyfriend material—if only I swung that way.

The morning flies by quite fast and rather uneventfully, apart from the odd snide comment hurled at me in the corridor in between classes. Lunchtime, however, is a whole other ballgame.

Brad and I take our usual seats in the cafeteria, avoiding the hostile glares from the girls at the end of the table. “How’s she hanging, girlfriend?” Rose asks, giving me a quick one-armed hug as she claims a seat across from us.

“It’s hanging,” I deadpan, playing with the food on my plate. My appetite is effectively slaughtered as I try not to cower under the weight of so many stares. “Is it my imagination or is everyone looking at me?” Rose sends me a sympathetic look. “Not my imagination?”

“’Fraid not.” She scoops up a mouthful of pasta. “Ignore them and they’ll go away.”

Brad snakes his arm around my waist and draws me in close to his side, kissing the top of my head. “We’ve got your back, babe.”

Rose’s fork clangs off the table as her mouth hangs open. “What the heck did I miss the last couple of days?” Her gaze bounces between us.

“I’ll tell you later.” I wink conspiratorially.

Zoe plops into the empty chair beside Rose and I visibly stiffen. Zoe is Lana’s best friend and the last person I expected to sit with me. Silence engulfs the room, and everyone waits with bated breath to see how I’ll react. “What are you doing?” I hiss.

“Eating lunch.” In typical Zoe fashion, she looks at me with her “duh” face on.

I lean forward on the table. “Have you heard from her?”

“Nope.” She grimaces. “Not sure I want to either.”

I frown. “What do you mean by that?”

Zoe looks around, before leaning across the table. “Look, I’m not your cousin’s biggest fan,” she whispers, and I snort. That’s putting it mildly. She and Kal are like two hangry grizzly bears whenever they meet. Butting heads is par for the course with those two. “But what Lana’s doing is wrong.”

Icy chills rip up and down my spine. “What do you know?”

Zoe looks around her again. “Not here. Can you meet me after school? I’ve got an hour before the vigil. I’ll explain then.”

“Okay.” Our heads are almost touching and we’re in our own little bubble which is why I don’t see or hear Peyton approaching until she’s on top of me.

Something wet and cold slides down my back, and I jump up, knocking my chair over in the process. “What the hell?” I peek over my shoulder, spotting the rivulets of brown liquid sluicing down my back, staining my white sweater.

“Oops. My soda spilled. My bad.” Her smirking grin is nothing new, and I’m tempted to dump my glass of OJ in her face, but then all hell will break loose, and I’m really not in the mood for dealing with Addison’s trashy cousin today.

“Grow up, you idiot.” I tug my wet sweater up and over my head. My white vest is technically lingerie but it can easily pass as outerwear until I reach my locker where I now have a stash of clothes for occasions like this.

“Wear this, babe.” Brad hands me his hastily removed sweater, gesturing sideways with a subtle nudge of his head. My gaze lands on the table where most of his football teammates sit with drool on their faces. “Best not to give them another show,” Brad murmurs in my ear.

“Going for sloppy seconds again, Brad, hhmm?” Peyton asks with a conniving sneer as panic climbs up my throat. What the hell does she mean by that? She can’t know about Ky and me? Can she?


“I’d watch that nasty mouth of yours, if I was you, Peyton,” Brad replies coolly. “It’s liable to get you in a lot of trouble one of these days. And you should be careful before you start slinging mud. Not unless you’re prepared to have it thrown back at you.”

“What’s going on, McConaughey?” Lance, Peyton’s boyfriend and Memorial’s quarterback wanders over to our table. Peyton nestles under his arm, sending me another smug look.

“You need to ask your girlfriend that question, Fielding, and while you’re at it, tell her to lay off my girl.”

“Your girl?” Lance quirks a brow as his greedy gaze fixates on my chest.

“Put that on,” Brad says through gritted teeth, thrusting his sweater at me again. “Yeah, my girl.” He moves in front of me, shielding me with his impressive body. “Eyes up, Lance, unless you’re happy for me to eye fuck your girl’s tits in return.” I shuck Brad’s sweater on and stand beside him, threading my fingers in his. Brad’s mouth lifts in a half sneer as his eyes roam briefly over Peyton’s chest. “Second thoughts, I’d rather keep my lunch down.”

A muscle pulses in Lance’s jaw, and I squeeze Brad’s hand in caution. I don’t want to cause any issues for him with the football team.

“I’ll let you have this one time, man, but don’t push it with me. Either of you.” Lance’s gaze alternates between us.

“Keep your woman away from mine, and we’ll have no problem.” Brad doesn’t back down, and I respect him so much for that.

“Consider it sorted, bro.” They high-five, and I somehow resist the urge to roll my eyes.

Peyton is biting her lip, clearly furious this didn’t go her way. It pleases me no end. Already this fake boyfriend scenario is paying dividends. “You shouldn’t scowl. It’ll give you wrinkles,” I tell her, shouldering my bag.

“Faye,” Brad mutters a warning under his breath.

I smile sweetly at him, in a great mood all of a sudden. Keeping a hold of my hand, he leads me out of the cafeteria. “I do not understand what Lance sees in that spiteful bitch.” Brad shakes his head, guiding me toward my locker.

“I bet she fucks like a porn star,” I joke. “She’s had plenty of practice, no doubt.”

Brad barks out a laugh. “Miaow. You certainly don’t need those claws sharpened.”

“I’ve dealt with my fair share of Peytons. I know the type and how to deal with them.” I rifle through my locker until I find a spare hoodie. My vest lifts as I tug Brad’s sweater up over my head. My hair flies around my face, blocking my vision. I’m untangling the mess when I feel a surge of warmth against my belly. Brad’s fingers linger on my skin as he slowly pulls the hem of my vest down. An undercurrent zips through the air making me uncomfortable. “I got it.” I remove his hand from my stomach, thrusting his sweater at him.

He shuffles nervously from foot to foot. “Um, sorry.”

I zip my hoodie halfway up my body so the lacy edge of my vest is showing. “Thanks for standing up for me back there,” I say, choosing to ignore whatever just happened.

“No problem.” He makes eye contact with me, looking a little sheepish. His piercing blue eyes probe mine with intensity. “Do you want to head outside?”

I scrunch my nose. “Not particularly.” I’m afraid to even poke my head outside for fear the vultures will have expanded exponentially. “I’m going to try and wash out some of the sticky shit in my hair.”

Brad walks with me, and I’m just pushing the bathroom door open when the sounds of approaching footfalls tickle my eardrums. “There you are!” Rose sprints toward us. “Wanted to check you were okay.”

“I’m grand.” Brad and Rose both grin. “I’m fine
.” I enunciate the word, rolling my eyes as I do. “I just need to clean up.”

“I’ll wait here,” Brad confirms, and I step into the bathroom with Rose hot on my heels.

I stick my head in the sink and turn on the taps, running my fingers through the icky soda mess in my hair.

“Here.” Rose hands me a towel from her bag. “I always keep a spare in case I can fit in a few lengths in the pool.”

“Thanks.” I wrap my head in the towel and straighten up. “So what have people been saying all day?”

“You sure you want to hear?”

“Yep.” I rub the towel over and back across my head. “I’d rather know so I can prepare myself. So far it’s been low key, but I’m sure that won’t last.”

She props her butt against the counter. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say this town was waiting for something like this to happen. I swear I’ve never seen such a swift turnaround in opinion. All I’ve heard all morning is how the Kennedys had it coming to them and that Kalvin clearly takes after his womanizing father. Sympathy for Lana is huge.” I sigh, rubbing my head more vigorously. “Is it true that James cheated on Alex?” she asks, and my hands stop moving.

“That’s
 out in the open?”

Rose extracts a crumpled paper from her bag. “My parents still insist on a real paper. Thought you might like to see it.” I take a glimpse over my shoulder. “No one is here but us,” she assures me. “I checked when we came in, and I locked the door.”

The headline stares mockingly at me. THE KENNEDY CURSE STRIKES AGAIN. I skim the article which focuses on James’s alleged affair with an employee of Kennedy Apparel—thankfully, Courtney’s name isn’t mentioned, although I’m sure it won’t take long for them to identify his mistress—and references Kal’s arrest for rape and sexual assault.

“How do they get their hands on this stuff so fast?” I shake my head in frustration as I hand the paper back to Rose. “You can burn that.”

Her tongue darts out and she wets her lips. “Is it true? About Kal and Lana?” she asks quietly.

“No. Kal is a lot of things but he’s no rapist.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.” She folds her arms over her chest. “What was Zoe saying back there?”

“She implied that she knows something is fishy, but she didn’t want to say anything in front of a packed cafeteria. I’m meeting her after school to find out more.”

“I don’t get it. Lana never struck me as the dishonest type. Why would she make up such an allegation if it weren’t true?”

“I don’t know, Rose.” I fold up the towel and hand it back to her. “But I fully intend to find out.”





Chapter Seven
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“Kennedy scum!” A boy with grungy shoulder-length hair shouts at me as I close my locker door at the end of the day.

“Is that the best you can do?” I shout back at him, flipping my middle finger up.

A muscular arm snakes around my waist from behind, and I flinch. “Relax,” Brad says. His warm breath leaks over my skin, and I shiver involuntarily. “It’s only me.”

“We need to discuss boundaries,” I murmur, unnerved by the level of touchy-feely stuff going on already.

“Peyton and Lance are watching,” he whispers, nuzzling my hair with his nose.

I turn in his arms, locking my hands around his neck as he presses me back against the locker. “Alrighty then. Let’s give ’em a show but no kissing on the mouth,” I whisper back.

Brad dips his head to my neck and starts planting a trail of feathery-soft kisses across my skin. I throw my head back, moaning, as I lift my leg up to his waist. His hand grips my thigh, holding my leg in place, as his lips continue to worship my neck. Shivery tingles flood my body, and bile swirls in my mouth.

Faking it is one thing, but actually enjoying it is another matter entirely. I need to shut this down before it escalates.

Looking behind Brad, I spot Lance’s and Peyton’s attentive gazes. “That’s enough,” I rasp, lightly pressing on Brad’s shoulders. “They’re buying it.”

He straightens up, snatching my bag and swinging it over his shoulder. Gripping my hand, he urges me forward. “Let’s ditch this place.”

He doesn’t need to say it twice.

Zoe is waiting for me outside, just in front of the entrance. “Where do you want to talk?”

Max steps out of the waiting car, opening the door for me. My eyes flit to the gates, and I notice the growing media swarm outside. “Let’s talk in the car,” I suggest, walking toward it with my hand still in Brad’s. Once we are all seated inside, I ask Max to park around the back of the school, and he raises the privacy screen without complaint.

“Right.” I swivel around to face Zoe. “What do you know?”

“Lana’s lying.”

Tell me something I hadn’t already figured out. “Why? And what exactly happened with her and Kal because I know something was going on between them.”

Zoe crosses one knee over the other. “Lana has been in love with Kalvin since they were little kids. Honestly, it was borderline obsession at times. She has gone on dates over the years, but even if she liked the boy, she always stopped it before it could become serious. She always said she was saving herself for Kal.”

“And he knew this?”

“Not at first, but I’m pretty sure she told him that lately.” She looks absently out the window. “I knew, with his rep, she was going to get hurt, but she wouldn’t listen to reason.”

“That’s why you don’t like him.”

She gives me her undivided attention. “As far as I’m concerned, he’s been stringing her along these past few months, and she didn’t deserve that.”

“What exactly went down?”

“She plucked up the courage a few months ago to tell him how she felt. At first, he brushed her off, but then he said he had feelings for her too, but he didn’t know if he could commit to one girl.” A dour expression wafts over her face. “Spoken like a true player,” she snarls. “Anyway, they kissed a bunch of times, even though there were no labels or exclusivity or anything, but Lana kept on hoping. A month ago, she told me he’d said he loved her and he wanted to give them a try, but he wanted to keep their relationship secret because his mom wouldn’t approve.” Zoe scoffs again, and the more she talks, the angrier she’s getting. “I can’t believe I’m actually helping him because thinking about all the shit he put her through is almost enough to convince me he deserves to be locked up.” She scowls.

“Go on,” I implore, deliberately ignoring her little anti-Kal outburst.

“So, Lana was all ‘heads in the cloud’ in love, and she gave him her virginity because he promised her there was no one else for him, that he was done messing about with other girls.” Zoe pierces me with hateful eyes. “Then Addison told her that Kal had come on to her and she’d slept with him. It broke Lana’s heart, and she was inconsolable. She told me he was going to pay for playing her like a fool, and I guess she came up with the perfect revenge.”

“I bloody knew it! I knew that bitch had a hand in this somewhere.” I’m seething.

“I told Lana not to trust Addison, but she fell for it completely. I mean, I don’t even know if it’s true!” My face betrays me, and Zoe’s eyes flare with liquid hatred. “Your cousin is a fucking asshole.” Her skin turns puce.

“There’s more to it than you think. Addison is playing some angle to get Ky back, and she set Kal up, pounced on him when he was drunk. He hates himself for it.”

“Oh, boohoo! Drunk or not, he should’ve kept it in his pants!”

“I know, and he’s an idiot, but he’s not a rapist, and no matter how much you hate him, it isn’t right that he’s being accused of something he didn’t do. Unless Lana said he did?”

Zoe trails a hand through her hair as she sighs. “Nope, she never said that. Things were pretty strained between us after she told me what Addison had said, and I was pissed that she wouldn’t listen to me. I’ve been her friend for years, and that bitch blows in, spouting crap, and Lana believes her in a heartbeat. I was so freaking mad.”

“That’s understandable, and ordinarily, I don’t think Lana would’ve been swayed by Addison, but she was clearly brokenhearted and vulnerable, and Addison used that to her advantage,” I surmise.

“That’s her usual MO, but I don’t know how you’re going to prove anything.” Brad cuts in for the first time.

“Can you try talking Lana around?” I suggest.

Zoe shakes her head. “I have no way of contacting her. Her cell is disconnected, and she’s shut down all her social media accounts. It’s as if she’s disappeared off the face of the earth.”

“Would you testify? Would you tell the court what you told us?”

Her face contorts unpleasantly. “I’d really rather not, but … if the case goes ahead and I’m needed, then I’ll do it.” She looks down at her lap. “I can’t stand your cousin, but he doesn’t deserve to go to jail just ’cause he’s a jerk. Besides, I will always be on the side of justice.”

“Thank you.” I take her hands in mine. “I appreciate it.”

Brad leans forward in his seat. “Is this about Jessie, too?”

I’m startled when moisture starts to form in Zoe’s eyes. “A little.”

“Who’s Jessie?” I ask with a frown.

“She was my cousin.” Zoe sniffs, and I shoot a curious look at Brad.

“Jessie was kidnapped and found a week later, buried in the woods. Today is the one-year anniversary,” Brad quietly explains.

“I’m so sorry, Zoe. I didn’t know.”

She stares at me as she speaks but it’s like she’s looking right through me. “Another girl went missing around the same time, two years previously. The police are clueless. They still have no leads, and no one has been arrested for their murders. It isn’t right!” Her voice raises an octave. “How can someone get away with that?”

We don’t respond because there are no words. There is absolutely nothing either one of us could say that would make her feel better.

She creaks her neck. “I better go. The vigil is starting soon.” She wipes under her eyes. “Let me know if you need me to talk to the police or your cousin’s attorney.”

She has one foot out the door when I clasp her elbow. “Wait. Can we come? To the vigil?”

She shrugs. “Free country. Do what you like.” Aaannnd
 the familiar Zoe is back in her body. She walks away without another word or look.

After checking in with James, and okaying it with Lenny and Max, Brad and I attend the vigil which is being held in a little hall at the back of the school building. Jessie was a student here, and according to Brad, she was a sweet girl who never harmed a fly. News of her murder was a massive shock.

A framed picture of a pretty girl with dark hair and blue eyes rests on an elevated stand at the top of the room. A bunch of assorted flower arrangements surround the photo, along with some personal affects including a Wellesley Memorial sweater, a worn-looking teddy bear, a One Direction poster, and a sketch pad. My heart aches for the sweet girl whose life was ended before it had properly begun.
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I hunt Ky down the minute I return to the house, determined that I can talk to him without losing the run of myself. He needs to hear what Zoe confided in us. “Come in,” he calls out in that rich, hypnotic voice of his when I knock on his bedroom door. All my lady bits rejoice, and I silently caution myself to get with the program. Drawing a long breath, I open the door and step into his domain.

Ky is sprawled across his disheveled bed, hurriedly pulling a shirt on over his bare chest. But he wasn’t fast enough, and I’ve witnessed enough to stir the usual longing inside me. His tantalizing flesh glistens invitingly, and I bite down hard on my lower lip, almost drawing blood. I close the door, purely because I don’t want anyone else to hear what I have to say, but being in his room, alone with him, is far too intimate, and already my resolve is wavering.

Focus, Faye. Mind out of the gutter!

“How did today, go?” He scoots to the edge of the bed, swinging his bare feet to the floor.

“Fine, apart from Peyton drenching me in Coke, but that had nothing to do with Kal and everything to do with me.”

Ky’s eyes narrow. “I might need to have a word with Fielding again.”

I slump to the ground where I stand, leaning my back against the door, with my knees pulled up to my chest. “No need. Brad sorted it.”

A glimmer of annoyance and something else flashes across Ky’s face. Before he can get mad or jealous or release whatever it is he’s feeling, I jump in with a question of my own. “How bad was it in Old Colonial today?”

Ky rests his face in his chin. “Pure hell.” I wince. “I spent the entire day trying to keep Kent out of fights and the rest of the time I was glued to Kal’s side. The whole school has gone insane, and we’re public enemy number one. Not that I can blame them. Getting in and out of the school grounds was akin to fighting your way across an open battlefield. Reporters swarmed the car when we were trying to leave.” He shakes his head. “Fun and games.” Air whooshes out of his mouth.

“How is he?”

“Not good, Faye. I could barely get two words out of him all day. I’ve never seen him like this and it’s scaring me.”

“I’ll try talking to him. See if I can get him to open up.”

“Thanks.”

An uneasy silence fills the air. I clear my throat. “I had an interesting conversation with Zoe today.”

His head tips up and his eyes spark to life. “Yeah?”

“She knows Lana is lying.” I proceed to tell him everything Zoe imparted. When I get to Addison’s involvement, Ky’s whole face and demeanor changes. He holds himself rigidly still, and a muscle snaps in his taut jaw. If looks could kill, Addison would be stone-cold dead by now. “I don’t know what you did to that girl, but she sure as shit is out to ruin this family.”

Ky hops up. “I didn’t do anything except fall for the bitch!” He starts pacing the room, and steam is practically billowing out of his ears.

“I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have voiced that.” I climb to my feet, fighting the almost irresistible urge to rush to his side and reassure him. “I should go.”

“Forget it. I’m overly sensitive right now.” He scrubs his stubbly jaw. “I’d prefer if you kept this conversation between us. I’ll tell Dad so he can pass it on to Kal’s legal team, but I don’t want you to tell Kal. I don’t want to get his hopes up for nothing. At the end of the day, it will be Zoe’s word against Lana’s, so I’m not sure how helpful it will be.”

“Surely, it’s got to count for something? She’s Lana’s oldest friend and she’s never been a supporter of Kal so the fact she’s willing to speak out on his behalf says a lot.”

He shrugs. “Maybe. It all depends on the evidence the prosecution present.”

Having said what I came in here to say, I reach for the door. “I suppose so. Anyway, I’d better go.” Before the craving to kiss him hits me full whack in the face.

“Wait.” Ky rushes toward me, and I instinctively shrink back. A pained look crosses his face.

“It’s not like that,” I rush to reassure him. “It’s only th—”

“I know.” He sighs wearily. “Look, leave Addison to me, okay? I’ll handle her.” My cheeks pucker sourly. “I mean it, Faye. I don’t know what she’s up to now, but I don’t want you involved. Promise me.”

I want to, but I don’t trust Addison around him. She knows how to push all his buttons, and I want to protect him
. “I can’t make that promise, Ky.”

He lets loose a string of colorful curses as he invades my personal space. “Goddammit, Faye. For once, can you please just do something I ask.” His tone is frustrated, and that rubs me wrong.

“Why can’t I protect you
 from her?”

He exhales loudly. “Because I know how her mind works, and this is all tied up with me.”

“And that’s exactly why you should steer clear of her. She’ll suck you in and trap you again.”

His face relaxes. “That’s what you’re worried about?” He leans in, pressing his forehead against mine. My heart skyrockets, slamming against my ribcage. “I’ve told you I love you. You’re the only one for me, so if that’s what you’re worried about, stop it. You have no reason to be concerned in that regard.”

His warm breath snakes over my skin, clouding my senses. “But what if we’re … if you’re my …”

“If that’s our reality, it’s not going to change how I feel even if I’m forced to ignore those feelings. And I won’t magically love Addison again. She’s dead to me, and she has been for a long time.”

I cup his face, ogling his lips with a craving so intense I think I could expire from it. “You really mean that?” I ask, shuttering my eyes to avoid temptation.

“Yes. Now stop worrying, and leave Addison to me.”





Chapter Eight
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Famous last words. That’s what I’m thinking as I walk on auto-pilot to the kitchen. Does it make me a bad person that I keep wishing for something life threatening to happen to Addison?
 Like she’s run over by a car or hit by lightning or someone she’s pissed off beats her up so badly that she gets amnesia and she can’t remember who Ky is? It’s not that I want her dead, per se—even I’m not that cruel—but I’d like her solidly out of the way.

Keaton slams the fridge door in a temper as I step into the kitchen. “What did the fridge ever do to you?” I joke.

“Gobbled all the food and left nothing to eat, that’s what,” he retorts with a glum face.

I open a few of the presses, and Keaton is right. The cupboards are bare too, and without Greta around, we’ll most likely starve if we’re relying on any of my cousins to shop or cook. I take a quick peek at my watch. I still have a couple of hours before my shift at the diner starts. I was planning on speaking to Kalvin, but feeding the horde of hungry men in the house seems like more of a priority at present. “I’ll make you a deal. If you come to the supermarket with me, I’ll cook you whatever you want when we get back.”

“Where do I sign up?” His eyes twinkle.

“Come on.” I loop my arm in his and drag him out of the room. “Let’s go grab some grub.”
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“Can you quit moaning for five seconds or we’ll be here half the night?” I ask Keaton after his latest bout of grumping. His patience for grocery shopping is nonexistent as I’ve discovered to my peril the last half hour. I’ve never been to a store as mammoth as this one, and it’s taking me forever to find the things I need. Plus, I’ve never shopped for so many people before, and I’m not sure if I’m adding too much or too little to the cart. A frustrated sigh slips out of my mouth. At this rate, I won’t make it to work on time. “If you stopped complaining and actually started helping, then we’d be done that much quicker.”

“Fine. You’re the boss.” He lets go of the trolley and walks to my side, nudging me in front of it. “You drive while I fetch. Tell me what we need.”

Our new system works much more effectively, and a half hour later Lenny, Max, and Keaton load the grocery bags in the boot of the Merc and we are en route back home. “How was school?” I ask once we’re settled in the backseat.

“Don’t mention the war,” Keaton deadpans. “Hopefully some other scandal will crop up soon and people will forget about ours.” He stares out the window. “The timing sucks.”

“In what way?” I’m thinking no time is a good time for stuff like this to blow up in the public domain. He messes with a loose thread on the hem of his shirt, and he’s uncharacteristically quiet. “Is there some other big secret I don’t know about?” I’m only half-joking, because, honestly, if there is more stuff waiting to come out of the closet, I’m going to freak the hell out.

“I have a girlfriend,” he blurts out a few minutes later, his cheeks flushing red.

“Cool! When do I get to meet her?”

“If she’s still my girlfriend by the end of the week, I’ll bring her over to the house this weekend.”

“You think she’s going to dump you because of everything that’s going on with the fam?” My brows nudge up.

He shrugs. “I know I probably would.”

I poke his ribs with my elbow. “Give the girl some credit. If she didn’t dump you today, I’d say you’re fine on that score.”

Lines crease his forehead as he thinks about that. “Hhm. Maybe you’re right.” He looks at me strangely.

“What?”

“I, uh, I owe you an apology.” He looks embarrassed.

“For what?”

“For the way I behaved in Nantucket.”

Understanding washes over me. When Keaton had discovered Ky and I kissing, he hadn’t taken the news of our relationship well. He’d been distinctly frosty in the following days. “You already apologized. Besides, you were perfectly entitled to react as you did.”

“That’s the thing,” he says, turning into me so our knees brush. “I shouldn’t have reacted all judgy like that. I’m ashamed that I was so closed off. I didn’t think that was the kind of person I am. I don’t want to be like that.”

Not that it matters, at the moment, because Ky and I may be over before we’ve even begun, but my natural curiosity is piqued. “Why did
 you react like that?”

He tilts his chin up until he’s eyeballing me. “This is going to sound so immature but … I was jealous.” My eyes pop wide. “Hells, not like that!! That didn’t come out right.” He laughs nervously. “I thought we were friends, and I liked that we’d bonded in a way you hadn’t with my brothers.” His cheeks stain a darker shade of red. “Then you started spending more time with Ky, and I was already annoyed over that because I wasn’t seeing as much of you. When I realized why, and what was going on between you, I … I was hurt and upset. I thought it meant that you wouldn’t have time to hang with me anymore.”

He drops his head, clearly ashamed, but I’m glad he got that off his chest. I close the gap between us and pull him into my arms, hugging him to death. “Oh, Keaton. You little idiot.” I muss up his hair. “I’ll always make time for you, and I won’t ever forget how much you helped me settle in. You will always have a very special place in my heart.” I kiss the top of his head before pulling back. His blushing is out of control, and it’s so sweet. I love that he still has this fresh-faced innocence about him and a heart brimming with goodness. It’s a vast contrast to Kent who is completely the other side of the spectrum and Keanu who is still a total enigma—I haven’t sussed out his personality yet. They may be triplets, but they couldn’t be any more different if they purposely tried.

I smile at him. “When I was growing up, I hated that I didn’t have any siblings or any other family to call my own. I had my parents driven demented asking for a baby brother or sister until my mum sat me down and explained she couldn’t have any more children.” An icy layer grabs a hold of my heart as the pleasantness of my memory is tainted with the knowledge of her deceit. But I force it aside, because this is about making Keaton feel better; this isn’t about me.

“When I imagined having a little brother, this is what I imagined it would be like.” I gesture between us. “You’re like the brother I always wished for, Keaton, and nothing or no one will ever change that.” My voice chokes as the words register in my brain. Keaton looks like he might burst with happiness.

Keaton isn’t just like
 my brother; he very well may be
 my brother.

Blinding lights go off in my mind. Wow
. I hadn’t thought of it like that before. I’ve been so consumed at the prospect of losing Kyler, and sick over what mum and James did, that I hadn’t even considered what I’d be gaining in this situation. It doesn’t lessen the blow, or ease the heartfelt pain, but it does help put certain things in perspective.

Mum may have given me my siblings after all—just not in the way she envisaged.
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“What’s all this?” Ky strides into the kitchen like he owns it. Keaton is unloading the groceries while I’ve made a start on dinner.

“What’s it look like, ass face?” Keaton playfully shoves his brother. “Faye and I went shopping because there was nothing to eat in the house.”

“How did you pay for it?” Ky asks, leaning back against the counter.

I stir fresh basil into my homemade tomato sauce. “I put it on the card your mom gave me.”

He pulls a wad of notes out of his pocket, offering it to me. “Here. Does that cover it?”

I swat his hand away. “I don’t want your money. I covered it.” It’s not as if it’s my money I used anyway, so there’s no need to big-deal it.

He frowns again. “I’ll get another bankcard off Mom for groceries so you don’t have to use your own money in future.” I don’t bother arguing as I don’t have time, but it’s blatantly obvious that my views on money differ greatly from my cousins.

“About that.” I scoop the meatballs onto the tray and place them into the oven. “I don’t mind helping out short term, but I’m going to have swim practice most days after school from next week, and with my shifts in the diner and homework, it doesn’t leave much time for housework.” I stretch my stiff back as I straighten up. “I don’t mind helping out as much as I can, but I’m not going to be able to look after this entire house singlehandedly.”

“Of course, and no one expects you to. I’ll talk to Mom and see if she’s done anything to find a new housekeeper, and in the meantime, everyone can help out with chores.”

“Sounds good, thanks.” I busy myself removing a saucepan from the press and filling it with water. Anything to avoid looking at him. Not that it makes much of a difference because the usual tingly charge electrifies the space between us. You could lead me blindfolded into a room, and I’d be able to detect Ky’s presence in a heartbeat. So far, our plan to stay out of one another’s way isn’t working so smoothly. In a house this size, it should be doable, but his presence looms large, and there doesn’t seem to be any getting away from that.

“Where should I put this, sis?” Keaton asks, holding up a bag of rice. I almost choke on a cough, and Ky’s eyes dart wide in alarm.

“Over there.” I point at a cupboard on the left, and he scurries off to stow it away.

“He doesn’t know,” I mouth at Ky, and his shoulders visibly relax even as he sends me a perplexed expression.

Keaton whistles under his breath as he unloads the last of the shopping bags.

“Can I help with anything?” Ky asks, looking around.

“Nope. Keaton and I have this.” I don’t make eye contact this time, and I catch Keaton looking curiously between us.

“Okay. I’ll leave you to it.” An edge of unhappiness creeps into Ky’s tone, and I’m waylaid by guilt, but separation is for the best. “Oh, one other thing,” he supplies a minute later.

I risk a quick glance at him. He’s standing in the doorframe with a half-smirk on his face. “You might want to avoid Brad for a little while. At least until he calms down.”

“You agreed it with Alex?”

“Yep, and she’s cool with it, but Brad doesn’t want to be seen as a charity case, so he might take a few days to come around.”

“Thanks for the heads up.” I offer him a small smile, and his sad eyes meet mine in shared understanding.

“What’s that all about?” Keaton asks.

“Brad’s coming to live here, or, hopefully, he is, if he can get over himself.”

“Sweet.” Keaton plucks an apple from the bowl and sinks his teeth into the juicy flesh. I grab some cutlery from the drawer and move to set the table. “But that’s not what I meant. What’s up with you and Ky? I’ve seen strangers more comfortable with one another.”

“Don’t ask,” I plead, praying he’ll let it drop.

“Have you guys broken up already?”

His words strike fear into my heart. “Things are a little complicated.” Inside, I’m begging him to let it slide, because I can’t tell him what’s going on yet, and I really don’t want to lie to him, especially when things are back on track with us. I almost collapse with relief when he does.

I have no choice but to grab mouthfuls of my dinner in my bedroom as I get ready for work because at this rate I’m not going to make my shift on time. I fly outside like I’m being chased by a gun-toting madman, flinging myself into the backseat of the car while cramming the last morsels of pasta in my mouth.

I make it through the front door of the diner with seconds to spare.

“Cutting it fine, girlfriend,” Rose teases, looking up from the till.

“Tell me about it. It’s been all go today.”

I reckon I’d make it into the Guinness Book of Records
 for the speed with which I get changed into my uniform. I exit the locker room a couple of minutes later, tying my apron around my waist. Rose thrusts a pad and pen in my hand as our boss, David, emerges from his office. “We don’t want to give any customers a side of hair,” he semi-jokes, reaching up to tuck a few escaped strands into my hat.

“Sorry,” I mumble under my breath, shooting Rose a side look.

David’s eyes latch on the creature with the boulders for shoulders standing guard outside the door, and I cringe. “Who the hell is that guy?” he asks, his gaze landing instantly on mine.

I cringe again. “Um, that’s Lenny. My new bodyguard.”

“He can’t stand there—he’ll scare away all my customers!” His tone is bordering on coronary-inducing territory.

“Give me two minutes and I’ll sort it.” My feet are already moving in the direction of the door.

Ten minutes and two arguments later, Lenny is ensconced in the passenger seat of the Merc, scowling at me as he closes the door with unnecessary force. I have an almost overwhelming urge to stick my tongue out at him, but I manage to refrain from indulging in such childish behavior.

David makes it clear that Lenny is not welcome anywhere near the premises, and I have to promise faithfully that he’ll never darken the door again. I’m hoping after a few shifts when James sees there is no need for him to be here, he’ll allow me go to work without the Hulk watching over me.

I’m dead on my feet after the first couple of hours, but I plow through. Ignoring the harsh glares and whispered gossip is harder than I thought it’d be, but I do my best. After a while, Rose takes pity on me. “I’ll take your station, and you can man the counter for the rest of the shift if you like?”

“You’re an angel. Thanks.” I gratefully accept her offer, and it’s a welcome relief to be away from the gossipy bunch out on the floor.

“You seem to have your hands full tonight,” a smooth male voice says, and I look up from the register, meeting twinkling blue eyes and a firm smile. I’m not sure how long he’s been sitting at the counter, but judging from the menu still in his hands, it can’t be more than a few minutes if he hasn’t ordered yet. He’s in his late thirties or early forties, if I had to hazard a guess, and very attractive for an older dude. He runs a hand through his short, dark hair as his eyes invade mine.

“It’s always busy in here.” I regard him warily even if my tone is polite. I’m suspicious of every stranger right now. “What can I get you?”

“What would you recommend?”

“The Works Burger is good if you’re super hungry. All the salads are tasty, but my favorite is the fish and chips. It reminds me of home.” I don’t know why I said that. There’s something about his warm smile that encourages me to drop my guard. I wipe down the counter and set a fresh placemat and cutlery in front of him.

“And home is Ireland?”

I put my hands on my hips. “What gave me away?”

“I know an Irish accent when I hear one.” He smiles more expansively even though it doesn’t quite meet his eyes.

“No doubt, the longer I’m here, the less I’ll sound like myself,” I muse, thinking of James’s warped half-Irish, half-American twang. I hope I don’t end up sounding like that. Somehow, it seems vitally important that I continue to sound like myself. I catch myself before I fall back into that introspective well, before I admit something I shouldn’t. I’ve never seen this guy in here before and my spidey senses are on high alert. “And now I’m babbling.” I laugh to disguise my suspicion, although, in his snazzy designer suit and with what looks like an expensive watch strapped to his wrist, he seems more like a businessman than a nosy journalist. However, one can never be too careful, and James’s recent lecture is still ringing in my ears. He pretty much put the fear of God into me when it comes to the hacks hanging around town looking for more juicy tidbits. I won’t be the one to deliver the goods.

“What can I get you, or do you need more time?” I ask, putting this convo clearly back on a professional footing.

He closes the menu over, handing it to me with a sad look in his eyes. “I’ll go with the fish and chips. Thanks.”

The rest of the night is a blur, and I don’t know how I’m still standing on my weary feet. When David tells me I can go home early, I almost cry in relief. I’m supposed to be on lockup tonight, but he obviously sees how exhausted I am.

Despite the fact I can scarcely keep my eyes open, once I’m back in the house, I quickly get ready for bed and then pad to Kal’s room. I knock lightly on the door, expecting to be turned away like last night, so I’m pleasantly surprised when he answers. “Who is it?” he calls out.

“It’s Faye. Can I come in?”

I’m greeted by initial silence, and then the door swings opens a minute later. Kal is wearing sweats and nothing else, and it’s refreshing to see he’s at least dressed like his usual self. Bruising shadows darken the skin under his dull eyes, and his skin has lost some of its radiance. He steps aside, wordlessly, leaving space for me to enter. Picking over the trail of dirty clothes on the floor, I flop into the chair by his messy bed as he crawls back under the covers.

“On a scale of one to ten, how shitty was today?” I ask.

His lips curve slightly up at the corners. “As shitty as you can imagine.” His voice is low and serious with no hint of humor.

Ky had asked me not to tell Kal about my chat with Zoe, and I understand where he’s coming from, but keeping secrets has done this family no favors, and I deliberately made him no promises in that regard. “I spoke with Zoe today.” His dead eyes latch on mine, but he says nothing so I persist. “She knows the sex was consensual, and she’s willing to testify to that.”

He props his head up with one hand as he stares off into space. “Has she heard from Lana?” I shake my head. “Does she know where she is?”

“No. She’s gone into hiding.”

Kal lies flat on his back, resting one arm across his face. “What did Lana say when you talked to her?”

“Not much. I was hoping to get the truth out of her, but Greta caught me and went ballistic before I had a chance to properly talk to her.”

He removes the hand from his face, piercing me with anguished eyes. “How badly was she hurting?”

“She wasn’t good, Kal. She was crying her eyes out and really upset.”

“I messed up real bad this time, Faye,” he whispers.

He looks so sad, and I wish I could take his pain away. I don’t hesitate. I get up and lie down beside him, resting my head on his shoulder.

“One part of me thinks this is karma and that I deserve it. Is this my punishment for how I’ve behaved with girls? How I’ve treated Lana?”

“Did you rape her?”

He props up on one elbow. “No! You know that!”

“Then you don’t deserve this. We all make bad choices, and no one deserves to be punished unfairly. I can’t believe she’s doing this to you. It’s as if the girl I was getting to know was someone else. While I’m sorry she’s hurting, I’m furious with her for doing this to you. She has no right to lie about something this serious. It’s girls like Lana who scare genuine rape victims out of reporting it.”

“She isn’t herself, Faye, because the Lana you were getting to know is
 the real Lana. She’s a sweetheart.”

I sit up, an incredulous expression on my face. “I can’t believe you’re defending her.”

“I haven’t forgotten who she is. She may have, but I haven’t.” He sighs. “I never meant to hurt her. I care about her so much, and I tried to stay away because I knew I was no good for her, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer.” A strangled sound rips from the base of his throat. “She must be in unbelievable pain because the real Lana wouldn’t ever do something like this.”

His words settle like sour milk in my gut. I want to tell him that Addison has manipulated this situation, and I know I swore I’d tell him the truth, but I’m afraid of making a bad situation even worse if I disclose that information. I’ve been plotting creative deaths for the bitch all day, so who knows how Kalvin would react?


The last thing he needs is a murder charge added to the existing rape charge.

So, although I feel horribly guilty for hiding this part of the truth, I keep my lips sealed and hope it doesn’t come back to haunt me.





Chapter Nine
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Kal gives me a delicate kiss on the cheek the next morning, but he hasn’t said anything else since last night, and he’s retreated back into his shell. I want to help but I don’t want to push him before he’s ready to confront everything. If this is his way of coping, who am I to tell him he’s wrong?
 He knows I’m here for him, and I’d like to think that I helped in some small way. It devastates me to witness his transformation from cocky, confident, playboy to such a sullen, silent shadow of himself. I know he must be scared shitless—I would be—and I wish I could erase his pain.

Alex and James are nowhere to be seen this morning, so I help Ky organize the others, and then I race out the door and into the waiting Merc before I’m late for school.

Strong arms cage me in from behind while I’m sorting out my locker and I go rigidly still. “You’re in my bad books, beautiful,” Brad confirms, brushing my hair to one side and planting a soft kiss to the back of my neck. I visibly shudder as a flurry of tingles whip up and down my spine.

I push him back a little and turn around with an unapologetic expression plastered on my face. “Get over it.”

He cranks out a laugh, unable to contain his smile. “And here I was expecting lots of groveling.”

“I don’t grovel, and I only apologize when I’m genuinely in the wrong,” I retort, stuffing the last book into my bag and shutting my locker. “And I’ve done nothing wrong. This is me being a good friend, and you’ll be thanking me any day now.”

He smirks. “It’s impossible to stay mad at you.”

I give him my best sugary-sweet smile. “I know. I’m far too adorable.” I tweak his nose and start walking in the direction of my class.

He falls into place alongside me. “You shouldn’t have interfered, Faye. I specifically asked you not to.”

“Ugh!” I swing around, grabbing hold of his sweater and yanking him off to the side of the corridor. “You are so infuriating! I was only trying to help. Seriously, Brad, put your head on right. You say you want to secure a scholarship and go to college, and you let your family leave without you so you could stick to your life plan. Tell me how you can achieve that if you are living out of your car and surviving on fresh air?”

His lips thin. “That’s only temporary until I sort something out! I’m a resourceful guy, and I will
 figure things out. I will
 get that scholarship and go to college. You watch!” He storms off, brandishing his bruised pride like a weapon, and I take a deep breath.

“Don’t tell me there’s trouble in paradise already,” Lance says, materializing at my side.

“Is he always so stubborn?” I ask, and he laughs.

“Stubborn is every footballer’s middle name, sweetheart.” He gives me a saucy wink as he walks off.

I drift through my morning classes like an aimless cloud. Cluttered thoughts crowd my mind, making concentration virtually impossible. It’s far too easy to get lost in my head. To think about it all—Mum, James, the test results, Ky, Kal, Brad—and my head feels like it could explode. No matter how hard I try to dispel all such thoughts, they refuse to leave me alone. The one positive is that the growing mountain of insults and taunts leveled my way barely register.

I’m working out a groveling speech in my head when Brad accosts me outside the cafeteria at lunchtime. Clutching my hand, without a word, he leads the way to the empty auditorium and ushers me inside. I open my mouth to speak, but he silences me with a finger to my lips. “I’m the one who needs to apologize. I shouldn’t have snapped at you earlier, and I’m sorry. I know you’re only trying to help.”

I can’t smother my grin, and he sends me a funny look. “I was preparing to grovel for the first time in my life, and now you’ve saved me from lowering my standards.” I loop my arm in his. “Apology accepted.”
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“Someone’s looking mighty pleased,” Rose says as we settle into seats for the last class of the day.

“I managed to convince Brad to move into our house, and it took minimal persuasive skills to pull it off, so, yes, I am feeling pretty pleased with myself.” I smirk, dropping my textbook on the desk.

Rose leans in, speaking close to my ear. “What is the dealio with you two?”

“He’s pretending to be my boyfriend to take some of the heat off me,” I explain.

“Pretending, huh?” Her brows lift.

I slap her arm. “Stoppit! It’s not like that between us. You know I’m crazy about Ky.” I avert my eyes before she can read anything in my expression. I haven’t confided in Rose because the fewer people who know about the incestuous background in my family, the better. Makes me feel like a shitty friend though.

“Does Brad know that?”

“Of course, he does, and he came up with this idea together with Ky, so stop planting awful thoughts in my head.”

“I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into is all. I can’t see this ending well.”

“You are overthinking it. Brad’s my friend, and that’s all he’ll ever be. He knows that.”

“If you say so.” Her lips purse as she flicks open her book to the allocated page. The teacher starts the lesson, and I’m grateful that it’s put an end to that particular convo.

Rose pulls me aside after class. “I’m sorry if I freaked you out earlier. I happen to think Brad has feelings for you, and I’m worried you might both get hurt is all.”

I inwardly cringe. “I’m sorry for being so defensive. If I’m being honest, I think you could be right. Maybe I should put an end to this fake boyfriend lark without delay.”

“If it was me, I’d just be completely blunt with him so he doesn’t harbor any false hope.”
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The diner is crazy busy tonight, but I have less to do than most nights thanks to David and his overeager planning. He scheduled additional staff onto the rota, and now there are way too many of us. I mentally fist-pump the air when David lets both Rose and me leave an hour earlier than expected. An idea has been taking root in my head all day, and this feels like too good of an opportunity to pass up. I fill Rose in as we get changed in the locker room, and her eyes light up at my suggestion. Not only that, she has some great intel which aids our planning, and I’m so glad I decided to confide in her about this now. We plot our best plan of action, and I’m giddy with anticipation. Even though what we’re planning is technically illegal, and if we get caught we’ll be in a whole world of trouble, I think the risk is worth it.

Taking decisive action is a great distraction, and it’ll feel good to be physically doing something to help. Ditching Lenny is imperative but problematic, so we mull over some ideas before the perfect escape plan comes to mind.

I head home in the Merc—purely to keep up appearances—and I have a small window to get changed before I need to meet up with Rose. Raised voices greet me the second I enter the kitchen from the garage. Ky and Kent are going at it full throttle. “You’re not going out at this time of night. You’ve got school in the morning.”

“Get lost, Ky,” Kent says, shoving his brother. “You’re not my dad, and you don’t get to tell me what to do.”

“Listen, here, you little shit.” Ky jabs a long finger in Kent’s chest. “This family has enough to deal with currently without you adding to it. So you can forget whatever whoring or stealing you have in mind for tonight and get your ass in bed. If I have to call Dad, I will.”

“Call him! I won’t be here to care!” Kent yells, backing away.

Ky’s hands curl into taut balls until the skin on his knuckles bleach white. “Get back here, Kent. I mean it.”

Kent flips him the bird and a taunting smile before spinning on his heel and sauntering out the door.

“Aagh!” Ky slams his balled fist down hard on the counter, and I wince. His head jerks up and he notices me for the first time. “You heard that?” I nod. “He’s going to get himself arrested too, and I wouldn’t put it past the little shit to do it on purpose.” He locks his hands behind his neck. “I better call Dad.” Pulling his phone from the back pocket of his jeans, he emits a frustrated sigh as he punches the buttons.

A commotion at the front door startles both of us, and we start running to the lobby.

“Mom! You’re scaring me!” Kent is holding Alex’s shoulders, lightly shaking her. Tears are streaming down Alex’s face as she holds herself at the waist, swaying precariously on her dangerously high heels.

“Mom. What is it?” Ky steps forward, circling his arm around Alex’s back to steady her.

“I’ve lost. I’ve lost everything,” she babbles. “Why?” She turns pleading eyes on us, her harried expression jumping from me to Ky to Kent. “Why me? What have I done to deserve this? I have worked myself to the bone for years, for this? I can’t even …” Pushing the boys away, she kicks off her shoes, sending them flying in different directions. I duck down, narrowly avoiding a stiletto in the face as she storms into the living area like a woman on a mission. She reappears a minute later carrying a bottle of white wine and a large wine glass. “I’m going to my room, and I don’t want to be disturbed.”

A muscle ticks in Ky’s jaw and Kent has a “little lost boy” expression on his face that guts me.

“Mom, please, this isn’t the way to deal with it.” Ky steps toward her, appealing with his eyes.

Alex is halfway up the mezzanine stairs when she turns around. “Don’t you dare attempt to lecture me! You know nothing! Just leave me alone, all of you.” She stomps up the stairs, leaving us all flabbergasted in her wake.

Ky is trying hard to keep his reactions neutral but Alex’s words have cut deep.

“I hate my life,” Kent says matter-of-factly. “I hate this dysfunctional family. I wish I was dead.”

“Kent.” I step toward him, and he harrumphs.

“Don’t even bother, Faye. You’re wasting your energy on a lost cause.” Shaking his head, he turns in the direction of the bedrooms and walks off.

Ky laughs bitterly. “At least he’s not going out anymore.” He looks over at me, a mix of longing, anguish, and torment etched on his face. “He’s right though. You should get as far away from us as you can. I can’t see how we’re going to end up in a good place, and you’re too good to be brought down with us.”

I walk to him until we’re face to face and lace my fingers in his. “I’m going nowhere. Irrespective of what the tests reveal, I’m already part of this family. And family stick together.”

Ky releases another bitter laugh. “Pity my parents didn’t get that memo.”

“I want to comfort you, but I don’t know how.” I give his hand a gentle squeeze which is about the extent of what I can offer.

Ky extracts his hand from mine, pinching the bridge of his nose as he looks to the floor. “Just go, Faye, please. I know you mean well, but you’re only making it worse.”

His words pick at invisible wounds, hurting more than they should. I know where he’s coming from and that he wants the same things I do, but his statement still cuts me to the bone.

Without looking at him, I walk away, and my aching heart feels like deadweight in my chest.

I’m dressed all in black as I slip out my window the second the guard patrolling this side of the house rounds the next bend. I race across the lawn, keeping to the right-hand side to avoid triggering the spotlight as I approach the woods at the rear of our garden. I’m panting, and out of breath, by the time I push through the creaky wooden gate behind the guesthouse my cousins normally use as party central. I doubt it’ll be seeing much action in the coming weeks.

Rose is lounging against the side of her car, tapping her foot impatiently off the ground while she waits for me. “Psst!” I hiss and she jumps about ten feet in the air. I snigger. She whacks me in the arm. “Ow! You pack a mean punch!”

“You all but gave me a coronary!” She slaps a hand over her chest. “Dammit, Faye! Don’t creep up on me like that.”

“Sorry,” I say, sniggering again as I jump in the passenger seat.

She starts up the engine. “We still doing this?”

“Hell to the yes. I need to know what that cow is up to. Ky warned me to leave Addison to him, but I don’t trust her not to manipulate him. My instinct tells me she’s at the root of everything that’s going on, and I won’t sit around any longer twiddling my thumbs while she plots other ways to ruin my cousins. We’re going to shut her down.”

“Alrighty then, let’s get this show on the road.”

Rose parks the car in a dark, spooky lane around the corner from Addison’s house. “Come on,” she whispers once she’s locked the car. “This way.” She nudges me with her shoulder.

“Why are we whispering?” I whisper.

She shrugs. “I’m being careful in case anyone is around.”

My eyes survey the blank canvas surrounding us and I grin. “Stop being a nervous Nancy. There’s no one here.”

We traipse through empty fields, wading through long, muddy grass, for about fifteen minutes until Rose holds up a hand to caution me. “We are at the back of her house now,” she whispers. “See there.” She points to a row of tall trees bordering a succession of high fencing. I nod. “We’ll follow that line up the side of her house, and then we’ll have to climb over. I’m not sure where her bedroom is, but let’s get on the property and see how the land is lying.”

“That’s fine by me. Today is only a scouting mission anyway. We’ll have to plan a return when no one is here so we can do some snooping in her room.”

“Well, aren’t you a right Nancy Drew?” she whisper-teases, and I have to stifle my snort.

“I loved those books! My mum had read them as a child, and she kept them for me. I lost count of the number of times I reread them. I so wanted to be a detective when I grew up!” A soulful pang hits me in the chest. It’s the first time in days that I’ve thought happy thoughts about Mum.

“I was talking about the TV show.”

“That was pants. You’ve gotta read the books.” Light is minimal, and our vision is restricted, but I don’t need to see her to know she’s rolling her eyes. “Are you rolling your eyes at me?”

“Are you planning on spying on Addison anytime this century, or did you want to resume discussing amateur sleuths?”

“Antsy today, aren’t you?” I snark back, but there’s no heat behind my words.

“That was me giving you the middle finger, in case you didn’t sense that one.”

I laugh quietly. “Okay, serious hat back on. Are you sure there’s no operational security system? I’d rather not get arrested tonight.” James would throw a hissy fit.

“I told you my uncle installed the security system, and he said all the cameras are for show. Addison’s dad is a real penny pincher despite the fact he’s loaded. Rumor is his wife splashes the cash with abandon, and he won’t part with a dime.”

“Well, I don’t see Addison wanting for much.”

“Oh, Mrs. Sinclair always makes sure her princess has everything she needs.”

“Did you just roll your eyes again?”

This time it’s Rose’s turn to laugh. “Totally.” She tugs on my elbow. “Come on. The longer this takes the more we risk being discovered. Let’s scout the place out and then get the hell away from here.”

Keeping close to the perimeter of the Sinclair property, we run quickly and quietly until we’ve reached the farthest point of the fence. I prop Rose up with my hands, and she swings her petite body over the top of the fence with ease. Pushing off the panels on the fence, I hoist myself up and over, landing quietly on the other side. My eyes scan the vast garden before raking over the two-story mansion to my left. It’s clear the Sinclairs have plenty of money even if the house is smaller than I was expecting. Then again, the majority of houses seem small when compared with the Kennedy estate. Most of the house is in darkness, which is not unexpected at eleven p.m. at night, but buttery light streams out of one lower level window, attracting our interest. “They won’t operate the alarm until they go to bed, and I can see lights on downstairs, so someone is definitely still up,” Rose whispers. “It’s safe. Come on.”

Crouching down, and keeping our bodies flush to the wall, we creep slowly toward the only sign of life. My heart is pounding in my chest, and an influx of adrenaline floods my system. My palms are sweaty, and the nervous-excited sensation bouncing around my veins has me wired and edgy. I gulp back my panic as we inch closer. The large bay window is ajar, and as we draw nearer, the sounds of an argument waft through the air.

“Haven’t you ruined my life enough already?” Addison’s familiar whiny voice greets me.

“Darling,” a posh female voice says. “That was never the inten—”

“Stop it, Mother!” Addison’s voice is cutting. “I’m sick of hearing the same lies over and over.”

“Addy,” another woman says. “We did what was best for you.” Her voice is rough, coarse, like she’s had a twenty-a-day-cigarette habit since she was in nappies. “If you’d just lemme explain.”

“You shut your mouth!” Addison yells, sounding more and more like a fishwife. “I have nothing to say to you. Not now. Not ever. And this is the last time I’ll tell you both—stop ambushing me like this, or the next time I’ll disappear. I mean it.”


Oh, please mean it. Please disappear.
 I’m already planning the celebratory party in my head.

Sounds of stomping feet are accompanied by loud, exasperated sighs in the room. As Addison’s footsteps recede, the conversation resumes. “This is hopeless,” the woman with the distinctive, crude, gravelly voice says.

“You should never have forced me to tell her. You reneged on our deal!”

“Bullshit, Veronica!”

“Do not use that foul language in this house!” Addison’s mother sounds like she’s on the verge of self-combustion, and I can imagine her sitting stiffly in her seat with her chest puffed out and her cheeks turning red. I clamp a hand over my mouth to smother my giggle.

A light flickers on upstairs, emitting a rainbow of golden brightness, which illuminates our position, scaring the heck out of me. I jump in fright and my foot meets something solid on the patio beneath me. My breath hitches as I look down at the ground, just in time to watch the brown plant pot topple over with a loud thud. Rose’s eyes widen in terror.

“What was that?” Addison’s mum declares from inside the room. I grab Rose’s arm and start running, so grateful that we had the foresight to wear soft-cushioned sneakers. We fling ourselves around the bend of the house as a wide spotlight elucidates the outdoor space and the tappity-tap of heels lands on the stone patio floor. My heart is racing erratically in my chest, and I’m working hard to recalibrate my panicked breathing. A line of sweat coasts down my spine even though I feel frozen all over. Rose clutches my hand in a death grip as we listen with bated breath.

“The cat knocked over one of my plants,” Mrs. Sinclair says. “Stupid animal. I’ve no idea why Addison adores that cat so much.” We wait for another couple of minutes—which feel like years—until the light and the sound of voices dies out before scrambling back over the fence and running across the fields as if our lives depend on it.

We don’t even talk when we are back in the car. Rose drives us a few miles from Addison’s house, before pulling over and slumping over the steering wheel. “Ohmigawd, I think I died about ten times.”

“Holy shitballs for dinner,” I croak. “That was way too close.” I bark out an adrenaline-fueled laugh. “We are crappy spies.”

Rose lifts her head, laughing with me. “We aren’t completely clueless. We still gathered some intel, and I think it’s safe to say we now know which bedroom is Addison’s.”

“I’m not sure I have the guts to return,” I admit, holding out my trembling arm as evidence. “I haven’t stopped shaking since we left.”

“What do you think all that was about?” She looks contemplative.

“I don’t know, but I’d love to find out.” I wrack my brains, going over my previous conversations with Ky. “Ky said something was going on with her at home and she changed. Whatever they were discussing back there is obviously connected. I wonder what is going on with her. If that’s when all this stuff with Ky started, maybe that’s where we need to look first.” I tap a finger off my lips as I muse out loud.

“How the heck do we do that?”

“Haven’t a clue,” I admit, salivating at the notion that Addison has buried secrets she wants to keep hidden. This could be the exact weapon we need to play her at her own game.

All I need is to figure out a way of uncovering the truth.





Chapter Ten
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I wake at the butt crack of dawn the next morning, the noise of a very loud drill penetrating my brain. I’m unsure if I’m dreaming, if the noise is real, or if someone is boring an actual hole in my skull. I lift my head up and listen. Definitely real. Ugh. Glancing briefly at the time on my phone, I groan as I bury my head under the pillow, cursing whoever has woken me up two hours before I need to get ready for school.

The next time I’m woken up, it’s to the sound of a loud ruckus in the corridor outside. Yawning, I haul my weary ass out of the bed and tie my dressing gown around my waist. I open my door and enter the corridor the same time Keaton emerges from his room. “What’s going on?” I ask, as arguing voices tickle my eardrums.

I lift my eyes to the ceiling. Here we go again.


I’m half-thinking of phoning one of the TV production companies to see if anyone is in the market for a new family soap opera. The Kennedys would definitely give the Kardashians a run for their money.

The rest of the family is in the lobby when Keaton and I arrive. Alex’s hair is sticking up all over the place, and she hasn’t a scrap of makeup on her face. She is wearing baggy sweats and a wrinkled T-shirt, and I have to blink a few times to make sure it’s the same woman. The press would have a field day if they saw the state of the Kennedy Apparel CEO right now. Bloodshot eyes watch me examining the glass of half-drunk wine in her hand, her fingers clutching the stem like a lifeline. “Don’t judge. You have no idea what I’m going through.” Her eyes plead for understanding.

Ky shoots me a worried look. Persistent thumping rattles the front door as James hollers at his wife. “Alex. This is ridiculous. Let me in!”

“Mom, you can’t lock him out forever,” Ky ventures.

Alex puts her glass on one of the steps before standing up with her arms folded in a matronly fashion across her chest. “Want a bet?”

“You changed the locks?” Keaton peeks up at his mother with big, sad eyes. “You’re kicking him out permanently?”

“Yes, and he’ll have to get used to it.”

“But he’s my dad. Our dad. I don’t want him to go.” Tears glisten in Keaton’s eyes, and I slip my hand in his.

Alex’s face yields a smidgeon as she steps off the stairs, approaching her son. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t want this, but he’s left me no choice.”

Kent’s face is wound tight as he rushes past me, returning to his bedroom without uttering a single word. All my cousins have their issues, but, out of all of them, Kent is the one most likely to do something completely reckless. Ky and I exchange more troubled looks. Alex rakes a hand through her hair, her resolve wavering in the face of her children’s distress. She wets her lips, looking at all of us, unsure of what to say.

Ky pushes off the wall and walks toward her. “At least let him in to get the rest of his stuff. I know he’s hurt you, and he probably deserves what’s coming to him, but you can’t leave him outside like this. The media is still at the front gates, and if they figure out what’s going on, they’ll most likely send in a chopper. Do you want any more of our personal business splashed over TV screens?”

Alex pats Ky’s arm, while James maintains his assault on the front door. “Okay.” She folds him in her arms. “I’m sorry for what I said last night, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to take it out on you or your brother. I’m sorry if my words hurt you.”

Ky looks at me over his mother’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Mom. I understand and I’m here for you.”

She presses a kiss to his forehead. “I love you. No matter what happens in the future, know I’ve always loved you.”

Alex is sporting some serious mood swings lately, and I don’t know about the others, but I’ve a bad case of whiplash from the aftereffects. I can never predict exactly what she’s going to say or do next. Grief and heartache impacts everyone differently, I guess, and I’m not unsympathetic, but she needs to get a grip, and quickly. She isn’t the only one hurting around here.

She opens the door with a flourish, glaring at her husband. James is furious. His cheeks are bright red, and his eyes glimmer with raw anger. “You have no right to change the locks. This is my home too. My name is on the deeds.”

He pushes past her into the lobby, stalling when he sees all of us watching.

“That’s something else I’ll be rectifying soon,” Alex replies in a cold voice.

“Over my dead body you will!”

“That can also be arranged,” she retorts, pinning her hands on her slim hips. “Don’t fucking tempt me, James.”

Keaton has an ice-grip on my hand, almost constricting the blood flow.

“Please don’t do this, Alex. I’ve told you I’m fixing it.”

She cranks out a laugh, throwing her head back in exaggerated fashion. “This is your idea of fixing things!” she shrieks. “I’m losing everything I’ve worked for and you have the nerve to say that to me!”

“You need to give me a chance to make this right!” The desperate quality to James’s voice doesn’t go unnoticed by any of us. Every one of my cousins looks like their insides are being wrung tight, and my heart aches for them. James and Alex should be handling things in private instead of airing all their dirty laundry in front of their kids, but it’s obvious both of them are in bits over their deteriorating marriage and are incapable of acting in a calm, mature fashion.

My parents rarely argued, but I recall some humdinger rows behind closed doors. It’s only now I appreciate their attempts to conduct them in private even if that was a virtual impossibility within the confines of our small house and thin walls.

“I don’t need
 to do anything.” Alex straightens her spine and glares at her husband. “I don’t owe you a thing.” She jabs a slender finger in his chest. “This is all your fault. You just had to get mixed up with her because you’re like every other weak man who can’t keep it in his pants. I thought you were different, but I was wrong.”

“It was one mistake, Alex!”

“You think that makes it all right?!” She shoves him hard, and Ky moves into position beside her, planting a cautionary hand on her lower back. “I stand to lose everything because of your one mistake
. The only chance I have of protecting myself and my boys is to distance myself completely from you. I have no other options.”

Tension filters through the air, and James goes rigidly still. “What do you mean by that?”

Alex’s shoulders sag in defeat. “I’m divorcing you, James. You can expect paperwork from my attorney later today.”

“No, Mom.” Keaton cries out, yanking his hand out of mine as he moves toward his mother. He clings to her. “Please don’t do this. Don’t break up our family.” His anguished pleas rip fresh strips off my already shredded heart.

Tears glean in Alex’s eyes. “Baby,” she purrs affectionately, caressing his cheek. “I’m sorry you’re hurting, but I’m not the one who broke up this family. You can blame your father for that.”

I chew on the inside of my cheek as I peruse James. He looks distraught, like someone has hacked at his insides with a chainsaw. His dazed eyes meet mine, and I feel for him, even if he has been the creator of his own doom. “You should probably come live with me, Faye.”

Dread lodges like a boulder in the pit of my stomach. Technically, he’s right. Either way, I’ve no blood ties to Alex.

“She’s not leaving,” Ky grits out.

“Faye is always welcome here,” Alex tells James. She turns to me. “This is your home for as long as you want, but it’s your decision, sweetheart, and if you want to live with James, that’s your call.”

Ky opens his mouth to speak, but Keaton beats him to it. “Don’t go, Faye. Please. We can’t lose you too.”

I shuffle awkwardly on my feet. I know what I want to do. I want to stay here, but James has no one, and he’s blood.

“Leaving might be for the best,” James says, subtly gesturing toward Ky.

Ky growls under his breath. “Quit with the blackmail, Dad.”

James straightens his shirt and heads toward the stairs. “I’m going to pack the rest of my things.” He faces me. “Take a few minutes to think about it.” He kisses the top of my head.

When I look up, five pairs of eyes are focused on me. “I’d better get ready for school.” I scurry back to my room, weighted down with expectation and uncertainty.

As the scalding hot water cascades down my back, I mull over my options and try to figure out this new mess in my head. I should go with James. I can keep him company, and it’s the perfect way to maintain distance from Ky. That’s what I should
 do, but I can’t. I can’t leave Ky to deal with the fallout on his own. My cousins need me, and I like feeling needed. And Brad is moving in tonight. I can’t convince him to do something he wasn’t one hundred percent on and then ditch him at the last second. But the real clincher is the fact that I don’t know the status of James’s relationship with Courtney, and the thoughts of being around her make my skin crawl.

I pull on my snug-fitting jeans and a black lace-trimmed vest underneath a pink off-the-shoulder sweater. Toeing on my flat, black pumps, I fluff out my damp hair and leave my bedroom with my bag flung over my shoulder.

I’m walking down the corridor when I’m yanked sideways and dragged into Ky’s room. A tiny shriek skips out of my mouth as my bag drops to the floor with a thud. Ky envelops me in an all-consuming embrace, and I melt into his arms. He buries his head in my hair, inhaling sharply. “Don’t leave. Please.”

I rest my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. “I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper.

He lets out a shuddering breath. “I was so scared you were going to go because it’s the easier route.”

He kisses the top of my head, and I close my eyes, savoring his touch. “There’s that, but I can’t bear the thought of leaving you any more than you can.”

He holds the back of my head in both his hands and tilts my chin up. “When everything else is shattering, you feel like the one true constant.”

“You can’t rely on that, Ky, because I mightn’t be that forever.”

He presses a kiss to my forehead and I feel it all the way to my toes. “I know, babe.” His lips linger there a little longer and my arms grip his waist a little tighter. “For the first time in years, I’m praying every night,” he admits, leaning back to look at me. “I’m praying so hard that I don’t lose you.” I try to gulp over the messy ball of emotion in my throat. “You’re mine, Faye. Mine
.” His gaze drops to my mouth, and a shot of electricity charges the teeny space between us.

It’s only been three and a half days since we last kissed, but it seems like an eternity has passed since I tasted him on my lips. I want to taste him again, to hell with the consequences. I lift my hand and brush my thumb across his lower lip. He shivers in my arms, and that gives me an inordinate thrill. He lowers his head, and I watch his mouth slowly descending with the intensity of a hunter stalking its prey. My chest heaves in anticipation, and blood thrums through my eager veins. Gripping my hips, he pulls me closer, his mouth now a hairsbreadth from mine. He stops, poised in midair, and we share breaths as the ever-present dangerous vibe bleeds into the miniscule gap between our mouths. Jumbled thoughts and emotions battle inside me. I’ve never needed a kiss as badly as I currently need his. Ever so softly, his lips brush mine, sending lusty tingles ricocheting all over my body. That feather-light touch has ignited every dormant part of me, and that’s a serious talent. I moan into his mouth as my fingers dig into his hips.

“What the hell is going on in here?” James’s reprimanding voice startles me, and I scream as a mixture of shock and fright whittles through me.

Ky pulls away from me instantly, his jaw taut with stress as he glares at his dad, transferring all his pent-up frustration in that direction. “Nothing that concerns you,” he warns.

“Don’t take that line with me, Kyler. My patience is hanging on by a thread, so don’t push me.”

“You’ve made your bed.” Ky batters his forearms.

“I got that message from your mother, thank you very much.” His features turn more pliable as he faces me. “Are you ready?”

I straighten up. “I’m not coming with you, James. I’m needed more here.”

“The hell you aren’t, young lady. Especially after what I walked in on. You two can’t be trusted alone.”

“I take great offense to that, James. This whole situation is a nightmare, but we’re doing the best we can, and we can
 be trusted. This was a moment of weakness. It won’t happen again.” I can’t even look at Ky.

“You’re coming with me and that’s final.” He takes my elbow.

“Get your hands off her. It’s Faye’s decision, not yours.” Ky faces off with his dad, sending him a threatening glare.

“Please, James. Go. If anything changes or I think I can’t control myself, then I’ll call you to come get me, but for now, my cousins need me here. You wouldn’t leave them to starve and rot in their own filth, now would you?” My feeble attempt at humor dies an immediate death.

“If this is about a replacement housekeeper, I’ll prioritize that straightaway.”

“It’s not, but it’d be great if you could do that sooner rather than later.”

His shoulders deflate, and that’s when I know I’ve won this round. “Okay, fine—for now.” He tenderly kisses me on the cheek. “Call me if you need anything.” He stands unsurely in front of Ky. “I don’t want to leave things on bad terms with you, son.”

“Perhaps you should’ve thought of that before you cheated on my mother and almost destroyed her. Before you had sex with your own sister.” The repugnant look is blatantly obvious on Ky’s face. “You make me sick.”

“I can’t win,” James mutters sadly under his breath, shaking his head. “Call my cell if you need me. I’m not abandoning this family, and I’m not going to stop fighting for your mother either. I’m giving her some space, and I’m hoping she’ll come around.”

Ky grunts. “I wouldn’t hold my breath if I was you.”

“So, you’d prefer us to divorce?” There’s an icy undercurrent in his voice.

Ky’s smirk disappears. “I didn’t say that.”

“For what it’s worth, son, I’m sorry. I wish I could go back and undo everything I’ve done.” Giving me one last small smile, he exits the room, leaving a layer of stale tension in his wake.

“I don’t want them to divorce,” Ky quietly admits. “But it seems inevitable.”

I want to reassure him, but no words spring to mind, because his statement is too hard to refute.
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I ride with Brad after school to his house with Lenny and Max trailing us in the Merc. It took almost twenty minutes to convince Lenny that it was safe to travel with Brad, and considering my patience is in limited supply these days, he’s lucky he didn’t get a punch in the face.

Brad has most of his stuff boxed up already, so I’m merely helping him pack the last few bits, and then we’ll be on our way. “Will you miss it?” I ask, while loading some of his football paraphernalia into a brown cardboard box.

He stops what he’s doing, staring off into space. “Yeah. It’s the only home I’ve ever known.” He walks to the large window and surveys the vast back garden. The grass is overgrown, and weeds litter a lawn that was once no doubt pristine. The cover enclosing the rectangular-shaped swimming pool is laden down with leaves and other earthy debris. “Can you see the tree house at the very back of the garden?” He waggles his fingers, gesturing me over.

I join him at the window, straining my eyes in the direction he’s pointing. “I see it.”

“My dad built that for me when I was eight.” A surge of pride infiltrates his tone. “He could’ve easily hired someone to do it, but I really wanted us to build it together, and I’ll never forget how happy I was that weekend. He even stayed out with me that Saturday night. We slept in sleeping bags and had a midnight feast that we’d managed to sneak out past Mom.” He twists sideways, leaning against the glass, a nostalgic look on his face. I mirror his position, listening avidly. “I have hundreds more memories all tied to this house, and that’s all I have left of my family at this stage.” His eyes shutter momentarily. When he reopens them, there’s a wealth of pain in his glossy eyes. “I’ll miss this house, but I miss my family more.”

His voice is thick with emotion, and I don’t hesitate—I lace my fingers in his. He pulls me a little closer, resting his chin atop my head. “I don’t even know where they are or if they’re all right.”

“They haven’t contacted you?” I tip my head up to meet his eyes.

He shakes his head. “They can’t risk it in case they’re caught.”

When Brad had explained how his father had embezzled funds from some of his stockbroking clients and was now on the run from the law, I hadn’t fully considered the implications of same. “That’s awful, Brad. You must feel so lonely.” Our circumstances are different, but we’re both effectively parentless, and I can relate. A rush of similar sentiments bubble to the surface, and a slicing pain spears me through the chest.

That’s the thing with grief—it jumps out and waylays you when you least expect it.

“I do,” he whispers.

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

He shrugs. “Mostly I’m fine, but I have my moments.”

“I get those too.”

His fingers weave through my hair. “This is the part where I eat my own words.” I frown, thoroughly confused, and he throws back his head, laughing. “Prepare yourself,” he teases. “I’m going to thank you.”

“Oh, lordy,” I exclaim. “And so soon too!”

“I’m too much of a softy.”

“You won’t hear me disagreeing, but that’s a good thing.”

He staggers back, clutching his heart in dramatic fashion. “Did you just … compliment me?” He fakes surprise.

“Knock it off jerkface”—I elbow him playfully in the ribs—“or I’ll take it back.”

He grins. “You’re good people, Faye.”

“You’re good people, too, Brad.”

We smile at each other, and for one millisecond, everything seems right with the world.





Chapter Eleven
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I notice the frown building on Brad’s brow as he steers his SUV up the Kennedy drive. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

Lines furrow his brow, and his eyes are dead set ahead. I twist in my seat to see what’s distracted him. A shiny, white open-top Porsche convertible is parked in front of the door. Now it’s my turn to frown. “Whose car is that?”

“What?”

I look over at him. “What has gotten into you? Why are you acting so weird?”

His face contorts. “I just realized I left a box in the garage back at the house. We’ll have to turn around.”

I collapse in my seat. “That’s all? Jeez, I thought someone had died by the look on your face.” He’s looking at me strangely, and my eyes narrow suspiciously. “Are you sure that’s all it is?”

He spins the car around, retracing the path we’ve recently traveled. The Merc skids to avoid us. Lenny is gesturing wildly with his hands, but I pretend not to notice. He rubs the back of his head. “Yeah. I just hate putting you out.”

I scoff. “Don’t be ridic. It’s not like I’ve anything else to do today. Besides, it’s nice to get out of the house for a while.” I don’t elaborate because I’m afraid if he realizes exactly what kind of cesspool he’s walking into that he’ll change his mind, even if living in the midst of all the Kennedy drama is better than sleeping in his car.

“In that case, I’m taking you for something to eat after. My treat.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I say in a muffled voice as I force my head through my knees. We’ve approached the gate and the cameras are already flashing in my face. It’s funny how commonplace it’s almost become.
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I wait outside the car for Brad while he takes the steps two at a time and disappears into his former house.

The Merc slows down as it pulls up alongside Brad’s SUV. I start a mental countdown in my head, and I’m only up to six when Lenny jumps out and starts tearing me a new one. Apparently, spontaneity is banned, and I’m required to give him advance notice
 when my plan changes. I’m tempted to let him talk to my middle finger, but I let him vent it all out of his system before I respond. “Chill out. Brad forgot something and we had to come back. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“I doubt your uncle will see it that way when I report back to him.”

I shrug. “Report away, Lenny. Your threats don’t scare me.” I really don’t like this dude, and he needs a serious attitude adjustment. Brad pulls the front door shut and strides toward me with a small black box in his arms. “By the way, Brad is taking me for something to eat before we head back to the house. I’ve given you advance notice. Happy now?”

Lenny glares at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Max fighting a smile, and I send him a conspiratorial wink.

“Everything okay?” Brad asks, kick-starting the engine into gear.

“Lenny was getting his knickers in a twist, but he’ll survive.”

Brad bursts out laughing. “Aw, Faye. You crack me up!”

I grin. “It’s my life’s mission to entertain you.”

“Never a dull moment, babe!”

Brad pulls up in front of Legends diner, and I groan. “Seriously? This is where you’re bringing me?”

He frowns. “It’s the best place in town. I didn’t think you’d mind.” He starts the engine up again. “But it’s cool. There’s a little Italian place over the other side of town that isn’t bad either.”

I place my hand over his. “It’s fine. We can eat here. That was a total overreaction.” The prices in the diner are reasonable, and I don’t want to make assumptions about Brad’s financial status which I know can’t be the healthiest. He said his parents left him some money, but I imagine he has to be careful with his spending habits.

“I don’t mind, honestly.”

He’s looking at me like I’m a little crazy. He’s probably not wrong. “Nope. Let’s head in.”

Leanne and Jenn are working shifts tonight, and Jenn escorts Brad and me to a booth at the back. Unfortunately, a whole host of our classmates is seated at the front of the diner, and we pick up our fair share of surreptitious looks as we pass. Brad high-fives a few of his football teammates while I mumble a surly hello.

We both order salads, and after our drinks have been delivered, I decide to broach a subject I’ve been purposely avoiding. “So.” I lean forward on my elbows. “I think we need to establish some ground rules.” Brad’s brows knit together. “For the fake relationship,” I whisper-add.

“Ah, right.” He takes a long slurp of his drink. “What did you have in mind?”

Cripes. Why is this so difficult to articulate? I look down at the Formica top, tapping my foot nervously off the floor. “You’re a little too hands-on at times, so I’d like to keep that to a minimum, if possible.”

I glance up and feel instantly guilty. His cheeks flush red, and there’s a hurt look in his eyes.

“Shit. I didn’t mean to offend you, Brad, it’s, just, it makes me a little uncomfortable.”

He stretches across the table, speaking in a quiet voice. “Because you like it or don’t like it?”

“What the heck does that have to do with anything?” I don’t like the direction this conversation is taking.

“Humor me.” His eyes penetrate mine. “If Ky wasn’t on the scene, would you have any interest in dating me?”

Oh, ground, please open up and swallow me.

“I’m not answering that. It’s irrelevant to this discussion.” I totally chicken out.

“I beg to differ. This goes to the heart of the issue, does it not?” He takes another greedy glug of his drink.

“Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe we should stage a public breakup.”

He shrugs. “If that’s what you want. I won’t force you to do anything that makes you so uncomfortable. How awful this last week must’ve been for you.” The sarcasm and hurt in his tone is evident.

What in the actual hell is going on here? How did me wanting to discuss some boundaries end up bringing us to this point?

I reach over for his hand but he snatches it away. “Quit with the mixed signals, Faye.”

“Hang on here a second,” I hiss, anger starting to fuel my veins. “I have never given you any reason to believe I was interested in more than friendship. Have I not specifically said on more than one occasion that that’s all I was interested in?”

“If I remember correctly, you said you had no time for a relationship,” he snaps back. “But my bad, I should have realized you just meant with me.”

I spy Leanne approaching with our food, so I seal my mouth shut until after she has departed. “Why are we even having this argument?” I stab a piece of salad with my fork. “Weren’t you the one who said you wouldn’t ever betray Ky again, or do you have an exclusive short-term memory?”

He flinches, carefully placing his fork down on his plate. “Maybe I’m not the one doing the betraying this time.”

An icy hand squeezes my heart and my face pales. “What are you insinuating?”

Superfast, he reaches over the table and takes my hand before I can object. “Fuck. I shouldn’t have said that, and I’m not insinuating anything. I’m being a total ass. I’m so sorry, Faye.”

I pull my hand out of his. “I’m struggling to understand what’s going on here, Brad, and, quite frankly, I wished I hadn’t broached the subject at all. I was having fun until we came here. Now, I don’t even feel like eating.” I push my plate away.

He looks contrite. “This is all my fault. Forget I said anything. We’re friends, and I’m really glad about that fact. I’ll tone down the PDAs, it’s no problem.”

I stare out the window, feeling hurt, confused, and vulnerable. Brad is clearly backtracking, and I’d like to know why.

The atmosphere is still strained in the car on the journey back to the house. Day has given way to night, and I look up at the eerie, empty sky, wondering if it’s some form of warning. Brad parks in a vacant spot in the garage, and I move to get out, but he stops me, holding my elbow in his strong grip. “Wait up, please.”

I twist around in my seat. “I hurt you, and I’m sorry about that. I’m in a weird mood today is all. It’s been an emotional day, and some of that subconsciously transferred over. Please say you forgive me. I value your friendship, and I don’t want to lose it, or you.”

I’m not quite sure if I’m buying that excuse. Rose is right—it’s best to be upfront about this, so I say what I need to say. “Do you have feelings for me? Because if you do, then we need to call the whole fake boyfriend thing off.”

He lifts his eyes to the ceiling, and his chest heaves. The air is suddenly frigid with tension. Sighing, he lowers his eyes and focuses on me. “I think I got a little carried away with the role playing, and I could imagine us together, but it wasn’t real. You’re Ky’s girl. I get that.” He looks down at his lap. “I don’t have those kinds of feelings for you.”

“Oh. Okay. Good.” And this is a good thing, so why do I feel a little disappointed? Am I that shallow?
 I shake it off before I give myself emotional whiplash, offering him my best smile. “How about we agree that if the arrangement isn’t working for one of us, we’ll be honest with the other and immediately call it off?”

He gives me a tentative smile in return. “Sounds like a plan.”

“So, we’re good?”

“We’re good.”

We remove some of the boxes from the boot, and I show Brad the way to his new room. On our way back, I knock on Ky’s door. “Brad’s here!” I call out. “And we could use a hand with these boxes.”

The door slowly opens, but my smile withers up and dies when I catch one look at Ky’s cold, impassive face. It’s a look I’m well familiar with but one I haven’t seen in a while. “What’s gotten into you?” Anxiety explodes in my gut.

“I don’t know what you mean.” He speaks to me while staring at Brad over my shoulder. I flit around, startled to see a cold glare on Brad’s face. “What is going on?”

“Nothing.” Ky purses his lips as he pulls the door shut. “What do you need help with?”

We walk in absolute silence back to the garage and unload the rest of Brad’s things. My level of anxiety is off the charts. Something is up with him, and I don’t understand what’s happened between this morning and now to cause him to withdraw behind his protective mask. I stop abruptly as a thought occurs to me. “Who was here earlier?”

“No one.” Ky is too quick to reply. Brad sends him a dirty look, and that tells me all I need to know. Nausea swims up my throat.

I drop my box on the floor. “I saw her car, Ky. What did she want?”

“Nothing.”

I stalk toward him, getting right up in his face. “Don’t lie to me. What did she say this time?”

“I told you, it’s nothing,” he says through gritted teeth, taking a step back from me.

“You’re lying.” Brad’s furious tone spears him.

“Don’t pretend like you know me, because you don’t,” he snarls, and I shrink back from the venom in his voice.

“Why are you acting like this?” I reach for him, but he steps sideways, out of my grasp.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He shrugs, feigning indifference. “And you need to get yourself in check. I don’t have time for this bullshit.”

My stomach drops with fear and loathing. He is not going to treat me like this. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not letting you do this to me again.”

He looks through me, as if I’m invisible. How can he say what he said to me this morning and now turn into the mean, moody version of himself from before?
 I scrunch handfuls of my hair. “Oh my God. She’s gotten to you, hasn’t see? What is the crazy bitch saying now? What’s her game plan this time?”

He shakes his head, as if I’m insane. “Faye. You’re the one acting crazy right now.”

“Don’t. Don’t do that. You can try and shut me out all you like, but I’ll still know who’s behind it.” Frustration and anger are not a good combination. It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him what Rose and I observed last night at Addison’s house, but I’m afraid to own up to it because with the weird mood he’s in, who knows how he’ll react. I don’t want to add further fuel on the fire.

“Why do women big-deal everything? Like seriously!” He rolls his eyes at Brad in a deliberate move. “You’ve the right idea staying single. Trust me, life is far less complicated.”

He sneers, and I see red. If I don’t get out of here now, I’m liable to do or say something I’ll regret. I face Brad. “I’m going to turn in for the night, unless you need a hand with unpacking?”

“No, I’m good. Thanks for everything today.” His eyes are kind and I’m glad at least one of them is acting normal again.

“No problem. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I ignore Ky as I slip around them, storming toward my room as fast as my legs will carry me.

I lie awake in bed until way past midnight, fervently hoping Ky is going make an appearance at any moment to explain his behavior. But as the clock chimes two, I have no choice but to face facts.

He isn’t coming.

And it feels ominous.

Like the winds are changing, and destiny is altering.

His absence is more than telling.

It has a finality to it that scares me half to death.





Chapter Twelve
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If I managed to snatch two solid hours of sleep last night, I’d say I was lucky. It took considerable effort to haul myself out of bed this morning, and now I’m running late. It doesn’t bode well for the rest of the day. At least it’s Friday.

Brad and Ky are engaged in a heated argument when I reach the kitchen, and it doesn’t take much imagination to figure out what or whom they are arguing about. They cease talking the minute they spot me. “Don’t stop on my account,” I snark, reaching down to remove a bowl from the press.

“Here.” Keaton says, getting up from the table with a plate in hand. “I made pancakes earlier. Saved you some.” He slides the plate across the island to me.

“Hhm,” I say, eyeing the mess littered across the sink, the stove, and the countertop. “I can see that. Were you planning on fixing that”—I point in the general direction of the massacre—“or leaving it for the cleaning fairy to take care of?”

His face drops and I feel like the biggest bitch on the planet. “Ignore me. I didn’t get much sleep last night, and I’m cranky as hell. Thanks for making breakfast, and don’t worry about that. I’ll tidy it after school.” His face brightens. Thank fuck. “And thanks for saving me some. I’m starved.” I take a big bite and groan. “God, that’s good. We might make a chef out of you yet!” He beams at me and all is right with the world again. I squint at the clock. “You better make a move unless you want to be late.” I shove him with my hip. “Go on, get your ass in gear!”

He musses up my hair as he races past me, laughing. Sensing eyes on me, I look up. Brad and Ky are both staring at me as if I’ve grown two horns out the top of my head. Ignoring them, I take my plate to the table and sit down across from Kent. He’s toying with the remnants of his breakfast, looking bored, as usual. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready too?” I ask, in between mouthfuls.

“Mind your own business,” he snipes, glaring at me. If I didn’t know him, I’d think he hated me. But Kent hates everyone and everything so I’m nothing special.

“Watch your mouth,” Ky growls. “And Faye is right. Get out of here. The last thing Mom needs is tardy reports from O.C.”

Kent typically flips him the bird. “Watch that.”

Ky flies across the room, yanking Kent off the bench by his shoulders. “Listen up, you little shit. You are going to school, and you are going right now if I have to drag you there myself.” Kent shoves Ky with force. “Don’t push me, Kent. I’m warning you.” Kent clearly has a death wish because he charges at Ky, mouthing a stream of obscenities as he tries to grab his brother in a headlock. Brad wades in, and between them, they manage to hold Kent’s arms behind his back. He thrashes about, cursing his head off and shouting in frustration.

“What is going on in here? I could hear you all the way from my bedroom.” Alex saunters into the room in her new favorite outfit—sweats and a disheveled shirt—with the obligatory glass of wine in hand. She obviously isn’t planning on going into the office again today.

“Kent is refusing to go to school,” Ky confirms.

Alex walks toward her son with a sigh. “You don’t want to go to school, sweetie?” She reaches out, touching his face.

Kent slaps her hand away. “No, and stop touching me.”

Alex waves her hands flippantly in the air. “Leave him be. If he doesn’t want to go to school, he doesn’t have to.” Her words are slightly slurred, and wine sloshes out of the glass onto the floor.

“Mom, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Kent needs the discipline of school,” Ky says.

Kent scoffs. “Would you listen to yourself? You sound like you’re fucking middle-aged. I’ll kill myself if I end up like you.”

“I’m not going to school either,” Kal says, and we all turn around to look at him. He is stretched lengthways along the bench with his socked feet crossed at the ankles.

Alex waggles her finger at him as she walks toward him. “Yes, you are.”

He sits bolt upright. “What? Why is Kent allowed to stay home for no
 reason when I have a really good reason to never step foot in that building again?”

“Sweetie.” Alex cocks her head to the side. “That’s exactly why you need to go. You need to show this town that you’ve done nothing wrong. That you are falsely accused. You need to go about your business as you always have done. Show them nothing has changed and you are not going to bow down to lies and idle gossip. You’re a Kennedy, for God’s sake! Act like one! You are better than all of them!” Her voice elevates until she’s practically screaming that last part.

“It’s not fair and you are seriously losing your mind!” Kal seethes, brushing past his mother with an unhappy pout on his face.

I peek at Brad and he looks like he wishes he was anywhere but here. I can relate. I have zero tolerance for the drama-rama this morning, and I want out of here. “We should make tracks before we’re late,” I say, offering Brad an out.

He latches onto it with both hands. “Definitely. Let’s go.”

“Have a lovely day, sweetie,” Alex purrs, kissing the top of my head. “And you too, darling. Sorry I wasn’t around to greet you last night, but you are most welcome. You’re practically family, Brad, so make yourself at home.” She yanks him into an embrace so fast that he stumbles, landing face first in her chest. It’s almost comical except that it’s far too sad to be in any way remotely funny.

Ky pulls Brad back, pinning him with an apologetic look. “Go. Get Faye out of here.”

We walk in silence to the lobby, grabbing our bags and coats and heading out the back door to the garage.

“So,” I say, securing my seat belt around my waist. “Happy you moved in?”

“Glad you didn’t sugarcoat anything on my behalf,” he drawls in a sarcastic tone.

I scan the backseat. “Is there room for two back there?” It’s only after the words have slipped out that I realize how they could be misconstrued. I attempt to backpedal furiously. “Shit! Didn’t mean that to come out how it sounded.”

A wry smile tugs up the corners of his mouth. “I know what you meant, and I heard your message loud and clear last night.”

All semblance of lightness evaporates, and I curse myself for putting my big fat mouth in it. That’s what happens with minimal sleep. My brain plays rooky and I end up spouting the most ridiculous crap.

“Can we not mention last night ever again?” I plead.

He takes a quick sideways look at me. “Which part?”

“All of it?”

“Sure.”

As Brad maneuvers us out of the garage, Max glides behind us in the Merc with the ever-faithful Lenny riding shotgun.

“You knew, didn’t you?” I ask Brad without facing him. I stare glumly out the front window, lifting my feet up onto the dash. “You saw her car, and you knew she was here.”

He sighs. “Yeah. Sorry I wasn’t honest about that, but I didn’t want to see you upset.”

“It’s okay. I’m not mad at you
.” I chew on the tip of one fingernail. “Did he tell you why she was here?”

He huffs out a laugh. “You’re kidding, right? As if he’d tell me anything about Addison.”

“Is that what you two were arguing about?”

“Partly.” He vigorously rubs his temple.


I’m tempted to probe further, but what’s the point?
 Ky has always gone into lockdown mode when it’s anything to do with Addison, and I doubt he’s confided in Brad of all people, even if they are besties. A painful ache radiates in my chest, and I can’t dispel the sense of futility I feel. “She’s playing some new game.”

“Most likely,” Brad agrees.

“And Ky is incapable of beating her at it, so that means we need to intervene.” I duck my head as we approach the gate and wait for Brad to navigate past the media pests and head out onto the open road before resuming our conversation. “I have a few ideas. Are you in or out?”

“Is this legal?” He quirks a brow.

“Mostly.”

He rolls his eyes. “Okay. Let’s hear it.”

I fill him in on the events of Wednesday night and what Rose and I overheard at Addison’s house. “If we discover her secret, we can use that to get her to lay off Ky. I bet Keven can dig into her background for us. He’s already investigating the email Ky received, and I’d like to find out if he has an update. Are you up for a road trip to Harvard tomorrow?”

“I only had loose plans to go to the track with Ky. Count me in. Let’s do this.”

I have a few almost run-ins with Peyton during the school day, and I’m in no mood to tolerate Her Highness. Brad runs intervention, and I know I must be testing his patience to the limit, but I’m in a real foul mood today, and woe betide anyone who crosses me.

Alex is passed out on the couch when we get back home after school is out, an empty wine bottle and glass tossed on the floor at her feet. Brad shakes his head sadly as he takes a blanket off the other couch and fits it over her. I remove the empty bottle and glass and bring it into the kitchen. Together, we clean up the mess left from breakfast before I go to my room to change into my swimsuit. I haven’t swum any day this week, and I need to rectify that. Practice sessions start after school on Monday, and I don’t want to fall behind.

It’s too cold to use the outdoor pool, so I head to the indoor one and dive in. I’ve only swum ten lengths when the door creaks open and Brad steps into the room. I swim up to the edge of the pull, draping my arms over the tiled floor.

“Do you mind if I join you?” he asks.

“Of course not. There’s more than enough room.”

He tugs his T-shirt up over his head and dumps it and a towel on a bench in the corner. Muscles flex and roll in his chiseled abs as he strides toward the pool, and I try not to ogle, but it’s damn hard. Brad is well fit, easily in Ky’s league, and he’d definitely give him a run for his money in the semi-naked hotness stakes. Pulling my goggles on, I start into a butterfly stroke as Brad dives into the pool in one flawless move. We soar up and down the lanes in unspoken competition, and my muscles burn with the effort involved in keeping up with him. Brad’s an expert swimmer, not that I’m altogether surprised. He grew up with a pool in his backyard and the beach close enough at hand.

A large yawn escapes my mouth, and I slow to a gentle crawl, swimming to the edge of the pool and leaning back. “Can’t hack the pace, beautiful?” Brad teases, swimming up alongside me.

“I’m knackered.” He chuckles. “And I have to be at work soon, so I think I’ll grab a power nap before then.” I hoist my weary body out of the pool and clamber to my feet. Brad follows behind me.

“Here.” He thrusts a towel at me. “I grabbed an extra one.”

“Thanks.” I flick my hair over and scrub it with the towel before straightening up. Brad is bent at the waist, drying his legs, and I take the opportunity to study him on the sly. His wide shoulders are broad, tapering down to a well-defined back, slim hips, and toned, muscular legs. He has the same sporty physique as Ky, and he’s equally as nice to look at.

He straightens up, catching me watching him, and he smiles as my cheeks flare up. I drag my towel back and forth across my back, arching my chest in the process. Brad’s eyes latch onto my bust, and my nipples pebble under his keen attention. Lightning-fast, I secure the towel across my front, wrapping it around my back and tucking it in under my arms before he notices. When Brad’s gaze meets mine, there’s no denying the interest there. Something indecipherable wafts through the air, and my skin prickles with uneasiness. Lines are starting to blur, and I don’t know which side of the fence I’m on. I’m becoming far too aware of him, and I don’t want that.

A loud throat clearing snaps me out of my haze. Ky is glaring at Brad from the open doorway. I hurry toward the exit, brushing past Ky without even acknowledging him.

I flop down on my bed, groaning into my pillow. Why is everything so complicated? Is it too much to wish for boring and normal?
 As I strip off my suit and step into the shower, I reluctantly acknowledge the fact that I’d hate boring and normal, but some happy medium would be nice.

I’ve just shoved the lasagna into the oven when Alex wanders into the kitchen, yawning. “Something smells delicious.”

“I hope you like lasagna?” I ask, putting the finishing touches on the accompanying salad.

“I do.” She hovers uncertainly while I set the table and fill the water jug. “Thank you, Faye. I appreciate all you’re doing to help.” She flops down onto a stool. “I’m finding it so difficult to function at present.”

I’ll say. I lean my elbows on the island unit. “I understand, and I’m happy to help out where I can.” I pause, contemplating my next words carefully. “Is Courtney still at Kennedy Apparel? Is that why you’re reluctant to return to the office?” A pained expression appears on her face as she nods. I frown. “Why don’t you fire her skanky ass?”

That raises a small smile. “I wish I could.” She sighs heavily. “I can’t stand to be around that calculating bitch, but unfortunately, having an affair with your boss’s husband isn’t grounds for dismissal. Her employment contract is watertight.” She jumps up too quickly from the stool, stumbling and almost losing her balance. I rush to her side, but she has righted herself by the time I reach her. She puts out a hand. “I’m okay. I feel a headache coming on, and I think I’ll just go lie down.”
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The diner is packed as it is most Friday nights, and I’m rushed off my feet from the second I step foot in the place. I’m typing an order into the system when Rose approaches. “The guy at table seven is asking for you to serve him.”

“Fine,” I reply, not even looking up. Taking long strides toward the table, I extract my pad and pen from my pocket as I make my approach. “What can I get you?” I ask, lifting my head up. Curious blue eyes meet mine as his lips pull into a smile. “Oh, hello again.” My guard is instantly up as I recognize the man from his previous visit.

“Hello, Faye.” He scans my name badge as he hurriedly tidies up a bunch of photos and papers in front of him.

My eyes flit subconsciously to the table, and he quickly flips the documents over. My cheeks stain with my embarrassment. “Have you decided what you’d like to order?”

“I was going to have the fish and chips again, but I thought I should try something different this time, so I’ll have the Works Burger with all the trimmings and ice water, please.”

I quickly jot it down. “I’ll place the order. Thanks.” I turn to leave.

“Wait, Faye, ah”—he runs a hand through his dark hair—“I was hoping you might have time to talk for a few minutes.”

My eyes narrow suspiciously. “About what?”

“The other waitress said you are new to town. I’m considering moving here, and I was, ah, wondering if you had any insight to offer? Is it a nice place to live?”

I shrug. “I guess.”

“So, you’re happy here?”

I purse my lips as I ponder his question. On the surface, it appears straightforward, but it’s way more complicated than a simple yes or no reply. “Mostly.” I aim for honesty.

His intelligent eyes probe mine and all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck lift. There is something about this guy that isn’t on the level. I think my initial instincts were correct. He must be a hack and he’s trying to befriend me in the hope I’ll divulge Kennedy family secrets. Well, he can think again. I plant my best sweet and innocent smile on my face. “I’d love to chat with you …” I let my words die off as I quirk a brow.

“Mark!” he blurts out, looking a little flustered. “The name’s Mark.” He holds out his hand, and I reluctantly shake it.

“Well, Mark. It was nice talking to you, but I’ve got to get back to work. It’s crazy busy, as you can see, and I don’t want to give my boss any excuse to fire me. I’ll input your order, and then I’ll be back with your drink.”

“What was all that about?” Rose asks when I return to the counter.

“I think he’s a reporter fishing for dirt on the Kennedys.”

“Get out!”

“I could be wrong, but there’s something about that guy.” My brow wrinkles as I tap in his order. “Would you serve him? I’d rather steer clear.”

“No sweat.”

David calls me into his office a little while later. Being summoned by the boss never fails to spark a burst of anxiety, and I’m the first to assume it’s because I’ve done something wrong. “Have a seat.” He waves at the two chairs in front of his desk, and I sit down stiffly in one.

“Relax, Faye.” He gives me a yellow-toothed grin. “Nothing is wrong. I just wanted to check in with you and see how you’re doing. I know you’ve had a lot of stress this week, and it can’t be easy with reporters breathing down your neck all the time.”

“Is this about my bodyguard, Lenny? Because he stays out in the car, and I’m confident I can get my uncle to renege on the need for his presence soon.”

David flaps his hands in the air. “Breathe, Faye. There’s no need to get all worked up. I won’t deny that it’d be nice not to see his face at all, but I can’t complain. Trade is brisk. In fact”—he sends me a semi-apologetic look—“business is up by twenty-five percent thanks to the influx of visitors to the town.”

“Oh, well, that’s good.” At least someone is benefitting. My knee jerks up and down as I wait for him to get to the point.

He taps his pen slowly off the top of his desk. He leans back in his chair, and his gray shirt is stretched over his protruding gut, the buttons looking like they’re about to pop. His eyes roam my face in a way that makes me ill at ease. He offers up another toothy grin, and I squirm in my seat. “If there is ever anything I can do to help, you know you can come to me?” he says, and I nod weakly. “And if you ever need to switch or cancel shifts because of external factors, then please speak to me. I know this must be difficult for you, being so new to town and all, and if I can help in any way, I’d be happy to.”

His eyes are kind, and my trepidation ebbs. I’m not sure why I’m edgy around him, and I think I’ve misjudged him, because this isn’t the first time that he’s extended an olive branch, and he seems to genuinely care about his staff, which is damned rare to find. The manager of the restaurant I worked in back home in Dublin was a right cow, and she never made concessions for anyone, no matter what was going on at home. “Thank you, David. I appreciate you saying that, and I’ll bear it in mind.”

He beams at me like a proud father. “Very well, Faye. I’ll let you get back. It’s a busy one tonight.”

The rest of the shift passes uneventfully and I don’t see or speak to Mark the rest of the night.

When I arrive back at the house later, I make a quick call to James letting him know that someone was asking questions at the diner. He made me promise to tell him if anything like this happened, and I’m happy for him to deal with the situation. Hopefully, that’s the last I’ll see of Mark.
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I’m woken early the next morning by a continuous pelting of rain against my window. Scrubbing the sleep from my eyes, I lift the curtain and groan. Heavy sheets of rain are tumbling in angry waves from the sky, slapping noisily off the ground outside. Rolls of dull, smoky, gray clouds crowd the sky, casting a layer of drabness over the land below. It perfectly matches my mood. I tap out a short message to Brad, wondering if he’s awake yet. He responds mere seconds later, and we agree to meet in the kitchen.

I grab a quick shower and dress warmly in my favorite pair of jeans, combat boots, and a gray and pink hoodie. Brad is whistling to himself as he stirs eggs on the stove. “Morning,” I say in an overly exuberant tone of voice that is clearly fake.

Brad chuckles. “That bad, huh?” I stick my tongue out at him, and he laughs again. “I made enough for two.” He gestures at the pan.

“Great, thanks.” I drop some bread in the toaster and busy myself making coffee while he plates up our food. I carry the mugs to the table, sliding onto the bench as Brad places a steaming plate of scrambled eggs and toast in front of me. We tuck in, eating silently and amicably.

“What’s the plan?” he asks, when he’s finished eating.

“I got the address of Kaden and Keven’s apartment on campus from Keaton last night, so we’ll head there and hope they’re in.” I take a sip of my coffee. “And if they’re not, I’ll ring them and find out when they’ll be back, and we can find someplace to hang out until then.”

“Cool. You wanna make tracks soon?”

I catch sight of Ky approaching out of the corner of my eye. “Yeah, and if he
 asks, I’m going shopping and you’re keeping me company,” I whisper urgently.

Brad swivels on the bench. “Hey, man. You heading to the track?” Ky’s routine is pretty regimented so it’s a safe bet he’s heading to the Middleborough motocross training facility this morning.

“Yep.” He moves about the kitchen, opening and shutting presses. With a bowl in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other, he sits down beside Brad, completely ignoring me as he starts eating.

“Will you let May and Rick know I’m living here now and tell them I’ll drop in during the week.”

“Sure.” He looks at his bowl as he eats, still refusing to meet my eyes.

“How are the renovations coming along?” Brad asks, trying his best to alleviate the awkward tension in the room.

“Good.”

Ky has mastered the art of one-word replies. Trying to have a conversation with him when he’s in a mood is like spending a continuous twenty-four hours in the dentist chair. Air flees my lungs and I can scarcely breathe. This reminds me so much of the early days, when Ky acted like I didn’t even exist. How can things have gone so awry in only one day?


I don’t need anyone else to answer that question.

I already know the reason.

Addison.

This stinks of her in spades.

Ky may be content to let her walk all over him again but I’m done being a doormat.

I’m going to play her at her own game, and I’m going to thoroughly enjoy it too.





Chapter Thirteen
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With renewed determination, I swing my legs over the bench and snatch Brad’s dirty dishes up along with mine. I walk to the dishwasher and stack our things before cleaning the pan and wiping the counter clean. Brad and Ky are whispering with their heads bent, and I hate the fact that I’m excluded from the conversation.

“I’ll meet you in the lobby in fifteen, Brad,” I shout, and he gives me a swift thumbs-up. I exit the room without any acknowledgment of Ky. I’m not speaking to him until he apologizes for the way he treated me yesterday.

“Okay, so, here’s the plan,” I tell Brad when he enters the lobby a little while later. “We need to ditch Lenny ’cause I don’t want anyone knowing what we’re up to. You don’t have a tail, so you can drive out the front gate and meet me at the old side entrance. I’ll wait for the guard to finish his rounds of the back garden, and then I’ll slip out my window and escape through the forest.”

Brad high-fives me. “Sneaky. I approve.” He winks and I give him a playful shove. “Go. I’ll see you in a bit.”

The plan works beautifully, and twenty minutes later, we are free as birds on the open road. I flick through the list of music on Brad’s phone until I find something I like. He groans when the rhythmic beats pump out and I tap my fingers in time to the music. “Your taste in music is diabolical
.”

“If you hate Katy Perry so much, why’d you have her on your playlist?”

His lips tug down, and his teasing expression fades. “My sister put it on there.”

“Oh, sorry. Do you want me to turn it off?”

He wiggles his nose. “Nah, leave it. It reminds me of her, and that’s not a bad thing.”

I sing along, uncaring that I’m completely tuneless, and his shoulders shake with laughter. I stick my tongue out at him in between crooning, and that makes him crack up even more. By the time we reach the campus, he’s doubled over as if winded, with tears streaming down his face.

“I’m not that bad!” I poke him in the ribs.

“A dying cat would sound better than you!” He shakes with laughter as he swings the car into a parking space.

“You. Are. Mean.” I mock pout, as he kills the engine and pivots in his seat to face me.

“Ah, you know I love you.” He playfully messes up my hair. “And I love that you don’t care. Your confidence is very attractive.”

“Whatever!” I roll my eyes and open my door, suddenly very anxious to end this convo before it veers into treacherous territory. “Come on! Let’s go find my cousins.”

We stroll past beautiful, stately red-bricked buildings and manicured lawns that look glorious even swathed in a heavy sheet of rain. There’s something magical in the air around here, and it’s clear the campus is steeped in history. My mouth hangs open as I drink it all in. Trees with varying autumnal-colored leaves line the pristine paths as we walk through the college grounds. There is barely a sinner around at this early hour on the weekend, and it only adds to the enchanting quality of the place.

We stop in front of a well-preserved building that looks like it dates back to the eighteenth century. Brad holds the door open for me, and I step into the lobby of a clean, well-maintained building. We sign in, retrieving directions, and after a few wrong turns, we eventually end up in front of my cousin’s door. I rap decisively a couple of times and step back, shuffling anxiously from foot to foot. I’m not sure what kind of reaction I’ll receive. I’m not close with either Kaden or Keven, and I don’t know what they’ll think when they see me on their doorstep.

Sounds of muted voices confirm someone is inside, but the longer we stare at the closed door, the less confident I am that they’re planning on opening it.

Brad twists his cap to the back of his head, slanting an amused look my way. “Maybe our timing sucks,” he suggests with a knowing wink.

“Oh, shoot!” I exclaim, instantly catching his drift. It’s early on a Saturday morning, and it’s not inconceivable to think one or both of my cousins have female company. “Maybe we should come back later?”

Brad takes my hand. “Good idea, come on.”

We have only taken three steps when the door swings open and Kaden pokes his head out. “Faye?” His voice can’t conceal his curiosity.

I turn around. “Surprise!”

“What are you doing here?” he asks. An older woman with smoldering brown eyes appears at his back, clutching a briefcase and a stack of files to her chest.

“I need to speak to Keven about something, but if this is a bad time …” I smile over his head at the woman.

“No. It’s fine. Professor Garcia was just leaving.” He moves aside to allow the woman to pass through. Her heels click noisily on the polished hardwood floors.

“Same time next Saturday, Mr. Kennedy,” she says in a clipped tone of voice, flicking her thick, dark hair over her shoulder. With her voluptuous mouth, sallow skin, and curvy figure, she reminds me of a younger Sophia Vergara. She even has that sexy, sensual quality to her voice.

“Thank you. I’ll see you then.” Kaden avoids looking at her as he ushers us into the room. I take a quick wander around. The suite is larger than I expected, incorporating two separate double bedrooms and a shared bath. The common room is spacious and expensively furnished with two wide reclining leather couches and a massive wall-mounted flat screen TV. A top-of-the-range gaming system is hooked up to the TV, and the glossy coffee table is cluttered with a multitude of games and related paraphernalia. It’s a bone fide man cave.

“Scored some private lessons?” Brad teases.

“She’s one of my professors, asshat! And she’s married.” He closes the door with a bang.

“She’s clearly very
 dedicated to turn up so early on a Saturday.” Brad plops down on one of the couches, stretching the length of it as he folds his hands underneath his head.

“Make yourself at home, Brad,” Kaden drawls sarcastically, “and drop the insinuation. I don’t appreciate it.”

“Jeez, man, when’d you get so serious? I was only messing about.”

Kaden ignores him, leaning over the back of the couch as he pins that intense gaze of his on me. “Keven isn’t here, Faye, but he’s due back shortly. Anything I can help with?”

I push Brad’s feet out of the way and sit down on the end of the couch. “I wanted his help with some computer stuff, so, not really, although, we could use your help back at the house.”

Kaden sighs. “What’s the latest?”

I proceed to fill him in on Alex’s drinking and lackadaisical attitude, especially when it comes to her work and Kent’s school, the showdown with James the other morning, and the threatened divorce—which, apparently, he was aware of because Ky had called him straight after—and Kal’s understandable melancholy mood. “Goddammit.” He exhales in frustration. “This entire situation is a clusterfuck of epic proportions.”

“I’m not going to argue with you on that front.”

“And what about the revelation about us, about our …” He stops mid-sentence, casting a furtive glance at Brad.

“Brad knows,” I confirm. “I told him.” Kaden scowls. “He’s not going to say anything, so take a chill pill.” His scowl grows darker. “And to answer your question, none of your brothers have said anything else to me or around me about your real dad. To be fair, it’s kinda minor in the context of everything else.

“True,” Kaden agrees, letting go of his evil Eddie expression.

“You’re still their brother. Who your dad is doesn’t change that.” I twirl a lock of my hair around my finger as the door swings inward and Keven strolls into the room. He halts on the spot when he sees me and Brad, his eyes widening in surprise.

“To what do we owe this honor?” he deadpans, unzipping his jacket and flinging it over a chair in the corner of the room. Muscles bulge and flex in his arms as he lounges against the desk.

“I need your help.”

His brows inch up. “Go on.”

“Firstly, have you made any progress tracing that email Ky received?”

He shakes his head. “Not yet. Whoever they are, they knew what they were doing or hired someone who knew what they were doing. Every time I think I’ve gotten to the source, I’m rerouted again.” My brow puckers unhappily. “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” He pats my knee. “This is my forte, and I’m damned good at it. I’ll crack it eventually.”

“Modest much, Keven?” Brad teases.

“That’s enough out of you, pipsqueak.”

“Pipsqueak?” I alternate my gaze from Brad to Keven and back again.

“It’s the nickname he gave me when I was growing up because I was so small. I was a late starter,” Brad explains for my benefit.

My eyes trail up and down his strong, muscular, tall body. “Well, you sure as shit made up for it.”

Brad’s gaze lands on my mouth as he shoots me a cocky wink. “Yep. Sure did.”

Kaden coughs purposely. “Enough with the flirting. Keven and I have stuff to do, so can we wrap this up.”

My good mood evaporates on the spot. It seems Kaden can’t get me out of here fast enough. Brad pushes up off the couch, glaring at Kaden. “Hey, man, she’s your cousin, and you can’t give her ten minutes of your time?”

Kaden cricks his neck from side to side. “I didn’t mean that how it sounded, Faye. I’m cranky from lack of sleep, and I’ve got a shit ton of stuff to do today is all. Don’t take it personally. You’re welcome to visit anytime. Maybe, just call first next time?”

“Of course, yeah.” I look down at my lap, embarrassed and a little hurt.

“What do you need help with?” Keven asks, making a deliberate effort to temper his tone.

I’m feeling a little nervous about saying this out loud, fearful for how it’s going to come across, but there’s no backing out now. I lift my chin up, piercing Keven with a confident expression. “I need you to spy on Addison.”

His eyes open wide. “Okaayy. Wasn’t expecting that. What exactly are you looking for?”

“She’s twisting the screws on Ky again, and we know she’s playing some angle, but he seems unwilling to contemplate that,” Brad adds.

“Shit!” Kaden curses. “Don’t tell me he’s mixed up with her again?”

“Looks that way,” I supply.

Brad leans forward, jabbing his elbows in his knees. “But he’s not admitting to anything so we’re blind. Faye overheard some stuff last week and we know Addison’s hiding a secret. We were hoping you could do some digging into her background and see what you can come up with.”

“Consider it done. I hate that lying whore.”

“That’s not all,” I add, proceeding to tell them about Addison’s involvement in the whole Kal-Lana saga.

“Why does she have such a hard-on for our family?” Kaden asks. I shrug. “Does Dad know about this?”

“Ky said he was going to speak to him although he wasn’t overly confident that it’d help Kal’s case much,” I explain.

“I presume Ky knows nothing about this request, and that’s the way you’d prefer to keep it?” Kaden asks, stretching his arms out over his head as a loud yawn escapes from his mouth.

“Yes. If you’re okay with that.” I look from one to the other.

“She’s a poisonous little bitch,” Keven says, “and she did a right number on my brother last time. I still don’t think he’s over it, so I’m happy to help. If we can dig up some dirt and use it to get her to leave Ky alone, then I’m all in.”

I stand up. “Great. We’re all on the same page, and this stays strictly between us.”
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We return to the house a few hours later, and the place looks like a bomb hit it. Unwashed dishes are heaped in the sink in the kitchen, food remnants from lunch and breakfast clutter the countertops, and various items of clothing and personal belongings are dotted all over the sitting room. Alex is fast asleep on the couch, snoring softly. Out in the utility room, piles of dirty washing are heaped in a giant mountain in the center of the floor.

“My cousins are such slobs,” I mutter, and Brad chuckles.

“Guess I know what I’m doing this afternoon.” I kneel down, starting to sort the clothes into darks and lights. Without complaint, Brad sits down beside me and we set about catching up on laundry.

After I make us a bite to eat, we wander to the games room. Keaton and Keanu are arguing over some stupid game on Xbox when we walk in. “What’s up, assholes?” Brad asks, dropping lengthways on the couch.

“I’m going crazy cooped up in here,” Keaton retorts, tossing the Xbox controller across the room.

“I thought you were bringing your girlfriend over today?”

“Eh.” His cheeks flush bright red. “Would you bring anyone new into this house? She’d run a mile.”

“Valid point,” I acknowledge.

Keanu swivels in his chair, pinning his brother with an incredulous look. “Shut the fuck up. You have a girl?”

Oops. Didn’t realize I’d let the cat out of the bag.

“Don’t sound so surprised.” Keaton is immediately on the defense.

“How much you paying her?” Keanu teases, and Keaton grabs him into a headlock.

“There is far too much testosterone around this place,” I murmur to myself, flopping back on the couch.

“Let’s grab a movie,” Brad suggests. “That new Star Wars
 one is showing and I’m dying to see it.”

I perk up. “I’m game. I love Star Wars
.”

“You’re such a nerd,” Keaton teases.

“Get your girlfriend to meet us there. I need to put her through her paces to see if she’s worthy of you.” I wink, and he groans. His eyes spark alive. “I’ll bring Melissa if Keanu brings Selena
.” Her name rolls slowly on his tongue.

Selena models for Kennedy Apparel, and if the shots I’ve seen of her and Keanu are any indication, they have serious chemistry. But my cousin is remarkably reticent on the status of his relationship with her, and he gets all prickly the minute her name is mentioned.

“Yeah, nice try.” Keanu gives him the middle finger.

I leave the boys arguing among themselves as I pad to Kalvin’s room. I knock tentatively on the door. “Kal? You in there?”

“Where else would I be?” he asks sourly, opening the door with a savage swing.

“We’re going to catch a movie. Why don’t you come?”

He’s shaking his head before I’ve even finished speaking. “Thanks, but no thanks.” I open my mouth to argue my point, but he beats me to it. “Besides, someone has to stay with Mom, and Ky and Kent are both still out.”

I admit defeat. “Okay. Maybe another time?”

He shrugs nonchalantly. “Maybe.”

The movie is awesome and I indulge my sci-fi geekiness to my heart’s content. Neither of my cousin’s girlfriends makes an appearance, but I’m glad it’s only the four of us. We grab takeout on the way home, so it’s late by the time we return to the house.

Alex is sniffling in front of the TV when I walk into the living room, and my shoulders instantly cord into knots. I’ve huge sympathy for Alex, but it’s like walking on eggshells around here all the time. It’s not as if I
 don’t have serious issues occupying my mind. My mum had an incestuous affair with my uncle, and he may or may not be my dad, but you don’t see me wallowing in it. I know I seem harsh, but I didn’t peg Alex for the type to lie down and let some conniving cow trample all over her. There are still things she can control, and she has responsibilities to her business and this family, and she needs to focus on those instead of drinking herself into oblivion. I’m disappointed that the high-powered ballsy no-nonsense woman I first met seems to have evaporated into thin air.

But I’m not totally coldhearted, and I hate to see anyone hurting, even if they are perpetuating the situation themselves. I drop into place beside her on the couch, resting my head on her shoulder. She leans her head against me. The screen is frozen on an image of Alex and James on their wedding day. She’s the classic golden beauty wearing an elegant figure-hugging white silk and lace dress. A simple veil frames her radiant face. James is peering into her eyes, and they are both laughing like they haven’t a care in the world. The love shining between them is obvious.

I place my arm around her back. “It’s true what they say, you know?” She lifts her head up as she speaks. Her sad eyes search mine. “Your wedding day is one of the best days of your life. At least, mine was. It was magical.” An errant sob breaks free. “I thought he was my knight in shining armor.” More choked sobs filter through the air. “And he was for a long time.”

“Is it genuinely over between you?” I risk asking.

“Yes,” she whispers, tears gliding down her face like an avalanche.

“I’m sorry.”

“I am too.” A pregnant pause fills the air, weighted with grief and loss, but at least her crying has stopped. Her chest heaves painfully up and down, and the look on her face is heart wrenching. She hits the stop button on the remote and stands up. “I think I’ll call it a night.”

I help her into bed, fixing her some sweet hot tea and propping the pillows up behind her back.

“Thank you, Faye.” She kisses my cheek. “I know I’ve been absent this week but I needed to take some time for me. I’ll be back on top of things next week.”

It’s as if she’s read my mind and I’m instantly swamped with guilt for my previous uncharitable thoughts. “It’s okay. I understand.” I start backing out of the room. “Sweet dreams.”

I meet Brad at the bottom of the steps. “Is she okay?” he whispers.

“She will be.” My faith has somewhat been restored.

He takes my hand and pulls me into the corridor. “Chad’s having another party. Do you want to go?”

The one and only time I attended Chad’s party was the night Ky and Brad got into a fist fight and I felt like clawing Addison’s eyes out. I’m not sure I’m up for a repeat. Before I can respond, Keaton approaches from the direction of the games room. “Kal’s up for it, too. You in, Faye?”

“I don’t think Kal going is such a good idea.”

“Mom said I shouldn’t hide,” Kal responds, stepping out from his room dressed in a black shirt and jeans. “And this is the best way of making a statement, so I figure I should go. I’d appreciate the backup.” He gives me his best puppy-dog-eye impression and my heart melts. It’s not difficult to understand how girls swoon at his feet.

I cross my hands over my chest. “I can hardly refuse now, can I?”

“Yay!” Keaton high-fives me, before a fleeting concerned look glimmers in his eyes. “Ky will probably be pissed, but he’ll just have to deal.”

I frown, asking, “What?” the same time Brad does.

“Yeah, about that.” Keaton winces and his eyes scrunch up. “Ky left me a note saying he was heading to the party and to make sure you didn’t attend.”

I shiver as an intense chill snakes its way through my veins. “Why would he say that?” A queasy sensation lodges in the pit of my stomach while I contemplate his reasons for making such a request. I don’t need to be a brain surgeon to figure it out.

Keaton shrugs, while Brad and I exchange suspicious expressions. “There’s only one surefire way of finding out,” Brad murmurs.

“Yep.” I toss my hair over my shoulder. Even though I may not like what I discover, wild horses wouldn’t keep me away now. “We’re going to that party, and I’m going to find out exactly why Ky doesn’t want me there.”





Chapter Fourteen
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Brad drives off in his SUV and Kal, Keaton, and I sneak out through the garden, across the woods, and out beyond the guesthouse. When we slip out through the dilapidated old gate, Brad is already waiting.

“You little minx,” Keaton says, sliding in beside me in the back seat. “How long have you been sneaking out?”

“Just a couple times.” I shrug.

“You’re most definitely a Kennedy,” Kal says from the passenger seat, offering a rare smile.

“I’ll accept that as a compliment.”

“It was meant as one.” He stares out the side window, contributing nothing further to the conversation for the rest of the journey.

Rows of vehicles line up in front of Chad’s magnificent mansion, and it looks like a full house. The rhythmic pounding of beats pulsates in the otherwise silent night air as we tumble out of the car. Brad takes my hand and leads me around the side of the house to the back garden, like last time. I cling to him for support, tottering on my high heels, as I stumble over the stoned pathway. Before we round the corner, I remove my silk bomber jacket, tying it firmly around my waist. My fitted black leggings are practically welded to my legs, and the body-hugging black lace corset-style dress-slash-top accentuates my ample chest while slimming my waist. Stretching to my thighs, it barely covers my ass. I know I’ve probably gone slightly overboard, but I needed to at least feel confident and in control on the outside. Inside, all my organs have turned to mush, and there’s a vile taste in my mouth.

I have a strong premonition that nothing is going to be the same after tonight.

I’m praying I’m wrong, but I’m also petrified that I’m right.

Brad’s eyes are out on stalks as his gaze slowly rakes over me. Keaton whistles. “Wow, cuz. You look sexy as hell.”

I’m almost speechless under the intensity of Brad’s heated stare, and all I manage is a raspy “Thanks.”

Brad leans down, pressing his mouth to my ear. His warm breath swirls over my skin, raising tiny goose bumps everywhere it touches. “You look absolutely stunning.” His eyes drill into mine. “Don’t leave my side.”

The house is packed to capacity when we ease our way inside. I’m instantly hit by a searing wall of humidity. Sweat and perfume mix in the air to create a sweet and sour combo that’s part intoxicating and part puke-inducing. Other noxious smells cause my nose to wrinkle in distaste. Writhing bodies throng the cleared-out living space, as boys and girls dance enthusiastically to the tunes the DJ is spinning. Buckets of beer and wine coolers cover numerous surfaces, and half-eaten bowls of chips and dips are littered throughout the room.

Brad guides us over to an empty space in the corner of the room. I drop my bag on the table behind us. My eyes instantly scan my surroundings with laser focus. I do a few laps of the room while Brad goes to grab us some beers, but I can’t see Ky anywhere. That isn’t in any way reassuring, especially considering I can’t spot Addison either. My stomach lurches to my toes.

“Ho. Lee. Fuck!” A sonorous voice swoons in my ear. “Look at you.”

I peer up into Jeremy’s hungry eyes, watching as his gaze feasts on my chest. Suddenly, dressing so provocatively doesn’t seem like such a smart move.

“Stand down, man. She’s with me,” Brad states, rejoining us with perfect timing. I take the offered beer and lean into him. He wastes no time staking his claim, clamping a firm hand to my hip and towing me into his warm body.

Jeremy raises his hands in surrender even though he looks like he’s just sucked on a lemon. “Wasn’t aware, bro. That’s cool.” He leans into my ear. “If you ever want to test drive a real man, give me a call.” With one final sleazy wink, he slinks away, and I release the breath I’d been holding.

“What’d he say?” Brad asks, scowling.

“Nothing worth repeating.” I take a swig of my beer, relishing the taste of the cool liquid.

“Steer clear of him, Faye,” Kal warns. “He’s totally sketch.” Harsh glares spear him like daggers from all corners of the room, and a familiar ache takes up residence in my chest. Surrounded by blatant hostility instead of the usual harem of fawning girls, Kal couldn’t have fallen any lower on the popularity ladder if he tried. Not that he gives two shits about that, I’m sure, but it’s an acute reminder of how altered his reality is.

“I don’t need convincing. I know Jeremy’s a jerk.” I send him a reassuring smile as my eyes continue to explore the room. I’m growing antsier with every passing second.

“You want to go look for him?” Brad asks with a solemn expression. I nod. “You sure about this?”

Brad is clearly drawing the same assumptions I am. The beer settles in my stomach like rotten milk, and a layer of slime coats my tongue, but I nod again. This is no time for backing down.

We leave Kal and Keaton in the living room, squeezing past sweaty bodies as we maneuver a path through to the kitchen. There’s no sign of Ky in here or outside, so Brad guides me out through the back of the kitchen into a long wide corridor with a myriad of closed doors on either side. Moans and groans filter through the air, twisting my insides into knots. I grind to a halt, smoothing a hand across my belly, unsure if I have the gumption to go through with this. “You want me to check?” Brad asks, intuitively knowing what I’m thinking. It’s cowardly but I bob my head in acquiescence.

I keep my eyes trained on my gold-tipped black stilettos as Brad checks one door after another, apologizing profusely as a multitude of colorful language is leveled his way. Someone even throws a shoe at him, but he ducks in time, narrowly avoiding impact. “He’s not in any of the bedrooms,” Brad confirms, sidling up alongside me a few minutes later.

“What about the upstairs bedrooms?” I inquire.

“Upstairs is sealed off so all partygoers are restricted to the lower level. These are the only bedrooms down here.”

I slump against him as sweet relief washes over me. “Maybe he decided not to come after all.” I hate how pitiful my voice sounds. Tellingly, Brad doesn’t reply.

I push off the wall and straighten up. “Come on, let’s check out the front of the house.”

Heat pumps off Brad as he follows behind me. Butterflies are having a field day in my chest, and I’m still on the verge of chucking as we exit the corridor and head around the front part of the house. It’s quieter here, sounds of the music muffled by the thick floor-to-ceiling solid stone walls. The only lights are from a few carefully positioned lamps casting fleeting rays of illumination over the couples making out on all available surfaces. Every couch and chair in sight is occupied with boys and girls kissing, straddling, and dry humping one another. Lustful whimpers and cries suggest some are taking things further, and I hurry through the room, only glancing fleetingly at every couple, my heart pumping with much-needed hope when I fail to identify Ky.

Perhaps I’ve been jumping to wrongful conclusions. A calmness starts to soothe my insides as I reach the top of the room, passing by the alcove under the stairs to my right. A breathy moan stops my progress in a nanosecond, and my heart starts slamming around my ribcage in clear panic.

“Don’t look,” Brad whispers, slinging a firm arm around my waist from behind and attempting to shelter me with his body. All that does is crank my curiosity to the max.

Summoning courage, I turn my gaze to the hidden space under the stairs and the two bodies meshed together in the dark shadows. I’d know Ky’s body anywhere, and my heart rate spikes to coronary-inducing levels while I watch him grinding his hips against Addison as he claims her mouth in a searing kiss. Addison’s back is to the wall, and she has one of her legs hitched up to his thigh level. Her hands clutch at his back through his shirt. His lips leave her mouth to fit to her neck, and she emits another needy moan. “Oh, yes, Ky. Like that, baby.”

A strangled cry escapes my lips before I can stop it. Brad’s arm curves around my waist as Addison turns calculating eyes in my direction. When she recognizes me, her lips flick up into a wide smile. Reaching down, she grabs Ky’s ass and pulls him even closer to her. Every muscle in Ky’s body has gone stiff, and he’s frozen in place.

“Don’t do this here,” Brad pleads in my ear, attempting to tug me back.

“Stop.” My voice is loud and commanding, like ice and steel.

Addison cups the back of Ky’s head. “Ignore her.”

Ky reaches up and removes her hands and her leg, setting her carefully on the ground. Slowly, he turns around and faces me with a carefully constructed mask in place. “I need a minute,” he says over his shoulder, not giving Addison any time to object before he stalks toward me.

He pulls me away from Brad, keeping a firm grip on my elbow. “Leave us.” Brad opens his mouth to object but thinks better of it when Ky pierces him with a venomous glare. Ky lugs me back the way I walked and out through the front door. “You shouldn’t have come here! I left explicit instructions!” He drags his hands through his hair, conspicuously avoiding looking at me.

“I’m glad I came. I needed to see it with my own two eyes, or I’d never have believed it.” As I stare at his beautiful face, I swear I hear my heart split in two. “I know it’s not real, that she’s behind this,” I whisper, appealing to him to throw me a lifeline. I’d rather accept that than the alternative. “What’s she blackmailing you with this time?”

A sad, pitiful look appears on his face as he finally looks me straight in the eye. “She’s not blackmailing me, Faye.” His voice is quiet and firm.

I put my hands on my hips while my heart tries to take flight out of my chest. “Don’t try and tell me you genuinely want to be with her?” I snort.

He nods without hesitation, his pale blue eyes betraying no hint of emotion, and something inherent dies inside me. “I don’t believe you.” It isn’t true. I know it isn’t. I hate how my voice trembles, how my resolve starts to weaken. “She’s doing this. I know she is.”

A brief flicker of emotion skates over his face, but it’s gone before I can fathom it. “I know the truth is hard to accept, but you’ll have to find a way. You and I are finished. I’m back together with Addison.” He absentmindedly kicks at the dirt under his shoe as my heart shatters into a million pieces.

“No! Why?”

He batters his forearms. “You come with too many complications, Faye.”

His words gut me, all twisty and hurtful, but I still can’t give up the fight. “You don’t know that! It’s only a little over a week until we have the test results—would it have killed you to wait? To do that for me? For us?”

He sends me a simpering sympathy look. “Even if you’re not my sister, you’re still my cousin, and people will never accept that. This is for the best, and if you thought about this rationally, you’d see that too.”

Ignoring his cruel barb, I step right in front of him, putting my face in his. “So, you’re settling for her for an easy life?”

“I didn’t say that.” He is quick to disagree. “She understands me, and we have too much history to throw away.

“This is complete and utter bullshit.” I glare at him. “And what about what she’s done to Kal? She is as much responsible for his situation as Lana is!”

“You aren’t apprised of all the facts.” He grinds down on his teeth.

I plant my hands on my hips. “So, enlighten me.”

He shakes his head, exhaling deeply. “It doesn’t matter. It won’t change a thing. Get a grip of yourself, Faye. I’m with Addison, and the sooner you accept that, the sooner you can move on.”

“What about everything you said? You told me you loved me. I …” I stop talking before I say something else I’ll regret. I’ve already made a big enough fool of myself. I’m shivering profusely, and the frosty night air isn’t responsible.

He doesn’t reply either way, pointedly averting his eyes, and I hate how that fills me with hope. “Are you saying everything we shared was a lie?” I reach out and touch his arm. “Tell me you didn’t mean any of it, and I’ll walk away without a fight. Without further argument.”

His eyes caress mine as he stares at me and through me. My heart is thudding in my chest as a million different emotions, thoughts, and sensations fill the gap between us. His eyes touch every part of my face in turn, and it’s torture being this close to him and not being able to touch him. The silence is deafening, but every second that he doesn’t reply increases my fragile hope. I’m clinging on by a thread, silently praying to hear the words I need to hear.

He meant everything he told me.

I’d stake my life on it.

This is all part of some manipulation on Addison’s part and nothing more.

That’s all this is.

I shiver some more, closing my eyes briefly as I beg him to speak. Anxious adrenaline swamps my system and my legs turn to jelly. I clamp my hands against the wall at my back to steady myself.

“It wasn’t real,” he says, his voice gruff. “Those feelings were fleeting.” His detached tone spins my insides into a raw, sodden mess. “My feelings for you don’t compare to how I feel about Addison.”

Unshed tears fill my eyes, and I can’t open my mouth to speak. I’m afraid to. In case the whole dam bursts and I make an even bigger show of myself. I’m a complete mess. It’s as if my entire world is collapsing around me again. Grief and heartache surround me like a suffocating blanket.

I need to get out of here.

With my mouth set in a displeased line, I acknowledge him with a terse jerk of my head. With great effort, I walk away from the house in measured strides, holding my head up high even though inside I’m in complete bits. I keep walking, my head churning, my heart pounding, and my limbs aching, but I don’t stop. I have sole-minded focus—to put as much distance between me and him as I can.

I hear my name called, but I don’t stop, I can’t stop. I pick up my pace, jogging now, pushing my legs as fast as they will carry me in these heels. I’m pounding the pavement along the side of the driveway, about halfway to the front gates, when a car pulls up, tires screeching and rubber burning. I stop, bunching over and pressing my palms to my knees as I attempt to recalibrate my breathing.

“Get in,” Brad says, flinging the door open. Ignoring him, I straighten up and start walking again. Shrouded in a cloud of denial, I’m walking on auto-pilot, hurt lancing me on all sides. Suddenly, I’m lifted off my feet and carried to the car. I stare numbly ahead, incapable of putting up any kind of resistance. Brad locks my seat belt in place and runs around the front of the SUV, sliding into his seat. The engine roars as he steps on the pedal.

“Stop,” I say, when we reach the gates. “Turn around.” What the hell am I doing? Running off and letting him win? Letting
 her win?
 I can still see her smug, condescending face in my memory, and I latch onto it, letting rage and anger replace the heartache and pain.

Brad pulls on the brake, and turns to face me. “What?”

“I don’t want to leave. Bring me back.”

His brow furrows. “Why?”

I pull my knees up to my chest and stare straight ahead as I talk. “He’s chosen her over me, because, apparently, I’m too ‘complicated.’” I make air quotes with my fingers. “If I leave like this, he’ll think I care. She’ll
 think I care, and I’m fecked if I’m leaving that impression.”

“You do
 care.” Brad’s tone is sincere and without pity. He’s merely stating a fact.

“I do, but I’m not going to forever, because if he doesn’t care about me, then I’m not going to care about him either.”

I tilt my face up to Brad’s. “I’m not giving either of them the satisfaction of knowing how much they’ve hurt me. I don’t run. I’m not running
. So, please, turn the car around, and take me back.”





Chapter Fifteen
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“What’s the plan?” Brad asks, parking in the same spot outside the mansion.

I smooth my hands down the front of my dress, fluff up my hair, and apply a fresh coat of lip gloss before replying. “I’m going to party.” A devilish glint glistens in my eye. “I’m going to get drunk and kiss a boy.” I shrug nonchalantly. “I’m just going to cut loose and see what happens.”

“Em, Faye.” He worries his lower lip between his teeth. “You can’t. Do the kissing another boy part.” He looks at me knowingly. “I’m your fake boyfriend, remember?”

I drill him with a look full of intent as I open my door. “How exactly is that a problem?”

I slam my door and stalk toward the house, flicking my hair confidently over my shoulder as Brad hurriedly locks the car and chases after me.

I storm through the room like a tornado, swanning past the alcove where I last saw Ky and Addison without a glance, charging into the kitchen and helping myself to two beers. Brad takes my elbow and steers me out into the main room, weaving across the floor as he looks for my other cousins. Keaton and Kal aren’t where we left them, so I figure they’re in the midst of the crowd moshing on the makeshift dance floor. I chug my beer, draining half of it in one go. I offer the second bottle to Brad, but he shakes his head. “Designated driver, remember?”

“Oh, goody. More for me.” I proceed to finish my beer and waste no time getting stuck into the second one. I can tell Brad isn’t down with this plan, but I appreciate he doesn’t try to stop me.

I swipe another bottle of beer right out of a boy’s hand as he walks past. “Hey!” he protests, before turning his interested gaze on me, his eyes latching on my chest.

“Like what you see?” I give him a half-wink as I raise the bottle to my mouth. My lips slide up and down the neck of the bottle and his eyes glaze over.

“Get lost.” Brad sends him a death-glare. “She’s with me.”

“Good luck taming that one!” He chuckles, daringly slapping my ass before walking away.

Brad curses under his breath, and I throw back my head and laugh. I like this new plan far better than my old one. I haven’t felt this out of control in a long time—like I want to peel off my skin and adopt a new persona or bleach my brain and free it of all the things reminding me of Ky. The image of him rubbing up against Addison surges to the forefront of my mind, cleaving a line straight through my heart.

I drain my third beer without stopping, and my hips start swaying to the alluring beat of the music. I stretch my arms up over my head and wiggle my hips, doing a sexy little shimmy to the floor. I’m well aware of the heated stares I’m picking up from several corners of the room, and that spurs me on. I’m buzzing and loving the feeling. Sure beats feeling rejected and heart sore. With an upsurge of confidence, I press against Brad, circling my hands around his neck as I pull him closer. “Kiss me.”

I lower one hand, trailing it slowly up and down his back. “Come on, Brad. I know you want to.” I lick my lips, and his conflicted eyes follow the movement wantonly. Leaning in, I dart my tongue out and run a line from the bottom of his neck to his jaw, scratching the line of stubble with my cheek. “You want to kiss me so kiss me.” I slap a hand against his firm ass and groan.

“Dammit, Faye.” He closes his eyes, shaking his head. “Can’t believe I’m going to do this,” he mumbles. Removing my hands from his body, he steps back, creating some distance between us. “This isn’t going to happen.”

Rejection hits me hard and I switch to defensive mode. Narrowing my eyes, I plant my hands on my hips. “You’re rejecting me?”

“No!” His knuckles are pressed against his brow.

“Then you’ll kiss me?” I bridge the newly formed gap, sliding my hands up his chest.

He sighs in exasperation. “Will you stop touching me. Please.”

I remove my hands in a flash as a fresh wave of pain assaults me. “If you won’t kiss me, then I’ll find someone who will.” I spin on my heel, but before I can move, Brad has hauled me back to his side.

“You don’t know what you’re doing, and you’re going to regret this in the morning.”

I laugh. “I know exactly what I’m doing, and if you don’t want this, I’m sure there are plenty of boys who’d be happy to take me up on my offer.”

“Undoubtedly there are plenty of guys in this room happy to take advantage of you, Faye, but I’m not one of them, and I’m not going to let that happen. You’ll thank me tomorrow.”

I prod him in the chest, snarling. “When did you become such a bore? And you don’t have any claim over me. You’re not even my real boyfriend, and I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone. Now, get out of my way or I’ll make you.”

Veins protrude in his neck, at odds with his calm expression. Gently, he takes my wrist. “Please, Faye. I know you’re hurting, but this isn’t going to make you feel better. Let me take you home.”

I push him away, smoothing my hands down the front of my dress. “I’m going to dance. Alone.” I pierce him with another scathing look. “Until I’m not.” I straighten my shoulders and walk toward the dance floor, snatching another beer from one of the buckets on my way.

The dance floor is teaming with sweaty, writhing bodies, and I thrust myself into the middle of the crowd, shaking my hips and letting the music take over, eradicating the confusion in my mind and blanking everything out. All I’m aware of is the euphoric thrumming of blood in my veins, the blissful sway of my limbs, and the enhanced buzz as the alcohol races through my system helping me to blot everything out. Heat waylays me as a warm body presses into me from behind. “Hey, gorgeous,” a sultry voice croons in my ear. “You want some company?”

I turn slowly around, peering into the grayish-green eyes of the guy looming over me. His broad shoulders and strong physique give his footballer status away. He looks vaguely familiar, but I can’t remember if he’s on Brad’s old football team or his new one. Not that it matters. Judging by the way his hot gaze is roaming my curves, I’m figuring it won’t take much to seduce him. “Do I know you?” Tossing my beer aside, I slide my fingers up over the planes of his ripped chest. With his strong jawline, dark hair, and mischievous eyes, he is darkly attractive, and he’ll more than meet my immediate needs. I don’t feel guilty that I’m using him to avoid reality because I know his type. He’s never going to be boyfriend material, and that suits me just fine. I’m only interested in one night, and this guy fits the bill perfectly.

His hands land loosely on my back. “Do you want to?” he asks in a husky voice.

“Maybe.” I play coy, running the tip of my tongue over my lips.

“What about your boyfriend?” His eyes flit over my head, and I follow his gaze. Brad is standing with his arms folded, looking directly at me with a furious look on his face. “I don’t want to invade Brad’s territory. Bro code and all that.”

Ignoring his blatant sexist remark, I lean in closer, inhaling his woodsy all-male smell. “He’s not my boyfriend anymore.”

He grins. “It looked like you were arguing, but I wasn’t sure.” His hands hold me closer at the waist.

“You were watching me?” I flutter my eyelashes in a deliberate provocative gesture. I don’t quite know what’s gotten into me tonight, but I’m going to indulge this new persona and throw caution to the wind.

“Baby”—he caresses my cheek—“every guy in this room is watching you.”

“Well, then”—I run my thumb across his lower lip, smiling when his body thrusts against mine—“I guess this is your lucky night.” I eye his full lips with obvious intent. “I need to be kissed. Right. Now.”

He barks out an amused laugh. “I like a girl who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to ask for it.”

“So?” I tilt my head to the side. “What are you waiting for?”

He chuckles as his large hand slides to the back of my neck. He pulls me flush to his body, grinding his arousal against me. When he smashes his lips to mine, he devours my mouth without apology. He plunders my mouth greedily, groaning as our tongues mesh together. He tastes like beer and smoke, and while his technique could use some work, I’m not going to complain because he’s making me forget, and that’s exactly what I signed up for. His muscular arms wrap firmly around me, and he lifts me clear off the floor, which is no easy feat, but he holds me aloft as if I weigh nothing. Angling his head, he extends the kiss, and I move my mouth against his, enjoying the hard thrusting of our mouths and our bodies.

“Get your filthy hands off her, Edwards,” Brad demands as a second pair of hands lands on my waist.

“Get lost, McConaughey.” He removes his lips from mine and places my feet back on the floor. “She’s a free agent.” He hasn’t relinquished hold of me, and I’m hemmed in on both sides.

“Faye.” Brad’s voice contains clear concern. “Come on, please.”

I shuck out of Edwards embrace and turn to face Brad. “Have you changed your mind?”

He reaches his hand out to me. “Please, come home with me now.”

“That’s a no, then.” I slide my arm around Edwards’ waist as a shout echoes around the room.

“Fight!”

Our attention is instantly diverted. The crowd surges forward, and there’s a mass exodus from the room. Keaton appears at our side. His cheeks are flushed, and there’s a worried expression on his face. “Brad, Ky needs your help to break up with a fight. Kal and some asshole are kicking the shit out of one another.”

Brad lets loose a string of colorful obscenities. “Okay.” Brad eyeballs me. “Stay right here. We’re leaving when I come back and that’s final.” He jabs a finger in Edwards’ chest. “Don’t try anything or you’ll have me and the entire Kennedy clan on your ass.”

Edwards shows him the middle finger.

“Wait. I’m coming too.” I grab hold of Brad’s arm. “He’s my cousin.” And I had promised I’d support him, but instead, I got lost in my own drama and left him to his own devices. I’m a pathetic excuse for a cousin.

“No.” Brad shakes his head sternly. “I don’t want you getting caught up in the middle of this. It could get messy. Stay here and I’ll be back.”

He races off behind Keaton. Edwards winks at me, running his finger along the edge of my mouth. “You sure you and him are done? Didn’t much sound like it.”

“I’m not with Brad, and he doesn’t dictate what I do or don’t do.”

Edwards fuses his mouth to mine without warning. “Prove it,” he whispers against my lips, straightening up and taking my hand. I let him lead me out through the kitchen and into the back corridor where the bedrooms are. One part of me knows this is a bad idea, but another part of me, that illusive alien part of me, propels my legs forward in encouragement.

He opens a door and steps aside to let me enter. The room is bathed in complete darkness, but I can make out the wrinkled double bed resting alongside a heavily curtained window. Edwards stalks toward me, pulling my body against his. His eyes smolder with a lustful gleam that is unmistakable. “You want to have some fun, babe?”

He rocks his hips into mine so there’s no misconstruing the intent. I shouldn’t do this. It’s not my usual M.O., but I can think of no better way to scrub Ky from my body and my mind. I run my hands up his impressive chest. “I’m game.”

He sends me a devilish smile, and then his mouth is crashing against mine as he walks us back to the bed. I fall back on the downy mattress and his body covers mine. His hands entangle in my hair, and he moans when I roll my hips up to meet the bulge in his jeans. His teeth graze the skin on my neck, and he nips and bites his way down to my chest. I writhe underneath him, deliberately blocking all conscious thought. I want to lose myself in the moment, in the feel of this stranger’s lips and body moving against mine. His hand slips under the band of my corset top. As he roughly kneads my breast, I moan out loud.

“That is so fucking sexy,” he murmurs. “No wonder McConaughey was trying to keep you all to himself.” He slides down my body, pulling my shoes and leggings off in a few swift well-practiced moves. Cool air washes over my exposed skin, and before I have time to reconsider, his calloused hands are creeping up my legs. His eyes shimmer with potent need as he cups my sensitive place. Heat rushes through me, and my back bows off the bed. His mouth seals to mine again, and his tongue is frantically exploring my mouth while his hand slips into my knickers. I claw at his back, trying to drown out the noisy protests in my head and the sudden unease trickling through me. I should just stick with the program, see this through, but I can’t. This isn’t who I am, and no matter how badly I wish to replace the memory of Ky’s touch, all this is doing is highlighting how much I miss him. Edwards isn’t Ky. Isn’t even close to him, and now I want to get as far away from him as I can. What the heck am I doing? What was I thinking?


My head is a jumbled mess, and the alcoholic buzz isn’t helping either.

His finger slides inside me, and I shudder in disgust. This is wrong. I don’t want to do this with him or anyone who isn’t the boy I love. Sleeping with someone else won’t repair the hole in my heart or make me forget everything that Ky means to me. This will only make me feel even more used.

Just as I’ve decided to call a halt to this, a hulking form drifts out of the shadows in the corner of the room, and I scream in fright. Edwards clamps a hand over my mouth. “Chill, sweetheart. It’s okay.”

My entire body trembles as adrenaline surges through my veins. My eyes blink furiously as light drenches the room in a sudden burst of luminosity. “That’s much better,” a familiar masculine voice says. “I want to see every inch of your glorious body as he fucks you.”

Bile floods my mouth as I open my eyes and glower at Jeremy. “Excuse me?” I remove Edwards’ hand from my knickers and shove him away.

“Don’t go all shy now, Faye.” Jeremy grips my chin, pulling my face up so I’ve no choice but to look him in the eye. “I’ve been watching you, dirty girl. You want him inside you. You’re practically begging for it.” He reaches into his pocket, pulling out a bunch of foil packets and tosses them on the bed. “I’ll show you if you like?” he smirks, waving his cell at me. “You’ve already given me quite the show.” He presses a few buttons on his phone and holds it out to me.

My eyes dart wide in panic as I realize what he’s done. A rush of nausea assaults me as I watch myself moaning and writhing on the recording. No! This isn’t happening to me again!
 “Give me that!” I make a grab for the phone, but he holds it out of reach.

“I’ll make you a deal.” He licks his lips as his eyes zone in on my chest. “Let us both do you, and we’ll give you back the recording, and we can all walk away having had a good time. What do you say, Ireland? You up for a threesome?”

I stand up, unfurling to my full height. I may be only at chin-level with him, but he’s not going to intimidate me or blackmail me. “In your dreams, asshole.” My heart is slamming against my ribcage as I hold out my hand. “Give me your phone. Now.”

He shakes his head, sending me an amused look. “No.” My hand quivers with almost uncontrollable rage. “My cell. My property. My content, and I’ll do whatever the hell I want with it. The guys on the team are gonna go crazy for this.”

I push him. “Listen, jerkface. If you do anything with that recording, I’ll sue your sleazy blackmailing ass.”

This time it’s Edwards who laughs. Approaching from behind, he wraps his strong arm around my waist, pressing his mouth to my neck. “You’re getting all worked up for the wrong reasons. The three of us can have a good time, and then you can watch while we delete the recording.”

“How stupid do you think I am? And get off me!” I try to wrestle out of his arms, but his hold doesn’t budge.

“Come on, Faye. We were having a good time. Loosen up and go with the flow.”

“I said GET. OFF. ME!” I yell, shoving my elbow into his ribs. He jerks back and I reach around, digging my nails into his groin. Edwards emits a guttural roar, clutching himself between the legs as he stumbles backward with tears leaking out of his eyes. He crashes into a dresser, knocking it on its side with an almighty thud.

“You really shouldn’t have done that,” Jeremy warns, dangling his phone in front of me like a predator luring a child with chocolate.

I make a lunge for him. I bring my leg up to kick him in the junk, but he intercepts my move, grabbing my foot, and I lose my balance. I fall to the ground on my back, pulling him down with me. His large body flattens me to the floor, and his face thwacks against mine. The phone flies out of his hand, skating along the floor and under the bed. Edwards is shouting obscenities at me, and Jeremy is moaning on top of me. Stars distort my vision, and an instantaneous throbbing pain takes up residence in my skull. A fluid substance trickles over my face, and the room spins as the door flies open.

The weight pressing down on me is gone as Jeremy is lifted off me. “Oh my God, Faye.” Ky’s tone and look is horrified as he takes in the sight of me. The left strap of my dress has snapped, exposing the upper half of my breast, and blood is leaching out of my nose. Bending down, he swoops me up into his arms. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” he asks in an almost whisper. “What did they do to you?”

I clutch my head in my hands, groaning as I try to focus my vision. “The phone,” I mumble. Ky steps out into the corridor and places me gently on the ground.

“What?” He peers into my eyes as I lift my head up noticing Brad for the first time. He’s standing in the doorway, fury seeping out of his pores like fog spreading soundlessly and swiftly across the land. He removes his shirt, leaving him in only a white tank top, and hands it to me. “Put this on.” His kind tone is at odds with his fierce expression. Ky helps me into the shirt, buttoning it all the way up to my chin. There’s a look of absolute terror and rage etched on his face.

“I warned you, Edwards. I fucking told you to leave her alone,” Brad yells. “You’re fucking dead!” With that, he charges into the room with a roar.

“Wait!” I try to get up, but a burst of dizziness keeps me rooted to the spot.

“Don’t move,” Ky says. “Stay right here. We’ll deal with them.”

I open my mouth to explain, but Ky has already raced into the room with his fists raised. Oh crap. Things are about to turn to utter shite.

I have a front row seat from where I’m positioned, and I watch as Ky throws himself into the fight alongside Brad with gusto. I know I should get in there and tell them that they have the wrong idea, but my legs won’t work, and every time I try to climb to my feet, I end up collapsing onto the floor. Ky yanks Jeremy off Brad’s back, pummeling him repeatedly in the face. Jeremy doesn’t stand a chance. Ky has him pinned to the floor as he rains savage blows on his face and upper torso. Brad has a similar advantage on Edwards until more rallying cries ring out, and a surge of bodies hurtles down the corridor and into the room.

It’s a virtual blood bath. There’s got to be at least twenty boys crowded into the bedroom, exchanging punches. Bodies move like lightning, darting up and down, heads thrusting back, and spatters of blood soaring through the air. Furniture screeches and slides across the floor as bodies are flung around the space. Roars and shouts are commonplace as I stare numbly at the chaos in front of me. Tucking my bare legs up to my chest, I tremble underneath Brad’s shirt, hyperconscious of my half-naked state. Someone comes flying out of the room, and I have to scoot sideways to avoid being trampled.

The shrill sound of steel-toed heels approaching captures my attention. I turn and watch Addison stalking toward me with venom in her eyes. Her nostrils flare up in a most unattractive fashion. She stalls in front of me, observing the scene in the room before turning around to face me. With considerable effort, I hoist myself to my feet, clinging to the wall for support. Her eyes scan me from head to toe with a look of utter disdain. “Slut,” she hisses.

“Takes one to know one,” I bite back.

She takes a step toward me. “I will only say this one more time. Kyler is mine. Do not stand in my way or you’ll be sorry.”

I glare at her. “I know you’re blackmailing him into this. There’s no way he’s with you of his own free will.”

Her lips turn into a snarl. “You’ve hit your head, and you’re delusional. It’s time you faced facts, Ireland
.” She prods a bony finger in my chest, and I thrust it away. “He is my
 boyfriend, and that’s not going to change anytime soon. Or ever.” She straightens up and a sly smile creeps over her mouth. “Why do you care who your cousin dates anyway?” Her eyes narrow to slits as a loud crash from inside the room reminds me the fight it still ongoing.

Even with what I suspect is a minor concussion, I know not to fall into a trap when I hear one. “Because Kyler deserves to be with someone decent. Not some cheating tramp who has worked her way through the entire football team!” I yell.

Grabbing my wrist, she twists it hard, and I cry out. “Careful now. You’re playing in the big league, and you’re completely out of your depth.” She drops my hand, smirking as she takes a step back. “You know, you sound almost jealous. You wouldn’t be crushing on your cousin, now would you?” Her eyes glisten with malice. “Because that would make you a total sicko.” She glances over her shoulder as another loud thud emanates from the room. When she turns around again, there’s a calculating expression on her face. “I can ruin you. Just like that!” She clicks her fingers. “Stay out of my way. I won’t warn you again.” I flip her the bird as she walks away, and her gleeful cackles are still piercing my ear drums when the sounds of sirens ring out in proximity.

There’s a crazed stampede in the main room outside if the shrieks, shouts, and urgent trumping of feet is any indication. “Cops!” someone yells into the corridor, and it’s almost comical how speedily the fight breaks up.

Boys stream out of the room, covered in cuts and bruises, and I watch as a couple of others jump out the bedroom window. Brad reaches down, scooping me up in his arms as Ky hurtles out of the room. “Fuck! We need to find my brothers and get the hell out of here!”

I cling to Brad’s neck, burying my face in his shoulder as he races down the corridor and out into the main room, the heavy thread of pounding footsteps following behind us.

“Stop right there!” a gruff voice commands. “You are all under arrest.”





Chapter Sixteen
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I shiver profusely in the cold, stark cell. The blanket the kind police lady gave me is threadbare, and although it covers my exposed legs and feet, it doesn’t provide any warmth. My teeth chatter relentlessly as icy tremors rock my body.

“Jeez, Faye, you’re freezing,” Keaton confirms, dropping onto the bench alongside me. He hauls me into his side, and I cling to him, desperate to siphon some of his body heat.

“You should try keeping your clothes on next time,” Jeremy snipes from the holding cell next door. I have zero energy to enter into a battle of wills at this Godforsaken hour, so I count to ten in my head and bite back my snarky retort.

“You’re lucky there’s a steel bar separating us, Roberts,” Ky snaps. He’s sitting on the opposite side of our cell alongside Brad and a few other boys from the party. Edwards and Jeremy are in the cell behind us with the rest of the boys who were arrested. To borrow Kaden’s phrase, it’s a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

We were all interviewed separately, and I’ve already given my statement so I don’t know why I’m still locked up. I wasn’t engaged in the fighting, and as far as I’m aware, they have no grounds to detain me. None of us have seen Kal since we were brought in, and I can only imagine the world of trouble he’s in.

The sound of approaching footfalls halt the flow of conversation and everyone perks up. The surly looking male police officer from earlier appears with James and Kaden at his rear. Some of my pent-up stress releases at the sight of my uncle and cousin.

“Kennedys, Donovan, and McConaughey,” the police officer shouts. “Come with me.” He unlocks the cell, stepping aside to allow us to pass.

“What about us?” Edwards demands. The sound of his voice twists and turns in my gut. I can’t believe I was so idiotic. I let stupid pride and alcohol override common sense, in a feeble attempt to ignore my aching heart. I nearly slept with that douche because I was doing everything to avoid actually feeling the pain of Ky’s rejection, and if I’m being brutally honest, because I wanted to hurt Kyler like he hurt me.

I’m thoroughly disgusted with myself.

I swore I’d never place myself in a vulnerable position again, and now, it’s as if I’ve regressed five years, and I’m stuck in the same spot with an intimate recording of me hanging over my head. I cringe as I recall exactly what’s on that footage. I’ll never be able to show my face around town if that gets leaked.

“Get used to your new home,” Ky hisses at Edwards. “You’re not going anywhere anytime soon.” He’s still operating under the illusion that the guys attacked me or something. It isn’t difficult to see how both he and Brad jumped to that conclusion, and I should’ve set them straight, but I didn’t want to open up that conversation with Jeremy and Edwards in the adjoining cell. Although, I can’t delay telling them much longer—not when I’ll need their help getting that recording. Goose bumps the size of golf balls sprout on my arms at the mere thought of that video in the public domain.

“Shut your mouth,” the cop says, glowering at Ky. “Or I’ll put you back in there.”

“Kyler. Let me handle this.” James slants a warning look at his son.

We follow the policeman out of the holding cells, through the main office, and into a large room with white painted walls. An older man with salt and pepper hair is waiting for us, seated on one side of the table with a grim expression on his face. Kal is seated across from him, and although his head is down, I can still identify the numerous injuries on his face. His hands are cuffed and resting on the table in front of him, his knuckles shredded and bloody.

I race to his side, losing the blanket in the process.

“Where the hell are your pants and shoes?” James is aghast as he runs his gaze from my naked feet to my bare legs. I’m still wearing Brad’s shirt over my dress, but it scarcely covers my ass, and I may have just flashed the room. Carefully, I dip down, securing the blanket around my waist before I take a seat beside Kal.

“They’re back at Chad’s house. The officers who arrested us wouldn’t let me get them,” I explain.

“It’s not her
 fault.” Ky’s tone and look suggests he’s on the verge of a complete meltdown, and I know that’s my cue to come clean, but Brad interjects before I can speak up.

“No, it’s not,” Brad grits through clenched teeth, speaking decisively after remaining mute the whole time we were in the cell. “It’s your fucking fault!” He rushes Ky, shoving him hard. “Faye wouldn’t have been in that position if you hadn’t upset her earlier.”

“She was with you!” Ky yells back, shoving him equally hard. “If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s yours for letting her go off with them!”

“Shut. Up.” James tone is curt. “And sit down. Right now. All of you.” He glares at everyone.

Brad slams into the seat beside me, his body rigid with stress. Ky claims the chair on the end, sending daggers in Brad’s direction. Keaton sits in between them while James sits beside the stranger, who I’m assuming is our solicitor. Kaden leans against the wall with his arms folded, his features a smoldering hotbed of intensity as he scans our faces.

You could light a match with the hormone-infused tension in the air.

“Where do you want to start?” the man asks James.

James locks his hands behind his head as he exhales. His eyes look tired. I flip my gaze to the clock mounted on the back wall, surprised to see it’s only four a.m. It felt like we were in that cell for eternity.

“Faye, are you up to explaining what happened tonight?”

I sit up straighter in my chair. “Sure.”

“I’m Dan Evans,” the stranger says, reaching across the table to shake my hand. “I’m the Kennedy family attorney, and I’m also representing you and Mr. McConaughey in this matter.”

I lean forward, pressing against the edge of the table. “I don’t understand. Am I
 under arrest?”

“Mr. Edwards and Mr. Roberts are alleging you assaulted them causing actual bodily harm.”

I snort, throwing my head back. “You’ve got to be kidding me?” I send an incredulous look across the table. “They were recording me without my knowledge, and I was trying to get my hands on Jeremy’s cell so I could delete it. It turned a bit messy, and we all ended up on the floor.” I point at my face. “I got injured too.”

James curses, leaning his elbows on the table and cradling his head in his hands.

“What?” Ky roars, jumping up out of his seat. He starts pacing the room. “They were going to rape you and
 record it?” I open my mouth to explain, but his pacing picks up in earnest. “I’m going to kill those sick fucks!” he yells.

Brad settles his hand on top of my clenched fists, squeezing lightly as he misinterprets my expression. Keaton looks like he might cry, while Kal still has his head bent, and I’m not entirely convinced he isn’t asleep sitting up. I slump a little in my chair, terrified to confirm how the fight is actually all my fault. That it was a misunderstanding and if I’d only explained that then maybe we wouldn’t be here right now.

Dan is astutely watching me. “Several witnesses have said they saw you willingly enter the room with Mr. Edwards. Can you please explain how you came to be in that room and what exactly happened?”

I shift uncomfortably in my seat. “I did go willingly with him,” I admit, lowering my eyes. I can’t say this while looking any of them in the face. “And, eh, what we were doing was consensual.” I slink a little lower in my chair, and Ky stops pacing. I daren’t look up at him. “But I didn’t know that Jeremy was hiding in the corner recording everything.”

A chorus of expletives emit in the room. “He’s dead,” Ky snarls. “That fucking son of a bitch is so dead!”

“Mr. Kennedy!” Dan shouts. “Sit back down and ziplock your lips. Do I need to remind you we are in a meeting room in a police station? Although we are supposed to have client-attorney privilege, I have no doubt there are people listening in. You cannot make idle threats like that, even if they are all bluster.”

Dan slams his fist down on top of the table. “No one is to speak unless spoken to. I am asking questions to determine what happened tonight so I can extract you all from this mess. Your father is paying me by the hour, so I suggest you shut up and let me do my job. Is that clear?”

Several reluctant heads nod, and he’s got a new fan in me. I admire his no-bullshit attitude.

“What happened after you discovered Mr. Roberts was in the room?” Dan asks, returning to his mild-mannered tone.

My brow furrows as my alcohol-addled brain struggles to remember the exact course of events. “Jeremy flipped on the light and said he wanted to see every inch of me while Edwards … you know …” There’s no way I’m repeating what Jeremy said verbatim. Not in front of my uncle and the solicitor. “And then he taunted me with his phone and said he’d delete the recording if I got behind a threesome.” I slip farther in my chair as I practically whisper the last word.

The table rattles as Brad’s entire body jerks in his seat. Ky curses, and they exchange a long drawn-out look. Dan nods at me to carry on.

I tuck my hair behind my ears. “Edwards was trying to convince me, and when he wouldn’t take his hands off me, I reacted instinctively. I elbowed him and he went flying back into the dresser. Then I tried to kick Jeremy in the junk while I made a grab for his phone, but he grabbed my foot, and we both fell to the ground. We butted heads as he landed on top of me.”

The surprising sound of quiet chuckling reverberates in the room, and I look over at Kaden. His entire body is shaking with laughter. “Remind me to never get on your bad side.”

“This isn’t a laughing matter,” James roars. “That douche has an intimate video of your cousin, and need I remind everyone of how serious this situation is for your brother.” All eyes swivel to Kal who still hasn’t lifted his face up.

Dan frowns, pulling his glasses on as he thumbs through the file in front of him. “I see no mention of any recording in your statement.” He looks at me over the rim of his spectacles.

“Yeah, um, about that.” I grimace. “I didn’t mention it because I was hoping to use it as a negotiation tool.”

“Come again?” He stares at me in confusion.

“She didn’t want the video in circulation.” Ky speaks up for me. “She was going to use it as leverage. The video in exchange for not ratting them out to the cops. It’s an infringement of her privacy, and they can get done for that, right?” My mouth hangs open at his accurate assessment. He knows me almost as well as I know myself.

“Is that true?” Dan asks

I look down the table at Ky. “Yeah.” He stares back at me with a mixture of anger, regret, and understanding in his expression. That one look conveys so much. Addison has him by the balls—she’s forcing him to be with her, I’m convinced of it.

“Faye, sweetheart.” James reaches over the table. “I know what you were trying to do but you have to revise your statement. The police need to find that recording ASAP. The last thing you need is that turning up in the hands of the media. We’ve enough heat on us as it stands.”

“I understand. I’ll amend my statement.” I turn pleading eyes on Dan. “Just get that recording before he can do anything with it. The last I remember, his phone flew across the floor and under the bed. I doubt he’d time to retrieve it before the fighting broke out and then the police were on the scene.”

Dan stands up. “I’ll sort it. Give me a moment, please.” He leaves the room and silence ensues.

I lean my head on Kal’s shoulder, and I’m surprised when he rests his head on mine. He has yet to contribute to the conversation, and he hasn’t uttered a word since we stepped foot in the room. I’m worried about him.

Dan steps back into the room a minute later. “The sergeant will re-interview you after we’re done here, Faye. They are getting a warrant for Jeremy’s cell as we speak.”

He looks between Brad, Keaton, and Ky. “All charges are being dropped against you. There were too many involved in the initial fight and the ensuing one to determine who is ultimately at fault.”

James breathes a sigh of relief.

“Right. Moving on.” Dan opens up a new file. “Who wants to tell me about the earlier fight?” He looks to Kal first. “Kalvin? Can you explain how that came about?”

Kal slowly lifts his head, and I gasp as I get a proper look at his face. The left side is awash with purplish bruising, his nose is severely swollen—it might actually be broken—and there’s a deep gash in his forehead and numerous cuts slash his dried lips. He looks like he’s done a few rounds with Conor McGregor and definitely come out the worst for it.

“Ben called me a rapist in front of the whole room, and I lost it.”

“Jesus, Kalvin.” James shakes his head in consternation. “What were you thinking going to a party?”

“Mom said I should go about my life as normal otherwise I’d make myself look guilty.” His sulky expression drills into James.

“Your mother isn’t in the right frame of mind to be making those kinds of decisions. You should’ve talked to me.” His shoulders sag. “But there’s no point discussing that now. The damage is done. You are on house arrest until the trial, and you have to wear a monitoring device.”

“Dad, that’s totally unfair.” Ky’s shoulder are stiff with stress. “You haven’t heard the abuse he’s had to put up with all week at school. I’m not surprised he snapped tonight.” He fixes Dan with an imploring look. “Can’t you appeal for leniency?”

“This is leniency, Kyler.” He looks over at Kalvin. “It was this or jail. You were told to keep your nose clean. That’s all the police and the court care about. I’ve spoken with the D.A., and they’ve made their point very clearly. This is the best I could do.”

“I know you’ve done your best, Dan. Thank you,” James acknowledges.

Dan asks a few more questions, and then everyone troops out as the sergeant steps into the room. Kalvin leaves with the nice female cop to have his anklet fitted while Dan stays with me. I revise my statement, accepting a stern lecture from the sergeant in the process, and then we meet the family in the main walk-in area. All our personal possessions are returned, and I’m grateful Keaton had the foresight to keep a hold of my bag. I rummage through it, checking everything is intact.

We are preparing to leave when a large man, wearing a long black woolen coat, bustles into the station, rubbing his hands and making immediate demands. His nostrils flare when he notices us. “If you think I’m letting this go, Kennedy, you can think again.”

“Jack.” James steps forward, straightening his shoulders as he goes toe to toe with the other man. “Ben started a fight with Kalvin, while Jeremy was recording my niece without her permission. What a fine job you’ve done raising your sons.” I clamp a hand over my mouth to smother my snort of disbelief. James couldn’t be any more ironic if he tried. “You can bet your bottom dollar that I’m not letting this go, either.”

The man’s face turns an unflattering shade of red, and steam is practically billowing out of his ears. “Does anyone work in this Godforsaken place?” he roars, turning from James without further argument.

James ushers us out of the building, and we leave Jeremy’s dad stewing in his own venom. The frosty night air whips around my bare legs and feet, and my teeth start chattering again. Kaden removes his long coat and places it around my shoulders, tucking me in under his arm. I smile up at him, and he winks conspiratorially.

“Kaden will take you home,” James says, gesturing to Keaton, Kal, Ky, and Brad. James walks to Kalvin and pulls him into a fierce hug. “It’s going to be all right, son.” He sighs. “I’m sorry I can’t go back to the house with you, but until the legal stuff is sorted out with your mother, I can’t step foot on the property.”

“Take care of your brother and your mother.” James looks over Kal’s head, speaking directly to Keaton and Ky.

“Dad.” Kal eyeballs James with unfettered emotion. “I don’t want you and Mom to divorce.”

“I know, son,” James replies quietly. “I don’t want that either.”

“I love you, Dad.” Kal says it with real feeling, and my trodden heart jumpstarts in my chest.

James looks adoringly at his son. “I love you, too, Kalvin.” He holds him even fiercer. “I love you all, and I’m going to fix everything, I promise. Hang in there.”

I pull Kaden’s coat around me as a blast of ice-cold wind whistles around me, lifting my hair and blowing it across my face.

“We need to get going, Dad,” Ky says. “Faye is shivering.”

James releases Kal with a final squeeze of his shoulders and moves over beside me, piercing me with those keen blue eyes. “I think it’s best if you come and stay with me, Faye.”

Ky rolls his eyes. “Not this again.”

“I’ll go with you,” I confirm instantly.

“What?” Keaton’s hurt look is like a knife to the gut. “You promised!”

“I know, and I’m sorry, but things have changed, and I think it’s for the best.”

Brad glares at Ky understanding my motives in a flash. Ky beseeches me with his eyes but I look away.

I peer into James’s face. “I want to live with you. Let’s go.”





Chapter Seventeen
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“Are you okay, sweetheart?” James asks from behind the wheel. My knees are pulled into my chest, with Kaden’s warm coat still encasing me. He insisted I take it, assuring me he had plenty of others.

“I’m tired, but apart from that, I’m fine,” I lie. Getting away from Ky was all I was thinking of back there when I agreed to come and live with him, but now, I’m not so sure. At least in the house there is plenty to occupy my mind. Having too much time on my hands is the invisible enemy. The mute threat to my sanity. This could end up being my worst decision yet.

“What happened to change your mind?” James asks without removing his eyes from the dimly lit road. “I know there was other stuff going on before all the fighting broke out.”

“It’s nothing I wish to talk about.” The image of Ky and Addison is forever branded in my subconscious mind, and I’m sick to my stomach every time I recall it. I wish there was a way to self-lobotomize because I desperately want to scrub the memory from my brain. At least it’s deflecting attention from what almost happened tonight. I can’t believe I was so stupid.
 I made a faithful promise all those years ago that I’d never expose myself again, and I did it in a heartbeat tonight. It’d be easy to blame Ky. To say he drove me to the breaking point, but he didn’t force me to kiss Edwards or go voluntarily with him to the bedroom. I almost choke on my startled laugh—I don’t even know the scumbag’s first name.

And that’s beyond idiotic.

No, this isn’t Ky’s fault.

This one is all on me.
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James parks the car along the road outside the Wellesley Beechwood Hotel. I inwardly groan. Talk about returning to the scene of your crime. A sour taste floods my mouth as I recall that night after work when Ky came to collect me and we discovered James outside this very hotel kissing Courtney up against his car.

“Courtney isn’t staying with you, is she?”

James grasps the steering wheel with a death grip. “No.” His tone is clipped, and I want to call him out on it because it’s a reasonable question, but I’m too exhausted to pursue this topic at six a.m. I’m surviving on zero sleep, and I know it’ll be lights out the second my head hits the pillow. “I would hardly ask you to come and live with me if she was here.”

I bob my head and get out of the car. James carries me up the steps, placing my sore feet on the plush carpet of the lobby. He acknowledges the porter with a subtle nod and smile, slipping him a twenty before we take the lift upstairs. I lean my head against the side of the lift, closing my eyes as I yawn. I can’t wait to crawl into bed.

James turns the key in the lock and steps into the penthouse suite.

“Get naked, baby,” a slurred voice says, and I instantly perk up.

I walk in beside James, my eyes blinking ninety to the dozen when I cop a load of Courtney. She is naked—as in completely and utterly starkers—with a string of pearls curving around her neck and dangling in between the gap of her exposed breasts. She totters on ridiculously high heels with a glass of champagne in one hand. Spotting me, she smirks.

“Ditch the bitch and let’s get our nasty on.” She licks her lips as she starts sliding a hand down over her flat stomach.

“I’m out of here!” I spin around and race out the door before I have any more hideous images to add to the collection of horrors in my head. All I’m thinking in this moment is how I need to put as much distance between me and that slut as possible.

“Faye! Wait!” James runs after me, and I press the button on the lift repeatedly, willing it to hurry up.

“I’ll get rid of her!” he says in a frantic tone. “I didn’t know she was here, I swear.”

As I watch the lift ascending, I turn and face my uncle. I believe him when he says he didn’t know she was waiting in his room, but that’s the extent of my trust. “Answer me one thing. Have you ended your affair with her? Is this Courtney being delusional or normal?”

He massages his temples as he pins me with a beseeching look. The lift pings and I shove his hand off, stepping inside. “Yeah. That’s pretty much what I thought.” I shake my head. “What you said to your sons back there was complete bullshit, wasn’t it?” I shake my head again.

“No.” James moves his hand to the gap between the doors, stopping the lift from closing. “I meant every word I said. I am
 fixing things, and I still love Alex. I want to return to my family.”

“Baby! Come back here and fuck me!” Courtney hollers down the corridor, and I cringe.

She’s certainly showing her true colors now. I push James’s hand out of the way as he exhales noisily, closing his eyes and shaking his head. “Yeah. It sure sounds like it.”

The door closes and I sag against the wall, numb more than anything else.

I hurry outside, ignoring the pain underfoot when I run down the road and around the bend so that I’m out of sight of the hotel. I hold my pace steady until I’m around the next two corners, and only then do I stop running. My feet are throbbing with stinging pain, and I hobble up the road like a cripple. I sincerely hope there are no reporters milling about at this early hour. They’d surely hit pay dirt if they saw me like this. Swathed in an ill-fitting man’s coat with no shoes, bare legs, and my blood-caked face, I look more like a hooker than a relative of the wealthy Kennedys.

I climb onto the bench a few meters down from the diner, wincing as I lift my sore feet to inspect them. Both soles are black and filthy, and one foot is bleeding. I snuggle into Kaden’s coat, grateful for it. With cold, trembling fingers, I pluck my phone from my bag, flipping it over and almost crying when I spot the blank screen. I press the power button but nothing happens. It’s completely out of charge, and I’m officially screwed. I should probably go back to the hotel and use their phone to ring Brad, but exhaustion has done a right number on me, and I’m incapable of lifting my little finger let alone hobbling back through the streets. I lie down on my side on the bench, as a tortured sob starts building in the base of my throat.

How ironic that I feel like a homeless person when that’s effectively what I am.

I don’t fit in anywhere.

The one place I had begun to think of as home is now the last place I wish to be.

My eyes are shuttering, and I welcome the incoming unconsciousness.

I don’t care who finds me or how I’m found.

All I care about at present is blocking it out.

I’m seconds away from sleep when something or someone brushes against my feet, and I jerk up, immediately alert and on guard.

A man is sitting at the end of the bench, slouched against the side, hiding his face in his arm. A strong smell of alcohol and urine tickles my nose, causing my nostrils to wrinkle in disgust. I get up, prepared to make a hasty getaway, when his head lifts and my eyes widen in surprise.

“David?” I peer at the man with the five o’clock shadow and the haunted eyes, wondering if it’s actually my boss or someone who looks remarkably like him.

“Faye?” he slurs in an unmistakable voice.

Cautiously, I sit back down. “What’s wrong?”

His eyes fill up and the wounded look on his face tells its own story. Leaning toward me, he grabs my hands, holding them firmly in his sweaty grip. All the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “She’s gun. Dead ash dead can be.” His eyes roll in his head even as tears trickle down his face. He digs his fingers into my flesh, and I try to wrest my hands away, but he has me in an iron grip. “I mizz her. So much. It wazn’t ri.” His whole body sways from side to side as tears plop onto our conjoined hands. “Iz I culd go bash, I … Aggh.” He releases my hands, curling into a ball as he starts rocking back and forth, mumbling to himself. I stand up, jerking my head around, looking for any sign of life close by. I don’t have any medical training, but he’s clearly in need of intervention. If I had to bet on it, I’d say he’s taken something else besides alcohol, and I’m concerned for him.

My eyes narrow as I zone in on the blurry shape in the distance. Squinting in the faint light, I watch as an SUV approaches, and I step out into the middle of the road, waving it down.

Brad hops out of the car, running toward me. “Are you okay? What’s happened?”

I gesture at David. He’s rambling to himself, talking gibberish as he continues to sway from side to side. “Call an ambulance, quick.”

We wait with him in silence until the ambulance arrives, and I give some details to the EMT staff before they take him away. Without a word, Brad bundles me into his arms and carries me to the car.

“How did you know where to find me?” I ask as he drives away from the town.

“James called Ky. In a place like Wellesley, I knew you couldn’t have gotten far, but Keven logged into the tracking app on your phone, and he told me exactly where to find you.”

Even though I’m barely keeping my eyes open, I still jerk forward in my seat. “They’re tracking
 me?”

“Hey.” His eyes rake briefly over me. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

I rest my head against the window, sighing. I shouldn’t be all that surprised. What with Keven’s mad IT skills and James’s penchant for security, it makes sense. And, on this occasion, it came in handy.

Brad parks the car in front of the house and cuts the engine. “I know you’re tired, but can we talk before we go in?” Unbuckling his seat belt, he twists around to face me. The leather protests with a loud squelch.

I lead with “I owe you an apology.”

He pins me with incredulous eyes. “How on earth do you figure that?”

“I was horrible to you last night, and you were only trying to look out for me. I should’ve listened to you.”

Reaching out, he threads his fingers in mine. “I was so scared when you staggered out of that room. I’m sorry, Faye. I should never have left you with him.”

“It’s not your fault.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “And our apologies cancel each other out so we’re square.”

“No.” He shakes his head vehemently. “I owe you another one.” His clear blue eyes pierce mine. “I hurt you when I rejected you and I’m sorry for that.” He holds up a hand when he sees my mouth open to speak. “Let me say this.” I clamp my mouth shut. “I want to kiss you so badly—all the time—but not like that. Not when you didn’t know what you wanted. I won’t ever take advantage of you or the situation. When you kiss me again, it will be because you want to kiss me, not because you’re upset and trying to make him jealous.” He lifts our conjoined hands to his lips. “I know you need time. I can wait.”

I almost topple out of the car when my door is abruptly opened from the outside. Ky doesn’t speak, but his expression speaks a thousand words. Reaching in, he releases my seat belt and slides me into his arms, carrying me into the house. Perhaps I should be grateful that he rescued me from what would surely have been a very awkward conversation, but that’s the last thing I’m feeling.

I want to slap him.

Curse him.

Scream at him.

Slap him some more.

I want to reach a hand into his chest and squeeze that life-sustaining organ until he collapses from the lack of blood flow and the agonizing pain pummeling his heart until it’s scarcely beating.

I want him to hurt so badly that he can barely breathe while strips tear from his heart.

I want him to feel everything I’m feeling.

To hurt as much as I do.

I want all that.

But I can’t convince myself it’s the truth.

Because I love him too much.

I don’t want him to hurt like that.

Because I’m so bloody weak.

Instead, I curl my arms around his neck, inhaling his scent and absorbing the feel of his skin under my fingertips, pretending he’s still mine. Brad stays behind us, his disappointed gaze locked on mine as we walk to my bedroom. We stare at one another, and my emotions veer all over the place.

“Put me down.” I attempt to wriggle out of Ky’s arms, but his hold only tightens. Uncurling my arms from around his neck, I shove at his chest. “I said let me go.”

“Stop being ridiculous,” he scoffs, instantly raising my heckles. “You’re too injured to walk.”

He strides forward with purpose, and my anger returns in spades. “Put me down or I’ll scream blue murder. I mean it.”

He slants dark, determined eyes on me. “Work away, sweetheart. See if I care.”

“Aagh! You’re the most frustrating person ever! And don’t call me sweetheart. I’m not your anything.”

“Stop it!” he hisses as I attempt a new bout of wriggling. “I’m not putting you down, and we’re not going there.”

My eyes flit to Brad, beseeching him for help. I can almost see the little wheels turning in his head. “Please,” I mouth, and he picks up his pace.

“I’ll carry her,” Brad says. It’s less of an offer and more of a demand and we all know it.

“The hell you will!” Ky fumes. “I left her in your care tonight and look what happened.”

“You’re a fine one to talk!” he retorts. “If she’s upset with anyone tonight, it’s you, and you damned well know it.”

I count to ten in my head, relieved when we reach my room. Ky kicks my door open with his booted foot and lays me down gently on the bed. Brad stops at the end of the bed, glaring at his best friend. “Can you fetch a bowl of warm water, some cotton pads, and a towel from the bathroom.” Ky makes the request without looking at his friend, and Brad responds without acknowledgment, pushing off the door and heading into the en suite. Ky disappears into my walk-in-wardrobe, returning a minute later with some clean pajamas. Sounds of running water greet my ears as Ky removes Kaden’s coat from around me before fingering the hem of my dress.

I slap his hands away. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Don’t be difficult, Faye.” He batters his forearms. “You’re injured, and you’re exhausted, and I’m only helping.”

“Who said I want your help?” I snap rather childishly.

He emits an exaggerated sigh, unfolding his arms and sitting on the edge of my bed. “Just let me take care of you. I need to do this for you. Okay?”

I want to tell him to get stuffed.

Not to touch me.

But I don’t.

I can’t hold onto my anger, and I’m not really sure why.

Only that I hate myself for it.

Wordlessly, I let him help me out of my clothes and into the pajamas. Brad reenters the room a couple of minutes later holding a small bowl, some cotton wool, and a white towel. Ky props pillows behind my head, and one underneath my feet. “This might hurt a little.”

He starts dabbing at my feet, and I instinctively jerk my foot back, wincing. “That stings like fuck.”

With his lips twitching, he tenderly clasps my ankle, easing my foot back to the pillow. “Take deep breaths and before you know it, I’ll be done.” His gentle voice and soft touch send delicious little tingles ripping up and down my leg and I want to slap myself in the face when a little whimper flees my mouth involuntarily. Could my humiliation be any more complete?
 I drape an arm across my face so I don’t have to look at Brad’s dejected face or Ky’s smug one. The urge to scream my lungs out is riding me hard.

“Try to hold still and I’ll clean it up as quick as I can. There’s a lot of debris in your foot, and you have a few cuts that are bleeding.” I nibble on my arm, relishing the sting as my teeth sink into my flesh, clinging to it as a vital distraction tool. Ky cleans my feet, while I do my best to ignore the pleasure-pain. “I’ll be back in a bit,” he says a few minutes later, and I lift my arm off my face, watching the two boys exchange thunderous looks. I only release the breath I’d been holding when Ky exits the room.

Brad sits down beside me. “May I?” he asks, holding up some cotton wool. “You have some dried blood on your face.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

He begins cleaning me with infinite tenderness, as if I’m a delicate, precious flower. My nose is sore to the touch, and I flinch when his fingers carefully prod it. He gets up, bringing the bowl and the rest of the supplies into the bathroom. When he returns, he drops down onto the bed again, this time with his back to me. Tension has corded his muscles into knots, and he sits hunched over, inspecting his nails, sealing his lips, and bottling everything up.

“Brad.”

Slowly, he looks over his shoulder, and I pat the space beside me. He stares at me for a few seconds before lying down on his side. “You should know I’m a total mess,” I tell him. “I scarcely know who I am anymore let alone what I want. I’m so confused.” It’s the truth. My emotions are as unreliable as the weather. One minute I’m all sore and hurt, the next I’m desperately clinging to every second with Ky, devouring each crumb he throws my way as if it’ll be the last. Add Brad to the mix, and my emotions become a hodge-podge of epic proportions. My feelings for him aren’t cut and dried, and that’s only exacerbating the turmoil inside my head and my heart. I gulp, placing my hand over his. “You mean so much to me, and I don’t want things to be strained between us.” He stares into my eyes, and I hold his gaze. “Please.” I gulp again. “I need you,” I add in a whisper, hoping he understands the meaning behind my statement and that he isn’t reading too much into it.

With great affection, he cups my face. “I want you to need me but not half as much as I want you to want me.”

“You don’t waste any time.” Ky sneers, scowling at his best friend from the doorway. “Not that I’m all that surprised.”

“You’re with Addison,” Brad retorts harshly, and that familiar surge of bitterness twists my insides into knots. “What do you care?”

“I care about Faye and she’s been through a lot tonight, in case you’d forgotten, so give her a break. She doesn’t need any more of the heavy.”

Brad hops up, stalking toward Ky. “We all know whose fault that is.” If looks could kill, Ky would be ten feet under by now. “And if that’s all this was, then I’d totally accept it, but it’s bull and you know it. You’ve pushed her away, but no one else is allowed to go near her? Have I got that right?”

They are squaring up to one another, and a fresh surge of frustration is growing in my chest. The urge to open my mouth and scream from the pit of my lungs is hugely tempting.

“I’m not having this conversation with you. Get out, and let me look after my cousin.”

“I don’t know what’s happened to you, man, although I can guess,” he jeers. “I don’t much like this new version of you.”

“I don’t care what you think.” Ky brushes past him, moving toward me with the first aid kit in one hand and a steaming mug in the other.

A furious look dances over Brad’s face, like he wants to pummel Ky into next week. Not sure I’d blame him. Ky is way out of line.

“Please don’t fall out because of me.” My eyes implore the pair of them. “We’re all exhausted and taking it out on each other. Let’s get some sleep and talk later.”

Brad bravely walks back to the bed, bending down and kissing my cheek. “I’m glad you’re okay. Get some rest. I’ll see you later.” He ignores Ky as he exits the room, and the temp turns from icy cold to a few degrees above chilly.

Ky attends to my feet without speaking, applying some sort of salve and then bandaging each foot. I sip on the hot sweet tea he brought, and each mouthful warms the frozen inner parts of me. When he’s done, he helps me into the bed, tucking the covers up to my chest. “You feel any better?”

“Yes. Thanks.”

He rubs the back of his neck and kneels down in front of the bed. “I’m sorry this happened to you, and for what it’s worth, I hate myself for the part I played. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’ve never wanted to hurt you.”

“Yet you keep doing it.”

He grimaces, before hanging his head. “I know. I’m sorry.”

Silence descends, and I finish my drink, placing the mug on my locker as I sink into the nurturing warmth of the bed. It’s hard to see Ky in here and not remember the many nights he spent sleeping beside me, holding me in his arms, loving me with his words, his lips, his touch. Tears prick my eyes, and I’m glad I’m too exhausted to cry. “Did you care about me at all?” I whisper-ask because I must love torturing myself.

His chin kicks up. “Of course, I cared. I still do. I’ll never not care about you.”

“You just don’t love me.”

Yep. Kill. Me. Now.

He looks away, and air leaves his mouth in a panicky rush. “You really want to do this again?” His eyes beg me to drop it.

“No.” A crafty tear slips out of the corner of my eye. “It hurt enough the first time.” I purse my lips, willing myself to hold it together as a tornado rips through my insides, wreaking havoc. I want to believe that my earlier assumption was right—that this is all Addison’s doing, but he’s not giving me much to work with. He cares for me—I know that much—but that appears to be the extent of it. Perhaps he has
 written us off in favor of a less “complicated” life, though, how anyone could refer to Addison as less complicated is beyond me. But they share a past, which is something we don’t. Maybe I never really knew him at all.

My mind is in agony, veering from one scenario to another. I want to believe he’s doing this because he’s being blackmailed, but I know I’m most likely clutching at straws. I’m barely clinging onto my sanity, and I’m on the verge of a meltdown, and I’d rather do all my breaking in private. “I’d like you to leave now.” My voice is shaky, betraying some of what I feel. I don’t look up as he leans down and kisses my cheek.

“I’m so sorry, Faye.”

His words are cheap.

He closes the door quietly, and I stave off the storm for a couple of minutes before it breaches the wall and sobs burst free of my soul.

Burying my head in the pillow, desperately trying to muffle my heartache, I fall asleep drowning in a sea of tears.





Chapter Eighteen
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I sleep like the dead and I’ve no idea what time it is when I hear a light tap on my door. “Come in,” I croak, hastily sitting up as I scrub the sleep from my eyes.

Ky pokes his head around the door. “I thought you might like something to eat.”

“What time is it?” I ask, yawning.

He steals into the room, closing the door behind him. Tantalizing smells tickle my taste buds as he carries a tray toward me, setting it down on my lap. The plate is heaped with eggs, bacon, and pancakes, and he’s added a glass of OJ and a mug of coffee. Saliva pools in my mouth, and my eyes devour the plate with longing.

He hands me a knife and fork, smiling softly. “It’s after three.”

“Shut up! Someone should’ve woken me earlier!” I attack my food like it’s been years, rather than hours, since I last ate.

“You needed your sleep, and I wouldn’t let anyone disturb you.”

“Thanks.” Bile floods my mouth as remembered heartache resurrects to the forefront of my mind. The fact he made me breakfast changes nothing. I pause with my forkful of food in midair. “It’s okay. You can leave now.”

His forehead creases. “I want to make sure you’re okay.”

“That’s not your place anymore.” My eyes bore into his, willing him to challenge me. To say it isn’t so.

He averts his eyes. “You’re right. I’ll leave you to eat in peace.” He turns to walk away.

“Wait a sec.” I put the fork down on the plate. “I need to talk to you about something that’s been playing on my mind.”

He folds his arms across his broad chest. “Okay. Let’s hear it.”

“What if Jeremy is the one who sent you the recording of Brad and Addison?”

Ky holds his chin between his thumb and forefinger as he contemplates my question. “You could be on to something. His family is close to Addison’s, and they’ve hung out together since they were kids. I always got jealous vibes off him.”

I lean back against my pillows. “So maybe that was his way of breaking you two up.” I worry my upper lip between my teeth, frowning. “Except he wasn’t with her.” It doesn’t add up.

“Maybe it wasn’t about him hooking up with her.”

“He only wanted to make sure she wasn’t with you,” I concur, filling in the gaps.

“That figures. He’s never liked me, and he knows the feeling is mutual.” He stands. “I’ll talk to Keven. See if he can do some digging on Jeremy.”

“Good idea.” I practically bury my face in my breakfast—anything to avoid showcasing my expression. I’m not sure I won’t give the game away especially when he reads me all too easily.

“Okay.” He shoots me a perplexed look before exiting the room without another word. The now-familiar ache in my heart starts pulsing out of control as he quietly closes the door. I don’t know if this will ever become manageable or if I’m destined to live with this soul-crushing pain for the rest of my life. Trying to resurrect my appetite, I force food into my mouth and down over the traumatized lump in my throat.

I check in on Kal a few times during the afternoon but he’s always sleeping.

My phone chimes, and I gnaw anxiously on the inside of my mouth when I spot Jill’s goofy profile picture blinking up at me.

I’ve been avoiding talking to my friends.

Avoiding confronting the reality of what my mum did with my uncle.

Avoiding the possibility that my uncle could be my dad.

Avoiding acknowledging my broken heart.

Ugh. I break out in goose bumps as I shiver all over.

I’m drowning.

Adrift with all these errant thoughts and feelings surrounding me, suffocating me, closing in.

Scared that I won’t ever find solid ground.

I exhale deeply, dropping down onto my bed and holding my phone delicately, as if it’s a grenade resting in the palm of my hand.

I need my best friends almost as much as I need air, and it’s ridiculous to be ignoring them. They won’t judge. They’ll be on my side. So, I force my shame aside and accept the call. The instant I see Rachel and Jill’s familiar faces across my screen, some of the churning anxiety in my gut settles down.

I waste no time filling them in on what’s been going on with me, and they listen patiently while I relay it all. The shocked look on their faces when I tell them about Mum and James, and the fact that the man I thought was my dad isn’t my dad, says it all, but they remain quiet, allowing me to vent until it’s all off my chest.

I’m instantly relieved.

There are a couple of seconds of utter silence when I finish my sordid tale.

“Strewth, mate,” Rach says in her best Aussie accent—it’s her go-to persona when she’s out of her comfort zone, and she has a whole host of humorous sayings to draw from thanks to a visit from her Australian rellies a couple of years ago.

“I can’t believe you’ve been dealing with all this on your own.” Jill smiles sadly. “I wish you could come home.”

“Me, too,” I admit, although the truth is that I don’t feel like I fit in anywhere anymore. “I miss you guys so much.”

A sound at the door alerts me to his presence. “Sorry to interrupt,” Ky says, looking a little embarrassed. “I have dinner ready, and I wanted to know if you intend to join us in the kitchen or would you like me to bring you a tray?”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I reply curtly, pointing at my phone. With a quick nod, he shuts the door quietly.

“You should take his dinner and dump it over his cheating head,” Rach suggests, her nostrils flaring.

I’ve come clean about everything with Ky, and they know he’s back with Addison now after slumming it with me for a while. “He didn’t actually cheat on me. Nothing was ever official, and we aren’t together anymore.” I’m not sure why I’m defending him per se or why it even matters. What’s done is done.

“You’re far too nice, Faye,” Jill supplies. “I’d totally give him the cold shoulder.”

I shrug. “It is what it is. I can’t force him to feel things he doesn’t feel, and I can’t shut him out. Whatever his status, he’s still family.” Maybe if I say it enough times, the truth will sink in. That’s all Ky can and will be to me in future, and I need to find some way of accepting that.

I join Keaton, Keanu, and Ky in the kitchen. “Where are the others?” I ask, accepting a piping hot bowl of pasta from Ky.

“Kal and Mom are eating in their rooms. Kent’s out somewhere, as usual
, and Brad took off this morning, and I haven’t seen him since.”

We eat in silence, everyone locked in their own thoughts. Rose texts in the middle of dinner to say the diner is closed tonight, and I wonder how David is doing. After we’ve eaten, I get up and clear away the dishes.

Keaton is sullen again, pissed this time that I chose to leave with James at the police station. I remind myself that he’s only fifteen and still a little immature at times. I remember how hormonal I was at that age and how every little thing was embellished to the nth degree. “Wanna watch a movie?” I ask him after I’ve finished putting another load of laundry in the machine. He’s lounging on the couch, halfheartedly watching a program about endangered species on Netflix.

He shrugs dejectedly and I decide to bring matters to a head. I throw myself on top of him, tickling him until he squirms and he can’t fight the smile on his face. “You can’t stay mad at me forever.”

“Want to put money on that?”

I snort. “Hells, no! Your stubbornness knows no bounds!”

“Okay. Stop.” He holds his palms up. “I surrender.”

I pull him up from the couch. “Let’s watch a movie in my room. I have something I want to tell you that should help.” I feel considerably lighter after having unburdened to my friends, and I figure I owe Keaton an explanation and that it’ll do me good to clear the air between us once and for all.

Keaton makes the popcorn while I grab a bag of cookies and some drinks, and we retreat to my room. I fill him in on the situation with me and Kyler, leaving out any mention of incestuous relationships and potential half-sibling status because I promised James we wouldn’t mention anything until the test results were back.

“Okay, now I understand why you wanted to go with Dad,” he admits a little sheepishly. “But it was still dumb. You can’t avoid Ky forever, and you can’t let him drive you out of your home.”

“I know. It was a spur of the moment thing, and I’m part-blaming lack of sleep for the lapse in my decision-making ability.” I plonk myself down on the bed and kick off my sneakers, grateful he hasn’t asked why
 I ran out on James. I still have to update Ky on that particular development, and I’m not looking forward to that convo.

“Ky is an idiot.” Keaton shakes his head as he lines up the movie. “But Addison’s always had this unnatural hold over him. I don’t get it.”

“Me, either, but I’ll have to live with it. Now, enough talking about your brother and she-who-shall-not-be-named. Press play.”

He taps two fingers off his forehead. “You’re the boss.”
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James phones at the end of the movie, begging me to come to the hotel to meet him. He’s desperate to explain, and he insists he wants to talk face to face. Once he reassures me that Courtney most definitely won’t be there, I grab my coat and meet Max out the front of the house.

James is waiting in the hotel lobby for me. “Thanks for coming.” I shrug casually. “I reserved a table in the corner of the bar. It’s nice and sheltered so we can talk in private.”

“’Kay.” I follow him into the half-empty bar, and a waiter escorts us to a small table tucked into a cozy little alcove at the back. James orders a whiskey for himself and a sparkling water for me while I take off my jacket. I sit with my hands folded in my lap, waiting for him to start.

“I apologize for last night, Faye. I swear I didn’t know Courtney was here. She charmed the front desk into letting her into my suite. I doubt that man has a job after my conversation with the general manager this morning.” He stops talking while the waiter places our drinks on the table. James hands him a fifty telling him to keep the change. I take a sip of my water, as James takes a healthy glug of his whiskey. “I’m trying to end things, but she’s extremely persistent, and she refuses to believe I want nothing more to do with her.” He scrunches his shoulders against his neck. “I want my wife back. I want my family back. That’s all I care about.”

I take another sip of my drink, not sure how to respond to that or if he even expects me to. “It’s none of my business. I just don’t want to be around her; I hate everything she represents.”

“I respect that, and I promise that if you move in here, I’ll ensure nothing like that happens again.”

I put my drink down and eyeball him. “I want to stay at the house. I was upset last night when I agreed to move in with you, but I would rather live with my cousins, if that’s okay.” I only tack that last part on to try to alleviate any hurt feelings.

“Are you very sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Fair enough, but if you change your mind, there’s always room for you here.”

I run my hands down the front of my jeans. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

He knocks back some more of his drink, reclining in the seat. “Can I say something?”

I twist slightly in my seat. “Sure.”

“Kyler cares about you a lot. I can tell. My son is guarded but he loves fiercely. Intensely. For him to say what he said in front of me last week speaks volumes.” He pats my hand. “For both your sakes, I hope I’m wrong, but for mine I hope I’m right.”

“Why?” My question comes out in a half-whisper. “Why is it so important that I’m your daughter?”

He drains his drink, motioning at the waiter with a click of his fingers. “Another round, please.”

He leans forward on his elbows. “Besides the fact that any man would be proud to call you his daughter, Faye, it will reconfirm my belief that what your mom and I shared was special.”

My eyes go out on stalks. “How can you say that? It was wrong on so many levels.”

He sighs. “I’ve spent years going over everything in my head, all the different ways it could’ve played out, and I regret it because I lost the most important person in my life, but I’ve never really believed it was wrong.” My mouth hangs open. “I’ve had moments where I’ve felt it was wrong, but, deep down, I can’t criticize what we did because I loved Saoirse so much.” His voice cracks, and the waiter chooses that moment to return with our new drinks, affording him time to pull himself together.

“I’m trying to understand,” I admit, “but I’m struggling. And that feels hypocritical, even though the situation with Ky and me is different.”

“It is different, but it could end up being the same.”

“I know, and that’s what I’m terrified of.”

There’s a lull in our conversation as we both mull things over.

“I don’t understand how it could happen with you two because you grew up together. How did you go from siblings to”—I deliberately lower my voice—“lovers? How the hell did that feel right? I just can’t fathom it.”

“I don’t blame you. I find it hard to explain it myself, but you’ve got to understand what it was like for us growing up. Our parents were both alcoholics, and they were neglectful and sometimes abusive.”

“What? Mum never told me that!”

“She was never on the receiving end of it, don’t worry, I made sure of that.” He drains his whiskey in one go. “Honestly, when they died, I actually felt like I was only properly breathing for the first time. For as long as I can remember, I was looking out for Saoirse and acting as the man in the house. I don’t know how my father managed to hold down a full-time job with such a severe alcohol addiction, but he did. My mother slept the day away, and as soon as Dad came home from work, they were gone out drinking with their cronies. I had to make dinner, keep the house tidy, do all our laundry from a very young age. I was determined to protect Saoirse from that, to give her as normal a childhood as I could manage.”

I’m hooked on his words, lost in the past with him, emotional at the picture he’s painting. His whole life, James has been looking after others. Who has ever looked after him?


“She was my whole world. With our parents gone, the insurance paid for the house, and we had a roof over our head but no money for anything else, so I got a job in the local factory and left school. And we were happy, Faye. For the first time in my life, I could say I was truly happy.” He shrugs. “Our roles gradually shifted, and it became more like a husband and wife setup. Your mom was home from school before my shift ended, and she always had the dinner on the table. I provided for her, and we spent our evenings and whatever free time I had at weekends together. Things changed. My feelings transformed, and when she made a move on me, I realized she felt it too.”

He takes my hands in his. “I don’t expect you to approve, but I’d like to think that one day you might understand.” I peer into his eyes. “It was always me and Saoirse against the world. I thought she was all I’d ever need. Ever want. But I was wrong, because then I fell head over heels in love with Alex, and I was able to appreciate the difference. To put things in perspective. It didn’t mean I stopped loving your mom, but I was able to look back on it as a certain moment in time. It was something we both needed back then, but I’ve no doubt had Saoirse stuck around that we would have moved on with our lives; would’ve built our futures with different people. And that is why I can’t ever consider it was wrong.”

He clicks his fingers at the waiter, and we sit in silence long after he brings a fresh round of drinks. After James’s heartfelt confession, it’s easier to find some understanding although I’m not sure I’ll ever properly comprehend it. “I should get going,” I say a little while later when I notice the time.

“I’ll walk you out to the car.”

I turn to say goodbye to him on the pavement. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

“Thank you for listening.” I offer him a smile, and he pulls me into a gentle hug. “And I meant what I said before that. I’m here for you. Now and always.”





Chapter Nineteen
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I’m woken at three a.m. by the sounds of scuffling in the corridor outside. I get up to investigate, groaning as I approach my bedroom door when I hear Brad and Ky’s elevated voices. Ky has Brad in a headlock when I step into the corridor. “Are you two ever going to grow up?” I rest my hands on my hips.

“A little help?” Ky motions at Brad just as he opens his mouth and hurls all over the floor.

“Crap.” I pinch my nostrils shut to avoid gagging.

“He’s smashed. Help me get him to his room.”

Ky slings one of Brad’s arms over his shoulder while I prop him up on the other side, and together we move him to his bedroom. Ky places him, chest up, onto the bed and starts removing his shoes while I head to the bathroom to grab a wet facecloth. When I return, Ky has managed to get his shoes and jeans off, but he’s struggling to remove his shirt. We take an arm each and pull it up over his head. Brad moans, curling into a fetal position and clutching his abs. “I’ll get a bowl,” I suggest, already backing out of the room.

I jump over the pool of vomit in the corridor and race to the kitchen, opening cupboards until I find what I need. I grab a couple bottles of water and tuck them into the band of my sleep shorts. Tearing off a few sheets of kitchen paper on my way out, I toss them loosely on top of the revolting mess in the corridor. I’m so nominating Ky for cleaning duty. I don’t think I’ll be able to stomach it without hurling myself.

I shove the bowl under Brad’s face in the nick of time. He heaves repeatedly, and I look away, feeling nauseated just looking at him. I trace my hand up and down his back in what I hope is a soothing manner. When he’s done, I hold a bottle of water to his lips. “Drink this. You’ll feel better.”

He rinses out his mouth, spitting the liquid into the bowl, and I get up, quickly flushing the contents down the toilet. I wash out the bowl and return it to the locker beside Brad’s bed. Brad is sitting up, with his back against the frame of the bed, sipping from his water. Muscles ripple across his toned abdomen, and I can no longer deny the uber-hotness he’s got going on. I look away, feeling like a creeper for ogling him when he’s sick.

“I feel like crap,” he moans, throwing his head back.

“No shit, Sherlock.” I place my palm to his hot, sticky forehead. “I think you’ll live.”

He takes my hand, cupping it around his cheek. “Thanks,” he whispers.

“Do I want to know why you got in such a state?” I’m almost afraid to ask, but I’m on an unscheduled quest for the truth today.

“Got a call from a reporter today. My dad’s story will be front page news tomorrow.”

“Shit.” Ky starts pacing the room, wearing his carefully constructed impassive face.

“You knew it was going to happen eventually.” My tone is sympathetic.

Bloodshot eyes meet mine. “I know, but I don’t feel ready to deal.”

“No one ever is,” Ky says. “Once word gets out about the party, it’ll be old news.”

That isn’t in any way reassuring, and I don’t entirely agree, but I wisely keep those thoughts to myself. I reach out and take Brad’s hand. “I’m here for you.”

“I know, and that’s the only thing that’s keeping me going.”

“You should sleep. School’s going to be hell on earth tomorrow.” I try to extract my hand, but he keeps a hold of it. An unspoken question rests at the back of his eyes, and sudden unease trickles down my spine. I want to console Brad because he’s been there for me on several occasions, but this is all too much, too fast, and I’m conscious that everything could very well blow up in my face. The thought of crawling in his bed and sleeping in his arms is tempting but not enough to follow through on it. I should do it to see if it garners any reaction from Ky, but I can’t manipulate Brad like that. Not when he’s harboring some kind of hope where we’re concerned.

I can’t use him to make Ky jealous. It’s not fair, and I doubt it would work anyway.

Brad appears to read it all on my face, and there’s no need for words. He releases my hand, looking swiftly away, but not before I notice the hurt in his eyes. A pang of guilt slaps me in the face, but I won’t back down. I know I’m doing the right thing. I pull the covers up over him, fitting them around his shivering body. Pressing my mouth to his ear, I whisper, “I just need time.” I kiss his forehead and walk briskly out of the room, ignoring Ky and whatever expression or non-expression he’s currently sporting.
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I was wrong. School is worse than hell on earth the next day. The rumor mill is thriving, and Brad and I are virtual pariahs, but at least we’re in it together. Gossip about the party is rife, and I spend the day ignoring all the new slurs and taunts leveled my way.

Rose and Zoe are the only two brave enough to sit with us at lunch. I’d already filled Rose in on the events of the weekend in between classes, and Zoe operates a strict need-to-know policy. When I tried to explain, she told me it was none of her business and that was that. “You know you’ll be shunned now, too,” I admit, biting an angry chunk out of my apple.

“It’ll blow over,” Rose says with a casual shrug.

“And I’ve never been bothered about popularity,” Zoe says, even though there’s no need. Everyone knows Zoe marches to her own beat. She puts her fork down and looks across the table at us. “I didn’t have an opportunity last week to say thanks for coming to Jessie’s memorial.”

“It was no problem. We wanted to be there, and I should be the one thanking you. My uncle told me you gave a statement to the police and that you’ve agreed to speak at the trial if necessary. We’re grateful.” She waves off my gratitude in typical Zoe fashion.

“I still can’t believe it’s been a year since Jessie died,” Brad says in a quiet, reverent tone.

“It’s been three for David’s daughter,” Rose confirms.

I stop mid-chew. “What?”

“That’s why the diner was closed last night. David’s wife told me he’s been hospitalized again. Apparently, it was the same the last two years and when his daughter’s murdered body was first discovered.”

I push my lunch away, appetite destroyed. “That’s what he was mumbling about,” I mutter to myself. How awful. No wonder the man was in bits.

“What do you mean?” Rose asks.

“I met him early Sunday morning, and he wasn’t in the best shape. I couldn’t understand a word he was saying, but I knew he wasn’t well. Brad called the ambulance, and we waited with him, although, I’m not sure if he was even aware.”

“Poor man.” Sympathy shimmers in Rose’s eyes.

“Why didn’t you ever mention his daughter was murdered or the fact he has a wife?” I ask. Come to think of it, I don’t recall ever seeing a wedding ring on his finger.

“It’s not something you just slide into a conversation, and he’s separated from his wife. If the rumors are to be believed, she couldn’t handle his depression after their daughter died.”

“That’s a bit harsh.” I lean back in my chair. “What about the in sickness and health part of her vows?”

“The same person did it. Killed both of them,” Zoe blurts out, uncaring that she’s interrupting us mid-convo. She picks at the label on her bottle. “I’m convinced of it.”

Brad shares a look with Rose. “Don’t look like that!” Zoe snaps. She hunches forward, talking in a hushed tone of voice. “They both had a similar look, and they went missing around the same time of year.”

“But it was two years apart,” Rose says sympathetically.

“And, according to the reports I read, the modus operandi was different,” Brad says.

She rips the label off the bottle, and her face inflames. “I know all that! You sound like the cops last week, but I don’t agree with them or you. You can’t tell me it’s a coincidence that two girls go missing and are murdered from the same small town and it’s two separate killers? I’m not buying that at all.”

“I’ve got to agree with Zoe. That does seem very suspicious,” I supply.

“Thank you.” She offers me a snarky face to match her biting gratitude.

“Do the police have any new leads?” I ask.

“Nope, and from what I can tell, it’s at the bottom of the priority pile.” She sighs and pushes back her chair. “I can’t talk about this anymore. I get so incensed. I’ll catch you later.” She files out of the cafeteria before any of us have even had a chance to say goodbye.

“I pity whoever ends up with her,” Brad says rather uncharitably. It’s most unlike him to be cruel unless it’s warranted. “She makes Addison look like a walk in the park in comparison.”

I elbow him in the ribs, hard. “Take that back. Zoe may be all prickly on the outside, but she’s not a vindictive bitch like Addison. That was a low blow, and I can’t believe you said it.” Brad must totally be out of sorts today.

He has the decency to look ashamed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. She’s just tough-going at times.”

“I know, but I happen to like her. At least you always know where you stand. I can’t say that for a lot of the people I’ve met in Wellesley.”





Chapter Twenty
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Afternoon classes seem to drag on forever, and when the final bell eventually rings, it’s like music to my ears. I push my body to breaking point during swim practice, and my limbs actually hurt by the time the coach blows the whistle. I throw on my clothes after the quickest shower in history and bolt out of the locker room. I can’t get out of this building quick enough.

Alex and James are locked in a vicious row at the front door when Brad and I drive up. “Park in the garage,” I request, and he duly obliges. We enter the kitchen via the utility room, and I try to ignore the shouting as I fix us a snack.

Kal ambles into the room with a scowl on his face. He’s wearing an unbuttoned shirt and a pair of gray gym shorts. The black monitoring device is conspicuous around his left ankle—a constant reminder he’s on house arrest. A small, matronly woman follows behind him. Her gray hair is pulled back off her forehead in a severe bun which does her no favors. Her lips are pinched tight, and her eyes have a feral look about them. She looks close to blowing a gasket.

“We are done for the day, Master Kennedy, when I say we are done for the day.”

Kal waves his hands in our direction. “If I have to be home-schooled, then I’m keeping regular school hours.” He glares at the woman. “My cousin is already home so that means school is out, and so am I.”

“Hey!” I protest wholeheartedly when he swipes my sandwich off my plate, instantly sinking his teeth into it.

He gives me a grin, and it warms my heart to see it. “I’m not used to using so many brain cells, and it’s given me one hell of an appetite.”

The woman stomps her foot—for real! I thought they only did that in the movies.

“Throw a temper tantrum. See if I care,” Kal tells her in between mouthfuls. “You can’t force me to study.”

Steam practically billows out of her ears, and I’m struggling to contain my burst of laughter. She finally gives up, spinning on her heel and stomping out of the room. Brad and I convulse with laughter, and Kal watches us in amusement. When I’ve managed to control myself, I go over and hug my cousin. “You seem in better form.”

“I am, but don’t ask me how. That woman would drive the sanest person to pitch themselves off a cliff. Trust Dad to worry about my schooling with all the other shit we have going down.”

He finishes my
 sandwich in two more bites, and I swat the back of his head. “You can make me another one.”

“Deal.” He jumps up, smacking a wet kiss on my cheek. I’m not sure how or why he’s reverted to norm, but I’m glad to see it. He was so down the last week, and it’s been difficult to watch.

The shouting at the front door accelerates, and I can hear every hurtful word my aunt and uncle are spewing at one another. I inwardly cringe. They are going at one another hell for leather, and it’s not pleasant to hear. “How long have they been arguing?” I ask, propping my elbows on the counter as I watch Kal fixing my sandwich.

“Feels like forever,” he drily replies.
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The rest of the week passes by in slo-mo, not helped by the fact that the diner is still closed. Even though I attend swim practice every night after school, I still have far too much time on my hands, and I can’t stop my brain from starting a mental countdown. By Friday, I’ve all but chewed my fingernails to the bone. Monday is D-Day—test results day, and the closer it draws, the more anxious I get.

At least the media hounds are all but gone, distracted initially by the McConaughey fraud revelation and now by some scandal in Washington involving a leading politician and a slew of hookers. James eventually relented, and we can go around town without a bodyguard in tow. They still patrol the grounds, and if we travel farther afield, we have to take someone with us, but apart from that, we’re emancipated, and it’s great. I didn’t realize exactly how uncomfortable I was until Lenny is no longer breathing down my neck and sending me condemning glares.

We are walking to my locker at the end of lunch, when Brad asks me out. “Want to do something after school today? Just the two of us?” I’d almost swear he has a hotline to my brain. I’ve never needed distracting as much as I presently do.

“What do you have in mind?”

He arches a brow, and his lips curve up as a naughty glint appears in his eye. I sense his mind has wandered to the gutter, and another layer of anxiety heaps atop the existing pile. There’s been no more of the heavy this week, but an unspoken tension still lingers between us which I hate.

I’ve barely seen Ky all week, and I’m presuming he’s purposely staying out of my way.

Not that it’s helping much.

He’s like my own personal kryptonite.

I know I need to stay away, but I can’t help craving him. I’m only resisting his allure because he isn’t in front of me, tempting me with his dark good looks and his dangerous, sexy vibes. If he was, I don’t know that I’d be able to ignore my longing, so I’m glad he’s maintaining his distance. I’ve already humiliated myself enough. There’s no reason to go back for seconds.

No matter how much I beg my heart to reject him, I can’t evict Ky when he’s already set up camp there. I’m trying to prepare myself for the worst-case scenario, to accept that he’s my sibling, to coach my heart to get over him because I can’t have those feelings about my brother, and especially now that he’s reattached himself to Addison, but it’s no use. I can’t get him out of my mind.

Logic and rationality don’t come into it where the heart is concerned.

Once the heart has laid claim there is no going back.

And I’m locked in a world of pain because of it.

I love him, and I’m missing him like crazy, and I wish there was some cure for that.

“You’re thinking about him
, aren’t you?” Brad asks with an exasperated sigh, drawing me back into the moment.

I frown, grabbing the books I need and stowing them in my bag. “Why do you say that?”

“You get this look on your face. All swoony and wistful.” He sighs again, this time with resignation.

“I didn’t realize.” I hope to God Ky hasn’t copped on either.

“What I wouldn’t give to have you daydream about me like that.” Brad pierces me with serious eyes, and it’s impossible to get mad that he’s gone there, not in the face of such daring honesty.

“Would you believe me if I said I wish for that too?” One part of me does. Brad’s a great guy, and I wish I felt like that about him.

“I don’t know whether to feel complimented or insulted.” He slings my bag over his shoulder and takes my hand, automatically steering us in the direction of my next class. I swear he knows my schedule better than I know it myself.

“It’s a compliment,” I insist.

“We’re not finished this conversation,” he says when we reach the door of my classroom. “Will you come out with me later?” He reaches out, twirling a lock of my hair.

“Of course. I’ll see you out front.”

I find it hard to focus on my classes all afternoon. Brad consumes my thoughts, and I know we’re going to have “the conversation” later. He’s getting braver, and I don’t know if I like it or not. One part of me thinks me plus Brad equals a match made in heaven, and that it’d be the best way to move on, but that other more sensible part of my brain knows it’s wishful thinking. I can’t force myself to feel things I don’t. Brad is amazing in so many ways, and if I invested time in it, I think it could lead somewhere, but I don’t want to start something I may not be ready for, and I don’t want to hurt Brad or cause further issues between him and Ky. Things are already strained enough as it is.

Like every other part of my life right now, my love life is one big complicated mess.
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Brad takes me back to the lake and we take a seat on the same log as last time. We are facing the lake, and my eyes skim across the beautiful surroundings while he unfolds a blanket and removes some sandwiches from the small basket he brought. The place is completely deserted today and the only sounds are the quiet chirruping of birds and the gentle swish of the leaves blowing pleasantly in the cool autumn breeze.

Brad pours soup from a flask into two paper cups, handing me one, along with a sandwich.

“Thanks.” I wrap my hands around the cup, allowing the warmth to infuse my cold, numb fingers.

“I love it here,” he says, sipping his soup. “I’ve spent a lot of time here the last few months. It’s one of the few places where I can organize my thoughts into some kind of order.”

“Is that why you brought me here?”

He looks straight into my eyes. “I know you’ve got to be worried. You get the results on Monday, but you haven’t said one word to me since the last time we were here. I thought you might need an ear to bend.”

I groan. “Why’d you have to be so bloody perfect?”

His brows shoot up his forehead. “Let’s imagine, hypothetically, that that’s true,” he says, holding up a hand to halt my protests. “Why is it a problem?”

A grimace appears on my face. Why’d I have to open my stupid gob?
 “It makes it harder.”

He frowns. “I don’t understand.”

I groan again, putting down my soup to rub my hands over my frozen face. “Do I have to spell it out?”

He twists around, his knee bumping mine, taking my cold hands in his slightly warmer ones. “A gentleman never makes the lady go first.” He smiles, but it doesn’t quite meet his eyes. “I’m falling for you, Faye, but you already know that.”

Maintaining eye contact takes considerable effort, especially when he’s looking at me like he’s looking at me presently. Like the universe starts and ends with me.

“And we’d be so good together, I know we would.”

“I know that too,” I whisper. “In a lot of ways, we are so alike. We’re dealing with similar situations; we both have no parents around, and I know you feel lonely and disconnected like I do. I know we could be good for one another. I know all these things.”

“But?” His eyes roam my face. “I know there’s one coming, and I’m fairly confident I know what it is.”

My admiration for Brad elevates a few notches. He came here today to have this conversation with me, prepared to lay his heart on the line, even though he suspects I will always love Ky. But he hasn’t let that hold him back, and I only respect him more for it. I reach out and cup his face. “You’re hot, and sweet, and funny, intelligent, and so thoughtful, and I could list a hundred other ways you are endearing.” I press my forehead to his, whispering as I continue. “I wish I was falling for you, too. I wish that more than anything, but I can’t force myself to feel a certain way.”

God, how I wish I could love Brad instead of Ky.

Why is the universe doing this to me?

Loving Brad could be as simple as breathing, but I don’t love him. I love Ky.

I pull back, maintaining eye contact even though it hurts to see the pain in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Brad. Maybe in the future, my feelings will change, but I still love him. I love Ky.”

“He’s with Addison.” His voice is devoid of emotion.

“I know that.” I kick the stones at my foot violently, frustration stealing into my pores. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t help. I know I could be fooling myself, but I still think she’s forcing him into it some way.”

Brad shakes his head. “Faye, I’m not saying this to hurt you, but you’ve got to open your eyes. You saw them at the party, and I’ve asked him repeatedly if there’s something going on we’re not aware of, and he insists there isn’t.”

I stand up, and my entire body feels like a block of wood. “And did he tell you that with his real face on or the mask he hides behind?” Brad purses his lips, bending down to retrieve a stone. He says nothing. “Exactly my point.” He skims the stone out across the lake.

“If he’s your brother, it’s a moot point,” he adds quietly, and all my internal organs curl up into painful knots.

I slump back down on the log. “I know.”

Brad takes my hands again. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t be hitting you with this when you’re dealing with something so difficult. I’m just frustrated because I like you, and I know you like me, and I wish it was enough, but I’m being selfish. I’m sorry.”

I squeeze his hands. “Don’t apologize. There’s no need. I feel the same way, and this might not last forever. I don’t know how I’m going to feel next week if the tests confirm James is my dad and my cousins are my half-brothers. Instead of using this time to get used to the idea, I’ve buried my head in the sand, and now I’ll have to face the consequences of my actions.”

“You’re hoping James is wrong.”

I bob my head. “So much, and not purely because of Ky.” I look away. “I can’t wrap my head around the fact that my mum slept with her brother and that she lied to me about everything that was important. What kind of person does that?”

“I don’t know, Faye. I’ve spent months wondering how my dad could steal from his clients and his friends, querying whether I actually know him at all.”

“Yes!” I hiss. “That’s how I feel, too. It’s like the person I grew up respecting and admiring and loving was a fraud.”

“And it makes you question your own identity and your judgment and the things you value,” he adds, clasping my hands tighter. “Or at least it has for me.”

“Me, too. Even more so because my identity is now entangled with another families, and it’s like I don’t belong anywhere.”

“I can relate to that, too.” Brad tilts my chin up, and we stare at one another as the weight of our words settle.

Locks of his blond hair fall into his probing eyes, and as I examine his gorgeous face, my gaze fixes on his lush mouth, remembering what his lips felt like on mine that one time we kissed. I want to like Brad in that way. I do. It would make my complicated life that much simpler. As if he can read my thoughts, his gaze drops to my mouth, and his chest inflates. His eyes seek permission, and I’m conflicted. Maybe, I’m overthinking this. Perhaps I should let this happen and see where the chips land. Acting on impulse, I lean in closer, and he moves toward me, his lips tugging up into a slight smile. My heart starts pounding in my chest. The devil in my ear urges me to go with it, but the angel on my shoulder screams—hollering at me to see sense, reiterating this will only make a complicated situation even more complicated.

Decisions, decisions.

The warring voices continue their heckling as Brad waits for a sign that tells him he can bridge that final distance and take what he wants.

But the voice of the angel wins out, and I scoot back on the log, creating a gap between us. “I’m sorry, Brad. Can we head back, please. I’m cold.”





Chapter Twenty-One
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“Do you mind if we stop for coffee?” I ask when we reenter Wellesley. I’m not ready to go back to the house yet.

“No problem,” Brad says in the same affable, polite voice he’s used the entire journey.

I know I’ve hurt him, but he hasn’t taken it out on me. That’s not who he is. My eyes catch something in the mirror, and I glance over my shoulder, frowning as I spot the large SUV with the blacked-out windows following in the distance. “Hey, was that the same car that was following us the last time?”

Brad peers through the front mirror, and his eyes narrow suspiciously. “Seems to be.”

“Crap. I thought we’d seen the last of the media.”

“Or maybe it’s one of your uncle’s vans. We did break the rules by leaving Wellesley.”

Brad pulls up in front of a small café, and I jump out of the car as the black SUV soars past us without any interest. Maybe I’m paranoid and it was nothing to do with us after all. My eyes narrow as I notice the familiar-looking motorbike parked outside the shop across the road. “Is that Ky’s bike?” I lift my arm and point it out.

Brad locks the car and steps onto the footpath beside me to take a look. “Could be, but he’s not the only one with that make and model in the town.”

I rub my hands together as we wait in line, trying to loosen the cricks from my stiff fingers. There are no seats available, so we take our coffee to go, choosing to sit on the bench outside. We sip our drinks in silence, and I wonder if his head is as addled as mine. Brad coughs. “Faye?”

“Hhm.” I peer up at him.

“I know you wanted to kiss me back there as much as I wanted it. Why’d you stop?”

“Because it will only make things more complicated,” I answer truthfully.

“Or it could have the opposite effect.” His arm slides around my shoulder, and he toys with my hair.

I know what he means, and it mirrors my own thought process back at the lake, but my head is still a jumbled mess, and it could go either way. “Maybe.” I shrug.

He scoots down the bench until his leg brushes mine. The hand in my hair tenses as he tilts my face toward his. “If you kiss me, we’ll both know either way.”

My blood pressure skyrockets as his warm breath oozes over my face. His eyes are a heady mix of pleading and wanton lust, and it’s doing strange things to my insides. “I don’t want to ruin our friendship.”

“How about this,” he says, pulling me into his arms. “One kiss. One meaningful
 kiss”—he enunciates the word so there can be no misinterpretation—“no strings attached. If you’re feeling it, you agree to go on a date with me and see where it goes. If you don’t feel anything, then I’ll walk away. I swear I won’t bring it up again, and I promise I will not let it affect our friendship.” I bite on my lower lip and his eyes trek the movement greedily. “Your call.”

My foot taps restlessly off the ground as my stomach does a full flip. My heart is thudding in my chest, and my mind is grappling with all the pros and cons. A kiss shouldn’t be such hard work, should it?


“Jeez, throw a guy a line here.” Brad’s tone is teasing, but I hear the fear of rejection lingering underneath, and that seals the deal.

I’m totally overanalyzing this. It’s only one kiss. What harm can that do?


I circle my arms around his neck. “Okay. One kiss.” I plant a finger over his mouth as he starts to speak. “One meaningful
 kiss.” His tongue darts out, and he licks my finger, before sucking it quickly into his warm mouth. He can’t contain his grin as I huff out a sharp gasp.

Slowly, he reaches up and removes my finger, drawing me in flush to his chest. He rubs his thumb along my bottom lip as he lowers his head. He plants a delicate kiss below my ear, and a tiny shiver spreads over my limbs. His mouth leaves a hot trail from my ear, across my jaw, and over my cheek, before hovering over my lips. “Last chance to back out,” he rasps, and I lift my head and fuse my mouth with his.

I kiss him softly at first, but he clamps his arm confidently around my waist, slanting his head so he can deepen the kiss. His lips worship mine, reverentially, in long, languid strokes. My hands grip the back of his neck, my fingers winding naturally in his hair. He moans into my mouth, and the kiss intensifies as his lips move more frantically against mine. Our tongues mesh, tangling and dancing, and tentacles of desire sweep through my system. I tug on his hair, sliding into his lap as I allow myself to get lost in the moment, to think of nothing but the hot boy kissing me as if his life depended on it.

We only break apart when breathing becomes difficult and my jaw aches from such ardent kissing. He cradles me in his arms, kissing my temple as the persistent roar of an engine distracts me across the road.

I already know what I’ll see before I look over.

Ky is sitting atop his bike, his foot pressing up and down on the accelerator as his ice-cold glare fixes on Brad and me. I shuck out of Brad’s embrace as he curses, and I step out onto the road without even looking for traffic. Ky’s glares at us as he slams his helmet down over his head. “Wait!” I call out, quickly looking left and right before I race across the road.

But I’m too late.

The motorbike shoots forward with an angry roar, coasting the bend before I can reach it.

Brad is already in the car by the time I cross the road and haul ass into the passenger seat. From the strained look on his face, I can tell he’s wound tight. The car kicks into life with an almighty growl, and Brad thrusts it into gear, zipping up the road like the speed limit is only a fictional notion. “Slow down or you’ll kill us both, please.”

Common sense prevails, and he eases his foot off the pedal. I look out the window as I try to figure out how to make this right.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy that because I can tell you did,” he grits out.

“I’m not going to deny that,” I admit, quietly, turning to look at him. His hands have a death grip on the steering wheel.

“But let me guess.” His nostrils flare. “It’s still not enough.”

And that’s the truth. I most certainly enjoyed kissing Brad, and he made me feel good, but it doesn’t come close to kissing Ky. That electrifying spark, that all-consuming craving for one another, doesn’t exist between Brad and me. At least not on my part. I can’t speak for him.

“I’m sorry.”

He says nothing else until we pull into the garage at the side of the house. He turns off the engine, and we sit there in silence. His breath snakes out in audible spurts as he turns to face me. “Okay. You kept your side of the bargain and I’ll keep mine.”

“I hope you mean that because you’re important to me.” The thought of losing Brad as a friend is akin to losing a limb. He means so much to me, and I hope he can tell, because I know this isn’t what he wants, and I understand how much the sour taste of rejection can truly hurt.

“You’re way too important to cut out of my life. I’ll get over it.” He lifts my hand to his lips, planting a delicate kiss on my skin. “Friends?”

I smile through blurry eyes. “Friends.”
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The diner is still closed and I’m at a loss as to what to do. I think it’s wise to give Brad some breathing space, and I’m going nowhere near Ky until he’s calmed down. A party is a big no-no after how the last one ended up, and I’m not in the mood for company. I’m in a right funk after how things went down with Brad, and I’m drowning in a sea of guilt and self-revulsion. I should’ve stuck to my guns, refused to kiss him, and now neither of us would be feeling like a pile of shite. I decide to hide out in the cinema room, caving to self-indulgence.

Tears are streaming down my face as I watch the tragedy unfold on the screen. Rose, a.k.a. Kate Winslet, is kissing Jack’s, Leonardo DiCaprio’s, hands as she releases his frozen corpse into the sea, telling him she’ll never let go. A loud sob travels up my throat. No matter how many times I watch Titanic,
 it still kills me, like a knife plunging straight through my heart. It was Mum’s favorite movie, and I never got the fascination until they brought out a 3D version a few years back and I went to the cinema with her to watch it. It hooked me, and now I’m a lifetime addict, even if it conjures up more memories of my mother. I’m hoping that one day I’ll be able to recall the happy times without the bitter edge chipping away at me.

The door swings open, and footsteps invade my private sanctuary. “Could you be any more cliché?” Keaton gestures toward the screen, depositing his lanky frame in the seat in front of me.

“I don’t care. It’s my pity party and I’ll cry if I want to.” I stick my tongue out at him.

“Can anyone join this party or is it a solitary affair?” He smirks, swinging his legs over the side of the chair and leaning back on his folded arms.

“I’ll grant you entry if you abide by the rules. One, no calling me out on the obnoxious amount of crap I’m stuffing into my body. Two, what’s discussed at said pity party stays within these four walls. Three, no trash-talking Titanic
. It’s sacrilegious. Four”—he holds up a hand to halt me, but I ignore him—“Four
. I can cry my heart out, and you’re not allowed to call me pathetic or tell me to snap out of it. Five”—Moaning, he buries his head in the crook of his elbow, mumbling under his breath—“You’re permitted to call me an idiot as many times as you like because maybe if someone else says it, it might sink in.”

I cram a handful of popcorn in my mouth as I slouch lower in my chair. Rose is blowing the whistle now and the rescue boat is turning around. My sobs transform to sniffs as I take a loud slurp of my soda. Reaching out, I snap another square of chocolate and stuff it in my mouth. Keaton stares at me like I’m the world’s biggest slob. “Wha?” I say in between chomping.

“You’re going to make yourself sick.”

“Don’t care,” I mumble, loading more chocolate in my gob.

“And you’re going to get stupendously fat and gross,” he adds, getting into the spirit of it now.

“With a bit of luck,” I deadpan.

He moves rows, snatching up my goodies and moving them to the other side so he can sit down. I scowl at him, and he chuckles. “You want to be gross and fat?”

“Yep.” I stretch my legs out, planting my feet in his lap. “I want to be so ugly and gross that no boys will even look sideways at me. No boys equals no heartache equals happiness. I’m committing to spinsterhood or maybe the convent though I doubt Sister Mary will let me step foot anywhere near the place, but one can hope.”

“You’ve got it all planned out, huh?”

“Yep. I rest my head on the armchair of the seat, making myself comfy. “And I’m deadly serious too.”

“Uh-huh.” His eyes twinkle mischievously and my gaze narrows. Superfast, he grabs a bunch of popcorn and starts stuffing it in my mouth. “What kind of a cousin would I be if I didn’t help with your life’s mission? Huh?” I try swatting his hands away but it’s impossible. Next, he smears chocolate over my mouth, and I’m laughing so hard I’m practically choking. I slide off the seat, falling flat on my bum, as Keaton crawls after me, waving the bucket at me like the Popcorn Monster. I shriek, climbing to my feet and running away from him. He comes after me— naturally—and we chase each other around the movie room, hopping over seats, sliding under rows, and I’m doing everything to avoid him until laughter gets the better of me, and I drop to my knees, keeling over as tears roll down my face.

“Enough.” I hold up a hand as he advances. “You win. I’m not serious. I love boys too much to ever give them up.” I flatten out on the floor, bending my legs at the knees.

Keaton drops down beside me, nudging me playfully. “Good choice, oh wise one,” he teases. “Now tell me what this’s about.”

“Promise you won’t tell a soul.” I twist my head so I’m facing him.

“Scouts honor.” He grins, showcasing his beautiful white teeth. His face is starting to fill out, and he’s losing that baby-faced look. He’s growing his hair longer on top, and that artfully messy style works for him. “You’re staring.”

“You’re really beautiful, Keaton.”

His eyes go wide in alarm, and I can’t contain my snort of hilarity. Trust him to jump to that
 conclusion. “I’m not hitting on you!” He pins me with an incredulous look, and I sigh. “Yeah. Let’s not go there. All I meant is you’re turning into a super-hot guy, Keaton. Girls are going to be crawling all over your ass, but don’t forget that you’re so much more than that. You have this inner beauty that shines through setting you apart from everyone else. You’re one in a million.” I get the fright of my life when tears blossom in his eyes. I prop up on one elbow. “Happy or sad tears?”

He sits up, crossing his legs in front of him. “Both. Always both.” An anguished expression contorts his face, and I don’t think we’re talking about the same thing anymore.

I frown, mirroring his position. “Tell me what’s bothering you.”

His troubled eyes bore into mine, and I spot the conflict warring inside him. “I will. Just not yet.”

“Okay. I’m here whenever you want to talk.” I envelop him in a quick hug. “I love you, you know that, right?”

He smiles warmly at me. “I know, and I love you, too. Like a sister, not like …”

I roll my eyes, nudging him in the ribs. “I know that, doofus.”

“You still love him, don’t you?” he asks quietly.

I scratch the top of my head. “Is it that obvious?”

“Yeah, to be honest, it is. I see how hard you try not to look at him, but when you do, it’s all there. You’re too genuine a person to hide how you’re feeling.”

I groan. “Great. Now, I’m a laughingstock as well as everything else.”

He shakes his head. “He still loves you, too. I know my brother. He may be better at hiding it, but he’s hurting like hell too.”

I grind down hard on my teeth. “Could’ve fooled me. He’s hot and heavy with Addison again, and now he doesn’t give me the time of day. Ugh!” I grip bunches of my hair as I sigh. “Why can’t I love Brad and forget about Ky? It would be so much easier that way.” I bury my face in my hands.

“That’s what this is about?” Keaton coaxes.

“We kissed and …” I lock my arms around my knees, struggling to find the right words.

“And it was hot? Or not?” He cocks his head to the side.

“It was good …”

“Ouch. Poor Brad.” He’s fighting a smirk.

“Knock it off, dipshit. This is my life I’m making a complete mess of. Have some compassion.” I roll my eyes so he’s knows I’m semi-joking. “It felt good to have someone’s arms around me, to feel the warmth of his touch and the taste of his mouth. To know someone cares. And it was a great kiss, but I didn’t feel the same spark that I feel when I kiss your brother. Now, all I can think about is how much I miss kissing Ky and what a horrible person I am to give Brad hope where there’s none.”

“Awks.” Keaton sends me a sympathetic look.

“I know, and it’s worse, because Ky witnessed the whole thing.”

Keaton stuffs a hand in his mouth in a feeble attempt to mask his reaction.

“Glad someone finds it amusing,” I snark, as he loses the fight, and his laughter fills the room. “I’ve fucked everything up! Agh!” I nestle my face in my knees, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me.

“Sorry,” Keaton says, sounding in no way apologetic. “You’ve got to admit it’s funny.”

I growl at him. “Excuse me if I don’t see the funny side. I’m worried that I’ve ruined our friendship, and Brad probably hates me for making him do that to Ky again.” I flop back down on the ground, sighing. “I’m a bleedin’ disaster zone.”

Keaton lightly chuckles. “You put the rama in drama,” he jokes, and I punch him in the arm.

“That’s mean. I didn’t ask to fall in love with my cousin, and I didn’t ask for that kiss. Brad kinda backed me into a corner, and now I have two people to avoid in this house.”

“Good luck with that,” he says with a wink.

Ugh. It’s official.

My life sucks.





Chapter Twenty-Two
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I wake abruptly in the early hours of the morning with my salty tongue stuck to the top of my mouth. Thanks to my monster binge-eating session, I’m parched and in dire need of water. I pad quietly in my bare feet toward the kitchen, stifling a yawn as I pass through the lobby. I stop in my tracks when the sound of voices filters out from the living area. I’d recognize Ky’s and Brad’s husky tones anywhere. I flatten my back to the wall and creep as close to the doorway as I dare.

“I’m sorry I hit you,” Ky says, and I roll my eyes.

“I probably deserved it,” Brad replies.

“No, you didn’t.” There’s a brief pause. “And you’re right. I have no claim over her. Faye’s free to kiss whomever she likes.” His words batter my fragile heart.

“I swore I’d never do that to you again.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong, man. If I’m not with her, I’d rather it be you. I know I can trust you to look after her, to treat her right.”

My nostrils flare at the insinuation. Like I’m some possession they can swap between them when it suits and that all we need is his approval which he’s so graciously giving to us. Who does he think he is?


“It doesn’t matter, anyway. She doesn’t want me.” Brad’s tone suggests disappointment and acquiescence but no malice.

“That wasn’t the way it looked to me,” Ky says, confirming he definitely saw the kiss.

“She’s in love with you.”

“She can’t be!” Ky snaps, carving another piece out of my heart. “Hasn’t she listened to a word I’ve said? She needs to move on, and you’re the guy to move on with. Do you want me to talk some sense into her?”

That does it.

His patronizing tone combined with his misguided rationale and the implication that I’m the one not thinking clearly summons the beast slumbering inside me. Uncaring that I’m in a flimsy nightie or that I’ll be admitting I was eavesdropping, I charge into the room, flipping on the main light so they can both see the extent of my venom.

Seated across from one another on the leather couches, they blink at me in shocked surprise. I stalk toward Ky, pushing him in the chest. “I do not need anyone to talk sense into me, least of all you!” I screech. “How dare you presume to know what I want or what I need. You have no right!”

“Faye.” Brad stands up, and I lunge at him, shoving him back down on the couch.

“And you’re no better!” I’m shrieking like a hyena, and I’ll probably wake the entire house but I don’t care. I can’t see beyond the red glaze coating my eyes. “You think you can get his permission and I’ll fall into your arms?”

“No! It wasn’t like that.” Brad tries to argue but I shut him up with one of my special death glares.

“I heard enough to know that he was trying to pawn me off on you.” I jab my finger in Ky’s direction, incensed to see a dark, amused glint in his eyes. “Wipe that smug look off your face, Ky, or I’ll do it for you.” I glare at him, and his smirk grows wider. “Do you have a death wish?” I snarl.

He stands up, moving carefully but confidently toward me. “Baby, you know I find it hot when you’re mad.”

I totally lose the plot, shoving him forcefully as I yell in frustration. He makes a grab for me, losing his balance in the process, and we both tumble to the ground. I land unceremoniously on top of him with a groan. I straddle him as I sit upright, prodding my finger repeatedly in his annoyingly perfect chest, furious to see the lustful glaze in his eyes, to feel the telltale bulge hardening under my ass. “You don’t get to flirt with me, to call me baby, or hot, or anything!” I climb to my feet. “Save it for your girlfriend!”

I back away, scowling at both of them. “I want nothing to do with either of you. Understood?”

Brad gets up. “Faye, I’m sorry. Come on.”

I sway a little, my limbs weakening now that the surge of rage-induced adrenaline is dissipating. “Leave me alone, Brad. Both of you. Stay away from me.”

I stomp to the kitchen, yank a couple of bottles of water from the fridge, and storm back to my room, avoiding the penetrating stares of both boys as I walk past the sitting room with my nose held high in the air.

It takes me ages to fall back asleep. Lingering tendrils of frustration occupy my mind, making sleep almost impossible. But, eventually, at some point, I drift off.

I get up Saturday morning, my limbs still seething with anger, and haul ass to the pool for a swim. I vent my frustration in the water, pushing my body for hours until every muscle twinges. Then I spend the rest of the day hiding like a coward in my room. In the cold light of day, I cringe as I recall last night’s confrontation, furious that I let either of them get to me like that. Neither of them dares to show his face, and I’m grateful for small mercies.

A heavy thud on my door late afternoon sends my blood pressure into orbit. “Can I come in?” Kal asks, and I emit a relieved sigh.

“It’s open.” He ambles into the room with his shoulders drooping. “What’s happened?” I automatically ask, my stomach plunging to my toes.

“I met with the legal team. They weren’t able to get the case dismissed at the pre-hearing, and we’ve been issued a trial date.” He lies sideway on the bed, propping his head up on an elbow. “November fifteenth.”

“That’s good news, right? It’s only a few weeks away.”

“It is, and it isn’t. Dad pulled some strings to rush the case through, and I’m glad I’m not facing months and months of house arrest, but if it doesn’t go my way on the day, I could be in jail this time next month.”

“Surely Zoe’s testimony will prove you’re being set up?”

“It’s not that straightforward, according to the attorneys. The prosecution is taking statements from the girls at school, and they’re not painting a pretty picture. And Lana produced the condom we used.”

“That proves nothing! Only that you had sex which you aren’t disputing.”

“Her mother is insisting she was a virgin and that she’d never have agreed to sex before marriage.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Did we return to the dark ages and I missed the memo somewhere along the way?”

“Greta will make a great character witness, and she’s a devout Catholic. Lana has been brought up respecting her faith, so it’s pretty much going to come down to my word against hers. You haven’t read her statement, Faye. It’s vicious—she isn’t holding back, and it’s primed to tug the heartstrings. She’s going to have the jury eating out of her hand. I’m as good as guilty. She must truly hate me now.”

I lie on my belly with my elbows digging into the duvet. “I still can’t get over how she’s doing this to you. No matter how much her heart hurts, she’s no right to screw with your life like this.” I lift my legs and cross my ankles, swirling them through the air.

“I wish I could talk to her, discover what’s going on in her head, but Keven is drawing a blank.” My eyes ask the unspoken question. “Dad has a private investigator on the case, but Ky also asked Keven to run a trace. It’s like she’s evaporated into thin air.”

“People who don’t want to be found are usually adept at hiding.” My thoughts drift to my mother. While she wasn’t physically missing, there’s no doubt she was an expert at hiding. “Maybe you can get to talk to her at the trial?”

He sighs. “I’m not allowed to even look at her.”

“This sucks.”

He barks out a laugh. “That’s the frigging understatement of the year.” His laugh withers up and dies. “I don’t want to end up in prison.” Naked terror is evident on his face, and he looks so young and vulnerable.

“You won’t. You didn’t do this.”

“There are plenty of examples of men who were locked up for years for crimes they didn’t commit. Who’s to say I’ll be any different? It’s a very real possibility and one I’ve got to consider.” He flops down on his back, rubbing his hands over his face. “Rape is up to twenty years in state prison. This could ruin my life.”

I roll over and lay my head on his shoulder. “No one is going to let you take the rap for something you didn’t do. We’ll sort something out, or other evidence will come forward. Keven will find something to help.”

As the words filter out of my mouth, I detect the desperation in my voice. How can I expect Kal to believe my reassurances when I barely trust in them myself?
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Rose calls to let me know the diner has reopened and to ask if I can work tonight. If she was here, I’d kiss the heck out of her. This is exactly what I need to keep my mind off tomorrow.

Max pulls up in front of the diner at the same time Theo, Rose’s boyfriend, drops her off. I give him a wave as he peels off up the road on his bike. I lean in to give Rose a quick hug, but her concerned frown holds me back. “’Sup?”

She sidesteps me, squinting as she looks behind me. “Is that guy taking photos of you?”

I spin around too fast, making myself dizzy. My jaw slouches when I spot the well-dressed man at the other side of the road, hastily pocketing a camera. “Oh my God!” I turn blazing eyes on Rose. “It’s that customer—the guy who asked for me the other week. I knew it! My gut told me he was up to no good.” I make a split-second decision and race across the road, shouting at him. “Hey! Mark! Stop!” He is already halfway down the street by now, and he doesn’t turn around. I give chase, but by the time I turn the corner at the end of the road, I only see the back of his head as he rounds the next bend. It’s time to call it quits—I’ll never catch up to him now.

I’m absolutely fuming when I push through the door into the diner. The place is jam-packed and thriving. Either people have genuinely missed the food, or they’re here for a gander at David. The thought is abhorrent, but there’s a definite element of this community that feeds off gossip and drama, so I can’t say I’m surprised.

We are rushed off our feet keeping up with the orders, but I couldn’t be happier. I know I’m weird, but I genuinely missed work. I’m the type of person who likes to keep busy, and if I have too much downtime on my hands, I don’t know what to do with myself.

Rose and I are sorting out bills at the counter when I feel eyes on me. Slowly, I turn around, my eyes widening when I spot David, standing in the doorway, staring at us. It’s the first time he’s come out of his office all night. His pants are loose around his paunch, and his wan face looks gaunt. The expression on his face is like he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. A stilled awareness has invaded the diner, and conversation dies out. But David doesn’t appear to see anyone. He’s in his own little bubble, staring blankly ahead. My heart goes out to him. He’s just standing there, staring at us, without moving or speaking.

I move toward him, cautiously placing an arm on his elbow. “David, are you okay? Can I get you anything?”

He turns dull eyes on me, staring at me until a spark of something ignites in his eyes. He pats my hand. “You’re a good girl.” Leaning in, he kisses my cheek. “Always such a good girl.” He pats my hand one final time, giving me a weak smile, before retreating to his office.

“That wasn’t weird or anything,” Rose deadpans. “He shouldn’t be here. He’s isn’t well enough to return to work.”

“I agree. Maybe we should phone his wife?”

“I don’t have her number. Provided he stays out back, he’s not doing any harm to anyone but himself, I suppose.”
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I’m completely knackered when I arrive home close to midnight. Rose and I offered to lock up, all but shoving David out the door, insisting he go home. I yawn as I drop my bag in the hall and head into the kitchen. Everywhere is in darkness, and I flip the lights on in the kitchen, cursing under my breath when I see the state of the place. The kitchen is a mess. As usual. My cousins are the biggest slobs on the planet. Would it kill them to put their dishes in the dishwasher?
 Animals. I’d thought that Alex would have gotten herself together by now, but she still’s hiding herself away in her bedroom, barely showing her face in the house let alone contemplating going to work. She couldn’t be any less like the woman I first met if she was trying. While I am sorry for everything she’s going through, she has to snap out of it, and soon.

I start clearing up, yawning as I stack the dishwasher.

“You don’t have to do that,” Ky says. He’s cowering in the shadows of the utility room, leaning against the doorjamb.

I shriek, slapping a hand across my chest, right where my heart is galloping in sheer terror. “Don’t frighten me like that. Jeez.” I rub the aching spot on my chest. He hobbles into the room, and I gasp. Dried blood is caked on his face and congealed above his lip from an obvious nose injury. His left eyelid is swollen, and the surrounding skin is mottled and discolored. I can already see the beginnings of a black eye forming. Faint bruising dots his right cheekbone. He limps to the table, easing onto the bench. “Who’d you fight this time?” I’m praying he hasn’t gone another round with Brad.

“It’s nothing you need to worry about.” He spits a mouthful of blood into a dirty bowl on the table, and I rummage in the overhead press, retrieving the first aid kit.

“Don’t patronize me.” I walk toward him, shaking my head. “If you want my help, you’ll spill.”

He holds my wrist. “I can do it.”

“You can barely walk.”

“Took a few kicks to the shin, but I’ll be fine after a bath and some heat pads.”

My fingers lightly probe his jaw and his cheek, and he flinches, wincing. “This is becoming too regular a habit,” I chastise, extracting what I need from the kit. “Who was it?”

His shoulders slump in defeat. “Roberts—Jeremy.” How he manages to infuse that one word with so much derision is impressive. “And before you ask, he was spouting shit about you that I didn’t appreciate.”

“You should know better than to rise to the bait. He’s probably going to use this now to get me to drop the charges.” The police had found the recording on his cell, along with a host of other non-disclosed recordings, and formal charges are being drawn up. While the police are keeping their lips sealed in relation to the other content, Dan has it on good authority that they had tag-teamed a bunch of other girls and recorded them without their knowledge too. Ky was right—they are sick fucks. I move to the sink, returning with a warm bowl of water.

“From what he said tonight, if he’s to be believed, and that’s a big if
, neither he or Edwards are going to be charged.”

I stall my hand on his face. “What?”

“I’ll phone Dad for the deets, but he implied some kind of deal had been struck.”

“That’s fucking typical. How is he able to buy his way out of this and Kal isn’t?”

“I know, it’s crap.”

I tip his head back, so I can get at his nose. “This will sting.” I gently dab at the bloody mess until he’s all cleaned up. “Where’d you bump into Jeremy anyway?”

He purses his lips, and I lean back, giving him my best demanding stare. He sighs. “Over at Addison’s.” That bitter taste is back in my mouth. Serves me right for asking. I unscrew the lid off the arnica and carefully rub it around the bruised skin on his cheek and under his eye. “Don’t worry, I won’t be returning there any time soon.” He grins wickedly. “Her father has banned me from the house.”

My eyes narrow to slits. He’s smiling like this is the best news ever, and it goes some way toward reaffirming my suspicions, which I hate, because I’ve zero desire to hop back on that merry-go-round. I’m giving myself whiplash with my altering opinions as it is. “Are you ever going to tell me?”

His smile fades. “Don’t.”

I fling the contents of the first aid kit back in the bag and stomp over toward the press. I’m leaning up to slide the box into the cupboard when his warm body presses up behind me. I stop, arm extended midair, as his hands snake around my waist. My breath comes out harsh and ragged as intense shivers rip up and down my spine. Brushing my hair to one side, he rests his chin on my shoulder, and I can barely move. His body heat seeps into mine, relaxing me on a bone-deep level. I clamp my lips shut before I whimper.

I shut the press door and reach my hands down to his. Our fingers entwine, and he places the lightest, most delicate kiss against my neck. I shudder and there’s no way he doesn’t feel my body trembling against his. “Faye.” He whispers my name with adoration, and I move to turn around, but he presses me into the counter, holding me securely in position. “Don’t turn around, please. I only have so much self-control.”

“Ky, please, you need to te—”

“Ssh,” he says into my ear, and I moan as his warm breath does funny things to my insides. “I can’t deal. Not with the night that’s in it. Not with what we may be facing tomorrow.”

“I’m scared,” I admit quietly, leaning back against him and closing my eyes. I want to savor this moment. Cherish the feel of him at my back, his hands locked with mine, his nose nuzzling my neck. We’re not kissing or touching intimately or even looking at one another but his presence surrounds me, and my body’s wound tight, quivery and jittery and oh so needy. He’s affecting me as potently as if we were
 being intimate.

“Me too.” He inhales deeply, and the urge to kiss him is riding me hard. I don’t know how I’ll cope if he’s confirmed as my brother.

I don’t think I know how to stay away from him.

Nothing seems to matter—his girlfriend, my whatever
 with Brad, the constant push-and-pull of his actions, the knowledge that we could be more closely related. I know they are justifiable reasons to keep my distance, but try telling that to my heart.

My heart doesn’t care about that stuff.

The heart wants what the heart wants, and no amount of logic makes a blind difference.

I want him. I’ll always want him.

I don’t know how long we stay like that, bound in a backward embrace, clinging to each other in the only way we can, but it’s more than enough to alleviate the frayed edges of my sanity. Without breaking any rules, Ky has found a way of comforting me like only he can.

After a while, we withdraw, as if by mutual unspoken agreement, going our separate ways without further conversation.

As I lie in bed, worrying about tomorrow and what the results will prove—nervous to the point of vomiting—I close my eyes and remember how good it felt to be held by him, and that’s all it takes to coax me to sleep.





Chapter Twenty-Three
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Trying to concentrate at school the next day is a bit like riding a bike uphill with no gears. I’m floundering, and for once I’m not on a countdown until the final bell. If I could hit the reverse button, I would.

Brad is a complete sweetheart. He understands how anxious I am, and he babbles away, distracting me with his inane chatter. He seems to have accepted the status quo with us, at least outwardly, and for that I’m grateful. He doesn’t appear upset, so I’m figuring I was right, and it was the thought of him plus me that captured his interest and not the actual reality of a relationship.

I intercept a few hostile looks from Peyton, but that’s nothing new. She doesn’t risk taking it any further, so I can’t complain. The fake boyfriend idea was a gem.

Brad drives us home when school ends, and I’m on the verge of puking with nervous adrenaline the instant I step over the threshold. A bunch of luggage rests on the porcelain tiled floor, and I’m assuming it’s the trigger for the latest row we’re intercepting between Alex and James. They must be in his study, with the door closed, but I can still hear their muted arguing from here.

Brad and I exchange knowing looks as Ky appears in the doorway. “He’s moving back in, apparently.”

“Oh?” My brows nudge up.

“He got a court order. That’s why Mom is blowing a gasket.”

The door swings open overhead, and Alex comes hurtling out of the room like a tempest. She’s still dressed in her pajamas, and I can’t say I blame James for taking such drastic action. Someone needs to at least attempt to take on a parental role, and I, for one, am relieved he’s moving back in. Hopefully, he can enforce some form of discipline—not that I’m holding my breath in anticipation—but it’ll seem more stable with James around.

Alex rushes past us into the living room, her face red with indignation.

“Faye. Kyler. Can you come up to my study, please,” James requests from the top of the stairs.

Mammoth butterflies take up residence in my chest, and I shudder involuntarily. Brad squeezes my hand. “Good luck,” he whispers, before disappearing down the corridor.

“After you.” Ky gestures me forward with his hand. Our eyes meet and it’s the first time we’ve seen each other since last night. The usual electrifying spark sizzles between us, reeling me in like an invisible force. My heart starts galloping in my chest, and I act without overthinking it, stepping into his warm body and resting my head on his chest. Uncaring if it pisses his dad off, Ky’s arms go around me without hesitation. James loudly clears his throat, but Ky doesn’t relinquish his hold, and the steady beating of his heart helps calm my fractured nerves. He cups my face affectionately in both his large hands, easing back a little. “It’s going to be okay. No matter what, we’ll deal.” I’m not sure if he’s trying to convince himself or me.

James perches on the edge of his desk while we take the two red velvet armchairs. The fire is alight although it does nothing to heat the chill in my bones. “Dr. Stephens is on his way, but I wanted to talk to you first about the situation with Dylan Edwards and Jeremy Roberts.”

“I’ve heard a rumor,” Ky admits, crossing a leg over his knee.

“Does that have anything to do with the state of your face?” James asks dryly.

Ky’s expression hardens in preparation for the inevitable dressing down. “And what if it does?” he challenges his father.

“I hope you got a good few punches in.” James shoots him a sly smirk.

Ky reels back. No doubt he was expecting a lecture instead of a verbal pat on the back. “Don’t worry, Dad. I didn’t let the side down.” He meets James’s smirk bang-on with a massive smirk of his own.

I sit up straighter. “If we’re finished with all the male bravado, can you tell us what’s going on, please?”

James walks behind his desk and retrieves a document from the top drawer. “Unfortunately, the police are dropping the case against them because they don’t think they have enough to bring it to full trial. The evidence isn’t strong enough to support a conviction, I’m afraid.”

“Why the hell not?” I demand.

James grimaces. “It’s a minor misdemeanor and it hasn’t taken much for Jeremy’s father to brush it under the carpet. He has a lot of clout in this town and a top Boston law firm on tap.” His face contorts. “Apparently, he’s paid off the other girls, and they’ve retracted their complaints. He’s always had it in for this family, so if we pursued this, I’ve no doubt he’d milk it for all it’s worth. I have it on good authority they are planning to run with a drunken, out-of-control party scenario and downplay the recording as a prank. Even if we were to pursue a civil suit, they would annihilate your character and your reputation on the stand. I don’t want that happening to you.”

“What a crock of shit!” I exclaim, seething as I hop up and start pacing the floor. “So, what?” I turn the full extent of my frustration on James. “They’re going to get off scot-free? They can run around recording girls without their knowledge and then blackmail them into threesomes?” I flap my hands in the air in a diva-esque move borrowed from my archnemesis.

James walks to me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Sit back down, sweetheart, and I’ll explain the rest.” I plunk into the chair and give him my full attention. “They’ve signed a confidentiality agreement including confirmation that they have no more copies of the recording they made of you. They agree not to talk publicly about the incident, to stay away from you in the future, and they will submit a sizeable donation to a local charity which supports women who are the victims of abuse.” He hands the stapled document to me. “You need to sign this to confirm you will not discuss the matter either and that you’ll maintain a reasonable distance from them.”

I snatch the papers and pen from his hand, harrumphing. “That won’t be a problem, trust me.” I sign on the dotted line and hand it back to him.

He kneels down in front of me. “I know this wasn’t the outcome you wanted, but at least this won’t be hanging over your head anymore. The recording is destroyed. It’s gone, and you can chalk it up to experience, and put it behind you.”

Ky runs his hand up and down my arm, eliciting a flurry of fiery tingles that extend all the way to my toes. “They won’t go near you again. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me!” His tone is harsh. “Brad is right. This was all my fault.” I open my mouth to argue my point, but he places his finger against my mouth, muzzling me. “All that’s going through my head since that night is how I pushed you into his arms.”

He swallows hard, and I reach out, entwining our hands. “I’m responsible for my own actions. I was locked and being stupid, careless. That’s not your fault.”

A murderous glint flashes in his eyes. “Jeremy is lucky Addison’s father was there last night or I might’ve killed the son of a bitch.” A vein throbs in his neck.

“You have to let it go. Neither of them are worth expending any more energy on.”

He angles his body so he’s facing me. We are both straining across the gap between our chairs, like two magnets fighting a natural pull. As we stare at one another, he drops his mask, and I see everything he’s been trying so hard to keep from me. My heart swells to bursting point, and I grip his hand tighter, wishing I could straddle his hips and kiss the heck out of him. Heat pools low in my stomach, and I want him so bad it’s killing me.

“You know I can’t allow this to continue once we have the results,” James murmurs, ruining the moment. Automatically, we both sit back in our chairs, releasing our hands. “I hope you have at least tried to prepare yourselves, because it’s not going to be easy.”

“You seem sure of the results,” Ky says, and there’s a bitter note to his tone. “Do you know already?”

James shakes his head. “No. I’ll be hearing at the same time you are.” His phone pings on his desk, and he snatches it up. “They are here.” He rises. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

My heart is crashing around my ribcage as panic flays me on all sides.

“Come here,” Ky whispers, holding his arms out. I need no further invitation. I throw myself onto his lap, clinging to him like a limpet. “I can feel your heart racing,” he says, placing his hand on my chest. “Mine too.” He takes my hand and places it in the spot where his heart thuds wildly. There is barely any room between us, and it doesn’t take much for him to close the gap as he presses his mouth to mine. He kisses me softly and all too briefly. “I needed to kiss you one final time.” Moisture glistens in his eyes, startling me. “Dad is right. If the test confirms we’re siblings, then we can’t act on our feelings again. We can’t go there.”

“I know,” I whisper, and a tear rolls down my cheek. Footsteps on the stairs have me jumping out of his lap like there’s a rocket up my ass. I’ve only reclaimed my chair when James steps into the room with the good doctor.

I shut down internally, as if all my organs are switching off, one life-sustaining body part after another. Nausea swims up my throat, and I clamp a hand over my mouth, fearful I’m actually going to puke.

The doctor greets us by name, passing simple pleasantries, but I don’t hear a thing. I can’t hear over the roaring in my ears. I’m in a daze when the doctor hands James an envelope and he removes a written report. Ky reaches out, grasping my hand in his, and I cling to him possessively. “Breathe, Faye.” He rubs soothing circles on the back of my hand and his touch brings me back to solid ground.

James emits a sharp gasp, and my eyes register the shock on his face. The report slips out of his hands, fluttering to the ground. He sways on his feet, his knees almost giving out, as he clutches the desk in a desperate effort to stay upright.

“Dad?” Ky’s tone is laced with concern and fear. “What does it say?”

James blinks successively, struggling to compose himself, and the doctor presses a thumb to the pulse point on his wrist. This somewhat snaps him out of his shocked state. “I’m okay,” he reassures the doctor, walking to me on quivering limbs.

He drops to his knees in front of me, and my entire body is one giant ball of stress. My nerves are hanging on by a thread.

Ky’s panicked breathing is the only sound in the room.

“It’s …” James croaks, a dart of pain flickering across his face. “I was wrong. I’m not your father. I don’t know who is.”





Chapter Twenty-Four

[image: ]


My mouth opens and closes like a fish out of water. I’m speechless. I don’t know what to say or what to think. Relief is the overriding sentiment, but all manner of other emotions has my head in a tailspin. Some I expected to feel, but disappointment is a weird one. My main thought process these last couple of weeks has been tied to Ky, so much so that I haven’t given enough consideration to the “father” aspect of it. Perhaps I was subconsciously deflecting the more serious elements of the revelation on purpose. James is visibly despondent at the news, and whether he wanted it to be true because it was a permanent physical link to my mum or because he liked the idea of being my father, I don’t know, and I don’t care. He wanted to call me his daughter, and whatever the reason, it feels good to be wanted like that.

I kneel down in front of him, enveloping him in a warm embrace. “I don’t know what to say.”

He rests his chin atop my head. “I’m sorry, Faye. I truly believed you were mine. I wanted to believe you were mine.”

“I told you, Goddammit,” Ky snaps, and we jerk apart. He stands up, glaring at James with hateful eyes. Whatever tentative moment they shared not so long along is clearly forgotten. “You’ve put us through hell these last two weeks, and … ugh!” He scrunches clumps of his hair, kicking at the leg of the chair in frustration. I scramble to my feet and reach for him. “Don’t!” He steps back, holding up his hands, not even looking at me. “I’m sorry, I just can’t.” My chest tightens as I watch him flee the room.

James pulls himself upright, straightening out his clothes. “I don’t understand. I thought he’d be pleased?”

I wholeheartedly agree, but I don’t admit that out loud. I have a suspicion the situation with that bitch Addison is the root cause of his little outburst, and I fully intend to find out if I’m right.

Dr. Stephens is standing awkwardly in the corner, not knowing where to look. I approach him. “Excuse me, but may I ask a question?”

“Of course, my dear.”

I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans. “Is there any way of confirming who my biological father is?”

“No, not without samples to test, I’m afraid.”

James materializes at my side, cautiously circling his arm around my shoulders. I lean into him for strength, peering up at him. “Maybe my dad is
 my dad after all. Perhaps your information wasn’t one hundred percent accurate.” Hope has the blood thrumming faster in my veins.

“Oh, sweetheart.” He kisses the top of my head. “I wish I could tell you that, but I can’t. Dr. Stephens obtained a DNA sample from your mom’s husband for test purposes, and he was ruled out too.”

“The tests were absolutely conclusive, my dear. Neither Mr. Kennedy nor Mr. Donovan is your biological father. I’m very sorry.” The doctor pats my hand. “If you procure any other samples, and you require further testing, don’t hesitate to let me know, and I’ll look after it for you.”

I nod on auto-pilot.

“Thank you, Doctor. That will be all. You can send your final invoice to my wife’s assis … ah, send the paperwork here and mark it for my attention,” James explains. The doctor shakes both our hands and leaves.

James pours two whiskeys and hands one to me. I blink up at him. “I know it’s unusual, but this is an unusual situation, and I figure if I could use a drink, then so could you.”

I swirl the amber-colored liquid in my glass, mulling over everything I’ve heard. “My mum must have been a right ole slut,” I say, taking a large mouthful of my drink. The burning sensation coating my throat matches the searing pain in my gut. It’s like playing “who knocked up Faye’s mum?” on the roulette wheel. Only problem is, I’ve no idea what the odds are. I knock back another glug of whiskey, relishing the sharp taste. I expect James to rebuke my statement—to instantly jump to my mum’s defense, but he doesn’t. “Didn’t she even consider how I’d feel?” Tears sting my eyes, but I angrily wipe them away. I’ve shed enough tears over that woman.

James stares off into space, and I notice his glass is already empty. “Saoirse wasn’t a slut. I know that, even if the more I discover, the less I believe I truly knew my sister.”

“But someone got her pregnant at seventeen!” I put my glass down on the table. “Please level with me, James. Do you know who my father is, or do you have any ideas on who it could be?”

He places his own glass down beside me. Taking my hands, he looks earnestly into my eyes. “I swear to you, Faye, that I don’t know who it could be. I wasn’t aware she had a boyfriend, although that’s not to say she didn’t. I have to accept that fact now.”

“Or I’m the product of a one-night stand.”

“It’s possible, and maybe that’s why she ran away.” He gets up, taking both our glasses. “We’ll never know now.” He stares at the ceiling for a minute. “Would you like another?”


Sure, why the heck not?
 I nod, and he fixes the drinks. He hands mine to me before walking to the bookshelves and removing an album.

He opens the burgundy-colored leather cover and starts flipping through pages and pages of the boys as babies and toddlers. “I like to look at these from time to time. To remind myself why I get up every morning.” He points at a family photo. “This is why I’ll keep fighting. Family is the only thing worth fighting for.”

I can’t find my voice to respond; I’m too conflicted and choked with emotion, so I focus on the family photo instead. The triplets are only toddlers in this one, and I can’t tell any of them apart. In fact, all the boys look so alike it’s hard to tell who is who, even with Kaden and Keven sharing a different birth father. Although, now that the ugly truth has been revealed, I’m noticing subtle differences in my older cousins—like how their eyes are a slightly cooler shade of blue, their hair slightly darker than their younger brothers, the sharper curve of their jawline.

Unnoticeable until you start looking.

No wonder no one suspected anything amiss.

“Wow. He’s a bruiser!” I exclaim, pointing to a smiling baby boy with chubby cheeks and a stocky frame. “Which of my cousins is it?”

James smiles nostalgically. “That’s Kyler. He was always something of an enigma.” His finger sweeps lovingly across the picture. “You’d never have known he was premature. He was always so sturdy and strong.” He looks off into space again. “He was such a happy baby. Always smiling and gurgling. Everyone commented on it.” James turns his head to me. “His first word was ‘dada,’ and I thought my heart would burst with joy.” His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. “I love Kaden and Keven with all my heart. It was instant, from the first moment I met them. I’ve always considered them my own, and I never asked Alex anything about her ex, because, as far as I was concerned, I’ve always been their father.”

I cross my feet at the ankles. “I know, initially, they took the news badly, but I’m sure they know that.”

“I hope so, because they are my sons in every way that matters. There is no question about that.” He smiles as his finger traces across a photo. “But when Kyler came along, and he was my flesh and blood, the only
 flesh and blood I had a connection with in this world, I was overwhelmed by the intensity of my feelings. Bowled over by the amount of love I had in my heart for him. I didn’t believe it was possible to love another person that much.”

His voice clogs with emotion as he gets lost in the past. “I was obsessed with him. Even when he was asleep, I would stay in his room for hours, staring at him, marveling at how perfect he was, this little part of me.” Sheer joy flourishes in his eyes. “I never imagined that seventeen years later he would hate the very sight of me. That I would mess up so spectacularly—twist that perfect moment until there was nothing left of the person I was or the pure, happy child he was.”

James has made terrible mistakes in his life, and his actions have hurt the ones he professed to love the most, but I can’t hate him. Not when he’s as flawed as the rest of us. As flawed as me. Especially when he seems willing to accept responsibility for his mistakes, and he wants to atone for them so badly.

I reach over and hug him. Resting his head on my shoulder, he clings to me, his broad arms clutching my back. “What do I do, Faye? How can I fix it? Please tell me, because I don’t know what to do.”

“I wish I had the answers, James, but I don’t. The only thing you can do is talk to him. Open up like you have with me and hope he’ll listen. But don’t ever stop trying. Don’t give up. Your sons need you to keep fighting for this family even if they don’t realize it or appreciate it.” I attempt to breathe over the devastating pain. “I would give anything to talk to my parents. To ask them why. To try to understand why they did the things they did. I know they didn’t deliberately set out to hurt me, that they thought they were doing the right thing, but I wish they had done things differently.”

I release a loud sigh, and James kisses my temple. “I can’t rewrite history, and I won’t ever get to hear them tell me why, and I’ll have to find some way of processing that. But Ky is here, and he needs to hear those things. Even if he refuses to listen, he still needs you to say them, and all you can do is hope that in time he’ll understand why you did the things you did. At least you both have that opportunity which is something that isn’t available to me.”

James is lost in thought, and I decide to give him some privacy to mull things over. I press a quick kiss to his cheek before tiptoeing quietly from the room. I shut the door carefully, leaning back against it as I hold my face in my hands.

There’s been so much of the heavy stuff lately, and it’s starting to weigh me down. Fingers curl around my wrist, and I gasp, startled. I blink my eyes open, dropping my unfettered hand to my side. Ky stares at me, his cloudy blue eyes probing mine. “How much did you hear?” I whisper.

“Enough.” His voice is rough, gravelly, and his eyes pained.

“You should talk to him. He’s hurting too.”

“He’s brought this on all of us. He deserves the pain.” His words are laced with anger and bitterness, and I appreciate it’s going to take a lot more for Ky to find forgiveness in his heart. If he ever will.

“He’s your father. Some day he won’t be here, and you’ll regret all the wasted moments. All the chances you had to talk to him, really talk to him, to get to know the man behind the parent.” A sharp, twisty pain knifes me through the heart. “I know I do. Don’t push him away indefinitely. Try to find a way to forgive him.”

I turn around and bound down the stairs, racing for my room, desperate to get behind the privacy of my door before I break down.





Chapter Twenty-Five
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Brad knocks on my door a couple of hours later, and I update him on everything. After he’s gone, I lie in bed for hours listening to music while mulling everything over in my mind.

To know I haven’t been illegally cavorting with my own brother is a massive relief. I don’t know where I stand with Ky, if there’s a chance of resuming our relationship, but at least it’s a possibility again. Especially now that Alex and James know how we feel about one another, but Addison is the usual thorn in my side. Considering how Ky’s been with me these last couple days, I’m more convinced than ever that what he said to me at the party was a load of horseshit. Addison is holding something over him—I’d bet my last dollar she’s the reason Ky has been pushing me away.

The lights are still out in his room, and I hate the thought that he might’ve gone running to her. I curl up on my side, closing my eyes and trying to block out my confusion, willing sleep to come.

But it’s completely futile.

Thoughts turn to my birth father, and I wonder if I’ll ever discover who he is or if I even want to. Does he know about me?
 Perhaps he does, and he wanted no involvement, but given my mother’s apparent propensity for keeping people in the dark, I’m betting he’s as clueless as I am.

The reality is I may never discover who he is, and I’d do well to forget about the whole sorry mess.

A little after three a.m., I decide to get up and fetch a mug of hot chocolate. Maybe some milky, chocolaty goodness will lull me into sleep. The lights are out in the living area as I pass through to the kitchen. I flick on the small row of spotlights over the cooker as I grab some milk from the fridge and a saucepan from the press. I’ve only put the pan on the hob when warm, familiar hands slide around my waist, and I almost spill milk all over myself and the floor. I open my mouth to scream, but a hand lands over my lips. Ky chuckles while I attempt to control my erratic breathing. “I swear you sneak up on me on purpose!” I hiss.

“You make it so easy,” he murmurs. His teasing breath leaks over my neck as he nibbles on my skin. My retort dies on my tongue, along with any lingering irritation.

“What are you doing?” I rasp, not that I’m in any way complaining. His tempting mouth travels lower, kissing that sensitive spot on my collarbone, and I shiver all over.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

He continues to nuzzle my skin, his tongue darting out to taste me, and I’m quickly losing control of myself. Before it goes any further, I switch off the hob and take a step back. “We need to talk.”

He pulls me to him. “Screw talking. I need to kiss you.”

With willpower I never knew I possessed, I wriggle out of his arms and walk around the other side of the counter, putting the solid marble unit between us. I don’t trust myself one hundred percent not to cave to monkey lust. “No kissing until we have the talk. I won’t be your bit on the side, Ky. I’m an all or nothing girl.”

He rubs his thumb and forefinger over his stubbly jaw, not removing his eyes from mine. “You could never be that for me. It’s always been you
. Only you.”

“I knew it! You better spill your guts. Right. Now.” I cross my arms and send him my best stern look.

Propping his elbows on the counter, he shoots me a forlorn look. “It’s better if you don’t know how badly I’ve messed up.”

“For God’s sake, Ky!” I slam my hands down on the counter. “Quit shutting me out! I know you’re with her under sufferance.” I race around the counter, poking my finger in his chest. “And you’re going to tell me how she’s doing it this time. I’m not leaving this room until I get the truth.”

His opportunistic hands snake around my waist, and he reels me in flush to his body. “You’re not helping with the no-kissing rule.” He pins me with heated eyes that look close to combustion. “I want to taste your mouth so fucking badly right now. Hell.” He reaches down and grabs my ass. “I want to taste every part of you. Right here. Up there on the counter. Spread out for me to feast on.”

A wave of red heat spreads up my neck and onto my face. His words send my body into a tailspin, and my core pulses with need. I’m about two seconds away from hauling my ass up onto that counter when the angel on my shoulder knocks some sense into me. I shuck out of his embrace, stepping back. “Stop it. You can’t say those things to me.”

He stalks up to me, invading my private space again “I can, and I will.” His features soften as he reaches out to me. With great tenderness, he draws me into his chest, burying his face in my hair. “I’ll tell you everything, but it’s not going to make you feel any better. I was only trying to protect you.”

I peer up at him, finding it extremely difficult not to melt under the adoration of his gaze. “Let’s talk in the living room.” I pry myself out of his embrace. “Go wait for me. I’ll make us some hot chocolate.”

Ky is sprawled on the long couch when I return. Wordlessly, I hand him his hot chocolate before dropping down onto the couch across from him. He frowns, patting the space alongside him. “I want you beside me.”

I shake my head, blowing on the steaming goodness clasped between my hands. “We need to have a serious conversation.”

“And you can’t do that over here?” He looks incredulous.

“No. You’ll only distract me.” I take a small sip of my drink.

Grinning smugly, he turns the full strength of his seductive charm on me. “She finally admits it.”

I stick out my tongue, and he laughs. “Am I
 not even a little distracting?”

He leans forward, and his molten eyes shimmer with desire. “Oh, you’re more than a little distracting, Faye. You’re like the most addictive drug. Trying to stay away from you is killing me, and it’s getting real old.”

I take a large slurp of my drink, more than pleased at his admission. “Technically, there is nothing stopping us now. I’m not your sister.”

His expression turns sympathetic. “I’m sorry I left you to deal with the aftermath on your own. How are you feeling about this afternoon?”

I pull my feet up onto the couch, shivering a tad in my sleep shorts and short-sleeved top. I rub my tired eyes. “A bit all over the place.”

“I’ll bet.”

“I mean, I’m glad we’re not related like that. That we haven’t done anything wrong, but I’m still in the dark in relation to my birth father, and I’m struggling to work out how I feel about that.”

“It’s a lot to take in. I still can’t get my head around the fact that Kaden and Keven have a different dad, and I’ve had two weeks to process it.”

“If everyone kept it in their pants, the world would be a less complex place.” I shiver as another blast of cool air raises goose bumps on my arms.

Ky chuckles as he gets up and drops down beside me without invitation. He holds his arm out, and I survey it like he’s just asked me to snuggle up to a nuclear weapon. He chuckles again. “You’re cold. Stop being silly. Come here.”

I chew on my lip as a vicious battle rages internally. Before I can make up my mind, I’m finagled into his side, and his arm wraps around my waist. “You’re right. I’m not with Addison by choice. That fucking bitch has me by the balls. Every time I have to touch her, hella, every time I’m in her company, I want to hurl. Everything about her irritates the fuck out of me. I can barely tolerate looking at her.”

A sarcastic sneer spreads across my mouth. I can’t help it. “Well, you sure fooled me. You put on one hell of a show.”

Putting his drink down, he twists me around so I’m facing him. His pained expression speaks volumes. “I’m so sorry you had to see that. It’s why I didn’t want you there, but you’ve got to believe me when I say it’s only been for show. And I had to put on a good one, because if I don’t live up to her expectations, she’ll follow through on her threat.”

“Which is?”

He claws his hands through his hair. “You remember the night we caught her snooping in my father’s study?” I bob my head. “That wasn’t all the snooping she was doing.”

I gasp as the penny drops. “She was eavesdropping on us?”

He nods. “Worse. She recorded it and she dug up all that shit that happened in your past. She threatened to expose our relationship and expose what happened in Ireland if I didn’t go back to her.”

I dig my fingernails into my thigh as a surge of anger sweeps through me. “You should’ve told me! I thought we were a team? How could you go back to her without at least talking to me about it?”

He stands up, fury bunching his muscles into corded knots. “You think I wanted this?” he hisses. “I didn’t want to upset you or worry you especially after Dad had dropped the brother-sister bomb on us.”

The blood turns to ice in my veins, and bile floods my mouth. “Please tell me she doesn’t know about that?”

He sits back down, visibly calming himself. “No, but that was the main reason why I went along with it. Outing our relationship as cousins is one thing, but revealing we were in a relationship if we were brother and sister is another matter entirely. We could’ve been arrested, Faye. I couldn’t allow that, and I didn’t want that hanging over you. That’s why I got so mad earlier. If that hadn’t been at play, then I would’ve confided in you when she first approached me. Dad’s caused all this crap for no justifiable reason other than he’s a fucking idiot.”

My anger is slowly fading away. “You still should’ve told me. I would rather the worry than the hurt.” I look away. “You told me you loved her more than me.” My anguished eyes lift, meeting his gaze dead-on. “That about killed me. Up until then I’d thought she was playing a game, but when you told me that, that was the moment I stopped believing it was blackmail.”

He links our hands. “Babe. I never said I loved her more than you. I would never say that because it isn’t true. I remember exactly what I said because I chose my words carefully.” I’m wracking my brain, but I can’t summon the exact words he used, although my heart pounds with renewed hurt at the memory.

He caresses my cheek. “I said ‘My feelings for you don’t compare to how I feel about Addison and I meant it.” He scoots in closer and his warm breath fans over my face. “I love you, Faye, and believe me when I say there is no love in my heart for her. There is
 no comparison.” He palms my face in his two hands. “I love you
. Only you. That hasn’t changed.”

My heart is pounding wildly in anticipation, and an electric undercurrent charges the tiny gap between us. His eyes pierce mine, seeking permission, and I’m damned if I can refuse him any longer.

My hands slide up his firm chest. “I love you, too. So much, Ky.”

He gazes at me with a combination of want and need, lust and adoration, and I bridge that final gap, pressing my chest into his, as my hands reach around his neck, and I pull his head down to mine. We both gasp as our lips meet in a frenzied bout of kissing. I’d probably climb into his mouth if I could. I’m devouring him like some sex-crazed floozy, and I’m loving it. His tongue invades my mouth, and he angles my head, strengthening the connection, searing my mouth with passionate kisses. Desire—hot, thick, and heavy—consumes me, and I tingle all over from his taste and his touch. I push him down on the couch with force, straddling him and pressing my hips into his as he rocks up to meet me. We both groan, and I couldn’t care less if we woke the whole darn house up. I need him as much as I need oxygen. More, probably.

His hands creep under my top, sending waves of delicious tremors shooting all over my skin. I jump at his touch, rolling my hips into his, while he fluidly lifts my top off. He continues worshipping my mouth with hot, addictive kisses as his hands roughly cup my breasts. I thrust into him, needy and whimpering as I suck on his lower lip. He grabs my hips, pressing me firmly down on his arousal, and we both moan again. “Fuck!” he whispers. “You’re so hot like this. If you could only see yourself.”

I sit up straighter, tossing my hair over my shoulders as I grind into him, emitting little moans of satisfaction as he pushes against me. His fingers creep up my thighs, moving in a teasing fashion under the flimsy material of my shorts until they hover right where I need them. “Please,” I rasp, taken aback at how breathy and needy I sound.

Super-quick, he flips us around so I’m on my back with his powerful body looming over me. “You don’t have to beg me, baby. I’m gonna make you feel so good.”

Oh, how I’ve longed to hear those words coming from his mouth again.

His lips collide with mine while he carefully lowers his body on top of me. My legs go around his waist on auto-pilot, and we grind against each other as his mouth moves in a trail down my neck and over my breasts, before stalling at my stomach. His gaze darkens as his fingers play with the band of my shorts. Slowly, he peels them down my legs until I’m bare in front of him. Although it’s unlikely anyone will walk in on us at this hour, the chance that we could get caught only adds to the adrenaline rush. Every part of me is coiled tight, and anticipation has me writhing like a snake underneath him.

“You’re so beautiful like this.” He brushes a feather-soft kiss against one hip, and I moan so loudly it’s a wonder the entire neighborhood hasn’t heard. He laughs quietly as his fingers caress my other hip, and I’m about ready to scream with frustration when he finally lowers his head. When his mouth brushes against me there, I almost buck off the couch. Keeping a firm hand on my stomach, he nudges my thighs apart and gets to work. I bury my head in a cushion, whimpering into the material as he tastes me, every sweep of his tongue more insistent than the last. When I shatter, he continues to worship me as blissful tremors rock my world, only stopping when he’s exhausted every last gasp.

My hair is a mass of knotty strands as I release my face from the cushion and attempt to get my breathing in check. Ky crawls up to me, draping himself around my back as his arms encircle my waist. “Happy, baby?”

I scoot around to face him, slipping my hand between us as I kiss him sweetly. I palm my hand over the bulge in his jeans and he curses. “Lie back, sexy,” I demand, shoving his shoulders down. I yank my clothes back on quickly, smirking when I spot his unhappy scowl. “Take your shirt off,” I demand, because I’m dying to feast on his chiseled torso. “I want you naked.”

“I like you bossing me around,” he purrs, tugging the shirt up over his head.

I dip my head and press a firm kiss to his lips. “Good,” I whisper. “’Cause you can expect plenty more of that in your future.”

He complains briefly when my mouth leaves his, and I start nibbling along his jaw. I pepper his neck and chest with kisses as I travel down his body, marveling at all the defined ridges and curves of his body and the way he jumps under my touch. I flick the button on his jeans and pull them down his legs with force. Propping up on his elbows, he chuckles. “Damn, Faye. You’re eager.”

Removing his boxers, I lick my lips as I kneel up, surveying the arousal that is all for me. “Oh, baby, you’ve no idea.” I pin him with a sultry look, and I’m rewarded with a lusty growl. “Now lie back down and be a good boy,” I tease, wrapping my hand around him as I lower my head.

I return the favor and then some, relishing the way he moans and moves underneath me. I latch on when it’s clear he’s at the point of no return, staying with him as each powerful wave rockets through him.

After, I pull his boxers and jeans back up and curl into his side, resting my head on his bare chest.

“I can’t get enough of you.” His fingers wind through my hair. “And I’ve missed you so much.”

“Me, too.”

Silence settles in the room, and though there is other stuff to discuss, neither one of us seems eager to go there. I snuggle in closer to him, swinging my leg over his as he rains kisses on my head.

After a little while, he shifts, and I lift my head up, peering directly into his eyes.

He stares at me. “You feel so perfect wrapped up in my arms. I could stay here with you all day long and never grow tired of it.” He kisses my nose.

I beam up at him. “That’s sweet.”

“It’s the truth.” He gulps, and I brace myself. “I need to ask you something.”

“Okay.”

“Do you have feelings for Brad?”

I prop up on an elbow, leaning my hand delicately on his chest. “Do I care about Brad? Yes. He’s a great guy, and a great friend, but that’s all it is. There’s no spark. Not like there is with you.”

Air leaks out of his mouth in grateful relief. “Good. At least I won’t have to beat his ass again.”

I slap his chest. “No more fighting! Especially not with Brad.”

He grins, pulling me down for another soul-sucking kiss. We’re both panting when we break apart. “Shit, Faye. I’ve never felt like this with anyone. I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of you.”

“Me either. I want the whole shebang with you, Ky. I want you to be my everything, but I can’t do that with the threat of Addison constantly looming over us. I want you to end it with her. For good this time. Let her expose our relationship and my past. I don’t care.” I press a light kiss to his mouth. “I just want to be with you.”

His arms encircle my waist, and he pulls us up into a seated position. I’m sitting in his lap with my legs off to one side. “I want that, too, but it’s not that simple.”

Yep, figured he might say that. Nothing about Addison is simple. Aggravation starts to well inside me. “What haven’t you said?”

“That wasn’t her only form of blackmail.” His face contorts sourly.

“Out with it.”

“She recorded her and Kal having sex that time. If I don’t stay with her, she’ll release it to Lana and her legal team, and they’ll use it to destroy him.”





Chapter Twenty-Six
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“Oh my God, she’s a real piece of work,” I exclaim, shaking my head in disbelief. “You know what this means, too?” All the dots are joining in my head. “She has to be behind the recording you were sent.” It’s the only logical explanation.

“I’ve come to that same conclusion, and I think Jeremy was in on it too. Those two are thick as thieves and hell-bent on destroying me.” He sighs, trailing his fingers up and down my arms.

“I don’t get it though.” My brow puckers. “Why break you up only to get back together again? It makes no sense.”

“Don’t even attempt to pick apart her thought process. It’s a waste of time. I’ve never been able to figure out what’s going on in her head.”

“That reminds me.” I turn in his lap. “I need to tell you something.” I proceed to tell him about spying on Addison at her house, what Rose and I overheard, and how I asked Keven to dig into her background. Ky throws back his head and laughs. “What’s so funny?”

“I asked him the very same thing.”

“Huh.” I rub my temple. “I’m beginning to doubt your brother’s expertise. He’s only come up empty-handed so far.”

Ky grins. “That’s a bit harsh. He’s swamped with course work, and we have him searching for Lana too, and he has other stuff he does on the side.”

His grin disappears, but I don’t go there. I haven’t forgotten those dodgy-looking dudes Keven was in the alley with outside the restaurant, and I’ve a fair idea that whatever he’s mixed up in isn’t good or legal. “Well, we need to talk to him. To get him to prioritize his Addison investigation because you can’t break it off with her otherwise.” It kills me to say that, but I don’t doubt Addison will follow through on her threat.

“I know. I’m sorry, but I can’t risk her releasing that tape of Kal before the trial.”

“That’s almost a month away.” I can’t disguise my unhappiness.

He holds me even closer. “I hate it too, but I have to keep pretending until I can kick her to the curb.”

A repugnant thought enters my mind, settling in my stomach like rancid milk. I can’t ask him this to his face so I bury myself in his neck before opening my mouth. “Are you sleeping with her?” I whisper.

He grips my shoulders and forces me to look at him. “No, and I won’t be going there. You have my word.” His body shakes with silent laughter. “I told her I’m being treated for herpes and that the doc has said no sex for a few months. Plus, I lied and said Mom had banned her from the house, and now I’m banned from hers, so there’s less opportunity for her to pester me for sex.”

Even the thought of her pestering him for sex makes me want to gouge her eyeballs out and rip every hair from her head. At least I won’t have to stomach them pawing at one another in the house. I slide off his lap, clamping a hand over his mouth to quell his protest. “You need to tell me where you’re going with her so I can avoid the same place. I don’t want a repeat of the party.”

“Why do you think I didn’t want you there?” He tucks my hair behind my ears. “I’m hella sorry you had to see that.”

“It’s okay.” And it is. I know now that he was trying to protect me and Kal in the best way he knew how. Doesn’t mean he wasn’t an idiot for trying to handle it on his own. “But in future, you tell me everything. You have to stop trying to protect me. Either we’re a team or we’re not. There’s no middle ground.”

He drapes his arm around my shoulder. “We’re a team, and I won’t shut you out in future. I promise.”

I lean into him, kissing him briefly and pulling back before he can take it any further. “I can’t be with you while you’re with her.” I hold up a finger when he opens his mouth to argue. “I know you’re only faking it, but I can’t have you kissing and touching me when you’ve come straight from her. I just … I can’t deal with that.”

“Babe.” He leans in to kiss me, but I pull back, shaking my head. “I’m hardly with her at all. I’ve been keeping myself occupied so I have minimal spare time to spend with her. Please.” He laces his hands in my hair, pressing his forehead to mine. “I can’t bear more separation.”

I want to say to hell with it all, but I have some self-respect. I meant what I said before. It’s all or nothing. I won’t share him. Even if it is a lie. I pull back and stand up. “I can’t do it, Ky. I love you, and I want you, but you can’t touch me when you’re still with her. Let’s exert pressure on Keven to dig up some dirt, and when we’re ready, we’ll get rid of her for good. On our terms.”

“Okay.” He stands up, pressing his lips fleetingly to mine. “I’ll talk to Keven, and I’ll stay away, but only because I love you, and you need this. Don’t think for one second that I won’t be missing you like crazy, because I will.”
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The next two weeks crawl by in maddening slow motion. Ky has stayed true to his word, and our paths have barely crossed. I miss him so much, and some days the temptation to say feck it, storm his room, and throw myself at him is so intense that I have to leave the house before I act on it.

There’s no denying things have settled down now that James is back. The tension between him and Alex is still unbearable, but at least he’s hired a new housekeeper and gardener, and he’s involving himself more with his boys. I regularly catch him playing Xbox with Kal and Keaton, and he’s insisted that Kaden and Keven show their faces the last two Sundays for dinner.

Alex still hasn’t returned to the office, but she’s up bright and early every morning, dressed in a business suit, as she heads to her home office. She hides in her room most nights, blatantly avoiding James, and I’m sure there’s a glass or two of wine involved, but it’s hardly my place to criticize.

Brad has also been keeping his distance. We still travel to and from school together, and we always meet for lunch, but outside of that, he keeps largely to himself, and I hate that there’s this blatant tension between us, but I don’t know how to fix it. I’ve noticed him and Ky disappearing together a few times, and I’m happy they are trying to put their differences behind them.

Brad and I are driving home from school on Tuesday when I notice the same black SUV in the line of traffic behind us. “I think we’re being followed again.”

Brad peers through the mirror and frowns. “You could be right, and I think I know why.”

That captures my interest. He veers off the road, pulling into a layby and killing the engine. We both stare at the blacked-out SUV as it glides by. He rummages in the glove box, extracting a wrinkled paper. “Rose gave me this at lunch. I was going to show you back at the house.”

I unfold the paper, and my jaw slackens as the front page is revealed. I read the article quickly, my blood boiling at every salacious word. Courtney has been exposed as the woman James was having an affair with, and there are several candid shots of the two of them together in rather compromising poses. But it’s the copy of the official Kennedy Apparel memo on page two that incenses me. “I don’t believe this.” I shake my head.

“It’s totally suspect,” Brad agrees.

“It’s a load of crap.” My eyes bounce between Brad and the paper. “There’s no way Alex would willingly promote Courtney after what happened. How does someone go from PA to VP literally overnight?” My tone is incredulous. “Ky is going to freak out over this.”

“He already is.”

“He knows?”

Brad leans back, sighing. “I spoke to him earlier. He’s been getting hell at O.C. all day over it.” I chew on the inside of my cheek. “I know you asked him to give you space while he’s faking it with Addison, but he could probably use your support today. Especially if the newspaper report is correct and a date has been set for the divorce hearing.”

I retrieve my phone and tap out a quick message. Ky replies instantly. He’s at the house with Keven, and adrenaline courses through my veins. If Keven is over mid-week, then maybe it’s because he has some news for us at last. I try to temper my expectation, but I’m as giddy as a goat the rest of the drive.

The lobby is thronged with men and women in crisp suits when we arrive back home. Alex is shaking hands with a tall, gray-haired lady in an elegant red suit as I attempt to sneak past undetected. She latches on to my elbow, smiling as she waves her associates off. Brad shoots me a knowing wink as he slips into the corridor unnoticed. “I need a favor,” she murmurs under her breath as she closes the front door.

“Okay,” I reply, intrigued and confused as I follow her up the steps to her private suite.

She pulls me into her bathroom, looking circumspectly over her shoulder before shutting the door behind us. She talks in quiet whispers. “I need you to orchestrate a meeting with Courtney, and I’d like you to plant this listening device in her watch.” She removes a small brown envelope from her pocket and offers it to me.

Keeping my hands at my sides, I stare at her as if she’s gone mad.

Nervously, she smooths one hand down the front of her black skirt. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I can’t think of anyone else who can get access to Courtney to do this.”

“And you think I can?” I sit down on the lid of the toilet seat, while she perches on the side of the tub.

“James is going to tell the boys tonight that he’s officially dating Courtney and that we’re going ahead with our divorce. You need to bide your time, and then tell him that you’d like to meet her, to get to know her better. He’ll set up something, and then you just need to find a way of installing the chip.”

My eyes blink excessively as my mind grapples with this latest information. “What the hell is going on, Alex? Did you really promote her to VP?”

She knots her hands in her lap. “I had no choice, and she’ll be our new VP unless she makes some catastrophic error in the period before her promotion takes effect, which I highly doubt, because she’s too conniving to make a mistake when she’s so close to everything she wants.”

“I still don’t understand.” I frown.

Alex leans forward on her knees. “There’s a lot I don’t know yet, which is why I need ears on her.” She gestures toward the brown envelope in her hand. “She’s trying to ruin me, to take everything from me, and she nearly succeeded, but thankfully, I’ve come to my senses in time. I’m not going down without a fight.” Steely resolve glimmers in her eyes, and I’m relieved to see the woman I first met when I moved here. “What she fails to comprehend is that I can be a formidable enemy in my own right. She’s going to regret this. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll bring that bitch down. She’s going to get a taste of her own medicine.”

Hell, yeah. There’s nothing I’d like to see more. I take the envelope from her hand. “I’ll do it. I’ll help you.”

She exhales gratefully. “Thank you, Faye. I knew I could count on you.”

I’m about to head downstairs when she pulls me into an embrace. “You’ve no idea how much this means to me,” she whispers in my ear.

“I want to help, and I’ve never liked her. You know, when I first met her, I was taken aback at how much she looked like you. That’s on purpose, isn’t it?”

“I think so. I didn’t realize she had issues with me until it was too late. I was too busy to see what was right under my nose.”

I pat her arm. “Whatever is going on, I’m sure it isn’t your fault.”

A strained expression appears on her face. “We’re not completely faultless in this. If you give people ammunition, they won’t hesitate to use it.”

She kisses me on the cheek, smiling. “I’m not going to go quietly, and she’ll soon realize that.” I’m delighted she’s reclaimed her fighting spirit. Something tells me she’s going to need it.

“What was that all about?” Kal asks when I reach the bottom of the stairs. He’s lounging against the wall, examining me with inquisitive eyes.

I tweak his nose playfully. “That’s for me to know and you to find out!” I tease, preferring to deflect rather than outwardly lie. He pushes off the wall, looping his arm through mine as he smacks a loud kiss on my cheek. “What’s that for?”

“That’s for putting a smile on Mom’s face for the first time in weeks.”





Chapter Twenty-Seven
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I’m walking to my bedroom when the sounds of girlish giggling pique my curiosity. Bypassing my bedroom, I head on to the games room. A petite girl with a mass of strawberry-blonde corkscrew curls is seated beside Keaton on the sofa, laughing at something he’s said.

“Hey.” I saunter into the room, smiling at my cousin. “Are you going to introduce me?”

“Melissa, this is Faye. Faye, Melissa.”

She gives me a small nervous wave. “Hi.” She’s softly spoken, and a delicate flush stains her cheeks.

I plunk down on the edge of the couch, beside my cousin. “Nice to meet you. I was beginning to think you were a figment of Keaton’s imagination.”

Keaton nudges my shoulder. “Funny, ha, ha.”

“How did you two meet?” Keaton has been extremely taciturn over his girlfriend, and I know next to nothing about her.

“We go to O.C. together,” Melissa confirms. “And we’ve known each other since sixth grade.” Her gray eyes lock on Keaton’s, and she beams at him. It’s so darn cute.

“Melissa is friends with Brad’s sister, Hope,” Keaton adds.

“You must miss her.”

“I do.” She bobs her head. “And I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye.”

“You should talk to Brad while you’re here. I’m sure he’d love to see you. He misses his family a lot.”

“We’ve spoken a few times. I was hoping he might’ve had some way of contacting Melissa.”

I stand up. “It’s a sucky situation,” I empathize. “I’d love to stay and chat, but my shift starts soon. Catch you later, dude.” Keaton and I high-five. “Nice meeting you, Melissa. Hopefully, I’ll see you again soon.”

“Faye!” Ky calls out as I stroll past his room. I turn around and my heart thumps excitedly at the sight of him. He’s wearing a fitted gray shirt that hugs his muscular chest perfectly and expensive-looking jeans that showcase his toned, long legs. Visions of sliding my hands up under his shirt have me hot and bothered in a millisecond, and I shove my hands in my pockets to fight the urge to run to him and live out my fantasy.

He jerks his head to the side. “Keven is here. He has some news. You need to hear this.” He opens his door wide as I step toward him, my heart pounding harder with every step I take. Keven and Brad are in the room, slouched in chairs, talking quietly among themselves. I step into the room, and Ky closes the door behind me. I’m acutely aware of his warm, inviting body at my back. “Hey. You doing okay?” he whispers in my ear.

My entire body trembles, and in a moment of weakness, I lean back, stifling a moan when he presses up against me. The talking in the room stops, and we jump apart but not before Keven sends us a curious stare. Ky reclines against the wall, crossing one ankle over the other while I stand rooted to the spot, uneasy under Keven’s scrutiny. “Keven has proof that Addison and Jeremy were behind the email and the recording I was sent,” Ky confirms.

I whirl around. “Fantastic. We can use it to get her to back off?” I hate how much hope there is in my voice.

Ky pushes off the wall and walks toward me. “I wish it were that easy.” He smooths a hand over my hair. “She recorded it without Brad’s consent, but that’s all we have to bargain with. It’s not enough, and she’ll know it if we confront her now.”

“We need to keep digging,” I surmise, and there’s no disguising my disappointment.

Ky reels me into his chest, circling his arms around my waist. I cling onto him as he kisses the top of my head. “I’m afraid so, babe.”

“Would someone mind explaining what’s going on?” Keven sounds bewildered as he stares at us.

Tucking me into his side, Ky turns us around to face his brother. My mouth opens and closes as I struggle to explain the convoluted mess that is our relationship. Ky has no such qualms. “We love each other, and we’d be together if it wasn’t for my manipulative ex.”

Keven’s eyes dart wide as he folds his arms and stares at us with an indecipherable expression. “Do Mom and Dad know about this?”

“Yep. Kal and Keaton, too.” Ky’s arms tighten around me, and it’s hard to restrain my sigh of contentment.

Keven turns to Brad. “I thought you two had a thing.”

A flash of hurt splays over his handsome face before he looks down at his feet. “Nah, man. We’re just faking it to keep heat off Faye at school.” He gives a lopsided shrug.

“Uh-huh.” Keven’s gaze bounces between the three of us.

“What the hell does that mean?” Ky’s whole demeanor transforms instantly.

“Nothing. Only an observation.”

Ky glares at him.

“I hope you two know what you’re in for when this gets out.”

“I don’t care.” Ky runs his hand up and down my arm, igniting the usual flame inside me. “Faye is all I want. I can deal with whatever shit people throw at me.”

Brad kicks at imaginary dirt on the floor with the toe of his boot.

“You should tell Kaden. He’ll be pissed if he’s the last to know. You know how he gets.”

“Don’t say a word. I’ll tell him.”

“Fine.” Keven rises. “I’ll keep digging for dirt on Addison, and I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything.”

“Thanks, man,” Ky says. “You sticking around?”

“Yeah. Mom wants me to stay for dinner, and apparently, we’ve another family meeting later.”

“I heard, and it’s hardly a coincidence they want to talk to us after today’s reports. The press is having a field day.”

“Fucking parasites,” Keven seethes on his way out. “Catch you later.”

Brad is up on his feet, scurrying out after Keven. “Homework,” he mumbles, shooting us a weak smile.

“Why is Brad acting all weird?” I frown.

He sighs. “Why’d ya think?”

I don’t want to even acknowledge the implication let alone discuss it so I ignore the question, slipping out from under his arm. “I need to get ready for work.”

Ky presses his lips to my forehead, and a tiny whimper slips out of my mouth. “I miss you,” he whispers. “Please, leave your window unlocked tonight. I need to hold you.”

I worry my lip between my teeth. “That’ll only make things worse, and you know we won’t be able to keep our hands to ourselves if we’re in bed together.”

A seductive grin lifts the corners of his mouth. “Why do you think I suggested it?”

I smile despite myself. “You’re incorrigible.” I step around him, smoothing a hand over his delectable butt. “And far too tempting.” I jump out of the way before he can drag me back into his arms. A girl only has so much self-control.

I’m at the door when he calls out to me. “So, what about later?”

I spin around and send him a cheeky grin. “I’ll think about it.”
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I’m still thinking about it an hour later as I arrive at work.

“Girl, I know that grin,” Rose smirks. “I thought you and loverboy were steering clear of one another until you’ve dealt with the trash?” I’ve told Rose the latest with Ky and me so she’s completely up to speed. I lean against the counter with my back facing the open floor. It’s quiet in here tonight for a change.

“We are, but my willpower is stretched to the limit.” I fill her in on Ky’s tempting offer.

“The girls in school would parade butt naked through town for the chance to have Kyler Kennedy warming their bed, and here you are considering turning him down.” She fake tut-tuts and I bark out a laugh.

“I can’t stand the thought that he’s coming straight from her to me.” My good humor instantly dissipates. “You know that.”

“He’s not coming straight from her bed
 to yours. Besides, how is what he’s doing all that different from what you’re doing with Brad?”

“I’m not kissing Brad or dry humping him against the wall.” I shudder as the image of Ky and Addison at the party replays in vivid Technicolor in my mind. Ugh.

“For the record,” a familiar voice says behind me. “I’ve no problem with either of those things. No issue whatsoever.”

I spin around, slamming a hand over my chest where my heart is pounding frantically against my ribcage. “Jeez! Brad! You scared the heck out of me. I didn’t know you were there.”

“Just call me Mr. Invisible,” he drawls without any trace of humor. At the last second, he takes stock of himself, offering me a clearly forced smile.

“Faye.” A stern voice chastises me, and I mentally curse. I turn around and face my boss. David is standing in the doorway with a strange look on his face. “Stop flirting with your boyfriend and get out on the floor. There are customers that need serving.”

My cheeks flare up and I’m too embarrassed to correct him or to argue the point. “Of course, David. I’m sorry.”

Rose’s brows lift as she shoots me a “What the hell’s gotten up his butt?” look.

David has barely had any engagement with us since he returned to work after his hospital stay, preferring to hide out in his office rather than speak with his staff. Most shifts, he comes out at some point and stands wordlessly behind the counter, quietly observing everything, before ducking back into his office for the rest of the night. He’s lucky we are conscientious and that we can effectively run this place with our eyes closed. I’m not sure what I’ve done to annoy him, and it hardly seems fair. Rose flirts with every male that steps foot in this joint, and he doesn’t seem to have any issue with her.

David sends Rose home an hour before the diner closes, and I’m left twiddling my thumbs with nothing to do and no one to talk to. It’s like a ghost town in here tonight, and apart from a couple of guys at the counter and one full booth, the place is empty.

I start the cleanup when the chef on duty strolls out the door with a wave, and the last of our customers leave. The empty quietness is a little creepy so I grab a rake of quarters from my purse and line up some tunes on the jukebox. My hips sway to the music as I mop the floors and wipe down the booths. I’m cleaning the hot plated area when David appears in the doorway, crossing his arms as he frowns at me. I stop what I’m doing, glancing up at him with an inquisitive look as I wonder if I’ve forgotten to do something. David stares at me wordlessly, his frown expanding. His lips turn down, and his eyes narrow as he steps toward me. All the tiny hairs on the back of my neck lift, and I gulp as a sudden uneasy feeling sweeps over me.

“Is something wrong?” I ask, hating that my voice trembles a little.

“I don’t know. You tell me?” He glares at me, and instinctively I take a step back toward the counter.

I force a smile on my face. “Nope. Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s good. I’m almost finished and my ride should be here at any moment.”

He takes a step toward me, and I move back again. “Your ride?” His face contorts unpleasantly, and I instinctively step back, my spine hitting the solid edge of the counter.

David moves in, planting his hands on either side of me, effectively caging me in. I jolt back, scared by the ferocious look on his face. I don’t know what I’ve done to set him off, but he’s scaring the hell out of me. I know the last few weeks have been very difficult for him, and I sensed he hadn’t fully recovered from his breakdown, but this is still way out of line.

Straightening up, I put my hands on his chest and shove. “Please move away from me. This is completely inappropriate and you’re scaring me.”

He reaches up, yanking my hat off my head and removing the tie from my hair. My hair falls in tousled curls down my back and he rubs a few strands between his fingers. “I know you do it on purpose.”

I shove at him again, but he doesn’t budge. Adrenaline is coursing through my veins as he pins me with a contemptuous glare. “You’re just like your momma.”


Wait? What?
 “I don’t understand,” I stutter, eyeing my bag on the end of the counter. I need to get to my phone. I don’t know what’s going on here, but I don’t have a good feeling about this.

“I know you’re sleeping around, and you’ve no idea how much it disgusts and disappoints me. You were such a sweet little girl. Where did it all go wrong?” He grabs my wrist and squeezes.

Butterflies are careening around my chest and a line of sweat coasts down my spine. “David. You need to let me go. I want to go home.”

He grips my chin, pinching it painfully. “You think I don’t know what you’ll do when we go home? That I don’t know how you sneak out of your window at night? Who is it this time? Who are you whoring it with now?”

His eyes glimmer with rage, and terror grips my heart in an ironclad lock. Lifting my leg, I ram my knee into his crotch with force. He drops his hands to his groin, emitting a loud roar. I dart out of his reach, grab my bag, and run out into the corridor toward the emergency exit. My feet slap against the tiled floor as blood rushes to my ears. I race down the corridor toward the exit, glancing over my shoulder as I run. I crash into the door, nudging my shoulder against it, thrusting violently, but it doesn’t budge. My heart rate spikes to coronary-inducing proportions as I look up at the large padlock securing the door at the top.

Cursing, I fumble in my bag for my phone.

“You little bitch!” David roars, and I lift my chin, screaming as he hobbles down the corridor toward me. I dash into the nearest room—his office—and shut the door, tugging the leather couch over and pushing it up against the door. A large thud knocks against the door, and David emits a guttural roar. With trembling fingers, I search for my phone. Emptying the contents of my bag on the desk, I snatch up my phone and pull up Ky’s details, pressing the call button. The shunting at the door is getting more forceful, and I scream as the door opens a smidgeon and the couch moves back. My eyes flit around the room in panic.


Answer the Goddamned phone, Ky!
 The shrill ring tone taunts me as I work hard to quell the rising nausea. David yells and the couch moves forward some more. I scream at the top of my lungs, and my heart is beating so fast in my chest it feels like it’s about to sprout wings and fly away.

The dial tone rings out, going straight to voicemail as my eyes lock on the rectangular sliding glass frame built into the far wall. David had it installed so he could keep an eye on the diner from his office. I dart toward it as Ky’s recorded voice asks me to leave a message. I slide the glass window open but the space is far too narrow to get through. Glancing frantically around the room, I pick up the large dumbbell resting on the floor under David’s desk as I leave a message for Ky. “Help me! Call the police! I’m at the diner, and David has lost his mind. He’s going to hurt me.” I scream hysterically as the couch lurches across the floor and David appears in the doorway with a murderous expression in his gaze. The phone drops out of my hand. Throwing the dumbbell at the window, I hurl myself through it as the glass shatters into pieces. My body is halfway through the frame when David grabs my legs and pulls. A sharp pain rips across my stomach and I scream.

“You’re going to pay for this, Emily!” His fingers dig into my flesh as he starts pulling me back into the room. I grip the jagged edge of the frame, ignoring the pain as my fingers curl around broken glass, holding on for dear life as I kick out at him. His mouth curls up in a sneer that sends chills ricocheting all over my body. He leans toward me, and I press my feet together and push with as much strength as I can muster. He stumbles back, losing his hold and his balance, toppling over the desk with a guttural roar. All the hairs on my body lift in utter terror. I scramble out the window, barely feeling the aches and pains, adrenaline fueling my body as I crash land in the diner. My head whacks off the solid floor, and black spots blur my vision. I struggle to my feet, clutching my head in my hand. A sticky substance coats my fingers, and I sway as I inspect my hands. Blood splatters my skin and the nauseated feeling returns. Limping, I stagger toward the front door, whimpering in fright.

I’ve just passed the counter when I’m slammed into from behind. My terrified screams fill the air as the ground looms before me. A heavy weight pins my body down as I extend my hands in front of me. I crash to the floor, my head landing on my hands as pain explodes in my skull. A metallic taste fills my mouth and my vision blurs. I’m vaguely aware of being turned around.

David sits astride me and his meaty hands lock around my neck. “I don’t want to do this, Emily, but I’ve got to save you from yourself.” His hands tighten around my neck, constricting my airflow. I claw at his arms, eyes widening in alarm.

“Daddy loves you, baby girl.” Wetness hits my face. “It will all be over soon.”

My legs start thrashing about and I try to buck him off, but he’s way too heavy. My arms fall slack to my side, and a blanket of darkness creeps slowly into my consciousness.

“Goodbye sweet baby girl.” David’s anguished voice is the last thing I hear before I black out.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
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I emit a sharp gasp as I come to. The pressure on my chest has lifted and I suck in greedy lungsful of air. Twisting on my side, I vomit all over the floor. My eyes flicker open and shut, and fleeting images coast in front of me. Warm hands cup my face. “You’re okay, Faye. You’re going to be okay. Help is on its way.”

I open my mouth to speak, but all that comes out is a hoarse, croaky sound.

“Don’t try to talk. He’s gone. You’re safe. The ambulance will be here any minute.” The husky male voice is soothing. A damp cloth moves across my mouth, and my eyes blink open. The man has dark hair and glossy blue eyes, and he looks familiar. I shiver, and my lip wobbles. Tears leak out of my eyes. “Don’t cry, honey. You’re going to be okay.” He rests his forehead against mine. “I won’t let anyone hurt you again.”

My eyes drift open and shut again. Muffled sounds of multiple voices and footsteps reach my ears. I’m lifted up, and I scream as fiery, hot pain whips across my stomach. The same warm hands cover my cold fingers as my body is placed on a firm surface. A heavy blanket is placed over me, but I can’t stop shivering. My head falls to the side, and my eyes open briefly. Flashing lights almost blind me, and my eyes fall shut again.

When I wake up the next time, my body is lulled by a gentle swaying motion and the persistent beep, beep of a machine. Warm hands grip mine, and I fall back asleep.

I don’t know how long I’m out of it for, but when I wake again, it’s to the sound of voices instantly muting. I stare at the stark white ceiling, and the glare from the bright light has me wincing. “Call the nurse,” James says, and I turn toward the sound of his voice.

His concerned face appears in my peripheral vision. “Sweetheart, how are you feeling?”

I move slightly in the hospital bed, instantly conscious of the tightness around my midriff. I wiggle my hands and my toes, relieved to find both in apparent working order. My tongue darts out, moistening my dry lips. “Okay,” I croak, recoiling at the sound of my raspy voice. “I think,” I add in a whisper.

Ky nudges his father out of the way. His panic-stricken expression brings it all to the forefront of my mind, and I replay the scene in horrific detail. “David!” I croak, shaking and shivering as fear takes a fresh hold of me. Tears roll down my cheeks as my eyes dart around the room in alarm.

Ky grips my hand. “Ssh, baby. It’s okay. The cops caught up to him. He’s in jail. He can’t hurt you anymore.” His voice cracks on the last sentence, and my panic attack subsides.

Everything comes back to me, and I look up at Ky with new tears. “I phoned you.”

He hunches over the bed, pulling my hand between both of his. “I know you did. I’m sorry, baby. I’m so fucking sorry.”

I frown, puzzled. Why is he apologizing?
 He obviously called someone to come rescue me. “I don’t understand.”

He cringes at my scratchy voice. “I should’ve answered your call. I’m so sorry, Faye. For as long as I live, I’ll never forgive myself for this.”

James lands a hand on his shoulder. “Son, she’s okay.”

“That’s not the point!” Ky yells, standing up and glowering at his dad. I flinch from the self-loathing in his tone. “She needed me and I wasn’t there for her! She could’ve died!”

James tentatively pulls Ky into a brief, awkward embrace.

“It’s okay,” I rush to reassure him.

Ky lifts his head, and the look of self-loathing and vulnerability on his face almost kills me. Dragging a chair over, he sits down beside me. “No, it’s not. Not by a long shot, but I’m going to make it up to you. She is not going to keep me from you again.”

“What?”

A tormented expression contorts his beautiful face. “I was with Addison when you phoned. She saw it was you and made me ignore it. The first chance I got, I snuck out to the restroom to call you back, and that’s when I listened to your message. I called Dad, but he had already been notified, so I came here as quick as I could.”

A new pain blends with the existing one. He was with her
. I nearly died tonight, and he was with her
. I had one opportunity to reach out for help, and he was the one I reached out to. There was no hesitation, no question. I didn’t call James or Brad or the cops. I called the other half of my heart, and he let me down.

He didn’t answer my call because she told him not to.

I could’ve died because he was pandering to her needs. Because he put her first. Again.


Something inherent breaks irreparably inside me.

“Faye, baby. Say something.” Ky is watching me with panicked eyes.

Tears stream down my face as I wrench my hand from his. “Get out.”

“No! Please. I’m sorry. Don’t push me away. I can’t bear it.”

The beeping on the machine accelerates as pain jackknifes my heart until it’s a twisted, rotten, corrupted organ in my chest.

My eyes find James’s. “I want him to leave.” My sobs bounce off the walls. “Make him leave, please.”

“Kyler.” James tone is compassionate.

“No!” Ky’s voice is laced with pain.

A nurse comes bounding into the room, quickly followed by a man with wavy gray hair wearing an eye-dazzling white lab coat. “Ms. Donovan is in distress. We need everyone to wait out in the corridor,” he commands.

“We’ll be right outside, Faye,” James reassures me, forcing Kyler out the door.

Ky twists around before the door closes, mouthing “I love you. I’m sorry.”

I turn away from his anguished face, closing my eyes and praying for darkness to claim me again.
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James and Alex are seated by my bed the next time I wake up. “Sweetheart, we were so worried.” Alex leans over and kisses my cheek. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

James reaches over with a cup. “The nurse said you were to drink this.” I open my mouth, and he slips the straw in my mouth. The water is cool as it slides down my dry throat.

“What happened?” I croak, my vocal cords still clearly strained. “Who saved me?” That part of my ordeal is so vague.

Alex and James exchange a guarded look. “It’s no one you know. A man, a visitor to Wellesley, was out for a late walk, and he saw you being attacked.” James’s voice quivers. “He fought David until he fled. Then he called an ambulance and waited with you.”

“Mark,” I whisper, as his face drifts in front of my eyes. “It was Mark.”

James and Alex share a startled look. “You know that man, sweetheart?” she asks.

“He came in the diner a couple times,” I explain. “I think he’s a reporter. I caught him taking photos of me once.” None of that matters now. Not when he saved me. James looks like he’s just sucked on an entire jar of chilies. “Can I see him? Is he okay?”

Alex pats my hand. “He has a few bruises and a swollen jaw but he’s fine. You don’t need to worry about him.”

“I need to thank him.” I try to hoist myself up in the bed, crying out at the dart of pain stretching across my midriff.

“Don’t sit up, honey. You’ve got a lot of stitches in your stomach, and you don’t want to tear them.” James presses a kiss to my forehead. “And don’t worry about … Mark. We’ve already thanked him.”

“Your cousins are outside,” Alex interjects, “and they’re very anxious to see you. Brad and Rose too. Are you up for visitors?”

“Sure.” A sharp pain pierces my chest cavity, like a dagger straight through my heart. “But not Ky. I don’t want to see him.”

Alex pats my hand in understanding. Then she gets up and leaves the room.

James leans forward. “I know you’re upset with him, Faye, but he feels awful. He’s told me what Addison is doing, and I wish he’d come to me about this sooner.” He frowns a little. “I know you need some time to deal with it, but don’t shut him out. He loves you, and he needs to make it up to you.”

“Are you saying this for him or for you?”

The door opens as James bends over, whispering in my ear. “I’m saying it for you.”
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After three days, I’m discharged from the hospital on condition that I recuperate at home. I’m not allowed to do any kind of physical activity, at least until the stitches are removed in ten days.

My cousins fuss over me like you wouldn’t believe. Brad drops in briefly every day after school to update me on the latest, but he doesn’t hang about. Kal and Keaton barely leave my side, but all of my cousins take time every day to check in with me, either in person or over the phone, which is super sweet, and it helps me deal with the aftermath of my ordeal more than they realize.

Once the medication is reduced, and I’m more coherent, the reality of what almost happened hits me full force. I’m plagued with horrific nightmares as the terror and fear return in the middle of the night to torture me. I wake up screaming, drenched in sweat, most nights.

The police are still trying to piece together exactly what happened and why David snapped like he did. James has Dan staying close to the investigative team, but every time I ask, I’m told there’s no news yet. I’ve a strong suspicion that he knows more than he’s letting on, but I can’t fault him for trying to shield me from the truth for a little while longer.

Ky turns up every day begging me to talk to him, but I turn him away. It still hurts too much. One part of me knows I’m being unfair, because I’d agreed he should prolong the farce with Addison for Kal’s sake, but the more vulnerable part of my brain latches onto the rejection and the hurt and refuses to let go.

It’s just under a week before Kal’s trial, and I wake up in the early hours of the morning screaming and crying and gasping for air. This nightmare was the worst one yet. I hold my neck, running my thumbs up and down my skin to reassure myself I’m still here. Still breathing. I’m not in danger anymore. I swear I can almost feel David’s thick fingers squeezing the air from my throat. A sob escapes my mouth and I shiver all over. Ky is at my side so fast I wonder if he was actually sleeping in the corridor outside waiting for this to happen. He slides into the bed, cradling me without invitation, but I’m far too upset to push him away. He holds me close while I bawl into his chest, soaking his shirt with my tears. He presses kisses to my hair while I shake in his arms, my entire body trembling and quaking against him. He continues to comfort me without speaking, and I cling to him like a limpet, desperately needing his strength to ground me. Gradually, my weeping subsides, and my heart rate returns to normal. I lift my head, shucking out of his grasp, refusing to look at him. “Thank you.” I sniffle. “I’m okay now. You can go back to bed.”

I turn on the opposite side, lying down as I pull the covers up over me.

“Faye, I’m sorry I let you down. So unbelievably sorry. Please stop shutting me out. Let me help you now—I’m begging you.” Cautiously, he moves behind me, lining his body up against mine outside the duvet. His arms snake around my waist, and I close my eyes, struggling against the urge to melt into his touch. “I love you. I love you so much. I’ve spoken with Kal, and he knows the score. I’m going to tell Addison to go to hell tomorrow. I’m finished with her. She’s not going to come between us again.”

I twist around urgently. “No! You can’t do that. Not this close to Kal’s trial.”

“I want you back. I need you. You need me. I’m done with her ruining everything.”

His fingers meander in and out of my hair, and I could close the gap between us so easily. His lips look enticingly soft and inviting, and all it would take is one press of my mouth against his, and he’d take this pain away. But I can’t forget so easily. It would be a momentary distraction and nothing else.

I shake my head. “You can’t let your brother down. He needs you. It’s only one more week.”

The intense look on his face sends shivers through me. “You’re more important.”

I push away from him, anger rampaging through me. “Don’t say that! It’s too bloody late!”

He combs his fingers through his hair. “Then what? What will it take for you to forgive me? Tell me and I’ll do it.”

He looks so tortured, so distressed, that I take pity on him. Reaching out, I lace my fingers in his. “I’ve already forgiven you.” Shock splatters across his features. “But,” I cut in quickly when I see the euphoria in his eyes, “it makes no difference to how I feel. I can understand why you did what you did, and forgive you for it, but I can’t forget that you still chose her over me.”

“Faye, you know that’s not what it was.” His eyes beseech me. “I would never willingly choose her over you!”

My anger returns, jumping up and slapping me in the face. “I know no such thing!” I hiss. “I would never have phoned you when you were with her unless it was an emergency.” I prod my finger in his chest. “You knew that, and still you chose to ignore my call. You can’t tell me you had no other choice when I know you could’ve made up an excuse later.”

“I wasn’t thinking clearly in the moment!” he pleads.

“No, you weren’t.” A bitter taste floods my mouth. “You were too busy making out with her!” I’m yelling at this point, but I’m beyond caring. His face pales as realization dawns. “Yeah, I’ve seen the pics she posted online. While I was almost strangled to death, you were enjoying a lap dance from that conniving whore. So, tell me, please, how the fuck am I supposed to forget that?!”

The anguish and torment on his face is clear as day, and it’s challenging not to react to his primitive reaction, but anger and frustration are still clouding my judgment, and I can’t offer him any solace. He’s hurt me more than he realizes. His mournful eyes acknowledge my thought process, and he starts retreating into himself. I watch as he shuts down, sheltering himself behind an impassive mask, in the only way he knows. It’s not a healthy way to deal with trauma, but it’s his usual coping mechanism.

I hate this. Hate that she has come between us again, but I can’t change how I feel.

“What are you doing in here?” Kal asks, storming into the room in nothing but a pair of gym shorts. “Get out. You’re upsetting her.”

Ky ignores him, sticking dark, troubled eyes on me instead. “You think I don’t hate myself for that? You think I don’t have my own nightmares? You think this is easy for me?” His eyes glisten with unshed tears. “I. Love. You. And I want to make it up to you. I will never let you down again. Please, baby. I am so fucking sorry. You have no idea how much. Please let me in.”

Tears cascade down my cheeks as Kal slips into the bed, and I scoot over into his arms. Ky’s shoulders droop as all the fight leaves him. “I can’t, Ky. I wish I could, but I just can’t.”
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Another five days pass. Ky doesn’t come near me, and I’d like to say it eases my heartache, but in all honesty, it makes no difference. My heart still hurts like it’s been put through a shredder. My stitches are removed, and I’m left with a long, jagged scar scissoring right across the center of my stomach. Bye-bye bikini-wearing days. Thankfully, there was no permanent damage to my vocal cords and I’m sounding like myself again. The rest of my injuries have fully healed, and I consider it lucky that I survived with so few permanent physical reminders. Mentally, I haven’t escaped unscathed, and I don’t know how long it’s going to take for me to fall asleep at night unafraid.

When the police show up at the house later on—the day before Kal’s trial is due to start—I fully expect it to be the reason for their visit, so I’m hugely surprised when James calls me up to his study. Keaton comes with me for moral support. Ky is already in the room, standing sternly in front of the fire, almost challenging me to evict him. I can’t look at him for the pain and longing in my heart. Such utter confusion is tearing me apart, and it’s a wonder I’m so composed.

“Take a seat, sweetheart,” James says, pulling out a chair for me. “The officers want to update us on David’s case.” I shudder as giant chills swathe me in an icy layer of dread, dropping into the chair as my limbs give out underneath me. “David has confessed to killing his daughter, Emily, and Jessie Higgins, the girl who was murdered last year. He has also coughed up to your attempted murder.” I shiver profusely. Ky makes a move to come to me, but I stall him with one look. Keaton sits on the arm of the chair, slinging his arm around me. I lean my head on his shoulder, fisting handfuls of his sweater while the police officer carries on. “However, he has been diagnosed with a psychotic illness and deemed mentally incompetent to stand trial at this time.”

“What exactly does that mean?” Ky asks with a growl.

“He has been remanded to a specialist psychiatric facility until such a time as he’s deemed fit to stand trial. The court generally doesn’t allow more than four months. He’ll be assessed again then, and once he’s deemed medically competent, a date will be set for his trial. Given his confession, and the evidence against him, we doubt he’ll ever see the light of day again.” He crouches down in front of me. “I hope this gives you some peace of mind.”

“Why?” I whisper. “Why did he do it? Why me?”

The officer straightens up, removing a photograph from his inside jacket pocket. “This was Emily.”

He hands it to me, and I spot the resemblance instantly. I hadn’t noticed when I saw the photo of Zoe’s cousin at the memorial, but there’s no denying it now. We all look alike. This photo is clearly a school photo, and Emily is smiling broadly at the camera, her entire face radiant and glowing. Her wide blue eyes are innocent and full of hope, and I choke on a strangled sob. My hand flies to my hair as I scan her thick, long dark hair, falling in smooth sheets down her back exactly like mine. “I look like her.” My voice is barely louder than a whisper.

“In his mind, you were
 her. Or at least that’s what the psychologists have said. It seems his wife was regularly unfaithful, and their marriage was defined by a history of vicious rows. Combine that scenario with an undiagnosed psychotic disorder, a drug abuse problem, a delusional mindset, and it caused him to snap. By all accounts, Emily was a sweet, innocent child, but he caught her sneaking out to meet her boyfriend one night, and he went berserk. Convinced himself she was going to turn out like her mother so he killed her to maintain her innocence.”

I clamp a hand over my mouth.

“God,” James says, shaking his head sadly. “That poor child.”

“At least he’s been stopped before he killed anyone else, and we can give Jessie’s family some closure.” The officer plants a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I know what you’ve been through has been very traumatic, and I understand you’ve had a difficult year, but you are still very much alive, Ms. Donovan. He tried to take your life, but you fought back. Don’t let him succeed after all.”





Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The officer’s words are still reverberating through my mind the next day as I sit in the back of the car en route to the court for Kal’s trial. While my brain can process the logic and wisdom of his statement, try telling that to my fragile heart. I’ve dealt with a lot, and I always get through it. Ultimately, I know this won’t be any different. It may not seem like that now, when I’m trapped in this hazy fog, but I know the path will clear.

Sighing to myself, I force all thoughts of my own situation aside to focus on today. My fingers creep along the seat, and I curl my hand in Kal’s. His fingers grip mine almost painfully, and we stay like that the entire journey.

The heaving crowd waiting outside the courthouse is intimidating. The second the car door opens, the noise almost deafens me. I keep a firm hold on Kal’s hand as we fight our way through the media frenzy. Kal and I are surrounded by his brothers as we slowly make our way forward with James and Alex holding up the rear. Brad refused to come with us. He was afraid the media speculation surrounding his family would bring additional unwarranted attention. Inspecting the baying crowds around us, I don’t think Brad’s presence would’ve made any difference. An enlarged team of bodyguards keep the paparazzi at arm’s length as we advance toward the courthouse. Questions are thrown at Kal left and right, but he ignores them as his legal team has advised. Cameras are shoved in our faces, and we keep our heads down as we ascend the steps together.

Dan Evans is waiting in the lobby of the courthouse with the criminal attorney representing Kal, when we finally navigate the melee outside. Kal and James go with the legal team for last-minute prep while the rest of us make our way to the courtroom.

We are seated in the front row, directly behind the area reserved for the defense. I scan the room for Lana or her parents, but there’s no sign of them yet. My eyes locate Ky, seated at the opposite end of the row, and I can’t look away. He returns my sorrowful gaze, and so many unspoken words fill the empty space. I want to end this gulf between us, to get things back on track, but I can’t. I can’t help how I feel. Sadly, I avert my eyes, knotting my hands in my lap. Keaton slings his arm around my shoulders and kisses my temple. “You still love him,” he whispers, and I nod. “But it’s not enough,” he adds, and I’m seriously impressed at his intuition.

I give him a quick kiss on his cheek. “No, unfortunately not.”

“Give it time. He’s not going anywhere, and he’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready.”

“When did you get so wise?” I murmur, smiling.

He shrugs. “Guess I was just born perfect.”

My smile widens, and I’d laugh if we were in a different environment. Approaching footfalls have us all turning around in our seats. Kal walks into the room, flanked by Alex and James and his legal team. James has a brief word with the attorney before taking his seat in our row. Kal sits down in front of us alongside the three men and one woman who make up his legal representation.

Time seems to stand still as we sit impatiently, watching the hands move forward on the clock. My eyes roam around the room again, but there’s still no sign of Lana. Even though we’ve all been warned to stay away from her, I’m hoping I might catch her in the restroom and get a chance to ask her what the hell she’s playing at.

It’s two minutes to show time when she makes her appearance. My breath falters as I watch her step into the room. I can only imagine how Kal must be feeling. Wearing an ill-fitting black skirt suit with a stiff white blouse buttoned tight to her collar and plain black pumps, she’s like a walking advertisement for a nunnery. She walks in between her parents with her head stapled to her chest and her gaze fixated on the floor. Greta has a hold on her daughter’s elbow as she leads her to the front of the room.

I swing around to look at Kal, noting how he keeps his eyes trained strictly forward. The tense set of his shoulders alerts me to the fact he is aware of her presence. He grips the edge of the desk tautly. Keaton and I share concerned looks.

We all rise as the judge enters the room, and proceedings commence when we reclaim our seats. The charges are read out and a not guilty plea is entered. Lana is called to the witness stand, and a collective gasp arises from the audience.

Her shoulders are slouched as she walks across the floor toward the witness box. When she takes the seat, she straightens her back and sits upright in the chair. There’s a defiant stance to her expression as she stares straight ahead, not looking in Kal’s direction or at anyone in particular. I knot and unknot my hands in my lap, and my nerves are hanging on by a thread. I take the opportunity to slyly study her while she is swearing on the Bible. Her translucent skin is even paler than usual, and ghastly dark shadows dot the curves under her eyes. Her hair is neat and kept off her face in a severe ponytail. She isn’t wearing a scrap of makeup, and she looks about twelve. If the prosecutor wanted to garner sympathy by presenting her in such a light, he’s done an admirable job.

Huge concern for my cousin surges to the fore. He can’t go down for this. He just can’t.

The prosecutor starts asking her questions, most of them simple, to help her relax. She answers in a calm, quiet, confident voice, never once looking in our direction. Gradually, he moves on to the Kennedys, and the courtroom listens avidly as she explains about growing up on the grounds of the Kennedy estate and spending all her free time and most weekends with the Kennedy boys. Very quickly, we fast forward to more recent times, and I inwardly cringe as the questions turn more intimate.

“At this time, Ms. Taylor, what were your feelings toward the defendant, Mr. Kalvin Kennedy?”

Her cheeks flush red as she turns her attention to Kal for the first time. Looking him straight in the eye, she says, “I was in love with him. I’d always been in love with him, but when I was younger, I hadn’t been able to put a name to it.”

“And how did Mr. Kennedy feel about you?”

Her gaze hasn’t strayed from Kal’s, and his head is inclined in her direction. “He told me he loved me too.”

“So, you two were in a relationship then,” the prosecutor surmises, pacing the floor in front of the witness box.

Her face contorts. “Not exactly.”

“Can you please elaborate for the court.”

“He, ah.” She pauses, taking a sip of her water. “He wanted to keep our relationship secret.”

The prosecutor spins his head in Kal’s direction, slanting him an over-the-top dramatic look. Satisfied with his performance, he turns back around to face Lana. “And why was that?”

She looks away from Kal. “He said it was to protect me, because others wouldn’t approve of us being together.”

“And you believed him?” The prosecutor quirks a brow, and Lana nods.

“You need to answer the question, Ms. Taylor,” the judge instructs.

“Yes,” Lana says, staring at Kal again. “I believed him.”

“And was this relationship an exclusive one?” The prosecutor asks next.

Her cheeks turn fire engine red. “Not at first, but then he promised me he was finished with other girls. That was when he told me he loved me.” She fidgets in her seat, peering down at her lap.

“Other girls?” The prosecutor looks at Kal with shocked surprise, as if this is the first time he’s heard mention of this.

Someone give that man an Oscar.

Lana sighs, shifting uneasily in her chair. “Kal was … is a player. There have been plenty of other girls.”

My eyes meet James’s and he sends me a worried frown.

“And how did that make you feel?” the prosecutor continues.

Lana turns her head to face Kal again. “Worthless. Invisible. Cheap.”

Holy shitballs for dinner. This is awful. Worst of all is how much sympathy I have for Lana right now, and I’m on my cousin’s side—it doesn’t bode well.

“And was this before or after he promised you exclusivity?”

“Before. When I tried to break things off with him, and I explained how it was making me feel, he told me he’d stop sleeping around. That he’d commit to me.”

“And what happened then?”

“He was more dedicated, and he seemed to be trying to prove he had changed his ways. I was happy.” Tears well in her eyes. “He told me he loved me and I was the only girl for him. That he’d always imagined us together. That I was his future.” A tear slides down her cheek, and I clamp a hand over my mouth.

Instinctively, I seek out Ky. Feeling eyes on him, he turns and looks at me. My chest heaves as we stare at one another, and all manner of thoughts flit through my mind. “I love you,” he mouths, and my emotions skitter all over the place. Keaton nudges me discreetly, and I snap out of it, looking away quickly. Lana has composed herself, and there’s no trace of moisture on her cheeks.

“What happened next?” the prosecutor asks, continuing this line of questioning.

She closes her eyes momentarily and her lip wobbles.

“We slept together, and I thought everything was perfect until Addison pulled me aside to tell me something I needed to know.”

Everything locks up inside me at the mere mention of her name. Although this isn’t news to us—Zoe had already informed us of this—all my cousins have stiffened. Ky’s shoulders are corded with tension, and his hands are balled into fists at this side. Kal sits ramrod straight in his chair.

“For the benefit of the jury, can you please explain who Addison is?”

“Addison Sinclair is Kyler Kennedy’s girlfriend, or ex-girlfriend. I’m not quite sure on the status of their relationship at this time.”

“And what was it this Addison had to tell you?” the prosecutor asks, resting his hands on the witness box. Tears trickle down Lana’s face. “Do you need to take a break, Ms. Taylor?”

She vehemently shakes her head. “No. This is very difficult to relive, but I want to keep going.”

“Very well. In your own time.”

“Addison showed me a recording Kalvin had made a few nights previously. It was a video of him having sex with her, and she thought I needed to know he was messing me about.”

I can scarcely hide my shock. I know the recording exists—it’s what Addison has been using to blackmail Ky into remaining by her side—but the fact she showed it to Lana and used it to set her on this path sickens me no end. Up to this point, I’ve viewed Addison as a manipulative pain in my ass. But this changes things. That girl has a downright vicious streak if she’s prepared to go to such extremes to destroy someone.

Kal jumps up out of his seat, racing across the floor to Lana before anyone can stop him. “I never filmed that or willingly had sex with her! You’ve got to believe me. She set me up!” Officers of the court grab Kalvin’s arms and pull him back. The crowd is in an uproar, and the judge is slamming her gavel down on the sounding block, demanding order. “She set me up, Lana!” Kal screeches as he’s dragged over in front of the judge. Tears are streaming down Lana’s face.

The judge’s face has turned an unflattering shade of red. She glowers at Kal. “Control yourself, Mr. Kennedy. If you pull a stunt like that again in my courtroom, I’ll have you detained. Do you understand?” She slams the gavel down again. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Kal replies in a suitably chastised manner. “I apologize.”

The officers lead him back to his seat, and he purposely avoids making eye contact with any of us. Alex is clinging onto James, her slim body shaking against him. “Ho. Lee. Shit,” Keaton exclaims in my ear. “Ky is going to be arrested for murder if we let him anywhere near Addison after this.”

I press my mouth to his ear. “I’ll
 be arrested for murder unless someone locks me in my room later,” I seethe. If Addison Sinclair is anywhere in the vicinity of this courtroom, I think they’ll have to restrain all of us from going for her. “And Ky isn’t going anywhere near that bitch again.” Not if I have anything to say about it.

The prosecutor clears his throat, approaching the witness box and passing a tissue to Lana. “What happened when you confronted Mr. Kennedy about it?”

Lana draws a shuddering breath, dabbing at her clammy face. “I didn’t tell him Addison had come to me or that I had proof he’d slept with her. I told him I’d heard a rumor and asked him if it was true.” Her head jerks in his direction. “He denied it.”

“And what happened after that?”

Lana pinches the bridge of her nose. “I told him I knew he was lying and that things were over between us. That I’d never forgive him and I never wanted to see him again. Then he left.”

The prosecutor frowns, and a look of blatant alarm washes over his face. “What happened before he left, Ms. Taylor?”

She wets her lips. “He begged me to reconsider, not to break up with him. He said it was all a misunderstanding and he could explain. But I didn’t want to hear his excuses so I shoved him out of the house.”

A glint of fury flashes in the prosecutor’s eyes. “Ms. Taylor. I understand it is difficult for you to relive the events of that night, because you have been severely traumatized by the manner in which you were assaulted by Mr. Kennedy, but you need to explain it in detail for the court.” He motions to the side. “For the benefit of the jury.”

Lana picks up her head and glances in the direction of her parents. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Her chest rises and falls as she steadies herself, peering directly into the prosecutor’s eyes. “I lied.” There’s an audible gasp from the room. “Kalvin Kennedy didn’t rape me. He has never physically harmed me.”





Chapter Thirty
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I offer up silent thanks to whatever entity has been looking out for my cousin. My shoulders sag in relief. Kal’s attorney spins around in his seat, sending James a triumphant smile. My heart is thumping wildly in my chest as I face down the row. All my cousins have the same happy shell-shocked look on their faces.

“Ms. Taylor,” the judge says in a stern tone of voice. “Do you mean to say you lied about these allegations and they are completely false?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Lana responds in an apologetic yet confident voice. “I’m very sorry for wasting the court’s time, and I will accept whatever punishment is necessary, but please don’t imprison Kal. He hasn’t done anything to deserve it.”

Kal stands up in his chair. “Lana! I—”

“Restrain your client!” the judge shrieks at Kal’s attorney, and he tugs Kal back down by the elbow, whispering urgently in his ear.

“Before I decide on how to proceed, I would like you to explain to me and the jurors why you lied.”

“I was upset and brokenhearted, and I allowed myself to be manipulated by Addison. She suggested I do this. She, ah”—Lana smooths a hand over the top of her head—“she had the condom from when she slept with him, and she told me to give it to the police, that it would help back up my claims.”

I clamp a hand over my mouth to cover my visible horror. Kal was right. This was a complete setup. Addison had this all planned out. An intense bout of shivering rips up and down my spine. This is bigger than Ky. It’s got to be. There’s no way Addison is doing all this purely to trap him in her bed again. She’s up to something else.

Ky hops up out of his seat and storms out of the room. I jump up to go after him, but Keaton pulls me back down. Kaden and Keven run out after him, and I try to calm my beating heart.

“I’m sorry, Kal. I’m so sorry.” Lana looks directly at him. “You didn’t deserve this. I wasn’t thinking straight. It just hurt so much in here.” She cradles her hand against her chest as more tears trickle down her face.

“It’s okay, I und—”

“Mr. Kennedy!” the judge roars, slamming her gavel down violently. “You will not speak in my courtroom unless spoken to! This is your final warning.”

“What a fine mess you have brought to my courtroom,” she says, sending a menacing glare at the prosecutor and Kal’s attorney although her features lose the harsh edge when she faces Lana. “No matter how much he broke your heart, you cannot ever accuse another person of a crime they didn’t commit. Especially one like this. Have you any idea, young lady, how much you have cost the state? How much damage you have caused to those who wish to bring legitimate allegations before my courtroom?”

Lana’s eyes don’t waver as she eyeballs the judge. “More than I could ever repay, I’m sure, but I’ll accept whatever punishment is deemed necessary. It was important that I came here today to put things right. The public needed to hear me say this because I don’t want this following Kal around.” She swallows noisily. “I don’t want this on my conscience for the rest of my life. And the last thing I want is to sway any rape victim from coming forward. I’m truly sorry.”

The judge looks angry yet thoughtful. “I’m dismissing all charges against your client,” she says, looking at Kal’s attorney. “You are free to go, Mr. Kennedy, and this court apologizes to you for any distress. I would like Ms. Taylor and Ms. Sinclair taken in for questioning, and pending sufficient evidence, I expect appropriate charges will be brought.”

Kal leans sideways, whispering in his attorney’s ear.

“Your Honor, if I may be permitted to approach the bench.” Kal’s attorney walks up to the judge and there’s heated debate, back and forth, before he returns to the desk, updating Kal quickly and quietly.

“I understand Mr. Kennedy would like to say a few words. You have two minutes, Kalvin.” The judge gives him a curt nod.

Kal stands, pushing his shoulders back confidently as he starts to speak. “Your Honor, I’d like to appeal for leniency on Lana’s behalf.” Keaton’s eyes go wide as he looks from me to his brothers. “She’s a good person with a good heart, and she never would’ve done anything like this if I hadn’t let her down and if Addison hadn’t played her.” Kal slants his head in Lana’s direction. “This is why I spent so long fighting my feelings for you. You don’t belong in my world. You’re far too good for it. For me. I thought I was ready to be who you needed me to be, but I fell at the first hurdle. I’m so very sorry, Lana. I will never forgive myself for hurting you.” I wipe an errant tear from my eye when Lana starts quietly sobbing. Keaton clutches onto my hand.

“Don’t blame yourself,” Kal continues, in a gentle tone. “I’ve already forgiven you.”

His shoulders tremble as he faces the judge. I’m surprised she tolerated this. “I don’t want her charged, Your Honor. It’s not right.” He looks over his shoulder at his parents. James nods in silent agreement. He turns back around. “My family will cover the legal costs, so, please don’t charge Lana with any crime. I don’t want this on her record for life. She deserves the opportunity to move on and put all this behind her as much as I do.”

Kal sits down, and all the air leaves my lungs. The judge thanks Kal for his heartfelt speech, but she makes no promises. She then draws proceedings to a close, and people start to filter out of the room. I watch as Lana steps out of the witness box on shaky legs. Greta rushes to her daughter’s side and pulls her into her arms. Kal stands up, but his attorney places a cautionary hand on his arm.

Lana looks up as they pass our row, catching my eye. Her gaze is full of pain and sorrow, and despite all she’s put my cousin through, I can only find compassion in my heart. She’s a victim in this as much as Kal.

Out in the corridor, we take our time hugging Kalvin. The relief is evident on all our faces. I look down the passageway, stretching my head, looking for any sign of Ky, but I can’t find him or Kaden or Keven.

“I need to speak to her,” Kal tells James. “Please, Dad. I can’t leave it like this.”

James and Alex exchange looks, and Alex surprises me by acquiescing first. “I’ll talk to your attorney and see if he can set it up. Hold tight.” Her high heels click-click on the polished marble floor as she walks toward the legal team huddled outside a mahogany door at the far side of the corridor.

“Ky is going to kill Addison.” Kent chuckles.

“It’s hardly funny!” I snap, rummaging in my bag for my new phone.

“Now isn’t the time to be making such jokes. The last thing we need is a return visit to this place,” James states. “I hope today’s been an eye opener, Kent. I don’t ever want to see you here.”

Kent rolls his eyes. “Chill, Dad. Shoplifting hardly compares to rape.”

“Bro!” Keanu elbows him in the ribs. “Don’t be so fucking insensitive. Our brother just dodged a bullet, and Faye’s right, it’s no laughing matter. If Lana hadn’t told the truth, Kal may have gone down for this. It’s time you wised up before you end up here.” Keanu sends Kent a knowing look, and Keaton frowns.

The tappity-tap of Alex’s heels announce her return. “I’m sorry, son, but she won’t speak to you.” She eyeballs me. “However, she has asked to speak with Faye.”

Kal is in front of me in a hot snot, beseeching me with his eyes. “Please talk to her.”

“I will. Do you want me to pass on a message?”

He leans into my ear. “Tell her I’m so sorry and I’ll always love her.” His eyes search mine. “That I’ve always loved her, too.”

I bob my head. “I’ll tell her.”

Lana doesn’t look up when I enter the room. The chair scrapes as I sit down. I fold my hands on top of the desk and wait. I’m surprised we are speaking alone—that Greta didn’t insist on chaperoning her. Slowly, her head lifts and she faces me. “You must hate me now.” Her lip quivers.

I shake my head. “I’ve never hated you. I was upset and disappointed with you, but I’ve never hated you.”

“Does he hate me?” she whispers.

“No.” And I proceed to tell her what he said outside.

Tears flow down her cheeks again, and I pull a tissue from my pocket and hand it to her. “Thanks. I’m such a mess, and I’ve screwed up so badly. My parents can barely look at me.” She blows her nose.

“That’s to be expected, but they haven’t abandoned you, and they’ll help you get through this. Will you come back?”

Her sad eyes meet mine. “No. We won’t be returning to Wellesley. I need to move on, and the only way I can do that is if I don’t see him anymore. I believe him when he said he didn’t intentionally set out to hurt me, but the reality is, he would keep doing it. He’s not mature enough to handle this. Maybe, he might’ve been one day, but there can be no recovering from this.” She holds a hand over her mouth as the tears return. “I accused him of rape. I’ve shamed him and brought the media down on him. I can’t believe he talked his parents into covering the costs and they’ve offered to hire their attorneys to represent me should charges be lodged.” She bites down on her lip. “I misjudged them. All of them.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Kal asked me to keep our relationship a secret.”

“But you told Zoe.” Now all Zoe’s barbed comments make sense. She knew what was going on, and she was trying to protect Lana.

“She caught us kissing one time, and I had to come clean.”

“You still should’ve told me. Especially after Addison came to you. You knew I didn’t like or trust her.”

“I couldn’t think straight after she showed me that tape.” Her cheeks pucker. “Besides, you hadn’t exactly confided in me either, had you, Faye?”

Her tone isn’t accusatory, more matter of fact. “You knew?”

“I suspected. The way you look at Kyler is the same way I look at Kal.”

Tension fills the space between us as we stare at one another. “We were trying to keep our relationship a secret, too, for obvious reasons.”

A sad smile crests her lips. “We’re so stupid. We had so much in common yet we never thought to support one another.”

I lean back in my chair, rolling a finger across my lips. “I never thought of it like that.”

“And if we’d confided in one another, then you would’ve talked sense into me about Addison and we wouldn’t be sitting here today.” She sighs. “I’ve fucked up everything, and I’ll be paying for that for the rest of my life. Nothing is going to be the same.”

“Will you keep in contact with me?”

Her lips curve up at the corner. “You want to?”

I smile. “Yeah. I’d like to know you’re okay.” I think that would help Kal.

“I’ll send you my new deets but only if you promise to keep this between us. Kal can’t know, and you can’t ever give him my number. I need to let him go, Faye. For both our sakes.”

I don’t like the thought of lying to my cousin, but I figure he would understand and prefer that at least one of us is keeping in touch with the little girl who claimed his heart when they were kids. “Okay. I promise.”

She gets up and walks around the desk. I stand. She pulls a white envelope out of her bag and hands it to me. “Can you give him this?”

I secure it in my bag. “Of course. You mind yourself, Lana.” I’m briefly tempted to hug her, but I can’t forget what she’s put Kal through these last few months, and she’ll have to work to earn back my trust. I give her a short wave and walk out of the room, feeling a little lighter than when I entered it.

Kal is on me instantly, and I quickly fill him in on our conversation. I hand him the envelope, and he goes off by himself to read it in private. The rest of us move toward the exit, and we catch up to Keven and Kaden in the lobby. As soon as I spot them, I run toward them. “Where is he? Is he okay?”

Kaden pulls me off to the side as Keven stays to update the rest of the family. “I’m not going to lie, he’s in a bad way. He thinks this is all his fault for getting involved with Addison in the first place. He was all set to go over there and give her a piece of his mind, but we talked him off the ledge. He said he needs some time alone so we let him go, but in all honesty, I think he needs you.”

“You know.”

“He came to me last week and told me everything. He loves you. I’ve never heard my brother talk about any girl the way he talks about you. I know I’ve no right to ask you this, but please find it in your heart to forgive him. He needs you. When he was with you, he was happy. I didn’t know what was behind his good mood, but I was glad to see him in a better place. When he came to me last week, I could see how lost he was again. He’s falling back into that dark space, and I’m very worried about him.”

“He hurt me, Kaden, and although I’ve forgiven him, I don’t know if I can forget. I want to, God knows I do, but I’m struggling.” It’s only as I vocalize the words that I realize I’m already in that place. After hearing how far-reaching Addison’s manipulations extend, it’s easier to let it go. Continuing to push Ky away serves no purpose except giving Addison what she wants. She has no hold over us anymore, and there is no reason why I need to keep my distance from him. He is a victim too, and instead of supporting him, I’ve been punishing him. That needs to stop now.

“I understand. He explained.” Kaden places his hands lightly on my forearms. “My brother has always had this darkness inside him, and he doesn’t let people in easily. But he let you in, and it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

“We get each other, in a way I’ve never connected with anyone else. Ever.”

“That sounds too precious to throw away.”

I level a puzzled look at him. “You’re not freaked out over the cousin thing?”

He barks out a laugh. “Seriously? With all the shit this family is dealing with, that’s the least of our troubles.” His expression grows serious again. “Why does society get to dictate who we can and can’t love anyway?” He looks introspective. “Ky needs you. Please be there for him. But if you can’t, I understand.”

“I’ll find him. I’ll help him. I want to make things right between us.” I gulp nervously. “I love him too.”

When we arrive back at the house, Brad is waiting in the lobby. While he has seen updates on TV, and I messaged him a few quick updates from the car, he isn’t fully up to speed yet. I explain everything to him as I walk to my bedroom to get changed. “Fuck! Addison is seriously deranged. What the hell is her fixation with Ky and this family? That is not normal behavior.”

I head into my closet to get changed. “I don’t know, and it’s concerning, but she’s in some serious shit now. I hope they throw the book at her. It’s no less than she deserves,” I call out, as I shuck out of my skirt and shirt and pull on my comfy jeans and favorite pale pink sweater. I kick my heels off and grab my boots, padding back into my room. I plop down on the bed to pull my socks on. “He hasn’t been back here, has he?”

“No,” Brad confirms, slouching against my dresser. “And I’ve tried calling him like a million times since the news broke.”

“I think I know where he is.” I slip my feet into my boots and lace them up. “Do you know the lake where Ky goes sometimes?” Brad nods. “I’m betting he’s there. Can you drive me?”

“Of course. Let me grab my jacket, and I’ll meet you out front.”

“Today must’ve been so surreal, huh?” Brad asks, when we are out on the motorway. He’s fiddling with the radio station, trying to find something decent to listen to.

“You’ve no idea. I felt like I was in the middle of an episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians
 or a cross between that and Special Victims Unit
.”

“I still can’t believe Lana got suckered in by Addison. She’s a smart girl. It doesn’t make sense.”

“She was heartbroken and vulnerable, and Addison pounced.” I grind down on my teeth. “Addison better hope she’s arrested because I will not be responsible for my actions if I see her.”

“You can bet she’ll be keeping a low profile.”
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Brad brings the car to a stop at the end of the dirt track. “This is as far as I can go. I’ll walk down with you, to make sure he’s here.” He squints up at the sky. “It’s getting dark, and I don’t like the idea of you wandering around out here by yourself.”

We hop out of the car and Brad retrieves a blanket from the boot, arranging it around my shoulders. “You don’t have a jacket, and the air is turning.”

“Thanks.” We walk in silence toward the lake. As we emerge from the long grass, I sigh in relief when I spot Ky. He’s hunched over with his back against a tree, looking like he’s carrying the weight of the nation on his shoulders.

“I’ll leave you here,” Brad whispers, shoving his hands in his pockets.

I frown. “You’re not coming, too?”

His nose scrunches up. “Nah. I’ll talk to him later. I figure he needs the type of comfort only you can provide.”

“Okay. Thanks for the lift.” He turns around, and I reach out, holding onto his arm. “You’re a good friend.” He smiles, but it doesn’t quite meet his eyes. “To both of us.”

He gives me a lopsided shrug. “I’ll see you back at the house.”

I watch him walk away, all hunched over and deflated, and I hate how things have altered between us, that he’s so guarded around me. I’m too chicken to confront the fact he’s still harboring feelings for me, because I don’t know what to do about it.

Holding the blanket securely around me, I set out toward Ky.

His head jerks up as my feet crunch on the debris underfoot. His eyes glow a little as he looks around.

“Hey.” I maneuver the blanket around my body so it’s covering me lengthways and drop down on the ground beside him. “How are you holding up?”

He picks up a stone and flings it out onto the lake. We watch in silence as it skims four times before disappearing under the calm water. “You want the truth?” he asks, a couple minutes later.

I twist my body around so I’m facing him. “Always.”

“I’m figuring it would be better for everyone if I took off, because she’s not ever going to go away. She’s poison and she’s trying to destroy everyone I love. She’ll give up if I disappear.”

I reach out and take his cold hands in mine, squeezing gently. “You can’t do that. You can’t let her win.”

“I only wanted to protect you, to protect Kal, but I’ve ended up making everything worse.”

“I know your motivations were pure and that your heart was in the right place”—I say quietly—“but you can’t always protect everyone, all the time, and that responsibility shouldn’t fall on your shoulders.”

“Maybe it shouldn’t, but I will always put myself on the line to protect those I love.” There’s a faraway look in his eyes, and his Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. Picking up another stone, he throws it with the full strength of his pent-up frustration. A dart of pain washes over his face, and there’s an undercurrent of something indecipherable in the air.

“Why is it so important to you?” I ask, because I’m sensing there is more to this than a basic protective instinctive.

He goes stock still, and silence bleeds into the space between us. I give him time to gather his thoughts.

He locks his hand around the back of his neck. “Because no one was there to protect me.”

All the blood leaches from my face, and tiny goose bumps sprout up and down my arms despite the heavy blanket swathing me. Ky’s gaze darkens as he looks out to the lake, lost in clearly difficult thoughts. Tentatively, I touch his arm. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He shakes his head without looking at me. “I can’t.” He swallows audibly. “Not yet.”

I rest my head against his shoulder. “It’s okay.” I say it, but I don’t really mean it. He’s hurting much more than I realized, and it goes against the grain to give up without a fight, but I can’t push him. I have to let him talk to me about it, whatever it is, when he’s good and ready. “Just know that I’m here for you.”

His chest heaves as he pins hopeful eyes on mine. “What are you saying exactly?”

I hoist myself onto his lap, circling my arms around his neck. “I can let it go. I want
 to let it go. She’s not going to take you from me anymore. No matter what, from now on, I’m yours. I’m here for you now and always. I love you, Ky.” I press a kiss to his cheek. “Forever.”





Chapter Thirty-One
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His heart is beating so fast underneath my palm as he looks deep into my eyes. “You mean it?”

“I do.” I weave my fingers through his hair and press a kiss to his forehead. “She’s already taken so much from us. I’m not letting her take anything else.”

His arms tighten around my waist as he brings my mouth down to his. The instant our lips brush, a calming sensation spreads over my body. Like that feeling you get when you step into your house from the cold and the warmth and comfort of familiarity, of home, envelops you in a welcoming blanket.

Kissing Ky feels like I’m home, and I never want to leave again.

His kisses are soft and gentle and so tender, as if he’s savoring each and every one. “I’ve missed this.” His warm breath caresses my mouth as he speaks in between kisses.

“I’ve felt so empty without you,” I whisper, trailing my thumb across his lower lip. “I want this with you. No more looking back.”

The look he gives me sets off fireworks inside my chest. He nips at my bottom lip, and I moan. “I’m sold, baby. I’m all yours.”

I mesh my mouth to his, pushing my tongue into his mouth and starting a new tango. Our tongues caress, and our lips move frenetically as our connection sends delicious sparks ripping up and down my body. My heart is hammering in my chest, and liquid lust ignites my veins. I grip his shoulders, moving my lips to his neck, sucking greedily on his skin. His hands sneak under my sweater, inching up my back, and I arch my body, pressing into him as my core pulses with raw need. I move my legs until I’m straddling him, and he lifts his hips, pressing his hard arousal against me. We moan together, before cracking up laughing, and I love how natural it is being with him like this. I run the tips of my fingers over his face, relishing the feel of his skin against mine.

He cups my head in his large hands. “I love you, Faye. So much the strength of it scares the crap out of me sometimes.”

I ease off him, lying back down on the blanket. Tugging on his shirt, I yank him toward me. His body covers mine in all the right places, and I grind against him, wet and needy. “I’m the same. That’s how I know this is right.” My eyes radiate with a combination of love and desire. “I want to feel you moving inside me. Take me here, Ky.”

He buries his head in my neck as his hips piston against mine. “You’re killing me, babe.”

He presses a light kiss to that tender spot on my collarbone, and I squirm underneath him. “Ky.” My tone is desperate and breathless. “Please.”

Lifting up on his hands, he stares down at me. “You know I want you. You’ve no idea how many nights I’ve woken up hard from dreaming about us like that, but I meant what I said in Nantucket. Our first time is going to be special.”

“It’s beautiful here,” I protest. “There couldn’t be a more perfect place. And there isn’t a sinner around. We’re all alone.”

He chuckles, tracing circles on my arm with the tip of his finger. I shiver all over, and fire blazes in his eyes. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we can’t do it tonight. Not after the events of today. I don’t want anything tarnishing the memory of the first time we make love, and if we do it now, I’ll always remember this day for different reasons. I don’t want that for you. For us.”

Sighing, he sits up, tenderly pulling me up with him. “We’ve waited this long. We can wait a little while longer.” He brings my palm to his mouth and kisses it. I try not to pout, but it’s difficult when my body is a writhing mass of hormones. He laughs again. “We’re stuck in some warped role reversal. Surely I should be arguing your point and vice versa?”

That raises a smile, and I can’t help it. “It’s the twenty-first century, babe. Get used to it!” I tease, sliding my hands all over his chest.

“How about this?” He snakes a hand around my waist, pressing his delectable mouth to my ear. “We’ll head home and I’ll take care of your needs in other ways, and then we can hold each other all night?”

My eyes sparkle as I peer up at him. “That’s a worthy compromise.”

“Come on then.” He climbs to his feet, extending his hand to help me up.
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Alex and James make no comment on our conjoined hands when we arrive back in the house. I figure they’re just glad to see him home safe and sound. We missed dinner, but they saved us some. Ky plays footsie with me while we eat, situated across the table from one another, and the only thing on my mind is my other hunger—the one in my knickers that’s ready to slay me whole.

We sneak into my room when no one is looking, and I swiftly lock the door. Ky closes the curtains and then stalks toward me like a man on a mission. I squeal, flattening my back to the door when he reaches me. His hands cage me in as he dips his head and skims the tip of his nose along my neck. My legs wobble as he audibly inhales. “You smell amazing.” His tongue darts out, tasting my flesh, and I whimper. “You taste amazing.” I can hear the smile in his voice. One hand moves down my side, brushing against my breast and curving over my hips. “You feel amazing.”

“Oh, God.” Whimpering again, I’m starting to doubt my legs’ ability to hold me upright when they start trembling and quivering beneath me.

His hand welds to my butt, and he squeezes my flesh through my jeans as his mouth descends greedily on mine. His lips are fierce as he kisses me with all the pent-up passion and longing of the last few weeks. I grab handfuls of his hair, angling his head so I can kiss him more passionately. He groans into my mouth, and I grate my hips against his. His arms go around me as he pulls me away from the door, kissing me relentlessly, his mouth devouring mine. My hands grip his shoulders, digging in as a wave of hot desire crashes over me. I have never wanted any boy as much as I want him.

He groans again, holding me flush to his body, and my hands roam over his back and down to his butt. He thrusts me back against the door, and it rattles noisily. Growling, he moves his long, firm body against me as his tongue dips into my ear. Gasping, I lift my legs automatically, wrapping them around his waist. Oh, hell. This feels so good. More amazing than I ever imagined being with a boy could feel like.
 His hands slide under my butt, and he walks us to the bed. Easing me back on the mattress, he dots my face and neck with a slew of drugging kisses. I’m panting and writhing in need as he lowers himself down over my body, grinning up at me. “Do you trust me, baby?”

“I do. I trust you.” My raspy tone could be embarrassing with anyone else but not with him. I want him to see, to hear, how much I want him. I’ve never felt this much with anyone ever before. I never want to feel this with anyone else.

He removes my boots, tossing them flippantly over his shoulder. I push up on my elbows, watching as he removes my socks before pressing feather-light kisses all over my skin. His hands creep up my calves and up over my knees, tracing tiny circles on my inner thighs as I all but die on the bed. He cups me there, and I almost jerk off the bed. “Is this what you need, sweetheart?” His finger moves up and down over my jeans causing an insane friction to build.

I can only nod and moan. He chuckles as he pops the buttons on my jeans and tugs them down my legs, taking my knickers along for the ride. “Take off your sweater and bra. I want you naked.”

My bravery deserts me the instant I hear his request. My naked body is no longer unblemished, and although I want this with him, I don’t want him to see the horrible disfigurement on my stomach. Because he knows me so well, he already understands the reason for my sudden hesitation. “It doesn’t change how I feel about you or how much I want you.” I gulp. “Let me see, baby.”

Summoning courage, I remove the rest of my clothes with trembling hands. Ky shifts back on his heels, his gaze transfixed on my scar. Instinctively, my hands cover the raised, jagged mark. We lock eyes and his pained expression confuses me. “It’s hideous, I know.” I squirm in embarrassment as a slight red flush darkens my cheeks. Unable to handle his intense gaze, I look away.

Carefully, he places two fingers under my chin, moving my head so I’m staring him directly in the face. “It’s not, and don’t be embarrassed.” He removes my hands, running his fingers lightly over the length of the scar. “This is a survivor’s badge. A constant reminder of how precious life is and how close you came to losing yours.” His chest heaves painfully as he dips down, planting a line of delicate kisses against my damaged skin. When he lifts back up, so much emotion is etched across his face. “I see all that when I look at you. I see how strong you are—strong, beautiful, and brave. But I also see my biggest failure. This will always remind me of the time I let you down in the worst possible way.” I open my mouth to protest, but he shushes me. “I reckon that’s a good thing. It’ll only ensure I never let you down again.”

Propping up on my elbows, I place a delicate kiss on his mouth. “You have to forgive yourself, and I know you won’t fail me again.” I palm his face. “If I’m not to get embarrassed over this scar, then you can’t get melancholy. That’s the deal.”

“I’ll try,” he whispers.

“Good.” I kiss him more profoundly this time. “So, where were we?” I tug on his jeans, biting my lip in a deliberate provocative move.

“Right about here,” he says, undressing quickly. He crawls over me, completely naked, and his hands roam over every inch of my skin. I shiver all over. “You are so beautiful to me.” His fingers move over my breasts, and I mold to his touch. He tweaks my nipple, and I squeak, grabbing his head and forcing his mouth back to mine. My hands explore his ripped chest and abs, snaking lower until I curl my hand around him. He jolts and I smile into our kiss, adoring how much my touch turns him on.

He smooths a hand over my hip and down lower, and his fingers hover exactly where I need them to be. My breath stalls in my chest. He pulls his mouth back as he slips one finger inside me. “I love you.”

I start pumping my hand up and down, diving in and grazing my nose along his neck. “And I love you.”

Our movements turn more frantic, our kisses more urgent, and things start building to a crescendo inside me. I’m thrusting against his hand and trying to smother my moans while I work him as fast as he works me. We both edge even closer to that heavenly ledge, and our collective breathing is ragged as we kiss like it’s the end of the world and we’re never going to get to do this again. I shatter, splintering into a million blissful pieces as Ky does the same. Our mouths disguise our moans until we fall back down to Earth.

After a quick cleanup, Ky flops onto the bed on his back, and I join him, giggling for no apparent reason except that I’m happy, euphoric, and on a complete and utter high. He twists his head to face me. “Nothing has ever felt as good as this. I can only imagine how amazing it’s going to be when I’m inside you.”

I cover my face with my hand as my core pulses with renewed need. I don’t know what is happening to me, but I’m like a Duracell bunny on Viagra when I’m with Ky. I’ve never felt as horny or as sexy before. “Not helping, jerkface,” I moan, swatting his shoulder.

He chuckles, lifting my hand away from my face. “Stop covering yourself up. I’ve gone long enough without seeing your pretty face.” He presses a delicate kiss to my lips, and I sigh contentedly. He smiles, a full, wide, genuine smile, the likes I haven’t seen on him in weeks, and my heart melts. “What do you want to do now? It’s too early to go to sleep.”

My mind instantly dredges up all manner of dirty things. He throws back his head, laughing. “Mind out of the gutter, babe. It’s got to be something outside this room. I only have so much self-control.”

I force him into watching Titanic
 with me. It’s my go-to movie whenever my emotions are heightened. It didn’t take much persuasion on my part, even though I can tell this is totally not his thing. Not that he’s following the story on the screen anyway. He spends most of the movie touching and kissing me, and we are locked in the midst of a steamy make-out session when Kalvin slips quietly into the room. We don’t hear him until he’s virtually on top of us. “I hope you’re giving her lots of tongue,” he purrs, right beside my ear, and I shriek. “Faye looks like she needs a good tonguing.”

I almost piss myself laughing. “You are fucking disgusting,” Ky says, shoving him back. “And get out of our personal space. You’re breathing germs all over us.”

Kal smirks, dropping into a seat behind us and propping his feet up. “Just keeping it real, bro.”

Ky pauses the movie and turns up the lights. Swiveling in the chair, he nervously eyeballs his brother. “I’m so sorry, Kal. I’m sorry you got dragged into this. It should never have impacted you and Lana. I wish I’d never gotten involved with Addison in the first place.” The flash of guilt in his eyes is unmistakable.

Kal drops his feet, straightening up. “It’s not your fault. If I hadn’t gotten drunk that night at the party, she never would’ve been able to take advantage of me. And if I hadn’t hurt Lana so bad, Addison wouldn’t have been able to manipulate her into claiming rape.” Leaning over, he slaps Ky on the back. “I’ve spent weeks going over all the ‘what ifs’ and it’s pointless. It’s happened. It’s over. Time to move on.”

“I’m proud of you.” I jump out of my seat, move in beside him, and pull him into a fierce hug. “And I’m glad you’re back to your flirty self. I’ve missed you.”

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I don’t think I’ll ever be the same, but thanks, and for talking to her today.”

“I was glad to have the chance to talk to her.” I peer into his eyes. “Was the letter what you were hoping it was?”

A sorrowful look fills his eyes, and they lose some of their shine. “Yes and no.” He leans his head back, staring at the ceiling. “I know she loves me in the same way I have always loved her. That she wanted the same things for our future, but it’s all ruined now. She wants me to keep my distance. Not to try and find her.” He gulps, twisting his head to look at me. “I figure if I truly love her, that means I need to let her go. But it hurts, you know.”

His eyes grow glassy, and I hug him again. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” He kisses the top of my head, and we are all tongue-tied for a few minutes. “Enough of the heavy.” A mischievous glint appears in his eye. “Speaking of moving on.” He winks. “Judging by the sounds coming out of your bedroom earlier, is it safe to assume you two are all hot and heavy again?”

My cheeks flare red, and I bury my head in my hands. “Oh my God.” Kal splutters out a laugh and I hear the telltale sound of a slap.

“Stop being an ass. You’re embarrassing her.” Ky immediately jumps to my defense.

“Nothing wrong with a little kissing-cousin action, or more.” Kal titters this time, and the slap is louder. “Ow, man. That freaking hurt.”

I lift my head up, leaning into Ky. “Stop hitting him.” I eyeball Kal. “Did everyone hear?”

“It was only me and Brad in the games room at the time, but he hightailed it out of there pretty fast.”

I massage my temples, wondering how the hell things are going to work out between the three of us now that Ky and I are back together. Brad has been a great friend these last couple of months, and he’s like a brother to Ky. Plus, he’s got his own shit to deal with, and he needs us, now more than ever. When I think back over the last few weeks, I feel like a piece of crap. All I’ve been doing is leaning on him, instead of offering support, and I’ve done nothing constructive to try to bridge the gap between us. That’s got to change, but I’m not sure how to pull it off with the weird vibe between us lately.

“I’m going to talk to him,” Ky says, as if he can read my mind.

“We need to fix this. He needs us.”

He bends down, kissing me softly. “I know. Let me smooth things over. Don’t worry, babe, I got this.”





Chapter Thirty-Two
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The next week passes in a flash. News of Kal’s innocence and Addison’s game-playing is all everyone is talking about around town. Kal returns to O.C. where he’s treated like a king, or so Ky says. There’s no word yet on whether charges are being brought against Lana and Addison, and the witch is maintaining a low profile as Brad predicted. She hasn’t been in school all week much to Ky’s and Kal’s relief. Even Peyton is coming in for flack at our school, and she’s only her cousin.

The judgmental narrow-mindedness of small town living only fuels my desire to leave it behind someday. Although I’ve come to look on Wellesley as home, I’d much rather live in a big town or city where I’m merely a number and not fodder for gossip. I hate that everyone knows everyone’s business around here.

The diner remains closed, and I figure I’ll have to start looking for a new job soon. In the meantime, Ky happily fills all my spare time, and I can’t say I’m complaining. His presence is everywhere and I love it. He seems intent on proving himself to me, not that he needs to, but I’m not stopping him. His little thoughtful gestures are slowly mending the broken pieces of my heart. Whether it’s the aromatic cup of coffee waiting on my bedside locker every morning when I wake or the bowl of chopped fruit and yogurt waiting in the kitchen, the umbrella left by the front door the day the heavens open up or the towel left on the bench when I go for an early morning swim and forget to bring one—my man is going all out, and I only love him more for it. My throat clogs with emotion at his sweet gestures, and I couldn’t love him any more if I tried.

I keep my window unlocked, and he spends every night in my bed. Waking up beside him is my new all-time fave pastime. It’s been months since I’ve been this happy, and I gobble it all up like it’s my favorite Belgian chocolate ice cream.

Things are still fraught between James and Alex, but they are making an effort to minimize the public arguments, and any screaming matches tend to take place behind closed doors. There’s been no more talk of Courtney or divorce, and Alex even retracted her request in relation to planting the listening device, saying it was “all sorted” whatever that’s supposed to mean. Oldies are seriously weird.

“Morning, beautiful.” Ky rolls onto his side, tucking me into his body until my back is flush with his chest. Brushing my hair aside, he plants a lingering kiss on my neck, and instant desire spikes to life inside me. Before I can turn around and take advantage, Ky holds me in place at my waist. “Be a good girl now, babe. No tempting me first thing in the morning. You know the drill.”

I sigh, and he chuckles. “I want you. Shoot me if there’s something wrong with that,” I droll.

“I want you too,” he whispers. “And I have it all organized.” I attempt to wriggle in his arms, but he’s having none of it. “Baby, please stop shifting like that. It’s not helping.”

“Ky.” My tone is pleading, and he chuckles again.

“Damn, you’re sexy. I can’t wait to bury myself deep inside you.”

“Ky.” My tone is harsher this time, and he takes pity, positioning my head so his mouth fits mine. He kisses me long and hard, keeping me firmly pinned in front of him.

“I could kiss you all day long,” he murmurs, breaking away. “I plan to, next weekend, along with other stuff.” A devilish glint shimmers in his eye as he sits upright in the bed, pulling me with him.

“I’m about two seconds away from punching you in the nuts, mister.”

“Patience is a virtue,” he teases. I move my hand around to cup his junk, and he laughs quietly. “Okay, I’ll tell you, now cease with the violent threats.” I sigh. “So, you know we’re helping out next weekend with the re-launch.” I nod. May and Rick were hoping to reopen the newly renovated motocross training facility a few weeks ago, but an unforeseen issue with the heating system delayed things. I know Alex wrote them a personal check to help cover the additional cost which they were so grateful for. They are finally reopening next Saturday, and we are all roped into helping. Not that I mind. The track is important to Ky, and that means it’s important to me. “Your genius boyfriend talked Mom and Dad into letting us stay overnight at a local hotel,” he explains with a smug grin.

He relaxes his hold, and I turn around to face him. “Seriously?”

He winks. “Yes, babe. It’s happening.” He kisses my cheek before moving his lips to my ear. “Buy something sexy. Actually,” he says, moving his mouth along my jaw, “buy lots of sexy stuff. Not that you’ll be wearing it for long.”

“’Kay.” My heart is going ninety to the dozen.

He gets out of bed, smiling. “You nervous?”

I tug my bottom lip between my teeth. “A little, but I’m more excited than anything.”

He leans down, taking my lips in his. “We don’t have to do it. It’s okay if you’ve changed your mind. I can wait for as long as you need me to.”

I lace my hands through his hair. “I haven’t changed my mind.” This time I
 kiss him. “I want this with you, and I don’t know how the hell I’m expected to get through the next week.”

He pulls my hand to his mouth, kissing my palm. “I still have some tricks up my sleeve. I’ll keep your mind and your body occupied.” His seductive tone causes the most intense shiver to whip all over my body. “That is the sexiest thing ever.” He growls, throwing himself on top of me outside the covers. Gripping my head, he devours my mouth. When he pulls back, we are both panting. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” I’ll never tire of saying it, and I love how confident he is in expressing himself. When I think back to the person he was when I first came here, I realize how much he’s opened up to me, and it fills my heart with joy.

He jumps up. “I’m going to make you breakfast in bed. Stay there. I’ll be back in half an hour.”

“You’re so sweet.” I grin up at him. “I love this new you.”

He sits on the edge of the bed. “You can’t tell anyone. I’ve a rep to maintain.”

He caresses my face, and I love how he can’t seem to stop touching me. It’s the same for me, and it’s so hard having to hide it all the time. “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

He perks up. “About that. I think we should tell the fam today.”

My brows lift up. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I know we can’t go public yet, not until the dust has properly settled. We don’t want to give the media any more ammunition, and I know Mom needs things to die down, it’s been bad for business. But I hate having to hide in our own home. Mom and Dad know, and they don’t have an issue with it, and the only ones who aren’t aware are Kent and Keanu. It doesn’t seem fair. We need to tell them.”

“I agree.”

He stands up, in only his boxers, and I ogle him like a starving woman eyes up a plate of food. He is one heck of a perfect specimen of man. All toned, ripped muscles and oodles of glistening tanned skin. I could eat him all up.

“Right,” he says, clawing his hands through his hair as he scans the room for his clothes. “I’m getting out of here before I jump back in that bed and make a liar of myself.”
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We spend the day at the track, but I insist on leaving early because I have to bake a cake for the triplets. It’s their birthday tomorrow, and I told Alex not to buy a cake. Mum always made me a cake on my birthday, even as I got older and stopped having parties, and it always made my birthdays so special. Anyone can buy a top-of-the-range cake, but there’s no substitute for a homemade one created with love. I want to do that for my cousins.

After I’ve finished baking, James orders takeout, and we spend a rare Saturday night with the whole family at home. Even Kaden and Keven are staying this weekend, and it’s so good to have everyone here. My heart skips with potent emotion. As the boys banter, and James and Alex smile at their children, having reached some kind of compromise, I look around the table at my new family, feeling accepted and loved and a part of something I never thought I’d experience again. Ky squeezes my knee under the table as he whispers. “Are you okay?” Concern radiates in his eyes.

“I’m more than okay,” I tell him. “I’m happy. I love … our family.”

His fingers thread through mine, and I can tell by the look in his eyes that he wants to kiss the face off me, but we haven’t relayed our news yet.

Ky asks everyone to come to the living room after dinner so he can make the announcement. It’s a tad anticlimactic considering most everyone in the room already knows what he’s going to say, but I’m still worried over what Keanu and Kent will think. When everyone is seated, Ky takes my hand and faces his family. “Faye and I have something to tell you.” He looks at me, beaming from ear to ear. “We’re together. We’re in love and we don’t want to hide that anymore.” He smiles at his parents. “Not here. We understand the need to keep this out of the public domain for now, but we want to be ourselves around the house, if that’s okay with you?”

James and Alex nod. Keanu shrugs nonchalantly, and my brows nudge up. “I move in modeling circles,” he explains, spotting the questioning look in my eyes. “That’s not the most shocking thing I’ve heard.”

Alex opens her mouth to, no doubt, probe him on that leading statement, but Kent hogs the limelight, doubling up laughing as he clutches his stomach like he’s in physical pain. “This is priceless!” he snorts, wiping moisture from under his eyes. “You’d the nerve to interfere in my life when you two were doing the deed all along!” He hops up, slapping Ky on the back. “She’s a hot piece of ass. You the man, dude!”

Ky grinds his teeth as he snaps at his brother. “Don’t you dare talk about Faye so disrespectfully. I’m not opposed to giving you a few slaps. When the hell are you ever going to grow up?”

Kent sneers. “Oh, please. Don’t act all high and mighty. I’ve heard the sounds coming from her room.” He tosses me a sleazy look. “I thought she had Brad locked up in there.” He folds his arms, eyeballing a petulant Brad. “Unless you are into threesomes after all?” He winks, and Ky jumps up ready to go all Rambo on his brother’s ass.

James intervenes before it can turn violent. “Calm down, boys.” He pulls Kent to one side and gently bumps Ky back into his seat. My arm winds around his waist, and I lean into him. As if on auto-pilot, his arm goes around my shoulder and he kisses my temple. “Kent. You will apologize to your brother and Faye, and I don’t want to hear any more of that kind of talk in this house. We have spoken about this before, and your mother and I will not tolerate it any longer. Effective Monday, you are going to see someone who can help you deal with your issues.” Kent opens his mouth to protest, but James holds up one hand. “It’s non-negotiable. You will go for a few sessions, and if you don’t like it or you feel it isn’t helping, then we won’t force you to attend after that.”

“This is bullshit! He’s fucking his cousin and you couldn’t give two shits about that, but I use bad language and you want to cart me off to some shrink? I think you need your head examined, Dad. Your priorities are all messed up.”

James levels a calm look at his son. “It’s about way more than your penchant for cursing, and you know that.”

Kent angrily shoves James away. “Aw, whatever. Leave me the fuck alone.” With that parting endearment, he storms out of the room.

“Sorry,” I look nervously between Alex and James.

“Sweetheart, this is nothing to do with you and Ky. You know Kent has his demons.”

“Yes,” Kaden says from his position on the corner of the couch. “He does, and I’m glad you are facing up to it and getting him the help he needs.”

Alex rises. “I’d like to say something. I know things have been very stressful around here lately and that I haven’t been coping all that well, but that’s going to change. I’m going to take more of a backseat with work so I can be here for you all.”

James clicks his tongue. “I know the situation between your mother and I has been upsetting you all. We are trying to work through our issues, and, for the time being, the divorce is on hold.”

Keaton rushes his dad, hugging him fiercely. “That’s the best news ever.”

“Honey, we can’t guarantee that it won’t go ahead.” Alex sends James a sharp look. “We have a lot of things to figure out, but for now, we’re putting our relationship issues aside to focus on this family. A lot of stuff is out of our hands so time will tell.”

“I have some other news,” James says with a pained expression. “I heard from Dan this afternoon that neither Lana nor Addison are going to be charged.”

“What the fuck?” Ky yells. “I’m glad Lana isn’t being charged, but Addison shouldn’t be allowed to get away with this.”

“I agree, son, but she comes from money and, apparently, a large donation was made to the policemen’s retirement fund in exchange for them making this go away. I’m not sure what strings were pulled, but she isn’t going to be punished. Dan is going to lodge a restraining order on Monday so she can’t come anywhere near any of you in future, and that’s the best we can do.”

“I’ve found something on her,” Keven pipes up, and every head swivels in his direction.

“Don’t keep us in suspense,” Kal says. “Out with it.”

“Did you know she was adopted?” Keven speaks directly to Ky. He shakes his head. “Well, she was, and she only discovered it about a year ago.”

“Around the time she started acting out,” Ky confirms. “Who is her birth mother?”

“That I don’t know,” Keven admits. “Yet. I’ll keep digging.”

“About that other matter I asked you to look into,” James says. “Do you have a minute to discuss it? In my study?”

“Sure.” Keven gets up.

James turns to me. “I need to talk to you in private too. Something has come up. Can you give me a half hour?”

My brow furrows. “Okay.”

Everyone goes their separate ways after that. Alex approaches me as I make a move to leave with Ky. “Could I speak to you alone, Faye?”

“I’ll be there in a few,” I tell Ky, kissing him quickly on the lips. “You two pick a movie and set it up.” I gesture between him and Brad and they walk off together.

Alex brings me up to her room and closes the door. “Have a seat.” She sits gracefully on her chaise longue, patting the space beside her. “Don’t look so worried. I only want to have a little chat. Woman to woman.” Oh crap. I think I know where she’s going with this. “I know I didn’t react well to the news of your relationship with Kyler at first, but I wanted to reassure you that I have no issue with it now. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t concerned about public perception, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” She smiles in reassurance, and I am relieved that we have her approval. “You’re good for my son, Faye. I’ve noticed how he is around you. How much his mood has altered. It’s been years since I’ve seen my son happy. Truly happy. You make him happy, and I’d be a terrible mother to deny him that.”

“He makes me happy too.” I can’t help grinning at the truth. “So unbelievably happy.”

She hugs me. “I’m delighted for you. You’ve been through a lot. He’s been through a lot.” Her smile shrinks. “I’m glad you are there for one another.” She takes my hands in hers. “I also have a fairly good idea why he wants to take you to a hotel next weekend.” My cheeks erupt in a burst of vibrant color. “Perhaps we should’ve refused, but then we figure you’ll find some other way to be together. You are both nearly eighteen and old enough to make your own decisions. We don’t want you sleeping together in this house—sex or no sex—because it sets the wrong example for the others.” I want to tell her that ship has sailed, but it won’t help our cause, so I bite my tongue.

She sweeps my hair back off my face. “I was having sex at sixteen, so I’m hardly one to throw stones.” My eyes expand, and she laughs. “That surprises you?”

“A bit.” Alex has always seemed so prim and proper to me, and I wouldn’t have pegged her as someone to have sex so young, but they do say you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. I’ve already worked out that there’s a lot more to my aunt than the surface would lead you to believe.

“I remember my first love like it was yesterday.” A dreamy look fills her eyes. “He was older, and quite famous in his own right. He had a bad boy rep that was fully deserved.” The dreamy look transforms, and that little spark in her eyes dies. “I thought I could change him, but what did I know? I was young and innocent, and I refused to see things that were right in front of my eyes. When I found out I was pregnant, I clung to the hope that he’d change. But he never did. That’s when he showed his true colors.”

She takes my hands in hers. “Kaden and Keven’s father wasn’t a good man, but I can’t regret those years because he gave me my babies. Kyler is nothing like that—he’s a good person. He may be slightly lost, but with you, I believe he has found his way. Which is why I won’t stop this. You need each other, and I’m okay with that.”

She walks into her bathroom, returning a minute later with a small cosmetics bag. “I don’t know if you’re on birth control but you should be. I got my doctor to fill a script for you. There’s a six-month supply in there.”

“I’m on the pill but I’m down to my last month’s supply. I was going to come to you about it.” I cross my feet at the ankles. “Mum put me on it when I was fourteen. I never asked, she just did it.”

Alex pales. “I’m still struggling to come to terms with that. Your mom and James.”

“I know.”

There’s an awkward silence, and I’m not sure whether I should stay or go.

“I put some condoms in there too,” she blurts out. “I’m not sure Kyler would have appreciated his mother or his father handing him those.”

I cringe-laugh. “Yeah. It’s probably best I don’t say where these came from.”

“Agreed.” She stands up and I rise. “I’m glad we had this talk, and you can come to me anytime you need to. I know he’s my son, but we can discuss sex without the need to give me any of the specifics.”

Eh, yeah, don’t think so. I scratch the back of my head, desperately wanting this convo over and done with. “Thanks,” I squeak. “I’ll, ah, just get back to him.”

She smiles as I practically sprint out of her room.

James’s study is slightly ajar as I walk past. His angry tone halts me on the top step. Keven is sitting at his desk with headphones on, his gaze focused on the laptop in front of him. James is on the phone, wearing a line in the carpet as he paces from one end of the room to the next. “I don’t give a damn! I told you this last week. It’s too soon. She’s too fragile. I can’t tell her yet.” He rolls his eyes to the ceiling. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t ever tell her. Just not now. You know what she’s been through, and I don’t want to do anything to upset her any more than she has been.” He rubs his hand behind his head. “Fine, fine. You do that. I’ll see you in court!”

I flinch as he roars, flinging his phone at the wall in a blatant rage. I tiptoe down the stairs as fast my legs will carry me.





Chapter Thirty-Three
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I find Brad and Ky in the movie room, and I fill them in on what I overheard. “It’s Courtney,” Ky deduces. “I knew things were too quiet on that front. Girls like her don’t go away that easily.”

My mobile phone pings with a message from Keven. “Your dad’s ready for me. Start the movie. I’ll catch up when I’m back.”

“No sweat, we’ll wait for you,” Brad says.

“I’ve seen all the Fast and Furious
 movies so work away. I’ll be able to pick up.”

Ky pulls me to him, holding me close as he kisses me hungrily. “Hurry back.” He taps my ass as he sends me on my way.

Keven is nowhere to be seen when I open the door to James’s study, and the broken phone mess has been cleaned up. James smiles kindly, ushering me into a seat. He fixes two whiskeys and hands one to me. I shake my head, refusing the offer. I don’t want to get a taste for that stuff, but it must be serious if he’s going there again. “You might need this.”

“Hit me with it. I can handle it.”

He walks to his desk, retrieving a small cream envelope. When he gives it to me, my hands start to shake. I’d recognize my mum’s languid scrawl anywhere. “Where did you get this?” I whisper.

He puts his drink down and kneels in front of me. “Dan received a parcel from Ireland a couple of weeks ago. There were a few letters in it. This is yours. I’ve already read mine.” My eyes widen. “It arrived the day before the attack. I was debating how to tell you when you ended up in the hospital, and I’ve been waiting for the right time to give it to you. I hope you understand why I held back.”

I’m eyeing the envelope like it’s a hand grenade. I’m in no doubt whatever it contains has the power to rip me to shreds. Am I ready for that?


“Did she explain, in your letter?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“You know who my real dad is?” He replies affirmatively again. “Oh.” Blood thrums through my veins and my chest tightens.

“You don’t have to read it if you aren’t up for it. I know it’s a lot to take in, but I wasn’t happy keeping this from you any longer. Secrets are destroying this family, and that’s got to change.”

I stand up. “I need to be alone.”

“Of course.” He pulls me into a gentle hug. “I’ll be waiting whenever you’re ready to talk about it.” I nod on auto-pilot. He places his hands on my shoulder and tilts my head up so I’m looking at him. “Nothing in that letter changes how much we love you and want you here with us. Nothing has to change. We will support you whatever you decide, but I don’t want you to worry, sweetheart. Your place is here with us, and it always will be. You’re family, Faye.”

A myriad of emotions rushes me. “I never thanked you properly.” I stare into his confused eyes. “For taking me in. For accepting me.”

He kisses my forehead. “Sure, you did, sweetheart. You’ve shown us in all the things you do. We should be thanking you. Everyone is happier with you here.” Not everyone, I think, remembering Kent’s blatant hatred from earlier, although I don’t take that personally. “I’d hoped when I brought you here that you’d fit in,” James continues, “but it’s more than that. You bring out the best in us. You don’t merely fit in, you belong
. You belong with us. I love you, sweetheart.”

I can’t contain it anymore, and I break down, blubbing uncontrollably. He hasn’t a clue how much his words mean to me. James holds me as I cry. I’m a little embarrassed when I finally stop. I give him a tentative smile, shucking out of his embrace. “Sorry. I’m all over the place the last couple of weeks.”

“It’s completely understandable.”

“Thanks. I’m going to go back to my room now and …” My words trail off because I don’t know if I’m brave enough to open this letter. It’s like a ticking time bomb in my hands.

I stop at the door, turning around to face him. “By the way, I love you too, and I love being a part of this family. I never thought I’d have this again, so, thank you.”
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I flop down on my bed, staring at the letter for what seems like hours. My finger lovingly traces my name on the envelope, and I hug it to me, closing my eyes and imagining it’s my mum. There’s a light knock on my door, and Ky sticks his head in the room. “I went looking for you because I was worried. Dad told me. Do you want some company or would you rather be left alone?”

“I don’t know,” I answer truthfully. “I haven’t opened it. I’m not sure I can.”

He enters the room, quietly closing the door behind him. Scooting onto the bed beside me, he pulls me into his arms. Instantly, I feel more at ease. I snuggle into his chest, still clutching the envelope in one hand. “You don’t have to read it now. You can think about it. Let the idea of it settle in.”

“Yeah. I think so. I … I’m not sure I’m ready to face the truth even though it’s all I’ve wanted since I found out. Guess I’m more of a chicken shit than I thought.” I attempt to deflect with humor.

“Bull. You’re the strongest person I know.” He tilts my head up. “You’ve been through so much, and this is bound to put you through the wringer again. It’s not weak if you need to psych yourself up for that.”

I press a brief kiss to his lips. “Thank you. Will you stay or is Brad waiting?”

“I’ll stay. Brad understands.”
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Ky is snoring softly beside me, completely unconscious while I’ve barely managed to snatch more than twenty-minute naps, at best. My eyes skim over the envelope on my locker as I clock the time. Four twenty a.m. I know I won’t get any sleep until I read it. I turn on the bedside lamp and press my mouth to Ky’s. “Ky?” I run my hands over his chest and he stirs. I kiss him again, and he opens sleepy eyes, blinking furiously.

“What’s wrong?” he croaks.

“I need to read the letter.” He forces his eyes wide. “Can you read it with me?”

“Sure. If that’s what you want.” He reaches out and grasps my wrist.

“I do. I have no secrets from you.”

He sits up, draping his arm around my shoulders and pressing a sleepy kiss to my forehead. I take the letter from the locker, and my hands shake as I extract the contents from the envelope. There are six folded pages, all in my mum’s messy handwriting. My lower lip wobbles, and I’m fighting tears as I nestle into the crook of Ky’s arm. He holds me, pressing kisses into my hair and my face, and gradually I get a grip of myself. I smooth the first page out straight, and my breath quivers as I start reading.

Darling Faye.

Writing this letter is possibly the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Not only because what I need to share with you is going to be hugely traumatic, but mainly because I don’t want to be telling you like this. I hope you never get to read this letter. I hope I am explaining all this in person and that you can find it in your heart to forgive me. To try and understand how difficult it was to do the right thing. To find the right time. To acknowledge that my parenting skills weren’t always up to scratch, but I never stopped trying—I wanted to be the best mum because you deserved no less.

You are the singular, most important thing in my life and the one person I love above everyone and everything else. Quite simply, you are the best thing that happened to me, and I am so proud to call you my daughter. I love you, honey.

Tears are flowing down my cheeks as I read.


I’ve isolated that paragraph and drawn a marker under it on purpose, because I want you to memorise it, to keep it close to your heart, to
 believe
 it as you read this letter.


You are my greatest accomplishment, and I don’t know what I did right to deserve you, but whatever it was I’m so grateful. Every day, I thank God for bringing you into this world. Every day I thank him for your compassion and your grace and your thoughtfulness and your zest for life. I know there have been challenging times, when you struggled to accept and embrace who you are, but my daughter is the strongest, bravest girl in the whole universe, and she overcame her demons, emerging truer and stronger than ever before. Like I said, I’m so proud of you. For tons of other reasons, too, but if I start down that path, this letter will become a novel and I fear you’d stop reading before I get to the important part.

You are loved. So profoundly. Never forget that.

I can’t see over the tears clouding my vision. Large watery drops mark the page where my tears fall. I bury my head in Ky’s chest, needing the feel and smell of him to ground me before I can resume reading. He holds me wordlessly, knowing exactly what I need without me having to say it.

I asked the solicitor to send this letter to you a few months after James’s guardianship started, because I wanted to give you some time to settle into your new home before hitting you with all this. By now, I wonder if James has told you the truth about our relationship and why I kept him hidden from you. When I first sat down to write this letter, I omitted any mention of it, focusing on the details of your birth that were relevant. But I was chickening out. You deserve to know the truth—the whole truth, no matter how ugly it is. So, I scrapped that letter and rewrote it from scratch.

So here goes. (Taking a deep breath.)

James and I had an incestuous relationship when we were teens. (Take a minute to let that sink in if you need to, honey.)

It was wrong. I know that now. I knew it at the time, but I couldn’t confront him about it because I started it. I set us on that path and that’s haunted me my whole life. I spent years thinking I hated him, but I didn’t. How could I hate the one person who had always been there for me? My brother gave up his ambitions to care for me. He became my parents, my brother, my best friend, my confidant, my lover, my shoulder to lean on, and I am the person I am today because of him. So, I can’t hate him for that. I never did although there were times where I wanted to.

But it wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t mine either. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It happened because we were thrust together due to circumstance, and we transformed to be what each other needed. It was a fleeting moment in time, one that would’ve passed. I strongly believe that now.

My biggest regret is running away from him without a word. I can’t even imagine what that must have done to James. He didn’t deserve that, but I was in a panic, and for the first time in my life, he couldn’t be there for me. It was time for me to grow up and face the reality of the situation I found myself in—a situation I had created.

I’ve thought of him often over the years. Missed him. Longed to play a part in his life again, but it wasn’t the appropriate time. I had hoped that when you turned eighteen, after I had explained all this, and when you’d had time to process it, that we could try to reconcile. To form some type of relationship from the ashes of our past. But if you are reading this letter, it means I left it too late to make amends, so, I’ve included another letter for James. He deserves some closure, and I hope my letter can do that for him. Please, tell him I’m sorry and that he was always in my heart and in my thoughts.

I look up at Ky and his sorrowful expression matches my own. He kisses my cheek, and I cup his face. My mum’s words have helped put things in perspective, and I truly hope that her letter offers James some peace.

I’m expecting by now that you’ve realized why I ran away (my Faye is super smart.) Yes—I was pregnant with you, and I didn’t know who the father was. I had only been sleeping with James a few weeks when I met Adam. Adam’s family were very well-to-do, and they had a holiday home in Wexford which they used during school holidays and most weekends during spring and summer. We met at a local disco, and it was love at first sight. Even now, after all these years, thoughts of him cause my heart rate to spike unnaturally. We fell hard for one another, and I spent every spare moment with him. James worked a lot of overtime at weekends, and he knew I went to the disco with my friends on Saturday nights, so he never knew. I wanted to tell him. Tried to tell him so many times, but I worried what it would do to him, so I said nothing.

I’ve made so many mistakes in my life, Faye, and I look back at how differently things could’ve been but I have no regrets. How can I when my life’s journey brought me you?

When I discovered I was pregnant, I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t tell any of my friends. None of them knew about James and me, and they would’ve automatically assumed the baby was Adam’s. I was tempted to tell Adam and hope that you were his. I knew he would look after me, but I couldn’t do that to him. I couldn’t trick him like that. He was sitting his Leaving Cert in a few months, and he had plans to study business in Trinity, and I couldn’t derail his life without proof the baby was his. But therein lay the problem. I had only turned seventeen, and I had no money of my own, and there was no way of organising a paternity test without James finding out. I didn’t even know if there was a way of proving it while I was still pregnant, and I was so scared. What if I went about the test and I had to admit my brother could potentially be the father? What if I had the test and it proved you were James’s baby? The authorities would’ve locked both of us up, and you would’ve been placed into foster care or even put up for adoption. I couldn’t contemplate such a scenario. So, I did the only thing I could think of.

I ran away.

I pawned all my mother’s jewellery and took whatever cash I could find, and I spent weeks travelling around Ireland, thumbing lifts and staying in hostels, always moving, never stopping in one place long enough for James to find me. Because I knew he was looking for me. That’s who my brother was.

After a couple of months, I was running out of money, and I was tired and sick all the time, so I settled in a small village in county Waterford, renting a room with an elderly woman who was all alone. Mary turned out to be my saving grace. It was Mary who introduced me to the local shopkeeper and convinced her to hire me. Gerry and Ann Donovan were getting on in years, and their only son was working away in Belfast. They needed help with the shop but couldn’t afford to hire anyone full-time, so the arrangement suited me perfectly. When Mary discovered I was pregnant, she brought me to a doctor in Waterford city and ensured I got the best medical care. She never once judged me which is remarkable because most people her age were not very open-minded at that time.

I met Gerry and Ann’s son when he came home for Christmas. Michael was besotted with me from the minute we met. He was seven years older, and I very clearly had a bun in the oven, but that didn’t stop your dad. (The fact he wasn’t your biological dad doesn’t change anything - he IS your father and always will be.) He went on a massive charm offensive, doing his best to woo me, but I insisted we stay as friends. My hormones were all over the place, and I was missing your uncle and pining for Adam, and it didn’t feel right to start anything with Michael while I still felt like that. He respected my wishes, and he told me he would wait until I was ready. He was content to be my friend until he could be more.

Michael was in the hospital when you were born, and the third person to see you after me and Mary. He fell in love with you instantly. I was only home from the hospital two days when he proposed. I turned him down flat, but your dad could be very insistent (some would call it stubborn) when he wanted to be (remember the time with the car?) and eventually he wore me down and I agreed.

I smile through my tears, recalling a happier time. “When I was fourteen, my parents took me with them when they were buying a new car. My mum fell in love with this canary yellow Mini Cooper but my dad insisted it was too small and too bright, and he wanted her to get this Toyota. It was roomier and a more sedate silver with less mileage.” A sharp ache twists like a knife in my gut.

“So, you went home with the Toyota?” Ky deduces.

I smile again. “No, we went home with the Mini Cooper, but five days later my mother returned it to the garage and came home with the Toyota. My father kept up a relentless campaign the whole five days, printing off all these reports from the internet showing comparisons between both cars and safety specs and details of resale value. She couldn’t take it anymore so she gave in.” I rest my head on his chest. “Most men would just give into their wives, and my dad did that a lot too. But our safety was of paramount importance to him. He’d virtually grown up on Mondello Race Track, and he’d seen his fair share of crashes. He was fixated on safety, and that’s why he didn’t give up. He knew the Toyota would be a better car for my mum.”

I sniffle. “Maybe if she’d kept the Mini Cooper, they wouldn’t have died as they did. Irony is a bitch.”

He holds me tight to him, and his quiet strength gives me the courage to continue. I pick up the letter and resume reading.

Now, listen up carefully because this part is very important. I may not have been in love with your dad when I married him, but I respected and admired him enormously, and I knew I was entrusting my future, and yours, to a good man. I told him the truth, about James and Adam, and he didn’t judge me. He was shocked, naturally, but it didn’t change how he felt about me, about you. I knew then that I was making the right call, that marrying him was the right thing to do. And I did fall in love with him, and he became everything I hadn’t even realised I craved. I hope you saw how much we loved one another and that you believe me when I tell you it was real and genuine. It was different to the love I felt for James, and different to the love I shared with Adam, but I love Michael so completely. I have never regretted the choice I made to marry him, and he has never let me down.

And he loves you so much, Faye. From the minute you were born, he adored you. Worshipped you as if you were his own flesh and blood. His illness means he can’t ever father children. That is the real reason why you don’t have brothers and sisters. I’m sorry for lying to you about this too, but I worried if I told you that you’d start questioning your existence before you were ready to deal with the truth. He supports my decision regarding your biological dad. He agrees that you have a right to know and a right to decide what you want to do with the knowledge.

Another splinter cracks my heart wide open. I’m not surprised my dad reacted like that—he always had the biggest heart.

James contacted me a few years after I got married, and after I got over my initial panic attack, I agreed to meet with him purely for one reason and one reason only: to find out if he was your dad. By that time, I was in the height of my guilt over what we’d done, and I could barely even glance at James. I look back now and hate myself for how I treated him, but I was so ashamed, and I took it out on him. He deserved better. He seemed happy, and I was grateful for that, and he appeared to truly love his wife and their children. I thought it was ironic that he ended up bringing up another man’s children. In a way, it made sense.

I took his cup with me and used the DNA and yours to get some tests done. The tests revealed that he wasn’t your father, and I’ve never felt so conflicted. I cried happy tears. I cried sad tears. My heart ached for Adam, for depriving him of you, but what could I do? I knew he was recently married as I’d seen it in a society magazine, and I didn’t feel like I had the right to thrust this knowledge upon him when he had moved on in his life.

Michael begged me to tell Adam, and that should’ve made it easier for me, but I was scared Adam might try and gain custody of you. He came from money, and we had very little, and I knew we would lose in any custody battle, so I chose not to tell him. I know now that it was the wrong call. He has missed out on so much of your life, and he can never get that back. You can never get that time back. I’m sorry, Faye. I’m sorry that I failed you, but please believe me when I say I always had your best interests at heart, even if they were misguided at times.

He doesn’t know, Faye. To this day, Adam doesn’t know he’s your dad. I never told him. I misled you on so many things, and I hate myself for it, but it was so hard deciding when to tell you, and how to tell you. There is never a right time to tell someone you love something like this. No matter how or when I tell you, you are going to be devastated. I wish I could save you the pain, but I can’t.

I had decided to tell you when you turned thirteen, but you were going through a horrific time after what happened with Daniel and Vera. I spoke to your psychologist, and she advised me to wait. She was concerned it would set back your recovery. Then we moved to Dublin, and you were settling into a new school, and you met Luke and you seemed happy. I didn’t want to undo all your progress. So, Dad and I decided we’d tell you when you were eighteen and let you choose whether you wanted to meet Adam or not. We are not passing the responsibility onto you out of selfishness, but I believe, at eighteen, you have the right to choose whether you want to get to know your biological father or not. I’ve made enough decisions on your behalf. This is the one thing I can let you steer. I’ve written a letter for Adam too. I’ve told him he has a daughter, because he has a right to know, and I can’t keep it from him any longer, but I’ve asked him to not contact you until you are ready to meet with him. I don’t know if he will respect my wishes. I don’t know the man he is today, but James will shelter you if necessary.

The solicitor has Adam’s full contact details, and he has been advised to provide same to you should you request them. I haven’t supplied them in this letter because I know you will need time to think all of this through.

Writing this letter has been physically draining but strangely cathartic too. There have been tears. Plenty of tears. I imagine you have shed some too. I wonder what you think of me now? I hope you don’t despise me, though I wouldn’t blame you if you did. But I know my baby girl, and I trust her to make the right decisions, to deal with this with strength and humility and to (hopefully) find a way to forgive me.

Everything I have done has been borne out of love for you.

If I die today, I can say I’ve had a good life. A great life. Because I had you and Michael in it. Because our little family was everything I would’ve asked God for if I had known to ask for it. I’m not proud of some of the things I’ve done, but I don’t regret a single thing. You have been the very best part of me and I love you with my whole heart.

I trust my brother with your life in a way I couldn’t trust anyone else. I have no doubt James will do right by you which is why I requested him as your guardian. You always longed for an extended family, and now you have one.

Be brave, baby girl. Continue to make me proud (I know you will) but most importantly, BE HAPPY. Love large. When you find the one—the man you can’t live without—tell him, show him, love him, every day of your life. Never take it for granted, no matter how many challenges are thrown your way. Don’t let anyone dictate the love you have in your life. Be brave to make the right choices for the man you love, and have a great life, Faye, because you deserve it.

No matter what you end up doing, know that I will be looking down from my perch in Heaven, beaming with pride, and so grateful for the years we did have together.

Now, dry your eyes, push your sadness away, and embrace all the wonderful things you have to look forward to.

Never forget how much I loved you. How much we loved you.

Yours, forever,

Mum.

XX





Chapter Thirty-Four
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I carefully tuck the letter away and place the envelope in the drawer of my locker. Snuggling back into Ky’s chest, I let every emotion I’m feeling run rampant inside me. He holds me securely, running his hand smoothly up and down my back. It’s hard to hold onto my anger now that I know the full story. “She must’ve been so scared,” I whisper into Ky’s chest. “I can’t imagine being pregnant and having to run away and fend for myself.”

“I can see where you get your strength from now,” he says. “Your mom was an awesome lady. I’m sad I never got to meet her.”

“Me too.”

More silence descends but it’s not uncomfortable.

“She loved your dad,” I say, looking up at Ky. “He protected her and cared for her, and she knew he would do the same for me.”

“Dad’s good at that.” His voice is ragged and laced with emotion.

“I have a dad out there somewhere.” I lift my head and twist around so I’m facing him with my hands on his broad chest.

“Do you want to meet him?”

“I don’t know. It’s a lot to take in.” I bite my lip. “What if he doesn’t want to meet me?”

“Then he’s a fool, and he’ll miss out on meeting the most amazing girl to walk the planet.”

“You’re clearly biased.”

He rubs his nose against mine. “I might be, but then so is Brad and my parents and all my brothers. You’re amazing, Faye.” He grips my chin. “Own it.”

I grin as I briefly join our mouths. “I will if you do.” He arches a brow. “You’re pretty damn amazing yourself.”

“Shite,” he says, borrowing one of my words. “We’ve already turned into one of those nausea-inducing couples. I’m gonna get hell for this when we go public.”

“Does that bother you?”

He smooths the lines in my forehead with his thumb. “Not a bit, and you’re worth it.” His wide smile lights me up on the inside.

I bite down on my lip as I recall my mother’s words. “Do I show you enough? Tell you enough? Love you enough?”

He goes stock-still, staring at me with shell-shocked eyes. Acknowledgment dawns, and even though I wouldn’t think it possible, his smile expands even more. “You do, babe.” He stares lovingly into my face, leaning forward to plant a cute little kiss on the tip of my nose. My heart is running a marathon in my chest as he holds me close to him. “You’re my one and only, Faye. Just thought I’d add that so there’s no confusion.”

“Really?”

“Really.”
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I’m knocking on James’s bedroom door before the sun has risen in the early morning sky. I can’t wait any longer to talk to him. He doesn’t object, opening his door and welcoming me with open arms. We spend hours talking about Mum. He reads my letter and I read his. Some of it is difficult to read, but it’s as Mum said—it’s strangely therapeutic.

Later, the triplets blow out the candles on their cake and open their presents before we head to a restaurant in Boston Harbor to celebrate their birthday. Talk at the table is jovial even when James and I explain in hushed tones about the letters—sans mention of the incest, of course. Alex looks out the window the entire time, and I figure any conversation about my mother is difficult for her now, knowing what she does about the true nature of her relationship with James.

Back at the house, I pull Kaden and Keven aside. It hadn’t occurred to me until we were discussing it earlier, how similar our situations are. They also discovered they had a different bio dad when they were eighteen. I’m keen to hear their perspective. “Do you regret it? Meeting your biological dad?”

They share apprehensive looks. “I do.” Keven speaks up first. “I wish we’d never tracked him down. I’d rather not have known that pathetic excuse of a man was my father.” A sour note crosses over his face.

“I don’t regret it,” Kaden says. “If we hadn’t met him I would’ve always wondered about him. It’s better to face the reality than live a lie or live with some imaginary vision of a perfect dad. I was furious with Mom and Dad for keeping his existence a secret, and I’ve only recently forgiven them for that, even though I understood why they kept it from me after I met the man. I know why you’re asking, and if you want my advice, I’d go meet your dad. Nothing good comes from hiding behind the truth.”

“I completely disagree,” Keven says. “I wish I’d kept that imaginary dad in my head instead of meeting that washed-up alco who still thinks he’s a worshiped Motocross Champ.”

Deep lines crease my brow as a flurry of butterflies swarms my gut. “Wait? He’s a Motocross Champion?”

“Not anymore, but he was quite famous in his day.”

All the color leaches from my skin as a thought explodes in my mind.

Kaden squeezes my hand, misinterpreting my expression. “I know you’ve a big decision to make, and we probably haven’t helped but it doesn’t matter anyway because you’re the only one who can make this choice. You and you alone have to make the decision.”

“Don’t rush into it,” Keven proposes. “Take your time to think it through, and you know where we are if you need to discuss it further.”

“Thanks a mill,” I say, getting up in a bit of a daze, his words not properly registering. An ice-cold grip has seized my heart. “I’m gonna head to my room. I’ve a lot to think about.” My brain is computing all the facts, and I need to find out if my suspicion is correct.

I almost collide with Alex as I leave the living room and enter the lobby. She’s tucked in behind the doorframe, just out of sight. Her eyes dart wide when she spots me, but she hurriedly composes herself. “Everything okay, sweetheart?”

“Grand,” I lie, forcing a smile. “I’ve a lot on my mind, and I need some time alone to process things.”

“Of course. Let us know if you need anything.” She breezes past me up the stairs to her room, and I continue down the corridor toward my bedroom, grateful now that Brad and Ky have headed out on their bikes. What I need to do next requires me to be completely undisturbed.

What did people do for research before Google I wonder as I trawl through numerous articles and skim images on my phone. In less than an hour, I know pretty much all I need to know. It’s been niggling at my subconscious since that conversation I had with James in his study, and now I think I know why. This is one occasion where I’m fervently hoping I’m wrong, but I have a strong suspicion I’m right.

Clutching my phone to my chest, I slip out of my room in my socks and tiptoe quietly to the mezzanine level. Lights and the low hum of the TV tell me that Alex hasn’t retired to bed yet but her door is closed so I should be able to sneak into James’s office without anyone noticing.

I close the door quietly behind me and switch the small desktop lamp on while my eyes scan the room for what I need. A line of leather-bound family albums are stacked in a row on the upper bookshelf, and I make a beeline for them. My eyes skim across the albums until I find the burgundy-colored one James showed me previously. I take it over to one of the velvet-covered chairs, pulling my feet up underneath me. I flip through the pages until I come to the set of baby pictures I need. I compare them, noting the subtle differences that no one would question until they need to. My suspicion is confirmed, and I abhor it.

Resting my head back, I shutter my eyes as agonizing pain shreds my heart into itty-bitty pieces. I want to be wrong about this but I genuinely don’t think I am.

I need to confront Alex.

Demand she admit the truth because secrets and lies are destroying this family from the inside out, and the only way they’ll be able to pick up the pieces is with a fresh start. That can’t happen until all the dirty laundry has been aired. The slate can’t be wiped clean until everything is out in the open.

This responsibility shouldn’t fall on my shoulders, but Alex has had years to face up to this. Hell, she had the perfect opportunity to do this a few weeks ago, and the fact she didn’t volunteer the information then tells me she’s not going to willingly do so. It’s clear my uncle doesn’t know about this either, and I can only imagine what this revelation is going to do to him too. I get up, fierce determination etched across my face. I’ll force her to face up to it because this secret can’t stay hidden.

Above everything, Ky deserves to know the truth.

And I love him enough to be the one to force it out into the open.

No more bloody lies.

Clasping the album to my chest, I storm out of the study and burst into Alex’s bedroom. The door swings open and Alex jumps on the chaise longue, turning startled eyes on me as wine sloshes out of her glass onto her blouse. She’s drinking again. That’s not a good sign. “Faye,” she pants, slapping a hand over her chest. “You frightened me.”

I slam the photo album down on the coffee table with a loud thud. “I know.”

She frowns, staring at the album with a look of confusion on her face.

Hell. How many more secrets is she keeping that this one isn’t immediately obvious?


“I don’t understand.” She starts flipping through the pages as I pace back and forth in front of her, willing myself to calm down. Any sympathy I might’ve had for her is rapidly diminishing. Her face drops and her eyes stretch wide. I can almost see the little wheels turning in her head.

She stands up, gripping me by the shoulders. “Whatever you think it is, I can explain.”

I stare into her piercing green eyes. “Don’t even think about bullshitting me. I know I’m right. I can’t believe no one else has figured this out! Especially Kaden and Keven!”

Her face turns a sickly shade of pale as she races to the bathroom and throws up. I flop down on the chaise longue, holding my head in my hands. I can’t believe this. It’s going to devastate him.

“Please don’t say anything,” she begs returning to the room with a small hand towel pressed to her mouth. She pushes the door closed with her bare foot but it doesn’t close all the way.

“I’m sorry, Alex, but I can’t agree to that. James doesn’t know either, does he?”

She slouches against the wall as her entire frame shakes. “No, and it’ll kill him. You can’t tell him! You heard what Kaden and Keven said earlier. No good will come from this.”

“James has a right to know Ky isn’t his biological son! And Ky deserves to know the truth about his father!”

“James loves Ky like he’s his own. What harm is there in letting that be? Your own situation is clouding your judgment.” Alex stumbles back, dropping inelegantly onto the chaise longue beside me. Her panicked eyes latch onto mine as I sink to my knees in front of her, a dead weight pressing down on my chest.

“How could you do this to them?” I whisper. “How could you live this lie for so long?” I clamp a hand across my mouth as the magnitude of my discovery hits home.

Silence engulfs the room as we stare at one another. Slowly, tears roll down her face, dripping onto her chin. She opens and closes her mouth. “I didn’t mean to deceive him,” she admits, after a bit. “I swear.”

“Did you know all along?” I ask. “Did you trick my uncle into marrying you?”

She shakes her head. “No! My feelings for James were real. And I didn’t know, not at first, I swear it.”

Maybe I’m gullible, but I believe her.

“I got pregnant the first time I slept with James, or so I thought. We were only back in the States a couple of weeks when I did the test. I was so scared. I thought he’d run out on me, so I didn’t tell him straightaway. To be honest, I was in denial. I hadn’t gone to the doctor. I kept hoping the test was mistaken, and I was still getting my periods, so I managed to convince myself that it was wrong. But, after a few weeks, my stomach was noticeably larger, and I eventually plucked up the courage to tell James.” Tears pump out of her eyes, and her speech comes out in choked, sporadic clumps. “He was so happy. I couldn’t believe it, but the genuine joy on his face told me he was sincere. I went to the doctors while he stayed at home to mind the boys.”

She breaks down, resting her head on her hands as she cries. Huge wracking sobs rip forth from her chest. I can’t get past the horrified lump in my throat. My thoughts are consumed with Ky—this is going to destroy him. I know, because I’ve been in his shoes. After a couple minutes, she straightens up, sniffling. I grab a few tissues from a box on the table and hand them to her. “I gave the doctor my dates but he said something didn’t add up, that the pregnancy was more advanced than I thought. When he calculated the new dates, everything inside me turned to ice.” She sways, shaking and crying, as she relives the moment. “Kaden and Keven’s biological father had returned a few weeks before I traveled to Ireland, and I’d stupidly let him into my bed, believing him when he said he’d turned over a new leaf, that he wanted me, wanted us. I woke up the next morning to find him gone along with my cash and credit cards and any remnants of my self-esteem.”

She cries again, and I fight the urge to console her.

“After I left the doctors, I went to the park and I sat there for hours, cursing God and my own naïveté. I knew my ex wouldn’t give a damn about my pregnancy, and there was James, ecstatically happy, waiting at home for me, already loving my two sons as if they were his own and so blissfully happy at the thought of being a father. I cried for hours over the unfairness of it all. I begged God for it somehow to all be a mistake.” She sniffs, gripping my hands firmly. “The next day I went to a gynecologist for a second opinion, praying the whole time for a miracle, but he confirmed the doctor’s findings, and I knew what I needed to do. I went home that evening to confess it all to James. I hoped he wouldn’t leave me because of it, but I knew I had to tell him the truth. That it wasn’t fair otherwise.” Her lip wobbles as she stares at me through red-rimmed glossy eyes.

“What happened?”

“Before I had a chance to confess, James got down on one knee and proposed to me.” The sobs start up in earnest again. “He had even bought replica rings for Kaden and Keven to give to me. As I stood there, looking at the three men in my life, all on one knee, asking me to marry them, I knew what I should do. That I should reveal the truth as I’d intended, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t destroy the family I’d created with James. He was the best thing to happen to me and my boys and I felt it was selfish to take that from them. They needed a father, and James had willingly stepped into that role, and he was such a natural. As I watched him with them, I thought who cares that he isn’t their biological father? He was their father in every way that mattered. I knew he would be a better father to Kyler than my asshole ex, so I said nothing. I pushed the truth away. I let James believe he was Ky’s father because he was, because he is, in all the ways that mean anything important. I have never regretted my decision to marry James. Even with everything that has transpired between us recently, I will never forget what he did for this family. He loves those boys so much, and they couldn’t have had a better father. I won’t ever regret bringing him into their lives, but I do regret not telling him the truth. And I’ve had to live with that guilt my entire marriage. It has been on the tip of my tongue so many times, but I was always so scared to admit the truth because I knew what it’d mean. I was selfish and a coward and there’s nothing you can say to me about my actions that I haven’t already thought.”

“You should’ve come clean when it came out about Kaden and Keven.”

“I know, but I couldn’t do it. This family is hurting enough already. Ky is hurting enough already. I love him so much and I didn’t want to do this to him.”

“He deserves to know the truth! And it’s because I love him so much that I want him to know the truth. I’m insisting you tell him, Alex, both of them, and if you won’t, I will.”





Chapter Thirty-Five
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The door swings open and I gasp as James steps into the room, a look of sheer horror etched on his face. “Oh my God, no!” Alex wails, scrambling to her feet and ambling toward him. “Did you hear?”

His jaw tenses, a muscle popping in and out as he holds her at arm’s length. His lip quivers. “He isn’t mine?” His façade crumples, and he sinks to his knees. I’m rooted to the spot, watching in horrid fascination. “I need you to say it to my face.” Alex drops down in front of him. “I need you to look me straight in the eye and tell me that boy I love with all my heart isn’t mine. Is it true, Alex, is it?” His anguished pleas are ripping my insides to shreds. “Kyler isn’t my biological son? Your womanizing asshole ex got you knocked up and you passed the child off as mine? Tell me, Alex.” He grips her wrist, shouting now. “Tell me you’ve lied to me about this for years!” She tears up again, and I wrap my arms around my waist to ward of the bout of shivers attacking me. “Tell me!” James’s voice cracks.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpers. “I’m so sorry. I thought it was for the best.”

“I’m so dense.” James slams his palm against his forehead. “I knew he was too big to be premature.” His look turns to ice. “How much did you pay the doctor and midwife to lie?”

She hangs her head. “Whatever it took.”

“I should’ve known.” James grabs fistfuls of his hair. “Kyler is such a natural at motocross. I never even stopped to think about that fact.” My stomach curdles at the stone-cold look that crosses his face. “You can’t tell me that Kaden and Keven didn’t ask you these questions? Not when they found out who their dad was?”

Her lip wobbles as she pulls herself back up onto the chaise longue. “They only asked me a few weeks ago, after we told the rest of the boys. I didn’t realize they had met him.”

“What did they ask you, Alex?” James pushes to his feet, extending his hand toward me. He pulls me into his side, and I willingly oblige.

“They asked me if he was Kyler’s dad too.” She wets her lips nervously. “They put me on the spot, and I panicked. I lied. I told them he was yours because I don’t want Kyler mixed up with that man! I already see enough of the same darkness in my son.”

James clings to me and his body shakes. I don’t know if it’s fear or rage or grief or a different emotion altogether. Maybe it’s a mix of everything.

Alex starts crying again, but James just stares straight ahead. He clutches me tight, and my heart is breaking for him. “Are any of the others his children?” he asks after a while in a low voice. “Are my other sons mine?”

“They are yours. I swear it.”

He goes quiet for a few minutes. “I’m having trouble believing anything that comes out of your mouth, so I’ll be organizing paternity tests to make sure.”

“If you do that, they’ll all want to know why!” Alex’s tone is borderline hysterical.

James lets go of me, crouching down in front of Alex. “If you think I’m staying quiet about this, you can think again. Kyler needs to know first, and then we’ll tell Kaden and Keven and the rest of the boys after.”

Tears cascade down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, James. I’m so sorry. I thought it was for the best.”

“Out of everything that’s happened these last few months, this is the worst lie. You know how much I love that boy! When I was in his room, by his cot, singing him to sleep every night when he was a baby, did you feel any guilt? Any remorse? Did you ever consider telling me?”

She swipes her fingers under her eyes. “Guilt and remorse? Yes. I felt those emotions. Did I ever consider telling you?” I spot the resolve returning as her face hardens. “No. I never considered telling you back then. If anything, it strengthened my belief that I’d done the right thing. All I could think about was how Kaden and Keven had missed out on those moments because my ex hadn’t been around when they were babies. And I was so glad that you were there for Kyler. You were everything I wanted for my sons. I couldn’t have dreamed a more perfect father. You may not have been the perfect husband, but you were the perfect father. I will never take that from you, James.”

“I can’t forgive you for this, Alex. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive you.”

“Please, honey. Don’t say what you’re going to say. Not when you’re this emotional.”

James stands up. He cricks his neck from side to side and closes his eyes. Alex stares forlornly at me, and though she’s the orchestrator of this mess, I have sympathy for her. I’ve never doubted her love for her children, and I believe her when she says she thought she was doing the right thing. It doesn’t excuse it, like what my mother did doesn’t excuse her behavior, but I have a greater understanding of it.

James opens his eyes and walks toward me. “Would you mind giving Alex and me a few moments alone?” His voice is eerily calm.

My mouth is coated in a layer of bile as I speak. “No problem.”

“And would you mind fetching Kyler and bringing him here in about fifteen minutes. Please don’t say anything to him yet. He needs to hear this from Alex and me.”

“Of course. I’ll go see if he’s back.”

My stomach twists and turns as I step out of the room and fly down the stairs. I pull out my phone and tap out a quick message. “You home yet?”
 Without waiting for a reply, I head to the garage but neither Brad’s nor Ky’s bikes are there. Returning to the house, I keep checking my phone, but there’s no message waiting. I head to my bedroom and flop down on the bed. I’m sick at the thoughts of what is lying in wait for Ky. As if he hasn’t been through enough already. I’m beginning to believe there’s some truth to this notion of a Kennedy curse. Happiness seems to evade this family, and they appear destined to career from one tragedy to another. He’s only just extricated himself from the Addison mess, and we’re finally on the same page—and now this. While Ky doesn’t have the best relationship with James, he has always known he can rely on him. This is going to destroy him.

It isn’t fair.

I check my phone again. Still nothing. I send another message, and this time I copy Brad.


“Where r u?”
 Brad messages me back straightaway.

“In my room. Where r u?”

There’s no immediate reply, and I groan, tossing my phone onto the bed. I peek at the clock. James and Alex will be expecting Ky any second now. I hop up and stride across the room, opening the door with a flourish. I shriek as I, unexpectedly, come face to face with Brad. “Jeez. You startled me!”

“We need to talk.”

The solemn expression on his face drains the blood from my face. I look out in the corridor, but it’s empty. “Where’s Ky?”

Brad takes my elbow and pulls me back into the room, shutting the door with the heel of his boots. “Don’t freak out.”

“You can’t expect me not to freak out when you say something like that! Where is he, Brad? What’s going on?”

“Here.” He thrusts a folded-up piece of paper in my hand. “He left this for you.”

“No!” I clamp a hand over my mouth as it dawns on me. “When did you get back to the house?”

“Right around the time James confronted Alex at the top of his voice. We heard everything. Ky heard everything.”

Panic and fear almost throttle me. “No, Brad! No! He can’t have found out like that. Where is he?” I grip his shoulders firmly. “I need to be with him! You shouldn’t have let him leave.” I start pacing the floor, and my heart is pounding in my chest. “Shite!” I slam my palm into my forehead. “We have to go after him! He could get killed on that bike!”

“Faye.” Brad walks toward me. “Faye. Stop! Calm down. Read the letter.”

I’m scared to read it. Terrified of what it might say. “You know what it says?”

He shakes his head. “He told me to only give it to you. I wouldn’t invade your privacy like that.”

With trembling fingers, I open the page and read.

Faye,

I overheard it all, and I can’t believe she lied to me. I can’t deal with this, and I can’t face either of them so I need to leave. This isn’t about you. I LOVE YOU. Nothing about that will ever change, but I need to do this by myself. For myself. Don’t come looking for me. I don’t want to drag you into this because you are too good to get mixed up in my crap. I need time and space to wrap my head around it, to sort myself out, so I’m properly worthy of you. I will come back for you—I just don’t know when.


Don’t worry—I’ll be fine. This is something I have to do for me. Stay strong.
 Dad
 James will need you.


Love you, baby.

Ky.

The page floats to the floor, and I stand rooted to the spot as if my feet were cemented to the ground.

I didn’t think my heart could hurt any more, but I was wrong. My heart is rupturing in my chest. Splitting wide open like someone has cleaved it in two.

He’s gone.

I’ve lost the love of my life.

I don’t know when he’s coming back.


If
 he’s coming back.

If I’ll ever see him again.

I don’t know where he is going, or if he’s okay.

He can’t be. Everything he thought he knew about himself has been flipped on its head.

I know all about that. I wish he’d stayed to talk to me, although I understand the urge to flee. Sometimes it’s far too tempting to run from the problems, even if you think you’re running toward the solution.

He needs me. He just doesn’t realize it yet.

With fire in my eyes, I push past a clearly worried Brad, storming out of the room. I know exactly what I need to do and who I need to help me.

He’s gone, and he’s asked me not to come after him, but he clearly isn’t thinking straight if he believes that’ll stop me.

Losing Kyler is not an option I’m prepared to accept.

No matter what it takes, I’m going to find him, and I’m not giving up until I do.

[image: ]






Keeping Kyler

Nothing or no one will keep them apart…

Kyler Kennedy is in the wind.

Shocked and upset, he has taken off on a solo mission—to track down his mom’s ex and demand answers.

Faye understands what it’s like to have your world turned upside down. Determined to support her boyfriend, she gives chase, yet nothing could prepare her for the ugly truth. Ky has always been plagued with inner demons, and as he falls apart, Faye finally discovers what he’s been hiding from her—from everyone.

When serious accusations arise, Kyler’s future hangs in the balance. But Kennedys stick together in times of crisis, and they rally around him now.

At least there is nothing to prevent Faye and Ky from being together. They go public with their relationship, but not everyone is thrilled for them. Bitter enemies reappear, and fresh battle lines are drawn, but Faye is ready to fight back.

No one is taking her new family from her.

Especially not a manipulative ex.

With time running out for Kyler, Faye takes matters into her own hands.

But when you play with fire, you risk getting burned.





Chapter One
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Faye

James and Alex are screaming at one another as I ascend the stairs toward her bedroom with a heavy heart. What I’m here to tell them is only going to heighten emotions further. The door is ajar, and I push it the rest of the way open. I know things have sunk to a new low when they don’t even attempt to stop arguing for my sake.

“Stop!” I yell, projecting myself in between them. James is glaring at his wife with unrestrained hatred.

I understand it.

I would be furious, too, if my spouse had lied to me for years and I’d only just discovered the son I love with all my heart is not my biological child. Alex’s tear-stained face showcases her distress, but she’s not blameless.

She knew what she was doing when she deliberately lied to her husband.

I can empathize, to a point. She predicted James would make a far better father for Kyler, and she lied to give her child the best possible start in life. She was thinking selflessly on the one hand but so selfishly on the other.

She didn’t properly consider James in all this.

How devastating it would be for him to discover she’d deceived him for years. Now, he’s questioning everything, and I don’t think their marriage can survive this.

“Ky overheard you. He knows,” I admit bluntly, because there’s no way to sugarcoat something like this. “And he’s gone. He left me this.” I thrust the crumpled note at Alex.

With trembling hands, she smooths it out and starts reading. She whimpers, and more tears leak out of her eyes. “Oh, no!”

“Let me see that.” James snatches the letter from her hands, frowning as he reads. A muscle pops in and out of his jaw. “Do you see what you’ve done?!” He crushes the letter in his fist, shaking it at his wife. “You have driven him away. You
 did this.” A ferocious glint shines in his eyes. “If he feels anything like I do, then he’s in the worst pain imaginable. I hope you’re ashamed of yourself, Alexandra. You certainly should be.” His chest rises and a strangled sound travels up his throat. “I will never forgive you for this, and there is no coming back from it. We. Are. Done.”

She nods in sad resignation. “I understand, but that’s not important right now. Finding our son is.”

James massages his temples before turning grief-stricken eyes on me. “Do you have any ideas where he might go?”

I’ve spoken to Kal about this already. The latest sordid family secret has knocked him for six, and he was in a bit of a daze when we talked, but he agrees with me. While I know Ky likes going to the lake to think, he won’t go there now. It’s too obvious. He wants to be left alone, and I doubt if he even knows where he’s headed. “I honestly don’t know. But, at some point, he’s going to want to talk to his older brothers about his, um, bio dad, so I’d start by contacting Kaden and Keven.”

I pull my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and check it for the umpteenth time. Ky still hasn’t responded to the multitude of messages I’ve sent. Sighing, I put my phone away again. I know he’s hurting, but I can’t believe he left without talking to me.

I thought we’d moved beyond that.

And if anyone understands what he’s going through, it’s me. I’ve only just discovered that I have a different dad, too.

Ky held me in his arms while I read my mum’s letter. Comforted me as I struggled to come to terms with every disturbing revelation, but he hasn’t afforded me the same opportunity, and one part of me is seething that he’s shutting me out like this. Throwing the “I’m not worthy” card at me.

As if.

I hate the thought of him dealing with all this by himself which is why I’m determined to find him. To support him as he’s supported me. James is lifting the phone to his ear when I start backtracking. “I’m going to see if Brad has any suggestions.” I walk toward the door.

James bobs his head, while Alex sits on the chaise longue with her head in her hands. “Let me know what he says.”

I run down the stairs and all the way to Kal’s room. I don’t bother announcing my presence before I barge inside.

“Whatever happened to your insistence on knocking?” Kal says, glancing over his shoulder at me as he stuffs some garments into a large, black duffel bag. “Could’ve been naked in here.”

“I’m sure I’d have survived the assault on my eyes.” I flick my gaze to Brad, lounging against the wall in the corner. “You ready?”

“Yeah.” He tightens his grip on the bag slung over his left shoulder. “I still think this is pointless, though.”

“Well, stay behind then,” I snap, retrieving my bag from the side of Kal’s bed where I stashed it a few minutes ago. “No one is forcing you to come look with us.”

“I want to help, but driving around the streets in the dark looking for him is a lot like searching for a needle in a haystack.”

I dump my bag on the ground at my feet. Planting my hands on my hips, I glare at him. “If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears. And let’s not forget who let him leave.” That’s a low blow and I know it, but I’m too wound up and worried to care.

Brad stalks toward me, anger reflected in his eyes. “And how the fuck was I supposed to stop him?” His boot nudges the tip of my shoe.

“You could’ve come and told us straightaway. Given us a chance to stop him!”

“Why, Faye? Why would you try and stop him when you know as well as I do what this type of revelation is doing to him?”

“And that’s exactly why he shouldn’t be alone right now!” I yell.

Brad shakes his head. “This is what he does, Faye. He retreats into his shell and hides away to lick his wounds. This is no different. You’ve got to let him fix this shit on his own.”

“No.” My voice booms around the room. “He’s been left to deal with too much on his own in the past. It’s up to the people who love him to show him there’s a different way. I love him
, and I’m going to be there for him. I’m going to put my arms around him and hold him while he’s processing everything, and when he’s ready to talk I’ll be right beside him prepared to listen.”

Kal rests his chin on my shoulder. “And that is why you are so perfect for him.”

Brad’s face has fallen, and he looks away. “Fine,” he says a couple of seconds later in a quiet voice. “Let’s split up and see if we can locate him. He hasn’t had too much of a head start.”

“Did you speak to Keven?” I twist around to face Kal. My eldest cousins had only left a couple of hours ago to return to Harvard.

“Yes, but it won’t help. It looks like Ky’s ditched his cell.”

“Aw, dammit!” I was hoping Keven could use the tracking device on his phone to pinpoint his exact location. The only other option we have right now is to drive around in the hope that we might find him somewhere. He can’t have gone too far this time of night, and my best guess is that he’s found a hotel to crash in. “Did he contact him or Kaden?”

“Nope.” Kal effortlessly lifts my bag as well as his own. “But Keven said he’d call us the second he does.”

“Okay. Let’s do this.” I stride toward the door with the boys trailing behind me. We tiptoe along the corridor, trying to minimize noise so we can sneak past the mezzanine stairs to the kitchen and out to the garage. I doubt Alex and James would approve of our plan, and I don’t intend to let anyone stand in our way. The longer Ky is out there alone, the less likely we are to find him. Time is of the essence.

We are just creeping across the lobby when James’s deep voice bellows out. “And where do you think you’re going?”

I bite out a curse as I slowly turn around, prepared to put up the mother of all fights. “We’re going out to look for him, and don’t try to stop us because there’s nothing you can say that’ll keep us here.”

“I know where he is.”

My mouth is already open in protest before his words register in my brain. “Wait. What? What do you know? Tell me.” I race up the stairs, meeting him on the small landing outside his study.

James looks at Kalvin and then back at me. His mouth pulls into a grim line. “You told him?”

“I had to. I needed his help.” I look my uncle square in the eye, refusing to apologize for something I don’t regret.

“I specifically asked you not to tell anyone. I’m not happy about this, Faye.”

“Dad,” Kal pipes up from the foot of the stairs. His tone is uncharacteristically soft. “You can’t expect to keep something like this quiet. We have a right to know—this impacts everyone.”

James exhales, and raw emotion is etched across his face. He’s hurting too badly to even attempt to disguise it. “I know that, son, but I was hoping to speak to Kyler first.”

Kal comes up the stairs, stopping alongside me. His hand moves to my lower back. “He’ll be okay, Dad. He’s strong, and he’s not stupid. It’s obviously a massive shock. He’ll come back.”

James gulps, and his tormented expression doesn’t waver. “I’ve just spoken with Kaden. He’s in Harvard with them.”

My eyes narrow suspiciously as I turn around and eyeball Kal. One of my cousins is lying but I’m not sure which one. Kal’s eyes dart wide in genuine surprise, and I have my answer. “I’m going over there.” I have only taken one step when James tugs on my elbow.

“Not tonight, sweetheart.”

“I need to see him.”

He kisses the top of my head. “It’s late. You can see him in the morning. I think he needs to talk to his brothers.”

I know I’m being irrational, that it’s completely natural for Ky to want to speak to Kaden and Keven, but I can’t help feeling dejected because he hasn’t sought to confide in me. Is that why Keven lied to Kal just now? Because Ky asked him to?
 “Okay,” I answer meekly, shucking out of his hold. “I’m going to head to bed.”

I take my bag from Kal and walk toward my bedroom. “Are you okay?” Brad asks, as my fingers curl around the door handle.

“I’m fine.” I give him my best effort of a smile. “Just worried.”

He scrubs a hand over his jaw. “I know. Me, too. Try to get some sleep and I’ll drive you over there first thing.”

“Thanks.” I open the door to my room and throw my bag on the floor. “Goodnight, Brad.” Looking over his shoulder, I pin Kal with a knowing look. He waits for Brad to enter his own room before stepping into mine. I quietly close the door. “This is totally fishy.”

“Agreed.” He deposits his duffel on the floor by his sneakers. “Either Keven lied to me or Kaden lied to Dad.”

“My money’s on it being both of them.” It’s the only scenario that makes sense. Ky doesn’t want his parents knowing where he is so why would Kaden say he was there if he really was
 there? But if I know Ky at all, he would’ve called his brothers, which means that Keven lied to us too.

“Mine too. They’d never take our parents side over Ky’s. Especially not now. I still can’t believe it.” He shakes his head. “And I can’t help wondering …”

He doesn’t need to continue that sentence for me to understand. “If it helps, I fully believe James is your dad. There are subtle differences in your looks and it’s one of the ways in which I figured this out. You and the triplets have lighter hair and darker eyes and I believe your mum when she told me about Ky.”

“It’s difficult to take her at her word when she’s told so many lies.”

“I get that. James said he was going to organize tests for all of you so you’ll know conclusively.” I step toward him, patting his arm. “But I wouldn’t lose sleep over it. I’m pretty confident he’s your dad.”

“Easier said than done.” He locks his hands behind his head. “What’re we going to do about Ky?”

I straighten my spine. “We’re not waiting until morning. If we go to Harvard and confront Kaden and Keven now
, we’ll know if they’re lying. And, if they are
, we can make them tell us why.”

“Are we bringing Brad?”

“Nope. I think he made his feelings perfectly clear. Let’s do this on our own.” Grabbing my bag—we may be heading out on a road trip after all—I move toward my window. “Let’s sneak out this way.”

“A woman after my own heart.” Kal swaggers toward the window with a smirk.

Rolling my eyes, I toss my bag out first. Once we are both outside, we creep along the side of the house, ducking down under the bedrooms to avoid detection, and enter the garage from the front of the property. Kal stows our bags in the boot, and I slip in the passenger seat while he gets behind the wheel. His fingers caress the steering wheel as he quietly starts the engine up. “It feels so good to be able to come and go as I please,” he murmurs, more to himself than me. “I was going insane cooped up inside.”

Kal had been on house arrest in the run up to his trial, and I know the lack of freedom killed him. “I’ll bet. I’m just glad it’s all behind you now.”

He eases the SUV slowly and quietly out of the garage. “Yeah, but I still miss her. Has she been in contact with you?”

“No.” Although we had promised to keep in touch, I haven’t heard a word from Lana since our conversation outside the courtroom.

“I can’t believe I’m never going to see her again. It feels like I’ve lost a part of myself.”

I twist around in my seat. “That’s understandable. She’s been a part of your life since you were a kid.” I stare out the window, angling my head so I can study the smattering of twinkling stars in the nighttime sky. “If she’s your other half, your paths will cross again.”

He takes his eyes off the road for a split second. We’ve just reached the end of the driveway. “You believe in all that superstitious nonsense?”

“I believe in true love. The kind of soul-deep love that can only be experienced when two people meet who are destined to be together.” A small frown creases my brow. “Or I used to. Now I’m not so sure what I believe in.”

The gates slowly part. “Because of my brother?” Kal inquires, edging the car forward.

I shake my head. “Because of my mum and dad.” Based on what I read in my mum’s letter, my bio dad was her one true love. But then she met my dad, the one who raised me, the only dad I’ve ever known, and they shared a different kind of love. A love built from friendship, on the foundation of honesty, and they were a real partnership. They adored each other, and me, so now I’m thinking my dad-dad
, was her one true love. Not Adam. Not the guy she created me with. Which debunks every theory I’ve ever had about love.

Kal glides the car out of the drive, turning left, and I gawp at the man staring back at me through the lowered window of the silver car parked outside our house. “Stop!” I beseech Kal. “Pull over a sec.”

I have the door open before Kal has even brought the car to a complete stop. I fly across the road, slamming to a halt in front of his car. His startled expression no doubt matches my own. I’ve asked my uncle about him on several occasions, but he always gives me the brush-off. And now Mark’s here. Right on my doorstep. “Are you okay?” I ask as my eyes roam over him. I detect no injuries of any kind. No permanent markers from his fight with David.

“I’m fine, Faye.” His voice wobbles a little. “And I think that’s my line. Are you
 okay?”

I nod. “I’m good. All healed.” On the outside at least. “Thanks to you.”

“Thank God.” He smiles up at me, a relieved, warm, genuine smile that touches his eyes.

Kal places his hand on my lower back the second he reaches my side. My gaze bounces from him to Mark. “Mark, this is my cousin Kalvin. Kal, this is the man who saved me the night of the attack.”

“What are you doing here?” he asks in a clipped, suspicious tone of voice.

“Kal!” I hiss, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “You’re being rude.”

His eyes blink excessively as he stares at me in bewilderment. “He’s parked outside our house like a creeper and I’m
 being rude?”

Okay, he’s got a point, but still. “He. Saved. Me.”

“And I’m very grateful to you for that,” Kal says, focusing his attention on Mark who has since climbed out of his car. “But it doesn’t explain what you’re doing outside our house in the pitch dark.”

“Nor why you two are going somewhere in the dead of night,” Mark throws back.

Kal and I trade glances. “Don’t try to deflect,” Kal replies. “Answer me or I’m calling my dad.” He takes his phone out, his finger hovering over the keypad.

Mark rubs the side of his face, looking conflicted.

“Mark?” My eyes pin him in place, asking an unspoken question.

His eyes shutter momentarily. He takes a step toward me, but Kal holds up a hand to halt him. “Stay right there, buddy.”

“I didn’t want to do it like this. I wasn’t expecting you to come out and see me. I …” He trails off, looking away.

“He’s a freak,” Kal mouths at me, and I scowl, shaking my head, denying it. No one who wades in to help a stranger fight off an attacker is a freak.

A freaking saint more like.

Mark lifts his head up, and I’m shocked to see the gleam of unshed tears in his eyes. There is something so familiar about the look that it raises all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck. I lean in, studying his face, examining his wide blue eyes as if I’m properly seeing them for the first time. He runs a shaky hand through his thick, dark hair, and all the puzzle pieces slot into place. A manic fluttery feeling starts building in my chest, and I sway on my feet a little.

“My name isn’t Mark,” he admits, not taking his eyes off my face. “It’s—”

“Adam!” I blurt out, mentally kicking myself for not figuring it out sooner.

His eyes fill with tears, and I grab a handful of Kal’s shirt, clinging to him for dear life.

“Yes,” he says, nodding as he takes a step closer. “I’m Adam. I’m your father.”





Chapter Two
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Faye

Blood thrums through my veins as I stare at Mark—Adam.

My dad.

My chest inflates and deflates in perfect sequence, and I can scarcely breathe over the messy lump of emotion in my throat. I can’t find any words, and even if I could, I doubt I could articulate them. I can only stare, dumbfounded, at the man I thought was snooping around because he was a reporter. But he was asking for me, taking my picture, because he is my father. Kal is tugging on my arm, whispering frantically in my ear, but the words don’t penetrate. I think I’ve gone into shock or something.

Adam’s face softens as he closes the small gap between us. “Faye.” His voice is full of concern. “Are you okay? Do you need to sit down?”

“I …” I don’t know what to say. What to think.

“I didn’t want to just spring this on you. I’ll go if you think it’s best.”

“No!” The word flies out of my mouth with urgency as the gate opens behind us. A wide beam of luminous light throws us into focus, and we squint as one. A car door opens and closes with a heavy thud. Then James appears in front of us, advancing in long strides with a look of thunder on his face.

“Fuckitty fuck,” Kal murmurs.

“What the hell is going on here?” James roars, glaring at Adam. “You two”—he jabs his finger at Kal and me—“get in the house now. I’ll deal with this.”

“No.” I cross my arms over my chest. “I want to speak to my …” I peek up at Adam, and his tender gaze almost undoes me. “I want to speak to Adam,” I add quietly.

James gently takes my elbow, pulling me off to the side. “Are you sure, sweetheart? You don’t have to do this, or even do this now. We can arrange a proper time for you two to meet.”

I hold my chin up. “I’m sure.” I nod. “Could we … I mean, would it be okay to talk in the house?”

He reels me into a hug. “Of course, sweetheart. Whatever you need.”

I step out of his embrace. “Thank you.” I turn to Adam. “We can talk in the house, if you like?”

“Great. Would you like to ride with me?” Adam asks.

I shuffle anxiously on my feet. “I’ll go with Kal and meet you up there.”

“I’m only allowing this because it’s what Faye wants,” James remarks, in a cold, harsh tone I’ve rarely heard him use. “But if you put one foot out of line, if you do anything to hurt her, I’ll have you on your ass and out in the cold in a heartbeat.”

“She’s my daughter. The last thing I want to do is hurt her. I just want the chance to get to know her.” Sincerity underlines his tone, and I assume that’s why James lets it drop.

The three cars maneuver up the driveway, one after the other. Kal keeps a grip on my hand the whole way. He parks the car alongside Adam’s and kills the engine. “You want me with you?”

“Yeah. That okay?” I chew on the inside of my cheek.

“Of course. I’m always here for you. You know that.”

I twist in my seat, the leather squelching with the movement. “What about Ky? Maybe you should go to Harvard and find out the score.”

“That can wait. I’m not leaving you, and that’s what Ky would want. Besides, I doubt I’ll get past Dad a second time tonight.”

Alex opens the front door with a startled expression. She’s dressed in pajamas and a dressing gown, and she’s clutching an obligatory glass of wine in one hand. Adam frowns. “What’s going on?” she asks. “James?”

“Get back in the house, Alex,” he snaps. “I’ve got this.”

“Don’t tell me what to do in my own house!” she hisses.

“I guess the divorce is definitely back on,” Kal mumbles unhappily.

Alex walks out, greeting Adam with an outstretched hand. “Alexandra Kennedy.”

“Adam Ryan.” My father shakes her hand, offering her a small smile.

“You’re Faye’s father.” Alex gives him the once-over. “She has your smile.”

My legs have turned to jelly, and I lean against Kal.

“Let’s take this inside,” James suggests from the open doorway, ushering us indoors.

We retreat to the main living room, and Alex goes to the kitchen to make Adam some coffee. James fixes himself a whiskey while the rest of us take seats. “Would you like one, Faye?” he asks.

“She’s seventeen,” Adam pipes up before I’ve had time to reply. “You shouldn’t be offering her whiskey.”

“Don’t.” My gaze vaults between both of them. “Let’s not turn this into an argument. God knows I’ve had enough of them to last a lifetime lately.”

Adam’s disapproving frown deepens, but he doesn’t say anything.

James plants a gentle hand on my shoulder. “How about a coffee then? I’ll ask Alex to fix another one for you.”

I clasp his hand as I smile gratefully at him. “That’d be great, thank you.”

Tension is palpable in the room as he walks toward the kitchen. I fidget with my hands in my lap, sitting stiffly on the couch beside my cousin. I lift my head and eyeball Adam. “When did you find out about me?”

“Seven weeks ago.” He cricks his neck from side to side. “I received a letter from your mother, completely out of the blue.” His eyes soften. “I’m sorry for your loss, and I can’t imagine how difficult these last few months must have been. You must miss home.”

“I do, but I’m doing okay, all things considered. I like it here, and my cousins and my aunt and uncle have made me feel very much at home.”

Alex appears in the room, holding two coffees. “She’s like the daughter I never had,” she admits, handing Adam his coffee. “And she’s been such a good influence on our sons.”

James perches on the edge of the sofa, by my side. “This is her home. She won’t be leaving it,” he growls, and I’m sensing he’s been holding out on me.

Adam takes a sip of his coffee before responding. “There’s no need to get ahead of ourselves, and I would never ask Faye to do anything she didn’t want to do. All I’m asking is a chance to get to know the daughter I never knew I had.” His voice cracks at the end, and his eyes turn glassy.

I stand up, facing James. “I’d like to speak to Adam alone. Could you give us a few minutes?”

“That’s no problem, honey,” Alex rushes to reassure me, cautioning James with a sharp look.

James isn’t happy about this, I can tell, but he acquiesces with a nod. “Fine. I’ll be in my office if you need me.” He shoots one final glare at Adam before exiting behind Alex.

Kal gets up but I shake my head. “Can you stay?” My entire body is wrung tight, and I’m trembling all over. I need his presence to ground me. I only asked Alex and James to leave because it isn’t fair to Adam to have such a hostile audience, and with relations between the two of them right now, I can’t guarantee it won’t descend into a screaming match.

“What did my mum tell you in her letter,” I ask, sitting back down. I curl both hands around the coffee cup, welcoming the heat as it warms my numb fingers.

“She told me the truth about her and—”

I spit coffee all over myself and the floor. Kal jumps up, dabbing at a couple of wet patches on his jeans. He frowns in confusion. “What the hell?”

“Went down the wrong way,” I lie. “Would you mind getting me a towel from my room and grab me some pajama bottoms?”

“Sure thing.”

Adam waits until he leaves the room. “He doesn’t know about his father and your mother,” he correctly surmises.

“No, and I don’t want him to know either. He’s been through enough lately.”

“I understand. I was following coverage of his arrest and trial.” A layer of unhappiness washes over his features, but he quickly disguises it. “It must have been a stressful time for everyone.”

“It was.” I nibble on my lower lip. “So, what else did she say in the letter?” I deliberately refocus the conversation where I need it to go.

“She told me what happened with James”—a look of utter distaste is etched across his handsome face—“and how worried she was when she discovered she was pregnant and she’d didn’t know who the father was.” He sighs, smoothing a hand over his clean-shaven chin. “I understand why she didn’t come to me back then, although I wish she had. I’d like to think I would’ve understood and found a way to help her. I most definitely wouldn’t have let her deal with it by herself.”

Getting up, he asks, “May I?” pointing at the space on the couch that Kal just vacated.

Butterflies lurch from my chest into my throat as I bob my head. Adam sits down beside me, angling his body so we’re face to face. “I understand her reaction at the time, and I can forgive her. She was a little younger than you are now, and it was a lot to deal with on her own. But, I’m not going to lie to you, Faye, I’m struggling to accept the fact she was sleeping with her own brother the same time she was sleeping with me.” His face turns a sickly green color.

“I know,” I whisper, knotting my hands in my lap. “It was a shock to me, too, and it’s something I’m trying very hard not to think about. If I could erase that knowledge from my brain, I would.” I lift my chin, staring directly into his face. “But I can’t, so what’s the point in dwelling on it? It happened, and no matter what you or I or anyone else thinks, it’s in the past. There isn’t anything we can do about it except accept it and move on.”

“That’s a very mature way of looking at it.” His broad smile is genuine. I shrug. It’s not like I’m looking for brownie points or a gold medal or something. I just want to find a way of moving forward with my life.

“I think I need to take a leaf out of your book, but I’m not sure I can.” His smile fades a little. “I want to be honest with you, Faye.”

“I’d prefer that.”

He nods. “Having you under James’s roof makes me dreadfully uncomfortable.”

My eyes spread wide. “What?” I splutter. “You don’t think …” I can’t even articulate the thought.

He shrugs unapologetically. “His moral compass is clearly lacking. Surely you can’t fault me for worrying about that?”

My spine stiffens. “James would never hurt me, and if I’m not concerned about that, then you shouldn’t be either. Besides, it’s not like you can do anything about it. He’s
 my guardian, not you.” My tone is deliberately harsh. If he’s suggesting he plans to uproot me again, he has another thing coming. I dig my nails into my thighs as anger and frustration threaten to burst to the surface.

He opens his mouth and then promptly closes it again. A couple seconds later he speaks. “Okay. That’s gone some way toward reassuring me.”

A layer of tension flitters away, although I’m still on edge. I don’t really know what Adam wants, and until his agenda is clear, I suppose I should remain on guard. He’s still a complete stranger to me.

“What about Mum?” I ask. “How do you feel about her now?”

He ponders my question a minute. “I’m finding it difficult to accept she’s known I was your father for years and she chose not to tell me. I’m very angry with her over that.”

“Me, too. Although, I know she thought she was doing the best thing.”

“Yeah.” He sighs deeply. “I don’t doubt that. Saoirse had a big heart.” He scans my face. “You look so much like she did back then. You’re every bit as beautiful as she was.” He grins as I blush, and his hands twitch at his sides. I can tell he wants to reach out, but he’s afraid of startling me. “I couldn’t understand how she just disappeared for no apparent reason. I asked all her friends, but they didn’t have a clue where she was or what happened. I would’ve found James too, but her best friend told me he didn’t know where she was either. She broke my heart.”

“It broke her heart too,” I admit in a whisper, recalling Mum’s words.

“I never got over her. It seems disrespectful to my ex-wife to admit it, and I don’t mean it to come across like that, but your mum was the love of my life. The minute I met her I knew she was the one for me.”

Something strange occurs to me as I listen to him speaking. “Why don’t you sound Irish?”

His lips curve into another smile. “I’ve lived in the States since I was twenty-one. My wife is American, and I moved over here after I graduated from Trinity to work for her father’s company. I rose through the ranks quite quickly and had a senior management role within a couple of years. It was thought, by the powers that be, that I would fit in better and present more professionally in front of our clients if I didn’t sound so Irish. I had a personal voice coach for years. My mother hates my accent now, and I always make an extra effort to sound ‘Irish’ when I visit the folks back home.”

I gulp. “Your … your parents are still alive? I have grandparents?” My dad’s parents—Michael’s parents—both died within a year of each other when I was three. My memories of them are fleeting. And Mum’s parents died in a house fire when she was a teenager, so I’ve never known what it’s like to have grandparents.

“Yes. My parents had children at a relatively young age, and they are both only in their mid-sixties now. They are dying to meet you.”

Air knocks out of my lungs. “They know about me?”

His eyes crinkle with his smile. “Yes, they do. I phoned and told them after I met you that first time. I had to see you with my own eyes. To know it was the truth before I broke the news to them.”

“You didn’t say anything.” I wet my dry lips, thinking back to our first conversation in the diner. “Why?”

“Your mother asked me to let you make that call, and I was trying to respect her wishes, but it was so bloody hard, especially after what happened in the diner that night.”

An intense shiver slivers over my body, and I shudder uncontrollably. Any thought of David’s attempt on my life has the same effect on me, and I’m still getting nightmares at night.

He takes my hands in his. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up, but I’ve been so worried about you since it happened. I tried to see you in the hospital, but James wouldn’t let me. Then he explained that you didn’t know yet, and I knew I had to bide my time. But it was damn hard, Faye.” Tears well in his eyes, and I can’t stop my own from falling. “I nearly lost you just as I found you. He’s lucky I didn’t kill him with my bare hands, but I was more concerned about getting you the help you needed, so I had to let him get away.”

Tears clog my throat, and I’m struggling to hold my shit together.

“Can I hold you? Please?” he pleads. Although he’s still a stranger to me, in this moment, I need to be comforted. I need someone to help chase those horrific memories away. Slowly, I inch toward him, and he carefully wraps his arms around me. I keep my hands at my sides, face pressed against his chest, with my pulse racing wildly. We stay locked in our weird embrace for a few minutes until my sniffles have subsided and the moment passes. I ease back first. “Thank you for saving me,” I whisper, wiping the moisture under my eyes with the sleeve of my sweater. “I thought I was going to die.”

He brushes a lock of my hair back off my face, and I’m a mass of conflicted emotions. This is all too much to take in. “I’ll make sure nothing like that ever happens to you again. I don’t want to come the heavy, because I know you need time to adjust to all this, but I want you in my life, Faye. We’ve missed so much time already. You’re my daughter, and I want to be a father to you.” He pauses briefly. “You’re part of my family now, and the others can’t wait to meet their new sister.”

My breath hitches in my throat. “What?” I croak.

“You have a sister and two brothers in New York, and they are very excited to meet you.”





Chapter Three
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Kyler

“Here are the keys. We’ll keep your bike in storage until you return. Thank you for your business, Mr. Kennedy.” The clerk hands me the keys to the rental, and I thank him with a terse jerk of my head.

I’m in no mood for conversation.

With anyone.

I fling my jacket on the backseat and get behind the wheel. My cell pings again. Removing it from my pocket, I stare at the latest message from Faye. She’s worried about me, and I’m an ass for not responding, but I know if I acknowledge her, it’ll start a conversation I’m not ready to have.

I can’t drag her into my shit.

She’s dealt with so much the last few months, and she’s only just come out the other side. She doesn’t need this.

I don’t need this. But I’ve got no choice. This is my new reality, and I can’t un-hear what I overheard. Can’t undo what’s been done.

My cell rings and I hesitate a couple of seconds before answering Kaden’s call. “Hey, man. You on the road yet?” he asks.

“Just got a rental.” I collapse in the seat as a wave of stress-induced exhaustion waylays me.

“Heads up. I spoke with Dad and bought you some time like we agreed, but he’s worried.”

“He’s not my dad.” The statement flows from my mouth almost independently.

“I know how you’re feeling. Kev and I went through the exact same stuff. This shit isn’t easy to deal with, but your dad is still your dad, Ky. James is
 your dad.”

I sigh. This is like déjà vu. When I spoke to him and Keven earlier, I ended up more confused than ever. Kaden approves of my plan to go visit my bio dad, but Kev is dead set against it. He thinks I’m much better off not knowing him, but Kade understands me better. He knows I’ll always be wondering if I don’t meet him. They both were at pains to point out that James is my dad, our
 dad, irrespective of who the sperm donor was. But my muddled brain can’t make sense of it all.

The irony of the situation is that I’ve spent years arguing and fighting with James, but I always felt like I could count on him. Except for that one time, James has been there for me. Yet I spent years pushing him away. Picking stupid fights with him purely because he was an easy target.

And now?

Now, I wish he was my dad in every conceivable way.

Now, I wish I hadn’t wasted years bickering with him.

I wish I’d appreciated him more because nothing is ever going to be the same.

He may have raised me, but it isn’t his blood that flows through my veins. His DNA that has me wired in such a fucked-up way. It’s almost laughable. All this explosive anger inside me has to have come from somewhere, and I couldn’t figure it out before, but now, it’s making much more sense. I know I’m not going to like this man I’m traveling to meet, yet I need to meet him. To see him with my own eyes even if I’m terrified of what I’ll see. Terrified I’ll recognize myself in him and everything that that entails. But I need to do this—to motivate myself to work harder against the dark forces inside me that would happily drag me to the gutter.

I want this man to be a monster.

I want him to be everything my mother and my brothers have said about him.

I need to see that.

I need to finally have an explanation for why I am what I am.

A reason to rise above it.

Otherwise, I fear I’ll end up exactly like him.

“Ky?” Kaden’s alarmed tone interrupts my thoughts. “You still there, bro?”

“Yeah.” I grind down hard on my teeth.

“I wish you could’ve waited a week so we could come with you. I don’t like the thoughts of you meeting him alone. At least Kev and I had each other.”

Kade and Kev have stuff for college this week or else they would’ve come with me. They didn’t have to specify that. It’s a given. But I’m glad they’re preoccupied because I need to do this alone.

“I’ll be fine. Just stick with the plan. Don’t tell anyone where I’m going. I skipped out during the night, and you have no clue where I went.” That’s what we’d agreed earlier.

Kaden sighs. “I won’t. We
 won’t. But it won’t take much for them to figure it out. It’s the logical next step.”

I push the ignition button, and the engine purrs to life. “I know but it’ll take a while to find him, and that’ll give me all the time I need. It’s why I have to take off now. If I don’t, I’m afraid Mom will find some way of stopping me. She seems determined to keep us away from him.”

“For good reason, Ky.” Kade sighs down the phone. “Okay, but promise me you’ll stop when you start to feel tired. Find some crappy motel, and get at least a few hours’ sleep. You can’t drive all night.”

“I won’t. I promise.” I reverse the truck out of the space. “I’ll let you know when I arrive.”

“One last thing.” Kaden pauses, and I put the truck in park. “You should call Faye. Or at least message her. I’m sure she’s worried—don’t shut her out.”

“I’ll think about it. Later, bro.” I kill the call before he can lay any more guilt trips on me.

A couple of hours later, I’m struggling to keep my eyes open. Pulling into a sleazy roadside motel with a flashing neon sign that indicates vacancies, I park and head into the reception area to bag a room.

The lady behind the desk must be pushing fifty, at least, but that doesn’t stop her ogling me like I’m her next meal. She’s all skin and bone under a frayed denim mini and tight red tank top which dips into a low V-shape, showing oodles of leathered, wrinkled skin and virtually nonexistent boobs. Jeesus. I almost bring up the contents of my stomach.

“You be needing any of these, darlin’?” she says, shoving a basket with a pile of condoms up under my nose. Her accent is a weird mish-mash of dialects suggesting she’s moved about a lot.

I slip my wallet in the back pocket of my jeans as my lips narrow in distaste. “No thanks.”

“You in need of some company, sugar?” She comes out from behind the counter, resting one bony hand on my chest.


You have got to be fucking kidding me?!
 I’ve been hit on by some cougars in my time but not by someone old enough to be my granny.

My eyes narrow and my head lowers as I send her one of my special death glares. The type that usually sends everyone running for the hills. Not this broad. She smiles—legit, smiles—and her hand moves higher up my chest. Although I want to touch her skin about as much as I want to touch a piranha, I take her wrist and remove it from my person, taking a couple steps back as I do. “Definitely not. I just want to be left alone.”

“Well, ain’t that a darn shame.” She winks. “Can’t help a gal for trying.”

I’m still shaking my head as I turn the key to my room. It’s pretty much what I expected. Worn furniture and drab furnishings dating back to a bygone era, but it smells fresh and it looks spotlessly clean. Bonus points for that.

The shower works, much to my amazement. I stand under the water until it turns cold and my body resembles a block of ice. When I crawl under the covers, I’m exhausted, but I still can’t fall asleep. Everything Mom said to James is churning around my head, and I still can’t quite believe it. It’s like I’m having an out of body experience. As if everything I heard, everything I feel, isn’t really happening to me. As if I’m trapped in another world with some other version of me.

“When I was in his room, by his cot, singing him to sleep every night when he was a baby, did you feel any guilt? Any remorse? Did you ever consider telling me?”

I never knew he did that. Thoughts of James singing me to sleep as a baby are doing really weird things to my insides and tears prick my eyes but I swipe them away. I’m not going to cry. Crying is for pussies.

“Kyler is such a natural at motocross. I never even stopped to think about that fact.”

I laugh into the silent, ominous air, slapping an arm over my forehead. Fate sure loves to fuck with me. How Kaden and Keven believed Mom when they questioned her a few weeks ago about this very thing beggars belief. All it would’ve taken was being told their bio dad was a motocross champ, and I would’ve known instantly. I even met the dude once. When I was ten. When all that other shit had just gone down. I was so lost and frightened that day I don’t even remember what he said to me.

Doug Grant.

Motocross Legend.

My biological father.

I wonder if he knew who I was. If that’s why he approached me that day at the Uxbridge track. It was one of the standard annual events, and the owners always lined up a couple of pros to attend, to help draw in the big crowds. He was already past his prime but a living legend in local circles. Ordinarily, I would’ve been freaking out after chatting with him, but I was too scared to be awed.

I turn my face into the pillow, wanting to force those memories aside.

Not now. I can’t deal with this now.

My cell pings at that exact moment, and I snatch it up like it’s oxygen. Another message from Faye.

I LOVE YOU.

My heart soars. I never thought my heart would beat so strongly for a girl. That I had the capacity to feel
 so much. She couldn’t know how timely her message is or how much I need to keep hearing those words. To know she understands and supports me even though I left without saying a word. I could live a thousand lifetimes and never be good enough for her.

She deserves better.

Brad is perfect for her. He isn’t messed up in the head like I am, and I know he’d treat her right.

I should let her go.

That’s the right thing to do, but I’m way too selfish to follow through.

I want her for myself, and I need to make myself worthy of her love.

Which is why I need to do this.

I need to confront the past in order to have a future worth sharing. I only hope I’m strong enough to do this. For me. For her.

My hand moves over the flat expanse of my stomach, rubbing back and forth, but the knots in my gut won’t go away. Man, I miss her so much. Not for the first time, I wish she was here. Wish I could wrap myself around her, cocoon us away from the world, and lose myself in her and the way she makes me feel.

But I’m not that
 Goddamned selfish.

She doesn’t need that kind of grief now. Not after everything.

I owe it to myself and her to get my shit together. To deal with my demons. So I can come back and offer her something concrete. Something she’ll want to hold fast to forever. Because that’s what I want with her.

Forever.

That thought should scare the hell out of me, but it doesn’t.

It doesn’t scare me at all.

“I love you too, babe,” I whisper to the empty room, hoping she knows. That I’ve told her enough. I glance at her message again, and a soothing warmth spreads over me like a heavy blanket.

I fall asleep with the words imprinted on my heart.





Chapter Four
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Faye

“Oh, God!” My breathing is ragged as I stare at Adam through the newly formed hazy mist clouding my eyes. I have siblings?
 “I didn’t … I can’t … I …”

“I think that’s enough for one night,” James commands, appearing in the doorframe with a concerned expression. “You need to give Faye time to process all this.”

“Sure.” Adam tilts his head, peering into my eyes. “I’d really like to see you again. I have to return to New York for business, but I can come back here next weekend if you like?”

Somehow, I force my vocal cords to work. “I’d like that. I have other questions and stuff.”

“Yeah, me too.” He takes out his phone. “Would it be okay to swap numbers? I’d like to have a way of contacting you if I need to.”

I gulp, extracting my own phone. “Sure.” We input our numbers, and I walk out to the lobby with him. James has the front door open already, as if he can’t wait to get rid of him.

Adam stops, turning to face me. Gently, he takes my hands. “It was so good to speak with you. If you need anything—anything at all—before we see each other again, just text me. I may not have been there for you the last seventeen years, but I’m going to do my best to make up for that.” For the first time he looks unsure of himself, and I realize this is equally as nerve-racking for him. “If you want that.”

I clear my throat as James opens his mouth to speak for me. I nuke his comment with one stern look, and he clamps his mouth shut. “I don’t really know what I want, Adam. The man I knew as my dad only died a few months ago and I …” I smack a hand over my mouth as more tears pool in my eyes. Gawd. When did I become such a head case?
 Adam seems nice, and if Mum loved him, I’m sure he is, but it’s all so overwhelming—talk of grandparents and siblings and him wanting to be my dad. I’ve recently lost the only dad I’ve ever known, and it’s awful to be contemplating replacing him. Guilt and confusion mix with grief and longing, and my head is not in a good place right now. I can’t decipher any of it. It’s one big jumbled mess.

“I would never try to replace him or ask you to forget who he was to you. I’m just hoping you have some room left in your heart for me.” The look of longing and anguish on Adam’s face sends me into a downward spiral. Tears pour down my cheeks like a waterfall, and I shatter into pieces. Kal is beside me in a heartbeat, securing me in his arms.

“This is why I asked you to wait,” James says in a barely controlled voice. “It’s too much too soon. She’s stressed enough as it is. If you want to form a relationship with her you need to start by backing off and giving her some space.”

In my head, I’m begging James to stop talking. To soften his tone. To understand how traumatic and stressful this must be for Adam too. In my head, I’m explaining it all to Adam. Pleading with him to understand that I’m not pushing him away or putting any of the blame on him. I just can’t deal with this emotional whirlwind right now.

Adam reluctantly nods, and his shoulders droop in defeat. The wretched look on his face guts me, but I can’t make my legs move. I want to go to him, but I’m like a statue, stiff and immovable. Instead, I cling to Kal, sobbing freely as I watch my father get in his car and drive off.

I don’t recall how I got to my bedroom, let alone landed in bed, but I’m figuring Kal had something to do with it. He slides under the duvet alongside me, dressed in gym shorts and a tank top. Gently, he pulls me into his side, and surprisingly I fall into a deep sleep.

I wake with a jolt early the next morning, thoughts of Adam battling renewed concern for Ky. Yanking my jeans off the floor, I search the pockets, removing my phone as I offer up a silent prayer. My heart drops when I check my messages. Ky still hasn’t responded to a single one, and I’m getting so worried. What if he’s done something stupid? Please let him be okay.


Kal is snoring softly, his hair matted on one side, and there’s a dribble of drool leaking out of his mouth. He looks so young and cute when he’s asleep, so peaceful that it kills me to wake him, but I need to find Ky, and I can’t wait any longer—I need to know he’s okay. More than that, I need him.

I need him now more than ever.

I shake Kal gently and he barely stirs, so I shake him more vigorously. “Kalvin! Wake up!”

Turning on his side, he groans, “Ugh. Go away.” He swats at me with a limp arm. “Need more sleep.” I chuckle as he buries his head in the pillow. My cousin is so
 not a morning person.

“Harvard? Remember?”

He groans again. “It’s too early. Go back to sleep,” he slurs in a sleep-drenched voice.

I glance up at the gossamer curtains. “It’s not too early, day is already breaking.” I grip his shoulders firmly. “Come on. Get your lazy ass up. Ky needs us, and we need to get to campus early so we don’t miss your brothers before classes start.” He emits a volley of colorful expletives while hauling himself upright, rubbing his eyes. “Go shower and change and meet me in the kitchen. I’ll cook breakfast.”

After we’ve both showered and eaten and I’ve left a note for Brad under his door, we make our way to the garage. Kal throws our bags in the boot, and I’ve a mad case of déjà vu. I’m hoping we make it farther than the end of the driveway this time.

Kal is quiet the entire trip to Harvard, but I don’t bug him. I wasn’t messing when I said he isn’t a morning person. He’s definitely more of a night owl.

The contrast on campus is marked. Last time, Brad and I arrived at around the same time on a Saturday, and the place was like a ghost town. Today is the start of a new week, and it’s a hive of activity. Students with heavy book bags and determined faces brush past us in a hurry. “I hope we’re not too late.” I quicken my pace, tugging on Kal’s jacket to move him the fuck along until we’re basically jogging toward my cousin’s dorm.

“Slow down,” he pleads, a few minutes later, bending at the waist. “I’ve got a stitch.”

A good-looking guy with dark blond hair jogs past us, turning around to give me a brief once-over. I narrow my eyes, and he blows me a kiss. My cheeks inflame, and I quickly look away. Kal snorts, and I glare at him. “You need to do something about that, buddy,” I say, deliberately ignoring what just happened. “Your lack of fitness is pathetic. I’ve seen geriatrics run more energetically than you.” He growls at me, and I chuckle. “Man up and move it.” I’ve no time for excuses today. Grumbling derogatory comments under his breath, he limps after me while I try to get a handle on my anxiety, which is currently ricocheting off the charts.

Kal is red in the face by the time we make it to Kaden and Keven’s door, and I’ve pretty much chewed my nails to the bone. I rap firmly on the door, and when I don’t get an immediate reply, I rap again, even louder this time. “Open up!” I yell, pounding on the door. “We’re not leaving until you let us in.”

The creaking of a door opening has me glancing over my shoulder. A tall girl with shocking blue eyes and a mass of red corkscrew curls steps out of the room across the way, eyeing me warily. A guy who looks like her male equivalent lounges against the doorframe with amusement in his eyes.

“Mind your own business!” I hiss at them as my cousin’s door finally swings open, and I almost tumble into Kaden’s arms.

He sighs, dragging a hand through his messy hair. “I don’t need to ask why you’re here, but I’d rather not air our business in the corridor.” He shoos us into the room, deliberately eyeballing the girl across the way. “Nothing to see here, Tiff.” He wiggles his fingers at her as he slams the door shut.

Keven saunters out of his bedroom, yawning. He’s in his bare feet, with low-hanging pajama bottoms on and nothing else.

And, oh em gee.

Wow.

I knew Kev was hiding some rocking muscles and interesting tattoos underneath his shirt but nothing like this.

Kev is shredded. Like seriously shredded. There isn’t an ounce of fat on his torso, and he has, like, an eight-pack and defined indents at the point where his hips snake into his pants. Ky is totally ripped, and completely lick-worthy, but Kev makes him look like a lazy prick.

Kev clearly works out.

A lot.

I’m suddenly very intrigued by my elusive cousin. I know next to nothing about him, only that he’s an enigma wrapped up in an enigma.

I know I’m ogling him in a way that’s definitely not socially acceptable, but I’ve never seen such a carved specimen of a man. I’m struggling to focus on anything else in the room.

“Throw a shirt on before Faye’s eyes bug out of her head,” Kaden drolls with a smirk, and Kal chuckles.

Planting my hands on my hips, I blush furiously as I send Kaden the evil eye. “Funny, ha, ha. Where’s Ky?” I look around the room for any evidence of my boyfriend. Kaden and Keven exchange a look, and I lose whatever sliver of patience I possess. Brushing past Keven, I quickly check all the other rooms, immediately confirming our initial suspicions. “He’s not here,” I tell Kal. “Was he ever here?” I alternate my accusatory expression between Kaden and Keven. They share another loaded look, and I’m getting more and more pissed by the second. “Where is he?” I shriek. “I’m really worried about him, so if you know anything, you need to tell us.” Kaden rubs his taut jaw, and I step forward until we’re toe to toe. “Please.”

“Crap.” He sighs. “He won’t be pleased about this.”

“I don’t care,” Keven says, materializing alongside me. “I don’t like the idea of him going there on his own. If we can’t go, at least let them follow him. I know he thinks he needs to do this alone, but he needs someone with him.”

“So, you do know where he is. You lied to me.” Kal sulks unhappily.

Keven at least has the decency to look ashamed. “I’m sorry about that, but our loyalties were torn.”

“Tell us everything you know. Right. Now,” I demand.

“Bossy much, Faye?” Kaden’s lips twitch, fighting a smile.

“Screw you, Kaden. I love him, and every second we’re wasting is another second he’s by himself dealing with all this shit. And I haven’t heard a word from him despite the millions of texts and messages I’ve sent, and I’m totally freaking out here. So, just tell us before I lose my Goddamned mind,” I shriek, worrying my lip between my teeth.

Kaden’s warm hand lands on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Faye. I didn’t realize he hadn’t been in touch at all. He’s been keeping in contact with me. He’s okay.” I try, and fail, to hide my hurt. My cousins trade knowing looks.

“He’s an idiot, Faye,” Kal says, “but this is his way of trying to protect you. Don’t read into it. He’s crazy about you and just not thinking straight right now.”

“I know, but I hate that he’s cut me out. I hate that he’s out there wrestling with this on his own. It’s not right.” I move my shoulders from side to side, trying to loosen the tight kink.

“He’s gone to Wisconsin to find our father,” Keven confirms. “Give me your cell and I’ll plug in the coordinates. The house is a nightmare to find.” Kal hands his phone over and Keven leaves the room with it.

“How was he when you saw him?” I examine Kaden’s troubled eyes.

“Hurting. Angry. All emotions Kev and I are familiar with. We tried to talk him out of going, at least until he’d properly thought it through, but you know how impulsive and stubborn he is.”

“Here,” Keven says, giving the phone back to Kal. “I’ve added the coordinates to the GPS app, and I’ve also installed the cell tracker app so you can pinpoint his exact location once you get into town.”

“He stopped in a motel for a few hours last night, but he’s still got a good five or six hours’ head start on you,” Kaden says. “Hopefully you’ll catch up to him before he visits the jerk.”

“Is he really all that bad?” Kal asks.

Keven rubs his thumb idly over his bottom lip. “It’s virtually impossible to describe him in a way that will fully prepare you. He’s a foul-mouthed drunk with an addiction to cheap whores and cheap booze. His house is a cesspit, and he had nothing nice to say to us. Nothing.”

“I don’t think Ky has any huge expectations,” Kaden adds, “but he needs to meet him. It might help.”

“I spent so long thoroughly pissed at Mom and Dad, but once I met that man, it was easier for me to understand and accept their decision. I don’t agree that meeting him is what’s best for Ky, but he’s old enough to make his own decisions,” Keven admits with a troubled frown. “Ky may be furious with Mom right now, but she did us a solid keeping us away from that A-hole. He’ll see that too,” he adds.

“Okay, thanks. We better head.” I stride purposefully toward the door.

“Will you tell Mom and Dad?” Kal asks, and I turn back around.

“Not unless we absolutely have to. We’ll tell them we know where you are, that you’re in contact with us, and you’ll be home as soon as you can. They’ll just have to accept that,” Kaden confirms.

“Thanks, bro.” Kal slaps him on the back.

“Mind your cousin,” Kaden says, pinning him with a serious look. “And don’t let her go anywhere by herself. You never know what weirdos you might meet in some of these places.”

I look up at the ceiling, summoning patience I don’t have. “I’m not twelve, and I know how to take care of myself. I took self-defense classes at home for years.”

“If anything happens to you, we’re all in the firing line. Dad would never forgive us, neither would Ky, so just stay by Kal’s side. Please.” He batters his forearms.

I thrust my hands in the air, annoyed over such a flippant waste of time. “Fine, fine. I promise. Happy?” I send him my best fake smile.

“Ecstatic,” he drawls, and my bad mood flitters away. Kaden’s got a lethal sense of humor that I enjoy.

Keven sees us to the door. “Good luck.” He high-fives his brother. “You’re going to need it.”





Chapter Five
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Kyler

I skip breakfast the next morning—no point in risking food poisoning—and get back on the road nice and early. Dawn is transforming to daylight as I speed up the motorway, blasting the stereo to the max, desperately hoping it’ll drown out the thoughts in my head.

At lunchtime, I pull off into a small dirt town, find a local diner, and load up before returning to the truck.

I make good time, reaching my destination a couple hours after nightfall. Bayfield is a small quaint town in North Wisconsin, famous for being the gateway to the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, or at least that’s what the sign entering town tells me. Picturesque and charming, it’s hard to imagine famed motocross legend Doug Grant living somewhere like this. The main thoroughfare consists of a variety of standard stores, eclectic retail shops, and a few bars and restaurants facing either side of a wide street. I pull my truck into a space in front of one of the restaurants and make my way inside.

I’m still staring at a full plate of food a half hour later. My appetite has vanished along with my resolve. But thoughts of turning around and running back home with my head tucked between my legs are less appealing.

“You want me to heat that up, honey?” The waitress with the strawberry-blonde hair asks, jutting her hip out to the side as she levels an inquisitive glance at me. While she’s heavily made up, I doubt she’s more than a couple years older than me.

“It’s okay,” I say, pushing the plate toward the edge of the table. “I’m done.” I throw a twenty down and rise.

“You okay, honey? You look a little green in the face.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder, before leaning forward to give me a flash of her full cleavage. Her eyes examine mine with open curiosity.

“I’m fine.” I force a smile on my face, hoping she’ll move out of my way now.

“Was there something wrong with the food?” She frowns, looking down at my untouched plate.

“Nope. Just lost my appetite.” My forced smile is even less plausible this time.

“You sure, ‘cause I can have a word with the chef. Get him to cook ya som—”

I rudely cut her off. “Is there something wrong with your ears? I said I’m not hungry. It’s hardly a crime.” My tone is purposely harsh. I’m in no mood to waste time small-talking with some hick waitress in some two-bit town. I want to go meet the sperm donor, get a few things off my chest, and then leave this Godforsaken place.

“That’s some mighty big chip you got on your shoulder.” She moves sideways, scowling at me as I ease out of the booth past her.

“Whatever.” I shrug. Not like I’ll be seeing her again anytime soon.

“Suit yourself, asshole.” Her mouth pulls up in a sneer as she grabs my plate and the twenty and turns on her heel.

I was
 an asshole to her, but that’s my prerogative. She’s supposed to be nice to the clientele, no matter what. It’s little wonder the place is empty if that’s how she speaks to most of her customers.

It takes twenty minutes to get to the sperm donor’s place. Kev programmed the exact location into the GPS app on my phone, and now I know why. This place is miles out of town, in the middle of nowhere. I passed the last house about ten miles back, and I can see jack-shit in the pitch dark. There are no street lamps or signs this far out of town. The roads are narrow and bumpy, and I’m grateful I had the foresight to rent a truck. I park at the end of the lane that leads to his house and try to calm my beating heart. I don’t know how long I sit there, but it’s at least a half hour before a small red car swings into the lane and disappears out of sight. It was too dark to see the occupant, so either it’s him or he has company. Great. I wasn’t planning on having a showdown with witnesses.

I pull out my cell and send a quick message to Kaden letting him know I’m here. He wishes me luck, but I know it’s a futile sentiment. No amount of luck is going to make this visit any less nauseating.

I wait another hour before deciding to close the distance. If it was a visitor, I’d presume they’d be gone by now, so it’s must’ve been him. The sperm donor. My father.

Swallowing the bitter lump in my throat, I crank the truck into gear and turn into the lane. A small, dilapidated building looms before me. The grubby whitewashed walls are in dire need of painting, and overgrown weeds cling to the sides of the house, looking like they’ve had free rein to reproduce for years. The two-story property has a small veranda out front that is well worn and in ill-repair. An old wooden love seat, missing a few panels, swings gently in the late-night breeze. A light is on in one of the upstairs windows and in one of the ground-level rooms. I get out of the truck on shaky legs, wiping my sweaty palms down the front of my jeans as I approach the house.

I hop up the steps, faltering in front of the door with my hand raised.

It’s now or never.

Nausea swims up my throat, and the urge to hurl is riding me hard. Before I can chicken out, I rap firmly on the door.

My heart is thumping against my ribcage as the door swings open. My gaze widens for a fraction of a second before I regain control.

“Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.” The waitress from the diner lounges against the doorframe, eyeing me from head to toe. She’s wearing a thin negligee with no underwear, and judging by the tangled state of her hair and her swollen lips, I’d say she’s just been royally screwed.

Her sharp eyes miss nothing. “Like what you see?” She puts a hand on her hips, thrusting her chest out as she licks her lips provocatively.

“Who is it?” A gritty, slurred voice rings out from somewhere inside the house.

“Some asshole with your eyes,” she yells back over her shoulder.

There’s a loud scraping sound, followed by heavy footfall, and then a tall, broad-shouldered man appears behind her. Planting a meaty hand on her waist, he eyeballs me with vacant curiosity. His tan face is craggy, with deep lines, and there’s at least a few day’s growth of gray-tinged stubble on his chin. His dark hair is littered with generous strips of gray, and it’s on the longish side, curling around his ears and his neck. Eerily familiar pale blue eyes meet mine. His gaze rakes over me slowly. Then he guffaws, throwing back his head and laughing. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

My spine stiffens as I glare at him.

“Was wondering when you’d make an appearance. Figured you had more gumption than those other two idiots who showed up here a few months back.”

A muscle clenches in my jaw, and he laughs again.

“Care to enlighten me, Dougie?” his young fuck buddy asks.

Doug’s fingers slither into the front of her nightdress, and his large hand cups one of her bare breasts. She arches into him with a whimper, and bile swims up my throat.

“Meet Kyler Kennedy, sweetheart.” He pinches her nipple, grinning at me the whole time. “My son.”





Chapter Six
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Kyler

That out of body experience thing is happening again. Doug Grant, a.k.a. sperm donor, is sprawled in a worn leather reclining chair in his squalid living room, wearing a filthy wife-beater with his beer gut spilling over the band of his low-hanging jeans, eyeing me like it’s physically paining him to look at me. He’s still a good-looking dude—age notwithstanding—but he looks like a lazy motherfucker. I cannot believe my mother went out with this skeeze.

“You got a sexy fuck buddy, son?”

My ears transmit the words; I just can’t believe them. This entire conversation is getting weirder by the second. “What?” I sit up straighter on a springy couch that’s plainly seen better days. It’s obvious from the state of the place that my father doesn’t take pride in his home. Cluttered ashtrays adorn most of the hard surfaces in the room along with a myriad of unwashed plates, bowls, empty pizza boxes, and a multitude of empty beer cans. A half-full whiskey bottle rests in a convenient spot at his feet.

Bending down, he snatches the bottle up and twists the top off with his teeth. He fills up his glass. “Sure you don’t want some?”

“I’m sure.”

“So, you got a piece of ass?”

“I have a girlfriend,” I stupidly admit. Leave Faye out of this.
 This isn’t going the way I’d expected it to go at all. Based on what my brothers said, I thought he’d kick my ass to the curb straightaway. Maybe shout at me a bit. Tell me to get lost and never come back.

Not invite me in, offer me a drink, and throw one disgusting question after another at me. It’s knocked me off my A-game.

Thoughts of sitting down with James and having a similar type of conversation raise a small smile to my lips. Dad would pitch a fit if he was here for this conversation. Doug misinterprets my expression. Leaning over, he slaps me on the back. “That’s my boy. You got a picture?”

As if on auto pilot, I remove my cell, and pull up a picture of Faye. Without thinking, I hand it to him, and he whistles low on his breath. “She’s a beauty.” His eyes scrunch up as he squints closer at the screen. “Perfect tits, too.”

He rubs a hand over his crotch, and I puke a little in my mouth. Snatching my cell out of his hands, I growl, gnashing my teeth at him. “She’s my girlfriend and I love her. I won’t have you saying shit like that about her. What’s your problem?”

He raises his palms in a conciliatory gesture. “Just admiring the little lady. No need to blow a gasket. Indulge an old man his fantasies.”

He winks, and the urge to hurl is stronger. I know I made the right decision to leave Faye behind. If she’d traveled with me, she would’ve insisted on coming here, and there’s no way I want her anywhere near this sleazy asshole.

It isn’t long before he unleashes his next piece of wisdom. “I hope you’re not restricting yourself, son. She’s a sexy piece of ass, and you should totally tap that, but, take it from me, there comes a time when the pussy well dries up. You hear what I’m saying? You need to partake in as much pussy as you can while you’ve still got it going on.” He waves his bottle around my persona. “If I looked like you I’d be fucking as much pussy as I could get my hands on.” He takes a swig from his bottle, while I make zero attempts to hide my distaste. “Letisha!” he roars, and the blonde saunters into the room a minute later. “You wanna bang my son?”

I jump up, almost choking on my disbelief. “What the fuck? I never said that!”

Letisha strolls toward me, brazenly cupping my junk. I quickly remove her hand and step back to put some distance between us. “I’ll fuck ya. Always wanted to do a daddy and son.” She licks her lips, looking over her shoulder at Doug. “What about a three-way?”

His eyes light up as I stumble back. “You have got to be the most fucked-up people I’ve ever met in my life, and believe me when I say I know some messed-up individuals. But, this is sick.” I pin angry eyes on Doug. “You’re my dad. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?” I don’t know why I’m going there. This wasn’t what I came here to say, but the words just spew out of my mouth unfiltered.

“That’s merely a technicality.” He swigs directly from the bottle while his eyes drill into mine.

“Thank fuck.” I glare at him, wondering why I’m wasting any more time on this douche.

He chuckles. “I like you.” He points the bottle at me. “You’ve got more spunk than your brothers.” Reaching out, he yanks Letisha down onto his lap, smashing his lips against hers as his free hand squeezes her ass.

I stand up. To hell with this shit show. I’m outta here. I’ve only taken two steps when he calls out. “Hold up, son. Letisha here’s leaving so we can have a proper talk. Man to man.”

“I am?” I can hear the pout in Letisha’s voice as I turn around.

“Call over after your shift tomorrow, sexy, and we’ll go another few rounds.”

She protests a bit, and he gets up, pushing her out into the corridor. “Stay put,” he mouths, walking past me and out of the room.

I rest my head against the wall wondering what the hell I’m doing. I should cut my losses and run. Something sticky adheres to my forehead, and I jerk back, rubbing my brow with the back of my hand. Ugh. Who knows what kind of icky shit is crawling the walls. This place looks disease-ridden and like it hasn’t been cleaned in decades.

Doug reappears about ten minutes later, just as I’ve decided to abscond. Chuckling, he plops down into the reclining chair. “That woman—”

“Is way too young for you,” I supply.

“She doesn’t discriminate when it comes to cock, and she likes a man with a bit of experience under his belt. It’s one of the reasons I like her.”

“Can we cut the crap?” I drag a hand through my hair, vastly losing whatever semblance of patience I had. “I didn’t come here to listen to you bragging about banging chicks.”

He eyes me warily, taking another gulp from the bottle. “What did you come here for?”

Good fucking question. I can’t actually remember any of the reasons why I thought it was a good idea to come here.

“I can’t see you with my mom. I just don’t get it.” I shake my head.

He places the bottle down on the ground and pulls the chair into an upright position. “How is Alexandra
 these days?” I hate the way her name rolls off his tongue. I can’t decide if it’s respect or derision.

“She’s good.” If you ignore the drinking issue, the fact that she can’t tell the truth for shit, and her impending divorce.

“Your mother is a fine lady. A mighty fine lady. Great rack, and a fantastic lay, too. She definitely knows how to please a man.”

My insides tie into knots. He has no filter. Zero. Zilch. If he makes one more crude comment about Mom, I’ll punch him so hard he’ll be eating his teeth for a week.

“She was always too good for me, but she wanted to stick it to her daddy. He was a stuck-up cunt.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “There was a time when I thought I could change for her.” He stares off into space. “She’d just had the first baby, and things were going well for me on the circuit. I tried to clean up my act. Gave up the whoring and the drinking. Looked forward to coming home to her bed.”

“But?”

“Her daddy offered me money to stay away. I told him to fuck off at first, but when he came back a second time, I agreed. Because I knew I couldn’t do it long term. I loved your mom, as much as I’m capable of loving any woman, but I was never meant to be a family man. I’m just not made that way.” He pins me with an introspective lens, and I know what he’s thinking. That I’m just like him. “You’re not like me,” he says, and I fail to hide my surprise.

“I know I’m not,” I lie, and he smirks.

“You love your girl, and you’re protective as hell. Good for you.” He rubs a hand over his protruding belly. “But I see your demons. Bet you got some dark shit in your head, right?” I plaster my impassive face on. No way I’m giving him anything to go on. “Takes one to know one, and I bet I know where it began too.”

An icy chill creeps up my spine. “Quit that shit!” I spring up. “Don’t pretend like you know me. You don’t know me, and you never will.”

“I didn’t know she’d had a third child by me. Alexandra never told me. Did you know that?”

I’m torn between wanting to leave and wanting to stay. The latter wins out. I drop back down onto the flea-infested couch, shaking my head.

“That day at the Uxbridge track, I took one look at you and I suspected you were mine. Like looking in a fucking mirror, it was. Took all of two seconds to confirm you were a Kennedy, and then I knew for sure.” He lights up a cigarette. “I could see how scared you were. Boy, you were quaking in your boots.”

My hands clench into fists at my side, the skin blanching with the effort. “I didn’t come here to talk about that.”

“Didn’t you?”

I rest my head in my hands. “I don’t know why I came here.” I spout the honest truth.

“I’d heard the rumors doing the rounds of the motocross circuit, and I suspected they were true, but that day I knew. I knew only one thing could instill fear in a child like that.”

My head jerks up. “Shut. Up.”

He ignores me. “And when he stepped in the room and he looked at you? Hell no.”

I jump up, lunging at him. “I said. Shut. Up,” I roar. My hands fist in his shirt. “Shut. Up. Shut. Up. Shut the fuck up.”

He shoves me off him, and I lose my balance, falling to the floor.

He stands up, hovering over me. “You asked me earlier if I cared that I was your dad. God’s honest truth is I barely think about any of my kids. Told ya—not cut from that cloth. But that day at the track? That day I cared.” He points his finger in my face. “I did you a solid, kid. I took care of that problem. Beat that perv to a bloody pulp and scared him enough that he’d leave you alone. Then I told the owners and made sure they did something about it.” He straightens up, and his jaw tenses. “That’s the extent of my fatherly duties. I’m absolved.” Roughly grabbing my arm, he hauls me up. “Now get the fuck out of my house, and don’t ever come here again.”

He manhandles me toward the front door, and I manage to extract myself from his grip. “Fuck you.” I fix my shirt, slanting him with a hateful look.

“Maybe you are more like me than I realized. You poor bastard.”

He moves to close the door in my face and I see red. All the pent-up rage and anger from the last twenty-four hours—hella, the last seven years—bolts to the surface. I can’t see or hear or think over the fury surging through my veins. My hand thrusts out before I consciously react. The sound of crunching bone is like music to my ears. The sight of that man, stumbling backward onto the ground, cradling his swollen jaw and cursing like a sailor is the most unbelievably rewarding sight ever.

I’m still pumped full of anger, and it’s tempting to go another few rounds, but I’m terrified that once I start I won’t stop. I pound my fist into the wall instead, a good couple of times, relishing the stinging pain.

While he’s struggling to his feet, I turn to leave. I flip him the bird with a mad grin on my face. That was enormously satisfying, and it’s made the trip totally worthwhile. I glance briefly over my shoulder, watching him watching me, taking my last look at his face.

I won’t ever be back here.

Mom was right. My brothers were right. No good would come from forming a relationship with that piece of shit.

I open the truck door with the sound of his cursing and yelling still reverberating in my ears. I thrust the truck into gear with a loud roar and get the fuck out of there.

My heart is still beating so fast and blood is thrumming in my ears when I pull up in front of one of the bars back in town about a half hour later. Strobe lights and pumping music assault my senses as I step out of the truck. Adrenaline courses through my system, and I’m a bundle of restless energy. I hold out my hand, laughing manically as it shakes uncontrollably, matching how I feel on the inside. I desperately need something to take the edge off. I yank the door open, almost ripping it from the hinges, and walk into the tavern.

The dive is hopping as I step inside. The room is large and completely open like a giant barnyard with scuffed wooden boards, sawdust on the floor, plain furnishings, and a long counter off to the right-hand side. A set of double doors leads to what I assume are the restrooms. The main space consists of rows of small tables and chairs with a large open area for dancing at the top positioned in front of a small raised dais. A DJ is currently spinning the tunes, and I can barely hear over the thumping music. A lively crowd is dancing energetically, occupying most of the floor space. Rocking crowd for a Monday night, I think.

I shunt onto one of the empty stools at the bar and nod at the pretty bartender. She saunters toward me with a glint in her eye. “What can I get you, handsome?”

“Whiskey on the rocks.” I hand her my fake ID and a twenty.

“Coming right up.”

My fingers drum off the counter, and I notice my torn, bloody fist for the first time, wincing at the sudden throbbing pain.

She places the drink and my change in front of me. “Keep it.” I slide the cash in her direction.

“Thanks.” She makes a deliberate show of tucking the cash into her bra, flashing a generous amount of cleavage. “You want something for that hand?”

“Nope.” I avoid looking at her, draining my drink in one go. “But I’ll have another one of those.”

She eyes me curiously but says nothing, stepping away from the bar. Two minutes later, she’s back with an icepack and another whiskey. She places the drink in front of me and presses the ice to my hand without invitation. I wince, and the corners of her mouth turn up. She leans over the counter, giving me another eyeful of her rack. “Do I even want to know how you got this?”

“None of your business.” I take a healthy glug of whiskey. “And I’ve got a girlfriend I’m madly in love with, so if you’re expecting something in return, you can forget it.”

“Well, that’s a shame. It’s not often we get visitors around these parts, least of all one that looks like you do. Although …” She taps a slender finger off her lips. “We had a couple of guys in here a few months back that looked a lot like you. You wouldn’t happen to be related to them, would you?”

I shrug, wanting to kill this convo dead. I only came in here to drink myself into oblivion, not to make friends with the locals or hook up with any girls. I finish the dregs of my drink just as she slides another one over the counter to me. “Have you checked into the hotel yet? I don’t think you’re going to be up for traveling any place tonight.” Dammit if she doesn’t have a point. I shake my head. She pulls out her cell and punches a few buttons before pressing it to her ear. “Hey, Luce. I’ve got a customer here who needs a bed for the night. Goes by the name Kyler Kennedy. Awesome, Thanks.”

She pockets her cell as I arch a brow in question. “Your name was on your ID. And your accommodation for the night is organized.” She wipes the counter down with a damp cloth. “You’re welcome.”

“Thanks,” I offer gruffly, returning to my drink.

I lose count of how many whiskeys I drink or how many girls proposition me. I send them all on their merry way with barely a look. My heart is racing in my chest, and images I’ve long since buried keep flashing in front of me. I knock back another whiskey, but nothing is dulling the pain. Nothing is erasing the memories. I rub the sore spot over my chest as I close my eyes, silently begging the torturous images to screw off. Another drink slides across the counter, and I drain it in one go. Gradually, my mind becomes a tangled mishmash of nonsensicality, and the ache in my chest loosens a little.

I’m swaying on my stool and my vision is blurry when the bartender appears at my side. I think there’s a concerned look on her face, but it’s hard to tell when I’m seeing three and four of her. “I think you’ve have enough, Kyler. Is there someone I can call to help you to the hotel?”

I shake my head. “I left her,” I slur, completely out of it. “My Faye. ’Cause she’s too good for me. She doesn’t need my shit, even though I love her more than anyone or anything in this world. I’m alone. I’m all alone.”

I don’t feel the first tear fall, but before I know it, there’s a whole fucking ton of them, and I can’t see at all over the blurry mess blanketing my eyes. A crushing weight bears down on my chest and I’m struggling to breathe. Desperately clawing for air, I stumble off the stool, arms thrust out, aimless and terrified. Sobs mingle with labored breathing, and I’m vaguely aware of arms going around me. Someone propping me up. Then I pass out.





Chapter Seven
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Faye

It’s dark and the streets are virtually empty when we enter the town of Bayfield, Wisconsin. Kal and I took turns driving, and we only made necessary pit stops to refuel the car and ourselves. A puncture cost us an hour when we were only forty miles out of town. I’ve always thought boys were born with the instinctive knowledge on how to do all manner of manly stuff, but I guess Kal’s brain is wired differently because he was every bit as clueless as me. We had to call AAA and wait until someone came to change the tire for us.

Loud music and even louder voices carry outside from the only sign of life in the town. Although it’s almost two a.m., the bar across the road looks lively. A couple is outside on the footpath arguing furiously. The girl is wearing ridiculously high heels, an uber-tight, uber-short mini, and a strappy lace vest top that barely contains her ample cleavage. Her long blonde hair hangs in tousled waves down her back. Mascara streaks down her tear-sodden face. “Welcome to Hicksville, USA,” Kal drawls, pulling the car to a stop in front of the only hotel in town.

Yawning, I stretch my arms over my head before stumbling out of the car. My limbs are aching and stiff. I peer up at the hotel, clocking the old-fashioned fascia, fresh lick of cream paint, and the clean, shiny windows. Although it looks like it’s been around forever, someone is looking after the place. Still, it’s hard to picture any Kennedy staying somewhere so down market. Beggars can’t be choosers, though. “I thought places like this only existed on TV,” Kal says, retrieving both our bags from the boot. “This should be an experience.”

“You’re sure he’s definitely here?”

Kal locks the car, shouldering both bags and taking my hand in his free one. “Yep. The app doesn’t lie.”

We hurry into the lobby and approach the empty reception desk. I’m just about to push the bell for assistance when a thunderous rumbling sound emits from behind the desk. Kal and I peer over the counter as one. All I can see of the receptionist is a mass of curly jet-black hair. She’s asleep on her hands, snoring loudly. Kal presses the bell repeatedly, and she jerks awake with a little shriek. Pushing hair out of her face and wiping the drool off her mouth, she attempts to fix hazy, bloodshot eyes on us. Kal’s finger is glued to the bell, and she reaches out, wrenching it away. Smoothing down the front of her wrinkled maroon shirt, she pins us with a more professional look. “I apologize. I must’ve dozed off. We don’t get many visitors this hour of night.”

“Or at all,” Kal murmurs under his breath, glancing around in disgust. The lobby could definitely use a makeover. Drab brown carpet is underfoot, and the circular mahogany reception desk is scratched and stained although spotlessly clean. A large canvas with a mad splash of vibrant color on the wall behind the desk looks out of place. The gray speckled sectional sofas grouped around small oak-stained coffee tables look like a relic from the nineteen sixties, unless they were going for an authentic vintage vibe on purpose.

After booking a room for Kal and using none-too-subtle persuasion to ascertain Ky’s room number and a duplicate key card, we are on our way. The lift isn’t working so we haul ass on foot to the second floor.

I can’t wait a second longer to see my boyfriend so we head straight to his room.

The instant I set foot in Ky’s room, my insides lock up and nausea swims up my throat. Ky is spread-eagled on the bed, face down, wearing only his boxers. A pretty girl with wavy dark hair and shell-shocked wide green eyes is sitting up on the bed beside him. At least she’s fully dressed, but it’s small consolation.

“Who the fuck are you?” Kal demands, dropping both our bags on the ground as everything inside me starts shutting down.

She quickly gets up off the bed, striding toward us. “This is not what it seems, I promise.” She stands in front of me. “Faye, nothing happened. I swear.”

“How do you know who I am?” I ask, noting her stained jeans and T-shirt combo. She certainly wasn’t pulling out all the stops to nab my man.

“Kyler showed me your picture, and he hasn’t shut up talking about you all night. This isn’t what it looks like.”

Kal folds his arms across his chest, narrowing his eyes. “Start talking. Who are you and how do you know my brother?”

She rubs the back of her head. “I work the bar at Randy’s Tavern across the road,” she starts explaining. “Your brother came in earlier, and he sat at the counter so we started chatting.” I send her my best death glare as a bitter taste swirls in my mouth. She looks a little sheepish. “I might’ve had ideas of hitting on him at first, but he shot me down before I got a chance. Same with the dozens of girls who approached him. He told them all the same thing—that he was crazy in love with his girlfriend and not interested.”

That goes some way toward thawing out my heart, but I’m still suspicious. “That doesn’t explain how you ended up here,” I say.

“He drank way too much so I rang my friend Luce—this is her family’s motel—and booked him in for the night. When it was time to call it a night, he could barely stand, and he was really sad, you know?” She looks over her shoulder at him. “He, ah, he started crying, and he wasn’t really making any sense, but I could tell he wasn’t doing so hot, so I helped him over the road. He threw up all over himself so I got him up here, and helped him into bed. I was rinsing his clothes in the tub, and when I came back out, he was already snoring. I was going to leave, but I was worried he’d puke in his sleep and choke or something. I tried to call you, but his cell is password protected, so I couldn’t get your number. My shift is over, so I stayed to make sure he was okay. That’s it. The God’s honest truth.”

I purse my lips as I mull it over. Ky wouldn’t cheat on me, irrespective of how drunk he was. It’s one of the things he truly despises. He still hates himself for what happened with Addison, even though he was only faking in order to protect me. I know he loves me, and he wouldn’t risk what we have no matter how messed up he is right now. It’s other girls I have to worry about, but
 I don’t think this girl is one of them. I believe her. Maybe if she hadn’t admitted to wanting to hit on him, I mightn’t, but she was honest, so I’m inclined to believe she’s told me the whole truth. Besides, even if she’s omitting part of the story, it’s obvious Ky is in a bad way and he needs us. Needs me. That’s all that’s important right now.

I exhale loudly. “Thank you for looking out for him, but we’ve got it from here.”

She nods and the tense look leaves her face. “Sure thing.” She stops at the door, turning around. “He’ll be glad you’re here. He was calling out for you in his sleep.”

I walk to the side of the bed and crouch down. Ky looks so young and vulnerable when he’s asleep. His skin is lightly flushed, his mouth slightly parted, and he’s snoring. His hair is all messy, and my fingers twitch with restless need. I long to touch him, but I don’t want to risk waking him up. That would be selfish. His chest heaves and a tiny whimper flees his mouth. I’m so glad we found him. That we’re here for him. That he won’t have to deal with stuff on his own. Judging from what the bartender said, and the torn skin on his knuckle, I think it’s safe to assume he’s already met his dad and that it didn’t go well.

I want to envelop him in my arms and never let go, but it’ll have to wait until morning.

His breath oozes out, fanning my face, and eau de puke mixed with alcoholic fumes has me pinching the bridge of my nose. I stand up, pulling the covers up over him. I scan the room and poke my head in the bathroom. Ky’s jeans and shirt are soaking in the bath and a wave of gratitude washes over me. Although I’m still suspicious over the bartender’s motives, I’m grateful she was here to keep an eye on him. I hate the thought that he was planning on doing this all alone, and I have a few choice words for him when the time is right.

I open a window in the room to let in some fresh air. “Could you go back down to the receptionist and see if you can get some water and paracetamol?” I ask Kal.

“Of course. I’ll be right back.”

I get changed into my sleep shorts and top while Kal is gone. Removing my Kindle from my bag, I settle on the bed beside my boyfriend. There’s no way I’m sleeping when Ky is so inebriated. I’ll watch over him until he wakes. Kal protests when he returns, and I reluctantly agree to take babysitting in shifts. He goes to his room to get a few hours’ sleep while I place the water and tablets on the bedside locker on Ky’s side. Kissing the top of his head, I open my Kindle and start reading.

I’m on an exciting part of my book when a warm arm drapes over my stomach. “Faye,” Ky mumbles, and I look over at him. He’s turned on his side facing me, still fast asleep. “Love you,” he murmurs, and my heart does a little jump. His hand glides down my stomach, provoking a flurry of tingles inside me. He shunts sideways, eliminating the gap between us, burying his head on my chest. I’m scarcely breathing as I place my Kindle on the bedside locker. “Must be dreaming,” he says, snuggling in farther. His hand creeps lower and then his entire body stiffens. He bolts upright, lurching over to the other side of the bed like he’s been electrocuted. His eyes blink furiously as he stares at me. Shaking his head, he rubs his eyes hard.

I twist around, sitting up on my knees. “Ky,” I say softly. “It’s me. I’m here. Kal’s in the next room.”

He clears his throat. “Faye?”

His voice plugs with emotion, and I reach out, cupping his face. “Hi, baby.”

His eyes flood with tears as he stares at me. “Is this real? Are you really here?”

The stark vulnerability in his gaze and in his voice is heartbreaking. “It’s real. I’m real. Here.” I take his hand and place it over my chest, right where my heart is pounding.

Just for him.

Always for him.

He crawls over to me, and tears leak out of his eyes. What the hell did meeting his dad do to him?
 I reel him into my arms, hugging him to death. “It’s okay, baby. I’m here now. I’m gonna take care of you.” I smooth my hand up and down his back as he clings to me. He breaks down in my arms, sobbing uncontrollably, and I can’t halt the tears that spill out of my eyes or the anguish that spears my heart. Every sob that escapes his mouth pummels my heart until it feels like a hunk of shredded mincemeat in my chest. His body shakes and trembles against mine, and I’d do anything
 to take his pain away. Readily sign my soul over to the devil so I could take his place. I hate seeing him hurting like this, and holding him while he lets it all out doesn’t feel like nearly enough, but it’s all he needs right now. There are no words in the English language adequate to soothe his torment.

I clasp him tighter to me as silent tears roll down my cheeks.

I maneuver us so we’re lying down, and I eventually fall asleep like that—with the boy I love with all my heart, fragile and vulnerable and broken, in my arms.

The smell of coffee wakes me up, and my eyes struggle open. A blurry image of Kal appears in my line of sight. “Morning, sleepyhead.”

I look down at Ky, snuggled around me like an octopus, still fast asleep. “How long have you been here?” I whisper.

“Came in a couple of hours ago to relieve you, but you were both asleep. Went back to bed for a while, and I just went out to get some coffee. I think it’s time to wake him.” He nods at his brother.

I shake my head. “No, let him sleep. He was really upset in the middle of the night, Kal. It was awful.” Tears pool in my eyes again. “He’s hurting so bad. Let him sleep. Let him put reality off for as long as he can.”

“I can hear you,” Ky mutters, shifting in my arms.

I scowl at Kal, and he drops into an arm chair, shrugging. “Can’t stave off reality indefinitely. Trust me, I’m speaking from recent experience.” He takes a sip of his coffee, looking pensive.

“Hey.” I run the tips of my fingers across Ky’s face. “How are you feeling?”

“Terrible.” He sits up slowly, supporting his back against the headrest. “It feels like something died in my mouth.” I lean across him, snatching the bottle of water and tablets. Wordlessly, I place them in his hands, and he quickly pops two tablets and drinks half the water in one go. Kal and I exchange concerned looks.

Ky screws the cap on the bottle and tosses it off to the side. Scrubbing a hand over his prickly jaw, he frowns as he scans the room. “Where the hell am I? And how are you two here?”

I fill him in quickly, watching as all the blood drains from his face when I mention finding him unconscious with the pretty bartender beside him. Butterflies are panicking in my chest, and it takes considerable control to downplay this. To focus on his needs rather than my own. “She said nothing happened.”

He takes my hand in his, gulping. “The latter part of the night is a blank, I’m not going to lie, but I wouldn’t have done anything, Faye. I swear it. When I woke that time, I thought I was dreaming at first, but then I felt your skin under my hand, and I freaked out because I didn’t know it was you. That’s why I pulled away. There’s no part of me that would do that to you, to us, no matter how incoherent I was. I will never cheat on you.” He pulls my hand to his lips, kissing it tenderly. “Promise.”

“I know.” And I do. It’s one of those inherent truths. Something you just know deep down inside to be true without any proof or any need for proof.

“You met him?” Kal asks, sitting forward in his chair. “I’m assuming that’s the reason for the state you’re in.”

A dark look crosses over Ky’s face as he nods. He holds up his injured hand. “I hit him before I left. Was satisfying at the time.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” I unravel his clenched fists and thread my hand in his.

“Nothing much to tell, really. He’s a total skid. Was wasted when I got to his house, openly groping this young girl, and giving me advice about banging as many girls as I can while I’ve still got my looks.” Kal looks incredulous while I feel sick to my stomach. “Then he calls her back in the room and tells her to fuck me.”

“What?” I screech.

He pulls me into his side, kissing my temple. “That’s exactly how I reacted. Then she suggests a threesome, and I tried to leave, but he booted her out instead and …” His face turns an even paler shade of white.

“And?” Kal prompts.

His body starts trembling, and a light layer of sweat dots his forehead. I turn in his arms, reaching out to touch him, and he flinches. I share a troubled look with Kal. “What happened, Ky? Did he start the fight? Did he hurt you?”

He barks out a laugh as an errant tear sneaks out. I’m horrified. I don’t know what’s happened but I hate seeing him so cut up, and I feel so helpless. “He knew,” Ky whispers, shaking his head. “He was the one who stopped it. How messed up is that?” He’s looking off into space, like he’s almost forgotten we are here. More tears roll down his face, and Kal’s anguished expression mirrors my own.

Tentatively, I reach up and cup Ky’s face. He doesn’t flinch this time. “He knew what, babe?” I ask in a soft tone of voice.

Ky pierces me with those beautiful blue eyes of his. His mask is down and he’s letting me see everything. Opening up that dark, corroded part of his heart to me. I feel his pain as acutely as if it’s my own. These hidden depths are what connect us. What drew us to one another in the first place. Well, that and the electric chemistry we share. Ky understands where my demons originated because I’ve shared my history with him, but he’s only ever alluded to his.

Now, he wants me to know. It’s written across his face.

It’s time.

He curls one hand around my neck and pulls my face to his.

“Your scars, your flaws, your fears, your pain—they’re mine too,” I whisper. “You hurt, I hurt.” I stare deep into his eyes. “I’m here for you. Let me help.”

Pressing his mouth to my ear, he says, “I can’t say this in front of my brother. I’m not ready for that yet.”

I nod, understanding what he’s asking and what I need to do. I kiss his forehead before I swing my legs off the bed. “Kal, can I speak to you outside, please?”

Kal glances at Ky uncertainly. He has pulled his legs up to his chest, and his head is buried in his knees. He’s seconds away from losing it, and I need to do this quick. I tug on Kal’s elbow, dragging him from the room under protest.

“Faye, what is going on?”

I close the door over, keeping it open a fraction, talking in a low tone. “He needs to get something off his chest, but he can’t say it in front of you yet.”

“Why the hell not?” His voice betrays his hurt.

“Don’t take it personally. Remember how you felt when all that stuff happened with Lana? How you didn’t want to talk about it until you’d processed it? He’s going through something similar.”

“I get that, but he’s willing to talk to you.”

“And that’s a good thing, right?” I touch his cheek, forcing his gaze on mine. “It’s good that he wants to talk to one of us. It’s good that he’s not locking it all up inside.”

“I’m worried about him, Faye. I’ve never seen him cry. Like ever.”

“I’m worried about him, too, and this isn’t about you. He loves you. Look at the lengths he went to in order to protect you, to stop that recording from coming out? This isn’t about you. It’s about him and how he needs to deal with this, so don’t hurt. Do what you can to help. Call Kaden and update him, and sort out the rooms. I don’t think we’ll be going anywhere for a while. Organize some food. Do what you can to help.”

He nods. “You’re right, and I’m glad he has you. Lana was that person for me. It was one of the hardest things about all that crap she put me through— my instinct was to run to her, to lean on her, but she wasn’t there for me anymore. So, go.” He gives me a gentle shove. “Go help my brother.”

I shut the door quietly as I reenter the room. Ky emerges from the bathroom, looking at me through wounded, grief-stricken eyes. He flops down on the bed, and the devastation and helplessness in his expression is heartbreaking. I want to kill whoever put it there—wipe them from existence so they can’t hurt him anymore. I climb onto the bed beside him, sliding my hand around his back. His head lands on my shoulder and we don’t talk for several minutes. I’m letting him control this, and I won’t force him to speak. He’ll talk to me when he’s ready. I run my fingers through the top of his hair and along the shorn, velvety sides, pressing tiny kisses to his face. His body is a solid block of tension against me, and he’s holding himself rigidly still.

After an indeterminable period of time, he lifts his head, angling his body around so he’s facing me. Tears pour down his cheeks, and I cup his face, kissing the tears away. “I love you.” I penetrate his eyes. “I’ll always love you. You’re my everything.”

He presses his forehead to mine, and his breathing is ragged. “I love you, too, and I’ve never needed anyone as much as I need you right now. Thank you. For ignoring me. For coming here. For not judging.”

I hug him. “You’re a good person, Ky. You protect and support those you love, and it’s our turn to do that for you. There’s nothing you can tell me that’ll change how I feel about you. Nothing.
 If you want to tell me, I’ll listen, but if you don’t, that’s fine too.” I ease back, wiping my thumbs under his moist eyes. “I’m not going anywhere. We’re in this together.”

“This is the first time in my life where I feel it’s okay to lean on someone else. I’ve never had this before, not with anyone. I want to tell you but I’m scared.”

“Why?” I push his hair back off his forehead.

“It’s not that I’m scared to tell you or scared how you’ll react. That’s not it at all.” He gives me a smile and his eyes shine with love. Pressing my lips to his forehead, I close my eyes, and we stay like that for a bit. When he pulls back, he looks more assured. “I’m scared because telling you is only the first step, and I don’t know if I’m strong enough to take the rest.”

I circle my arms around his neck, pinning him with a determined look. “You are one of the strongest people I know. I know you can do this. And you’re not alone, because I will be with you every step of the way. If that’s what you want.”

He nods, and more tears well in his eyes. “God, I love you so much, and I’m still falling for you. Every day, I fall a little more.” My heart swells at his words and the earnest look in his eyes. “I will never want anyone else by my side. Only you, Faye. Only ever you.” He kisses the tip of my nose and my cheeks, before delicately brushing his lips against mine. “And that’s a promise.”

My heart thrills at his words, amplifying until I fear it might burst out of my chest. Despite the circumstances, I can’t keep the goofy grin off my face. “I love you to the moon and back.” Mum used to say that to me all the time, and it never failed to perk me up.

“You’re mine. Now and forever.” He pulls me onto his lap, winding his arms around me. “This isn’t going to be easy to say, so bear with me.”

I kiss the top of his head, nodding. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

He clears his throat, looking me directly in the eye. There is so much pain and hurt reflected in his gaze, and it’s difficult to stay strong, to not collapse, but I do, because he needs me to be strong for the both of us.

“I was abused when I was ten,” he blurts out, and the bottom drops out of my world.





Chapter Eight
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Faye

I’m not sure what I was expecting him to say, but it most definitely wasn’t that. Fighting back tears, I caress his face and wait for him to continue. His head drops back, and he looks up at the ceiling. “I used to attend a different motocross facility before I started going to Rick and May’s. It’s not around anymore. It closed down after the scandal.” He pins his eyes on me again. “That track produced a lot of pro bikers, and they often returned for special events or turned up on free weekends to help out with the kids. There was this one guy who started showing up when I was ten.”

He shivers profusely, and I wrap my arms more tightly around him. “I didn’t like him from the minute I met him. You know when you get a gut instinct, bad vibes?” I nod. “I knew he wasn’t a good guy, so I did my best to steer clear, and it worked at first. He didn’t pay me any attention, and as the weeks turned to months, I kinda forgot about him, but then I started to hear things, rumors that he was doing stuff to some of the other boys. A few boys dropped out, switched tracks, and I was feeling uncomfortable, but I tried to shake it. Then this one Saturday, Julia, the owner, had a family emergency, and she had to leave early. She asked him to lock up. We were the last session of the day, and I was waiting by the door for Dad to pick me up, watching as one by one the other boys were picked up.” He pauses to draw a concentrated breath, and my body is wired tight with apprehension. “He was tidying up in the main area where we were waiting, messing about with boxes by the door, when I felt his hand brush my leg. At first I thought I was imagining it, but after the second or third time, I knew it wasn’t my imagination, especially when his hand inched higher up my leg.”

He buries his head in my chest, his body quaking and trembling. I run my hand up and down his back, kissing the top of his head continuously. I don’t speak because I don’t have any words. Even if I did, I doubt I could verbalize them. Ky doesn’t need that anyway. He needs the opportunity to explain things in his own way. So, I just hold him, touch him, and wait for him to gather the strength to continue.

After a couple minutes, he lifts his head, and the agony in his gaze punches a hole straight through my heart. His voice is strained when he resumes talking. “Dad was never late, and I mean never. He was usually one of the first to arrive but not this day. I watched in absolute panic as the last boy was picked up. I wanted to run to Drew’s dad and beg him to take me with him, but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. I was terrified, Faye.”

His chest heaves up and down. “I can still remember how I felt. My heart was beating so hard in my chest, and I didn’t know what to do. I was so scared.” He closes his eyes briefly, and I use the opportunity to wipe a stray tear away.

“He locked the door and turned to me. ‘Come ’ere boy’ he said, and I swear I can still hear those words as clearly as if it was yesterday. Finally managing to get my feet working, I lunged for the door and tried to open the lock, but he was fast. Grabbed me up, kicking and screaming, and took me into the locker room. He pinned me against the locker and grabbed me by the throat. Told me if I spoke about this to anyone that he’d kill me. Said no one would believe me either. That it would be my word against a local motocross hero.”

Tears cascade down my face, and I can’t do a damned thing to stop them. Ky’s eyes look dead as he stares ahead. “He … he made me touch him, and when he was done, he did the same thing to me.” A strangled sob rips free of his mouth, and he pulls me into his body, hugging me fiercely as he cries into my shoulder.

I’m crying with him.

Crying for the terrified ten-year-old boy who was subjected to such abuse and for the seventeen-year-old boy in my arms who has tried so hard to bury this pain but who has finally realized he can’t keep pretending it didn’t happen.

“I’m sorry, Ky. I’m sorry that happened to you,” I whisper, holding him so tight I’m probably constricting his blood flow. “I want to kill him stone dead for subjecting you to that.” Rage is the new blood flowing through my veins.

He looks up at me, eyes brimming with tears. “I’ve never told anyone that.”

That admission increases my agony one-hundred-fold. He’s kept that inside for so long. “Thank you for telling me.”

He studies my face, and we stare at one another, searing emotion silently filling the space around us. I cup his face and kiss his cheek. He gulps. “Dad turned up a few minutes later, full of apology. He’d gotten a flat on the way and had to stop to change the tire. Of all the fucking days to get a flat.” He shakes his head sadly. “He didn’t even notice how quiet I was on the trip back because the triplets were fighting in the back of the car, and he was too busy to notice. I didn’t know what to do, Faye. I wanted to tell my dad, but I was embarrassed, ashamed. Felt like it was my fault somehow. Maybe if Mom had been there, but she was away working that week.”

He stares off into space. “I didn’t want to go back the next Saturday, and I tried making up all kinds of excuses but Dad was having none of it. There was a race on I’d been excited about for weeks. Dad presumed I was nervous and he was boosting me up and telling me I’d be fine when I got there. Except I wasn’t. I threw up in the bathroom, and my whole body was soaked in sweat. We were waiting in the back area, getting ready to go out and race, and I kept looking over my shoulder, waiting for him to arrive. Sure enough, as soon as Dad went out to the bleachers, he showed his face. But this time he wasn’t alone. There was another motocross legend with him that day.”

He starts rubbing circles on the back of my neck with his thumb. “I started shaking, couldn’t help it. Almost pissed my pants I was that terrified. I saw the other biker looking at me strangely, and I was scared he was planning on doing the same thing. I thought about running out to Dad and begging him to take me away, but we were lining up for the start of the race, and I was afraid Dad would get mad if I bailed.” He pulls my head down and kisses me hard. When we break apart, we are both breathing heavily.

“Then everything turned crazy. The two bikers started fighting while we all looked on in astonishment. The owners rushed in along with some of the parents, and there was lots of shouting, but I couldn’t hear, because he
 was glaring at me. He made a sliding gesture with his hand across his neck, and I ran out, headed straight for Dad. Of course, he thought I was panicked over the adults fighting, and even later, when it all came out—how he’d been abusing several boys at this track and a few others—he never stopped to think it might’ve happened to me.”

“What?” My tone is dubious. “They never even asked you?”

“Oh, they did. When Mom came back from her latest foreign trip, they both sat me down and explained what had happened to some of the boys and how the track was closing down. Apparently, the owners were fielding a ton of lawsuits and members were leaving in their droves, so they informed me they’d enrolled me in the Middleborough program, alongside Brad. At the end of the conversation, they asked me if he had touched me or upset me in any way.”

He holds my face in his large, warm palms. “At the end, Faye. They asked me at the end
. As a passing remark. Why didn’t they ask me that first? Why wasn’t that the most important thing to discover from the outset? Why didn’t they see how much I was hurting? Why did Dad get a flat that day? Why did that man pick on me? Why didn’t I tell my parents? Why did I lie when they asked and said no, he hadn’t hurt me. Why, why, why?”

He sighs, weaving his fingers through my hair. “That’s all I’ve thought of over the years. All the whys. I read the trial reports a few years back, and it was pretty gruesome reading. I got off relatively light. Others weren’t so lucky.” He shakes his head, clamping a hand over his mouth. “He legit destroyed their lives, their futures. I feel sick at the thought of what was going on around me and I didn’t notice a thing.”

“You were only a little boy, Ky. How would you have known?” I press a kiss to his cheek.

Slowly, he nods. “He was sent to prison for what he did to the others, and I read a few years back that he was knifed in jail and didn’t survive the attack. That made me feel tons better. I even got drunk that night and cursed him in my head. Hoped he was in hell and that every sick thing he’d done to others was being done to him.”

He rests his head on my shoulder. “I thought it would make me feel better, knowing he was dead, but it didn’t help. I still had this big gaping hole in my chest. I was still full of so much anger and rage. I was still taking it out on Da … on James.” His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. “But I don’t want to do that anymore because I realize what’s wrong now. I’m angry at myself. You know what that’s like.”

“Yeah, yeah, I do, because I did the same. Internalized everything. Beat myself up for being so stupid in the first place.”

“Exactly. I should’ve walked out to Drew’s dad that night and asked him to take me home, but I was too fucking petrified. I failed to protect myself, and I swore after it all went down that I’d never appear so weak and vulnerable again and that I wouldn’t fail the people I loved.” God, so much of this adds up now. Who he is, and why he is the way he is—that glaring protective streak that borders on possessiveness at times.

I understand it now.

There are so many things I want to say to him. So many things I learned from my own therapy. Things I know will help him. But I don’t say any of that because I know from experience that he has to want those things for himself. He can’t do it for anyone else. He has got to make that decision. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m not one hundred percent sure yet, but telling you was the first step. Getting that off my chest has been a long time overdue.”

“I’m glad you told me, Ky, because keeping that locked up inside would’ve eaten you alive. Destroyed your
 life, your
 future. You don’t need me to tell you that or tell you why I’m saying that. You know why, but I’m curious, why did you tell me now? I thought this was going to be about your bio dad.”

He harrumphs. “Fate is one fucked-up bitch.” He drags a hand through his hair. “I’ve spent years being mad at Dad for failing to protect me that day. For failing to spot what was under his nose, but the irony is that my dad did
 save me. I just didn’t know it at the time.”

I frown, completely confused.

“That other man, the other motocross champ that came to the track that Saturday? He
 protected me.”

I’m still trying to figure it out.

“That other man was Doug Grant, Faye.”

A light bulb goes off in my head as he says, “Doug Grant is my biological father. He’s the one who saved me.”





Chapter Nine
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Faye

“Oh, em, gee. He knew
? He knew who you were and what happened?” I ask.

Ky nods. “Apparently—if he’s to be believed—he never knew Mom had a third child by him until he came to the track by chance that day. He says he knew I was his the minute he saw me, and he could also tell I was scared. He said he’d heard the rumors going around about his colleague, and it didn’t take much to work out what was going down. He fought him and told the owners. My bio dad forced the scandal to come out and saved me from further abuse.”

“And you punched him?” I scratch the top of my head, perplexed.

“He told me that was the extent of his fatherly duties and to get the fuck out of his house and never come back. I saw red. Hit him once. Did the rest of the damage pounding the wall.” He flexes his injured hand.

“Ho. Lee. Shit.”

“I know. What the hell am I expected to do with that?”

“Fecked if I know,” I admit. Silence descends. “What do you want to do now? You can’t avoid Alex and James forever.”

Sliding me off his lap, he stretches his arms out over his head as he sighs. “I know, but I’m not ready to face them yet.” He gets out of bed, pulling me up with him. “But I don’t want to run into that asshole either, and I’d like to put as much distance between me and this town as possible. How about we get some breakfast and then start the trip back but find some place to stop off and lay low for a few days.” “Okay, if that’s what you need. I’m down with that.”

He grins, already seeming a little lighter. I know from experience how cathartic it can be to get stuff like that off your chest, to free your soul of some of the dark matter weighing it down. “You should call Dad and ask him to smooth things over for you at school. I don’t want you getting into trouble on my account,” he says.

I don’t think he’s realized that he just called James “Dad,” but I’m not going to point that out. James is
 still his dad even if they don’t share the same flesh and blood. Just like Michael will always be my dad too. “I’ll ring him. You go shower first, unless you want to speak to James?” I keep my voice steady, devoid of the tendrils of hope building inside me.

He shakes his head and his smile fades. “Not ready to face that yet.”

“He’s hurting, too. I was in the room when he found out, and he was devastated, Ky. He loves you so much.”

“I know, but it’s too soon. My head is such a mess.” He hauls me into his chest. “I just want to lock myself away with you for a few days and chew things over. Then I’ll go back and talk to them.”

I wait until I hear the shower turn on before I phone James. “How is he? Are you all okay?” he says by way of greeting.

“He’s hurting, but we’re okay. He’s not ready to come home, so I’m going to hang around here for a few days with him. I haven’t spoken to Kal yet, so I’m not sure what he’ll want to do. Can you square things off with Principal Carter for me, please?” I figure it’s best to tell him, not ask him and give him a chance to say no. Not that it would matter. Wild horses wouldn’t drag me away from Ky.

I’m met by silence and heavy breathing. “I’m not happy about this, but I’ll agree because there are extenuating circumstances. I’ll give you a few days, but he needs to come home, Faye. We need to speak to him. I need to speak to him. This is equally upsetting for me.”

“I get that, and he does too, but don’t force him to confront this until he’s ready.”

“Has he met him?”

“Yeah. It wasn’t a good meeting, and I don’t think he’ll be going back there.”

“I’m sorry he’s hurting. Tell him … tell him I love him, and this changes nothing. He’s my son, and this will always be his home.”
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After a quick chat to update Kal, we all meet in the lobby a half hour later and check out of the hotel. Kal has deets of an all-day breakfast place on the outskirts of town. I drive with Ky in his rented truck, and we follow Kal to the restaurant.

After we finish eating, we discuss plans over coffee. “I may as well head home,” Kal suggests.

“It’s up to you.” Ky shrugs.

“It feels like I’m in the way,” he admits, holding out his cup for a coffee refill when the waitress appears.

Ky leans over the table. “You could never be in the way, and if I’ve given you that impression, I’m sorry. You’re my brother, and I’m really grateful you came with Faye. That means a lot.”

Kal takes a slurp of his coffee, carefully choosing his next words. “I can’t pretend to imagine what you’re going through. I know it’s some bad shit, and I wish you could tell me, but I get it. You need Faye, and I’m cool with that. I can wait until you’re ready to confide in me.”

Ky puts his cup down. “Kal, it’s not like that … it’s just incredibly difficult to talk about.” He reaches under the table, lacing his fingers through mine. “Faye is the first person I’ve told in almost eight years, and it took enormous courage to even tell her. I want to tell you, honestly, I do.”

Kal frowns. “I thought this was about your bio dad?”

“It is, but it’s bigger than that.”

Kal’s concerned gaze bounces between us. I give Ky’s hand a reassuring squeeze, and he turns to look into my eyes. Despite his hangover, they appear clearer, brighter than they have in a long while. His eyes seek my advice, and I nod in encouragement. Leaning in, he kisses me sweetly and my lips tingle blissfully.

Kal gets up to leave. “Look, I’ll give you both some space. You need this time alone. It’s no sweat.”

Ky rises, slapping a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “No, don’t leave. Let’s go for a walk.”
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I insisted they talk alone, so I head to a small beauty salon across the road and get a mani-pedi on a whim. My phone chimes with a message from Adam. “It was wonderful to finally meet you, and I’m looking forward to spending time together. You set the pace. I’m still prepared to visit you this weekend, but if you need more time that’s no problem. Let me know.”


I lean my head back and close my eyes. I’m not sure what I want, but I don’t want to say no in case I decide I do
 want to talk to him. I still have so many questions. I tap out a quick reply. “Can I think about it and get back to you in the next couple of days?”


His reply is immediate. “Of course. Talk to you then.”


Kal and Ky are lounging against the wall outside, talking in hushed tones, when I step outside the salon. “Hey.” I walk into Ky’s welcoming arms. “You okay?”

He nods, offering me a small smile. “Kal knows.” I flip my head in his direction.

“I can’t believe he hid that for so long. It puts a lot of things in perspective.” Kal kicks at the dirt under his boot. “I’m glad that bastard is dead.” His fists clench at his sides. “Otherwise I’d probably be finding myself back in a courtroom.”

“You and me both.” I rest my head on Ky’s chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart.

“You’re going to be okay.” Kal places his hand on Ky’s shoulder. “And I think you two need some time alone. You’ve both had the mother of all bombs dropped, and you need each other. I’m going to head back. I don’t want to miss any more of school.”

“When did you become so conscientious?” Ky half teases.

“Since I had to contemplate the very real possibility of a life behind bars. It’s changed my outlook on certain things.”

Reaching out, I give him a brief hug. “I’m so proud of the person you’re becoming. Drive safely.”

He hugs me tight, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Please help my brother heal.”

We both set out on the road at the same time. Ky has already called ahead and made hotel reservations in Cleveland, Ohio. It’s a city about halfway between here and home. We’re planning on spending the next few days there, and although it’s hardly a vacation, the prospect of spending so much alone time with Ky has me pumped full of nervous excitement.

While I have plenty to update him on, we don’t talk much on the journey, preferring to listen to music instead. We trail Kal for a few hundred miles before turning off and heading for Cleveland.

Ky locates the hotel easily, and in next to no time, we are checked in and making our way in the lift to the penthouse suite. I still can’t get over how flippant all my cousins are in relation to money. While I never felt deprived growing up, my parents had to budget for everything, and they would never have had the money to splurge on the best suite in the hotel. Ky just whipped out some black credit card and casually handed it over, like it was no big deal.

“Wow!” I gasp the instant we step into the suite. It’s almost as big as an apartment with two separate bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a massive living space resplendent with plush leather sofas and the largest wall-mounted TV screen I’ve ever seen. Marble, mirror, and glass reflect the clean lines of the interior decoration, emitting a contrasting sense of minimalism and decadence. On the top floor of the hotel, the tall, wide glass windows offer a breathtaking view of the city below.

Opening the sliding doors, I step out onto the expansive terrace and soak up the view.

Ky’s warm arms slither around my waist. “Is it really selfish of me to be extremely happy you are here?” He rests his chin on my shoulder as I lean back into him.

“It’s not selfish at all. Which reminds me …” I spin around in his embrace. “I have a bone to pick with you for running off like you did.” I rest my hands on his chest, tilting my head up to look him straight in the eye. “We’re a team and you took off without me. That is not going to happen again.” I send him my best stinky-eyed look.

His expression softens. “You’re too good for this, Faye. And you’ve had your fair share of crap to deal with. I didn’t want to add to that.”

My arms creep around his neck. “What if I had run off without you when I discovered the man who raised me wasn’t my father? How would that have made you feel?”

He tightens his arms around me. “Mad and worried,” he immediately replies.

“Exactly. I could barely sleep Sunday night because I was so worried you’d wrap your bike around a tree.”

“But I was in the truck.”

I prod him in the chest with a finger. “And how was I to know that when you wouldn’t even respond to my texts? You freaked me out, Ky. You can’t do that to me again. And you have got to stop pushing me away. Either we’re a team or we’re not. You can’t keep saying it and then not following through. That’s not how this works.”

He runs his hand up and down my spine. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I was only trying to protect you.”

I sigh, trying to put a leash on my anger and frustration. “You’ve shown me you’re the protective type time and time again, and I understand more clearly where that’s coming from now, but you’ve got to let me
 protect you
 sometimes. I”—I press a kiss to his right cheek—“want”—I press another kiss to the tip of his nose—“to protect”—I kiss his left cheek—“you.” I join my lips to his in a sweet, soft kiss. “And you’re going to let me.” My tone brokers no argument.

“I’ll try. I promise.”

I smile up at him as I frame the next question carefully. “Have you ever considered talking to anyone about what happened? A professional?”

His muscles bunch up. “You mean a shrink?” I nod. “Not really.”

“I think you should. Consider it, I mean.”

He purses his lips. “I thought you were anti-psychiatrist.”

I vehemently shake my head. “No, I never said that. I said I hoped I never had to see one again because it feels like I’ve spent a lifetime in therapy already, but I didn’t mean to imply that it wasn’t beneficial or that I wouldn’t go to therapy again in future. I just meant I hoped I’d never need to. That I’d gotten through the difficult phase of my life.”

“Do you think I should?”

I cup his cheek. “Yes. Therapy helped me, and it was actually a relief to speak to someone who didn’t know me. I could speak my mind without fear. I could tell her every horrible dark thought in my head, and she didn’t judge me. What I liked most about therapy was how she guided me to a better path. Fiona didn’t tell
 me what to do. She helped me identify what I
 wanted to do. She helped me put it behind me and move on. She empowered me to make my own decisions, and I think you need that too.”

He drags his lower lip between his teeth. “I’ll think about it.”

“Good.” I kiss him again. “Now, how about we explore the town and find somewhere romantic to eat?”





Chapter Ten
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Faye

We wander around the town holding hands and window shopping for a few hours. Ky disappears on his own for a half hour while I peruse the shelves in the bookstore. Finding a quaint little Italian restaurant up a side street, we head inside and secure a private table in a secluded corner of the room. The overhead lighting is dim, and the small tabletop candle casts magical shadows on the walls behind us. We order pasta and drinks, and Ky maneuvers his chair over beside mine, taking my hand in his. “I can’t believe we haven’t been on any real dates before now,” he says, bringing my fingers to his lips.

I shrug. “I don’t need dates. I just need you.”

He kisses me sweetly, easing back as the waitress places our drinks down. She smiles knowingly at me, and I can’t help smiling back. It’s contagious, and nothing could impair my good mood. Irrespective of all the heavy stuff we’ve got going on, I’m in my element right now. I know I just told Ky I don’t need dates, but what girl doesn’t love to spend cozy romantic nights with her boyfriend? And this is exactly what we need. A night to just be young and in love. A night to forget the pressures hanging over us. We keep our talk casual and teasing at the table, and the only time Ky lets go of my hand is when we eat.

Nighttime has fallen when we emerge from the restaurant, and the air is distinctly cooler. Ky drapes his arm around my shoulders, and we stroll back to the hotel in quiet contemplation. Once we are back in our suite, Ky grabs a bottle of wine he had chilling in the fridge and two glasses and takes my hand, leading me out to the terrace.

We snuggle up under a thick plaid blanket, sipping our wine and surveying the bustling nightlife below us. “I could get used to this, you know,” he says a few minutes later. I twist my head around to look inquiringly at him. “Us, together like this. You’re the other piece of my heart, Faye. I can’t ever imagine my life without you in it.”

My eyes light up. “Nor me.” I put my glass down on the coffee table and lean into him. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, Ky. It’s never felt so right with anyone else. We are meant for each other. You’re mine. I’m yours.”

His lips crash onto mine, and he cups the back of my head, holding me close. His kiss is urgent and needy, and it works me into a frenzy in no time. We devour each other without apology, and I just can’t get enough of him. My hands are everywhere—winding in his hair, gripping his strong, broad shoulders, and exploring the ripped planes of his chest and abs. It’s as if God plucked all the thoughts of my dream boy straight from my head and created Ky especially for me.

“There is one positive to come out of this mess,” he rasps against my lips, and I open my eyes. Raw desire glimmers in his eyes. “We’re not blood related. There is nothing to stop us being together now.”

“I know. I was thinking the same thing on the journey here. We can be a normal couple.” Although, he’d have to come clean about his real dad for that to truly be the case, and I’m not sure he’ll want to go there. But, for now, I’m going to enjoy the fact there is no impediment to our relationship.

His fingers drift in and out of my hair. “That’s what I’ve always dreamed of. It killed me knowing you and Brad were together in public, even if it was fake.” His brows knit together. “Well, on your side, at least.”

“Ky.” I silently beg him not to go there. Not tonight.

He palms my face. “We can’t ignore reality forever.”

“I know, but we can have this one night. Tomorrow we can talk about my dad and yours and Brad and what we’re going to do, but right now, being with you like this is everything I’ve wished for. I just want to enjoy us. I want to hold you and kiss you knowing that we belong together and there’s no one or nothing to keep us apart anymore.”

His answering kiss melts me into a puddle of goo. His lips worship mine with so much adoration that I can almost feel my heart swelling to bursting point. I will never get enough of this all-consuming feeling when I’m with him. Soon, I’m straddling him as we pump and grind against one another. His hands sneak under my sweater, roaming my curves, and I don’t care that I’m whimpering like a puppy in heat. My skin is on fire from his touch, and I want to shed my clothes, strip him of his, and do all kinds of naughty stuff.

When his hand creeps into my bra and he runs his thumb over the hard peak of my nipple, I arch my back and cry out. I rock into his hips, and he groans as his lips crush mine with intense need. He pulls his mouth away a minute later, yanking my sweater up over my head and tugging my bra down. A welcome cool breeze coasts over my bare skin. I moan loudly when he sucks the sensitive tip of one nipple into his mouth while his hand plays with my other breast. I’m panting and writhing on top of him now, and he’s bucking his hips against mine, his arousal straining against his jeans.

He stands up suddenly, holding me to him, and I wrap my legs around his waist as he starts walking back inside. I pepper his face with hot kisses as he walks toward the bedroom. We fall back on the bed, kissing feverishly as we pull at our clothes until we are flesh to flesh with no barrier between us. My hands wander greedily over his bare skin, gliding over the defined muscles of his back and down to his ass. I pull him against me, and we both groan.

He repositions us on the bed so I’m underneath him with my head on the pillows. Holding my hands stretched over my head, he hovers over me, his impressive naked body brushing against mine as his eyes roam over every inch of me. I’m burning up from his gaze and the promise of what’s to come.

Dipping his head, he worships my mouth, kissing along my jawline and down my neck. He presses the lightest of kisses to that delicate spot on my collarbone, and I shudder all over. My fingers tangle in his hair as he glides down my body, licking, nipping, sucking, and kissing as he goes. I’m gasping and moaning and squirming in need as his lips leave scorching imprints all over my body. Spreading my legs wide, he eases one finger inside me, and I almost come on the spot. When he adds a second finger, I scream, and he chuckles. “Oh, God, don’t stop. Just don’t stop.”

He replaces his fingers with his mouth, and I nearly buck off the bed. My hands grip his head, holding him in place as blissful tremors start building inside me. I shatter, falling apart in exquisite waves of pleasure as he continues to worship me, wresting every last drop from my body. My skin is hot and sensitive as he crawls over me. Clasping my hands over my head again, he stares intensely into my eyes. My tongue darts out and I trace a line around his lush lips. His eyes burn with hunger, asking a silent question, and I convey my agreement with my lusty gaze and a determined nod.

There will never be a more perfect moment, and I’m done waiting.

I want him.

I want him inside me right now.

He grabs a condom from the pocket of his jeans and rolls it on. “Are you sure, Faye? Because it’s okay if you’re not.” My answering yes is breathy and needy, and the biggest smile spreads across his mouth.

His eyes never leave mine as he aligns our bodies. My heart beats wildly in my chest, and I can’t believe the moment is upon us. I’ve wanted this so badly for months now, and, finally, he will truly be mine. Releasing my hands, his mouth caresses mine as he slowly inches inside me. I gasp as he fills me up, whimpering with my eyes closed. “Are you okay?” he asks, halting all movement.

“Perfect,” I whisper, opening my eyes and latching onto his. “You feel so good. Don’t stop.”

He moves gently. Our eyes are locked on one another, and I reach out, palming his face. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He starts thrusting, slowly at first and then with more urgency as his movements grow harder, stronger, more intense. My legs go around his waist, and I lift my hips up to meet him, building a steady rhythm as liquid fire ignites every part of my body. My fingers dig into his back, and he moans into my mouth, capturing my lips in a searing kiss. His lips trail down my neck and over my collarbone before worshipping my breasts. My hands knead his ass, pulling him even closer to me, and our ragged breathing is growing more and more frantic.

Heavenly tremors start building inside me again, and I’m floating on a sea of sensation. I’m writhing and moaning as Ky whips my body into a frenzy.

My first time was absolutely nothing like this. There was no insatiable need. No unquenchable thirst. No waves of continuous pleasure. No sensual looks and caresses. No touching of souls. This is all that and more. Ky is all that and more, and I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of him.

When he shatters, his body trembling and pulsing over me, I quickly follow him over the ledge, never once removing my eyes from his, and it’s everything
.

Everything I’ve dreamed of.

Everything my first time wasn’t.

Everything I want for the rest of my life.

He gets up to dispose of the condom, returning with a warm cloth to clean me. Then he encloses me in his arms, and I snuggle into his chest. “You okay?” He kisses my forehead tenderly.

“More than okay,” I reply. “That was amazing.” My hand glides over his stomach and lower. “I’m thinking we might have to do it again, just to make sure it wasn’t a fluke.” He chuckles, and I brace on one elbow, twisting to face him. “Was it … good for you?”

He kisses the tips of my fingers. “It was incredible, Faye.” His eyes grow glassy. “Sometimes intimacy has been uncomfortable for me, but not with you. Never with you. With you, it’s always felt right, and all I’m thinking in the moment is how good it feels. How natural it feels.” He pulls me down on top of him, circling his arms around me. “We fit together perfectly in every conceivable way.”

I press a slew of drugging kisses to his chest, grazing the column of his neck, and I’m thrilled when he hardens underneath me.

Round two is even better than round one, and when we finally collapse atop one another, sweaty and sated, we grin at each other like lovesick fools.

I fall asleep enveloped in his sturdy arms, and no place has ever felt more comfortable or more like home.

I wake up first the next morning with Ky’s arm draped across my stomach and one of his legs covering mine. Warmth and happiness suffuses every inch of my body, and I nestle into him, inhaling the scent that is all male. My limbs feel deliciously sore, and I ache in places I never knew I could ache.

“Morning, gorgeous,” he says before opening his eyes. He pulls me in flush to his body, and every part of me sparks to life. “Last night was amazing.” He buries his head in my shoulder, nuzzling my neck with his nose. “Waking up beside you is amazing as well, and something I plan to do for a very long time.”

“Don’t I get a say?” I tease, running the tip of one finger up and down his arm.

“And what exactly is your objection?” He sucks on my neck in the exact spot where my pulse throbs uncontrollably.

“None,” I gasp in a breathy voice. “I could never complain about falling asleep and waking up in your arms. Never.”

“Good answer,” he agrees, flipping me on my back and covering my body with his. His mouth meets mine in a hungry kiss, and I yank him down on top of me, wrapping my legs around his waist as I guide him closer. Expertly rolling on a condom, he situates himself exactly where I need him. His hands stroll up and down my body, caressing my curves as he thrusts into me in one fluid move. He makes love to me slowly and sweetly, and we rock gently against one another, kissing languorously, and I have no desire to ever get out of this bed.

We eventually get up an hour later, when the need for food temporarily overrides our hunger for one another. Ky orders room service while I take a quick shower. We eat breakfast at the dining table, in our toweled dressing gowns, sharing secretive glances every couple of minutes. “It feels different now,” I say, pushing my plate away and rubbing one hand across my satisfied stomach. “Does it feel like that to you?”

He stretches across the table, taking my hand. “Yes. Now that I know what it feels like to be inside you, I’m on a permanent boner.”

I fling my napkin at him. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“I’m only teasing, babe, although that’s no word of a lie. But, yeah, I’ve got all the feels too.”

I smile at his statement. “I won’t ever want to leave here.”

He shrugs. “Then we won’t.”

I roll my eyes. “We can only avoid the outside world for so long.” And Adam is waiting on an answer from me, and it’s not fair to keep him hanging. I still don’t know what to do, and my head is a horribly confused place in that regard.

“Hey.” Ky moves over beside me. “Where’d you go?”

“I haven’t had a chance to tell you this yet, but I met my bio dad. I met Adam.”

His eyes pop wide. “You did? How was it?”

I proceed to fill him in on how it went down, and he listens attentively. “I’m glad your meet and greet with pops went better than mine,” he half-jokes when I’ve finished talking. I send him a sympathetic look. “If you want to meet him this weekend, we can head back. I was only joking before. I know we can’t hide away forever. I know I have to confront my parents at some point.”

I rub a hand behind my neck. “I don’t know what I want. He seems nice, and he’s trying to make the best of this, like me. And I have questions. Lots of them. But I’m not sure I’m ready to hear about his other kids, about my siblings. What if they want to meet me?” A fluttery sensation takes up residence in my chest.

“He said you could set the pace, right? So tell him you need to go slow. Get to know him first before you even start thinking about that. Unless you don’t want to get to know him at all?” Ky tilts my chin up.

I fidget with the belt on my dressing gown as emotions churn in my mind. “Is it disrespectful to my dad, my real dad, to want to get to know Adam? Because guilt is a huge part of what I’m feeling.”

“Your mom said in her letter that your dad had wanted to tell your bio dad when they first found out. If that’s the kind of man he was, then, I think he’d want you to do whatever you
 feel comfortable doing. And your mom said this was your decision.”

I tip my head up to the ceiling, sighing. “What would you have done? If your dad had been different. Had been decent?”

He blows air out of his mouth. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m still processing.”

I nod in agreement. Ky called it. I’m still trying to figure all this out, and I think I need more time to consider it. I’ll text Adam later and ask him if we can meet the following weekend instead. At least I’ll have had more time to structure my thoughts by then. I peck Ky on the lips. “Thank you.”

“For what?” He gives me a funny smile as someone raps loudly on the suite door.

Ky frowns, getting up to check it out before I can answer him. I pull my knees up to my chest and start making tentative plans in my head for today.

“What the hell?” Ky yells, and I hop up, racing to the other room.

My mouth hangs open as I reach the front door. Two policemen wearing blue shirts and navy trousers are standing in front of Ky with fierce expressions. The short, stouter man is holding Ky’s hand, inspecting his injured knuckle. He nods at the second man, as he simultaneously twists Ky’s hands behind his back.

“Kyler James Kennedy. You are under arrest for the murder of Douglas Brian Grant.”





Chapter Eleven
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Kyler

“He’s dead
?” My eyes dart between the two police officers but neither of them is giving anything away. I glance over my shoulder at Faye. Her eyes are wide and panicked. “Call Dad.” The officer who cuffed me starts nudging me out the door.

“At least let him get dressed,” Faye demands, hurriedly composing herself. “You are not bringing him out there like that.” She glares at the cops, and they exchange looks.

“Fine,” the taller, older man says. “But I’ll be in the room with you.”

Faye harrumphs. “What, you think he’s going to jump off the roof like he’s Spiderman or something?”

“Watch your tone, young lady, or I’ll detain you for obstructing an arrest.”

“Fine.” She shrugs. “See if I care.”

“Faye.” I shake my head. There’s no way I want her tied up in this mess. “Just call Dad and tell him to get Dan on the case.”

I get dressed with the cop facing the door, and he insists on re-cuffing me before we leave the room. I hope there’s no press around. Mom will have a conniption if this gets out. Not that I care what she thinks anymore. It’d serve her right. Let her be blindsided and see what that feels like.

Faye flings her arms around me before I’m removed from the suite. “I’ve spoken to James and he’s on it. I’ll follow you to the station. Don’t say a word until your attorney arrives.”

I nod. “The keys to my truck are in the pocket of my other jeans,” I tell her before I’m steered out of the room.

I do the walk of shame across the crowded hotel lobby, staring straight ahead and not making eye contact with anyone. A couple of flashes go off in my face out on the street, and any hope of keeping this on the down low is fading. Once they figure out who I am and what I’ve been arrested for, it’ll be all over the net.

The cruiser pulls away from the sidewalk, and I stare out the window as the magnitude of what’s happening starts to hit home.

The sperm donor is dead
?

And they think I
 did it?

Which must mean I was one of the last people to see him alive. Panic presses down on my chest, but I plaster a blank expression on my face. I’m not showing shit, saying shit, until I speak to an attorney.

The journey back to Bayfield drags by, and it does nothing to stem my nerves. I go over and over Monday night in my head, wondering if I hit Doug harder than I thought. He was still on his ass when I left, but he was coherent enough to scream obscenities at me while I walked away. I can’t believe that one punch was enough to kill a man, but I’m terrified it did.

I’m brought into the station and processed quickly. Before I know it, I’m in a lineup, facing a glass window, along with four other guys. I show no reaction as I’m called forward, stepping out and then falling back as instructed. When it’s over, I’m escorted into an interview room and left there with only my thoughts for company.

The longer they leave me in isolation, the more freaked out I’m becoming. Thoughts of what Kal recently went through are at the forefront of my mind. It didn’t take much to frame him for a crime he didn’t commit. Sweat coasts down my spine, and my foot taps nervously off the floor.

The door slams open, and I jerk a little in my chair. Two plainclothes detectives enter the room and sit down across from me. The dude with the buzz cut slaps a paper folder down on the desk and pins me with a grim look. The other guy slouches in his chair, yawning and feigning disinterest.

They turn on the camera and read me my rights. “Where were you Monday night between the hours of eight p.m. and two a.m.?” Buzzcut asks.

“I want an attorney.”

“I understand someone is on their way.” He puts his elbows on the table, straining toward me. “But this doesn’t look good for you, kid, and the sooner you start talking, the sooner we can eliminate you from our investigation.”


Does he think I was born yesterday?
 “I’m not saying a word until my attorney gets here.”

The two detectives share a look while I fold my arms across my chest and lean back in my chair.

They stand up, chairs screeching in the process. “Fine. Your funeral.”

I release the breath I’d been holding the second they exit the room. I crick my head from side to side, attempting to loosen up. Every muscle in my body is corded into knots.

About a half hour passes before a distinguished-looking guy steps into the room. He sits down beside me, extracting some papers from a well-worn brown leather briefcase. “My name is Fitzgerald Manning, and I’m an attorney with Manning, Tanner, and Hawthorne. My services have been retained by Dan Evans, acting on behalf of your parents. I’ll be representing you in this matter.” He opens a pad and removes a slim, silver Montblanc pen from his jacket pocket. Setting both items down on the table, he clasps his hands in his lap and swivels in his chair, facing me. “I can’t do my job unless you are completely honest with me.”

I’m not an idiot. I know it must look bad or they wouldn’t have arrested me. And I’m not naïve enough to believe this will go away because I actually am innocent. Look what happened to my brother. “I didn’t kill him,” I admit truthfully.

He scrutinizes my eyes, and my focus doesn’t waver. “Okay.”

“I didn’t. My girlfriend and my brother will confirm I was drunk and passed out in my hotel room when they arrived.”

“I have already spoken with Ms. Donovan, and she has given a statement to that effect. The police are interviewing the bartender in Randy’s Tavern as we speak, but that only accounts for the latter part of the night. It doesn’t exonerate you for the hours leading up to your arrival in the bar.”

“Is Faye okay?”

“She is fine. She’s waiting outside for your parents to arrive. My understanding is they are traveling by private plane and they are expected shortly.” He takes the tip off the pen, holding it poised over the pad. “We need to go over this before the detectives return, so let’s take this step by step. Where were you Monday night?”

I fill him in on everything from the time I stepped foot in the town, leaving nothing of relevance out. I don’t mention the part of the conversation surrounding past events at Uxbridge because it has no bearing on this, and I don’t want any whiff of that getting back to my parents until I’m ready to tell them about it.

“Do you own a gun, Mr. Kennedy?” He scrutinizes me over the edge of his black-rimmed spectacles.

I shake my head. “No.” My eyes narrow as I come to the obvious conclusion. “He was shot? That’s why they took swabs of my hands earlier?” I wait with bated breath for his reply.

He nods, and a layer of stress releases knowing I definitely didn’t kill him. “Yes. The good news for you is that no gunshot residue was found on your hands, no gun was uncovered at the crime scene, and forensics didn’t discover any incriminating evidence in either of the hotel rooms you occupied or in your truck.”

“But?” I know there’s one coming.

“A witness identified you from the lineup, and she has confirmed that she left you with Mr. Grant in his house on the night of his murder. In her statement, she has referred to you as, and I quote, ‘an asshole with a major chip on his shoulder.’”

“I know who she is. She was waitressing at a diner in town, and she was fucking Doug Grant when I arrived at his house. She doesn’t know me, and it’s not like I’m denying I was there that night.”

Manning takes off his glasses, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “It is most likely you were the last person to see him alive.”

I stiffen. “No, I wasn’t. The killer was.” I grind down on my teeth.

“Let me rephrase. You were the last person seen
 with the victim and that’s not looking so good for you, even if all they have is circumstantial evidence right now.”

I drag a hand through my hair. “I told you he was alive when I left. I punched him once, knocked him on his ass, but he was most definitely alive. I didn’t do this. Are the cops even looking for anyone else or have they already deemed I’m guilty?”

“It’s an open investigation, Mr. Kennedy, and the police will pursue all leads. However, at this time, you look good for this. Ms. McKenna, the waitress, has already told them you were his son, and they are keen to pursue that line of questioning. Look at it from their perspective—you have motive, a witness has placed you at the scene, you agree you fought with the victim, and most likely there is DNA evidence that will corroborate same.”

“I know how it looks,” I roar, losing the battle with my self-control, “but I’m telling you, I didn’t do this. Someone else killed him. He’s well known, and given what I saw of him, I’d say he’s made his fair share of enemies over the years. God only knows how many kids he’s fathered with various women, so I can’t be the only one who’d have motive to kill him. And do they even know he was murdered? What if he shot himself?”

“They can tell from the bullet trajectory that it wasn’t a suicide, but we won’t have conclusive results until the autopsy report is issued.” He looks at his watch. “The detectives will be here any minute now. Do not blow up like that in their presence. Tell them what you’ve told me, and only answer questions where I nod my agreement. I’ll intervene if they ask you something I don’t want you to answer.”

The detectives reenter the room and waste no time getting stuck in. The interrogation goes on for hours, and they keep asking me the same questions over and over, trying to trip me up. Eventually, they call a halt to the interview, rising along with my attorney. “Unless you are charging my client, I expect he is free to go?”

“That will be all for now. Mr. Kennedy is free to leave, but we ask that he remains in the vicinity for the time being. We will need to question him again in due course.”

Manning nods his agreement, keeping a hand on my shoulder to hold me in place while the detectives exit the room. “They don’t have enough to charge you, and let’s hope it stays that way. I expect your parents are here by now, but, I must warn you, news of your arrest is already in the public domain, and a few reporters had gathered outside when I first arrived. I’d imagine their numbers have swollen by now. Prepare yourself.”

I get up, arching my stiff back. “I’m well accustomed to dealing with the media. It’s part and parcel of growing up in the family I did.”

He ushers me from the room and out into the front reception area. Faye races toward me the second she sees me, enfolding me in a mammoth hug, almost squeezing the life out of me. Mom and Dad are standing behind her with worried expressions on their faces. I’m surprised to see Kal, although I guess he may have been required to give a statement, too. Manning goes to talk to them. I hold Faye close, smoothing a hand over her hair and allowing her body heat to soothe me.

“Stupid question,” she says, peering up at me. “But are you okay?”

Air escapes my lungs in a mad rush. “I will be as soon as we get out of here. Are there many reporters out front?”

Her mouth narrows in distaste as she nods. “I’m sorry, Ky. It’s all over the news already.”

I peck her on the lips. “I figured as much when people started taking photos of me as they led me out of the hotel.”

“If they’re letting you go that must be a good thing, right? They know you didn’t do this?”

“It’s not that straightforward. The girl who was with him at the house picked me out of a lineup, and they’re going to find my DNA on him, and my injured hands confirm I fought with him, but it was a gunshot wound that killed him and they haven’t found the gun so that stands in my favor.”

Faye scratches the side of her head. “I saw a girl leave here a while back with blonde hair, pretty, if a bit rough around the edges. Kal and I saw her the night we arrived. She was outside the bar arguing with some guy. Was that the girl your dad was with?”

“Sounds like it.”

“Well, maybe she killed him? Lovers tiff gone wrong? She was pretty smashed when we saw her, and she was crying. She could’ve gone back there and fought with him?” Her eyes fill with hope.

“It’s a possibility.” I take her hand. “Come tell the attorney what you just told me.” I walk her over to where my parents are speaking with Manning. I avoid looking at either Mom or Dad as Faye tells the attorney what she saw. Kal confirms he saw the waitress too. Manning agrees to update the police, advising both Faye and Kal that they may be called back to revise their statements.

Dad steps in front of me when the attorney leaves to update the detectives. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll fix this.” Looking at my feet, I nod. I can’t face him, even though this isn’t his fault. For once, I’m on his side, and it’s Mom I’m furious with. “Let’s get out of here,” he adds. “We have reserved rooms in a hotel in the next town over. We didn’t think it was a good idea to return to the scene of the crime.”

I have a quiet word with Kal before we leave. I’m not sure I’ll get the alone time to make the call and rearrange our plans, so he’ll have to do it on my behalf. He agrees without argument, and I send her number to his cell.

Faye grips my hand tight as we vacate the station. Swarms of reporters crowd the pavement outside and Dad has to wrestle his way through the masses to get us to the rental. Mercifully, he had the forethought to organize a vehicle with blacked-out windows, and I only start breathing again once we are safely tucked away inside.

No one speaks the entire ride to the hotel, but that suits me just fine. Faye never lets go of my hand, and I’m so grateful for her support. Her unquestioning loyalty. Mom checks us in, and I’m beyond pissed when I discover she’s booked separate rooms for Faye and me. Before I can raise any objection, Faye takes matters into her own hands. “I’m staying with Ky, so you can return this key and get your money back.”

“Honey,” Mom starts to say, but Faye stalls her with one of her special, deadly looks.

“I’m not leaving him by himself. Period.” She stubbornly holds the key out to Mom.

My eyes meet Dad’s for the first time, and a flare of pride glimmers in his gaze. Mom pouts, frowning. “For God’s sake, Alexandra,” Dad says, not attempting to hide the disdain in his tone. “Let them be. They need each other.”

Mom takes the keycard from Faye without another word, returning to the reception desk. Kal is the only one to wait for her. Dad takes the elevator with us, and we ride to the top floor in awkward silence. We reach our door first.

“Kyler.” Dad sounds nervous. “I’d really like to speak with you.”

I rest my forehead on the door, squeezing my eyes shut. It’s not that I want to shut him out. I know he’s hurting as much as me, and that’s the whole point. I can barely handle my own pain, so how the hell am I expected to deal with his too?


“Please, son. I need you to hear me out.” His voice is choked with emotion, and that decides it for me. For years, I’ve harbored anger at his failure to protect me the one time I really needed him to. For years, I’ve enjoyed taking Mom’s side in arguments purely to punish him. For years, I’ve picked fights with him, knowing it stressed him out and relishing that fact. These last few months have inflamed my anger—his affair with Courtney, his handling of the situation with Kent, his collusion with Mom in hiding the truth about Keven and Kaden, the sick revelation of his relationship with his sister, all adding fuel to the fire—and I’ve taken pleasure from watching him struggle.

But I don’t take pleasure in this.

I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.

For the first time, all my rage is reserved for my mother, and my full sympathy is with Dad.

It won’t kill me to do this for him.

And I think I need it as much as he does.

I pick my head up, turning to face him. “Okay.”





Chapter Twelve
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Kyler

The look of blatant relief on his face has me feeling all kinds of guilty for running away without giving any consideration to his feelings. Faye opens the door to our room and dumps our bags quickly. “I’m going to scout out the hotel. I’ll leave you two to chat in private.”

“You don’t have to leave.”

“I won’t be far. Text me when you’re done, and I’ll come back up.” She hugs me, and my arms automatically wind around her waist—I love holding her close. “Open up to him,” she whispers in my ear. “Tell him how you’re feeling. I promise you’ll feel better for it.”

I cup her face in both hands, and kiss her briefly. “I love you.” I don’t care that Dad hears. “Thank you for standing by me.”

“I love you too.” Her whole face lights up like a glow worm. She pecks Dad on the cheek, squeezing his arm as she passes.

Silence descends when the door closes after her. I shuffle anxiously on my feet, looking everywhere but at him.

“I’m glad you have her by your side.”

“Me, too.”

“I’m going to make a coffee. Would you like one?”

I look up. “Um, sure.”

Dad fixes coffees while I take a seat at the small circular glass dining table. My eyes scan the room flippantly. It’s not as plush as the suite we had back in the last hotel, but it’s a decent size, and it has a nice balcony too. It’ll suffice for however long we’re forced to remain here.

Dad hands a cup to me, and I accept it gratefully. “Thank you.”

He claims the seat across from me, clasping the cup between his large hands, as he stares at me. I stare back, seeing the same hurt and confusion in his eyes. “How are you coping?” he asks finally.

I shrug.

“Your mother and I have made our fair share of mistakes, I know that, and I’m no saint, but this …” He clamps a hand over his mouth, and I’m horrified when tears flood his eyes. “This is the worst betrayal. I can’t believe she lied to me all these years. Now, I understand why she was so insistent on keeping the news from Kaden and Keven in the first place. She knew this would come out eventually, and she was doing everything she could to avoid facing facts.”

“You never suspected?” I take a tentative sip of my coffee.

He vigorously shakes his head. “No. Never. You’re a lot like me in so many ways, Ky, and I always thought our relationship was strained because we were so similar. This has … this has destroyed me.”

“How do you think I’ve felt?” I put my coffee down, unable to swallow over the tears clogging my throat.

Silence engulfs us again. There’s so much I want to say but can’t get out. I’m generally not good with heavy emotional stuff.

He leans back in his chair, sighing. “I’m upset because it’s made a mockery of my memories, made a mockery of my marriage, and everything I thought I knew, but, it wouldn’t be killing me in here”—he slams a hand over his heart—“if I didn’t love you so much.” His eyes pool with tears, and I’m struggling to keep a grip on my own composure.

I’m not going to cry again.

Especially not in front of him or Mom.

“That will never change, and you will always be my son. That awful man may have played a part in your creation, but he will never replace me as your father.”

My chest tightens. Dad’s words hang in the air, and the anguished look on his face makes him appear more vulnerable than I’ve ever seen him. I remember how distraught he was the day he found out that Faye’s mom had been killed, but that pales in comparison with how he looks now. “I’m sorry,” I blurt out, and he frowns. “For running off without speaking to you. For fighting with you all these years. It seems so pointless now.”

And it does. I think back to all the arguments we’ve had and how I used to wish he wasn’t my dad. Now, I’d do anything to take those wishes back. To know he was my dad in every meaning of the word. To undo all knowledge of the sperm donor and of Mom’s betrayal. I don’t feel any grief or pity he’s dead. My only feelings where he’s concerned are selfish ones—I don’t want to end up being wrongly accused of his murder—and that’s the extent of it.

“That doesn’t matter now,” Dad says, stretching across the table to pat my hand. “All that matters is not losing you. I couldn’t bear to lose any more than I already have.”

My throat constricts, and speaking is becoming difficult. “I don’t want to lose you either.”

Dad stands up, tears freely flowing down his face. “I know you’re a grown man, but I really need to hug you right now.” He walks around the table, pulling me up and into his arms.

A sob rips from my throat, startling me. I lean into the hug, needing this more than I realized. “What do you say we use this as a fresh start?” He shifts a little so he can look me dead in the eye.

I nod, surprised at how genuine my response is. A do-over sounds pretty perfect. While it won’t change the facts, I’m so relieved that he still wants me in his life. That the mistakes of my past haven’t pushed him away. That calling me his son means so much to him.

I never realized before how much I need him.

How much I love him.

Why does it take the threat of losing someone to make you appreciate them in the way you should?
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Faye and I spend the remainder of the evening half-heartedly watching old movies on the TV in our room. Later, we meet Dad and Kal for a late dinner in a private section of the dining room. Mom tried to talk to me earlier, but I made it clear I’m not ready for that showdown yet. I appreciate that she declined to join us for dinner, knowing full and well that if she attended I would have stayed in my room.

I don’t miss the surreptitious looks leveled my way as I walk hand in hand with Faye through the room after dinner. She glares at every person who dares look sideways at me, and it’s the first thing to bring a smile to my lips all day. She has no idea how much her loyalty and support means to me.

I’m lying flat on my back in our bed, staring blankly at the ceiling when Faye emerges from the bathroom bathed in a cloud of steam. Her hair is pinned in a messy bun on top of her head, her face is flushed red and scrubbed clean of makeup, and she has her candy-colored pajama shorts and tank top on. She looks so adorable, and I love that she doesn’t try to impress me. There’s nothing more attractive than a girl who’s confident in her own skin.

Addison was so tiring in that regard. While she was always groomed to perfection, she constantly sought out compliments. I was so naïve back then. I used to think she needed reassurance. Now, I know it was all down to vanity and her need to be the center of attention. Faye is her polar opposite and I couldn’t be happier about that. She doesn’t need praise or the adoration of her peers to feel comfortable in her own skin. She owns it effortlessly, and I love her so much for it. My eyes drink their fill, and my heart swells with everything I feel for her. She looks good enough to eat, and all the blood rushes to a certain part of my anatomy.

She leaps onto the bed, holding a glass bottle with a fancy label on it in her hand. She scoots to my side. “Roll over.” I quirk a brow. “Don’t ask. Just do.” I love her bossy side, and I do as I’m told, flipping over onto my stomach. She straddles me, pressing that soft part of her body against my ass and I’m rock hard in a split second. She rubs her hands together, before tossing the bottle on the bed beside her. “Now blank your mind and just relax.”

Her oily hands land on my bare back, instantly heating me all over. She kneads the knots in my shoulders before maneuvering her way along all the stiff muscles of my back. A moan flies out of my mouth as I sink lower into the mattress. Next, she runs her thumbs outward from my spine in strong, bold moves that penetrate bone deep. She keeps up a similar pattern, firmly kneading my back, loosening my muscles, and releasing some tension. My hard-on is digging into the bed almost painfully, and my skin is on fire from her skillful ministrations. When her fingertips flit lightly up and down my back, like a feather-soft brush sweeping across my skin, a heady moan slips out of my lips. “Where’d you learn to do this?” I murmur in an intoxicated voice.

“Mum did a course in massage and reflexology a few years ago,” she explains, continuing to sweep her fingers over my back. “I was her guinea pig, and she practiced on me every day for a month. It was great.” She laughs and it’s so wonderful to hear her speaking about her mother without the usual grief and hurt undercutting her tone. “I liked it so much I got her to show me some of her techniques.”

“Your hands are magic,” I rasp, and I know I sound like I’m high.

She chuckles. “So are yours.”

I take that as my cue, bumping her off and flipping around mega fast. I pull her down on top of me, angling my hips so she can tell how much I want her. Shuttering her eyes, she throws back her head and emits a throaty, breathy sound that supercharges my lust. “Now it’s my turn to make you feel good,” I murmur before my mouth claims hers in a scorching hot kiss.

My hands are all over her, greedily caressing the creamy skin and generous cleavage hiding under her shirt. Her nipples are already hard, and she grinds her hips against me as I tweak her nipples playfully. Sitting up, she whips her top off, gyrating against me with wild abandon. We strip off the rest of our clothes, and when I thrust inside her, everything else is forgotten. In this moment, all that matters is how much I love the girl exploding on top of me and how amazing it feels to be moving with her like this.

We are lying flat on our backs, bodies slick with sweat and chests visibly heaving, exhausted from our lengthy lovemaking. With the tip of my finger, I make circular swirls on her stomach. Bending my head, I gently kiss the jagged scar running horizontally over her belly button.

When I think of everything we’ve been through, it’s amazing that we’ve gotten to this place. I couldn’t be any happier with this aspect of my life. “Being confined to this hotel for the next few days is looking more and more appealing,” I tease, grazing my nose up the column of her neck.

She giggles, squirming underneath me. “I agree completely.” Her hair is fanned out behind her head, and her entire face is flushed and glowing. She looks like a fucking goddess—all ethereal and shit.

“I love when you look at me like that,” she whispers, running the tip of her finger along my bottom lip.

I prop up on an elbow, pressing a delicate kiss to that sensitive spot just behind her ear. She shivers, and my chest puffs out with pride. “Like what?”

“Like you see right into me. Into all the hidden parts, and I’m exposed but I don’t feel afraid because I see the understanding and love shining in your eyes. And your eyes. God, Ky. They’re so dark and smoldering, and you consume me with such an intense look. It sets my body on fire.” Her eyes glaze over, and she emits a breathy gasp that reignites my desire. “But it’s more than lust. It’s completeness. I see your devotion and the accompanying emotion—it’s like you can’t get enough of me.”

“I do, and I can’t.” I plant a flurry of tiny kisses up and down her neck, and my body starts stirring to life again.

She palms the back of my head, forcing my gaze to hers. “I’m loving being here with you like this, but I’m worried about you too.”

I rub my thumb along the crease in her forehead, smoothing out the line. “I’m not gonna lie, I’m worried as well, but I didn’t kill him and I’ve got to hope that’s enough. And maybe you were right about that girl. Perhaps she did it.” I drop down on the pillow beside her, entwining my hand in hers. “Hell, it could be any number of suspects. A man like that has to have had a bucket load of enemies, and it’s not like I’m the only kid he fathered.”

She sits bolt upright, her hair tumbling in waves over her bare shoulders. “What do you mean by that?”

“He made some flippant comment about not caring for any of his kids. I got the sense he wasn’t just talking about me, Kaden, and Kev.”

She bites down on her lower lip, and a primal growl erupts from the back of my throat. I’m hard as a rock and ready for the next round. She glances down my body, and a lusty grin appears on her face. All conversation ends when she straddles me, lowering herself steadily on top of me, inch by slow inch.
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A loud pounding on the door wakes us both up the next morning. “What the heck?” Faye asks in a sleep-drenched tone. I grab my jeans off the floor, hastily pulling them on as I head across the room. The last time we were in a hotel and there was a knock on the door it was the cops. I’m hoping I’m not in for a repeat experience.

I check the peephole, and a huge grin spreads over my face. I yank the door open and my brothers bail into the room without apology. Faye yelps, dragging the covers up under her chin. One by one, my brothers greet me, and I’m touched they came all the way here. Brad is the last to step inside, and his eyes lock on Faye’s before he’s even met mine. Although he plants an appropriate expression on his face as he turns to me, he isn’t quick enough to hide his blatant unhappiness, or his longing. That’s another situation that needs to be dealt with, but I’m leaving it for another day.

“Hey, man.” He punches me in the arm. “Good to see you.”

“You too.”

“How come you’re all here?” I ask Kaden.

“Dude, it’s Thanksgiving, and even though we’ve all this shit to wade through, family is family.”

“And Kennedys stick together,” Keven adds.

“Stop it!” Faye screeches, and I jump to her rescue.

Kal and Keaton are on either side of her on the bed, tugging playfully on the comforter and teasing her about her obvious nakedness. “Off. Now,” I demand. “As much as I love that you’re all here, you need to get out and let Faye get dressed. How about we meet downstairs for breakfast?” I suggest. “See if you can get that private section again, Kal.”

I shoo them all out, and then Faye and I take a shower together that turns into a steamy session in more ways than one. When we eventually make our entrance in the restaurant, my brothers clap loudly, adding a few catcalls into the mix. Faye buries her head in my neck, and I laugh. I’m so glad they’re here. This kind of distraction is exactly what I need.

Kade and Kev take me aside after breakfast, informing me that all my brothers know about my real dad. Apparently, Mom informed everyone before she left. I’m glad I don’t have to break that news. I tell them everything about my meeting with Doug on Monday night. Keven laughs. “I can’t believe you punched him. Wish I’d been a fly on the wall for that.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t
 punch him,” I retort, knowing Kev’s penchant for getting into trouble.

“I wanted to, but he had us out of his house so fast I never got the chance. At least he seemed to want to talk to you. Why was that?”

My stomach lurches to my toes as I lie. “Who knows?” I shrug, averting my eyes so I’m not lying to their faces. I want to tell my brothers about that, but I can’t face up to it yet.

“Perhaps he felt closer to you because of the motocross connection,” Kaden muses.

“Don’t say that,” I snap. “I hate that.” And I do. My ambition in relation to motocross seems tarnished now. I don’t want any connection to that man. While the media hasn’t reported on the fact he was my biological father, focusing instead on his murder and my arrest for questioning in relation to same, I know it’s only a matter of time before they discover the facts. Before they draw inevitable comparisons. Suddenly, motocross seems like a dirty word to me. I’m not sure how I’m going to deal with that.

Kaden and Keven scowl at something or someone behind me, and all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention. I know she’s there before I’ve even seen her, and I know I can’t avoid her forever.

“Kyler,” Mom says, materializing at my side. “I need to talk to you, and I’m not taking no for an answer today.”





Chapter Thirteen
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Kyler

We’re in Mom’s suite, and I’m seated across from her on one of the couches waiting for her to speak.

She wanted to do this.

She can kick it off.

“I’m very, very sorry, Kyler,” she says in a quiet voice, knotting and unknotting her hands in her lap. “There isn’t really anything I can say that is going to excuse what I did or make it better.”

That majorly pisses me off. I stand up. “I guess that about covers it.” I stalk toward the door, every step infusing my cells with raw anger.

“Stop,” she calls out in a firm voice. “Sit back down. I’m not done.”

I spin around, glaring at her. “Why should I?! It’ll only be more lies.” Crossing my arms, I stand my ground.

She gets up and walks toward me. “I deserve that. I deserve your anger and your frustration. I’ve lied to you about something important, and you have a right to hate me. I don’t blame you for that, for anything. It was unforgivable. It is
 unforgivable. I know that.”

“So why did you do it, Mom? Why?”

“You know why, Kyler. I chose the best dad for you. My motivation was pure even if the way I went about it wasn’t.”

My anger bubbles up again. “You don’t get to choose something like that! You’re not God!” I start pacing the room, trying to put myself in her shoes, to fathom why she did the things she did. “Were you so unsure of James that you presumed he’d walk out on you? Is that it?”

“That was part of it. I know now I was wrong. James would have stood by me, and I didn’t give him the chance to do that. I got pregnant before I met him, and he wouldn’t have held that against me. He took Kaden and Keven on as if they were his own, and I know he would’ve done the same with you.” Her eyes well up. “I wish I could go back. I wish I did so many things differently. I wish he had adopted you three and you’d known from the start that he was your stepdad. That’s what I should’ve
 done, but I was too young, too naïve, too scared, to even realize I had options back then.”

She gently takes my arm. “Tell me what I can to do fix things between us and I’ll do it.” A lone tear rolls down her cheek. “I love you, honey, and I don’t want to lose you.”

My mind is a quagmire and I’m sinking, fast. I can’t make any sense of the crap in my head. “I can’t tell you how to fix this when I don’t even know if
 it’s fixable, Mom. Maybe, I could accept what you’ve just said if you didn’t lie about it a few weeks ago. When Faye figured out the truth about Kaden and Keven, you should have told me then that he was my dad too. But you didn’t. Not only that, when my brothers asked you outright if he was my dad too, you lied
. To. Their. Faces.”

I shuck her hand off, scrunching fistfuls of my hair. “You just kept piling on the lies. Instead of facing the truth, instead of owning
 it, you dug bigger holes. How am I expected to have any respect for you when you conduct yourself like that? You are supposed to be our role models in life, and both you and Dad are acting appallingly. I don’t know what’s going on in your marriage, what’s going on with Courtney, but you have both behaved completely selfishly, and I don’t know that I can forgive you for that.”

She wraps her arms around herself, and her bottom lip trembles.

“At this point, it feels like I’m better off on my own, because all my pain stems from irresponsible adults. The only people I can truly rely on are my brothers and Faye. They are the only ones without an agenda.”

“Kyler. Your father and I don’t have an agenda except to love and provide for you and your brothers. I cannot deny anything you’ve said. You’re right. I’ve been taking a long hard look at myself, at my life, confronting the mistakes I’ve made, and the ones I’m still making, and I’m going to make changes.” Her chin lifts defiantly. “I don’t think it’s too late to fix certain things, is it?”

I throw my hands up in the air, shaking my head. “I don’t know, Mom. It’s too soon to say. I need time, and I can’t think straight when I’m so angry with you. It’s hard to find any love in my heart for you right now.”

The look of naked grief on her face is hard to stomach, especially knowing my words put that look there, but I’m done lying. I’m done hiding. I’m done pretending. If things are going to change in our family, we need to start speaking more openly and honestly. I can’t control how my parents or my brothers act, but I can control how I act. And I’m done hiding behind a wall, disguising my feelings in some misguided attempt at protection. Faye is right about that. I need to protect myself, first and foremost. Dad spoke about a do-over, and I’m going to embrace that fully.
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Mom organized for caterers to serve our Thanksgiving dinner in her suite, but it’s the most sober, most low-key celebration in the history of Kennedy family celebrations. Mom and Dad are sitting at opposite ends of the table failing to hide the animosity between them. Kaden and Keven won’t even look at Mom, and Keaton is on the verge of tears the entire time. Kent is sullen and withdrawn—not that that’s anything new—and Keanu is staying out of it as usual. Brad is sneaking glances at Faye when he thinks I’m not looking, and I’m growing more and more frustrated with him by the second. Kal and Faye are the only ones acting normally, keeping the conversation flowing, but it’s strained and rather one-sided.

When the buzzer sounds and my attorney walks into our suite, you can almost hear the collective sigh of relief at the welcome interruption.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he says.

Mom smiles. “Not at all, Fitzgerald. And thank you for interrupting your day to update us.”

“I have some good news.” He looks directly at me. “You’re off the hook for now, and you’re free to return home, but don’t leave the country.”

“Does this mean my son is no longer a suspect?” Dad asks.

“Unfortunately, no. He is still being looked into, but for now, they don’t have enough to hold him or charge him. There was no gunshot residue on his hands, and without the weapon, all they have is circumstantial, but that doesn’t mean they have ruled him out completely. Their investigation will be ongoing, and Kyler must be prepared to return for further questioning if required.”

Dad places his napkin on the table, standing up. “Of course, and thank you.” They shake hands.

“What about that girl?” Faye asks. “The waitress. Is she a suspect?”

“I don’t believe so. It seems she has an alibi from the time she left Mr. Grant’s property earlier on that night until the next morning. It wasn’t her.”

Faye sighs. “Do they have any other suspects?”

“I believe they are exploring several lines of inquiry” is the vague reply. It doesn’t give me a warm and fuzzy feeling. Neither does the prospect of going home. The tension here today is almost unbearable, and I’m not sure I can take much more of it.

We pack up pretty much immediately and make our way to the airport where Dad’s private jet awaits. He had too much wine at dinner, so Michael, Dad’s standby pilot, is flying us home. We have only just taken off when Mom hands me a sheet of paper. “I’m issuing this press release the minute we land. If you have any problem with it, now is the time to tell me.”

She returns to her seat while Faye and I read over the official statement she’s planning on making. My stomach churns anxiously as I read. “Wow,” Faye whispers. “She’s really going to come clean about that?”

“This is damage control, pure and simple.” I can’t keep the disgust from my tone. Her statement confirms that her three eldest children were Doug Grant’s biological children and her husband has always known. Dad has signed off on this lie, which surprises me. I unbuckle my seat belt and walk over to him. “Why are you agreeing to this?” I thrust the press release in front of his face. Kade and Kev materialize at my side, also clutching a copy of the statement.

“Sit down,” he gestures, and I slink into the seat beside him while my brothers take the pair of seats facing us across the glossy walnut-topped table. Dad swirls the whiskey in his glass. “I’m only agreeing to this for you three. I’m certainly not doing this for your mother,” he adds bitterly. “This family has had enough press intrusion recently, and I’d like to make this go away as fast as I can. Putting an end to speculation up front is the best strategy.” His gaze skates between us. “For your sakes.”

“The press release also confirms the divorce is going ahead,” Kaden remarks.

Dad makes a disgruntled sound. “You hardly expect me to stay with your mother after this.” He knocks back his drink. “We can barely tolerate each other at this stage.”

Kev looks away, and Kaden rubs a hand along the back of his neck. “I’m not trying to tell you what to do, Dad, but you’re upset right now. Perhaps it isn’t the best time to be making such a big decision. You may feel differently in a few weeks after you’ve had time to think about it.” Kade’s suggestion is pragmatic.

“The trust is gone, son. On both sides, and I have to shoulder my fair share of the blame. Once the trust is gone, it’s very difficult to continue a marriage.”

“If you’re going to speak about me behind my back, you could at least keep your voice down,” Mom hollers, attracting everyone’s attention.

“You’re releasing a statement to the press the second we get off this plane. It’s going to become common knowledge. Stop trying to pick another fight. I’m done arguing with you,” he shouts back.

“What statement?” Keaton asks from behind me, leaning over his chair with a perplexed expression. I hand him my copy, watching as all the blood leaches from his face while he reads. Keanu, Kal, and Kent all read over his shoulder.

“What does this mean?” Keaton asks with tears in his eyes. “Please don’t leave again, Dad.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Dad confirms, nudging me in the side. I step out, allowing him to go to Keaton. He pulls him into a hug, kissing the top of his head. “Your mother and I are divorcing and there’s lots to be decided, but for now, we will continue to live in the same house. Your mother will bury her head in work, and you’ll hardly see her. It won’t feel any different,” he snipes.

Faye glances at me with saddened eyes, and I’m so over all this drama. If my parents are going to continue acting like juvenile brats, I’m damned if I’m going to stick around to watch the next episode.
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It’s late by the time we get back to the house. Everyone goes their separate ways, and I pull Faye into my room. “Are you planning on returning to school tomorrow?”

“Yeah. I’ve missed enough time, and it’s better to show my face and deal with the latest crap than hide away here.”

I kiss her hard. “I love that about you.”

“I love everything about you,” she murmurs, and my heart does a funny flip in my chest.

“I’m going to face the music too, and I’ve been thinking about something on the flight back. Everyone is going to know we’re not related now, and I want to make our relationship status official. Are you okay with that?”

Her hands creep up my chest. “I’m more than okay with that.” She gives me a big grin, and I kiss her again. “But are you sure you want to do this now? There’s going to be enough gossip tomorrow as it is.”

“My new motto is it’s best to get everything out in the open.”

She tweaks my nose. “Okay. I’m in.”

“Then we need to talk to Brad. Agree how we deal with the ending of your ‘fake relationship.’”

She grimaces. “Aw, crap. I’m so not looking forward to that conversation.”

“I know, but I can’t say I’m sorry.” I don’t voice my suspicions, because I don’t think she has quite figured it out, and there’s no harm in sparing her the additional guilt. “I’ll talk to him. You go to bed, but make sure to leave your window open.” I smooth a hand up and down her back, squeezing her ass playfully.

“Nice try, mister.” She extracts my hand from her ass. “As much as it’s tempting to chicken out, there’s no way I’m not sitting in on this convo.”

Faye waits in the games room while I go to get Brad. He drops down onto the couch across from us, crossing his leg over his knee while he leans back casually. “’Sup?”

“The fake relationship ends now,” I blurt, and Faye prods me in the ribs, rolling her eyes and shaking her head.

“What Ky means,” she says, pinning me with a formidable look, “is that we’re really grateful for your support with stuff at school and all you’ve done to help us, but we’re going public so we need to discuss how we end our pretend relationship.”

I drape my arm around Faye’s shoulder, eyeballing my bud. “Yeah, that.”

Brad shrugs, trying to downplay it, even though he looks like he just swallowed something nasty. “You haven’t been at school all week, so we can say we broke up last weekend, and no one will be any the wiser,” he suggests.

“How will we get the word out?” Faye asks.

“Tell Rose and Zoe first thing, and ask them to start spreading it around. I won’t sit with you at lunch anymore—I’ll sit with the guys and find some opportunity to slide it into conversation. It’s no biggie.”

Except I suspect it is.

Faye’s brows crinkle. “The lunch thing is only temporary though, right? I like sitting with you for lunch.”

I smother the possessive growl lurking at the base of my throat. I know she doesn’t mean it like that.

Brad shrugs, feigning indifference again, and he’s really starting to piss me off now. “We’ll see how it plays out.”

He stands up, making a show of stretching his arms out over his head. His shirt lifts, exposing a strip of his toned abs, and I know he’s done that on purpose. Only this isn’t like the time with Addison, because I didn’t love her like I love Faye. If Brad is fixing to mess this up for me, he can think again. My throat constricts.

If it comes down to it, I’ll choose Faye.

It will always only ever be her.

He should know better than to test me a second time.

“I’ll see you in the morning. Night.” He ambles out of the room, whistling under his breath like he hasn’t a care in the world.

“Huh,” Faye says, flopping down beside me. “That went easier than I expected.”

I’m not buying that she’s buying this for a second. She’s way too smart to fall for that load of bull, but I don’t want to get into it with her. She’s my only link to sanity and the one person I don’t want to pick a fight with right now. “At least it’s one less thing to worry about. You sure you’re okay with this?”

She twists around to face me. “Yes. I want people to know I’m yours. We should go out this weekend, somewhere really public, so people see us together.”

“Good idea.” I kiss her forehead, before pulling her up on her feet. Sweeping my arms around her, I lift her fully off the ground. She laughs, and I swat her butt. “I have a couple things to do before bed. Why don’t you go get ready, and I’ll join you in a bit?”

“I’ll do that, but don’t be long.” She plants a quick kiss on my lips. “I’ll be waiting under the covers for you as naked as the day I was born.” Fire simmers in her eyes, and it’s like a shot of liquid lust straight to my dick. Before I can take advantage, she steals away from me, blowing me a cheeky kiss as she sprints to her room.

Little tease.

I head to my room, quickly stripping and changing into sweats. I check the time and then make the call I need to. “Hey. It’s Kyler. Sorry about today. Couldn’t be helped, but I can reschedule it for tomorrow if that works?” Excited chatter meets my ears, and I grin. I can’t wait to see her face. “It’s cool. No sweat. Great. See you then.”

I end the call with a smug smile on my face.

I stop by Brad’s room on my way to Faye. “We need to talk.” I shut the door behind me as Brad pulls his earphones off.

“About what?”

I lean against the wall. “You know what.” His brows lift, and sudden darkness rushes me. “Knock that shit off, bro. I know you’ve got feelings for her, and I’m not doing this with you again.”

“Doing what, Ky?” Brad’s snarky tone surprises me. “You’re the one with the girl, as usual, so don’t come in here all pissed and try to rile me up. I haven’t done anything wrong this time, and I’m not going to either.”

I sigh, walking over to his bed and dropping down beside him. “You can’t have feelings for her. She’s it for me, Brad. She’s the one.”

His expression turns solemn. “Are you on the level?”

I nod. “I’ll never want anyone but her. I’ve never felt more sure of anything.”

His shoulders drop, and he loses the mask of indifference. Staring at me, he looks utterly miserable. “I want to be happy for you, man, I do, but it’s hard because I’m in love with her too.”

I cringe. This is much worse than I thought. “What are you planning to do about it?”

He looks startled. “What the hell?!” Now he
 looks pissed. “I’m not planning on doing anything! She’s yours. I get that, and I’m under no illusion. She loves you, not me. I’ll get over it.”

“What about us?” I ask. He shrugs, and I lock my hands behind my head. “Your friendship matters to me, but she means everything. Maybe we all just need a little distance.”

“You want me to move out?” he asks.

“What?” I level a disbelieving look his way. “No! Of course not.” I know he doesn’t really have anywhere to go, and I don’t want to make him feel unwelcome here. “You’re family, and you’re welcome to stay here as long as you need to. No matter what transpires between us going forward, don’t ever doubt that.”

He nods. “Thanks.”

“I know it’s like living in a lunatic asylum, but it’s got to be better than sleeping in your car.”

Marginally.

He smirks. “Dude, you’re not wrong, but it’s weirdly comforting. Makes my problems seem like a walk in the park.”

“You still haven’t heard anything?” He shakes his head. “That sucks,” I admit, even if a part of me wishes my parents had to exile themselves to a different continent. I feel guilty the instant that thought surfaces in my mind. Brad’s missing his family like crazy, and I know he’d do anything to be with them, and here I am wishing to offload mine. Other people’s issues always have a way of putting things into perspective.

“Will you be around tomorrow night?” I ask.

“Can be.”

“That thing that was supposed to happen today is happening tomorrow now. I’d like you to hang with us, if you’re okay with that? I think I’ll need some masculine moral support.”

“I’ll be there.”

I rise. “Thanks.” I stop at the door, turning to face him. “Keep looking out for her in school, okay?” He nods slowly. “Even though Addison has been cautioned to keep her distance, I wouldn’t put it past her to get Peyton to do her dirty work.”

“I agree, and don’t worry, I’ll make sure she’s safe. I don’t want to see anything else happen to her.”

“Are we going to be okay?”

“I hope so,” he says, but the look on his face tells me he’s every bit as worried as I am.





Chapter Fourteen
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Faye

Brad is uncharacteristically quiet the next morning on the journey to school. Things have never been more awkward between us, and I want to mend that, but I don’t know how. Right now, I have more pressing concerns, like the fact that Adam is arriving tomorrow to speak to me. I’ve no doubt it’s a reaction to the current media reports because why else would he go back on his word?
 He told me to set the pace, and I requested another week to think things over, but his text told me this was not up for debate.

He’ll be in town tomorrow morning, and he asked me to meet him at the diner. I informed him of the need to change the venue, due to the diner’s closure, so we’re meeting at a small café on the other side of town instead. The coffee is pretty dire, but the muffins are to die for.

“You okay to do this today?” I ask Brad as we walk into the school building.

“What choice do I have?” His tone is biting, and a flash of hurt flickers over his face. I knew he was totally spoofing last night. That look just confirmed it.

My stomach drops. “I knew it would end badly,” I mutter, half to myself. I yank my locker open with more force than necessary.

His warm hand lands over mine. “I’m sorry, that was unfair of me. I’m happy things have worked out with Ky and that you’re able to have a normal relationship.”

I grab the books I need and drop them in my bag. “You really mean that?”

He pauses before answering. “I want to mean it. Does that count?”

His words further confirm my suspicions, and I don’t know what to do with that. Is this my fault? Have I led him on?
 “I’m sorry.” My eyes penetrate his, and I hate seeing the hurt there, knowing I’m responsible.

“You have nothing to be sorry for.” He smiles but it doesn’t quite meet his eyes. “Don’t mind me. I’m just having a bad day.”

“You sure?” He falls into step beside me as I walk toward my first class.

“Yeah.” He leans in to kiss my cheek and stops. “Sorry.” His skin flushes ever so subtly, and he takes a step back. “It’s become too comfortable with you. I’ll get the word out during first period, and if you do the same, I’m sure it’s all anyone will be talking about at lunch.”

I flatten my back to the wall, noting the snide glances being leveled my way as students pass by. “Yeah, that and the latest Kennedy scandal.” At least there were no reporters outside our school this time, but judging by the crowd outside the house this morning, I’m sure my cousins are fighting the vultures over at O.C. Not for the first time, I wish Ky went here with me. My protective instincts are flying at full mast, and I hate that I can’t be there to deflect some of the heat. Kal assured me he’d watch out for him, but it’s not the same. I
 want to be there for him.

I wave goodbye to Brad and step into the classroom, ignoring the hushed whispers as I tap out a quick message to my boyfriend. “Miss you already. Don’t let the haters get you down.”


I manage to fill Zoe and Rose in during the break between classes, telling them that Brad and I broke up at the weekend and I’m dating Ky now. While it isn’t news to Rose, this is the first time Zoe is hearing about it. Her nose wrinkles in distaste. I slam to a halt in the corridor, and the girl behind plows into me, cursing. I mumble an apology over my shoulder, and she quickly backs off. “What?” I whip around to Zoe. “You don’t like Kyler either?”

“It’s not that. He’s your cousin.”

“Only by marriage. Haven’t you seen the news? He has a different dad, and there’s no blood ties.”

“I heard that, but you’ve been living as cousins up to this point, so were you, like, getting it on while you thought you were? ‘Cause that’s kinda sick.”

“We weren’t,” I say, and it’s not really a lie. We didn’t sleep together until after we found out. “And none of that matters now. He’s my boyfriend, and there’s no law that says he can’t be.”

I storm off leaving those parting words ringing in her ears.

Every pair of eyes follows my movement the instant I set foot in the cafeteria, but I don’t care. I’ve been expecting this, and the benefits of coming clean far outweigh the negatives. By next week, this will all blow over, and Ky and I will be free to date and be together with nothing in our way.

I’m walking toward our usual table when Peyton steps in front of me, startling me. My glass of juice spills onto the tray. “Move,” I demand.

“No.” She plants her hands on her hips, glaring at me. The football team hasn’t arrived yet so it’s little wonder she’s pulling this stunt now.

“Move or I’ll make you.” I glare back at her.

She laughs, and her eyes narrow to slits. “You are in no position to make demands.” She starts circling me, her eyes flashing with glee. “You’re a sick bitch, but you know that, right.” Her voice raises a notch. “What kind of twisted inbred fucks her own cousin?” Her insult projects around the room. She prods me in the shoulder, and I grind my teeth down to the molars.

“He’s not my cousin, and you know that. Your pathetic attempts to reassert control are just that. Pa
–thetic. Now get out of my way before I fucking make you.”

She violently slams her hand up underneath my tray, dislodging the contents. Particles of food cover me, and rivulets of juice sluice down my front. The tray crashes to the floor, sending spatters of food flying in all directions. A few girls shriek, lurching out of their seats to avoid getting sprayed. If anyone wasn’t looking at us before, they sure as hell are now.

All eyes are glued to this spot.

I pull a string of spaghetti off my face and flick it at her. She doesn’t react fast enough and it lands squarely across her forehead. I smirk, flexing my fist before it juts out and hits her firmly in the face. She staggers back, clutching her nose. “You bitch!” she roars before hurling herself at me.

We tumble to the ground, and my head whacks off the hard, tiled floor. We roll around, kicking and punching one another. She grabs tufts of my hair and yanks painfully. My head is tugged back as she rams her fist in my stomach. I lash out, scraping my nails across her cheek, and her ear-piercing scream almost deafens me. “Oh my God, I’m bleeding,” she shrieks, letting go of my head. “I’m fucking bleeding!” I scramble to my feet, swaying on shaky limbs as she grabs hold of my legs, pulling me back down. My knee stabs her in the chest as I sprawl awkwardly on top of her.

Her nails dig into the flesh of my stomach, right at the place of my recent scar, and I scream out in agony. Darts of pain ricochet all over my stomach, and my head explodes with a burst of blinding white spots. Biting down hard on my lip, I taste blood but it’s secondary to the anger-fueled adrenaline coursing through me, taking control. I lash out, swinging wildly as her fingers continue to inflict pain. My fist impacts her nose with a satisfying bone-crunching sound.

Pounding footsteps barely register until I’m ripped away from her. Someone is holding me up as my legs and arms flail about. Murderous rage still lingers in my tissues, and I’m thrashing about like a crazy person.

“Faye, stop. Calm down,” Brad whispers urgently in my ear. “The principal is coming.”

“You two,” Principal Carter shouts, pointing between Peyton and me. Steam is practically billowing out of her ears. “In my office. Now!” Lance is holding Peyton firmly across the waist, but she’s bucking and writhing as much as me.

“You’re dead, bitch,” she threatens, spitting at me, and I bite out a laugh.

“Yeah, I don’t think so.” I flip her the bird, and she goes crazy, fighting and screaming at Lance to let her go.

Principal Carter looms in my line of sight again. “Did I not make myself perfectly clear? Get into my office now or I’ll expel you both!”

Brad escorts me to the principal’s office. I glance down at myself and my ruined clothes, pulling up the hem of my sweater to inspect my stomach. A trickle of blood seeps out of the corner of my scar, and the skin above it is marred with a line of jagged nail marks, also oozing blood.

“What the fuck?” Brad gestures at Lance, pointing to my stomach. “You’re going down for this.” He sneers at Peyton, and my heart warms at his loyalty.

“If I’m going down, then so is she. Look what she did to my nose!” she hollers, pointing at the swollen, bloody mess in the middle of her face.

I’d say we’re pretty much even-stevens.

The principal opens the door to her office and shoos us in with an impatient wave of her hands. “Sit there.” She points at a line of chairs against the wall in front of her secretary’s desk. “You as well,” she tells Brad and Lance as they make a move to leave. “I don’t trust these two to be left on their own.”

The boys sit down.

“Given the seriousness of this situation, I have already called your parents. We’ll wait for their arrival.” She stomps into her private office, slamming the door shut behind her. I’ve never seen her lose her cool, so I know I’m in a shitload of trouble. I’d like to say I care, but honestly, I don’t. Peyton doesn’t get to call me an inbred and get away with it.

Peyton and I spend the next twenty minutes in a silent face-off while the boys trade hushed insults every few minutes. I glare at her, putting every ounce of hatred for her and Addison behind it. I think her nose might be broken, and it would serve her right. It would almost be worth getting expelled for.

“Honey, are you okay?” Alex gushes, rushing into the room, exuding concern. James sends me a disappointed look, and my bluster starts to wobble. Alex’s eyes widen in horror when she sees the blood trickling over my stomach. “Faye needs medical attention, and this is unacceptable,” she protests, scowling at the principal’s secretary.

“I’m only following orders, ma’am,” the mousy-haired secretary replies, squirming in her seat.

Principal Carter opens her door, alerted by the raised voices. “Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy, thank you for arriving so promptly.” They shake hands.

“My niece needs to see the nurse,” James grits out.

“Our nurse is on standby. Ms. Moore is on her way, and once we have discussed this matter and dealt with it by mutual agreement, the girls can go to the nurse’s station.”

Alex opens her mouth to protest, but the principal stalls her with a no-crap look. “Their injuries are not life threatening, and they can wait. Perhaps, next time they won’t be so quick to assault one another.” She turns to Brad and Lance. “Boys, you are excused. Get to class.” Brad shoots me a sympathetic look before he walks out.

James and Alex sit down on either side of me. “What happened?” James whispers, as Alex’s gaze roams over Peyton, skimming the tight, cheap vest top and hot pink mini that is barely school appropriate. She doesn’t do anything to disguise her aversion. Peyton folds her arms over her chest, shooting a filthy look at Alex.

“She called me an inbred and then upended my tray all over me so I hit her.” No point in lying.

“That’s not very ladylike, Faye,” Alex murmurs under her breath.

“Screw being ladylike when someone is insulting Ky and me. I’m not going to take that crap from anyone, least of all her,” I hiss.

The door opens and a rake-thin bleached blonde runs into the room, breathless and clutching her chest. “What the fuck have ya done now?” she says by way of greeting to her daughter. Her coarse voice raises all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck. “I’m sick of being called to this office.” She swats Peyton across the back of the head. “I had to cut my shift short to come here. You’ll pay for that.” Peyton’s sulk turns unhappy.

Peyton’s mum whips around, staring me out of it. She takes one look at Alex, and her entire demeanor changes. Her back stiffens and her eyes narrow as she looks my aunt over from head to toe. A look of sheer contempt washes over her pinched features. “Well, well. If it isn’t Miss High and Mighty.” Her grating laugh brings the memory to the forefront of my mind, and I freeze.

Peyton’s mum extracts a crumpled paper from her bag, thrusting it in Alex’s face. “Guess you’re not so high and mighty after all. Slut.”

My jaw hangs open. James, surprisingly, stands up to defend his wife. “I think that’s enough.”

It’s almost comical how quickly her expression changes as she rakes her eyes over my uncle. “I hear you’ve taken to slumming it these days.” She presses into him, running a finger up and down his arm. Peyton leans forward, placing her elbows on her knees as she stares unhappily at her mum. “Good for you.” James removes her hands as the principal steps out of her office, summoning us all in.

I shuffle into the office, drop into a chair, and zone out of the conversation except where I’m needed to explain my version of what happened. Outside of that, my brain is churning, computing scenarios and trying to figure it out. Excitement replaces the blood flowing through my veins. I need to speak to Rose. To confirm what I’m thinking.

“One week’s suspension for both of you,” Principal Carter says as I refocus on the meeting. Alex and James are protesting, but Peyton’s mum already has her jacket buttoned and she’s standing, ready to go.

She drags Peyton up by the arm. “Get your stuff so we can get out of here.”

“This is your final warning, Peyton,” Principal Carter calls out before she leaves. “One more infraction. One more write up, and your time at Wellesley Memorial will be at an end.”

“I understand,” Peyton says. “I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.” I’d think she was almost genuine but for the scathing look she flings my way before she exits the room.

I jump up, anxious to hunt down Rose before I leave.

“Ms. Donovan, sit back down for a moment.” The principal rustles some papers on her desk while I drop into the seat again. “I don’t know what issue there is between you and Ms. Moore, but I suggest you learn to take the moral high ground. Your grades are excellent, and apart from your run-ins with Peyton, and your absence this week, your behavior is exemplary. I’d hate to have to expel a student as promising as you, but I can’t be seen to take sides, you understand, and fighting of any kind is not permitted.”

Yeah, yeah, blah, blah, just get it over and done with. “I understand. Can I go now?”

“Yes. I’ll have your teachers email your coursework for the next week, and I’d suggest you do additional study at home so you don’t fall behind.”

“I will. Thanks.”

It’s the middle of class and I won’t be able to talk to Rose yet, so I let James bring me to the nurse’s office, where she cleans and dresses the wounds on my stomach. The bell is booming just as we leave. “I need to talk to Rose super-quick, and then I have to grab my books from my locker. How about I meet you out the front in ten minutes?”

James checks his watch. “Fine, but get a move on.”

I nab Rose at her locker and drag her into the bathroom, checking the cubicles are empty and locking the door behind us.

“What happened with the principal?” she asks.

“I got suspended for a week.” She opens her mouth, but I shake my head. “Forget about that. I’ve something more urgent to ask you.”

She tilts her head. “Okay, I’ll bite.”

“Remember that conversation we overheard at Addison’s house that night?” Rose nods. “Can you remember exactly what was said?” I think I can but I need to hear Rose confirm it too.

Her eyes scrunch up as she racks her brain, trawling through the memory. “They were talking about how what they did was best for Addison, and she told them both to stop ambushing her, that she didn’t want to hear it anymore. Then Addison’s mom gave out to the other woman for forcing her to tell her, saying you reneged on our deal.”

I’m almost bursting with excitement. I jump up and down, and Rose looks at me like I’ve lost the plot. “That’s how I remembered it too.”

Rose frowns. “Am I missing something here?”

“Think about that conversation now in the light of what Keven discovered. Now that we know Addison was adopted.”

Awareness spreads across her features. “That other woman was her birth mother!”

“That’s my conclusion. It stacks up, right?”

Rose bobs her head vigorously. “Definitely, but I still don’t see where you’re going with this.”

She looks totally confused so I decide to let her out of her misery.

“I know who the other woman was, Rose. It was Peyton’s mum. I’ll never forget that rough voice.” Adrenaline courses through my body. “Peyton’s mum isn’t Addison’s aunt. She’s Addison’s mother
!”





Chapter Fifteen
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Faye

“Okay, let’s say you’re right,” Rose supplies, “because I can see how that adds up, but how exactly is it helpful?”

“It’s what sent Addison off the rails a year ago. She found out she was adopted and that her aunt was really her mum, her cousin really her half-sister.”

“I’m still not getting it.”

I roll my eyes. “Addison has a major hard-on for the Kennedys, and it started when she changed. She changed
 when she discovered who her mum was, so I’m betting that whatever motive she has for ruining my family is connected. Now we have something concrete to start digging with.”

“Why does it really matter anymore?” She shrugs. “Addison’s credibility and standing is at an all-time low. She’s been cautioned to stay away from all of you, and now you and Ky have gone public, so she knows there isn’t a hope in hell of ever getting him back. It’s over. Let it go.”

I shake my head, staring off into space. “She tried to frame my cousin for rape. You don’t do something like that ’cause you’re pissed when you discover you’re really trailer trash after all.” Rose snorts. “No.” I shake my head repeatedly. “Addison has an agenda, and until I find out what it is, I won’t rest easy. Maybe I’m crazy. Or maybe my gut is off-kilter, but there’s more to this than meets the eye, and I intend to find out why.”

My phone pings and I groan when I see James’s text. “I gotta run before my uncle throws a hissy fit. I’ll call you,” I shout over my shoulder, wiggling my fingers at her.

Racing to my locker, I shove everything in my bag and dart out the front door. I’m breathless by the time I land in the passenger seat of James’s car. He sends me a grave look. “Sorry. I just had to talk to Rose about something important.”

He thrusts the car in gear, and we glide smoothly out onto the road. I’m expecting a lecture, but after a few minutes of stony silence, I can’t take it anymore. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have hit her, but she’s had it in for me from day one.” I lean back against the headrest.

“Alex tells me Peyton is Addison’s cousin?” James says, his eyes never straying from the road.

“Yeah.” Or half-sister if I’m right.

“Alex says gossip was rife around town when Peyton’s mom was a teen. She was wild, and if Peyton is anything like her mom or her cousin, then you need to stay well away.”

“Oh, don’t worry, that won’t be a problem. Where is Alex anyway?”

He harrumphs. “Where do you think?” He looks at me fleetingly. “She had to get back to work.”

I prop my feet up on the dash. “I appreciate that she came. You too, and I’m sorry. I know you don’t need any more grief.”

James turns into the drive, blaring his horn and forcing the huddle of reporters at the gate to disperse. “I honestly don’t care about that, but I do care about you. I worry that we’re corrupting you. I’m beginning to think Adam may be right.”

All the blood leaches from my face as I swivel in my seat. “What does that mean?”

He grips the steering wheel tightly. “Nothing. Forget I said anything.”

I stew for a bit. When he’s parked the car and killed the engine, I reach over, tugging on his sleeve. “I know it was nothing. Tell me.”

He rests his forehead on the steering wheel, emitting a tired sigh. “He thinks we’re a bad influence on you. That it would be better if I let you go. Let you live with him.”

“No way!” The words burst out of my mouth. “Mum assigned you as my guardian for a reason, and I love my cousins, and Ky, and—”

He cuts me off. “You’re not going anywhere, Faye.” He pats my cheek. “That slipped out without thinking. I imagine that’s what Adam wants to talk to you about this weekend.”

“I don’t even know him! I don’t want to live with him! He can’t make me, right?” I’m struggling to keep the rising panic from my voice.

James opens and closes his mouth, and that horrible fluttery sensation is back in my chest. My mouth has gone dry.

“Dan is looking into everything. Your mother assigned me as your legal guardian until you are eighteen which is only a couple of months away. I doubt Adam can enforce anything before then, so don’t worry. No one is making you do anything you don’t want to do. I give you my word.”

“I don’t want to see him tomorrow.” My jaw tautens with determination. “I thought he wanted to get to know me, not try and … and force me into living with him. I like living here.”

“I think you should meet him tomorrow and tell him all that. I’ve been having some humdinger arguments with him these last few weeks, but I can tell he cares about you, and I’m not going to criticize him for that. If you tell him you’re happy here and why you want to stay, I believe that’ll go a long way toward reassuring him.”

I sniff. “I’ll think about it.”

I get changed into fresh, clean clothes and make myself something to eat. I’m starving. I check my phone, noticing a recent message from Brad. He’s wondering where I am, so I message him back with the news of my suspension. No doubt the gossip mill is already in overdrive.

I waste a couple of hours flicking through some trashy American TV shows before I hear the front door open. I toss the remote on the bed and pad out to the lobby. Kal, Kent, Keaton, and Keanu are just arriving home from school. “Where’s Ky?” I ask, eyes darting about.

“He had to go into the city. He said to tell you he won’t be long.” Kal throws his bag on the floor and pulls me into his side, smacking a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “How come you’re back early?”

Usually, I’m home after my cousins. “I, um, might’ve gotten suspended today,” I admit, somewhat sheepishly.

“Get out!” Keaton says, staring at me like I’ve grown a pair of horns.

“Bad ass!” Kent predictably replies, reaching out to high-five me.

Keanu just shrugs like it’s no biggie.

Kal slings his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into the kitchen with him. “If I guess the reason, what do I get?”

“A slap in the head,” I retort, shoving him. Keaton chuckles as he walks into the kitchen alongside us.

Kal winks. “I’m betting it was a chick fight. Am I right?” I stick out my tongue, and he laughs. “Knew it! Was it hot? Did you grab some boob?”

I shove him again. “Ugh, dude, that’s just … wrong, so wrong.”

Keaton’s cheeks are flushed, and I give him a funny look which he pretends not to see. I fill my cousins in quickly, and Kal’s good mood evaporates. “She called you an inbred?” he growls.

“Forget it.” I shrug. “She isn’t worth it, and I can handle her.”

“I knew that bitch Addison was too quiet today,” Keaton supplies. “Even if she was purposely laying low on her first day back.”

“You think she put Peyton up to it?” I ask doubtfully.

“Most likely,” Kal responds, unwrapping the cling film from the plate of sandwiches left out for us.

“Peyton’s a right cow. She doesn’t need Addison to supply the ammo, she’s more than capable of doing that on her own.” I sit on the bench alongside Keaton. Kal sits across from us, sliding the plate into the middle of the table. As they eat, I tell them about my meeting in the principal’s office and my assertion about Addison’s birth mum. “What do you think?”

Kal waves his spoon in the air. “I think that makes a lot of sense. I also think you’re right not to let this go, but you shouldn’t involve Ky. Don’t drag him into this.” He sends me a cautionary look.

“I’m not keeping secrets from him.”

Kal leans over the table. “I’m not saying you should. Maybe investigate it yourself first, and if there’s something there, then share it with Ky.”

I chew on my lower lip, mulling it over. Ky is
 dealing with a lot of heavy stuff, and maybe I should do some searching on my own before jumping the gun. While I’m pretty certain I’ve called it correctly, it’s just a hunch at the moment. Best to get some concrete proof before I open up the whole Addison drama again. “Let’s call Keven.”

Keaton heads off to his room to get ready for a date with his girlfriend, Melissa, while Kal and I go to my room to call Keven. He answers on the first ring, and I let him know what I’ve discovered. “I haven’t had time to do much research this week,” Keven advises, “but it’s very helpful to have her birth mother’s name. I’ve got a couple of free hours on Sunday, and I’ll see if I can dig up anything.”

I hang up and flop down on my bed. Kal throws himself on the bed beside me. “What was it like in your school today?” I ask. “Were there reporters outside?”

“Yep.” He stretches out, leaning his head back on his hands. “But only a handful so it wasn’t too bad.”

“Did Ky get flack?”

He crosses his feet at the ankles. “A bit, but most were too afraid to call him on it. Sounds like you’ve drawn the short straw in that regard.”

“I wasn’t expecting the issue to be my relationship with Ky, but I guess I was naïve. People still think it’s gross.”

My door swings open and I look up. Ky is lounging against the doorframe looking awfully chuffed with himself. “Hey, babe.”

I climb off the bed and go to him, throwing my arms around his neck and pressing my body into his. His eyes darken with lust, and the usual spark of electricity charges the air between us. My chest pumps up and down as he rubs his thumb along my lower lip. Raw need pulses between my legs, and my knees turn weak. Gripping the back of my head, Ky lowers his face, capturing my lips in a passionate kiss. I melt into him, moaning into his mouth as his tongue lashes against mine. He rubs up against me, and the feel of his arousal grinding right where I need him is like a shot of liquid lust straight to my core. I’m only short of crawling up his body like a love-addicted spider monkey.

“That was disturbingly gross,” Kal says directly into my ear, and I shriek, caught off guard.

Ky loosens his hold on me, looking back into the corridor and mouthing something. I frown in confusion, trying to step around him, but his arms are like solid metal restraints around my waist. “I have a surprise for you.” My eyes expand, and he smiles broadly, showcasing his exquisite smile and those cute dimples I love. “Close your eyes.” I do as I’m told without question, allowing him to spin me around and guide me out into the corridor. “Open them.”

I blink my eyes open and scream.





Chapter Sixteen
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Faye

Racing forward, I throw myself at Jill and Rachel, tears flowing freely down my face. We indulge in a group hug, jumping up and down and squealing like we’re toddlers. “Oh my God, you guys, what are you doing here?” I ease back, looking at both their excited faces. “How are you here?”

“Ask the ride behind you,” Rach teases, winking at Ky.

I pivot around. “You did this?”

He saunters toward me slowly, nodding. “I knew you missed your friends.” He tucks a few stray strands of hair behind my ear. “They were supposed to be here for Thanksgiving, but I had to adjust our plans last minute.”

I launch myself at him, and he almost loses his balance. “I love you.” I dot kisses all over his face. “I love you so much.” I claim his mouth in a soul-altering kiss.

“Totally gross,” Kal says from somewhere behind me, making a gagging sound.

“Wow,” Ky says when I eventually let him break away. “Remind me to surprise you more often.” His eyes sparkle with desire and love.

I grab his hands and pull him over to my friends. Kal is already there, introducing himself in his usual inimitable style. Jill is flushed and giggling while Rach is studying him like he’s some strange creature. “How long are you here for?” I ask.

“Until Sunday evening,” Rach confirms.

Ky drags Kal aside. “I know you girls want to catch up, so why don’t you show them to a couple of the guest rooms, Faye, and when you’re ready, meet us in the games room?”

“Sure thing. Come on.” I bend down to pick up one of their bags. “This way.”

“This place is lethal,” Rach says, walking around the purple guest room in a daze.

“Wait ’til I show you my wardrobe,” I tease, fingering her new red locks. “When did you do this?”

“Just last week. You were my inspiration,” she admits. “Although the red does look better on me.” She winks, nudging me with her hip.

“I’m not going to disagree. You look gorgeous. It really suits your skin tone.”

“And Ky is gorgeous
, Faye. No wonder you couldn’t resist him.” She waggles her brows. “I didn’t realize he was so tall and so built. When we got off the plane, he was out on the tarmac leaning against his car looking sexier than any boy should. He’s seriously fit, and please tell me you’re doing him, because it’s a damned waste of male hotness if you aren’t.”

My lips curve up at the corners. “I am.”

Rach high-fives me. “Nice one, girlfriend.”

“I’m totally jealous,” Jill admits with a grin.

I bump her shoulder. “You’ve got Sam now. How’s that going?”

A dreamy expression coasts over her face. “He’s great, and I’m so in love. I was going to bring him this weekend, but Rach persuaded me to leave him behind.”

“I’m sick of watching you eating the face off each other,” Rach deadpans. “And, besides, we’re here for Faye.” She loops her arm in mine, and her eyes light up in transparent mischief. “But that doesn’t mean I’m shying away from any action. On the contrary, I’m definitely game for sampling some American hotness. Ky mentioned a party tonight, and I’m already drooling.”

I lift an eyebrow. “He did? That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

She licks her lips. “Let’s go ask him about it.”

Kal, Kent, and Keaton are waiting with Ky in the games room. I make another round of quick introductions as the new housekeeper arrives with some platters of finger food. The girls tuck in, ravenous after their flight. We chat casually as we eat. “Where’s the party tonight?” I ask Ky.

“Trent’s house. You don’t know him, he goes to O.C., but he’s cool. Most of the usual gang will be there.” I frown a little, and he moves closer. “I won’t leave your side, promise.”

“I was thinking more of you. You’ll be the focus of attention after today’s media reports. You sure you’re up for that?”

“I’m not hiding from this.” Lifting my hand, he kisses the tips of my fingers. “And if you still want to do a grand public gesture, this is the perfect place to do it.”

“Do you?”

He bobs his head. “But only if you’re one hundred percent cool with it.” He lowers his voice. “Brad told me what happened today. Are you okay?”

I flap my hands, dismissing the incident. “I’m fine. Don’t think Adam’s going to be too pleased when he hears the news though.”

Ky jerks back a little, slanting me with an inquisitive look. “I’ll tell you later,” I whisper, placing my hand on his knee. My friends are absorbed in conversation with my cousins. “Thought you had a date?” I say to Keaton.

“I do, but I don’t need to go yet.”

“Are you gonna join us at the party?”

“Hell to the yes.” He grins, leaning over to high-five me. A wave of happiness consumes me, and it’s like a welcome breath of fresh air. I’m giddy with excitement for the weekend ahead, and it’s the first time in ages I’ve felt so ecstatic.

“Why are you pinching yourself?” Rachel asks.

“Because I still can’t believe you’re here,” I squeal, clapping my hands like a moron. Reaching out, I pull her into a bear hug. “I have missed you guys, soooooo much.”

Ky is smiling at us, and I snake my arm around his back, pressing a quick, hard kiss on his lips. “I can’t believe you set all this up. You’re amazing.”

“Next he’ll be climbing into your room with a rose between his teeth spouting Shakespeare,” Kent derides.

“Dude, her bedroom’s on ground level,” Keaton reminds him.

“Dude, who cares? The point is, Ky has turned into a fucking pansy. It’s pathetic.”

Rachel and Jill shoot inquisitive looks at me. “Don’t ask,” I plead. They’ll get the makings of Kent this weekend without the need for any advance explanation.

I’m expecting Ky to tear him a new one, but he surprises me. Enfolding his arms around me, he presses a delicate kiss to my forehead. “I’m betting you go to greater extremes when you find your dream girl.”

Kent snorts. “That will never be me. Girls are good for one thing and one thing only.” He turns a sleazy look in the direction of my friends, slowly perusing both of them from head to toe. There’s a naughty glint in his eye. “Bedroom door is always open, ladies. Feel free to stop by any time.” He runs a finger up a shell-shocked Jill’s arm. “And I do mean any time
.” He hops up and saunters off, laughing.

“Wow. I can’t believe he’s only turned sixteen. He’s definitely a wannabe bad boy in the making,” Jill comments astutely. “And that was mild compared to some of the stuff he was saying.”

“Ignore him,” Ky says, “he’s going through his asshole phase.”

“Takes one to know one.” Brad steps into the room with that enlightening comment filtering from his lips. Swigging from a bottle of beer, he is barefoot, bare chested, and wearing jeans that are hanging indecently low on his hips. “You don’t even know the half of it, but no doubt Faye can fill you in,” he adds. Jill’s mouth hangs open in obvious admiration as she peruses Brad in all his shirtless glory. He extends his hand. “I’m Brad. Nice to meet you.” A slow blush creeps up her neck when he plants a kiss on the back of her hand.

Rachel’s eyes narrow curiously. “So, you’re
 Brad.”

He turns the full extent of his dazzling smile on her. “The one and only.” He drops Jill’s hand like it’s on fire, taking a step in Rachel’s direction. His eyes take their fill as he lazily caresses every curve on her body. “Who are you, and where have you been my whole life?” His gaze turns leery as he sinks onto the couch alongside her. She folds her arms over her chest, eying him warily.

What the hell?

Ky chuckles, while I try to hide my confusion. “Brad, this is Rachel and that’s Jill. My two besties from home. Ky arranged a surprise visit for me.”

“How awesome. Isn’t he just the perfect boyfriend,” he drawls sarcastically. He takes a long hard slug from his beer as I squirm uncomfortably in my seat. Before anyone can take him to task over his blatant derision, he turns his full attention to Rachel. “What about you, beautiful?” I flinch at his use of that word. “Do you have a boyfriend I should worry about?”

“She’s single,” Jill pipes up, trying to be helpful.

“Sweet.” Brad leans into Rach’s face, until there’s barely a millimeter between them. Rachel gulps, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so lost for words. “Fancy hooking up later?”

“Brad!” What on earth has gotten into him?
 While I can guess where this new animosity is stemming from, I don’t know what happened between leaving school and now to make him act so abnormally.

“Bro, you’re kinda being an asshole,” Ky tells him.

“Maybe I like being an asshole,” he retorts. “Maybe I’ve always been an asshole and I’ve been hiding behind my nice guy image. Maybe
 I’m tired of that shit. Or maybe I just want to hook up with a girl who’s available
 for a change?”

I can’t believe he just went there. Is he drunk or high or something?


“Aw, poor little rich boy,” Rach teases, finally finding her voice. “All sore ’cause he didn’t win the girl.” She stabs her finger in his bare chest. “Grow up, and get a life. And put a damned shirt on. It’s the middle of winter, dickhead.”

Brad throws back his head, laughing hysterically. Ky and I exchange more worried glances. How much has he had to drink?


Rachel scowls, narrowing her eyes at him. Then she turns to me. “He is not at all what I expected. I thought you said he was cool?”

Brad stops laughing. “What were you expecting exactly?” He sizes her up.

“Faye has had nothing but nice things to say about you, so I wasn’t expecting the half-drunk half-naked look or the arrogant personality or the massive chip on your shoulder. Need I continue?”

He laughs but it lacks humor. Leaning in with a transparent sneer on his face, he says, “You don’t know shit, honey. You think you have the measure of me after two minutes? You don’t know me. You know nothing, so do us all a favor and fuck off.”

I gasp, completely appalled.

Ky shucks out of my embrace, ready to tear strips off Brad, but I hold him back. I stand up, taking a minute to get a handle on my anger. Grabbing Brad’s arm, I pull him aside. “What the hell has gotten into you? How dare you speak to my friend like that!” I face Rach. “He isn’t usually like this, I promise.”

“Quit apologizing for me. I’m not sorry I spoke my mind.” He turns the full extent of his anger on me now. “Red is hardly in any position to throw stones unless that prissy, stuck-up, better-than-you attitude is actually who she is, and then I’m even less sorry. At least I’m speaking my mind, not hiding behind my anger.”

Rach’s nostrils flare, and I shoot Jill a worried look. Rach is like the most vicious tiger when challenged, and she ain’t afraid to use claws. “You self-righteous pompous prick!” Rachel’s face is puce with rage. “Who da fuck do yo—”

“Ohmigawd,” Jill shrieks, deliberately butting in. “I almost forgot about this!” She pulls a slim white envelope out of her bag. “Luke gave this to me to give to you.” I take the envelope, with my name scrawled in messy black pen on the front, with a slight frown. “Actually, he turned up at Dublin airport and tried to come with.”

I rub the back of my neck. “Really? Why would he do that?” I’ve heard nothing from my ex since I left Irish shores, and I haven’t given him a second thought either.

“Why’d ya think? He’s still got the hots for you.” She smirks, pleased to have diverted World War III in the making. Not that it’s completely smoothed things over. I haven’t missed how Brad and Rach are facing off, scowling at one another with blatant hostility.

A warm arm encircles my waist. “Should I be worried?” Ky peers at me with a slight frown. “Who is this guy, and why haven’t I heard of him before?”

“What guy?” James asks as he enters the room.

“No one,” I say, the same time Ky says, “Luke. Some jerk who’s still in love with Faye.”

I roll my eyes. “Hardly. He’s the other side of the world, and you have nothing to worry about, trust me. He’s so
 not in your league.”

“That’s the guy I met back at your house?” James asks. “Your ex?”

“Yep.” I nibble on my lip hoping he’ll let it go. As distraction techniques go, I’m not sure Jill has the skill down pat yet.

“Don’t worry.” He slaps Ky on the back. “The guy is harmless, and he seemed decent enough.” I can’t help my natural gobsmacked reaction, and James laughs. “I know, I know. I was a bit of an ass when we met.” He chuckles at the memory. “But, in my defense, he was in bed with my niece and he had his hand somewhere he shouldn’t have.”

I slam my palm into my forehead as I groan. Jill and Rach both shriek “What?!” and Ky growls. Brad leans back against the table with a smug grin on his face.

“Seriously, can we drop this? It’s giving me a headache.”

“I don’t like the thought of any other guy with his hands on you,” Ky whispers in my ear.

“It was before I knew you even existed,” I whisper back.

“Doesn’t stop the visual.”

“At least it’s only in your imagination.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

Ky winces, pulling me in tighter to his chest. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He rubs his hands up and down my arms, but it’s too late now. Recollections of him and Addison swarm my mind, extinguishing my good mood in a nanosecond.

James clears his throat loudly, gesturing at my friends, and I wriggle out of Ky’s grasp and set about introducing him to Jill and Rach.
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“I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Rach admits in an awestruck tone of voice as she swoons and cries over practically every item in my walk-in-wardrobe.

“Borrow whatever you want. Knock yourself out.” I pull out a pair of black skinny jeans.

Rach whips the jeans out of my hands, throwing them on the ground. “Not a chance, sister. We are going all out tonight. Let’s show these Yanks what they’ve been missing.”

I drag Jill over to my side. “A little help here?”

“I’m with Rach,” she says, holding a short black and red baby doll dress against her body. “It’s my first American party, and we are dressing to impress!” She screams in delight, a shrill ear-piercing sound that almost deafens me. Planting my hands over my ears, I relent.

Rach nudges me in the ribs, glowering. “Ow! What was that for?” I ask, rubbing the sore spot under my boob.

“Most of these clothes still have tags on.” She looks at me like I’m an alien being in a human body. “I would die for this wardrobe. Die
, I tell you.”

“Well that would be stupid. Then you wouldn’t be alive to wear any of them.”

“What do you think?” Jill asks, giving us a twirl in the dress.

“It’s stunning, but a little too big around the waist,” I answer truthfully.

“Here,” Rach says, thrusting a silky black cumber band at Jill. “Let me see if this works.” She crisscrosses it around Jill’s waist before tying it into a bow in front. It works perfectly.

“Amazing. You should be working in fashion, Rach. I’ll introduce you to Alex tomorrow and you can ask her all about career options if you like.”

Rachel grips my arms. “I would love that! I’m so excited to meet her.”

I’m actually a little pissed that she didn’t come out of her home office to say hi to my friends, but there must be something up as I’ve noticed her work colleagues coming and going all evening, so I try not to take the snub personally.

An hour later and we are finally ready to rock and roll. Rach chose a vibrant purple skater-style dress that stops just above her knee. Stylish black sandals with a wedge heel complete the look.

I take one last look at myself in the mirror, marveling at the professional hair and makeup job the girls did on me while I fuss with the hem on my ridiculously short dress. “Stop that!” Rach slaps my hand away. “That dress was made for you. You look totally fuckable. He won’t be able to keep his hands off you.”

The black silk mini dress hugs my curves in all the right places, and although it looks like it’s welded on, it feels soft and comfortable against my skin. There is a wide ruffle detail over one shoulder and that’s the only embellishment. I’m wearing black and red open-toed stilettos that elongate my legs, making them look like they go on forever. Although I’m feeling exposed, there’s no denying it’s a classy dress. I’ve just never been all that comfortable highlighting my body in such a transparent way.

“You should wear dresses more often, Faye. They really suit you. I would kill for your long legs,” Jill says, knowing I need an injection of confidence. My heart inflates. I doubt I’ll ever meet more supportive friends.

“You two are the best. You know that, right?” My eyes well up.

Jill wraps her arms around me. “We know, and you mean that to us too. We have really missed you. Missed this.”

Rachel leans in and we indulge in a group hug. My phone pings with another message from Ky. “We need to go before Ky goes all Neanderthal Man and storms in here to claim me.”

“Wait a sec,” Rach says, shuffling nervously on her feet. “I have something I need to tell you. I wanted to wait until you were both here to say it.”

“Ohmigawd, you’re pregnant?” Jill roars, and I clamp a hand over her mouth.

“What? No!” Rach shakes her head in consternation. “I don’t even have a boyfriend.”

“You always have a different boy draped over you at parties, and you have a habit of disappearing with them,” Jill replies, with a knowing smirk.

“So what?” Rach retorts, her skin turning puce. “It doesn’t mean I sleep with all of them. Give me some credit.” I wade in before they start bickering. “You’re not pregnant. Got it. So what’s your news?”

“My family won the Euromillions.”

Okay. So wasn’t expecting that.

“Was it that win that was all over the news recently?” Jill asks. “Like eighty million?” Her eyes blaze with excitement.

“Eighty-three million seven hundred thousand and five to be exact,” Rach confirms.

“Ho. Lee. Shit. That’s an epic amount of money.”

“I know. You’d want to see Mum and Dad since the win. I don’t think they’ve slept, and there’s champagne on tap at our house, but they are keeping it contained until they decide what to do. We were all sworn to secrecy, but I got them to agree I could tell you this weekend.” She snatches her purse. “So now you know and drinks are on me!”





Chapter Seventeen
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Faye

We walk toward the lobby like three wannabe Kim K’s in the making—flinging our hair over our shoulders, wiggling our hips, and pouting provocatively as the noise of our heels taps off the polished floors announcing our arrival. The boys instantly mute, standing there with their mouths hanging open. Mission accomplished
. Ha. I grin at my friends. Tonight is going to be so fun.

Kal whistles under his breath. “You look absolutely stunning, ladies. You are all anyone is going to be talking about at this party.”

“We hope so,” Rach says, sending him a saucy wink as she loops her arms in his. “Lead the way.”

Ky stalks toward me with a possessive glint in his eye. The usual electrical current sizzles between us as he advances. He’s wearing my favorite dark denim jeans and a fitted black shirt that is rolled up at the sleeves, showcasing his strong, muscular arms. His hair is styled to perfection, and his designer stubble is intact. He is sex on legs, and the urge to jump his bones is strong. It’s as if some switch has been flicked inside me. Like the instant we had sex, I’ve turned into some sex-crazed maniac, because all I can think about when I see him is peeling the clothes off his back and riding him like a horse.

I fan my face with my hands, but it does nothing to quench the flames overtaking my body.

Reeling me slowly into his chest, he roams his hands over my back and my ass, his fingers lingering on my bare thigh. I run my fingers back and forth across his prickly jawline. “You should be locked up,” he whispers, grazing his nose along my neck. “You are far too tempting to be let out in public.”

“Does that mean you like it?”

A primal growl gurgles up from the base of his throat. “Like it? I love
 it. You look sexy, and you’re all mine.” Burying his head in my bare shoulder, he presses a lingering kiss to that sensitive place on my collarbone as his sneaky hand creeps up under the back of my dress. The ache between my legs intensifies, and I shiver all over. “And don’t think I missed the dirty look on your face, either. I want to know all the naughty things you’re thinking,” he whispers in my ear, sending another round of tingles zinging through my body. If he wasn’t holding me so tightly, I don’t think I’d be able to keep myself upright.

“Fuck and be done with it,” Kent suggests, brushing past us. “You’re like two wild animals who’ve just been let out of a cage.”

We break apart, and I scowl at my younger cousin. “Do you have to be so crude all the time?” I take hold of Ky’s hand as we walk en masse out the front door. Kent shrugs, smirking. He likes saying things for the “shock” factor, but I’m not sure how much of it is real and how much is for show.

Jill and Rach shriek in excitement when they spot the waiting limo. I turn to Ky, and he smiles. Throwing my arms around his neck, I fuse my mouth with his, sliding my tongue inside and pouring everything into the kiss. “You just wait ’til later,” he purrs into my ear, before pulling me inside the car.

“You must want in her pants real bad,” Brad says, popping the cork on the champagne.

“Shut the fuck up,” Ky snaps. “There doesn’t always have to be an ulterior motive. This is Jill and Rachel’s first time here, and I wanted to make it special for them.”

“I want him when you’re done with him,” Rach pipes up, sending me a teasing grin.

“You’ll be waiting a while,” I reply, accepting a glass of champagne from Ky. “Like eternity.”

Ky leans in, grinning again as he plants a hot kiss on my mouth. I grab his waist and pull him to me, not bothered about the audience or the champagne which I’m most likely spilling all over the floor. My core pulses with need, and I don’t know how I’m expected to wait until later tonight to have my wicked way with him. I want him inside me now. I whimper at the thought.

“Can’t you two keep your hands to yourselves for even five seconds?” Brad hisses, and we break apart with a sigh. We haven’t set out to intentionally make things difficult for Brad, but this is the first time Ky and I can be ourselves in public, and it’s hard to ignore our natural instincts. I just want to weld myself to his side and never let go.

“They’re hot for one another,” Kal says, instantly coming to our defense. “And this is the first time they can publicly be together. Give them a break.”

“Bro. Chill,” Kent says, slapping Brad on the knee. “Trent’s parties are legendary. There’ll be tons of pussy. You can fuck that girl right out of your hair.” He snatches a bottle of beer from the cooler, smirking.

I slap a palm to my forehead. Did he have to tag that on the end?
 My shoulders are corded into knots now.

“Words fail me,” Rach says, knocking back her champagne in one go. Jill and I exchange the usual look. I make a mental note to ask Kal to keep an eye on her tonight. Rach has a tendency to overdo it on the alcohol front, and once she’s lost her inhibitions, she gets all kinds of messy. We’ve tried talking to her on several occasions, but she always brushes our concerns aside.

“Sounds like a plan, dude.” Brad taps his beer bottle against Kent’s like they’re partners in crime.

“Brad is getting on my last nerve,” Ky whispers, sliding his arm around my back.

“He’s your friend and he’s hurting. Cut him some slack,” I whisper back.

“I’m trying to, but it’s not easy. If anyone even looks sideways at you, I want to rip their intestines from their body.”

“Ew, Ky.” I slap his arm. “That’s gross, and totally uncalled for.”

He shrugs. “Just being honest. I’m a jealous motherfucker. Don’t say I haven’t warned you.”

“You have nothing to be jealous of.” I kiss the tip of his nose. “No one else exists for me but you. The instant I laid eyes on you I knew it.”

“God, I fucking love you.” He slams his mouth to mine all too briefly, but I know that’s for Brad’s benefit, and I’m not going to fault him for caring about protecting his friend’s feelings. “You have a big heart, Faye.” He caresses my cheek, his eyes simmering with pride. “It’s one of the things I love most about you.”

I swoon at his words, grinning at him as I bask in a happy bubble that is all Ky-induced.
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The party is in full swing by the time we arrive. The limo deposits us out front and we walk around to the back of the house. Trent’s parent’s property sits on a vast plot that appears to rival the Kennedys for sheer size and impressiveness. The house is huge. It’s three stories high with a mix of red brick and cream stone façade, wide, extensive windows, and copious balconies. Steps lead from the rear of the house down to the biggest pool I’ve ever seen, set in front of a well-manicured lawn. Two large hot tubs off the side of the pool are full to the brim with half-naked boys and girls. Jill clutches my free hand, literally frothing with excitement.

We make our way inside, and a good-looking guy with a blond buzz cut approaches us. He’s wearing dark jeans and a navy and red polo shirt that stretches in sinful yumminess across his broad chest. Rachel’s eyes light up, and I attempt to smother my giggle.

“Dude. Glad you could make it,” the unfamiliar boy says to Ky.

“Thanks for inviting us.” Ky gestures with his hand. “Girls, this is Trent.” We smile at him as Ky continues the introductions. “This is Faye, Jill, and Rachel. You know my brothers, and Brad.”

Trent high-fives the guys before kissing each of our hands in turn. He pins his stunning ocher-colored eyes on me, not even attempting to disguise his slow perusal of my body. Ky encircles my waist from behind, brushing my hair to one side and planting a territorial kiss to my neck. “You’re every bit as beautiful as Ky said,” Trent tells me.

“Thank you,” I coolly reply.

“Now I get it,” he says to Ky. “Good for you.” Someone catches his attention from the other side of the room. “I’ve got to make rounds. Have a good time. Help yourself to drinks. We’ve a full selection in the kitchen, and there’s beer and shit in buckets around the place.”

“What was all that about?” I ask Ky as we venture into the main living area that’s been cleared to accommodate a makeshift dance floor. A DJ pumps out beats from his station in the corner of the room.

“Some of the guys can’t understand why I let Addison go.”

“After what she did? Are they idiots?”

“They think with their dicks half the time.”

“You’ve just proven my point.”

We locate Keaton and Melissa in a corner of the room, joining them, while Ky, Brad, and Kal wander to the kitchen to get us drinks. “I have never seen so much male hotness in one place in my entire life,” Rach rasps. “I fucking love America.”

Melissa giggles, and Kent sends her a scathing look that has her almost withering on the spot. Keaton pulls her into his protective chest, glaring at his brother.

“What about Trent?” Jill asks. “I’d do him if I was single.”

“I’m happy to offer my studly services,” Kent interjects, sending Rach an overtly suggestive look.

“Sorry,” she says, not sounding in the least bit apologetic. “But I’m not into kids.”

Kent’s pride looks wounded.

“Bro, your game needs serious work,” Kal supplies, distributing wine coolers to my friends.

Ky gives me my drink before circling his arm around my shoulders. “What’d I miss?”

“Rachel is crushing on that sleaze Trent,” Kent huffs.

“I said no such thing,” Rach replies tartly. “With this much hotness in the room, I’d be a fool to limit my options so early in the night.”

“Spoken like a true lady,” Brad snarls before downing his beer.

“Oh, whatever.” Rach sighs, showing him her middle finger. “Come on, girls. Let’s dance.”

I press a quick kiss to Ky’s mouth, but he has other plans. Wrapping his arms firmly around my waist, he hauls me into his body as his lips claim my mouth. His tongue swirls around mine, and I’m dizzy with lust. Leaning me right back, my spine arches as he kisses the heck out of me. I dig my fingers into his shoulders, pulling him even closer. His arms hold me firmly around the waist, ensuring I don’t lose my balance. Heat from his body mingles with the spicy masculine scent that is pure Ky, and I’m lost in an alternate realm. One where it’s only him and me, and the way he’s holding me, kissing me, is the entire center of my world. When we finally come up for air, I’m struggling to breathe.

Kal slaps him on the back. “Marking your territory?” he quizzes with a grin.

“You forget I know most of these horn dogs. Just protecting my girl.” His dark stare is shamelessly domineering, and I stare back at him through dazed eyes. I’m still trying to return to earth after that incredible make-out session.

Rach loops her arm in mine while she peers up at Ky. “Which of those horn dogs would know how to kiss a girl like that?”

“I’m one of a kind,” he quips, with a smirk.

Her face drops. “Was afraid you were going to say that.”

I finally snap out of it. “Come on. Let’s get out there before he does that again and sends me into a coma.”

“You love it!” he calls out after me.

“I do,” I shout over my shoulder, smiling like the biggest idiot on the planet. Ordinarily, if a guy blatantly branded me in the way Ky just did, I’d be hopping mad but not on this occasion. I love that he was bold enough to put an end to the speculation. Brave enough to stick the proverbial fingers up to those would-be detractors. This is all I’ve dreamed of for months, and now that it’s finally happening, I couldn’t be more delighted. I want everyone to know I’m his. That he’s mine, and if he has to kiss me like that to make a statement, I’m certainly not going to complain.

Rach is tugging me toward the dance floor when a flash of red catches the corner of my eye. Jerking my head around, I stare Addison directly in the eye. She’s standing off to the side, wearing a bum-skimming hot red mini, with Jeremy her only companion. From the unhappy pout on her face, I can tell she saw us kissing, and it gives me an inordinate amount of pleasure. She makes a gagging gesture with her fingers and her mouth, and I just smile.

A whopper smile.

The kind that almost hurts.

It’d be easy to flip her off or make an equally repulsive gesture in return, but why bother? Even though half the community incorrectly thinks I’m an inbred, I got my guy, and that’s all that matters. Nothing can take the sheen off my happiness in this moment. Especially not that conniving biatch.

Rach plows into the crowd, moshing on the dance floor, and we quickly work up a sweat. It feels unreal to be dancing with my besties again, and I quickly lose track of time. Soon, we’re surrounded by a sea of hot guys, and Rach is on the verge of self-combustion, her eyes lighting up in obvious delight. We sway to the beat, and I feel footloose and carefree, and it feels incredible
. A laugh bubbles up my throat as I check out my friends. Rach is dancing raunchily with a tall, dark-haired guy I’ve seen around, while Jill is doing her best to fend attacks from all angles. It’s almost comical to watch her. Ky’s demonstration has worked its magic, and though I feel plenty of admiring eyes on me, no one dares approach or come anywhere near me.

Sturdy arms encircle my waist, and I lean back, stretching one arm up to cup the back of Ky’s head. “How did you know it was me?” he murmurs, his lips brushing against my neck.

“I’d know your touch anywhere.” I shimmy my body up and down, grinding against him. He grips my hips, swaying with me as we start dancing in time to the beat. I lose track of our surroundings again as we dance like we’re the only two people on the floor. Ky’s hands are everywhere and I love it. Angling my head, I claim his lips in an open-mouthed kiss, writhing against him as we continue to dance to the rhythmic music. Flipping me around in his arms, he teases my legs apart, places his knee in between, and I shimmy my leg around his, allowing him to set the pace. Sliding my hands up and down his impressive chest, I rock against him as the throbbing between my legs pulses achingly. From the hungry look in his eyes, I can tell he’s as turned on as me. Arching my back, I let my hair tumble over my shoulders, granting him greater access to my neck. His tongue darts out, and he runs a line up and down my neck, sending waves of fiery tingles all over me. I smash my hips against his, emitting a needy moan as I pull his lips to mine and plunder his mouth. Our lips move urgently, frantically, our tongues crashing and tasting, our bodies fitting together like we were carved from the same mold. This feels so good, and I’m primed to explode, like I could practically orgasm on the spot.

“You make me sick!” someone says beside us, voice dripping in venom. Ky stiffens against me, straightening us up and keeping his arm firmly around my waist. We turn and face Addison and Jeremy, noting others have formed a loose circle around us. Everyone watches with bated breath and anticipation is almost palpable in the air. “You are making all of us sick,” Addison sneers, looking me up and down.

“I can’t imagine why,” Ky calmly replies. “We aren’t related.” He shrugs. “There’s no reason why we can’t be together. You’re just pissed because your little plan to ruin my life failed. Because I would rather hump a dead body than hook up with you. Because Faye is worth ten million of you and I couldn’t be any happier. Look around, Addy. No one here even likes you. You’re a pathetic clinger, and we all know it.”

“This isn’t over.” She jabs a finger in his chest.

I thrust her hand away. “Keep your disease-ridden paws to yourself.”

“Make me.” She plants her hands on her hips, deliberately taunting me.

If she thinks I’m going to lower myself to her level, she can think again. I’ve already gone a couple rounds with Peyton this week and I’m determined to play it smarter from now on. I make a show of removing my phone from my bag in slo-mo. She pins me with a derisory look. “You’ve been officially cautioned to stay away from us. You too.” I jerk my head in Jeremy’s direction. “I wonder what the cops will say when I tell them you’re already violating the terms of the agreement and deliberately trying to provoke a fight.” I tap in a few numbers, and she attempts to snatch the phone from my hand, but I preempt the move, extending my arm up over my head, well out of her petite reach.

She stomps her foot in frustration—a move I’ve seen her exercise before—and Jill and Rach burst out laughing. That sets the crowd off, and soon everyone is laughing and mimicking her. Her skin flares up and her body is trembling with rage.

“Get lost, Addison,” Ky says, resting his chin on my shoulder. “No one wants you here.” The crowd starts up a chant, “Out, out, out,” and her lower lip wobbles.

Sweeping past us like a tornado, she leaves the house, dragging Jeremy with her. “Fuck you, Kennedy,” Jeremy snipes, flipping his middle finger up as he passes.

“What a bitch!” Rach exclaims, clasping her bottle of beer to her chest and slurring her words a little. She staggers against the guy propping her up.

The crowd disperses now that the thrill of a potential fight has evaporated, and as they do, I spy Brad heading farther into the house, towing a cute brunette by his side.

We decide to take a break from dancing, finding a semi-private spot in the front room to make out in peace. After a while, we wander back into the main room. Rach is kissing the face off some unsuspecting guy on the dance floor while Jill is chatting with Kal in the space where we left them. Melissa is snuggled into Keaton’s chest, and his arms are loose around her waist. Kent is M.I.A., as per usual, and there’s no sign of Brad.

“How much longer do you want to stay?” Ky asks.

I shrug. “Depends when Rach and Jill want to leave. Why?” I peer up into his gorgeous blue eyes. “You in a hurry or something?”

“Or something.” He grins, pulling me in for another kiss. “I can’t wait to get you home,” he whispers in my ear, and I shudder uncontrollably at the seductive tone in his voice.

Kal and Jill meander over. “I think we should check on Kent,” he suggests, and Ky nods.

“Are you having a good time?” I ask Jill after the boys have headed out in search of their brother.

“Yeah. This place is unreal.” She leans into my ear. “I’m so happy things have worked out with you and Ky. He’s very attentive, and you seem really happy. I’m glad because I was so worried about you after what happened in the diner. I even spoke to my parents to see if they’d agree to let you move in with us.”

“You did?” I can’t disguise the surprise in my tone.

“Of course! You’re my best friend, and you know my parents love you, but we just don’t have the room.” Jill comes from a traditionally large Irish family, and she’s telling no word of a lie. Their house is already crammed to the rafters.

I give her a quick hug. “I know that and I’m chuffed you asked. That was really sweet of you, but you don’t need to worry about me. I’m happy here. I can’t say it’s been a walk in the park, but I’ve been made to feel like a part of the family, and while Ky and I still have stuff to work through, I know he’s a keeper. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. He makes me feel so alive. So cherished.”

“Good. You deserve it.” Her eyes wander out to the dance floor. “At least I only have one bestie to worry about now.”

My eyes follow hers. Rachel is kissing a different guy now, and she’s staggering all over the place. The dude has major grabby hands, but she’s too out of it to notice. “We need to stage an intervention.”

Jill sighs. “Story of my life.” We walk toward the dance floor, but before we can reach Rachel, Brad does. He hauls her back against his chest as words let loose on his tongue. I can’t hear what he’s saying to the guy from here, but he’s unmistakably ripping him a new one. The guy mouths off at him before storming away. Rachel slumps against Brad, clawing at his shirt.

“I think that’s our cue to leave.”

“Agreed,” Jill says, while we watch Brad supporting Rachel.

They walk toward us. “She’s smashed,” he says. Rachel mumbles incoherently.

“Brad?” The brunette he was with tugs on his arm.

“Not now.” He scoops a wobbly Rach up into his arms, before shooting a fleeting glance at the other girl. “I have to leave. I’ll see you around.” He brushes past me, and the girl’s mouth curls into a sneer. “I’ll wait in the limo while you round up the others,” he tells me.

The brunette watches as he leaves with Rachel. “He didn’t mean to run out on you,” I supply, feeling the need to explain his actions.

She snorts. “Please, get real.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder and smooths her hands down the front of her dress. “We fucked. It’s no biggie. I couldn’t care less.” I spot Kal entering the far side of the room as she saunters up to another guy, running her hands over his ass and smiling provocatively. Well, then.

“Ky’ll be out in a minute,” Kal says, reaching my side. “He said to wait for him in the car.”

“You go. I’ll wait here for him.” Jill stays with me while Keaton, Kal, and Melissa head outside.

Ky marches toward me, half-dragging Kent with him. Kent is cursing at the top of his voice.

“Oh, boy,” Jill exclaims. “What is his problem?”

“He’s angry all the time, and so closed off.”

“Out.” Ky gently pushes Kent ahead of him, before reaching out to take my hand. We are nearing the corner of the house when Ky’s name is called from behind.

Ky sighs. “What now?”

We turn around as Addison throws herself out the side of the hot tub almost tripping over the edge. She runs toward us, water dripping down her bikini-clad body, wobbling on her wet feet. Pushing damp strands of her blonde hair back off her face, she reaches for Ky. He steps in front of me, keeping one arm around my waist while he holds up the other in warning. “Don’t come any closer.”

“I’m surry,” she slurs, looking up at him with pleading eyes. She sways on her feet, almost losing her balance.

“You’re drunk, and I’m done with you.” He moves to turn around, but she grabs his elbow. He shucks her hand away. “Get your hands off me. I want nothing more to do with you. What part of that don’t you understand?”

“You donzt mean it,” she slurs. “I only did it for you. Fur uzz.”

She reaches for him again, and I slide out of his hold, positioning myself in between them. “What do you mean by that?”

She growls at me. “I hate you.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

She moves to go around me but stumbles awkwardly on her ankle. Crying out, she crashes to the ground on her knees. I bend over to help her up, but she pushes me away. “Don’t tush me!” She glares at me before looking over my shoulder at Ky. “I love you. Please, baby.” She’s whimpering now, trying to climb to her feet. Her knees are gashed and bloody, and I reach out again to help her up. “Screw off!” she screams, lunging at me. I step back, and Ky circles his arm around my waist. “This is all your fault, you whore! I hate you.” A loud sob rips from her throat, and she sags dejectedly to one side. Ky starts backtracking, putting more distance between us as Jeremy stalks toward us in his swim shorts, nostrils flaring. “She … she said—”

Jeremy clamps his hand over her mouth, muffling her words. Lifting her up, he cradles her against his chest. “Get lost, asshole,” he sneers at Ky.

Instead of responding, Ky takes my hand and spins us around, nudging Jill forward with a soft hand on her back. Kent is shaking his head, laughing. “Man, your ex is a fucking crazy bitch. You sure know how to pick ’em!”

“Shut. Up. Kent.” Ky’s jaw is tense as he steers us to the car.

We scramble inside, and Brad is holding Rachel’s hair back while she pukes into the ice bucket. Melissa has a hand over her mouth, looking like she might spew herself. Keaton moves her head to his chest, running his hand up and down her back. Kal is watching Rach with a faraway look on his face.

“I’ll do that.” I get up to move to Rach’s side as the limo glides out of the driveway.

Brad waves me away with his hand. “I’ve got it.” After she’s finished puking, she accepts the tissue and bottle of water Brad holds out. Mascara is smudged under her eyes, and tendrils of hair are plastered to her forehead. Dropping her head, she rests it on Brad’s lap and promptly conks out.

Ky asks the driver to stop, and he gets out of the car, leaving the ice bucket at the side of the road. Hopping back in, he lowers a couple of the windows, and we all breathe a collective sigh of relief as cool, fresh air replaces the previous offensive stench.

Jill sighs beside me. “She’s gotten worse,” I whisper, and she nods. “Why? Why does she do it to herself?”

Jill shrugs. “I don’t know what’s going on with her, but it’s been awful since you left. She’s way out of control, and all we seem to do is argue these days. I was delighted when Ky phoned and asked us to come visit because it’s the first time in months I’ve seen her genuinely happy.”

“You should’ve told me.”

“You have enough problems of your own. Besides, what could you do from the other side of the world?” While her words aren’t meant to upset me—she’s merely stating facts—I can’t help the pang of guilt that slices across my heart. Contact with my friends has
 been dwindling. Not on purpose, but we have
 been slowly growing apart. I don’t know if it’s inevitable when someone moves away, but I make a silent promise to myself to make more of an effort going forward. It also reminds me that I need to start making some concrete plans for my future.

When I first came here, it was a necessary evil—a temporary move necessitated by the guardianship order. My plan had always been to return to Dublin after graduation and to apply to Trinity, but now I don’t know what I want to do. This is home now. This is where my family is. It’ll be difficult to form a relationship with Adam if I’m back in Ireland, and leaving Ky behind isn’t an option, so I’m not sure where that leaves college. I don’t even know what Ky plans in that regard, and that’s something we need to discuss. And soon.

But more pressing is figuring out what Addison meant just now. Although she was drunk, and being her usual bitchy self, she wasn’t so incoherent that I couldn’t understand what she was saying.

What I’d like to know is who she was referring to, what she
 said, and why?





Chapter Eighteen
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Faye

Rachel is still sleeping off her hangover when I leave the house the next morning. Ky is dropping me into town to meet Adam for breakfast, and then he’s promised to head back to the house to keep Jill company for a couple of hours.

“Are you pissed you’re missing the re-launch?” I ask, buckling my seat belt. I know he’d been looking forward to today’s event at the Middleborough motocross track almost as much as May and Rick—the owners—were.

He cranks the engine into gear, easing the SUV out onto the drive. “Yeah.”

“It’s so unfair considering you’re the one who made it all possible.”

“It wasn’t just me. You donated most of the funds, and lots of people helped with the renovations.” He curses under his breath as we approach the gate. “Keep your head down,” he instructs, glaring at the handful of determined reporters still hanging about outside. I want to roll down my window and scream at them to screw off. To leave my boyfriend and my family alone. It’s their fault that he’s missing out on the re-launch. With the scandal surrounding his bio dad, and news of his being taken in for questioning in his murder, Ky felt it was best to stay away from the track today. He didn’t want to do anything to undermine all the hard work May and Rick have put in. They were understandably upset but grateful all the same. This is make-or-break time for their business, so while I know they wish he was there, they don’t want anything to jeopardize the re-launch. It still sucks though. I was looking forward to it, too, and it would’ve been cool to show Rach and Jill around.

I straighten up once we move past the gate. “Let’s go into Boston today. Show the girls the harbor, do some other touristy stuff, and, if we have time, we could visit Harvard? Then catch dinner and a movie, maybe?”

“Sounds good.” Smiling, he reaches out and takes my hand.

He pulls up in front of the café where I’m meeting Adam and kills the engine. My knees bounce up and down, and my palms are clammy all of a sudden. Ky gets out his side, running around to open my door. “You nervous?” He reels me into his comforting embrace, tucking my hair back behind my ears. I nod. “I can stay with, if you like?” he offers.

I spy Adam by a table at the far side of the window, watching us with a neutral expression. I shake my head as butterflies take up residence in my stomach. “No. I need to do this by myself, but I would like you to meet him, if that’s okay.”

“Sure.” Lowering his head, he gives me a soft, sweet kiss that takes the edge off my apprehension. Easing back, he scrutinizes my face in that intensive, exploratory way of his. Like he can see straight through to my soul. As if all my thoughts and feelings are wide open for him to analyze. “Ready?”

I grip his hand. “Yes. Come on.” I lead him into the café and down to Adam’s table.

Adam rises, nodding at me. “Faye.” He smiles. “I’m glad you could make it.”

“Um, sure.” I chew on the inside of my mouth. “I wanted you to meet my boyfriend. This is Kyler.”

Adam surveys him coolly as Ky extends his hand. He shakes it firmly, eyeballing him the entire time. “It’s nice to meet you, sir,” Ky says, and I have to smother my chuckle. Look at him being all polite and shit.

“Likewise. Thank you for dropping Faye off. I can drive her home after.”

“Actually, we’re heading into Boston. Some of my friends are visiting from Ireland, and we have plans, so it’d be better if Ky just collected me from here.”

“Okay. No problem.” Adam gestures at the empty chair. “I didn’t order yet. I was waiting for you.”

I give him a tentative smile, turning to Ky. “I’ll see you later.”

He pecks my lips, and my cheeks flush. “Message me when you’re ready.” He gives my hand a squeeze before leaving.

I drop down on the chair and—feeling Adam’s eyes on me—bury my face in the menu. The waitress arrives and we place our orders. She fills our cups with coffee, and I set my hands on the table in front of me, trying not to fidget.

He clears his throat. “How long have you been dating Kyler?”

“Not long,” I say, being evasive on purpose.

“He seems like a nice guy.”

I take a sip of my coffee for want of something to do. “He is.” My lips curl up involuntarily. “He’s great.”

“Is he your first boyfriend?”


Is he for real?
 I’m almost eighteen for cripes sake. “No. I was going out with a guy back home for a couple of years. It was pretty serious, or at least it was at the time.”

“Is it serious with Kyler?”


What’s with the twenty questions?
 I feel like I’m being interviewed for a job. “Yes. I’m crazy about him.”

The waitress appears with our food, and there’s an uncomfortable silence while we wait for her to leave. I tuck in straightaway, hoping to deflect any more embarrassing questions.

Adam watches me quietly, and I force food down my throat, hugely self-conscious. After a couple minutes, I put my knife and fork down and stare at him. “If you have something to say, just say it.”

He wipes his hands down the front of his trousers. “I’ve been reading the media reports these last few weeks, and I’ve got to be honest, Faye, I’m concerned about you living with the Kennedys.”

James was right.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you read in the papers,” I hiss, stabbing my eggs like they’ve done some injustice to me.

“I understand that, but when you peel back the layers, the fundamentals of what’s being reported are the things that are causing me concern.”

I chew my food slowly, counting to ten in my head. “They are not bad people. They’ve just made some bad mistakes. None of us are perfect.”

“I know we don’t know each other that well, and it will take time for you to trust me, but if you came and lived with me, even on a trial basis, it would give us the opportunity to get to know one another, and I’d feel more comfortable knowing you were safe.”

My fork clatters to the table. “Are you implying that I’m not safe with the Kennedys?”

He holds up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “You have to see it from my point of view. You were almost killed under your uncle’s watch, one of your cousins was recently accused of rape, and your other cousin—your boyfriend
—is being investigated for murder. I don’t want my daughter getting caught up in all that.”

I stand up, slamming my chair back with a screech. “None of them have done anything wrong!” I snap, anger getting the better of me. “You’ve been my dad for all of ten seconds, and that doesn’t give you the right to show up here and try to tell me what to do! And how do I even know you are my dad?! All I have is my mother’s word, and that doesn’t count for much these days.” I pull my phone out of my pocket. “This was a mistake. I knew I shouldn’t have come. I asked you for time and you ignored my wishes. I’m leaving, and I’d like you to respect that.”

I don’t even wait for a reply. I just storm out of the place, uncaring that every pair of eyes is glued to my retreating back. I’m shaking as I step out onto the footpath.

“Faye, wait, please. I’m sorry.” Adam plants himself in front of me. “Don’t leave. I was out of line, and, you’re right, I shouldn’t be pushing you. I’m just worried about you.”

“You haven’t earned that right!” I holler.

He shakes his head. “I disagree. I don’t need to earn the right to worry about my own daughter. I’ve only just found out about you, and we’ve already lost so much time!” His eyes glisten. “I want to get to know you, but I’m scared something is going to happen to you before I even get that chance.” He stops, drawing an elongated breath. “Is there a right way to do this? How does one form a relationship from scratch with your almost grownup daughter? A daughter you didn’t know existed until recently?” Ever so gently, he pulls me aside as a couple emerges from the café doing their best to look like they’re not listening.

“I just want a chance to get to know you,” he says more quietly. “A chance to learn to love you like I love my other children. A chance for you to become a part of my family. Is that so bad?”

A blast of cold air hits me full on, and I shiver without my jacket.

He moves in front of me. “Look, it’s freezing out here. Can we go back inside and talk? I promise I’ll listen to what you have to say.”

His honest eyes are pleading, and my anger is fading. “Okay, on one condition. That you accept I am happy living with the Kennedys and you stop criticizing them. James gave me a home when I had nowhere to go, and I’ve grown close to him and my cousins. They are far from perfect, but they’re my
 far from perfect.”

“I don’t want to be an overbearing father or the type of man that forces anyone to do anything against their will, so I’ll drop it, for now, if you
 can promise me one thing.”

“Shoot.”

“If you change your mind about living with them that you tell me instantly. That you genuinely reconsider my offer then.”

I shove my icy hands in my jeans pockets. “I can agree to that.”

He smiles, cautiously placing a hand on my lower back. “Okay, let’s go in and eat our breakfast, assuming it’s not cold by now.”

The waitress brings us fresh plates, and the awkward tension has been eliminated. We chat more casually as we eat this time. When my belly is full, I push my plate away and groan. Adam smiles, summoning the waitress over with a hand gesture and holding his cup out for a refill.

I decline, mulling over a few things in my mind. “I’ve been thinking about what you said the last time. About my, um, half-brothers and half-sister. Do they know about me?”

He puts his cup down. “Yes. I told them earlier on in the week. My ex-wife too.”

“And how did they react to the news?”

“The twins are very excited and dying to meet you. Whitney was … quite blasé about the whole thing, but I wouldn’t take that personally. She’s fourteen and going through a difficult stage.”

Hhm. Sounds a bit like someone I know. “Do they look like me?”

“You share the same eyes, but they are more fair-haired. They have my ex-wife’s coloring.” He leans over the table. “I can arrange a time and a neutral place whenever you are ready to meet them. I won’t rush you. Just think about it.”

“Okay. Thank you.” We chat a while longer about his business and the fact that I no longer have a job. The diner remains closed, and now that David is incarcerated in a psychiatric facility it seems unlikely that it will be reopening any time soon. Unless his ex-wife gets control of it, I suppose.

“I want to say something, but don’t read too much into this,” Adam says. “This is not me pressuring you. It’s just a suggestion.”

I automatically stiffen, and he notices. “Please, relax. I meant it when I said I won’t force you into anything. You’re a responsible young adult, and I trust you to make the right choices for you. I just want you to understand you have other choices now too.” Gingerly, he takes my hand in his. “I want to be a part of your life, and I want to help in any way I can. You’ve been through a huge amount these past few months, and I want to protect you from further pain. You’re already precious to me, Faye. Your mother was the greatest love of my life and we created you. How could I not already love you to bits?”

Tears sting my eyes. “Everything has changed so much. It’s challenging to wrap my head around all that’s happened, and some days I don’t even feel like me anymore.”

He pats my hand. “Anyone would struggle to deal with the things you’ve dealt with. It’s natural to feel like that.”

“I do want to get to know you, and my siblings. I just need some time.”

“I understand, and that’s perfectly fine.” He smiles. “I’ll try to be patient.”

I return his smile, carefully removing my hand and placing it in my lap. “So, what was it you were going to say?”

“Well, you know I have my own business.” He has already explained how he moved to New York with his American wife to take up a position in her father’s company just after he graduated from Trinity and married her. Her father’s company developed software for the aviation industry, and Adam rose quickly through the ranks, becoming CEO before he was thirty. When his marriage fell apart, he thought it best to step down. He set up his own tech company, developing regulatory software systems for the financial services industry, and it has developed rapidly. He now employs over two thousand people, and they’ve recently branched out globally. “If you need a part-time job, I can employ you. We are always recruiting. Of course, you would have to move to New York.”

I open my mouth and he holds up a hand, stalling me. “This is not me pressuring you to move in with me. This is me letting you know you have options.”

He seems intent on drilling that point home. “I appreciate that, but I’m going to see if I can find something else locally, unless the diner reopens.” Although that’s probably just wishful thinking.

He looks contemplative. “Good luck with it, and if you need a reference, just let me know.” My brows nudge up, and he laughs. “If I can’t use my position and my connections to help my own daughter out, there is something very wrong with the world.”

“Okay, thanks.” I think.

“Same goes for college. Have you given much thought to what you want to do after graduation?”

How coincidental that he should ask me that when I’ve only recently begun thinking of my future. “I’m not sure what I want to do. Initially, I thought I’d return to Ireland and do social studies or psychology in Trinity but now I don’t want to leave here,” I answer truthfully.

His eyes sparkle with hope. “So you definitely want to go to university? You’re considering staying in the States and going to school here?”

“Yeah, more than likely. Although …” I trail off, knowing if I follow through that he’ll jump in with the solution.

He cocks his head to one side. “Although?” he prompts, and I know he won’t let it go.

“I don’t think the money my parents left will be enough to cover the cost of university here. From what I’ve heard, it’s way more expensive than back home.” Selling my parents’ house in Dublin is an option, but not something I can bear to think about right now. It’s the last link I have to them, and even though the thoughts of living there without Mum and Dad is excruciatingly difficult, so is the idea of selling the property. I’m not ready for that. At least, not yet.

He places his hands palms down on the table, peering intently into my eyes. “If you want to go to college here, I can help with that. I know you know that, and I’m guessing it’s not something you want to have to accept, but I’m putting it on the table anyway. Don’t let that stop you from making more permanent plans to stay in the States.”

He leans back in his seat, studying me earnestly. “My other children all have trust funds, and I’ve already set one up for you.” I gawp at him. “I won’t treat you any differently just because you have a different mother, or the fact that you weren’t raised by me. You won’t want for anything, Faye. And I’m sure your uncle would say the same.”

I squirm in my seat, hugely uncomfortable with the direction this conversation has taken.

“That makes you uncomfortable, doesn’t it?” His observation is astute.

“We weren’t poor, by any means, but I’ve done a full one-eighty since coming here, and it’s hard to grasp sometimes. It feels wrong to be given something I haven’t earned, something I haven’t worked for.”

Unnamed emotion flits across his face. “Saoirse raised you well. I’m already so proud of you.” He takes both my hands in his. “I’m really glad you’re in my life, and I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.”

As I look over the table at him, at the same blue eyes staring back at me, my heart rate accelerates. I think of all the ways this could have gone. Of how awful Ky’s experience was when he met his birth father, and I realize I’m lucky. While no one will ever replace Michael as my dad, Adam seems like a decent person, a decent father, and I could do a whole lot worse. He’s already putting my own needs before his own and allowing me to call the shots. He’s letting me know I have options and that he wants to share in my life, and while I’ve still got a crap ton of stuff to sort out in my head, it feels good to have someone else in my corner.

I’d be a total fool to push him away.

Mum loved this man for a reason, and I think I’m beginning to see why.

“Me, too,” I tell him, and as he beams at me, I realize exactly how much I mean those words.





Chapter Nineteen
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Faye

“Aw, crap. Is it much longer?” Rach moans, for like the tenth time, rubbing her belly and resting her pasty face against the window of Ky’s SUV.

Kal sends her a sympathetic look, while Ky chuckles. “We’re just approaching the exit for Boston now.”

I reach around, handing her a bottle. “Drink more water. It’ll help flush the alcohol out of your system.”

“Or maybe try taping your mouth shut next time,” Brad unhelpfully adds.

“I wasn’t the only one knocking back the beers,” Rach retorts.

“At least I can handle it.” He shakes his head. “You have no idea the state you were in. Anyone could’ve taken advantage of you, and you wouldn’t have known. That’s not smart, Rachel, and it’s the type of behavior that’ll only get you in trouble.”

“Thanks for the lecture, Dad
.” She swigs forcefully from the bottle.

“Brad is right, Rach,” I say. “I’ve never seen you so drunk.” She’s always had a tendency to overdo it but never like that. She barely even knew her own name by the end of the night.

“I have,” Jill interjects quietly.

“What the feck is this?” Rach asks, looking hurt as her gaze dances between us. “I’ve got the mother of all hangovers, and the last thing I need is a bunch of know-it-alls trying to tell me what to do. Butt out, the lot of you.” Her lips pull into a tight line as she glares out the window.

Ky places his warm hand on my knee. “Let it go,” he mouths, and I reluctantly nod. I don’t want this weekend to be overshadowed by arguments even if I am worried about my friend.

We spend the afternoon doing some touristy things—visiting Boston Common, Quincy Market, the Bunker Hill Monument, and we even squeeze in a flying visit to the Boston Irish Famine Memorial—before driving over to Harvard to introduce the girls to my older cousins. We have a coffee in one of the campus dining halls with Keven and Kaden before heading back into the main city for dinner. They both cry off, citing previous arrangements, so it’s just the six of us who make our way to the quirky little Mexican restaurant Brad booked before we left Wellesley. Apparently, it’s one of his favorite places to eat in the city.

Sandwiched between more illustrious restaurants, this place is a little hidden gem. Rustic tables and chairs sit atop an original stone floor. Vibrant orange and red walls are decorated with numerous traditional ornaments and paintings, giving the place a very authentic feel. Lighting is soft and the place is abuzz with chatter. The restaurant is packed to capacity, and I notice several curious heads glancing our way as the waiter brings us to a table tucked unobtrusively into a hidden nook at the back of the room.

Our little tourist trip around the city has done wonders for Rachel’s hangover. Color has returned to her cheeks, and she’s looking more like herself. “So, Brad,” she says, taking a sip of her Coke and eyeing him over the edge of the glass. “Why exactly are you living with the Kennedys?”

“Rach!” I elbow her softly in the ribs.

“What? It’s a genuine question.” She looks perplexed. “Unless there’s some big secret?”

“You didn’t tell her?” Brad looks surprised as he leans back in his chair.

I shake my head. “No. It wasn’t my story to share.” He smiles at me, one of those long, lingering, heartwarming smiles of his. I shift uncomfortably. Ky narrows his eyes in a deliberate glare.

“So, um, what are you going to do about college now, Faye?” Jill asks, doing her best to deflect the burgeoning tension. “Are you still planning on going to Trinity?”

Ky whips his head around to me, his eyes reflecting his surprise. “That was the original plan before I moved here,” I tell him quickly, giving his knee a reassuring squeeze. “But plans change.” He looks deep into my eyes, seeking the answer, and I decide it’s time to put him out of his misery. “I’ve been mulling it over, and I’m pretty sure I know what I want to do.” I twist around in my chair, facing my friend. “My family is here now. My home is here now. Returning to Ireland no longer feels like the right call.” As my words settle around the table, the clarity of my decision astounds me. A layer of stress releases, and I know I’ve made the right choice. “While I haven’t made any hard and fast plans yet,” I say, looking purposely at Ky, “I think I’ll be going to college here now.”

“Oh.” Jill looks crestfallen, and I understand why. It had been our dream to attend the iconic Trinity College Dublin together.

“I’m sorry, Jill, but everything is different now.” Ky threads his fingers in mine, and I can sense his smile without the need to see it. “Will you still go?”

She bobs her head enthusiastically. “Definitely. Sam is thinking of going there, too.” I don’t feel quite so guilty now.

The waiter arrives then with our food, and group conversation ceases.

“Do you really mean it?” Ky whispers in my ear. “You’re going to stay?”

“I think so.”

He frowns a little. “You think so?”

“I … actually, could we talk about this later? We haven’t really spoken about college or the future and I’d like to, just not here.” I gesture at all the inquisitive eyes and ears around the table.

“Sure thing, babe.” Leaning in, he kisses me firmly on the lips, and the sudden unwelcome surge of anxiety retreats.

After dinner, we emerge into the darkness outside to discover a street bustling with activity. Street musicians entertain the crowds wandering in every direction. “Is it always this busy?” I ask Ky as he takes my hand leading the way.

“This area is popular with students, and it’s a Saturday night, so it’s usually fairly happening.”

“I like it. There’s a lovely vibe about the place.”

“We should come back here by ourselves again. There’s a nice Chinese place just over there,” he says, gesturing across the road.

Throngs of men and women are hanging around outside a bar adjacent to the restaurant, smoking, drinking, and laughing. Faint sounds of live music trickle out of the open doorway, but it’s the heart-wrenching sound of a girl crying that snatches my attention. My eyes hone in on the boy and girl standing at the corner of the bar, facing into a narrow alleyway. “Hey.” I tug on Ky’s shirt, pulling him back. “Is that Keanu?”

Ky looks to where I’m pointing, nodding. “Come on.” We run across the road to him.

“Hey, man,” Ky says, cautiously approaching. “Is everything okay?”

The girl stops crying, burying her face in Keanu’s shoulder at the sound of my boyfriend’s voice. Keanu steadies her at the waist while his other hand smooths down her long, dark, glossy hair. “Everything’s fine, Ky.” His tone holds a distinct “butt out and mind your own business” edge.

Ky looks at the girl cowering in Keanu’s arms. “I’m not here to interfere. I just wanted to see if you needed any help.”

“We’re okay. Selena was being hassled by a jerk inside, and she got a little upset, but she’s okay now. Right, baby?” Keanu shifts position, drawing her around into the shelter of his arm.

This girl looking at us is recognizable purely from the photos I’ve seen of her modeling for Kennedy Apparel with Keanu. Selena is even more stunning in real life. Apart from mascara and lip gloss, her face is devoid of makeup, and she’s absolutely breathtaking. Although her skin is flushed red from crying and her eyes are undeniably tear-stained, her flawless complexion, perfectly proportioned features, and wide brown eyes combine beautifully. Tall and thin, she has curves in all the right places, and I’m not in the least bit surprised she’s a model. I’ll bet she’s in high demand.

Not that any of us would know.

Keanu tells us next to nothing about her. I don’t know if they are officially boyfriend and girlfriend, just friends, or work colleagues.

“Hi.” I extend my hand in her direction. “I’m Keanu’s cousin, Faye.”

Her smile is genuine but tinged with sadness, and her handshake is soft and reluctant. “Hi.” Her voice is barely louder than a whisper.

“This is my brother Kyler,” Keanu says, motioning toward Ky.

“It’s nice to finally meet you. You’ll have to come up to the house sometime.” Ky’s tone and voice are deliberately soothing.

Her answering smile seems tentative. “Maybe.”

Keanu pulls Selena in tight to him, holding her firmly around her waist. “I see the others approaching across the street. I’d rather they didn’t know we are here. Please, Ky.”

“No sweat, once you’re sure everything is okay.”

“I’m sure.”

He moves to walk around us, but Ky blocks him. “Does Mom or Dad know you’re out here?”

Keanu’s cheeks pucker sourly. “I’m sixteen, Ky, not six.” He clearly doesn’t like to be called out in front of Selena. “And it’s a work-related function. Mom is well aware I’m here.”

Ky holds up his hands in defeat. “Fine. Just looking out for you, bro.”

Keanu rolls his eyes, ushering Selena toward the door. “I’ll see you later.”

Ky scratches the side of his head. “Is it just me or was that weird?”

I take his hand, pulling him back across the road. “It’s not just you. That was
 a little strange, but who are we to judge?”
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Back at the house, we watch a couple of movies in the cinema room until the early hours, before everyone scatters to bed. Ky steps into my room as I’m crawling under the duvet. He’s not disguising the fact he’s staying in here anymore. I can tell Alex is unhappy about it, but she doesn’t want to do anything to cause further cracks in their relationship, so she hasn’t interfered. I think James is pleased that Ky is leaning on someone, and that’s why he’s permitting it. Either way, I’m glad we aren’t sneaking around anymore.

“What did you make of that earlier?” he asks, stealing into bed beside me. I scoot over, snuggling up against him..

“About what?” I murmur, running my nose along the length of his neck.

“Keanu and Selena.” His voice is husky.

I move my hand along the expanse of his naked chest as I haul myself up on one elbow. “I don’t know what is going on with those two, but they seemed close and very comfortable with one another. Are they officially a couple or what?” My hand glides lower, and Ky sucks in a breath.

“I’m not sure. I’ve asked Mom before but she’s as tight-lipped as Keanu is. All she’ll say is that Selena had a tough upbringing and she’s not good in social situations.”

My hand palms the bulge in his boxers, and he grabs me by the hips, pulling me up onto his lap. “It’s late. Aren’t you tired?” I ask with a reckless glint in my eye.

His gaze darkens as his eyes rake over me with obvious desire. Pumping his hips, he grins seductively, and I moan, grinding into him with unabashed need.

“I’m never too tired for you.” Our mouths collide in a hungry kiss as our hands roam in mutual urgent need. Soon, we’ve shed the rest of our clothes, and he’s thrusting into me, filling me so completely that I know I’ll never be empty again. Never feel alone again. His eyes hold mine as he makes love to me, spearing me with the extent of his devotion, and as he rocks me into a blissful state, all I can think is how I want this—want him—and nothing else for the rest of my life.

The next morning, Jill comes with me for a swim while Rach hangs out with Alex. Ky makes us a late breakfast before taking us all to the motocross track. Rick and May fill Ky in on what was, by all accounts, a very successful re-launch while I show the girls out to the bleachers. The place is virtually empty today, which suits me fine. I was hoping to have a chance to speak to Rach and Jill alone before they have to leave.

“What’s going on with you?” I bluntly ask Rachel as we settle onto the bench to wait for the boys to appear on the track.

“What do you mean?” she asks, acting surprised.

“You know what she means,” Jill murmurs.

Rach drops her head in her chin, sighing. “There’s just some shit I’m dealing with at home, and I’m trying to decide what to do with my life after I leave school in June.”

“Surely you have plenty of options now?” I say, thinking of her family’s recent lottery win.

“It opens some other doors, but it doesn’t mean I automatically know what the right path is.”

“What about doing something in fashion?” I suggest, uncapping a bottle of water. I hand one each to my friends. “You’ve always had a good eye and a genuine interest in clothes. I think you’d be good at it. Did you mention anything to Alex?”

Her eyes spark to life. “I was too awestruck to ask her about that. You should see the stuff she gave me. I about died.”

“See that’s what I’m talking about.” I grin at her. “Your whole demeanor changes when you’re talking about clothes. You should research courses in the fashion industry when you go back, and I can always ask Alex for her advice. I’m sure she’d email you about career options and stuff.”

“You’re lucky, Faye.”

I almost fall off the bench. “How do you figure that?”

“You aren’t answerable to anyone, and you don’t have family holding you back, fucking with your head and messing with your life.”

I stand up, a sour taste churning in my mouth and my stomach. “I cannot believe you just said that.”

“Nor me,” Jill cuts in. “Rach, how can you say that to Faye after everything she’s gone through?”

Tears prick her eyes as she rises. “Shit. I’m sorry, Faye. I didn’t mean it like that. I was just thinking of my own situation.” Huge tears roll down her face. “You know I loved your parents, and your house always felt more like a home to me. I just meant that …”

“What, Rach? What is troubling you?”

She shakes her head, sniffling. “Nothing. That was terribly insensitive of me. I’m so, so sorry. Can you forgive me?”

One look at the genuine sincerity on her face, and my anger evaporates in a puff of smoke. Rach has been my best friend for over four years and she helped me through some difficult times. I’ll never forget how she and Jill took me under their wing when we moved from Waterford to Dublin, how they helped me settle into my new school, and how understanding they were when I told them the reasons why I’d had to leave my old school. Rach’s dry sense of humor and mischievous spirit have always endeared her to me, but she’s changed. There’s a tortured darkness to her personality now that wasn’t evident before. She’s clearly dealing with something, and I wish she’d open up. Let us help her. But I know from personal experience that it isn’t something you can force. Still, it’s hard to see her in self-destructive mode and not do anything about it.

I pull her into a hug. “There’s nothing to forgive.” Jill and I lock eyes, and concern filters between us. There has always been something off about Rach’s family life that bothered me. Her parents were polite and welcoming, but we were never invited around much. Rach much preferred to hang out at our houses. I’ve often wondered what it is she drinks to forget, but trying to get information out of her is like trying to pry The Biebs away from his partying lifestyle.

Brad and Ky appear on the track below, granting a much-needed reprieve. Kitted out in their biking gear, they are both looking hot as hell. We watch attentively as they go head to head, chatting more casually and leaving a lot unsaid.

All too soon, it’s time to head to the airport. We say our goodbyes to May and Rick, and Brad heads back to the house while Ky drives the girls to the private hangar of Logan International Airport.

Our goodbye is predictably tearful. I don’t know when I’ll see them again, and I cling to them with fierce possessiveness as the thought invades my mind. “Thank you so much, Ky. It’s been a wonderful trip.” Jill hugs my boyfriend. “And you two should visit us soon.” She gives me a final hug. “Everyone would love to see you. Will you think about it? Maybe at Christmas or Easter or even the summer holidays.” A loud sob escapes her mouth. “Seriously,” she whispers in my ear. “Don’t lose touch. You’re still my best friend, and even though there’s an ocean separating, us it’s no excuse for not staying in close contact.”

My cheeks are damp as I pull away from her. “I know, and I promise to call more.”

Rach hugs me fiercely. “If you ever want to talk about it, or you ever need to get away from it, you know where I am,” I tell her.

“You’re welcome anytime,” Ky adds.

“Thanks. That means a lot.”

Ky envelops me in his arms as I watch my friends wave one final time before disappearing into the cabin. He kisses the top of my head. “Did you have a good weekend?”

I peer up at him through watery eyes. “The best. Thank you. It means a lot that you’d do that for me with everything you have going on.”

He kisses the tip of my nose. “That’s what you do when you’re in love. Nothing else matters but you, Faye.” He rubs his thumbs under my eyes, smoothing the moisture away. “Not now. Not ever.”





Chapter Twenty
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Faye

Neither of us feels like going back to the house yet, so we grab some takeout and head to Ky’s lake. It’s not quite evening yet, and there are a few families and couples milling about. Ky spreads a blanket on the ground in front of his favorite tree, and we sit cross-legged with our backs against the tree trunk as we eat.

After, I settle between his legs with my back against his chest. His strong arms wrap around my waist, and I link our fingers together. We stare out at the placid lake, swathed in the second blanket Ky brought from the car, and I figure this is as close to heaven on earth as it gets. I could quite happily stay here like this forever. I sigh contentedly as he plays with my hair, planting delicate kisses along my face and in that tickly place just behind my ear.

Gradually, the other people disperse until we are alone. Day is transforming to night, and slashes of red, orange, and yellow are fading in the purple-blue evening sky. “It’s so beautiful here. So peaceful,” I say. “It reminds me a little of home. Dad was big into nature, and it wasn’t uncommon for us to trek for miles through forests and up mountains during his weekends off.” I stare off into the distance as memories flood my mind. “One of his favorite places to visit was Blessington Lakes. It wasn’t too far of a drive from our house. It has tons of walks and trails, and the views from the lakes are spectacular. He would’ve loved it here.”

“Do you think, if your parents hadn’t died, would we have ever met?” He caresses my cheeks with his fingers.

I turn around in his arms so I can see him. “I’d like to believe we would have,” I reply with conviction, smiling.

“Because this feels like fate?”

“Yeah.” My smile magnifies.

“What?”

“You’re really quite the romantic.” I kiss his cheek.

“I have my moments. Just don’t tell anyone.” Smirking, he leans in and kisses me, slowly and sweetly, and my arms curl around his neck.

“I love you, Kyler Kennedy.” I pull back, staring into his eyes. “So, so much.”

“I love you, too, and I want a future with you, Faye. If I haven’t been clear about that before, I want to make sure there is no confusion now.” He palms my face. “We’re a team. Wherever you go, I go, and if that means we move to Ireland so you can go to Trinity like you planned, then that’s what we’ll do.”

I sit up straighter, still hanging onto him. “You would do that for me?”

He tweaks my nose. “Yes! I don’t really care where we go to college once we’re together.”

“What about your plans? Where do you want to go?”

His eyes wander, and he stares off into empty air. “It’s always been assumed that we’d go to Harvard. That’s where Mom went, and her father before, dating all the way back to her great-great-grandfather.”

“You don’t want to go there?”

He shakes his head. “That’s not it. I kinda thought I’d be on the pro circuit. College didn’t really factor in my plans.”

“And now?” I run my fingers through his silky hair.

“Now I’m not sure whether I want that anymore.”

“Because of your father?” I say, remembering his previous comments on the subject.

He kisses my forehead. “Yeah. It’s all become interconnected, and not in a good way.”

“You might feel differently in time.”

He shrugs. “Maybe.”

I kneel in front of him, taking his hands in mine. “Can I say something and you promise you won’t get mad?”

He pauses before replying. “I’ll try.”

“I think you should see a therapist and sooner rather than later. You can’t make life-altering decisions regarding your future until you’ve dealt with the ghosts of the past. I did some research, and I found a lady in Boston with great credentials. I think she could help you, and no one else would have to know. I could go with you and”—I place my finger on his lips as he opens his mouth to speak—“this isn’t me telling you what to do. This is me letting you know you have options, ways of dealing with everything going through your head, that you aren’t alone in it, and I’ll support you whatever you decide.” I draw a lengthy breath, dipping down to kiss his cheek. “Okay, shutting up now.”

He leans his head back against the tree, pulling me in close to his chest. His hands run up and down my arms, heating me on contact. “I’m grateful for your help, and this isn’t me saying no, just that I need time for stuff to sink in.”

“I get that. Honestly, I do.” I rub my hand over his chest.

“I couldn’t have gotten through this last week without you, and your support means so much. Thank you. I can’t believe I ever thought I could push you away, leave you behind.”

“That was idiotic, all right,” I joke.

He starts tickling me, and I scream, wriggling around in his lap. Without warning, I’m flat on my back, and he’s hovering over me. “You really shouldn’t have started something you can’t finish.” His teasing eyes are inflamed.

“Who said I have any intention of not
 finishing?” I smooth my hand over the growing tent situation in his jeans, and the ache down below multiplies tenfold. I pop the button on his jeans and slip my hand into his boxers. He’s rock hard, and I love how much I turn him on.

“Faye, stop. We can’t.” With a tortured expression, he removes my hand from his boxers.

I pout, reaching for him again. “Why not?” I look around, and the place is desolate. “There’s no one here, and no one is likely to arrive at this late hour.” I push up and straddle him, forcing him flat on his back. Planting my hands on his chest, I stare earnestly into his eyes. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned these last few months, it’s that you don’t know what’s around the corner. What new curveball is waiting in the wings. Life is for living, Ky. For taking risks. For following your heart. For throwing caution to the wind. Hell, I could throw out a hundred other clichés, but they all mean the same.” I run my thumb along his lower lip. “I don’t want to have any regrets. My parents are dead. I almost died. There isn’t much else I’m afraid of, except something happening to you.”

“I don’t want you to worry about me.” He places his hands over mine. “It’s my job to worry about you.”

I grin at him, slowly rubbing against his arousal. “That’s sweet, but unnecessary. Worry and regret and risk, they are all strong emotions, but I’m done expending so much energy on them. Life is
 for living. I never really got that before, but I do now. Life is too precious to waste a single second worrying about something that may or may not happen, or being too afraid to take a risk. I’m not saying I’m going to be stupid about it, or that me almost dying is something I’m even close to getting over, or that I don’t miss my parents, but they would want me to be happy, to move on in my life, to be the person they raised me to be.” I pause momentarily, wetting my lips.

“So, I’m going to make decisions that I feel are right for me and own
 them. I’m going to get to know my birth father, and if he’s someone I need in my life, then he’ll be in my life.” I lean down and kiss him. “I’m staying here and going to Harvard with you or I’ll go to Harvard and follow you around the circuit in my free time.” He opens his mouth to speak, but I shake my head. “I’m not done.”

He swats my ass, and I laugh.

“Being with you is the most normal I’ve felt in a long time. I don’t care what anyone says. That we’re too young, or it’s still gross because we’re related by marriage, that we don’t know our own minds, blah, blah, blah.” I pull up the edge of his sweater, palming the sculpted contours of his ripped stomach. “I know what I want and it’s you. Everything else will get figured out along the way. So, mister”—I lean down again, planting a needy, hard kiss on his mouth—“if I want to do you out here in the open, I’m going to do it, and I don’t care if someone catches us. Fuck being sensible. Fuck following rules or acceptable social norms. Just, just … fuck it.”

He has me pinned on my back in record time, his mouth crashing against mine as we frantically devour one another. “Awesome speech,” he murmurs, pushing my sweater up and planting his hot mouth against my equally hot skin. “Very motivational.” His hand creeps into my knickers, and he dips two fingers inside me.

I moan, sliding his jeans and boxers down his legs as his fingers pump frantically inside me. I wrap my hand around him as he whips my jeans off in one smooth move. My knickers follow and then he’s rolling on a condom and he’s inside me, thrusting hard in one stretching motion as I beg for more. My legs suction around his waist, and I rock my hips up, grabbing his ass and pulling him in closer. Our tongues are tangling violently, and I’ve never felt such overwhelming all-consuming need before. He’s giving me everything, and still I want more.

He stands up, our bodies joined together, and presses me against the tree so he can thrust deeper. I moan and scream as he pounds into me, sucking on his neck and digging my nails into his back. It’s raw and rough and needy and I’m loving it. I don’t even feel the sting as my back chafes against the bark. There is only toe-curling bliss as Ky rocks my world. We jump off the cliff together, exploding in a fireball of heavenly pleasure.

“You okay?” he asks, when he finally has his breathing under control.

“Never been better,” I rasp. “That was hot.” I grin manically.

“That was fucking incredible. Jeez, baby.” He kisses me passionately. “I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of you.”

“Good.” I extract my aching legs from around his waist, and he helps steady me. “I don’t want you to get enough of me.”
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It’s completely dark by the time we arrive back at the house. “What the hell?” Ky exclaims, and I follow his line of sight. Courtney is pounding on the front door with a thunderous expression on her face.

“Damn, this can’t be good.”

Ky brings the car to a halt and hops out just as the door opens and James appears.

I follow him, both of us hanging back a little.

“You can’t shut me out!” Courtney shrieks at the top of her lungs. “I won’t let you.”

She beats on James’s chest, and he reaches out to grasp her wrists. “We’re over, Court. I will never be with you again, so please just accept that and back off, move on. You got what you wanted, so let the rest go.”

“No!” She wrestles against his grip. “Let go of me!” James releases his hold on her. She prods a bony finger in his chest. “You’re a part of this, and I won’t be happy until I have it all.” She stabs him in the chest with the tip of her long, sharp nail. “You. Belong. To. Me.”

He bats her hand away. “I don’t belong to anyone, least of all you. Consider yourself lucky, Courtney, and cut your losses.”

She laughs, shifting slightly on her feet. “You think you get to call the shots? I’m in control here, babe
, or have you forgotten?”

Panic flares in James’s gaze, and his eyes dart briefly to where Ky and I are standing. Courtney notices, swinging her gaze around to us. “Well, well. Look who it is.” She smirks, her gaze roaming my jeans and sweater combo in blatant disgust. “Like father, like son, I see.” Her eyes pierce Ky. “You are making all the wrong choices too, Kyler. It clearly runs in your DNA.” Evidently, she hasn’t been reading the news lately. Throwing back her head, she laughs hysterically. “Gosh, the irony!” She sniggers but none of us are in on the joke.

“It’s time for you to leave, Courtney. I’d prefer you to show yourself out, but I’m happy to call the station and organize a police escort for you.” James folds his arms unsympathetically.

She shakes her head. “What the hell has gotten into you? You’re not even with her anymore and you’re pushing me away?” She closes the gap between them, running her fingers up and down James’s folded arms. “We’re good together and you know it. You are letting her cloud your judgment, as usual.”

James’s eyes narrow to slits as he removes her hands. “Whether I am with Alex or not makes no difference. There is no us
 anymore, Court. Deal with it and move on. Now, leave and don’t come back, or I’ll have you forcibly removed.”

“Don’t threaten me, James.” Her voice has turned to ice. “There will be consequences. I’ll release it. I’ll tell the world and laugh as everything you hold dear crumbles underneath you. Don’t test me. I’m warning you.”

James grabs her by the arm, hauling her toward her sporty blue car. “You’re hurting me!” Courtney screams. “Stop it!” She wrangles her arm free, stumbling and almost losing her balance. “You’ll be sorry you did that, James. I’m going to call my publicist right now.” She sends him the evil eye, and I half-expect an eerie cackling sound to reverberate across the rolling nighttime sky.

He puts his face in hers, calm anger etched across his features. “No, you won’t. Because if you do, then you’ll lose everything, too. Now get your skanky ass off my property, and don’t come back.” He bumps her into the driver seat, slamming the door shut.

Courtney glares at him, before narrowing her eyes. “You were a lousy lay, anyway. It won’t take me long to land a new conquest.” She turns lust-filled eyes on Kyler. “Anytime you want to sample a real woman, give me a call, sugar.” She blows him a kiss, laughing wildly as she cranks the engine and the car jerks forward down the drive.

James scrunches handfuls of his hair, watching until she is out of sight. “I’m sorry you had to hear all that, but she’s not going to be a problem anymore. I’ll make sure of it.”

“What was she talking about?” Ky asks. “What did she mean she has all the control?”

James slaps Ky on the back. “She’s delusional. Honestly, I think she needs psychiatric help, but she’s not my problem any longer.” He musses up my hair playfully, smiling as if the showdown with his ex-mistress hasn’t just occurred. “Come on, let’s head inside. Ky’s got school tomorrow, and I want you up as usual, studying from home. Being suspended is no excuse for falling behind.”

Ky and I exchange wary glances as we walk into the house.

Yeah, he’s buying that deflection about as much as I am.





Chapter Twenty-One
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Faye

“She’s never going to leave us alone, is she?” Alex asks from the top of the stairs, and we all look up. Dressed in lacy silk pajamas, she’s holding a glass of red wine in her left hand.

“She got what she wanted.” James is sullen and avoids looking Alex directly in the eye.

“I know you’re still pissed with me,” Alex says, setting her glass down and descending the stairs. “But we need to work as a team if we’re to defeat her once and for all.”

Ky frowns, exchanging another loaded look with me. I wish they’d tell us what’s going on with Courtney, and why she seems to have dug her claws in so profoundly. She is obviously holding something over them, but what?


“Pissed?” James glares at his wife. “Pissed doesn’t even being to describe how much I despise you,” he snaps. “Courtney is dealt with. Move on, Alex.” He strides down the corridor toward the guest room he’s been staying in, leaving us standing awkwardly in the lobby.

“Kyler,” Alex says, gulping. “Could we talk, please?”

Ky crosses his arms, scowling at his mother. “I have nothing to say to you.” Taking my hand, he moves toward the corridor, but Alex steps in front of him.

“You can’t avoid me forever. Hate me forever.”

“Wanna bet?”

“I’m sorry, son! I’m so sorry. Please, please forgive me.”

“I told you I need space, Mom, so please back off and give me some.”

The air is laced with tension, and Alex looks on the verge of tears.

“Okay,” she says after a bit, placing her arm on mine. “Faye, could I have a word, please?” Her smile is sad.

Ky looks at me with a perplexed expression, and I hate feeling like piggy in the middle. “It’s fine.” I kiss him briefly. “I’ll be down shortly.”

We walk up the stairs and into her suite. Alex gestures for me to sit on the chaise, and I plop down onto it.

“I want to ask for your help again with Courtney,” she says, getting straight to the heart of the matter.

“But James just said—”

“I know what he said, but he’s wrong. Courtney will not back down until she gets everything she wants,” she cuts in, pacing the floor in front of me.

“And what else does she want?”

“Him, among other stuff.”

I twirl a lock of hair around my finger. “I don’t understand, Alex. Why are you bowing to her? Giving her such a powerful promotion and allowing her to get away with this, whatever this
 is?”

She drops down beside me, taking my hands in hers. “I’d like to be completely upfront with you, but it’s better if you don’t know. Courtney has something on us, something that could ruin us, and she’s resorted to blackmail. That’s all I’m at liberty to say.”

“Is she really going to become VP?”

Alex sighs, and her lips turn down. “I still have one week until the promotion is official, and I’m working a few angles.” She looks down at her hands, folded neatly in her lap. “I want to avoid it, but it involves taking huge risks, and I’m not sure if I’m ready to go there yet.” She gulps, staring absently at the wall with an anguished look on her face.

“Why is she doing it?”

She shrugs. “Why does anyone resort to blackmail and fraud? Money, power, and control. I don’t know much about Courtney’s background, but she didn’t come from money. Oftentimes, those who grew up without wealth think it’s the solution to everything. Little do they know, it causes worse problems.”

“If it’s about money and power, then why does she want James? This almost seems personal.”

“It is. This is about me,” Alex agrees. “She harbors some form of resentment against me, and I don’t think she’ll be happy until she’s taken my husband from me too.”

“James doesn’t want to be with her. You heard what he said.”

“But is it the truth?” Alex muses, tapping a manicured finger against her lips. “That’s what I’d like your help with. Could you be my eyes and ears around here when I’m not in the house and let me know if she shows up again or if you know he is going out to meet her?”

I shift uncomfortably. “I’m not altogether comfortable spying on my uncle, Alex.”

“It’s not spying per se. All I’m asking is if you find out something or come across something that you let me know.”

I agree with Alex that Courtney seems like the kind of woman who doesn’t take no for an answer, and I’m betting that isn’t the last time she’ll attempt to reclaim James. She got to him once before, who’s to say she won’t be successful again? She’s poison through and through, and I don’t want my uncle anywhere near her, so, really, I’d be doing him a favor by looking out for him. “Okay. I’ll do it. But I’m doing it for James.”

She smiles. “Of course, and thank you.” She gets up.

“Could I ask you something?”

She nods, sitting back down. “What do you know of Peyton’s mother?”

“Not much,” she admits, pulling her knees up to her chest. “Wendy was a few years older than me, and she attended your school, so our paths didn’t cross much. I’ve heard gossip about her over the years. Apparently, all her children have different fathers, and she’s raised them as a single mom for most of that time.” She cocks her head to the side. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious.” I shrug, deliberately downplaying it. “I’m still trying to get to know people in town.”

Alex yawns. “I strongly suggest you avoid Peyton and her family. Judging by what I’ve heard around town, and based on how they conducted themselves at that meeting on Friday, it’s obvious they’re not from good stock.” While her assessment on both counts is bang on, her comment still rubs me up the wrong way. I like Alex, and she’s been nothing but kind and welcoming to me, but there’s no denying the snobbish attitude both Kal and Lana referred to previously. I don’t like people who judge others without good reason, and her assumption makes me uneasy. Nevertheless, I let it go. It’s late and I want to crawl into bed with Ky and forget about everything fighting for space in my head.
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I wander down to breakfast the next morning in leggings and one of Ky’s shirts. “Don’t you possess any of your own?” Kal teases, fingering the hem of the shirt.

“Sure, I do,” I reply, jostling him out of my way as I open the fridge door. “But I like
 wearing Ky’s.” I bury my nose in the material. “It smells just like him.” My eyes glaze over, and I’m sure my smile is goofy.

Strong, familiar arms snake around my waist from behind. “I love
 you wearing my shirt. You look fucking hot.” Pressing his mouth to my ear, he whispers, “Although I’d prefer if you were naked underneath it.”

“I just puked in my mouth,” Kent says, brushing past us. “You two are thoroughly nauseating.” He sticks his fingers in his mouth, gagging for show.

Ky swats him across the back of the head. “I think someone’s jealous.”

Kent snorts. “As if. I’m bathing in a sea of pussy while you’re stuck on a life raft with the same girl and no land in sight.” He flicks my cheek. “B-or-ing!”

I push him away, rubbing my sore cheek. “You’re fooling no one, Kent. Least of all me.”

He shrugs. “Whatever, sweetheart.” Flipping Ky the bird, he saunters out of the kitchen whistling.

“He won’t be so cheery when he realizes Dad’s bringing him to the shrink tonight,” Kal announces.

“I hope it helps him,” I say, extracting myself from Ky’s grip to pour some juice.

“Here, I prepared your fruit and yogurt already.” He hands me a bowl, and I beam at him.

“You’re so sweet.” Flinging my arms around his neck, I smack a loud kiss on his lips.

“I’m with Kent on this one,” Keanu hollers from his seat at the table. “Some of us are trying to eat here.”

I pull back from him, sighing as Brad enters the room. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” The word flies out of my mouth. “Try not to miss me too much today.” I grin as I slide onto the bench alongside Keaton. Ky sits down across from me.

“Being suspended is no laughing matter,” James says, materializing in the kitchen. “And I fully expect you to maximize study time while you’re off. Adam expects no less either.”

I drop my spoon, and it clangs noisily off the tabletop. “You told him?” I had deliberately omitted any mention of my suspension at breakfast on Saturday because I don’t want him thinking he has some say in how I conduct my life. Not yet, at least. Plus, it would only give him further reason to claim the Kennedys are a bad influence.

“I had no choice.” He grabs a cup of coffee before sitting down alongside me. “Your chat with him worked, and he’s agreed to hold off on lodging any custodial claim on condition that I keep him fully informed of anything important. That seemed like a fair trade-off.”

“Aw, great,” I complain, wondering when I’m going to get a call. I’m surprised he hasn’t tried to contact me yet.

James sets his mug down. “Faye, sweetheart, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to in relation to Adam. I’ve deliberately not said anything before because I don’t want to influence your decision, but it is your decision
. He isn’t listed on your birth cert and you’ll officially be a legal adult in a couple of months, so you can decide on what is and isn’t acceptable in that relationship, or if you even want one with him.”

I mull it over, and James is right. Adam can attempt to lecture me all he likes, but he wasn’t the one who raised me. I’m only a couple of months shy of my eighteenth birthday, and I’m responsible for myself. I’ll take myself to task over my actions if necessary. He hasn’t earned the right to meddle in my life. Maybe someday, I’ll want that. Maybe someday, I’ll feel like it’s right and the way things should be, but we’re definitely not in that space yet. I’m sensing that James is struggling to accept Adam’s role in Mum’s life and the role he may play in mine, and I can understand that, to a point. But we can’t change the facts, and I do need to set him straight on one thing. “I agree, and Adam has said he’ll let me set the pace, but I do want to get to know him. I owe him that much.”

“Honey, you don’t owe him anything.”

Instinctively, I smooth a hand over my stomach, remembering what Adam did for me. And it’s more than him coming to my rescue. It extends beyond that. “He was robbed of my childhood as much as I was deprived of his existence. This isn’t his fault, James, and I believe him when he says he would’ve stood by Mum. That she was his one true love. And he seems like a nice guy.” My eyes meet Ky’s across the table, and his imperceptible nod encourages me to continue. “I think I’d regret it if I didn’t at least take the time to get to know him before I decide if I want him in my life or not.”

James looks introspective. “I can tell you’ve given this much thought.”

“I have.”

“I’m on your side, Faye. Always. And I’ll support you if this is what you want to do.”

My cousins trade looks around the table while Brad continues to eat his cereal with his head down, trying his best to look and act inconspicuous.

“Thank you. That means a lot.”

He clears his throat. “He mentioned he was hoping to introduce you to his other children once you were ready to meet them, and I thought it might help if we invited them here? We could organize caterers to come in and prepare a casual buffet, keep things light. If you like?”

I think about it. “Actually, that sounds great. Thanks.” At least if I’m in my own home with my cousins around, I’ll be buffered if it doesn’t go well.

My own home.

I shock myself with my thoughts, and tears glisten in my eyes. While this isn’t the first time I’ve felt like this, it’s the first time I’ve properly contemplated what it means. I never thought I’d utter those words again. That anywhere could feel like home with mum and dad gone. The enormity of the moment isn’t lost on me.

Ky is around the table and by my side in a heartbeat. “What is it?” He crouches down, holding my hands in his.

“It’s nothing really.” I smile, trying to deflect the attention. He wipes a tear from my cheek, and I read everything in his eyes. I can’t believe he’s so concerned for me with all the crap he’s dealing with. I don’t know what I did to deserve him, but I offer up thanks to whoever set our paths on a collision course. I squeeze his hands and look around the table. “I was just thinking it would be more comfortable to meet Adam and my new siblings in my own home.” I look James straight in the eye. “I never thought I’d have that again, but it really, truly feels like home here.” I worry my lip between my teeth. “The realization took me by surprise.”

Keaton places his chin on my shoulder. “You will always have a home with us, right, Dad?”

“Right, son.”

The bench screeches as Brad gets up. “I, ah, better get ready for school.” He deposits his dishes in the dishwasher and practically sprints from the room.

“Crap,” I exclaim. “That was really insensitive of me.” I allow Ky to pull me into a standing position.

“It’s like standing on eggshells around here these last few months,” Kal supplies. “This family is so due a break.”

“I second that,” James says.

“I’m going to go talk to him. See if he’s okay.”

“I’ll come with,” Ky says, but I shake my head.

“Let me speak to him alone. He’s done so much for me at school, and I want him to know he can still talk to me anytime.” I kiss him on the cheek. “Besides, you lot need to get to school. I’ll catch you later.”

I knock timidly on Brad’s door. “Brad, it’s me. Can I come in?”

The door swings open, and I step into his bedroom. The room is pristine, with barely an item out of place. There are no personal effects of any sort, nothing that brands this as his domain. The room is beautifully decorated in shades of warm brown and cream, and the wooden furniture gives it a definite masculine feel. But it’s missing something. It’s impersonal and cold, and like stepping into a hotel room—a place that’s luxurious and comfortable but temporary.

“Where’s all your stuff?” I blurt.

He bends over the bed, placing some books into his bag. “I took what I needed and then stored most of the boxes in the garage when I moved in.”

I walk over and plop down on the bed. “Is it because you see this as temporary?”

“It is
 temporary, Faye. They’re not my family.”

I reach out and touch his arm. “You’re more family than I am, Brad. Ky has told me how you and he spent virtually every minute together growing up, either here or at yours.”

“That was in the past, and I can’t impose forever.” He sits down beside me. “Besides, I’ll be going to college next year, so there’s no point trying to put down roots.”

“I’m sorry for what I said in the kitchen. I wasn’t thinking.”

“I know that, and it’s not your fault. I was being stupid.”

“It’s not stupid, and I’m sorry if I’m making things uncomfortable for you here.”

“Like I said, it’s not your fault.” He stands up, swinging his bag over his shoulder. “And I’d better leave or I’ll get another tardy. Need to keep my record clean if I’m to bag a scholarship. I’ll see you later.”

He walks toward the door with purpose while the seeds of an idea are forming in my mind.

I go to my room, spread my books out over my bed, and settle in for a couple hours of studying. When James pops his head in to let me know he’s going out for a bit, I wait about twenty minutes before I set my plan in motion. This may be overstepping the line a little, but if Brad gets mad, I can always put it back the way it was.

I’m carting the last of the boxes I need to Brad’s room when the front doorbell chimes. Alex comes speeding around the corner from the direction of her home office like a woman on a mission. She opens the door and ushers a dozen men and women inside. “I’ll be having a lot of business discussions this week,” she explains, “so you can expect plenty of traffic in and out of the house. They are members of the Kennedy Apparel board, and we have some important things to discuss. We will most likely be sequestered in my office well into the early hours of the morning. I hope that won’t interfere with your studies,” she says, eyeing the brown cardboard box in my hands.

“Not at all. Don’t mind me. Pretend you never saw me.”

“I’m sure I don’t want to know what you’re up to, so I’ll happily take you up on that.” Her lips tug up as she spins on her heels and follows the members of her board down to her spacious office.

I spend the rest of the afternoon rearranging Brad’s room in between peppering Ky with a ton of questions via text. I’ve just hung the last picture on the wall when a noise at the door startles me. Ky is lounging against the doorjamb, inspecting my handiwork. “Wow, you’ve been busy.” He strolls into the room, looking all around, before reeling me into his arms. “So, studying went well then?”

I swat his butt. “This was more important. We haven’t done right by Brad, Ky, and we need to fix that. He doesn’t have any family, and he needs to understand he belongs here. Do you think he’ll like it?” I try to look at the room objectively, pleased that it’s lost that impersonal vibe.

The bookshelves are crammed with Brad’s books and model airplanes, trophies, and sporting memorabilia. Photos and posters of motocross champs, bikes, and star football players are hanging on the walls. I placed a few framed photos of his family by his bedside, and I even hung the poster with the scantily clad models in bikinis on the ceiling over his bed.

Ky flops down on the bed, chuckling as he stares up at it. “I definitely think he’ll appreciate that.”

Lounging lengthways on the bed alongside him, I swat him on the chest this time. “I hope he won’t be cross. Won’t think I’ve overstepped the mark.”

“Why would I think th—” Brad’s voice peters out as he glances around his modified bedroom. He says nothing, just stares, drinking everything in. Ky rubs soothing circles on the back of my hand with his thumb while a fluttery feeling builds in intensity in my chest.

I bite down on my lip, before deciding to grab the bull by the horns. “Say something.” I laugh lightly. “Do you like it?”

He runs the tip of his finger along the frame of one of the family photos by his bed. “Get out.” His voice is cold, undercut with anger.

“I was only trying to he—”

“I said get out,” he yells, not even looking at me.

Ky springs up, eyes blazing. “Don’t you dare shout at Faye like that!”

I swing my legs off the bed, tugging on Ky’s arm. “Don’t,” I mouth, shaking my head.

Brad is hunched over his bedside locker, both hands gripping the wooden edge with stiff fingers, his body heaving with some unnamed emotion.

I drag Ky to the door, pleading with him to ignore Brad’s emotive outburst. Before I close the door, I say, “I’m sorry, Brad. I thought it would help. I’ll put it all back tomorrow.”

Ky is furious as he stomps to my room. “That was way out of line,” he fumes, kicking his shoes off and collapsing spread-eagled on the bed. He pats the space alongside him, and I duly oblige.

I curl into his side. “I shouldn’t have interfered. I thought it would help him feel more at home.”

“You were only trying to help. He’s an ass.”

“He’s lonely and upset,” I counter. “And I overstepped.” I can see that now, even though it seemed like a good idea earlier.

Ky sighs after a couple of minutes. “I know, and you’re right. We haven’t given enough thought to his feelings.”

“I have another idea.” I push up onto my knees.

Ky groans. “I had a feeling you were going to say that.”





Chapter Twenty-Two
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Faye

Brad doesn’t emerge from his room for the rest of the night. I ask Keaton to bring him a plate at dinnertime, and I’m glad that at least he accepted it, that he’s not starving to death. The following morning, he walks silently into the kitchen, grabs some fruit and a bottle of water from the fridge, and leaves without speaking a word to any of us. “Do you think I should put it back the way it was or just leave it?” I ask Ky as I’m kissing him goodbye in the garage.

He pushes me against the side of his car, caging me in with his powerful arms. He kisses the tip of my nose. “I think you should leave it alone. Give him a bit more time to cool down, and then ask him if he would like you to return it to the way it was.”

I cup his cheek. “Okay. You know him best.”

Ky plants a soft kiss in that sensitive spot just under my ear, and I shiver all over. “I’m not sure I know him at all anymore,” he admits, dotting tiny kisses over my cheeks. “He’s saying jack shit about what’s going on with him, and he’s not acting like himself, so I don’t know what he’s thinking.”

I push on his shoulders, and he lifts his head up. “Is this to do with me?”

“Some of it is, yeah, but he’s got other stuff going on too. I wish he’d unburden himself to me, to someone. Has he said anything to Rose?”

I shake my head. “No. He’s been closed off with her too. She’s worried about him.”

Ky scratches his stubbly jawline. “I’ll try talk to him tonight.”

“Don’t. You have enough going on, let me.”

A sheepish look crosses over his face. “Babe.” He caresses my cheek. “I know you only want to help but—”

“I’m part of the problem,” I guess, cutting in.

Ky looks apologetic. “I see the way he still looks at you, Faye. He wants you.”

I lean my head back and close my eyes. “I never should have agreed to the fake boyfriend deal.” I adore
 Brad and his friendship means a lot to me, so I hate this.

Ky gently grips my chin, pulling my face toward his. I open my eyes. “I don’t think it would’ve made any difference. You’re too easy to fall in love with, and we have always gravitated toward the same type of girl. I think it was destined to happen.”

“We need to find him a girl,” I muse out loud.

Ky swallows hard. “I’d like that a hell of a lot, but he’ll find someone in his own time. We can’t interfere. He’ll go crazy if he thinks we’re trying to fix this, fix him.”

He’s right.

Leaning in, he kisses me long and hard. His body presses against mine, and I clutch him to me, wishing we didn’t have to separate for the next several hours. He leans his forehead against mine. “I hate leaving you.”

“I hate it too. I miss you when you’re not here.” I pout, and his answering smile lights a fuse inside me. Sheer happiness invades every nook and cranny of my being. I used to think I was in love with Luke, but it isn’t a patch on the strength of my feelings for Ky. My entire world starts and ends with him. When he isn’t with me, he’s all I think about to the point of obsession.

“I love being in love with you.” His fingers dance in and out of my hair, and I lose myself in his pale blue eyes, swimming in the depths of his love and adoration.

“I never imagined I could feel this way. That true love would feel so unbelievably amazing. You make me so happy, Ky.” I thread my fingers in his. “I never want to stop feeling this way.”

He pulls me into his chest, hugging me tight. “Me either, and we won’t. You’re my forever girl, Faye. There will never be anyone for me but you.”

He kisses the top of my head, and a happy sigh escapes my lips. “Are you doing okay?” I ask when we eventually break apart. He’s dead late for school now, so what does another few minutes matter?

“I’m okay,” he answers quickly. “Trying not to think about it.”

“James says Dan hasn’t heard anything more from the cops, so that’s got to be a good sign. You didn’t kill him, and they must know that by now.”

Ky flips his keycard over and over in his hand. “Hopefully, but I won’t properly relax until they tell me I’m in the clear.” He opens his car door. “I better go and face the music.”

I lean in and kiss him on the lips. “Drive safe, and don’t forget about tonight.” I’m determined to show Brad how much he means to us, so, tonight I’m preparing dinner myself. I’ve already squared it off with Alex and the housekeeper, and all the ingredients for our Mexican feast are bought and waiting for me in the kitchen. I hope this won’t anger him further, but I’m not going to let that stop me from showing him how much he matters. He will never admit it, but he needs to know that. To feel part of the family.

“I won’t. Have a good day. Love you.” He blows me a kiss before maneuvering the car out of the garage and out of my line of vision. I practically skip back to my room, forgoing study so I can research recipes on the internet.

It’s early evening and everyone is home from school. Predictably, Brad came in and went straight to his room, avoiding contact with all of us. Spicy, sweet aromas waft through the air as I navigate the myriad of different pots and dishes I have on the go. “This smells amazing,” Ky says, stepping into the kitchen. He’s wearing my favorite dark-washed jeans and a form-fitting white T-shirt. Clean, classic, and oh so hot. His hair is still damp from the shower, and tiny beads of water drip slowly down his neck in silent invitation. Fire burns in my eyes.

Reading my horny expression, he chuckles as he saunters toward me. Drawing me into his arms, he presses his mouth close to my ear. “I like where your mind has gone, and if we were alone, I’d take you right here, right now, bent over the counter.”

The ache down below intensifies, and I squeeze my legs together. “You’re such a tease,” I whisper, lifting my head to kiss him as the singsong chime of the bell rings out.

“I’m only a tease if I have no intention of following through.” He starts backing away, winking. “But we’ll definitely be taking a rain check later tonight, and that’s a promise.” I grin like a lovesick fool at him. “Go, get the door.” I turn, smiling to myself as I stir the pots and check on the burritos in the oven.

Raised voices from the lobby claim my attention, and my body instantly seizes up. Call it intuition, but I have a sixth sense when it comes to Addison, and I just know it’s her at the door. Turning the temp down on the stove, I head toward the lobby, tiptoeing quietly so as not to be heard. I hover just inside the door, listening.

“Please, Ky. I’m sorry I fucked up. I miss you so much. It was never meant to happen like this.”

“I don’t care.” Ky’s harsh, impersonal growl pleases me no end. “I despise you and everything you stand for. I’m in love with Faye, and she’s the only one for me. Get that through your thick skull, and leave me and my family alone. This is your final warning. If you show up here again, I’ll report it to the cops. You know you’re not permitted to be here.”

Her breath leaks out in exaggerated fashion. “Please, Ky,” she pants heavily. “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. I want it to end, but I don’t know how to get out of this mess.” Her breathing becomes more pronounced. “Please don’t shut me out,” she gasps, almost like she’s struggling for air. “I love you, and I can’t bear it.”

There’s a loud thud, followed by Ky’s urgent footsteps. “Addy!” Her strangled breathing causes my feet to move of their own accord. I step around the door and into the lobby. “Where’s your inhaler?” Ky asks, crouched down over her prostrate form.

She’s lying on her stomach, gasping for breath. “Don’t … have … it.”

“Wait here.” He straightens up and turns around, startled to see me. Grabbing my hand as he passes, he pulls me with him back to the kitchen. “Don’t say it. This means nothing.”

He yanks open a cupboard, pulling a large medical box out. Flipping the lid, he starts pulling items out, tossing them onto the counter.

“Why should you even care?” I ask petulantly. “Can’t you just call someone to come get her?”

He stops what he’s doing, placing his hands on my shoulders. “This is self-preservation, pure and simple. I don’t want her to die on my doorstep and add another suspicious death to the list.”

I know it’s more than that. Despite the nasty things Addison has done, she was a big part of his life once, and he can’t erase their history. Doesn’t mean I’m not suspicious of her motives. That girl is capable of everything and anything. I scoff. “Please. Jill has severe asthma, and I’ve witnessed some asthmatic attacks over the years.” I thrust my arms in the air. “That act out there is all for show.”

“I’m not taking that risk.” Ky begins rummaging in the box again. “Got it!” He snatches the inhaler and legs it out of the kitchen. I race after him, almost colliding with his back in the empty lobby. He throws the inhaler at the wall in a temper, roaring. “Addison! Where the fuck are you?” He storms down the corridor toward his room with me hot on his heels.

Addison saunters toward us like she hasn’t a care in the world. “Calm down, Ky. I was just using the bathroom.”

His eyes narrow, and his head dips as he stabs her with a venomous look. Icy chills whip up and down my spine, and the air is fraught with tension. Gripping her arm, he starts tugging her back the way we came.

She slaps at his hand. “Stop it! You’re hurting me.”

He flings her into the lobby, glaring at her. Hostility and rage emanate from him in waves. “What have you done? What are you up to this time?” His lips curl into a snarl, and his body is taut and tense as he stares her down.

Addison plants her hands on her hips, faking confusion and hurt. “What do you mean?” She waves an inhaler in the air. “I had one in my bag after all, and I went to the bathroom to compose myself. There’s no big conspiracy theory.” She rolls her eyes. “Honestly, Ky. What the hell has gotten into you?”

He stalks toward her with a menacing glint in his eye. I position myself in the gap between them, holding him back. He can’t afford to lose his cool around her. I don’t trust her an inch. “You happened.” I stare her down and her amused smug grin is taunting. I’d love nothing more than to wipe the smirk off her face, but then I’d be giving her exactly what she wants. I keep a cool head and an impassive face. Walking to the door, I open it with a flourish. “Get out and don’t come back.”

She glances at Ky briefly before walking to the door. Turning piercing eyes on me, she smiles maliciously. “You’ll never be enough for him, and he’ll never forget his first.” Her eyes sparkle with superiority. “Enjoy it while it lasts, Ireland.”

I slam the door shut and storm back to the kitchen. Turning up the heat on the cooker, I check the food in the oven, banging the pots down as I try not to let her words affect me.

“She may have been my first, but you’ll be my last,” Ky says softly, moving stealthily behind me. I bang a few presses, slamming the utensils around as I take my rage out on the kitchen. Warmth seeps bone deep as he clasps my wrist. “Stop, baby. Tell me what’s wrong.”

I whip around, hair flying in all directions. “Everything’s wrong!” I yell, thinking of how perfect everything was this morning and how one manipulation from Addison has everything turned upside down. “Why didn’t you tell me she was the first girl you slept with?” I demand.

“Because I knew you’d go apeshit.” He sends me a knowing look, and my middle finger twitches impatiently. “But mainly because it doesn’t matter. She’s my past, babe.” He pulls me up against his chest, ignoring my feeble attempts at resistance. “And you’re my future. My only future.” He presses his forehead to mine as he holds me even tighter.

Stress leaks out of my pores as he runs his hand up and down my spine. “She doesn’t matter, Faye. We are all that matters. You
 are all that matters.” He presses a kiss to my hair, and I sigh.

“Why won’t she leave you alone? Leave us alone? I’m sick of her, Ky.”

He tucks my hair behind my ears, sighing. “I know and we won’t see her again. I promise.”

“How?”

“I don’t know but I’ll figure it out. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.” He kisses me softly, and I melt into the touch and taste of him, but when he pulls away, that undercurrent of worry, of anxiety, resurfaces, attempting to drag me back into a dark mood.

I know Ky believes Addison is behind him, and that we have nothing to fear from her, but my sixth sense is uncanny when it comes to that girl. I very much get the sense that she’s going nowhere. That this is far from over.





Chapter Twenty-Three
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Faye

I lay everything out on the formal dining table before calling the others to dinner. Standing back, I wipe tiny beads of perspiration from my forehead as I survey the impressive spread, and I have to admit it looks pretty darn good, even if I do say so myself! Delicious aromas punctuate the air, and my mouth waters in anticipation. My cousins bound into the room with Ky and Brad at the rear, trailing behind James.

“Wow, this looks and smells ah-mazing
,” Keaton exclaims with a wide grin.

“You didn’t have to go to so much trouble, Faye,” James says, taking a seat at the top of the table.

I shrug. “I don’t mind. I love to cook, and I thought we could start a regular Tuesday tradition.” He quirks a brow. “Each week one of us gets to pick the theme and I’ll cook it. I know Mexican food is one of Brad’s favorites, so I thought we’d start with that.”

I risk a look at him, and the expression on his face is priceless. “You didn’t have to do that,” he says, his voice a little strangled, “but thank you.”

He seems pleased, and if it’s helped him to thaw out, then mission accomplished. “Should we wait for Alex?” I ask James, but he shakes his head.

“She’s in another meeting.”

“I’ll save her some. Everyone tuck in.”

My cousins waste little time demolishing the meal, and it gives me an inordinate thrill to watch them enjoy it so much. If it wasn’t for the crappy hours and the foul-mouthed head chefs, I might actually consider a career in the restaurant business. Conversation is casual around the table, and for once the atmosphere is lighthearted. Ky squeezes my knee under the table, smiling at me.

Brad helps me clear the table while the others stay chatting. In the kitchen, he pulls me aside. “Thank you so much for that, and for my room. I’m sorry for how I reacted yesterday.”

I gulp. “It’s okay. I should’ve asked your permission first.”

He shakes his head vigorously. “It was a lovely gesture, and I acted like a jerk. It’s just …”

Tentatively, I reach out and take his arm. “What? You can tell me.”

His chest heaves as he stares into my eyes. “Planting new roots is scary. Becoming attached to others is far too dangerous.” He averts his gaze, and I step closer.

I tilt his head frontward. “Why? It’s only us. We’re your friends, your family.”

“That’s the thing, Faye. Friends drift apart and family leaves. It’s happened with Ky once already, and, well, you know the score with my fam. I’m not sure my heart could withstand it a second time.”

“Oh, Brad.” I don’t hesitate, moving in for a hug. His arms hang loose at his sides at first, but slowly he circles them around me, hugging me back. “Relationships don’t come with guarantees.” I look up at him. “That’s where trust and respect and loyalty come into play. Things you have here with us. I understand where you’re coming from, but you can’t live the rest of your life in fear, because you’ll miss out on too much of the good stuff.”

“You make it sound so simple when the reality is way more complicated.” He smooths a hand over my hair, gazing adoringly at me. I take a step back as sirens blare in my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Ky hanging back by the door, a noticeable frown on his face. “And you’ve just proven my point.” Brads sighs, leaning against the counter.

“I’m sorry. I’m trying to help, but I keep making things worse.” I shuffle awkwardly on my feet, shoving my hands into my pockets.

“Please stop apologizing. You haven’t done anything wrong, and none of this is on you. I really do appreciate what you’ve done the last couple of days, but you have to stop trying so hard.”

I tense up. “I can’t do nice things for a friend?”

He puts his head down on the counter, groaning. “God, this is so fucked up.” Ky makes a move to step into the room, but I stall him with a shake of my head. Brad straightens up, piercing me with an honest look. “You should
 be able to do things for a friend, but that’s the issue. I don’t want you as just
 my friend, and the more you do stuff like that, the more I fall in love with you, and then I hate myself because I know you don’t feel the same way, and I despise myself for betraying Ky with my thoughts. Honestly, I don’t know if I can continue to live here with you both. It’s killing me.”

My mouth hangs open. I haven’t a clue how to respond to that. I knew he had some feelings for me but not like that.

“Get away from her,” Ky growls, approaching from behind.

“Shit.” Brad swings around to face him. “You heard that?”

Ky’s face tenses up. “Yeah. What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” He shoves him, and butterflies erupt in my chest.

Brad holds up his hands. “I don’t want to fight with you.”

Ky rolls his sleeves up to his elbows. “Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you told my girlfriend you love her.”

Brad squares up to him. “Look, man, you’re angry. I get that and you’ve every right to be, but would you rather I lied? I can’t help how I feel even if I know it’s wrong.” He looks Ky directly in the eye. “She loves you, everyone can see that, and you’re perfect together. I have no chance. I know that and I would never ever make any move on her. I meant what I said before. I won’t do that to you again, and I’m trying so damn hard.” He sighs, looking down at his feet. “It’s a shitty situation, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Find someone else,” Ky grits out, but the murderous look is fading from his face.

“It’s hardly fair to bring someone else into this,” Brad argues.

“Maybe not but I can’t have you looking at her the way you do. Seriously, dude, I can’t handle this shit right now.” He locks eyes with me. “She’s mine, and I’m not ever letting her go.”

“I know, Ky. I understand that. I’m sorry. Truly, I am.” Brad hangs his head, and a dead weight presses down on my chest. This is unbearable.

Ky holds his head in his hands, exhaling loudly. “I need you to keep your distance from her.”

I open my mouth to protest but think better of it and shut it again. Brad has been a great friend to me, to both of us, and he’s hurting too. Shutting him out doesn’t feel like the right solution. I hate this. I really do, but I won’t add to Ky’s stress. If this is what he needs, then I’ll comply whether I agree or not.
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The next morning, after the others leave for school, I spend over an hour in the pool, stretching my limbs until they ache deliciously. My thoughts turn to Brad, but they’re futile. There isn’t anything I can do to smooth things over, and as much as I hate that there’s no point getting depressed over it either. I wanted to help make things better for Brad, but I’ve only made things worse. I shouldn’t have meddled in the first place, but if it’s a choice between hurting Brad and protecting Ky, then there’s no decision to be made.

Makes me feel like the crappiest friend on the planet, but it is what it is.

Once I’m changed, I start tackling my studies and get stuck in. I’m a couple hours in when my phone rings. I pick it up and stare at the screen, debating whether or not to accept the call from Adam. No point in delaying the inevitable, I suppose. Mentally preparing myself, I press the button. “Hey.”

“Hi, Faye. Can you talk?”

I sit up on the bed, crossing my legs. “Sure. I was just studying, but I could use a break.”

“How is your week going?” Here we go.


“Grand. I’ve studied, swum, rearranged Brad’s room, and cooked up a Mexican feast last night.”

He latches on the one part of that conversation I didn’t expect him to. “You like to cook?”

“Yeah. Mum used to bake with me from a young age, and Dad always bought me a new cookbook on my birthday every year. I was always experimenting.”

“You’ll have to cook for me some time,” he suggests.

“Sure. Speaking of, James has proposed you could come here with your, ah, children so we could all meet?”

“It’s nice of him to offer, and I’m happy to do that if you are.” I can tell he’s making a huge effort to ease me into this and it goes a long way toward reassuring me.

“Okay. How about this weekend?”

“I think that’s workable. Leave it with me and I’ll come back to confirm.”

“Cool. I’ll need to double-check with James also.”

“Great.” I hear hushed voices in the background. “I need to head out for a client meeting, but I’ll message you later.”

“’Kay. Bye.”

I flop down on my bed, tossing my phone aside. Adam is actually pretty cool, I’ve got to admit. I thought he would lay into me for getting suspended from school, but it’s like we already have this unspoken agreement. He knows he can’t start acting all strict, and he isn’t even attempting to go there. I respect him so much more for that. But it’s still so surreal and that’s before I’ve even met my brothers and new sister. This weekend should be interesting, that’s for sure.

I’m in the kitchen fixing a chicken salad for lunch when the bell peals. I’m halfway to the lobby when the sounds of multiple visitors stepping inside distract me. Feet troop inside in droves, and I turn around, heading back to my prep. Alex wasn’t joking on Monday. This place has been like Grand Central Station all week. I hope whatever she has up her sleeve is going to stick it to Courtney once and for all. I’m totally rooting for my aunt in this showdown.

I eat my lunch alone in the kitchen, staring absently out the window at the rain sheeting down by the bucket full. I can’t wait until the weather turns. Despite the fact I grew up in Ireland—well accustomed to the rain and the cold—I hate winter. Spring is my favorite time of year, when the weather has turned warmer, and the evenings are brighter, and I can leave the house without the need for a thick coat. Plus, my mood is always more upbeat when the weather is perkier.

I clear away my lunch things and head back toward my room. A gust of cold air blasts me the minute I step into the lobby. The front door is wide open, granting full access to the elements. The floor by the door is wet from the pelting rain. Shaking my head and muttering under my breath, I close the door carefully and then retrieve the mop and bucket and soak up the excess water.

I’m responding to a message from Rach when I step into my room. My head is down, and my focus is fixed on the screen when the sounds of heated arguing reach my ears. I tuck my phone in the pocket of my jeans and set out in the direction of the raised voices.

I round the corner and slam to a halt, gasping at the two figures in front of me. The door to Alex’s office is wide open, and the men and women around the long table are watching the interactions in the corridor with keen intensity. My heart rate picks up as I stare into familiar grayish-green eyes. Courtney smirks over her shoulder at me.

“I won’t ask you again,” Alex demands, in a barely contained voice. “What the hell are you doing in my house?”

I’ve never heard her so rattled, and judging by the shell-shocked expressions on her colleagues’ faces, neither have they.

Courtney runs a hand down the front of her skirt. “I’m here for the meeting,” she retorts coyly.

“Like hell you are. You weren’t invited and you aren’t welcome here. Leave or I’ll call Officer Hanks.” Alex straightens up, glaring at her arch nemesis.

Courtney lifts her shoulders and stiffens her spine in a defiant stance. “I’m VP of business operations. I have a right to be here, and I’ll have to report you for misconduct. You have no legitimate excuse for excluding me.”

“You are not VP yet, and I have every right to exclude you.” Alex steps up to her, pinning her with a cold, stubborn gaze. The sounds of murmured whispers echo from the room behind her. “If you wish to command the respect of your colleagues, I suggest you leave voluntarily, although, I’ll happily organize a police escort for you if you refuse.”

A muscle ticks in Courtney’s jaw as her eyes narrow to slits. A look of pure unadulterated hatred fills her eyes, and I get legit chills all over. Lifting her chin, she pierces Alex with a calculating look. “I’ll go but things will be different next week, Alex.” She brushes past my aunt, jostling her shoulder. “This is the last time you’ll tell me what to do.” With that parting threat lingering in the air she walks away with her head held high. Alex looks tellingly at me.

“I’ll make sure she leaves.” I race after her, trailing her all the way to the front door. She sends one last smirk my way before I slam the door shut with force.

Alex is waiting for me outside my bedroom door. “What did she want and how did she get in here?” she ruminates out loud.

“I’m not sure, and someone left the door open.”

“I don’t like it. She was in this house for a reason.” Alex starts pacing the floor. After a couple of minutes, she thrusts her hands in the air. “I don’t know! Dammit. Maybe we should search all the rooms.”

“She can’t have caused any damage. She could’ve only been inside for a few minutes,” I supply, computing the timeline in my head. “Perhaps we caught her in time.”

“I hope you’re right.” She claws her hand through her hair. “And I can’t spend any more time worrying about it. I need to get back to my meeting.”

I tell Ky what happened when he gets home from school. “What is she up to this time?”

“Who knows? Blonde bitches seem fixated on the men in this family,” I part joke.

“Did you let Dad know?”

“Yep. I called him earlier.”

Ky soars onto my bed, pulling me down with him, and the mattress shakes underneath us. I rest my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. He plays with my hair, and I allow myself a moment to truly appreciate what I have. It’s the simple things he does that mean the most. The way he holds my hand. The way he looks at me, into me, seeing right to the very essence of my soul. The way he cradles me to his chest like I’m the most precious cargo. The thoughtful gestures that show how much he cares. Honestly, I could live in a shack with Ky and still be amazingly happy.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said the other day, about therapy,” he admits, as I trace a line with my fingers up his arm. “I’m going to give it a try. I want to tell my parents, but I’m still so angry with them over it, and that’s not really fair, so I’d like to work through some of that stuff before I confess. I don’t want any more arguments. I want to be able to tell them calmly, and I don’t think I’m in that space yet.”

I push up on my hands, leaning over him. “I’m glad. I think it will help. Do you want me to come with?”

“Yes, please. I know you can’t participate in the session, but even having you waiting outside will help steady my nerves.”

I dip my head and kiss him. “I can do that. I’m happy to do that.”

“Thank you.” His hands wander to my butt, and a devilish glint appears in his eye.

“I’ll make the appointment for you tomorrow.” I deliberately move his hands off my butt. His mother still has a houseful of guests, and there’s no way I’m indulging in sexy times when there’s a crap ton of people who might hear.

“I think that deserves a reward.” He returns one of his hands to my ass, squeezing firmly. Holding my head in place with his other hand, he pulls me toward him, and I give in to the inevitable.

Trying to resist him is a bit like being offered the most decadent chocolate cake in the world and then being told it’s calorie free.

So, I give in. Letting him claim his reward in his own unique fashion.





Chapter Twenty-Four
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Kyler

Addison is waiting by my locker again
 when I get to school, and it takes enormous self-control not to smash my fist into the wall. I don’t know how I can be any blunter. I’m tired of telling her we’re over, but she’s not getting the message. They should invent a new word especially for her. Stubborn doesn’t even come close to explaining her pigheadedness. “Go away,” I snarl, yanking my locker open.

“Where is all this pent-up frustration coming from, I wonder?” she says in that whiny voice she adopts whenever she’s trying to get her way. “Ireland mustn’t be putting out, huh?” She sends me a faux sympathetic look, and the urge to bash my head against the wall is riding me hard. Why does she continue to bust my balls?
 There’s enough crap crammed in my head without Addy’s additional bullshit.

“I’m not discussing Faye with you except to tell you, again
, that she makes me unbelievably happy, way more than you ever did.” I pile the last of my books into my bag, grab a carton of almonds, stash it in the front pouch, and bang the door shut. I sweep past Addison without waiting for a reply.


Stubborn isn’t a strong enough word for her.
 The same thought keeps repeating as I shake my head and try to lose her. She appears on my left side, almost running to keep up with my long strides. I slam to a halt in the middle of the corridor, and someone crashes into me from behind. I’m too incensed to care, let alone check if the person is all right. “I. Will. Not. Say. This. Again,” I yell. “Leave. Me. The. Fuck. Alone!”

A small crowd is starting to form around us, and Addison goes into full-on performance mode. “Suit yourself, asshole. And don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”

“Screw off, Addison. I mean it. Stay away or you’ll be sorry.” My eyes narrow, and my lip curls into a snarl as I send her my most threatening look.

She pivots on her heels, storming off with her hair flying out behind her like it shares her sense of indignation.

“What’d she do this time?” Dylan asks, appearing alongside me. He’s our star quarterback and someone I’ve started hanging out with since Brad transferred. He’s actually pretty smart and cool for a jock, and he’s been exclusive with Hailey, the head cheerleader, for the last two years. They make a good couple, and it’s refreshing to meet people who appear stereotypical but aren’t.

“What she always does,” I growl, swinging my book bag over my shoulder. “Merely exist.” I rub my stubbly jaw. “I swear she was put on this earth just to mess with me.” Although it’s unfair to blame her entirely for my foul mood. This shit show with Brad has me pretty messed up. We fall into step as we head toward class.

“I heard she hooked up with Grayson last weekend.”

“Hallefuckinglujah,” I say, entering the room and heading to my usual seat. Curious eyes surround me, and I turn a sweltering glare in several directions. “Maybe now she’ll forget about me.”

“Doubt it,” Dylan says, sliding into the seat behind me. “Grayson isn’t exactly Mr. Commitment and she knows it. The way I hear it, she told him she was only doing him to make you jealous. She wanted it to get back to you.”

“Ugh.” I drop my head to the desk, groaning. “What the hell is wrong with her? She knows Faye is my girlfriend. I’m a total ass to her, yet she still won’t fuck off.”

“Dude, can’t you report her to the cops? I thought she had to stay away from you and your family.”

“She does, but they can’t enforce that rule strictly at school which is why she has taken it upon herself to stalk me everywhere I go. I know some of the teachers have had a word with her, but she doesn’t seem to care. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

“She’ll get the message eventually.”

I snort, lifting my head up as the teacher enters the room and the lesson starts.

The door swings open five minutes before class is due to end, and three men step inside. My heart plummets to my toes as I recognize the detective from Bayfield. It can’t be good if he’s come here as opposed to calling me back for further questioning.

Buzz cut talks discreetly in the teacher’s ear while his eyes scan the room. His gaze latches on when he finds me and my gut tightens. The two uniformed officers accompanying him stand with their legs slightly open and their hands behind their back, looking like prize douchebags as they scan the room.

I start packing my bag even before the teacher calls my name.

I saunter to the top of the room like I haven’t a care in the world. Planting my game face on, I look bored and unconcerned even though my heart is hammering against my ribcage and my palms are sweaty. Nausea hovers at the base of my throat, and my stomach churns unpleasantly. The detective takes my bag, handing it off to one of the officers, while the other cop grabs my hands behind my back. What the fuck?


The detective starts spouting a load of bull, but I tune him out. His words blur as my mind whirls in a mad panic. It was only yesterday that Dan called Dad to say it looked like they were pursuing other lines of inquiry. That I might be in the clear. That the bartender had given a statement verifying my version of events from later that night. What the hell could have happened between last night and this morning to change things?


I avoid looking at any of my classmates, staring straight ahead with a blank expression as if I don’t give a shit. My cuffed hands scrunch into balls of fury behind my back. The assholes couldn’t have arrested me after school?


The bell clangs just as I’m led out the door. Crowds swarm the corridor, instantly stopping when they see me being led out by a uniformed cop with my hands in cuffs. Kal pales when he sees me. “Call Dad,” I mouth, and he nods, whipping out his cell immediately. Addison is chattering away to that annoying redhead she hangs around with—the forgettable one who was always hitting on me behind her back—as she emerges from class. Her mouth hangs open when she spots me, and a brief flash of what looks like concern flits across her face, but it’s gone so fast I can’t be sure of it. I pretend not to notice her, or any of the inquisitive looks, keeping my focus dead ahead as I’m led off school property.

I’m shoved roughly in the back of the cruiser and taken to the local police station. After telling the police I have nothing to say and requesting my attorney, I’m left in a small, whitewashed room by myself. The obligatory mirror-slash-window mocks me from the back of the room, and I try to limit my fidgeting to the minimum, but it’s hard. I’m freaking out like I’ve never freaked out before.

After an eternity, the door opens and Dan Evans, our family attorney, steps into the room. I’ve never been happier to see any dude in my life. “What’s going on?” I ask before he’s even sat down.

Carefully setting his briefcase on top of the table, he claims the seat beside me. “They have found the gun that was used to kill Mr. Grant.”

I sit upright in the chair, confusion bunching my forehead into creases. “That’s great, but why have I been arrested? Surely that exonerates me?”

He removes his glasses, pinching the bridge of his nose. He sighs. “It would if they hadn’t found the murder weapon in your bedroom.”

“What?” I yell, vaulting up. My chair knocks to the floor with a bang. “No frigging way! That’s impossible. I didn’t kill him. I swear to you. He was alive when I left, and I’ve never owned a gun. Never even handled one.”

“Kyler, sit down. Now.” Dan’s look and tone broker no argument, so I do what I’m told. A heavy weight is pressing down on my chest, making breathing difficult. He wets his lips. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, but it seems apparent you’re being set up. An anonymous tip was placed in the early hours of this morning, advising the investigating officer to search your room for the weapon. They showed up at the house just after you left for school and found the gun right where they had been told to expect it.”

“Holy shit! I have no idea how it got there.”

He leans forward in his chair, angling his body toward me. “Think carefully, Kyler. Someone planted that weapon in your bedroom. Who had access to your house this week?”

I throw my hands in the air. “Mom’s had work colleagues over all week so there’ve been people coming and going nonstop. It must’ve been one of them.” All the blood drains from my face as I recall Tuesday night. I clamp a hand over my mouth.

No way.

Yes way, the other voice in my head protests. She was prepared to let Kal go to prison for a rape he didn’t commit.

“What is it?” Dan asks, expertly reading my changing expressions.

“My ex turned up at my house Tuesday night.” God, Faye was right. Why didn’t I listen to her?
 She’s always right when it comes to Addison. “She faked an asthma attack, and when I went to the kitchen to find an inhaler, she disappeared in the house. I didn’t really think much of it …” I trail off, so fucking mad at myself for being such an idiot.

Then another awful thought hits me. “Jesus!” I pin worried eyes on Dan. “If she planted the gun, then that means that she killed him. Addison killed Doug Grant.”





Chapter Twenty-Five
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Kyler

“I have a PI I use regularly. A good guy. I’ll get him to look into Addison Sinclair and see if he can find any evidence to back up your claims. But if she’s done this to frame you, then I expect she’s covered her tracks. Why would a young girl do such a thing?” His eyes crease at the corners as he frowns.

“She’s a fucking psycho, that’s why.” My foot taps nervously off the floor. How did I not see how deranged Addison was?
 Honestly, it’s like the sweet girl I fell in love with in ninth grade was a figment of my imagination. Did she plan this thinking she was doing me a favor or something? Or did she follow me and walk unsuspecting into that cesspool of a house?
 I can only imagine how Doug would’ve reacted if Addy turned up on his doorstep. Is this some new angle to pull me back to her side?


I sigh, rubbing the tense spot between my shoulder blades as all manner of other questions assault my mind.

I can’t figure it out unless she’s holding something back that will prove my innocence and planning on using that to barter with. The more I think of it, the more that scenario seems plausible and like something she’d do. She’s already proven she isn’t opposed to blackmailing me back into her arms. I break out in a cold sweat at the thought.

Something else occurs to me. “They swabbed me for gunshot residue, and there was none on my hands, and they won’t find my fingerprints on that weapon either. Plus, you said the bartender confirmed my story, so why are they so sure I’m the murderer? Surely they can’t make this stick?”

“Those are valid points and ones I intend to raise, but this is still an ongoing investigation, and they are exploring all avenues. I will be sure to pass on your intel regarding Ms. Sinclair; however, the bartender’s evidence is actually more harmful than helpful.”

“In what way?”

“She has told them how you turned up with bloody knuckles, in a clearly emotional state, proceeded to get drunk, and had to be helped to your hotel room where you broke down again. The officers are connecting it to the murder. The way they see it, it’s the actions of a guilty man.”

“They think it’s because I murdered him in some kind of rage?”

“You’ve got to admit that sounds like a plausible theory.”

I snort. “How about the fact it’s a normal reaction considering I’d just found out the man I thought was my dad wasn’t my biological dad and that my birth dad was an asshole who kicked me out of his house after suggesting a threesome with his girlfriend!” I kick out at the leg of the table in frustration. “Anyone would be messed up after that. Doesn’t mean I’m a murderer.”

“Please refrain from doing that. It’s not helping,” Dan chastises. He pauses briefly and I can almost see the inner workings of his mind as he contemplates something. He leans forward on his elbows. “Kyler. Is there anything else you haven’t told me? Anything at all that could help explain your behavior that night?”

My chest tightens and nausea builds at the back of my throat. A line of sweat trickles down my spine. I don’t want to have to confess to what happened when I was ten and how my birth father stepped in to halt the abuse before shit got real. But things aren’t looking good for me, and I can’t rely on Addison to come clean because that’s still only a hunch, and she’s undeniably swinging off the cray-cray tree.

“Anything you tell me is in complete confidence,” he adds quietly. “I know your father pays my invoice, but I am representing you
, Kyler, and I can’t help you if I’m not aware of all the facts. I’m sensing you’re holding something back, and I need to know if it could help your case or not.”

My legs are shaking and my entire body trembles. Turning slowly, I face him, seeing nothing but calm concern in his gaze. I nod my head, and bit by bit tell him the parts of the conversation with Doug that I omitted last time, holding nothing back about the events at the track years ago. He listens patiently, jotting down a few notes, never once interrupting me.

When I stop talking, he puts his pen down and takes his glasses off. “I take it your parents aren’t aware of this.”

I shake my head. “I hadn’t told anyone until last week when I spoke to Faye. She convinced me to see a therapist she found in Boston, and she was going to book the appointment today.”

His smile is sad. “You’ve got yourself a good one there, Kyler.”

“I know. She doesn’t deserve all this. She deserves someone better.”


Like Brad.
 It’s not the first time I’ve had this thought, and it’s like a dagger straight through my heart.

“Take it from an old man who has been around the block a few times,” he says, chuckling. “Let the girl decide for herself, and if she wants to remain by your side, let her. Don’t push her away. You will need her support in the coming weeks.”

“What’s going to happen next?”

“I need to go out and update your parents, and I’ll let the officer know we’re ready for the interview to commence. Then we wait to see if they’re going to charge you or not. The M.E.’s report has issued, and the timeline is tight but not inconceivable; however, that plus the forensics report on the gun should be enough to create reasonable doubt.” He pats my arm. “I will do my utmost to make this go away. I know you didn’t do this, son.”

“Thank you.” I mean it. I’ve no doubt Dan is being paid handsomely for his services, but he’s a damn good lawyer and has served our family well over the years. He’s also an honorable man, and I imagine the same can’t be said for all lawyers.

He exits the room, leaving me alone with my frantic thoughts. While the evidence seems blatantly obvious, I’m still struggling to grasp the fact that Addy is a murderer. What the hell happened to that girl that she’s become so warped?
 And now I’m worried about Faye. If Addison is this unhinged, who knows what she’s got planned for my girl. I need to get my ass out of here, stat.

Dan returns with the detective a little while later, and the interview begins. I tell them about the abuse and what Doug Grant told me, explaining that I kept those details back because I was ashamed and struggling to deal with it being brought to the surface after so long. I tell them my parents don’t know and I was afraid of them finding out. I share my suspicions regarding Addison and how the gun was planted in my room. Dan reminds them they found no trace of gunshot residue on my hands, casts doubt on the timeframe given how accurately the waitress pinpointed my arrival at the bar, and states they will not find my fingerprints on the gun. After a bit of back and forth, they agree to release me into the custody of my parents. I have to sign a sworn statement confirming I will not leave town.

I do the walk of shame through the station out into the waiting area. Mom runs toward me, enveloping me in her arms. Her sobs fill the half-empty room. She grabs my face in her hands. “Are you okay?” Her eyes are shiny.

I nod as if in a daze. “Just get me out of here. Please. I need to see Faye. Warn her about Addison. She’s not safe.”

“Don’t worry, Kyler,” Dad says, patting me on the back. “I have re-hired security, and they are en route to the house as we speak.”

The front doors of the station open, and the roar of a large crowd tickles my eardrums. Media hounds. Awesome. Brad runs into the room, looking flustered. “I came as soon as I heard.”

After yesterday, that’s kinda surprising, but I’m glad he’s making the effort, that our friendship isn’t completely in the toilet. “Thanks, bro.”

“The mob is getting rowdy out there, and I was just talking to Faye, and she said there are several news crews and a chopper back at the house.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. Worried about you but fine.” He plants a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

Mom hands me a plain back hoodie. “Put this on and keep your head down. Max will pull up right outside.”

“Mom, I’m not going to hide. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Sweetheart, please.”

I thrust the hoodie back at her. “What do you care about more? Me or your precious reputation?” I snarl.

“Baby. You know I’m only trying to protect you.”

“I’m not wearing it.” I grind down on my molars.

Her shoulders hunch in defeat. “Fine. Have it your way.”

“I have an idea,” Brad says, turning to me. “Why don’t you leave here in the Merc but then switch to my SUV before we get to the house. I can drop you off at the old entrance at the back of the property, and you can get in the house without having to face the reporters.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Camera flashes almost blind me when I step outside the station, flanked on either side by my parents. Brad slips out unnoticed, hurrying to his car. Reporters shout questions at me, but I block them all out. I only release the breath I’d been holding once I’m safely secured in the back of the car. “Don’t they have anything better to do?”

“I’m sick of being gossiped about,” Mom complains.

“I’m sorry I make your life so difficult,” I retort, unable to keep the hurt and malice from my tone.

“Baby, that’s not what I meant.” Her voice is soft.

I lean my head back and close my eyes, refusing to speak to her. While I know it’s unfair to blame her for this particular situation, I am totally pointing the finger in her direction. If she hadn’t lied to me, I wouldn’t have taken off half-assed to meet my bio father, and I wouldn’t be in this mess.

Wordlessly, I get out of the Merc at the rendezvous point, gratefully sliding into the car beside Brad. He floors it, leaving a cloud of dust behind us. “Want to go somewhere? Take the bikes out?”

“While that sounds tempting, I need to speak to Faye.”

“Sure.” His voice is terse, and tension bleeds into the air at the mere mention of my girlfriend. My head clutters with fear and jealousy and frustration. Brad is in love with Faye, too. There’s no way to avoid the awkwardness, but I don’t want to give up on my buddy either. He’s been through the wringer as well, and I won’t cut him loose, no matter how much it’s pissing me off that he’s coveting my girl.

He’ll get over her in time.

Hopefully.

“I can’t believe they found the gun in your room,” he admits, and I slant a surprised look his way. “Faye called me and explained. She wanted to go to the station with your parents, but they wouldn’t let her. She suspects Addison planted it.” I want to be mad that they spoke after I asked him to keep his distance, but I’m not unreasonable either. Given the circumstances, I can cut him some slack.

“That’s what I think, too.”

“Man, why is she doing this?”

I shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine, but this is different, Brad. If our hunch is correct, she’s killed
 someone. And if she did that to try and get me back, then she’s got severe mental issues. I’m scared for Faye. Scared she has something awful planned for her.” Goose bumps sprout up and down my arms at the thought of anything happening to my baby. I nearly lost her once, and the guilt almost destroyed me. I wasn’t there for her that time, so I’m going to make damn sure I’m here for her now.

“Dammit!” Brad growls, slamming his hands against the steering wheel as he looks in his rearview mirror.

“What?” I ask, turning around. A large black official-looking SUV is trailing us.

“I thought I’d seen the last of them.”

“Who?” I pin him with a curious look.

“I’ve noticed that vehicle following me a few times these last few weeks. Always when the media are around.”

He curses, slamming his hands against the steering wheel again.

“Don’t sweat it,” I tell him. “Once I’m through the gate, I’m on private property, and they can’t follow me.” I tap out a quick message to Faye as Brad floors it, attempting to lose the tail.

He drops me off at the rear gate, and I immediately head to the guest house. Faye is already there, waiting on the steps with a look of concern etched across her beautiful face. Jumping up, she skips down the stairs and flings herself at me, clinging tightly to my chest, while peppering my face with kisses. I wrap my arms around her and inhale the comforting scent of vanilla and lavender. Burying my face in her neck, I squeeze her tightly, relaxing when her hands run up and down my back. “Baby, are you okay?” she asks.

I lift my head. “I am now.” I offer her a smile, and she takes my hand, pulling me into the house. She asks me what happened, and I tell her everything that went down at the station. The whole time, she’s holding me in her arms, planting soft kisses to my cheek and rubbing soothing circles on my hands, and despite the predicament I’m in, I’m happy. I’ve never felt so comfortable with any girl or more loved. She’s definitely bringing out a softer side of me.

“Okay,” she says when I’ve finished talking. “First things first.” Pulling her legs underneath her, she kneels up facing me. “Are you going to tell your parents?”

I massage my temples as a dart of pain penetrates my skull. “I was thinking of this on the way back. I have no choice but to tell them. There’s a chance this could come out, and they can’t discover it in a media report.”

She nods. “I think you’re right. I’ll go with you, if you want.”

I tweak her nose. “Well, duh. That’s a given.”

Her face contorts, and transparent anger flares behind her eyes. “What are we going to do about Addison?”

I bolt upright, angling my body and our knees brush. “We
 are going to do nothing. For now.”

She opens her mouth to protest, but I press my fingers to her lips. “Faye. She’s dangerous. Unpredictable. Besides the obvious safety concerns, if either one of us go anywhere near her, she could twist it and use it to her advantage. Dan is right on that point. Let his PI do some snooping and hope that the police won’t pursue charges once the forensics come back on the gun. As much as it kills me to say this”—and it does, because I feel like charging over to Addy’s house and throttling her until she fesses up—“I can’t risk getting into deeper shit.” I curl my hand around the nape of her neck. “And that goes for you too.”

She scowls, and I know what that means. “You have to promise me. I’m scared she’s going to hurt you, and I need you to agree not to do anything because I’ll lose my freaking mind worrying otherwise.”

Her features soften. “It feels wrong to sit around and do nothing.”

I sigh, pulling her face closer. “Believe me, I know, but we’ve got to let the experts do their thing.” All further conversation is halted when I close the gap and fuse her mouth with mine. As distraction techniques go, this is number one on my list. Our kissing escalates and soon her hands are hoisting my shirt up and I’m letting her. We undress quickly, and then I carry her to the furry rug in front of the fireplace.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” She holds her palm against my chest. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

I throw back my head and laugh. “Babe. There isn’t a scenario I can ever imagine where that would happen. Feel free to take advantage whenever you get the urge.” I wink, and she narrows her eyes suspiciously. “Sweetheart.” I lean in, planting a hungry kiss on her lips. “I need to lose myself in you.” I run circles on her stomach with the tip of my finger, mentally fist-pumping the air when she trembles underneath my touch. “This is the best thing you can do to help me right now.”

“Well.” She grins seductively, reaching down to grab me. “When you put it like that, I can hardly refuse, now can I?” Her lips twitch with mirth, and I graze my tongue along the side of her neck. She shivers all over, and when her desire-laden eyes meet mine, I lose the last shred of my control, crashing my lips on hers and ravishing her mouth like I’m starving.





Chapter Twenty-Six
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Faye

Ky is beyond nervous as we sit in James’s study, waiting for Alex. His foot taps idly off the floor, and he drums his finger anxiously on the arm of the chair. I reach out and lace my hand in his, giving him a comforting squeeze. James is watching us with keen, troubled eyes.

Alex strides into the room all business-like. She perches on the edge of the desk alongside her estranged husband. “Sorry I’m late. You wanted to talk to us?” Something akin to hope lingers in her eyes. I know the gulf between her and Ky has been traumatic, but if she thinks this is going to mend bridges, she’s in for a shock. If anything, this is only going to add to her guilt. “Kyler?” She tilts her head, waiting for a response.

I make an executive decision. Getting up, I curl myself into his lap, winding my arms around his neck. I caress his face. “You can do this. It’s okay. Just tell them like you told me.”

“Kyler, please,” James says. “You’re scaring me now.”

Ky looks into my eyes and his expression guts me. Right now, I can visualize what he must have looked like at age ten. Vulnerable and petrified and desperately needing protection. I take his hands and plant them firmly around my waist. “Lean on me. You can do this.” I nod at him in encouragement.

He clears his throat, twisting his head to face his parents. “I have something to tell you. Something that happened long ago that I never told you about. Something you need to hear now.” His chest visibly rises, and I feel his fear as if it’s my own. “You remember the scandal at the Uxbridge track when I was ten?”

Alex frowns a little, while instant recognition dawns on James’s face. “Oh dear God,” he says, slouching against the desk as he clamps a hand over his mouth. Alex’s face has turned ashen.

I give Ky a quick shoulder squeeze. He peers up at me, and I reassure him with my eyes. “That man abused me too,” he admits quietly.

Tears prick Alex’s eyes as she drops to her knees in front of him. “No, sweetheart! Oh no.”

“Son, I’m so sorry.” James looks like he’s aged twenty years in the last twenty seconds.

“Why didn’t you say anything when we asked?” Alex cries. Tears are flowing freely down her face.

“Why didn’t you notice?!” Ky’s voice cracks, and my heart feels like it’s splintering in two. Alex and James share anguished expressions. “Because you were too busy with work,” Ky cries, piercing his mum with a hurt look. “And you were late!” He levels that comment at James. “You were late, Dad. The one and only time you were late, and it had to be that day.” Ky hangs his head, and his entire body is stiff underneath me. I press a kiss into his hair, and he buries his head in my shoulder.

“Fuck!” James almost yells. “I remember that day. I sensed something was off when I picked you up. You were so quiet in the car, but every time I asked you if you were okay, you snapped at me that you were fine.”

“Kyler.” Alex speaks in a soft voice, cautiously placing her hand on his knee. “How long did it go on for?”

Ky lifts his head, and the tormented look in his eyes is almost my undoing. I hold him even closer, and his arms tighten around my waist again. “It was just that day, and Dad arrived before he could take it any further. He didn’t rape me, but I’ve no doubt he would have if he’d had the chance.”

Alex is sobbing quietly at Kyler’s feet. “I’m so sorry that happened to you, honey.” She pierces him with a loaded look, filled with a lifetime of regret. “I’m so sorry I was too busy to notice.” She sits up on her knees, swiping her thumbs under her damp eyes. “That is never going to happen again. I give you my solemn promise. You and your brothers and Faye are my priority now.”

Ky raises his eyes to the ceiling, and I know it’ll take a lot more than words to prove that to this family. Ky barks out a laugh. “You haven’t heard the most fucked-up part of it yet.” James and Alex give him their full attention. “My biological father, Doug—he stopped it.” James’s mouth hangs open while Alex just looks confused. “He was at the track the week after it happened. He told me this when I was in his house. He said he knew I was his son when he saw me that day, and he could also tell I was scared. He’d heard rumors about the other guy, so he took him aside, beat him up, and then reported him to the owners.”

“Oh my gosh!” Alex falls back on her butt.

Ky snorts. “How freaking ironic, right? I wanted, no needed
, you to save me from that, to notice how fucking terrified I was going back there, to see the truth behind my lies, to know I was in trouble”—his gaze oscillates between his parents as his voice elevates a few notches—“but it was my bio dad who protected me. Doug saved me, and I don’t know what the fuck to do with that knowledge.”
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Ky is quiet for the rest of the day, and we spend it sequestered in my room watching movies. He doesn’t want to talk, and I get it. He’s drained. So I offer the only comfort I can. I’m by his side, holding him, kissing him, and letting him know I’m here for him. He isn’t up to facing his brothers, and they respect his privacy even though I’m sure it’s killing them. Kennedys stick together in times of crises, so it’s hard for them not to rally around Kyler.

When I’m plating up dinner to take back to my room, they all accost me in the kitchen demanding to know how he is. Kal carries the tray for me, and we talk in hushed whispers as we make our way down the corridor. “I’m not sitting back anymore,” I tell him. “Addison needs to be shut down and shut down quick. Are you in or out?”

Kal tugs on my elbow. “What do you have in mind?”

“I have a few ideas, and I’m going to do some snooping tomorrow. Are you going to help me or not?”

He pins me with an “Are you for real?” look. “As if you have to ask.” He rolls his eyes. “Of course, I’m in. I still owe that bitch for what she did to Lana.”

Interesting. Not what she did to him
. He wants payback for what she did to Lana
.

We resume walking. “Good. He’s not to know.”

“Agreed.”

I take the tray from him. “How you doing this week?” I’ve barely spent any time with him since we returned from Wisconsin and now I feel bad.

He shrugs. “Just trying to keep my head down and get on with things.”

“I meant what I said before. I’m proud of you, Kal, and I’m hoping that someday, somehow you and Lana will get your happy ever after.”

He shrugs again. “I think that’s just wishful thinking, Faye. And you’re all loved up so you want everyone else to be too.”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

“I can’t entertain hope. Not now. Not ever. She’s gone and she’s not coming back. I messed it up, and I have to live with the consequences.”

“Once you live your life, Kal. She wouldn’t want you to throw your whole life away pining for her. If it’s meant to be, you will find a way back to each other.”

“I think you’ve been reading too many sappy romance novels. Real life isn’t like that, and allowing myself to believe in it will only hurt me more. Lana’s gone, and it’s my fault, and this is my punishment. Don’t feel bad for me. It is what it is.” He gives me a gentle nudge. “Now, go. Before that gets cold.” Leaning in, he kisses me on the cheek. “And thanks for looking after my brother.”
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Ky is out for the count beside me, snoring softly. I’m glad he was able to fall asleep after the events of today. He’s emotionally exhausted, and I’m so worried about him. All day, I’ve been mulling over scenarios in my head. Whoever framed Ky must’ve killed Doug Grant, but is Addison really capable of pulling off something like that?
 Something feels off. Addison wasn’t the only one to steam roll herself into the house this week.

Courtney was here too.

Whatever is going on, I’m determined to get to the bottom of it. I am not
 going to stand by and watch while Kyler gets accused of something he didn’t do. He can’t do anything to bring further attention to himself, but he was wrong earlier because I
 can and I
 will.

Addison is not going to ruin him. I’m going to stop her once and for all, and my gut is telling me this is connected to her parents. I won’t rest until I discover the truth.

I creep out of bed quietly so as not to disturb him. I can’t sleep with so much troubling me. Snatching my phone from the top of my locker, I tiptoe out of the room. Outside, I tap out a message to Keven asking him to dig up dirt on Courtney. Not that it’ll probably do much good, because Keven seems to have feck all time to help, but no harm in asking, I guess.


“Already on that case”
 is his immediate reply. I guess Alex must have roped her son in to help, too. Another text pops up on the screen. “I have some intel on A. I’ll bring a copy in the morning and we can talk then.”
 Alex and James have called a family meeting in the morning, but none of us know what it’s about. It must be important if they’re allowing my cousins to skip school. Ky has asked for a bit more time before he tells the rest of his brothers what went down at the track seven years ago, so I’m trusting they are not about to break that promise. They must have something else to share.

I walk on bare feet to the kitchen to fetch a glass of water. The low drone of hushed conversation greets me as I step into the living room. Alex and James are seated on the long couch, hunched over a bunch of papers spread out on the table before them.

“Hey,” I murmur.

Their heads jerk up in unison. “What are you doing up so late?” James asks with a frown.

“I’m having difficulty sleeping.”

“I know, sweetheart. We’re still reeling,” he admits frankly.

“He’s going to be okay.” Confidence emanates from my words, because I truly believe Ky is strong enough to come through this.

“Thank you for looking after him, honey,” Alex says. “We are so grateful he is at least letting you in. Please be there for him until we can convince him we’re on his side too.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not leaving him to deal with this on his own.”
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Kaden and Keven arrive at the butt crack of dawn the next morning for the family meeting. We have breakfast at the formal dining table first. After the breakfast dishes are cleared away, Alex and James tell us they have something important to say. I hold Ky’s hand under the table the entire time.

“Your father and I have made some important decisions in relation to our future,” Alex announces, kicking off the conversation. “In different ways, we have failed you all, and for that we are truly sorry. In trying to build a life for this family, we’ve ignored the most important part of the equation. Being there for you when you needed us.” Her gaze flits between her boys, lingering on Kyler a little longer.

“We cannot undo our mistakes,” James adds. “But we can make changes so we don’t repeat them in future. Your mother and I were up all last night agreeing on what we need to do.” He looks to Alex and she nods subtly. “We need to explain certain things first so you have some context. Courtney has been blackmailing your mother and me for the past few months. She discovered a secret we’ve been keeping, and she’s been lording it over our heads. We were trying to extrapolate ourselves from the situation, but it involved taking enormous risks, making enormous decisions, and until yesterday, we weren’t sure it was the right path to take.”

“What happened yesterday?” Kaden asks, leaning his elbows on the table. Ky tenses, and I squeeze his hand.

“That’s not something we can share yet,” Alex explains, holding up a hand as a round of groans whips around the table. “Hang on here a sec, boys. Someone confided something in us and asked us to keep it private for the moment, and we have to respect that; however, it’s not the what
 that matters. All that matters is it was the final wake-up call we needed.” Tears well in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, boys, if I’ve given you the impression that work was more important to me. The only thing that matters, the only people who matter, are around this table. In trying to build a successful business, I was thinking of your futures. Being able to provide you with the best education and having trust funds set up so none of you needed to worry financially. Somewhere along the way, I lost sight of my personal goals. Kennedy Apparel means nothing to me if I don’t have my family. This family is suffocating, and I didn’t read the signs or I chose, subconsciously, to ignore them.”

She stifles a sob, raising her hand to her chest. “That all changes now.” She looks to James, and it’s obvious from his facial expression that he’s feeling as emotional as she is.

He picks up. “Courtney discovered the Kennedy Apparel brand has been built on a lie. We can only assume she got close to me to gain access to the house so she could uncover the truth. We still don’t know exactly how she obtained the information, but that’s neither here nor there now.”

I’m not sure I buy that. Her obsession with the need to ruin Alex seems to be behind her desire to have James. Almost like she wants to take over her entire life.

“She threatened to expose us to the KA board and to the press,” James continues.

“And we couldn’t allow her to do that,” Alex cuts in. “Not just because we didn’t want embarrassment brought on our family, but such an announcement would devalue the company’s stock and cost thousands of jobs, and I couldn’t do that to the employees. None of them deserve that.”

“What’s the secret?” Keven asks.

Alex gulps, looking nervously at James. He clears his throat. “My family is not connected in any way to the infamous Kennedys. We had documents forged that verified our claims, and we used that to build important contacts and build the KA brand in the early days. We knew that gave us an edge and it worked. It transformed the business to what it is today.”

“So that’s the real reason you didn’t buy that estate in the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port a few years back?” Kal asks.

“Yes,” Alex confirms. “We have deliberately avoided close contact with the Kennedys because we knew if we tried to ingratiate ourselves they would investigate and probably uncover the truth. While we have alluded to the heritage and used it to build the brand and connections, we haven’t imposed on any of them or made any attempts to connect on a personal level. In doing so, they have left us alone, and it suited us perfectly.”

“Until Courtney discovered the truth,” I say.

“It’s definitely time to bring in the hired guns,” Kent says, and everyone groans. He holds up his hands. “What?”

Keaton bumps his shoulder. “You can’t suggest killing people every time they cross us. You’re playing way too much Assassin’s Creed
.”

Kent shrugs, but I know it’s all for show. He likes to be the center of attention is all.

“What have you decided to do about it?” I ask.

Alex folds her hands on the table. “Last night, I sold the business to our chief competitor.” She lets that shock settle before continuing. “They are going to absorb the brand into their overall brand so the impact on share price should only be temporary. I had to take a hit on the sale, but it was still a good deal. All the employees will get a payout and eighty percent of them will keep their jobs.”

“What about me and Selena?” Keanu asks.

“You have new modeling contracts. Don’t worry, son, I made sure you were both looked after.”

Keanu visibly relaxes. “Thanks, Mom. What about you? What are you going to do now?”

“I’m stepping down as CEO this morning with full approval of the board. The new owners have asked me to work in a consultancy capacity during the transition, and after that I’m going to take some time off to be at home with my children. Maybe in future, when you have all left the nest, I might start up something, but I’ve no immediate plans. We are financially secure, and there is nothing to stop me from prioritizing my family.” She leans forward in her seat, and her whole face radiates happiness. “But it’s more than that. I want to be here for all of you. No more drinking. No more business trips. I’ll just be Mom.” She beams at her boys. “And I couldn’t be any happier about it.”





Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Faye

“What are you doing about Courtney?” Ky asks after the initial shock of Alex’s confession has sunk in.

“She is being served with papers this morning. We are suing her for personal damages on account of her blackmail,” James explains. “We’ve had an official PI trailing her for weeks, and Keven has gathered some useful intel which has given us enough evidence to take this legal.”

“Won’t you get in trouble for forging documents?” I ask.

“It’s true there are some legal issues to work through, yes, but Dan assures us he can make this go away with payment of a fine,” Alex confirms. “Courtney is also being fired this morning in front of the board. Blackmailing the CEO and threatening to bring the company into disrepute gives us enough grounds to terminate her employment contract without compensation,” Alex smiles like all her Christmases have come at once. “I can’t wait to see that smug look wiped off her face.”

Kal high-fives her. “You’re bad ass, Mom.”

“For the record,” James speaks up, squirming a little in his chair. “I made a mistake when I slept with Courtney, and I knew it pretty much immediately, but she’s been blackmailing me into staying with her. That’s all over now. She is out of our lives.”

Alex’s lips narrow. “She is ruined, both financially and professionally, and I think it’s safe to say that’s the last we’ll be seeing of her.”

“Does that mean the divorce is off?” Keaton asks, his voice tinged with hope.

Alex looks down at the table. James looks sad. “I’m afraid not, son. We have more problems than just Courtney.”

“We have hurt each other a lot by keeping so many secrets.” Alex levels grave eyes around the table. “I hurt your father by lying about Kyler’s biological father, and that doesn’t seem to be something we can put behind us. Anger and mistrust are not the foundation of a solid relationship, and the cracks have been forming for years.”

A somber mood settles over the table.

“It doesn’t mean we won’t be a family,” James is quick to reassure them. “We are still committed to all of you.”

“Just not to one another,” Keaton says, and it’s clear he’s fighting tears.

“We are committed as parents and we‘ll still do things together, but we won’t be married. We are both sorry it has come to this, but we believe that splitting up is genuinely in the best interests of this family. We are trying to right the wrongs of the past, but we don’t have all the answers either,” James says. “We hope you can bear with us and understand we are trying to do the best for all of you. You are all that matters and we’re going to make sure we show you that from now on.”
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Later that afternoon, I nab Keven for a chat. “What have you discovered?” I ask him as we hide out in James’s office. The others are playing Xbox in the games room.

“You were right. Peyton’s mother, Wendy, is
 Addison’s birth mother, but get this, her dad is still her dad.”

I ponder the implications. “So, her dad had an affair with his wife’s sister, and then they
 kept the baby?” I surmise, an incredulous note creeping into my tone when really there’s no need. Given all the revelations these past few months, there shouldn’t be anything that surprises me anymore.

“That’s the way it looks.”

“Do you have anything else for me?”

“Like what?” He crosses his feet at the ankles.

I shrug. “I don’t know. Anything else suspicious in her background?”

He shakes his head. “Not that I’ve discovered so far.”

“Well, damn. I was hoping you might have found out why she has targeted Ky. I thought it was linked to her secret, but maybe I was wrong.” Another thought occurs to me. “Did you discover anything interesting about Courtney?”

“Nothing springs to mind. Why do you ask?”

“Call it a gut instinct.”

“Anything I had I’ve turned over to Mom and Dad’s guy. I can’t think of anything that would be helpful in this situation. I was just looking for evidence of her blackmail.”

“What about the stuff the PI uncovered? Can you get your hands on that?”

“Sure. I can hack into his server and pull his files.” He shrugs. “But is there much point? You heard what my parents said back there. She’s finished after today.”

“Let’s just say I need it for peace of mind.”

He pushes off the desk. “Okay, I’ll get the stuff and glance through it this weekend to see if there’s anything of interest.”

“Thank you.”

“How’s my brother?”

“As well as can be expected.”

“Let me know if I can do anything to help.”

Shouts from down below distract us. I open the door, and find Kal at the bottom of the stairs. “The press conference is starting. Come on.”

We run down to the games room, and I drop onto the couch beside Ky. All the major news channels are covering Alex’s press release. Keaton pulls up the large screen, and everyone quiets to listen as she announces the sale of Kennedy Apparel to the Accardi Company and confirms she has stepped down from the board and from her position as CEO. Shocked gasps emerge from the media crowd when she announces that the brand was built on a lie, and after explaining, she apologizes for any offense.

She speaks eloquently and passionately about why she made that decision and how much the business has meant to her. In stepping down, she acknowledges the error of her ways. She ends her statement on a more personal note.

“I would like to thank all the Kennedy Apparel employees for their dedication to the company over the years, and I can assure them they are in great hands with Accardi. They have ambitious plans to develop the business, and I have no doubt they will grow from strength to strength. I would also like to thank my colleagues on the board who have worked tirelessly this past week to sign off on this deal. Lastly, I would like to thank my husband and my children. They have sacrificed a lot so I could pursue my business ambitions, and I couldn’t have achieved what I achieved without their support.”

She pauses briefly, scanning the large crowd in front of her. “There have been a lot of reports and speculation in the media recently about my family, and that has, in part, contributed to the decision I have made to step away from my career.” She glances over her shoulder at James, standing stoically behind her. “My husband almost single-handedly raised our family, and I can never thank him enough. Certain things I’ve done have hurt him, and I’d like to publicly apologize to him for that. My beautiful sons have become targets lately, and that is the price I have paid for being in the public eye. They have never asked for that, and I want to apologize to them too and let them know that I am going to be there for them every day from this day forth. Finally, I would like to appeal for privacy. We have lived our lives under a spotlight and now we would like to retreat to the shadows. Please give my family that peace and let us resolve our problems in private. Thank you.”

She leaves the stage amid a flurry of questions. Keaton mutes the TV. “Mom did good.”

Kent snorts, and we all raise our eyes to the ceiling. “What?” he yells, scowling.

“Let’s hear it,” Kal says. “Whatever derogatory bullshit you have to say. Get it out of your system before Mom and Dad get back.”

Kent flips him the bird. “You’re an ass.”

“No, you’re
 an ass,” Keanu ventures. “Do you not get how big of a deal this is?”

Kent harrumphs. “I’m not buying this bull. I’ll believe it when I see it. And I’m not buying the whole “I did it for my family” crap either.” He puts on a pretend whiny voice. “She did it for herself so that slut Courtney wouldn’t get the business or Dad. That’s what she really cares about.”

“You’re wrong,” Ky speaks up. “I believe in what she said earlier, and trust me when I say she still has a long way to go with me, but if I can give her the benefit of the doubt, then I think you should too.”

“Bro,” Keaton says, twisting to face Kent. “Mom barely ever takes a day off work. Now she’s given it all up for us. She’ll be here every day. It’s going to be awesome.”

I grin at Keaton. God, I wish I could bottle his enthusiasm.

“Hundred bucks says you’ll be sick of her fussing over you after a month,” Kent retorts.

“Never,” Keaton loyally replies. “I will never say that.”

Ky stands up at the sound of an approaching car. He pulls Keaton into an improvised headlock, mussing up his hair. “Brother, I’m proud of you even if you do act like a pussy most of the time. Don’t ever change.”

Kent emits an amused laugh. “Hell, this family is screwed. I blame you,” he says, pointing his finger at me.

“Me?” My voice betrays my surprise.

“Yeah, you. You have everyone acting all emotional and touchy-feely. It’s gross.” He grimaces, and I laugh.

“I know you don’t really mean that, and one day you’re going to eat your words.”

“Hell will freeze before that day comes.”

I roll my eyes as Brad steps into the space. A chill of unease flitters across my skin.

“Hey, you ready to head out?” he asks Ky.

“Yeah. Just let me grab my bag.” He turns to face me. “We’re going to the track. You wanna come with?”

“Nah. You two go. Have fun.” We all know that would be outside the realm of possibility if I went too. I stand up and peck him on the cheek. “I have some stuff I want to do, and I need to call Rose back.”

“’Kay. I won’t be late.” He kisses me on the lips.

“Man, you are so whipped,” Kent sneers.

“Whipped and proud,” Ky replies, winking at me. It’s ridiculous how much his admission thrills me.

After they have left, I pull Keven aside. “Do you have some time to spare before you leave for Harvard?”

“What for?”

“Come with me and I’ll show you.”

I bring him to my bedroom and power up my laptop. Then I show him some of my research. “You’ve been busy,” he says.

“I’ve had plenty of time on my hands this week. What do you think?” I touch the screen, running a finger under the list of names I found on Memorial’s alumni website. It was easy to find Peyton and Addison’s mom from previous student records on the site, and I used that to dig up some old photos. The same group of girls appears in several pictures so I’m guessing they were friends. “Can you trace any of these people?” I ask.

“Watch and learn, little girl,” he says, pulling up some cryptic-looking login page. “Watch and learn.”

“Less of the little girl if you don’t mind. I’m almost eighteen.” I pout.

In a directly transparent move, he stares at my boobs. “Oh, believe me, I’ve noticed.”

I elbow him in the ribs. “Oh em gee, I didn’t have you pinned for a sleaze. Now I know where Kal and Kent get it. You are lucky Ky isn’t here, and you’d better deliver the goods or I’ll have to set him on you.”

“Puh-lease, as if I couldn’t take him.” He flexes his biceps, before bumping my shoulder. “Besides, you know I did that on purpose. I’m only joking. And, for the record, I haven’t been checking you out, not that it’d be wrong.” He sends me a saucy wink. “I’m not your blood relative either.”

“You did not
 just say that.”

He laughs heartily. “You are way too easy to wind up.”

“Shut it, jerk face, and just work your magic. Time is a-wasting.”

Twenty minutes later and Keven has discovered that one of Wendy’s old school friends is a waitress at a diner on the outskirts of town. “What do you say? You up for paying her a little visit?”

Keven checks his watch. “I’m not sure I have time. Rain check?”

I stand up, fishing my phone out of my back pocket. “No can do. Ky has this murder charge hanging over him like a storm cloud, and I want to get to the bottom of things sooner rather than later. It’s cool, though. Don’t worry. I’ll call Rose and see if she can borrow her mum’s car.”

He puts his hand on my wrist. “Hold up. I don’t like the thought of you going there by yourself. That place is a little rough. Ky would kick the shit out of me if he discovered I let you go there by yourself. How about I go with you and you arrange for Rose to pick you up? I think I can still make my date on time if I don’t have to drive you back.”

“Ooh, a date,” I tease as if I’m ten again. “Anyone special?”

He snorts. “Hardly, unless you’d call a regular fuck buddy special?”

“Jeez, do you have to be such a pig?”

“Would you rather I lie?”

“No. Definitely not.” I give him a push toward the door. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. I’ll message Rose from the car.”





Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Faye

The sky is painted an eerie purple-gray color by the time we pull up in front of the diner where Wendy Moore’s high school friend works. I had phoned before we left the house to check she was working tonight, and someone up there must be looking out for us, because she is. While she was a little hesitant when I first suggested coming here to talk about an article I’m writing for the online school magazine, I managed to convince her when I mentioned it’d be a paid interview—that had been Keven’s suggestion.

A bell tinkles as we push open the door. An older lady with dark hair approaches us with a forced smile. “Table or booth?” she asks.

“Booth, please,” I reply, following her to an empty one at the rear of the diner. She hands us a couple of menus. “Could you let Stacy know that Faye is here. I spoke to her earlier on the phone.” Mercifully, it’s not too busy, so we should have time for a decent conversation.

A few minutes later, the waitress returns with a skinny blonde in tow. “I’m Stacy. You’re Faye?” the blonde asks, and I nod, extending my hand.

“Thank you for agreeing to speak with me.”

Her handshake is limp and damp, and I resist the urge to wipe my hand over the front of my jeans. Makeup is caked on her face, and hollow crevices line her forehead. Her eyes and lips are wrinkled at the corners, and she smells like smoke and cheap perfume. “And who are you sweetheart?” she asks Keven, thrusting her enhanced chest forward. Her uniform is short and tight, and if she strains any farther, I reckon her top will split right open. From the way she’s devouring Keven with her eyes, I get the sense she really wouldn’t mind all that much.

“I’m her cousin,” is all Keven offers up.

“Nice tats.” She licks her lips while focusing on the ink creeping up his arm. Sliding into the seat beside him, she flicks her stringy bleached-blonde hair over her shoulder and gives him an eye fuck. Mascara has clumped her lashes together, and the thick layer of jet-black liner rimming her eyes has smudged, giving her a panda-eye effect. I know from the pictures I found online that Stacy was quite the looker in her day, and I feel a pang of sympathy. There’s no ring on her finger, and if her appearance is any indication, life has taken its toll. She’s not actually that old, and it’s pretty sad.

The other waitress smirks at Stacy’s feeble attempts at flirting. “We’ll take two coffees and two muffins,” Keven says, ignoring Stacy’s intense gaze. “Would you like anything, Stacy?”

“How about you?” she answers, giving him a saucy wink.

“Afraid I’m not on the menu.” Keven’s mouth pulls into a grim line, while I attempt to smother my snigger of amusement.

She pouts. “I’ll take a coffee, Shell.”

I pull out my folder and remove my pen and pad. “As I explained on the phone, I’m writing an article for the school magazine on the class of 1989. We’d like to find out what life was like in Memorial High back then, what kind of plans you had after graduating, and whether you have achieved your goals, etcetera.” I deliberately don’t look up. I doubt working in a sleazy diner was top of her list of ambitions.

Stacy is remarkably chatty, and I only have to ask a few questions every now and then to keep the conversation flowing. Shell brings our coffees and muffins as I try to steer the conversation in the direction I need it to go.

“Wow, that’s great, Stacy,” I say, when I finally get a word in edgeways. “You’ve given me tons of great material here. I was hoping you might be able to give me some information on a few of the girls you were friends with at the time, and perhaps some of them might be willing to talk to me as well.”

She takes a slurp of her now-cold coffee. “Wendy Moore is the only one I still talk to, and our contact is sporadic at best.”

Jackpot.

I try to temper my excitement at the fact that Peyton and Addison’s mum is the only one she’s still in contact with.

“Oh, I think I know her. She’s Peyton’s mom, right?”

Her brow puckers. “That’s the dark-haired daughter? I always get mixed up. That woman has had more kids than I’ve had hot dinners.” She throws back her head, cackling to herself.

I fake ignorance. “I thought Peyton was an only child?”

“Hell, no.” She laughs, looking briefly over her shoulder before leaning in to the edge of the table. “I probably shouldn’t say this, but you’re looking for real life stories, right?”

I nod eagerly.

“In town, Wendy was known as a four-by-four for years,” she chuckles. “On account of her having four kids by four different dads,” she adds by way of explanation.

I allow my eyes to pop wide and prop my elbows up on the table, so I’m angled toward her. “That sounds interesting.”

“It was a big scandal in school when she got pregnant at fifteen.”

“Gosh, that was young,” I say, playing along, while I compute calculations in my head. There’s no way she could be talking about Addison because the dates don’t stack up.

“Yeah. Her mom made her give the baby up for adoption, and Wendy wouldn’t tell a soul who the father was because he would’ve been put away for knocking up a minor.”

I decide to take a risk. The diner is starting to fill up, and I’m sensing our time is drawing to a close. “Can I tell you a secret?” I whisper conspiratorially. Her head bobs. “I heard Peyton’s cousin is really her sister. Do you think that’s true?”

Keven sends me a warning look, but I pretend not to notice.

She casts another quick glance around. “Oh, it’s true all right. That was the other big scandal around town. Brittany, Wendy’s other daughter, was only three years old, and Peyton was barely out of the womb when she got pregnant with her sister’s husband’s child. Now, very few know that’s the truth. There was gossip to that effect all over town, but they neither confirmed nor denied it, and they managed to bury it. Nicole, that’s Addison’s official Mom
”—she makes little air quotes with her fingers—“pretended to be pregnant at the same time so when she returned home with her daughter no one thought it was strange. Wendy said she couldn’t cope with another baby and she’d given it up for adoption. She just never mentioned that her sister and her husband adopted the baby. Nicole couldn’t have children, so I guess that’s why she was happy to take on her husband’s bastard as her own.”

“Wow. That’s quite a story. I can’t believe Wendy would do that to her own sister.”

Stacy rubs her hands, and her eyes glisten in delight. I bite back my distaste, retracting my earlier sympathy. Anyone that relishes spreading gossip so maliciously isn’t deserving of my pity. Not that I’m overly complaining. This is gold, and I’ve barely had to work to get it.

“Wendy was always jealous of Nicole, and she hated the fact that she’d married up when she was stuck in a trailer park as a single mom. She deliberately seduced her husband, and although she hasn’t admitted it, I’m convinced she got pregnant on purpose.”

“No way!” I gasp, giving an Oscar-worthy performance. Keven looks out the window, fighting a smile.

“Nicole and her husband paid Wendy handsomely for Addison and to keep her mouth shut, and it worked until Wendy wanted more cash. When Nicole wouldn’t cough up, she went to Addison and told her the truth. That’s actually when we fell out. I thought it was really mean to do that to the kid, but Wendy is a cold-hearted bitch these days.”

“Oh, so you aren’t really on speaking terms with her anymore. You won’t be able to set me up with an interview?” I continue playing my role although I’m delighted this isn’t going to get back.

“We talk if we bump into each other in town but that’s it. She’s given me the cold shoulder because I had the nerve to stick up for Nicole and Addison. And, honestly, honey”—she leans over, patting my hand—“you really don’t want to go here.” She shivers, as if something nasty just crawled over her skin.

“That’s too bad,” I lie. “But thanks so much. You’ve been great, and I’ve got lots to go on.” I slide an envelope with a hundred dollars across the table.

“Glad to help.” She pockets the envelope, giving Keven some side eye. “And thanks for bringing the eye candy, much appreciated.” She cackles again, squeezing his knee before she steps out. “I better get back to work before my ass is canned. Nice talking to you, hun.”

“I think I need a body scrub and a lobotomy after that experience,” Keven jokes once we step outside the diner. I have a ready-made retort lying idle on my tongue. One that involves the shady characters I found him hanging with before, but I say nothing. I can’t afford to fall out with Keven or piss him off right now. Ky needs me to sort all this out, and I’m not going to turn away my best chance of help.

I nudge him in the ribs. “Aw, she wasn’t that bad.” I slouch against the side of his truck. “That was interesting, huh?”

“Very. I thought our family was hiding some skeletons, but that makes us sound like freaking angels. No wonder Addison is such a conniving cow. It runs in her blood.”

“It still doesn’t explain why Addison is going all gung-ho for our family. What about this other baby Wendy gave up for adoption when she was young—could you dig around?”

Keven opens the truck door, as Rose drives into the car park. “You think it’s connected?”

“I don’t know, but we should check every lead, right?”

He chuckles. “We might make a detective of you yet. You played it perfectly back there, by the way. I didn’t have to say a word.”

“I barely had to either.” I snort. “Motor mouth didn’t need much encouragement.”

“Who needs enemies when you’ve got friends like that.”

“I know.”

“I feel ill at the thought of her hands and her eyes on me.” He shudders, and I laugh harder.

“What’s so funny?” Rose asks, swinging her legs out the side of her mum’s car.

“Keven was being hit on by this cougar. She was only short of hitching up her skirt and straddling him right then and there.”

“Now you’re being unnecessarily cruel. I’ll have nightmares for weeks.” Keven’s face contorts bitterly.

“Did you learn anything?” Rose asks.

I loop my arm in hers. “Let’s hit the road and I’ll fill you in.”

Keven insists on waiting until we’ve driven off before he heads away in the opposite direction. I update Rose as she drives. When I’ve finished speaking, she throws back her head and laughs hysterically.

“You okay?” I ask when she eventually composes herself.

“Hells yeah. Better than ever. That has cheered me up no end.” I look inquisitively at her. “When I first moved here, Addison looked down her nose at me. She was always outwardly pleasant, but I could tell she thought I was beneath her. It gives me immense pleasure to know she’s beneath me. Can you imagine what it would do to her rep if it got out that she’s actually trailer trash? She’d be ruined. No wonder she didn’t want that secret getting out.”

“Is it enough to threaten her with, though?” I ask, a bit skeptical. Apart from Stacy’s word and Addison’s real birth certificate, we don’t have much else to go on.

“I think so. You tell her you’ll leak her birth cert and tell everyone what you know unless she admits she framed Ky.”

I twist in my seat. “Do you think she did it? Killed that man?”

Rose drags her lip between her teeth. “Honestly, I think that girl is capable of pretty much anything, but murder, and to do it for a boy … it seems a bit farfetched.”

I exhale noisily. “That’s what I think, too.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. Keep digging, I suppose, and see what happens next week. If the cops move to charge Ky, then I’ll have no choice but to confront Addison and try to force her hand, but I want to plan my approach carefully. I want to find more dirt and only confront her when I have all my ducks in a row. This is my boyfriend’s future at stake. I don’t want to mess up the only chance I might have of making her go away.”

“That sounds like a solid plan.” She drums her fingers off the steering wheel. “Hey, I’ve got some good news to share.”

I prop my sneakered feet up on the dash. “Please do. I could sorely use some of that.”

“The diner is reopening under new ownership and new management.”

I sit bolt upright, dropping my feet on the ground. “For real?” A wide smile spreads across my mouth.

“Yup. My dad knows someone on the town committee, and he said they just transferred the license and the new owner confirmed all the jobs are safe. Apparently, we’re going to get contacted this weekend.”

“That is brilliant news. I’m so happy.”

My phone rings, and Adam’s face appears on the screen. I hesitate for a fraction before answering.

“Hi, Faye.”

“Hey, Adam.” I cringe at my slightly hesitant tone, sure he’s picked up on it.

“I’m just ringing to see that everything’s okay?”

“Everything’s great. I just heard that the diner is being reopened and that my job is safe.”

“That’s fantastic news.”

“I know. I’ve really missed work.”

He chuckles.

“What?”

“Can you try and brainwash my kids, please?”

“They don’t work?”

“The twins are too young, and Whitney is far too spoiled and lazy to work. I am constantly at odds with her mother over the subject. She could learn a thing or two from you.”

Hell. No. “Do me a favor, Adam, and don’t say anything of the sort to Whitney this weekend. I want to try and get off on the right footing, and that would so not help.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not an idiot. Are you sure this weekend is still okay? I’ve been watching the news and—”

“He didn’t do it,” I blurt out, interrupting him mid-flow. “Kyler isn’t that kind of guy. He’s being framed.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

I can tell he’s dubious. “Our original deal still stands. I’m not leaving the Kennedys, especially not when Ky needs me so much. I know him. He’s a good person. He didn’t murder anyone.”

There’s an exaggerated pause before he replies. “Okay. I trust you, and, look, it’s fine if we need to reschedule Sunday. Just let me know as soon as you can.”

“I already asked my aunt and uncle, and they said they are happy to go ahead as planned. Our house at two on Sunday, if that suits?”

“Great. We’ll be there.”

“There will be reporters at the gate, but James has hired a security detail, and they’ll ensure you are guided safely onto the grounds.”

“Thanks for the heads-up, Faye. I’ll see you Sunday. Take care.”

I say goodbye and hang up.

“How are things going with Adam?” Rose asks. I finally came clean and told her everything.

“Good, actually. He’s not putting me under any pressure, and we’re taking our time to get to know one another. It isn’t as difficult as I thought it’d be.”

“That’s good.”

“I still feel guilty though.”

“That’s natural. What about meeting your new brothers and sister. How are you feeling about that?”

“Quite nervous to be honest. What if they don’t like me? Or they resent me? Think I’m going to take their dad away from them or something?” I chew on the corner of a nail.

“I bet they’re every bit as nervous as you are, and they are bound to be a little suspicious at first.” She reaches out and pats my knee. “Don’t worry. They’ll love you.”

I hope she’s right, because my quota for heartache and grief is pretty much maxed out, and my tolerance level is at an all-time low.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Faye

I wake up late the next morning, surprised to find Ky still draped around me, fast asleep. Usually, he’s up and out to the track early on Saturday morning. Maneuvering position, I curl into him, planting tiny little kisses all over his naked chest. I can’t believe James and Alex haven’t put a stop to this yet. Ky doesn’t disguise the fact that he’s sleeping in my room every night, but so far neither one of his parents has made any move to separate us. Not that I’m complaining. You’ll never hear me complaining about that.

Ky’s arms snake around my waist, and he kisses the top of my head. “Morning, gorgeous,” he murmurs sleepily, and I melt on the inside.

I want a lifetime of this.

Waking up in his arms, listening to endearments roll off his tongue, inhaling the masculine scent that is all him, feeling his skin against mine. I snuggle in closer. “Morning, babe. You sleep it out?”

He runs his fingers down my spine, curving his hands around my ass. “Nope. Don’t feel like going to the track today.”

Ignoring his wandering hands—with great difficulty I might add—I lift my head up. “Is everything okay?” I brush strands of his hair back off his forehead.

He shrugs.

I stick him with a serious look. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going through that beautiful head of yours.”

He sighs, flopping down flat on his back. “I’m just not in a good mood today. You know why.”

I lean over, pressing a kiss to his forehead. “Yeah.” My tongue darts out, moistening my dry lips. “If you like, I could phone that therapist and see if she could fit us in today?”

He stares up at the ceiling, and I watch his chest heave up and down. “Okay,” he whispers.

“Yeah?” My eyes search his face.

He angles his head so he’s looking me straight in the eyes. “Yeah.”

Three hours later, we are sitting in the therapist’s swanky office on the fifth floor of a modern building occupying prime position in Beacon Hill. Boston Common is visible in the distance through the floor-to-ceiling window. Ky’s knee jerks anxiously as we wait on the plush leather couch in the reception area. We are only here thanks to a last-minute cancellation.

The door to the room next door opens, and a small, well-dressed lady with a warm smile steps out to greet us. We both rise. “You must be Faye?” She shakes my hand, and I nod.

“Hello, Kyler.” She extends her hand in his direction. “Would you like to come this way?” She steps aside, motioning him forward.

I give him a quick hug, hating how his body trembles underneath me. “I’m proud of you.” I peck him briefly on the lips. “I’ll be right here, waiting.”

He gulps, making no attempt to mask his absolute terror. I squeeze his hand. “You can do this.”

“We can take this at your own speed, Kyler. I can assure you this is a safe environment, and you can talk to me about anything or nothing.” She smiles again, and his shoulders relax a little.

My heart is in my mouth as he steps into her room, and she shuts the door behind them.

I’m a bundle of nerves the entire time he’s in there. Because it’s Saturday, and we secured the last appointment, there’s no one here. After pacing back and forth across the room, I drop to the carpeted floor beside the window, pulling my knees into my chest. I idly watch pedestrians on the street outside as I blow on the window, clouding the glass, and drawing a love heart with our initials inside. I snicker to myself, remembering how I used to doodle similarly when Luke and I first got together. But I was only fourteen then. I’m almost eighteen now. Too old for this juvenile carry on. Yet I can’t bring myself to rub it away. As I stare at my jagged, hastily drawn love heart and our initials contained inside, I think of how accurate a representation it is. Ky’s name is
 carved in my heart, as I hope mine is in his. The longer I stare at the crude drawing, the more my heart swells.

Growing up, the only measure of romantic love I had was my parents; however, I couldn’t have had a better example. Their love story may not have been conventional, but it was true love, a real partnership, a genuine meeting of minds. They didn’t always
 agree on things, but they respected one another. Respected their differences. Appreciated them. I never doubted how profoundly they loved one another, and I can remember wishing that I’d find a great love like that one day.

Now, I hover on the cusp of something great, and it’s equally wonderful and terrifying. Is it foolish at almost eighteen to believe that I’ve met my soul mate? The one person who is destined for me? To feel so much for a boy I’ve only known a few months?


Memories flood my mind, and I lean my head back and close my eyes. I confided in Mum when I first struggled to deal with my changing feelings for Luke. He was my first steady boyfriend. The guy I’d given my virginity to. The one I’d thought I’d love forever.

Hence, all the love heart doodling.

I felt guilty when everything he did started to irk me. When I’d snap at him for no reason whatsoever. When I started making excuses to not want to spend time with him. I knew deep down what it meant, but I was afraid to confront that reality, so I asked Mum how she knew Dad was the only one for her.

I can still picture her in my mind’s eye. She was wearing her favorite mauve knitted dress, and her hair was in a messy bun on top of her head. She had taken my hands in hers and stared earnestly into my eyes. “There are many reasons why I love your father so completely,” she had said. “Far too many to mention, but if you want to know if he’s the one, just imagine your life without him. What if he died? How would you feel? If you can answer that question, you will know what’s truly in your heart.”

Honesty and simplicity.

That’s how you know.

How I knew I had to let Luke go.

How I know I can never let Ky go.

Because even the thought of him not being in this world sends my body into shock. A sharp, twisty pain pummels my heart; a physical pain so intense it causes my chest to throb excruciatingly. I rub a hand over the sore spot. My throat locks up, and my mouth is suddenly dry. Tears prick my eyes, overflowing, rolling down my face. I feverishly rub the aching spot over my heart, reminding myself that it’s not real.

He’s here. He’s alive. He’s mine.

He’s all I’ll ever want.

All I’ll ever need.

My heart and my mind are in no doubt.

The door opens, and I quickly wipe away my tears. Ky steps into the room, and I scramble to my feet. I operate as if on auto-pilot, racing to his side and throwing my arms around him. As his scent invades my senses and I feel his solidity against me, my panic subsides. He envelops me in his arms, and we cling to one another. Burying his head in my shoulder, he emits a shuddering breath, and my protective instincts kick in. I hug him tighter, and if I could mold myself to his form, I would. He means everything. Everything. God, I would do anything for this boy.

The therapist clears her throat, and we reluctantly break apart. She smiles expansively. “Same time next week, Kyler.”

“Thank you.” His voice is raw, and his emotions are undoubtedly veering all over the place. I know how that feels.

Silently, we walk back to his car, holding hands.

“You want to hang around?” he asks.

“Sure. I’ve nothing planned.” I received a text this morning confirming the diner is reopening in two weeks after a makeover so I’m free as a bird until then.

Ky drives us downtown, and once we’ve deposited the car in the biggest car park I’ve ever seen, we set out to explore the city on foot. We wander casually in and out of shops, and Ky is always touching me. Either his hand is on my lower back or his arm is around my shoulder or my waist, his lips kissing the top of my head, or our hands are entwined as we navigate the busy weekend crowd. But we are always touching, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt this happy before. Which says a lot given everything we’ve got going on.

Ky brings me to that little Chinese place he spoke about before and orders about a million things from the menu.

“My feet ache so bad,” I moan, leaning into his side in the booth. “We must’ve walked for hours.”

He rubs his hands up and down my arms, pressing a tender kiss to my cheek. “I know, and I needed that. Needed to lose myself in the crowd. Thank you. For coming with me. For letting me drag you all over the city.”

“You can thank me properly later,” I say with a cheeky grin.

His chest shakes with laughter. “I think I’ve created a monster.”

“I think so too.” No point denying it. I have sex, and Ky, on the brain pretty much twenty-four-seven. I actually think I’m worse than a guy. My grin expands as my hand coasts up his impressive chest. “But I’m your
 monster.”

He kisses the tip of my nose. “You’ll only ever be my monster.”

My heart thrills at his words. “Do you mean that? Like, really mean it?”

“I forever you,” he whispers, kissing the tip of my nose, and I think my heart might fly out of my chest.

“I forever you, too.” I tip my head up and give him a searing kiss. I don’t care if it’s inappropriate.

“I love you so much, Ky. Don’t ever leave me.”

He circles his arms around me, pulling me flush to his chest. “I’ll never leave you. Never.”

“Is it messed up that I’m deliriously happy right now?”

“That’s the only thing that isn’t messed up, Faye. You make me unbelievably happy. I’ve traded in my man card and I couldn’t give two shits. I am yours to do with as you please.”

“Now he tells me,” I gripe, pretending to be upset. “When we’re in public and I can’t do all the wicked, naughty things running through my head right now.”

Throwing back his head, he laughs. “You are like my own personal angel on Earth.”

He looks adoringly at me, and my heart rejoices. I’ll never tire of the way he looks at me. When the mask is down and he’s just my guy. My Ky.

“Seriously, I don’t know what I would’ve done without you these last couple of weeks. You’re my hero, Faye.”

“And you’re mine. I know that things haven’t been easy, but you haven’t shied away from them. That takes balls.”

“Well,” he grins smugly, “we both know I’m not lacking in that department.” He lobs a prawn cracker in his mouth as he pins me with a suggestive look. I snort, just as the waiter arrives at the table, and we’re forced to behave.

“I think I just ate a baby,” I groan, a half hour later, palming my swollen stomach. “I feel sick.”

“I have something that’ll make you feel better.” I perk up at that. Ky removes a rectangular blue box adorned with a tied white ribbon from his inside jacket pocket, and my heart starts skipping again. He hands it to me, looking remarkably nervous which only adds to his appeal.

“What is it?” I fumble over my words, my eyes bugging out of my head as I read the Tiffany & Co. label. No boy has ever bought me jewelry before, let alone something from such a renowned jeweler.

He opens the box and my mouth hangs open. Nestled inside is a double heart pendant and matching bracelet. Warmth cascades over my body, and my lower lip trembles as emotion gets the better of me.

“Don’t you like it?” he whispers, and I hear the anxiety behind his tone.

“I love it.” Tears threaten to spill, but I bite the inside of my lip, hard, and tell myself to get a grip.

“I bought it when we were in Cleveland, and I intended to give it to you the next morning, but then the cops showed up, and everything turned to shit,” he explains, removing the pendant from the box. “I’ve been waiting for the perfect moment to give it to you.” He slides the two hearts aside to reveal a pink enamel finish.

Our initials are engraved, and I’m quickly losing the battle of the tears. It’s like a classier, more sophisticated depiction of my window drawing. “Oh my God, Ky. It’s beautiful. It’s too much. You shouldn’t have.”

He pushes my hair to one side and fixes the pendant around my neck. “You’re worth it. And I wanted you to have something real, something solid to remind you of my promise. I wanted to put “forever” on it, but they couldn’t fit it in.”

I trace my fingers over the silver, adoring how it looks resting against that dip in my collarbone. He fixes the bracelet around my wrist and I tilt my chin up, wrapping my arms around his neck. “I love them, I truly do, and I’m not ever going to take them off, but you know I don’t need any physical proof of your love. I have you. That’s enough.”

His smile falters a little, and I get it instantly. I cup his face fiercely. “You listen here, and you listen good. You are not
 going down for something you didn’t do. And if you only bought me this because you think you won’t be around to promise me forever, then I’m giving it back.”

I move to unclasp the pendant, but he grasps my wrist. “Don’t take it off, please. I love how it looks on you. And that’s not the only reason I bought it. I wanted to buy something precious for the person who’s most precious to me.” He chuckles. “Fuck. I sound like a pansy-ass.” He laughs again, and then his expression turns solemn. “I’m scared, Faye. Scared that there’s more going on with Addison than I know. Scared she’s not going to be happy until I’m rotting in a jail cell.”

I grip his shoulders firmly. It’s oh so tempting to tell him what I’ve gleaned, but I can’t breathe a word because he’ll only insist that I back off, and there’s no way I’m doing that.

Ky has hurt himself time and time again to protect the ones he loves.

To protect me.

Now it’s my turn to do the same for him.

“That’s not going to happen. I’m not going to let it happen.” I kiss him quickly. “And that’s my promise to you.”





Chapter Thirty
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Faye

It pains me to leave the warmth of my bed and Ky behind the next morning, but I need to get up early if I’m to bake some stuff for later today. I want to do something for Adam, something for my new brothers and sister, as a gesture. Adam mentioned he hoped I’d get to cook for him sometime, so I figure there’s no better opportunity.

Alex has caterers coming in later to prepare an indoor buffet-slash-barbeque, so now is the only time I’ll have the kitchen to myself.

I have my signature chocolate orange cheesecake chilling in the fridge, and I’ve only just removed a batch of scones from the oven when Keaton and Kal mosey into the kitchen. They gravitate toward the scones like moths to a flame. While Keaton is doing his best puppy dog impression, imploring me with his eyes, Kal has no such manners, snatching a scone and biting off a corner before I can protest. It’s just as well I know my cousins by now and that I’ve already stashed the second batch in the press. Kal moans at the base of his throat. “Damn, that’s good.” His arm snakes around my waist, and he drops his chin on my shoulder. “Ditch my brother, and marry me.”

“You only want me slaving away in the kitchen,” I tease.

“I’m happy for you to be my plaything in the bedroom, too,” he throws back.

“What the what?” Ky asks, walking into the kitchen at the wrong moment.

“You’re dumped, dude,” Kal says, slapping his brother on the back. “I’m marrying the goddess.”

I roll my eyes, swatting the back of his head. “Don’t wind him up. Be nice.”

“Morning, babe.” I wrap myself around Ky. He presses a kiss to my forehead, closing his eyes and holding me tight.

“For real?” Kent says, sauntering into the kitchen with a disgusted look on his face. “Because you two feeling each other up is exactly what I want to see first thing in the morning.”

“I made scones.” I shuck out of Ky’s arms, dangling the plate under Kent’s nose like a peace offering.

“I’ll take one,” he says, snapping one up. “But only ’cause I’d hate to see them go to waste.”


Around here?
 As if. If there’s any left in the next twenty minutes, it’ll be a miracle.

“And it in no way compensates for the nonstop slobbering and groping you’re subjecting us to. Enough already.”

My cheeks flush. I’ve been floating around in my love bubble, oblivious to how it must look on the outside, and I’m embarrassed at the thought we’ve been overdoing the PDAs around the house. Kent is right—for once—and I vow to tone things down.

At least outside of my bedroom.

“Do you have to be such an ass all the time?” Ky inquires. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve got a potential murder charge hanging over my head, and Faye is the only one keeping me sane.” He smacks the back of Kent’s head. “And now you’ve embarrassed my girl, and I’m not having that.”

Kent looks down at the ground, and I count the seconds waiting for the snarky retort that never comes. “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “Thanks for the scone.” He jerks his head in my direction, before hightailing it out of the room. Kal moves to the window, staring outside.

“What?” I ask with a puzzled frown.

“Just looking for the flying pig, or maybe I need my ears checked.” He tosses a smirk my way. “Wonders will never cease.” He grabs another scone, stuffing half of it in his mouth before I can snatch it back. He starts backing out of the room, grinning like a right idiot.

“I hope you get fat,” I yell out after him.

“Bite me,” he replies in a muffled tone.

I sigh, secretly loving it. “Never a dull moment.”
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It’s five minutes to two, and my nerve is quickly failing me. I’ve changed into a dress that Alex suggested. It’s a green-and-black-patterned skater-style dress that is more than casual but not quite formal.

A bit of an in between.

A lot like myself.

My hair is freshly washed and dried and hanging in soft waves down my back. I kept my makeup light, as usual. Much to Alex’s disgust, I’m wearing my wedge platform shoe boots instead of the stilettos she preferred.

Really, I couldn’t give a monkey’s what I’m wearing or what I look like. Nerves have twisted my stomach into knots, and I must have looked at my watch like about a million times in the last hour. I clasp my pendant, distractedly rubbing my fingers over the cool silver.

“Don’t worry,” Ky says, for the umpteenth time. “It’s going to be fine.”

Through the glass panel beside the front door, I spot Adam’s car pulling up outside. “Oh, God. I think I’m going to be sick.”

Ky bundles me up in his arms from behind. “Relax, babe. I got you.” I visibly tremble before forcing myself to get a grip. Reluctantly, I ease out of his embrace. Finding my boyfriend draped around me would no doubt only rile Adam up from the get-go. Ky places his hand against my lower back as Alex and James step into the lobby and open the door. Adam walks up to us, flanked by two cute boys who are impeccably dressed in designer clothing from head to toe. “Thank you for inviting us,” Adam says, handing Alex a massive bouquet of flowers and an expensive-looking bottle of red wine.

“Thank you so much for coming, and thank you for these,” Alex says, nuzzling her nose in the fragrant flowers. “I can’t remember the last time someone bought me flowers.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Even though I can tell it’s an off-the-cuff remark, she might as well have driven a stake right through James’s heart. James purses his lips as he thrusts out his hand. “Adam.” He nods curtly, and Adam gives him a grim smile as he shakes his hand. A new layer of tension settles over me.

“And who are these handsome boys?” Alex asks, quickly sending apologetic eyes my way.

“I’m Jake,” the slightly taller boy says, speaking assuredly. “And this is my twin, Josh.”

Alex holds out her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you,” she says. “How old are you?” she asks Josh, turning her attention to him.

“We’re eight,” Jake confirms on his behalf. Josh edges closer to his dad, averting his vibrant blue eyes and hanging his head. Jake stares at me unashamedly. “Are you my new sister?”

I swallow my nerves and step forward. “Yes. I’m Faye. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” He thrusts out his hand, startling me. I accept his handshake, surprised at how confident he is.

“Dad said your mom is dead. Does that mean you want my mom to be yours now, too?”

“Jacob!” Adam gasps, clearly mortified.

“It’s okay,” I tell him, trying to ignore the ache in my gut. It still hurts so much to hear it said out loud. I switch my attention to Jake. “My mum will always be my mum, and no one could ever replace her, but it would be really nice to meet your mom one day.”

“I don’t know if she’d like that,” he replies truthfully.

“Oh my God, Jacob.” Adam pulls him aside. “Go and tell Whitney to get out of the car.” Jake runs back to the car without complaint. “I’m very sorry, Faye. He didn’t mean to be rude.”

“It’s fine. I used to babysit the neighbor’s kids back home, and they were about the same age.” I shrug. “Kids speak their mind. It’s actually pretty refreshing.”

“Tell him to screw off,” a shrill female voice rings out from the vicinity of the car.

Jake comes back empty-handed. “She says she’s staying in the car and you can screw off,” he repeats verbatim.

Adam looks like he wishes he was anywhere but here. I can’t help wondering if he rushed this through for my benefit, before his children were ready. “We can do this another time,” I rush to reassure him. “We shouldn’t force her if she isn’t ready.”

“I’m really sorry about this. Maybe I was too eager for today to happen, but the boys were excited to meet you.” He looks down at the boy clinging to his side. “Josh is a little shy when he first meets someone new, but he hasn’t stopped asking about you all week.” He toys with Josh’s hair, and his voice turns soft. “I’ve known about you for two months, Faye, and I just want you to be a part of my family. To know you’re included. That you’re not alone.” Out of the corner of my eye, I spot James scowling, and I shoot him a quick warning look. “But I’m sorry if I rushed you after I promised I wouldn’t. We’ll leave if you want.”

“No! Dad!” Jake cries out. “We only just got here.” His face turns sulky.

“You don’t have to leave on my account,” I calmly reply, casting a surreptitious look at the stubborn girl refusing to get out of the car.

A tormented look crosses Adam’s face, and he throws a quick glance over his shoulder. “I thought Whitney would come around once she got here.” Worry lines furrow his forehead, and he rubs the back of his neck. “Look, can you just give me a few minutes. Let me try talking to her again.”

“Why don’t you let me?” Ky suggests stepping forward. Adam looks skeptical. “What harm can it do?”

Adam rubs his jaw. “Okay. Be my guest.”

“Daddy,” Josh says. “I need to use the bathroom.”

“Why don’t I show you where it is?” I propose, holding out my hand. His response is to cling to his dad’s side. I hunch over so I’m more on his level. “Daddy can come too, if you like?”

“Why don’t we all move inside,” James suggests.

I take a quick look back. The passenger side car door is open now, and Ky is leaning one arm on the roof while he talks to Whitney. Her long hair is dyed a shocking pink color, and her gorgeous smile is seductive as she grins up at my boyfriend with obvious interest. All the tiny hairs on my arms lift, and a sour taste forms in my mouth. The extent of my jealousy surprises me. It’s not like I’ve got anything to worry about so why do I feel like running over there and gouging her eyes out with toothpicks?

“Kyler has this handled,” James reassures me, nudging me into the house behind the others.

I lead Adam and Josh to the nearest bathroom, and then I bring Jake down to the games room and show him around. His eyes are out on stilts when he spots the massive TV screen and the Xbox console. Keanu and Keaton are in the middle of a game, but I don’t care. They’re being rude. Standing in front of the screen, ignoring their screams and protests, I introduce Jake.

“Is that NBA 2017?” Jake asks.

Keanu nods. “You want a game?” He holds out his controller, and Jake practically combusts on the spot.

“Yeah! But you have to promise you won’t tell my mom. We’re only allowed one hour of Xbox a day, and I already played before we left.”

Keanu makes a zipping motion with his finger. “My lips are sealed. Sit down, little man. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

Now that Jake’s happy out, I head back to the lobby, following the sound of voices. Ky and Whitney are just ahead of me, walking into the living area together, and I have a full view of her sliding her hand down over his back, down to his butt, and squeezing.

“Get your hands off him.” The words have flown out of my mouth before I’ve had time to even think them. My bitch-o-meter is cranked to the max, and I don’t give a crap that she’s my sister. She can keep her grabby hands away from my man.

She spins around on her knee-high boots, popping gum in and out of her mouth as her gaze rakes over me. She is wearing the tightest, shortest, black leather mini and a cropped, off-the-shoulder sweater that displays a strip of smooth, flat stomach, and the strap of her bra is visible. Her wide, blue eyes are a carbon copy of mine as she levels a loaded look my way.

“Nice dress.” She snorts. “Did you borrow it from grandma?”

I could kill Alex for making me wear this. “At least I don’t look like a cheap tart,” I retort without thinking, instantly feeling a little guilty. This girl is my sister, and I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot. This has got to be difficult for her too.

She pops her gum, slowly, and it irritates the fuck out of me. “No, you just act like one.” She sends me a sly look. “Because there’s no way a plain Jane like you could hold onto a hottie like him any other way.”

What a horrible thing to say. She’s pissed. I get it. But why the hell is she taking it out on me?
 I’m so not in the mood for this crap. “I’m not doing this with you, so just drop it.” I’m determined to keep to a certain minimum level of maturity.

That clearly wasn’t the type of response she was after, so she tries a different approach. Looking sideways at Ky, she licks her lips, demolishing him with her gaze. “How about you and me go to your room and I’ll show you a good time.” She opens her mouth wide and makes a disgusting gesture with her hand. “I give great head, or so I’ve been told.”

“Oh my God. You are certifiable.” My claws are coming out, and my inner beast is waking from its slumber. So much for keeping a level head. Coming to loggerheads with my new sister is not how I saw this day panning out. I have to remind myself she’s at that awkward age and it’s up to me to rise above this. I start counting to ten in my head.

“Faye.” Ky walks toward me, subtly shaking his head. “Let it go,” he mouths, and that only infuriates me further, even if he is probably right. Whitney has me wound up tight in less than five minutes in her company.

“Yes, Faye
,” she snickers. “Be a good little girl and do what you’re told.”

Every muscle in Ky’s body locks up as he turns around and steps back toward Whitney, his eyes narrowing to slits. His lips curl into a sneer, and he pins her with a cold, stark gaze. The temp drops a few degrees as he stands there staring at her, waiting to pounce. His eyes drill into hers and she gulps nervously. He takes another step toward her and she instinctively rears back. His hands are curled into tight fists at his side as he puts himself right up in her face. She jerks back, undeniably petrified. I almost feel sorry for her. I’ve been on the receiving end of one of those looks before, and it ain’t pleasant. No one does dark and dangerous quite like Ky.

When he starts speaking, his voice is guttural and low. “I thought I explained myself outside.” He glares at her, and she visibly shivers. “Faye is the love of my life, and her happiness is my sole mission in life. If you fuck with her, you fuck with me.” He tilts his head to the side. “I’m not very happy with you right now, Whitney. No one speaks to Faye like that and gets away with it. No. One.”

He palms his hand against the wall overhead, and his impressive body hovers over her, caging her in on one side. She gulps, and her eyes dart around the room in a panic. “I didn’t mean it,” she whimpers.

“Then you’ll have no problem apologizing,” Ky replies coolly.

She ducks out from under his raised arm and levels a look at me. “Sorry,” she says, not looking or sounding overly apologetic. “My bad.”

Ky’s gaze locks on mine as he opens his mouth to intervene again, but I silence him with a look. One I hope conveys my gratitude but suggests I can deal with this from here on out. While it warms my heart to know he will always jump to my defense, I am more than capable of standing up for myself, and I know full well how to handle this spoilt brat.

“I don’t know what your problem is, but I’m telling you how it’s going to go down today.” I walk up to her, and she juts her chin up defiantly. Even in her hooker boots, she only reaches my chin. I talk calmly and quietly. “You clearly have some issue with me, which disappoints me, but I’m not going to lose sleep over it. However, you are not going to ruin today for your father or your brothers, and you won’t disrespect my aunt and uncle when they have so graciously invited you here. So, do everyone a favor and at least pretend
 to be nice for a couple of hours.”

She flips her middle finger up at me, and some of my control evaporates. “And while you’re at it, keep your hands off my boyfriend, because if I catch you even looking funny at him, I will rip your hair out, one obnoxious pink strand at a time.” Okay, that was probably going a tad too far.

She sends me an amused grin, almost like she approves, and I genuinely can’t figure her out.

“Is everything okay out here?” Adam asks, poking his head through the door.

I give him my best smile. “Peachy. Whitney and I were just having a little chat. Coming to an understanding.”

She harrumphs, brushing past and deliberately nudging me in the side.

Adam frowns, and his eyes scan my face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” I smile sweetly.

“Have you seen Jake?”

“Yep. He’s playing Xbox with my cousins, and they’ll join us when they have finished their game.” I loop my arm in Ky’s, continuing the pretense. “We should eat. The food will go cold.” Adam nods, walking back into the living area as we trail behind him.

Ky presses his mouth to my ear. “Will I get in trouble if I admit that you warning her off was the hottest damn thing I’ve ever seen?” I smirk. “And how I’m hard as a rock now and wishing you would take me to my room and—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” I whisper, cutting him off as my knees turn weak and a surge of longing so intense ripples through me. “We can’t escape now, and you’re only teasing me. Save it for later.” I slide my hand down his back and squeeze his butt in my own version of payback.

“And thank you for sticking up for me,” I add, giving him another playful squeeze.

“I know you had it under control, but I wasn’t going to stand by and let her spout all that sleazy shit. Let her act so disrespectfully toward you.”

“I appreciate that, but you could’ve removed her hand from your ass a little quicker.” I send him a knowing look.

He pulls me aside, and I try to ignore the inquisitive looks leveled our way. “Are you for real?” An angry spark flashes in his eyes. “You got there first, and her hand was on my ass for, like, three seconds, tops.”

“That’s three seconds too long.” I pout, deciding to downplay it before it turns argumentative.

His shoulders relax, and he laughs. I release the breath I’d been holding. “I didn’t think you could get any hotter, but you are so hot when you’re jealous.” He pulls me into his chest, all hint of anger vanished.

“Not funny.” I push against his chest, attempting to resist his allure. “How about I call Brad over here and let him feel my ass for three seconds?”

I instantly know it’s the wrong thing to say. Regret rears up and bites me. He releases me like I’m an infectious disease. “It’s not the same thing and you know it. That was fucking low, Faye.” He walks off into the kitchen, dragging his hands through his hair.

Shit. He’s right. That was way out of order, and I don’t even know why I said it. It’s like my brain took a temporary vacation.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Whitney grinning in my direction, and I glower at her. I’ve imagined today going many different ways but not like this. Foolishly, I’d thought I might be able to strike up a friendship with my sister. Might be able to form the type of relationship I have with Jill and Rach with Whitney. That idea is shot to hell now. She wants nothing to do with me. Maybe, when she’s had time to get used to the idea, she’ll come around, but I’m not going to hold my breath. I’m a pretty good judge of character, and …

My thoughts meander as I pick up on something outside the window. I squint as my feet take on a life of their own. I walk over to the window like there’s a rocket up my ass.

No fucking way.

I blink excessively, wondering if it’s possible I’m seeing things—but nope. Pointing out the window, I ask, “Is that … Courtney?”





Chapter Thirty-One
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Kyler

We all turn at Faye’s words, and I’m beside her in a heartbeat, staring out the window with my mouth hanging open. Courtney is racing across the back lawn, in her bare feet, holding her shoes in her hand as she’s chased by two of Dad’s security guards. Her hair is flapping behind her, and the wild look in her eyes is kinda freaky. The guards are speaking hurriedly into their mouthpieces, no doubt requesting backup.

Dad curses low under his breath. “I’ll handle this.”

He turns to walk away, but Mom takes hold of his elbow, shaking her head. “I’ll fix this. Can you call Kaden and see what their ETA is, please?” She’s in professional mode as she smiles apologetically at Adam. “I’m very sorry about this intrusion. Please just ignore her.”

Easier said than done. Although the guards are closing the distance on Courtney, she’s making good use of those long legs of hers, and she’s almost to the edge of the lawn, at the corner of the house. She stops for a minute, pivots around, and strategically flings her stilettos at the guards. They both duck down, narrowly avoiding a heel in the eyeball. Ouch.

She’s closer now and there’s no missing the venomous look on her face. Faye jumps as Courtney slams into the window, mashing her face up to the glass. The glass panes rattle. “I can see you, James,” she yells. “Get out here and confront me like a man! If you think this is the end of it, you can think again. I’ve still got cards to play, and you are both going to be sorry you did this to me! No. One. Does. This. To. Me!”

One of the guards reaches the house, grasping her waist from behind. “It’s not too late to negotiate!” Her shrill plea is borderline hysterical. The guard tries to pry her from the window, but she’s stronger than she looks, and she grips the wooden window frame like she’s clinging on for dear life. Her sharp, green eyes fix on me as her body is jostled about from behind. She still doesn’t let go.

“Call Officer Hanks, please,” Mom says, appearing outside. Her words filter in through the open window. “Tell him we want this woman arrested for trespassing and breaking an official court order.”

Courtney pounds the glass with one clenched fist, reclaiming my attention. She points her finger at me, and her eyes bore into mine, sending prickles of alarm washing all over me. Icy chills rip up and down my spine. “Say goodbye to your nice life.” She cackles, enjoying my obvious discomfort. Her eyes dart wildly around the room. “You’re all going down! All of you!”

Faye’s hand threads in mine and hauls me away from the window. “Okay, that was super creepy.”

I allow Faye to pull me away in a bit of a daze. Something about the way she looked at me has unnerved me.

Outside, Courtney has been removed from the window, but she’s thrashing about uncontrollably, and the guards are struggling to restrain her. Her arms and legs are flailing about as she screams like a wild animal. Mom is trying to talk to her, her face a mask of calm composure, but they’re too far away now to hear what’s being said. A few minutes later, a cruiser pulls up in front of the house just in front of Kade’s Jeep.

“The boys are here,” Dad says, as if we haven’t just witnessed the crazy woman making threats outside. “Let’s sit down at the table.”

Whitney cranks out a laugh, and Adam sends a warning glare in her direction. “I’m really glad I came now, Dad. You were right.” She sends him a smug look as she flies off the arm of the couch. “This is
 fun.”

Kent strolls into the dining room with Keaton, Keanu, and one of the twins. Jake, I think it is. Hard to tell, they are so alike. Except for the fact that the other boy, Josh, has barely left his father’s side.

I wait for it. Knowing it’s as predictable as the Patriots making the playoffs.

Ten, nine, eight …

And there it is.

The moment Kent spots Whitney.

I saw this coming from the minute she opened her mouth outside. From the second her mischievous eyes roamed me unashamedly. From the instant the dirty proposition left her filthy mouth. The sense of déjà vu was almost overwhelming. It was like looking at a miniature female Kent in the making. She already has the derogatory look down pat, and the way she went at Faye proves the same arrogant, cocky immaturity flows through her veins.

My little warning outside apparently fell on deaf ears. I told her how important today was to Faye and that I wouldn’t hesitate to crush her if she fucked things up for my girl.

Clearly went in one ear and out the next.

I’m losing my touch.

Kent stops, his eyes narrowing as he zones in on her like a predator marking his prey. He’s across the room in a flash. Bowing dramatically at the waist, he extends his hand toward her. “Kent Kennedy at your service, oh gorgeous one.” He straightens up, grinning as he takes her hand and plants a kiss on it. “Who are you and where the hell have you been all my life?”

I groan, recognizing the line. He borrowed it straight from Brad’s mouth.

Could he be any more cliché?

She eyes him like he’s scum at the bottom of her fuck-me boots, but I see the flicker of interest, the sheen of excitement in her eye. She’s not experienced enough to hide it. “Don’t tell me that line actually works on girls? It’s so 1990s.”

I need to shut this down.

I stalk toward them. “Enough flirting, dipshit. Go get the door for your brother.”

“Get lost, Ky, and get the fucking door yourself.”

My fists twitch at my side. I’d love to knock some sense into the little shit, but I don’t think Mom would approve of that type of discipline. “Behave, or I’ll make you.” I send him a warning as I go out to greet my brothers.

Courtney is screaming like a banshee as I step outside. Kicking and screaming and cursing like the skank she is. Officer Hanks and his colleague push her into the back of the cruiser, and my ears give silent thanks.

Kade and Kev are looking on in amusement. A pretty girl with bouncy red curls is glued to Kaden’s side. She’s wearing a fitted black mini dress that is molded to her body, leaving little to the imagination. Her killer cleavage is on full display, and I mean, full display
—if the neckline were any lower, I’d be able to see her nipples. She is perched on extremely high heels, looking like she could topple over at any time.

I fail to hide my smirk as Keven looks in my direction, grinning back at me in obvious understanding. He strolls over to my side as Mom talks urgently to the officer.

“Who the fuck is she and what’s she doing here?”

“Tiffani,” he drawls, “with an I, not a Y. She’s his latest fuck buddy. No idea in hell why he’s brought her here. Mom’s going to blow a gasket.”

I chuckle. “Perhaps, that’s the intent.”

Kev grimaces. “You could be right, but I think there’s more to it, but, you know Kade; he doesn’t say jack shit.”

That surprises me.

The two of them are usually very tight. It always used to piss me off, but since I found out we are legit blood brothers, it’s actually grated on my nerves a little more than usual. “How come? You two live together.”

“Bro, I hardly ever see him anymore. And he’s so secretive. Won’t tell me a Goddamned thing. I haven’t a clue what’s going on with him these days.” He slaps me on the back. “How are you?”

I shrug casually, as if having a death sentence hanging over my head is no biggie. “Fine.”

“Yeah.” He snorts. “That’s what I thought.”

Before I can retaliate, Mom is rushing us into the house. The moment she spots Tiffani is priceless. The look of pure horror on her face is impossible to miss, but she composes herself quickly, welcoming the girl. Only Kev and I see her wiping her palm down the front of her dress after they shake hands. “This should be fun,” Kev jokes.

“You have no idea.” Wait until Faye versus Whitney round two kicks off.

After all the introductions are made, we serve ourselves from the buffet and sit down. I pull Faye’s chair out for her, conspicuously avoiding the heated stare Whitney is leveling my way from across the table. Kent sits down beside her—of course—proceeding to flirt up a storm the whole way through dinner. A couple of times, I have to kick him under the table to shut up. Adam appears to have shrewd instincts, and he’s watching the pair of them like a hawk. Unfortunately, I think that only spurs Whitney on. I should be glad that she’s stopped sending fuck-me eyes my way, and stopped glaring at Faye, but now she’s fawning all over Kent, and I’m afraid things are about to head south. It’s not like he needs much encouragement.

Faye’s new sister is one hell of a spoiled bitch. No matter what Mom offers her, she refuses. The response is either she’s “allergic” or “red meat clogs your arteries” or “dairy gives me, like, really insane migraines.” There’s no denying she’s hard work, but that only appears to add to her appeal for Kent. His eyes have glossed over, and he’s staring at her as if he’s never seen a girl before in his life.

Conversation is strained at the table, although things are cool with me and Faye now that she’s apologized for her earlier comment. I know she didn’t mean it, but that didn’t make it hurt any less at the time.

Dad and Adam aren’t fooling anyone with their barbed comments and hate-filled looks. Faye has barely swallowed a thing, and I know the tension is eating away at her. She was already so worried about today without all this unnecessary drama. Every so often, I squeeze her knee or sneak a sly kiss when I think no one’s looking. Whatever I can do to ease the stress.

Mom suggests we eat dessert in the conservatory overlooking the lawn so we head outside. My younger brothers return to the games room with Josh and Jake in tow.

Tiffani is laughing at something Kaden is saying in her ear, and the piercing sound is like a hyena with a sore throat. I can already feel a headache coming on. Faye nudges me in the side, not so subtly rolling her eyes. Tiffani’s contributions at dinner were less than illuminating, and I’m struggling to understand how she managed to get into Harvard and how she’s managed to worm her way into my brother’s affections.

She must be one hell of a lay.

Perhaps she intentionally hides her brain under that bimbo exterior, but one thing’s certain; if she intends to hold on to my brother—and all the indications are pointing to her being a clinger—she’ll need to up her game.

Her current game face sucks butt. Big style.

“Whitney’s been in the bathroom for ages,” Faye whispers in my ear. I had noticed. Her direct look tells me she’s thinking what I’m thinking.

Taking her hand, I pull her to her feet. “Let’s go. It’s best we find them before your dad does.” Her step falters a little. “What?”

“You called him my … dad.” A flustered expression crosses over her beautiful face. “That’s still difficult to wrap my head around.”

I haul her into my side, kissing the top of her head. “Sorry. I didn’t think.”

“No.” She shakes her head, her hair cascading in soft waves down her back. “I’ve got to face facts. And it’s not really such a bad thing. Apart from Whitney, that is.”

“She’ll come around.”

“Yeah, right.” Faye snorts.

Inappropriate sounds accost us the instant we step into the lobby. Faye bites out a curse. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She’s fuming as she stomps toward the guest bathroom, tucked in at the back of the mezzanine stairs. Yanking the door open, she curses again.

Kent is leaning back against the sink with his jeans and boxers pooled around his feet. His head is thrown back, and his eyes are closed as he moans in ecstasy. Whitney is crouched over him, eagerly sucking him off. I lounge against the doorframe, trying not to laugh at the disgusted look on Faye’s face. She’s like two seconds away from exploding.

Kent is a little asshole, but I’ve got to begrudgingly give him credit. Despite his cheesy one-liners, and his love-’em-and-leave-’em attitude, he still has girls crawling all over him. He’s getting way more action than I did at his age, although, to be fair, I had a steady girlfriend. Kent opens one eye, spots us, grins, and then palms the back of Whitney’s head, urging her to continue. What a cocky little bastard. I chuckle, earning a death glare from Faye in the process. Whitney looks up but she doesn’t stop her feverish sucking, eyeballing me with a naughty glint in her eye.

A faint noise outside spurs me into action. Gently moving Faye aside, I grip Whitney by the shoulders and pull her off Kent. Faye averts her eyes. Whitney is bitching me out over it and wrestling in my grip. Kent is scowling at me like I just killed his firstborn. “Someone is coming!” I hiss through gritted teeth.

“That someone would’ve been me!” he snarls. “In like less than two seconds. You fucking asshole.”

“Pull your pants up, you idiot!” I snap, rapidly losing patience.

Faye dangles a leopard-print bra from one finger. “And you better put this back on before your dad spots your bare nipples poking out through your shirt.”

“I would if I could use my arms,” Whitney huffs, slapping my arm to prove her point. I let her go, taking a step toward Faye. Brazen as all hell, Whitney pulls the sweater up over her head and turns to face us, bare chested, with a devilish smirk on her face. Kent groans, and I can tell what his next move is going to be. Pinning him with a deadly serious look, I shake my head. “Don’t even think about it.”

The footsteps are getting closer, and I make a knee-jerk decision. Grabbing the bra, I fling it at Whitney. “Get dressed, both of you, and stay quiet. We’ll handle this, but I’m warning you, no continuation of what just happened, or we’ll rat you out to both dads.” Kent flips me the bird, as I lift Faye at the waist and pull her out of the bathroom. We shut the door and race out into the lobby in the nick of time.

Adam wanders into the lobby, looking lost. “Oh, Faye, there you are. I was just looking for Whitney. Have you seen her?”

“Yeah, she’s fine. We were just with her. She’s with Keaton. He’s, ah, showing her his … stamp collection.”

I manage to disguise my snort of hilarity as a cough.

Adam frowns, looking skeptical.

I step in. “I’ll send her out to you if you like?”

“Please.” He looks at me a little sheepishly. “I mean no offense, Kyler, but I’d like to keep her as far away from your brothers as possible. Especially Kent. I didn’t miss what was going on back at the table. Whitney is boy crazy, and she’s rather fond of getting herself into situations a fourteen-year-old girl shouldn’t be in.”

“Don’t worry, sir,” I say in my most sincere tone. “We’ll make sure nothing happens. We’ll send her right out.”

“Thank you.” He tilts his head at Faye. “I’m sorry for the way she’s behaving. Don’t take it personally. I’m the one she’s angry at, and she’s at a difficult age. Everything and everyone frustrates her.”

“It’s okay, Adam. You don’t need to explain,” Faye says, in a louder tone of voice. “I understand. She’s fourteen, she’s pretty, and she thinks she knows it all, but once she grows up, she’ll realize how selfishly she’s acting.”

I chuckle under my breath. My girl’s got claws and then some. I’ll bet Kent is struggling to restrain Whitney in the bathroom.

“Somehow, I don’t think you’re speaking from personal experience,” he replies.

“Oh,” Faye laughs, tossing her hair back, “I wouldn’t quite agree with that. You’d be surprised at some of the things I’ve gotten up to.”

His face pales a little. “Maybe there are some things I’d rather not hear about.”

“Perhaps.” She grins wickedly.

Adam retreats outside and Faye sags against me. “That was cutting it close.”

I take her hand, pulling her back to the bathroom. “Come on. They’re probably already on round two.”

This time when we open the door, they are indulging in a hardcore make-out session, but at least they are fully clothed and there are no bodily parts on show.

“Playtime’s over, kiddies,” Faye drolls, and I snicker.

Whitney rips her lips from Kent, glaring at Faye. “You think you’re so funny.” She prods her in the chest. “And we heard every word, and I know you did it on purpose.”

Faye removes her finger. “Thanks
 will suffice.”

Whitney shoves her upturned middle finger in Faye’s face. “This is as much thanks as you’ll ever get from me, and don’t go thinking I owe you or anything.” Planting her hands on her slim hips, she smirks at Faye. “Stamp collection?! Is that the best you could do?”

“Don’t be so ungrateful. It worked didn’t it?” Faye snaps back.

“Speaking of,” I say, “you best get your ass outside before Adam becomes suspicious.”

Leaning in, she claims Kent’s mouth in a hard kiss, her tongue visible as she thrusts it between his lips. Kent grips her ass, and Faye just rolls her eyes. Whitney breaks away, panting. “Rain check, pretty boy?”

“You betcha.” He pinches her tit through her sweater, and Faye’s about ten seconds away from tearing him a new one when the doorbell chimes.

“Saved by the bell,” Whitney giggles, palming Kent’s crotch one last time. “Later, baby.” She saunters outside, swishing her hips deliberately, and Kent can’t take his eyes off her.

Faye scowls as she notices the growing bulge in his jeans. “Oh, God,” she mutters, rubbing her eyes. “Please let this day be over already.”

The bell rings again, more insistently this time, and I walk toward the door. The second I open it, I’m pushed back as the detective from Bayfield barges into the house surrounded by four uniformed cops. Slamming my face up against the wall, he secures cuffs around my wrists. In the background, I hear Faye ordering Kent to fetch Dad.

Getting arrested three times in the space of two weeks has got to be some kind of record.

The detective eyeballs me. “Things aren’t looking so good for you, son.”

Tell me something I don’t know.





Chapter Thirty-Two
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Faye

I throw my phone on the bed, screaming in frustration. Where the hell is Brad when I need him? When Ky needs him? Needs us?
 It’s ten p.m. and he should be back from his aunt’s by now. He had left early this morning for the two-hour trip out of state, but he should be home already. I don’t want to confront Addison by myself, but it’s looking like I won’t have much choice. It’s been four hours since the cops hauled Ky out of here. Alex and James went with him, but they insisted I stay here. Keven went back to Harvard promising to stay up all night searching for anything that might help.

But I’m all out of patience.

I tried talking Kal into coming to Addison’s with me, but he’s siding with Keven, and they both made me promise profusely that I wouldn’t do anything stupid.

Thing is, we have different interpretations of the word, and I’m not opposed to breaking my promise if the situation demands it or taking whatever actions are necessary to protect someone I love.

Rose is out on a date with Theo, and Brad was my only hope. But I’ve phoned him a million times. Left a trillion messages. And he’s still a no show. Perhaps he’s avoiding me on purpose. Not that I’d blame him—Ky did warn him to keep his distance.

I hop up, bristling with restless energy. I refuse to hang around my room moping when my boyfriend is actually being charged with a murder he didn’t commit.

Someone has to do something practical to help him.

That gun could only have been planted by one of two people—either Addison or Courtney. Considering Courtney was fixated on Alex and James and Kennedy Apparel, my money’s on Addison. Besides, Courtney is safely behind bars right now, leaving Addison as prime suspect.

I strip off my clothes, pulling jeans and a black hoodie out of my wardrobe and throwing them on in record time. Shoving my feet into my sneakers, I lace them up quickly. Time is running out for Ky, and if I’m going to intervene, it has to be now.

I leave a hastily scribbled note for Kal and Brad, knowing one of them will check in on me at some point. At least if Addison does away with me, they’ll know exactly who to point the finger at.

Before I leave the house, I grab one of the smaller chopping knives from the kitchen. Using some medi-tape from the first aid kit, I strap it around my ankle, covering the evidence with my jeans. Between that and my self-defense techniques, I’m confident I can fend off anything Addison throws my way. I’m hoping she only had access to the one gun. The one that’s now evidence in police lockup.

The alternative doesn’t bear thinking about.

The taxi is waiting for me on the road outside the old entrance at the rear of the woods. I give him directions and sink back in the seat, trying to quell my nerves. I fiddle with my phone, ensuring I have the record button all set up. This will only work if I can get Addison to confess to something on tape.

I ask the taxi driver to pull over in almost the exact same spot Rose parked in the last time we were here. I hand him a wad of notes and tell him I’ll double it if he’s still here when I get back. Sliding out the door, I head across the fields and out to the wooded area that borders the back of Addison’s house. Then I push the send button on the message I’d already constructed.

“I know who your real mother is, and I know what you’ve done. Unless you want me to share the deets all over the net, meet me in the woods at the back of your house right now. Faye.”

Short and to the point.

Her reply is almost instantaneous. “On my way.”


I stick close to the small wooded area, making sure to keep out of visible light. Every sound from behind has me jittery. Perhaps coming here on my own wasn’t such a good idea after all but there’s no backing out now.

It seems like I’ve been waiting an eternity before I detect a shadowy figure vaulting over the fence and heading in my direction. As she draws closer, I have to smother my grunt of surprise. I have never seen Addison looking anything but immaculately turned out. Right now, she’s paying homage to her trailer trash roots. She’s wearing gray, tatty old sweats tucked into beige Ugg boots and a black windbreaker that I wouldn’t be seen dead wearing, and I’m fairly casual when it comes to clothing. Her long blonde hair is pulled into a severe ponytail, and her face is wiped clean of makeup. If I didn’t know she’s on her way to meet me, I actually wouldn’t believe it was the same girl.

“Are you crazy?” she demands in a hiss as she approaches.

“Of the two of us, I’m pretty sure I’m the least crazy one,” I reply coolly, shoving my hand in my pocket and activating the record button on my phone.

“What do you want?” she snaps.

“I want to know why you planted that gun on Ky, and I’m not leaving until you tell me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Nice try. We know it was you. That day in the lobby, that’s what you were up to when you faked an asthma attack.”

“I didn’t fake anything,” she growls, her eyes narrowing to slits. “I did have an asthma attack. I might’ve just exaggerated it a little.” She looks around me. “If Ky’s so concerned, why isn’t he here?” She plants her hands on her hips. “Or does he send you to do all his dirty work now?”

“Ky can’t come.” My nostrils flare. “He’s in the police station being charged with a murder he didn’t commit.” My eyes glimmer with indignation and rage.

She stumbles a little. “What?” If I hadn’t witnessed her acting skills up close and personal before, I might actually believe the shock splashed across her face is genuine. “But they let him go?!” Her voice rises a notch. “I don’t understand.”

“They re-arrested him earlier tonight. I’m not sure why, but he’s been there for hours, so it’s not looking good. Did you plant more fake evidence for them to find?” She rests her hands on her knees, and her breath is snaking out in panicked spurts. I take a step toward her, wishing I’d thought to remove the knife from my ankle before she got here. “I know it was you. Just admit it, Addison. You say you love him?” I tilt her chin up and stare earnestly into her eyes. “Then prove it. Tell the police the truth. Let him go free.”

She straightens up, and the look on her face transforms to one of absolute terror. “You don’t understand.” She grips my arm. “I would if I could.” Her grip tightens and the look in her eyes is starting to scare me. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this! You’ve got to believe me. I just wanted to make him dependent on me. I didn’t sign up for any of the other stuff.”

“You know I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She lets go of my arm. “It’s better you don’t know.” She massages her temples. “Look, I know you hate me as much as I hate, you but you’ve got to believe me. I do
 love him, and I would never do this to him.”

I snort. “Puh-lease. After all you’ve done, you expect me to believe that?”

“I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s the truth.”

“Well, excuse me if your word means fuck all. Haven’t you ever heard the phrase ‘actions speak louder than words’?” My eyes drill into her skull. “Now would be a great time for you to show you mean what you say. Time is running out for Ky! If you love him, you’ll make it right. I know you’re involved in this, Addison. You can stand here and deny it ‘til the cows come home and I still won’t believe you. Just admit what you’ve done and turn yourself in. Please.” I’d get on my knees and beg if I thought it’d do any good. “I’m not asking you to do it for me. I’m asking you to do it for him.”

A sharp snapping sound has both of us spinning around, squinting into the black depths of the woodland.

Addison tugs on my arm, attempting to drag me forward. “You shouldn’t be here. You need to leave.”

I’m taller and I’ve definitely got a few pounds of muscle on her, so shoving her off takes minimal effort. “I’m not leaving until you admit it.” So far I have nothing that I can bring to the cops. If I can get her to confess to something, even if it’s only a small thing, that should be enough to cast doubt on Ky’s conviction.

“Faye, please. You have to go.” She gulps, and a spark of terror burns bright in her eyes. “I know you have no reason to believe me, but you have to get out of here. Now!”

She attempts to grab my arm again, but I side step her, grabbing her arm instead. “Quit with the act, Addison. You can’t fool me. Tell me what you did. Better yet, come to the cop station with me and tell them in person.”

“Okay.” The word flies out of her mouth without hesitation, and she nods her head vigorously. “I’ll come to the station with you.” I narrow my eyes suspiciously. What’s she up to now?
 She starts dragging me away as I try to decipher the confusion in my head. Addison wouldn’t capitulate that easily.

What is going on here?

I resist her pull, digging my boots into the ground. “Hang on here a sec.”

She turns around, and her eyes stretch so wide I’m afraid they’re going to explode right out of their socket. “No!” she screeches, and I lift my hands to cover my ears.

The almost indecipherable sound of approaching footsteps accosts me a split second too late. My heart starts jackhammering in my chest and adrenaline floods my system as I slowly turn around.

Pain explodes in my skull, and black dots mar my vision before an ominous dark blanket of doom creeps slowly across my retinas. My body slithers to the ground just before I lose complete consciousness.





Chapter Thirty-Three
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Faye

I don’t know how long I’ve been out of it when I finally regain consciousness. Judging by the faint streams of daylight trickling through the small window in front of me, it’s got to be at least six or seven hours since I was last awake. The pounding pain in my skull has me moaning as I come to. My eyes blink open and shut, refusing to cooperate. Try as I might, I can’t keep them open for more than a couple seconds at a time. My head lolls forward as I lick my dry lips. The metallic taste in my mouth combined with a pulsing ache in my arms is like a shot of liquid reality straight to my veins.

The memory surges to the forefront of my mind, and my eyes blink wide open. Blood rushes to my head, and if I wasn’t already tied to the chair I’m sitting in I think I would’ve fallen off with the sudden burst of dizziness.

My breath gushes out in panicked spurts, and my heart is slamming wildly against my ribcage. I look down at the rope tied firmly around my midriff and the second layer of binding around my calves. My hands are tightly pinned behind the back of the chair, and every muscle in my arms throbs with the strain.

“About damn time,” a familiar bored voice says.

My breath hitches in my throat, and bile coats the inside of my mouth.

“I know you’re awake, Faye. Look at me.”

I keep my head down, racking my brain for some kind of escape plan. But I come up empty-handed.

I’m so screwed this time.

Something blunt hits my temple, and I scream as intense pain rattles through my already sore skull.

Warm liquid trickles down the side of my face.

“Was that really necessary?” Addison asks in her usual nasally tone of voice.

A hand fists in my hair, and my head is yanked back. My neck strains at the awkward angle.

“Hello, precious Faye,” Courtney says. “You have no idea how happy I am to have you here.” She makes it sound like she’s invited me over for dinner.

“Wish I could say the feeling’s mutual, but that’d be a lie.” My voice sounds remarkably calm considering the epic panic party detonating fireworks inside me.

Courtney twists my hair tighter, and I feel the sharp tug all the way to the base of my ribcage. “What do you want with me?”

She laughs. “I always knew you weren’t that smart despite how much Alexandra
 gushed about you. Haven’t you figured it out already?”

She releases her hold on my head, but my relief is short-lived. Walking around in front of me, she crouches down and slaps my face from side to side. “Wakey, wakey, you dumb Irish bitch.”

“Court.” Addison sounds almost bored. “What is this?”

“Don’t interrupt me!” she snaps. “You are only here at my invitation, and I can change that any time I like.”

Panic is like a vise-grip around my heart as Courtney whips a gun out from the waistband of her pants, brandishing it in Addison’s direction. Addison is wearing the same clothes she had on when I last saw her and pretty much wearing the exact same terrified expression, although she is doing her best to disguise it.

That act last night wasn’t an act. Addison was genuinely scared and trying to warn me off. And I didn’t trust in it, or her.

Some of the puzzle pieces start slotting into place. My eyes scan my surroundings as my mind churns the connotations. Lighting is dim, courtesy of four candles, flickering softly behind glass covers. We appear to be in a small log cabin of sorts. Rustic, thick timber log walls rise to meet a tongue-and-groove triangular-shaped roof. The wooden floor under my feet is scuffed and dirty and littered with withered old leaves and other natural debris. A discolored, patterned rug lines the floor directly in front of the door. To my left is an open stone fireplace. Cold, blackened cinders fill the hearth. A stack of logs is piled up to one side, facing a lumpy looking red and gray colored couch. Over the other side of the cabin is a small kitchen area. I count eight presses, four on the bottom and four on the top, fronting a small, rectangular wooden table and chairs.

“Like what you see?” Courtney asks, dragging a chair over. She sits down facing me, tipping my chin up with the barrel of her gun.

I gulp. “Where am I?”

She laughs. “One stupid question after another.” She shakes her head. “Do you really expect me to answer that?” Her eyes shimmer with excitement as Addison yawns, pretending to be bored.

My eyes flick to Addison, and she subtly shakes her head. I focus solely on Courtney, trying to ignore the growing trembling taking hold of my body. I’ve got to keep her talking. “I know it was you,” I tell her. “You killed Doug Grant and framed Ky.”

She leans back in her chair with a smug grin on her face. “Finally! Maybe there is hope for you yet.”

“You two were working together,” I add, jerking my chin at Addison.

Addison looks glum, while Courtney purses her lips. “I wouldn’t quite call it that. I’m in charge of this show, and Addison does what I tell her to do.”

Addison harrumphs. “Oh, come on, Court, you know you never would’ve gotten this far if it wasn’t for me. Don’t you dare downplay my role. I was the one who got you the evidence you needed to blackmail James and Alex. You wouldn’t have gotten anywhere without that.”

Courtney purses her lips unhappily. “It was still my plan, and I sent you up to his office that night with the safe code to retrieve it.”

Alarm bells ping in my head. “That night we caught you in James’s study, when you said you were looking for the tape of you and Ky? That’s really what you were doing?”

Addison nods, looking pleased as punch, and I can’t tell if she’s genuinely proud of herself or if this performance is for Courtney’s benefit. “Yeah. I had it stuffed up my shirt if any of you had even thought to search me.” She snickers. “But you were too busy trying to get me away from Ky to care.”

“And what about all the recordings? Screwing Brad and sending the evidence to Ky. Screwing Kal and showing the evidence to Lana. What was that about?”

“That was all part of my plan to get him to commit to me for life. I wasn’t lying when I told you I love him. I’ve always loved him. He was meant to be mine!”

If I wasn’t already forcibly sitting down, I’m sure I would’ve just fallen off my chair. “How the hell do you figure that one out?”

She pushes off the door and walks over to the fireplace, supporting her butt on the edge of the ledge. “It was Court’s idea.” She glares at Courtney. “She said I had to break him. To separate him from everyone he loved, and then I’d be there to build him back up. He’d see that I was the only one he could count on, and I’d get him back. Get that ring on my finger that I’ve dreamed of for years. That’s why I did all that stuff. I was doing it for Ky. He belongs with me.”

I’m not sure who is the more delusional of the two. Courtney for even suggesting such a crackpot scheme or Addison for believing in it. And how did Addison and Courtney even join forces? What could ha—

I gasp out loud as it comes to me.

“You’re half-sisters.” I stare at Courtney as it all starts to come together. “Wendy is your mum, too. You’re the baby she gave up when she was in high school.”

Courtney claps loudly. “Okay, maybe you’re not as dumb as you look. And I see you’ve been doing some homework of your own.” Her eyes narrow, and she shunts forward in her seat, pinching my knee. “How do you know that?”

She can’t know about Keven or that anyone else knows about this. I decide to share some of the truth. “I wanted to get Addison away from Ky, so I snuck over to her house one night, and I heard a conversation between her adopted mum and her birth mum, and it didn’t take much to figure it out.”

Addison gets up. “You spied on me?” she shrieks. Courtney sends a warning look her way.

“You can hardly get mad at me considering all you did. And you expect me to believe you did it as part of some warped plan to get Ky back? To make him reliant on you? I’m calling bullshit on that.”

Courtney grins. “I think she just challenged you.” She winks at Addison.

Addison’s mouth twists into an ugly grimace. “That was
 the main reason, but I also wanted financial independence. I want away from my family. They have tried their best to ruin my life, and I wanted to take back control. Wendy only told me she was my mother because she was hoping to get more cash from my dad. The woman I thought was my mother has lied to my face for seventeen years, and my dad is a cheating skeeze who fucked his wife’s sister and got her pregnant.”

She flaps her hands about, pacing in front of the fireplace. “I’m irrelevant in the midst of all that. I’m just some possession they enjoy arguing over. My life is completely fucked up, and I just wanted to take something for myself. Court understands that, and if her plan had succeeded, she would have married James, controlled Kennedy Apparel, and we both would’ve had more money than we knew what to do with. And I would have Ky by my side which is all I’ve ever wanted. No one else I’ve been with comes even close to him.”

Well, on that we can agree. Not that I’m admitting that out loud.

She stabs Courtney with a heavy hostile look. “But I’ve lost him now, thanks to you!”

Courtney’s eyes narrow to slits, and a new layer of tension filters through the air. Her eyes focus on my chest, and a conniving look slips over her face. Reaching out, she yanks the pendant from my neck with one sharp tug. Pain rips across the back of my neck, and I bite on the inside of my cheek to avoid crying out.

I won’t give her the satisfaction.

She turns it over in her hand, inspecting the engraving with a growing smile. Her head whips around, and she fixes her evil eye on Addison. She holds up the pendant, letting it dangle from the tips of her fingers. “He never gave you anything like this, did he?” She separates the hearts and points at the inscription. “He loves her in a way he obviously never loved you.” Her eyes narrow as she moves in for the kill. “Him not loving you anymore has nothing to do with me. You lost him all on your own.”

Addison’s eyes narrow, and a red flush sweeps up her neck and over her cheeks. Her chest heaves as she stands there fuming. Ignoring her sister, she turns a scathing look on me. “That’s the truth. Happy now?” she screams at me, although I sense she’s more furious at herself.

Courtney jumps up, racing toward Addison and smacking her hard across the face. “Keep your fucking voice down.”

Addison pushes her sister away. “Fuck you, Court. And no one can hear us here. You made sure of that.”

Courtney puts her face right up in Addison’s. “I don’t much like the way you’re talking to me. And I don’t much like what you were trying to do last night.”

“What?” Addison frowns, looking surreptitiously at me out of the corner of her eye. Her gaze is pleading.

“You went out to meet with her without telling me.” She points at me. “If I wasn’t tapping your cell phone, I would never have known. And the way it looked to me, you were trying to warn her off. Do you need a little reminder of what’s at stake here, sister darling?” She runs the tip of the gun down Addison’s body in a deliberately slow fashion.

Addison pales, and her limbs start visibly trembling. “No.” Her voice is shaky.

“You sure about that?” Courtney circles her body, trailing the gun up and down her torso with intent. Addison swings clear but panicked eyes on me. As our gazes connect, an unspoken communication passes between us. I discreetly nod my head.

“Why?” I shout out, attempting to reclaim Courtney’s attention. “That’s what I don’t understand, Courtney. Why the Kennedys? There are tons of rich people in Wellesley, so why did you target my family? Is this something to do with Alex?”

The mere mention of my aunt has Courtney’s blood boiling. She stalks over to me and grips my shoulders painfully. “That bitch will pay.” Her voice lowers, and she talks in a chilled manner that sends shivers up my spine. “She thinks she’s seen the last of me, but this isn’t over until she is.”

“You hate her that much?”

“Yes,” she roars, losing some of her composure.

I quirk an amused brow. I can’t help it. Courtney slams the butt of her gun into my other temple, and I yelp in pain. Black stars blur my vision, and my head starts slanting. She grips my chin firmly, slapping me a few times across the cheeks. “No, you don’t. You are going to stay conscious for this. I want you to feel everything I’m going to do to you.”

“Do your worst, bitch,” I spit out, and she punches me in the face with the back end of the gun. Blood spurts out of my nose and mouth.

“Jesus, Court.”

“Stay out of this, Addison. What did you think was going to happen here?”

Fighting my dizziness, I try to focus on the two fuzzy figures in front of me.

“What do you mean?” Addison’s voice is barely above a whisper.

“You know she can’t live. Not now she knows the truth.”

“I didn’t sign up for murder!” Addison shrills. “I didn’t sign up for this.” She waves her hands around in a panic, and I silently urge her to stick with the program. Courtney needs to believe she’s still on the team.

I blink my eyes repeatedly, willing my body to fight the slumber. A sharp slapping sound resonates in the room.

“Stop hitting ME!” Addison yells. “Or so help me God, I’ll leave you to handle this on your own.”

“Don’t you dare threaten me. I can bury you, Addison. And don’t think I haven’t taken precautions because I have. If anything happens to me, a file will be sent to the police commissioner with evidence linking you to all the stuff you’ve done.”

I hear Addison’s sharp intake of breath as I shake the last vestiges of sleep off. I lift my head up and look over at the warring sisters. Blood is dripping down my chin, and onto my jeans, and a mad wave of déjà vu comes over me. I shutter my eyes as images of David pinning me down, his hands wrapped around my neck, threaten to overwhelm me. In my head, I count to ten and try to regulate my breathing. My survival depends on me staying alert and not panicking. I’m not sure what the chances are of surviving two life-threatening situations in one lifetime, but I’m determined to buck the odds.

I open my eyes, finding keen green eyes examining me.

“I may have misjudged you, Faye. You’re smarter than I gave you credit for, so, I’m going to level with you. You’re not getting out of here alive.” She pokes the barrel of the gun in the fleshy skin on my cheek. “You know too much. Besides, your death will devastate them all, and it will send a direct warning. They’ll hear about the cops I shot dead in the cruiser after we left your house, and when your mangled corpse is discovered, they’ll know I’m responsible for your death too. They’ll be living in fear, and they are right to be afraid. I won’t stop until I’ve taken everything and everyone she loves from her.”

From my peripheral vision, I watch Addison edge quietly and carefully toward the stack of piled logs. “If I’m going to die, then you might as well tell me why. What did Alex ever do to you?”

“She stole my whole life!” Courtney roars. “She has the life I should have, and she’s going to pay.”

Addison chooses that moment—when Courtney is distracted by her rage—to strike. Accosting her from behind, she brings the log down on top of Courtney’s head with force. Courtney didn’t even see her coming. Addison swings the log a second time for good measure, and I watch as Courtney’s eyes fade in and out. She falls off the chair, collapsing on the floor, unconscious.

“Hurry, Addison. Get me untied before she wakes.”

Addison races to the kitchen, yanking drawers open. “Fuck!” she screams. “They’re all empty.”

“Here!” I yell, trying to lift my leg. “I have a knife strapped to my ankle. I can still feel it there.” It’s a miracle Courtney didn’t find it when she was tying me up.

Addison sinks to her knees in front of me, pushing my jeans up and unstrapping the knife. She quickly sets about removing my restraints while I keep my eyes trained on the inert body on the floor. “Hurry the fuck up, Addison.” My entire body is pumped full of adrenaline and I’m shaking all over. Her hands are shaking too as she fumbles with the bindings.

“For the record,” she says, not looking up at me as she works to cut the last few ropes. “I’m not doing this for you. I still loathe you, and I want him back, but I can’t fight for him if I’m languishing in a jail cell as an accessory to murder.” She looks up, her gaze full of determination. “This is self-preservation, pure and simple. I draw the line at murder, and I sure as hell didn’t want to see Ky framed for something he didn’t do. She did all that on her own.” She pierces me with a worried look. “She’s totally flipped. Like psycho crazy, and after you came to me last night, I was going to go to the cops and confess everything. I swear. I know you love him, but I love him too, and I would never have let him go to prison.”

The last bind snaps, and I’m free. I push off the chair with my hands, swaying as I struggle to my feet. My head pounds and my vision is unfocused again. Every part of my body throbs. Addison slides her arm around my waist and starts hauling me toward the door.

“For the record,” I say, “I believe you.” We share a look.

“Aw, you two have bonded. How cute,” Courtney drawls, and I shriek when I hear the click of the gun.

Addison’s eyes contort in panic as a wild, fluttery sensation kicks off in my chest. “Run!!” I yell the same time Addison screams.

Fireworks explode in my eardrums as the gun goes off.





Chapter Thirty-Four
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Kyler

“Oh, fuck. That was a gunshot!” I turn panicked eyes on Brad. “Hurry the fuck up, man.” I check the app on my cell, and our destination should be around the next bend. Brad does his best to floor the engine, but it’s difficult on this narrow dirt track. If we’d had time, we could’ve taken Kade’s truck, but I didn’t want to waste a single second when I got back to the house and Brad told me Faye was missing. He showed me her note, and we’d headed straight to the Sinclair house. We had woken Addison’s parents up and made them go up to her room. Predictably, she was missing too.

Now I know she has my baby, and I swear to God, I’ll kill Addy if she has harmed a hair on Faye’s head.

This is exactly what I was afraid of.

It’s why I told the cops their little proposed setup was too much of a gamble. I won’t ever willingly place Faye in harm’s way.

Kev called when we were on the highway here, confirming the news that Courtney was the baby Addison’s birth mom gave up when she was still in high school. Everything clicked into place then except I don’t know who the ringleader is. Whether it’s Addison or Courtney calling the shots.

Keven implored us to pull over. To wait for help. He thinks it’s too dangerous to head in there on our own, but he doesn’t get it. He’s never loved any girl the way I love Faye. I’ll die before I’ll let anything happen to her again. I wasn’t there for her when David almost took her life, and I’m fucked if I’m going to walk away now. I’ve seen enough crime shows to know that things can quickly get out of hand when the authorities are notified and that the hostage doesn’t always make it out alive. I’m not prepared to risk Faye’s life by notifying the authorities.

I’m going in there myself to save my baby, no matter what.

I’m pretty sure he’s called Mom and Dad and the cops by now, but there’s no way they’ll get here before us. This place is too far off the beaten track, and the nearest cop station is miles away.

A second gunshot goes off as we round the bend, and a small decrepit wooden cabin comes into view. I curse. So much for stealth mode. We should’ve parked back there and made the rest of the trip on foot. The cabin is nestled on top of this godforsaken mountain, surrounded by a dense forest, and we would never have discovered it if Faye’s cell had been discarded. Although we’ve been driving most of the night, and neither of us has had a lick of sleep, I’m wired tight and ready to pound someone into oblivion.

“Shit!” Brad exclaims. “How do you want to play this?”

“We’re out of time, and there’s no other option now but to bust our way in the front door. There’s no way they didn’t see us pull up.” I remove Dad’s gun from my pocket and unlock the safety. “Let’s go.”

I jump out of Brad’s car the same time he does. He grips a baseball bat firmly between both hands as we race toward the cabin. I keep the gun in front of me as we approach the wooden structure. I bang on the door, and the wooden walls rattle. “We know you’re in there, Addison and Courtney. And we know you have Faye. We’re coming in, and I have a gun, so don’t try anything or I’ll shoot.”

I lift my leg, ready to kick the door down when it swings open.

I point the gun at Courtney’s forehead, desperately trying to conceal my fear. She has Faye in a vise-grip in front of her body. One arm is locked tight under Faye’s neck, and the other holds the gun shoved into her temple. Faye is clawing at Courtney’s arm, struggling to breathe. Her face is a bloody mess, and my protective instincts kick into overdrive. Rage is pummeling my insides, and in my head I’m screaming blue murder. If I get a hold of Courtney, nothing or no one will stop me from killing her. I’ll rip her from limb to limb with my bare hands, and still it won’t be enough. “Let her go or I’ll shoot you,” I demand.

Courtney laughs, and a maniacal glint illuminates her eyes. She’s totally insane. “Come now, darling brother of mine. Don’t even pretend like you have any power in this situation. You will do as I say or I’ll kill her right now.” She moves her finger on the trigger, and panic floods my veins.

“Don’t!” I push the barrel of my gun in Courtney’s forehead. “Let her go and take me. I’m the one Addison wants after all.”

“That ship has sailed,” Courtney smirks, flicking her eyes to the floor.

My heart almost arrests at the sight of Addison, face down on the ground, with blood pooling underneath her from an obvious bullet wound in her back. “You shot your own sister?”

Courtney shrugs, as if it’s commonplace to murder your own flesh and blood. “She failed me. She was trying to help this little bitch escape.” She tightens the hand around Faye’s neck, and a strangled plea rips from Faye’s mouth. Blood lust thrums through my veins, and it’s taking considerable willpower not to lunge for Courtney and throw my girl free. But I can’t risk it. The gun is prodding Faye’s skull, and I can’t risk Courtney pulling the trigger. Dammit.

Brad growls beside me in shared frustration. Faye’s terror-filled eyes meet mine, and the truth of Courtney’s statement rings true in her gaze.

“Here’s how this is going to go down,” Courtney says. “You will both drop your weapons on the floor and move into the middle of the room.”

Brad and I exchange impassive expressions, but we know each other well enough to read the meaning behind the cool exterior. We have no choice but to do as she says and wait for an opportunity to gain the upper hand.

The click of the gun is like a knife straight through my heart. I whip my gaze to Faye’s, watching her visibly gulp as alarm skitters over her face.

“I wasn’t asking,” Courtney snaps. “Do it. Now.” I place my gun on the ground as Brad drops the baseball bat. It hits the floor with a loud thud. Courtney kicks both weapons off to the side, maneuvering herself and Faye to the left of the door and ushering us forward. Stepping over the inert body of my ex wasn’t on my list of things to do to Addison. No matter what she did, she didn’t deserve to die like this.

Courtney backs us up against two chairs occupying the middle of the floor. She drags them beside one another and shoves me down into one. “Tie his hands behind his back,” she commands Brad. “The rope is on the table.” She forces Faye to her knees in front of me, prodding the gun into the back of her head. “Don’t try anything. Either of you. Or I’ll put a bullet through her skull.”

Faye pants, sucking in fretful breaths.

“It’s okay, baby.” I try to keep my voice and my expression calm. She needs to believe we have this under control, even though that’s the opposite of the truth.

“Did I say you could fucking speak?!” Courtney shrills, narrowing her eyes at me. “It’s okay, baby
.” Her voice mimics mine, but I refuse to rise to the bait, locking eyes with Faye instead of looking at the psycho lording it over all of us.

She grips Faye’s chin with force, keeping the gun at the back of her head. Her nails dig into Faye’s skin, drawing blood.

“Leave her alone.” The threat bubbles out of my mouth in a low, dark tone of voice. “I’m going to fucking kill you, Courtney. And I’m going to enjoy every second of it.”

She chuckles, and I surge to my feet, ready to pounce, but Brad steps in between us, cautioning me with his eyes.

“Agghh,” Faye cries out and blood turns to ice in my veins. Brad is blocking my view so I don’t know what’s happened. He steps aside, and my chest tightens. It goes against all my instincts not to rush to Faye’s side, but I can’t push Courtney too far, or it could end in disaster. Faye is hunched over on the ground, clutching her stomach and whimpering. Courtney is hovering over her, pointing the gun at her body.

“Try anything like that again, and I’ll kill her stone dead. I’m only keeping her alive at this point to torture you into submission. So, please, be my guest, keep pulling shit like that so I can take it out on her.”

I slump back in the seat, utterly dejected. All I’m doing is making things worse for Faye. I move my hands behind the back of the chair as Brad loosely ties the rope around my wrists.

“Not so fast, Brad,” Courtney demands, dragging Faye up by the hair. Tears are rolling down Faye’s face, but she doesn’t cry out or say anything. Courtney pulls her around behind my chair, and laughs. “Yeah, thought you might try that. Tie that rope tight. Until I see his flesh turning red with the strain.”

Brad reluctantly complies, and there’s no way I’m getting out of this chair anytime soon. I’m starting to get really worried, and I’m struggling to see how we’re all going to get out of this alive. I can only hope that whoever Kev called is on their way and they get here in time.

“I do hope Mommy and Daddy are on their way here, Kyler. I’d hate them to miss the grand finale,” Courtney says, nudging Brad into the chair beside me.

“I hate to disappoint you, but no one knows we’re here,” I lie, wanting to lull her into a false sense of security.

“Nice try, Kyler, but I’m not buying it. Besides, by now they will know something is wrong even if you didn’t tell them. Why do you think I kept Faye’s cell on?”

Shit. Of course, Courtney would know that all our cells have tracking apps. I should’ve known. I was the one who called Courtney after Faye’s cell broke her first day here. I was the one who asked Courtney to get a new one for her. I feel sick as realization dawns. “This was a trap.”

“Now you’re getting it.” She pushes Faye on the ground behind Brad’s chair. “Tie him up.” She throws back her head, cackling like the Wicked Witch of the West, laughing at some joke we’re not privy to. “I’ll bet under different circumstances you’d love the sound of that, Brad, or have you gotten over your little crush?”

“Fuck you, Courtney.”

Keeping the gun pointed at Faye, she kneels down beside him and smooths a hand over the front of his jeans. I puke a little in my mouth. “You know I’d be so down for that. I’ve always thought you were hot, and when I saw the tape Addy made of you two, I must admit I was jealous.” She moans, and my gag reflex kicks in. “Who knew committing murder could be such a turn on?” Licking her lips, she continues to stroke him, noticing the growing tent situation the same time I do. “I do believe you’re turned on too,” she whispers, her eyes filling with lust and I’m wondering if we might use this new development to our advantage.

“I’d rather fuck a dead dog. This is a pure physiological reaction, that’s all,” Brad responds automatically. “You gross me out.”

Faye is fumbling with the binds on his hands, and I shoot her a knowing look over my shoulder. But Courtney isn’t as oblivious as she’d like us to think. Yanking her hand from Brad’s crotch, she grips Faye by the shoulder. “Tie it tighter, bitch.”

“Don’t fucking talk to her like that,” I grit out, thrashing about on the chair. I shoot her my most venomous look.

“Pipe down, little bro. I was beginning to doubt the same DNA flowed through our veins, but you’re just like him, aren’t you? I’ve seen the same anger, the same aggression, the same disregard for women in you.”

Her earlier comments return to me now, and I think I’m going to be sick as I join the last few dots. It’s obvious Courtney was calling the shots, which means she killed my dad. Ignoring the bait, I focus on the other reality. “Doug was your father too? That’s why you killed him?”

She drags Faye around so they’re both facing us. Forcing Faye to her knees again, she wraps her hand around her neck at the front, and sticks the gun in the back of her skull again. “Please,” she laughs. “That man was on borrowed time, and just because he was there when I was created gives him no right to call himself my father. I did us all a favor.” An evil glint appears in her eye. “I followed you all the way from Wellesley, and I waited outside while you were in his house. After you left, I knocked on Doug’s door. I hadn’t intended to kill him. I was hoping to blackmail him into helping with my plan, but before I could tell him that, before I could tell him who I was, do you know what he did?”

Anger blazes in her eyes.

“He put his hand up my skirt! He felt up his own daughter! Told me I was beautiful and he would fuck me so hard I wouldn’t be able to sit down for a week. I knew right then that pig had to die. The idea to plant the gun in your room came later. It was genius.”

She sends me a gloating look, pausing momentarily as if she’s expecting a pat on the back or a gold medal.

“If I didn’t hate your mother, I might actually feel sorry for her. Framing you for his murder was the cherry on top of my revenge pie.” She glances briefly over her shoulder. “I can’t wait until Alex gets here. Until she understands that she’s lost. That I win. That I always
 win.”

Brad urges me to keep her talking with his eyes. I sense the subtle movement behind me as he quietly works to free his hands. Diverting Courtney with talk of Doug Grant worked. She was too distracted to notice Faye hadn’t tied the binds as tight as she instructed. “Why exactly do you hate my mom so much?”

“She ruined my life, and I’ve made it my life’s mission to make her pay for that.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, although I have an inkling where this is going.

She kneels on the ground behind Faye, keeping her hand secured firmly around her neck. I want to rip her insides out with a pitchfork. “Doug Grant got my mother pregnant when she was fifteen. He swore faithfully that he loved her and that he would stand by her if she promised never to reveal who fathered her child. His motocross career was only starting to take off, and a scandal like that would have finished him. He would’ve gone to jail for sleeping with a minor. My grandmother intervened, forcing Wendy to give me up for adoption when she refused to put the father’s name on my birth cert. By then, Doug was making a name for himself on the motocross circuit and he was away a lot. They grieved for me and made plans to get me back.”

She shakes her head, and unadulterated anger flickers across her face. “He filled her head with a load of crap that she fell for. When she was twenty, he set her up in the trailer park and promised her he’d make an honest woman of her. Promised he would find me and we would be a family. He strung her along for a few more years, making empty promises he had no intention of keeping. He was also sleeping with Alex for some of that time, and when she got pregnant with Kaden, he decided he wanted to settle down with her. That she was a much better prospect. He broke things off with Wendy, shattering her heart and her dreams.”

She turns hatred-fueled eyes on me. “If your mother hadn’t come along, my life would’ve been so different. Instead, I was bounced from foster home to foster home. Had all manner of horrific things done to me in care. It’s Alex’s fault that I grew up without my family. When I turned nineteen, I tracked Wendy down, and she explained it all to me, and I set about exacting my revenge. I took my time, planned it all out. I only went to college so I could get a degree and use that to get a job in your mother’s office.”

I glare at Courtney. “My mom isn’t at fault for that man’s actions. It’s hardly Alex’s fault if Wendy couldn’t hold onto her man.” That earns me a slap to the face. As my head whips around, I cast a quick glance at Brad’s hands. The rope is loosening and it should only take another couple minutes before his hands are free.

“It is
 all your mother’s fault!” Courtney screams, and the hand around Faye’s neck loosens a bit. Faye looks at me intently. Her eyes casually drift to Courtney’s hand and she gnashes her teeth in a subtle communication. I nod once, quickly, confirming my understanding.

This is risky, but it’s all we’ve got. We may not get another opportunity. I sense Courtney is coming to the end of her story, and I fear what that means for us.

Brad and I share a quick look, and I detect the understanding in his gaze. “And I won’t stop until I’ve taken her life from her in the same way she took mine from me.” Courtney continues ranting. “I was so close! I had James where I wanted him, and I was only five days away from gaining control of the company, and she had to go and ruin everything for me. Now, she’ll be sorry.” She glowers at me. “Now she will watch as I kill you. As I kill James. Then I’ll take her with me and make her watch as I kill the rest of her precious sons.” She makes a popping sound with her tongue and the side of her mouth. “Pop, pop, pop. And they all fall down.” She roars laughing, and Brad coughs. Faye’s surprisingly alert eyes latch on mine and I nod.

It’s now or never.

Faye sinks her teeth into Courtney’s hand, biting down really hard, giving it everything she’s got. Courtney howls out in pain, dropping the gun involuntarily. It skids across the floor, coming to rest close to Addison’s prostrate form. Brad lunges out of his chair, sliding across the floor with his hand outstretched. But Courtney recovers quickly, digging her elbow sharply into Faye’s back, and Faye yells out, crumpling to the floor in a ball. Jumping up, Courtney makes a grab for the gun the same time Brad does. They wrestle on the floor, as I shunt forward in my chair toward Faye. “Baby, can you move? Can you untie me?”

Using her hands, she pushes off the floor until she’s on all fours. Slowly, she starts crawling around my chair. Brad yells, and I look over, aghast as he curls up, clutching his groin and rolling in agony. The bitch must have kneed him in the balls. My eyes widen in pure dread as Courtney staggers to her feet, swaying a little, but her grip on the gun is firm. “Oh, you really shouldn’t have done that.” She stalks toward Faye with her arm extended and her finger curling around the trigger on the gun.

Mad panic seizes control of me, and I stagger to my feet, still strapped to the chair, and charge at Courtney.

The noise of the gun going off reverberates in the room, dulling my senses. A burst of pain hits my upper body, and I fall awkwardly to the ground as unconsciousness overwhelms me.





Chapter Thirty-Five

[image: ]


Faye

The gunshot goes off, and the ringing in my ears intensifies. A scream erupts from my mouth of its own volition. Ky’s chair clangs noisily, the wooden slats splintering the second it impacts the floor. Terror grips my heart as I watch his head whack against the floor. I scream again, sliding toward him on my belly. The force of the gunshot sent Courtney flying to the ground on her butt, but that woman is like a cat with nine lives. She is climbing to her feet as the door of the cabin slams open and a swarm of heavily armed men dressed in black fatigues with yellow FBI lettering across their chests burst into the room.

I’ve never felt so relieved or so grateful to see anyone in my life. When Adam showed up to save me in the diner, I was too badly injured to feel emotion of any kind, but now relief swathes me in a blanket of gratitude. I can hardly hear over the shouting and the ringing in my ears, and my eyes dart wide as I scramble to take everything in. My eyes land on Ky, and my gratitude dissolves as renewed panic emerges. Sobbing, I drag myself over to him as my heart aches in my chest. Blood is gushing out of a wound in his shoulder, and he’s completely unconscious. I reach his side and touch my finger to his neck, almost collapsing in relief when I feel the weak thud of his pulse. He’s still alive. Crying hysterically, I place my hand over the wound and press down firmly in a desperate attempt to stem the flow of blood. “Baby, I’m here. It’s over. We’re safe. Please wake up. Please don’t leave me, Ky. Don’t you dare die.” Tears plop down my cheeks and onto his face. I lower my mouth to his, and the warmth of his lips goes some way toward reassuring me.

Steady arms lift me up from behind, and I thrash about, adrenaline surging through my veins, giving me a new burst of energy. “Let me go,” I half-yell, half-cry. “He needs me!”

“It’s okay, Faye. I’m Agent Cooper and you’re safe.” His voice is muffled, and it’s as if I’m hearing him from far away.

I wriggle about as he lifts me into his arms. “Put me down! I need to stay with him!”

“Listen to me, Faye. You’re injured and you need medical attention.”

“I’m fine. Ky needs help! Get the medics in here. Please. He’s been shot.” I burst out crying as the words leave my mouth. She shot him. That bitch shot him. I hope she rots in jail for the rest of her life. I hope they lock her skanky, crazy ass in the worst prison and she gets pounded on every day for the rest of her miserable life.

“We are taking care of your friends. Look.” Very gently, he turns my head in Ky’s direction. A team of medics surround him, lifting him carefully onto a gurney.

“I love him,” I cry. “He can’t die. Promise me you won’t let him die.” I grip his shoulders with more strength than I thought I possessed. “Promise me or I’m not leaving.”

“Here,” he says, handing me off to another agent. “Hold her for a minute.” He goes over to one of the medics, talking quietly in his ear. When he returns, he takes me back into his arms and walks outside. “Your boyfriend is going to be fine. He took a bullet to the clavicle, but it doesn’t look like it hit an artery. He’s lost some blood, but he should be fine. They are going to airlift you both to hospital. We’re just waiting for the chopper to land.”

The early morning sun assaults my eyes, and I lean my head on his shoulder, blocking out the blinding light.

“Faye!” Brad’s urgent tone reverberates around the forest, and I lift my head, squinting to see what direction the sound came from. “Faye, are you okay?” he asks, running toward me with some difficulty. A myriad of blacked-out SUVs, three ambulances, and one fire crew with flashing lights are parked in front of the cabin. Various men and women in official uniforms float around me, some talking into cells and others conversing among themselves.

Brad grabs me out of Agent Cooper’s arms, hugging me close. “Thank God, you’re okay. Is Ky …?”

“He got shot in the shoulder, and the agent said he should be okay, but I’m scared, Brad.” I gulp. “What if he’s not?” Fresh tears prick my eyes, and I start quaking in his arms.

Brad brushes tangled strands of my hair back off my face. “He’s one of the most stubborn people I know, and he’s also madly in love with you. He’s not going anywhere, beautiful. He won’t leave you. I’d stake my life on it.”

I cling to Brad, sobbing profusely as a buzzing, whopping sound grows more insistent in the background.

“Faye. It’s time to go,” Agent Cooper says, landing a gentle hand on my shoulder. “The chopper is here.” He reaches out for me.

“I’ll carry her,” Brad says, holding me tight to his chest.

“Son, you look beat.”

“I’m fine.” Brad shakes off his concern. “I’ve got her.”

Agent Cooper nods, walking silently alongside us as Brad limps toward the chopper. I lift my head up, wiping my tears with the sleeve of my hoodie. A mix of blood and grime streaks across the cotton, and I shudder to think of the state of my face. My body aches like a bitch, but it doesn’t feel like anything’s broken. Up ahead, Ky is being loaded into the chopper. As we approach, I urge Brad to let me down. “Can he come with us?” I implore Agent Cooper.

“Afraid not. There isn’t room, and his injuries are minor. The ambulance will take him to the hospital, and he’ll only be a couple of hours behind you.”

“Where are we?” I ask, as a kind woman with soft hazel eyes helps me into the chopper.

“We’re in Philadelphia,” Brad confirms. “This land belongs to Addison’s father’s family, but it’s mostly abandoned.”

Before the medic straps me into my chair, I lean out and kiss Brad on the cheek. “Thanks for coming to rescue me.”

“There was no way we weren’t coming,” he replies, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I’m so glad you’re okay. We were both absolutely terrified the whole trip here.”

“Miss. We need to take off now.” The medic nods at me.

“I’ll see you in the hospital, Brad.”

He blows me a kiss, as Agent Cooper hauls ass into the helicopter. The medic helps strap me into my harness, and I reach out, resting my hand on top of Ky’s. They have cut off his shirt, and a makeshift bandage covers the place where the bullet entered his body. Dried blood is caked over his chest and he looks deathly pale. A tube flows into a vein in his hand, pumping intravenous fluids into his body. I squeeze his hand, hating how cool his touch is. The female medic places a blanket over his body just as the chopper starts to elevate off the ground. Keeping my hand securely fixed in Ky’s, I lean my head back against the headrest and pray like I’ve never prayed before.
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Despite my protests, we are separated the minute we arrive at the hospital. I’m taken to an examination room, while Ky is brought straight through to surgery. A couple of hours later, I’m back in a hospital bed, wearing a yucky hospital gown, with a thick beige dressing around my torso. At least this time most of my injuries are superficial except for the two cracked ribs I have courtesy of the swift kick Courtney delivered earlier.

Every doctor or nurse who walks through the door is subjected to my volley of questions, but the answer is always the same. “Mr. Kennedy is still in surgery, and his condition is described as stable.”

My head jerks up when the door to my room swings open again. I breathe a sigh of relief as Alex, James, and all my cousins pile into the room, crowding the small space. Kal is on top of me instantly, cradling my head gently as he kisses my temple. “You’re getting way too fond of this place,” he teases.

“Kalvin!” Alex chastises. “This is no laughing matter.” She rounds the bed on the other side, leaning down to kiss my cheek. “Sweetheart, you scared the life out of us. The three of you did.”

One by one, my cousins come to my side, hugging and kissing me. Even Kent. And there’s no smartarse remark out of his mouth either. Wonders will never cease.

“How is Ky?” I ask in a rush. “They won’t tell me anything.”

“They haven’t told us much either,” James admits from the foot of my bed. “All we know is that his injury isn’t life threatening and he should make a full recovery.”

I practically sink into the bed. “Thank God.” I clutch a hand to my chest. “That’s what Agent Cooper told me, but I couldn’t be sure he was telling me the truth.”

The door creaks open, and Brad enters the room. My face lights up. He strides to my bed, bending down to kiss my cheek. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m a bit sore, but it’s not as bad as …”

I trail off as Adam appears in the doorway, breathless and red-cheeked as if he’s just run a marathon. He eats up the gap between us, reaching my side in a second. Brad moves aside, allowing him to get closer. Tears shine in his eyes as he scans me from head to toe.

“I’m alive!” I joke, my voice warbling as I put on a funny accent and wiggle my fingers in the air.

He looks like he wants to tear strips off me but thinks better of it. “I thought we agreed you weren’t going to do this to me again?” He is deliberately keeping his tone lighthearted, and I know that’s purely for my benefit.

“Sorry,” I whisper. “It wasn’t intentional. I was just trying to get Addison to admit to setting Ky up. I didn’t want him arrested for something he didn’t do.”

“Sweetheart.” James sighs. “You should have waited like your cousins told you.” He gestures toward Keven and Kal. “Ky wasn’t arrested.”

I frown. “He wasn’t?”

James shakes his head. “No. The police wanted it to look like that so it would get back to Courtney and Addison. When we were at the station, they explained how they had been tracking the girls’ movements and they knew one or both of them were involved in Doug Grant’s murder. They wanted Ky to wear a wire and arrange to meet Addison. He was going to try and trick her into confessing.”

“What?” I shout. “Why didn’t anyone tell me that?” I flop my head down on the pillow, frustrated that I put all our lives in danger for nothing.

“We were going to when we got back home, but you’d already left.”

“Did you know?” I ask Brad, and he shakes his head.

“I was late coming back from my aunt’s and cell coverage was patchy. I only got your messages when I arrived in Wellesley. When you weren’t picking up, I went straight to your room and found your note. Then Ky came back, and I showed it to him, and we just took off. When we reached Addison’s house and neither of you were there, we knew you were in trouble. On the way Kev called and told us Courtney was Addison’s half-sister, and we figured it out. Then he tracked your cell, and we headed straight for you.”

“And none of you thought to inform an adult?” That’s from Adam. His furious expression bounces from Keven to Kal to Brad.

“As soon as I discovered the Courtney connection, and I realized the danger they were in, I called my parents,” Keven admits. “And for the record,” he adds, crossing his arms over his chest, “I’m
 an adult.”

“That’s how the FBI came to be there?” I ask.

Brad clears his throat. “Not quite. Turns out the FBI have been following me.”

“That was who was in the black SUV all this time?” I ask, arriving at the obvious conclusion.

He nods. “Turns out they had bugged the house, my car, and my cell too. They were hoping Dad would reach out to me and they’d get some lock on his location. They were listening in as Ky and I headed to the cabin, and they sent out a team. I had my cell set to record while Courtney was spilling her guts, and they have her whole confession on tape.”

“She’s never going to see the light of day again,” James confirms.

“What about Addison?” I ask, feeling slightly guilty for only thinking of her now. “Is she dead?”

“We don’t know,” Alex replies.

“She tried to save me,” I tell them. “And I believed her when she said she didn’t know Courtney had escalated to murder. She seemed genuinely afraid of her.”

“Pity she didn’t have an attack of conscience at an earlier stage,” James supplies. “Then all of this could’ve been avoided.”

The door opens and a nurse sticks her head in. “Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy?” James and Alex whip around, sharing equally terrified expressions. The nurse smiles warmly. “I just wanted to let you know that your son is out of surgery. He’s awake and he’s fine.” She turns her focus my way. “He’s asking for you, Faye.” She comes into the room, pulling a wheelchair behind her. “If you’re up for a quick visit?”

The covers are off and I have my legs halfway out of the bed before she even reaches me. “Are you kidding? Nothing would keep me from him. Take me to his room, please.”





Chapter Thirty-Six
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Kyler

A moan slips out of my mouth as I come to. Mom’s worried green eyes stare softly into my face. “Honey? How are you feeling?”

My shoulder throbs and I ache pretty much everywhere, but I don’t care. We made it out alive. The first word out of my mouth when I woke earlier was “Faye.” The nurse reassured me she’s fine, and that hard knot in my gut loosened a little. I whip my head to the other side, and Dad smiles at me. The knot tightens again, and the monitor beside my bed starts beeping. “Where is she?” I ask. “Where’s Faye?”

“Sweetheart, calm down, she’s fine.” Mom pats my hand. “She was here earlier, but you were asleep. We’ll send for her now.”

“I need to see her.” I turn pleading eyes on Dad. “Please, Dad.”

He squeezes my hand. “I’ll get her, son. She’s been worried about you as well.” He stands up.

“Thank you.”

He exits the room, and I turn toward Mom. Her eyes are bloodshot and swollen. “You gave us one hell of a scare, Kyler. I was terrified we’d lost you.” Tears stream down her face. “And all I could think was how your last memories of me were horrible ones. I don’t know if you can ever forgive me for the past, but I swear to you that I will never stop trying to make things right between us. I love you, Kyler. I love you so much, and if anything had happened to you today, a part of me would’ve died too.”

A soulful pang hits me in the chest as thoughts of the last twenty-four hours invade my mind. It brings a sense of clarity, a form of peace. I thread my fingers through hers. “Mom, I love you too. It’s okay, you’re forgiven.”

She can barely see over her tears. “Really, sweetheart?” I try to lift her hand to my lips, but the searing hot pain in my shoulder stops me in my tracks. I wince, gritting my teeth and forcing back the tears that automatically well in my eyes. “Honey, don’t try to move on that side. You’re going to be out of action for a few weeks, I’m afraid.” She leans in and kisses my forehead. “You’re still my baby. You’ll always be my baby. These last few months have been difficult for all of us, but it’s over now. I think this is the fresh start we all need.”

“I like the sound of that.” I smile.

She beams at me. “You’ve changed, Kyler. Grown up.”

I contemplate her words. “Not really, Mom. I’ve just kept this side of me hidden. I was angry over what happened, and then with everything that transpired with Addison and Brad, I felt like I couldn’t trust anyone.”

“Until Faye.” She smiles knowingly.

“I love her, Mom.” I stare earnestly into her eyes. “This is not just some teenage crush, some fleeting relationship. When I’m with her, I feel like I’m free. Free to be myself without fear. Free to open up and tell her the things I’ve been hiding in my heart. Free to love with the whole of my heart. I feel like I’m breathing for the first time in years. Like I’ve found where I belong. She makes me feel alive, and so unbelievably happy. I know I’ll never feel this with anyone else. I’m going to marry her someday, Mom.”

A loud cough from the doorway startles me. Dad grins as I jerk my head up. “You might want to keep that sentiment to yourself around Adam. At least for a little while.”

Faye is sitting in a wheelchair in front of Dad, dressed in a hospital gown and sporting a multitude of bruises and cuts across her face. She is still the most stunningly beautiful creature I’ve ever seen. A smattering of tears glistens in her eyes. “That was beautiful,” she whispers. “And I feel the same. I want to share my life with you.” Mom and Dad exchange a wistful look.

“Dad.” He chuckles at my impatient tone, wheeling Faye over to my side. I peel back the covers on my uninjured side.

Dad opens his mouth to protest, but Mom jumps in there first. “Let them be. They’re in love. I can still remember what that feels like.” She walks around the bed and helps Faye get in beside me. “No sudden movements, either of you.” She pins us with a cautionary look. “You both need to let your injuries heal.”

I crank out a laugh. “I don’t know what you and Dad got up to when you first got together, but banging Faye in this hospital bed is not part of my agenda. I’ve way more respect for her than that.”

“Wow. Delicately put, Kyler.” Dad smirks. “I notice you didn’t refer to your injuries.”

I snort. “I’m injured, Dad. Not dead. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” Now it’s my turn to smirk. Faye nestles into my side, giggling.

Mom exhales loudly. “Well, on that note, I think we’ll leave you two to talk
.”

“Dad?”

“Yes, Kyler.”

“I want to say something. It’s something I should’ve said sooner.” I kiss the tip of Faye’s nose. Then I look at him and unburden my heart. “I love you, Dad. I know we fight and stuff, but it doesn’t mean I don’t love you. It doesn’t matter that you weren’t the one to conceive me because anyone can do that. But it takes someone special to be a dad—someone like you. You’re the only dad I’ll ever want.”

Dad approaches the other side of my bed. When he leans down to rest his forehead on mine, his eyes are wet. “You have no idea how much it means to hear that, and it works both ways, kiddo. It doesn’t matter that my blood doesn’t flow in your veins. You are a part of me, and I’m a part of you, and that’s the natural order of things. You have always been my
 son. You will always be my
 son. I’m very proud of the man you’re becoming, Kyler. Never forget that.”

A choked sob erupts from Faye, breaking the heaviness in the air. We all laugh. “I’m feeling so emotional. I think my heart could burst with joy.” She lands her hand delicately on my chest. “Isn’t he great?” Her gaze flits between Mom and Dad.

“You’re both great,” Dad says, leaning over to kiss her on the forehead. “I’m so glad you came into our lives, Faye, and I’m very happy you have found each other. Treasure one another, and never forget that what you share is so special few people ever get to experience it.” Sadness creeps into his face, and I know he’s recalling happier times with Mom.

“Come on.” Mom tugs on Dad’s elbow. “Let’s give them some space.”

The door closes with a small snick, and I angle my face so I’m staring down into her eyes. “How much do you hurt?” My fingers sweep across her face, examining all the cuts and grazes and the bruising rising to the surface on her skin.

“I’ve two broken ribs, and I’m achy all over, but it’s not so bad.”

I press my lips into her hair. “Always so brave,” I murmur.

“I was so scared, Ky,” she whispers, and her warm breath leaks over my neck. I shiver and my body temp elevates. “When you threw yourself at Courtney and the gun went off, I was so terrified I could barely look. I thought you were dead!” Her voice trembles, and I wrap my good arm around her, holding her tight to my side.

“Ssh, babe. I’m okay. We’re okay.” I press my lips to her forehead. “Although I do have a bone to pick with you. What were you thinking of? Running off to meet Addison on your own like that? It was far too dangerous!”

Her features soften. “You are always protecting everyone, and I wanted to be that person for you this time. I wasn’t going to let you go down for this. Not without a fight.” She wets her lips, and I covet the motion. “No one protected you when you were ten, and I’m not going to let that happen ever again. I’ll always have your back, Ky.”

Tears prick my eyes, but I blink them away. “You have no idea how incredible it feels to hear that, and how grateful I am that you want to be there for me, but you have to promise you won’t put yourself in harm’s way again. I can’t bear the thought of losing you.” I crush her to my chest, feeling instantly relaxed. She cannot fathom how much she means to me. “We’re lucky we got out of there alive,” I whisper a few minutes later.

“Not all of us,” she mumbles. “Addison …”

“Addison is alive, Faye.” I run my hand up and down her back.

“What?” She blinks up at me.

I nod. “Her parents stopped by to see me when I first woke up. She’s still in surgery, and they don’t know if she’s going to make it, but technically, she’s alive. The bullet hit her spine though, so if she survives, the likelihood is she’ll be paralyzed.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“She’s gone out of her way to hurt me and those I love, so it’s hard to find any compassion in my heart for her, but … she tried to help you escape, and I’d like to think she’d seen the error of her ways. She still deserves to be punished but not like that.”

“I agree, and she does actually love you in her own warped way. I think if Courtney hadn’t gotten into her head, she wouldn’t have done any of the stuff she did.”

“Guess we’ll never know.” My hand wanders lower. “But enough talking about her. I want to talk about us. You know what this means?”

“What?”

I smooth the grooves in her forehead with my thumb. “All the shit is out in the open now, and we can finally move forward with our lives. Plan for college. Plan for our future. Date and be a normal couple for a change.”

She sighs contentedly. “God, I love the sound of that.”

“Me, too, and I can’t wait to start all that with you.”

She uncurls her fist, holding her palm up to me. “Agent Cooper found it on the floor of the cabin, and he returned it to me.” The double heart pendant I gave her rests in her palm. “The chain is broken, but the hearts are intact. Just like us.”

I close my hand over hers, curling both our hands around the pendant. “We’re not broken, Faye.” She pins me with one of those looks, and I know she’s seconds away from arguing. “Okay, maybe on the outside, but inside? In here”—I touch my chest and then hers, right in the place where our hearts beat in sync—“we’re whole. I wasn’t always, but you fixed me. Just by breathing the same airspace. Just by staying by my side through all the crap. Just by loving me. I meant what I said to Mom. I am
 going to marry you one day, if you’ll have me. And until then, ensuring your happiness is my number one goal. I’m going to prove that I’m worthy of you.”

“Oh, Ky.” She tips her chin up and kisses me softly. “You big romantic, you.” She grins, kissing me again. “Don’t you know you already have?”





Epilogue
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Seven Months Later

Kyler

“Faye?” I holler, cupping my hands around my face. “Babe, come on! We’re going to miss our flight.” Not that I’d mind—then I’d have an excuse for commissioning the private jet to take us to Ireland, but Faye is determined that we’re going to be a normal couple in every sense of the word. And we’ve been following that motto, dating up a storm and doing all the usual stuff couples our age do. I can honestly say the last seven months of my life have been some of the happiest I’ve ever known.

Faye means the world to me, and I’d trek to the moon and back to give her everything she wants and needs.

And that’s how I’ve ended up here—trying to psych myself up for my first charter flight.

She opens her bedroom door and pops her head out, looking up the corridor. I lean against the doorframe from my position in the lobby. “Baby, I’m almost ready. Promise.” She holds up a palm. “Just gimme five.”

I glance at my watch, tapping one finger off it. “I’m timing you,” I shout as her head retreats back into her room.

“I am so looking forward to seeing the back of you two,” Kent pipes up behind me.

“Excuse me?” I spin around to face him.

“Baby
. Babe
.” He mimics our voices, slapping a hand against his forehead. “I swear all your mushy talk has actually irreparably damaged my brain.”

“Hell no. You’re not pinning that one on us. Blame the bimbos and the booze.”

“Now, now, bro.” He slants a smug look my way. “Lose the jealous streak. You chose to tie yourself to one pussy at eighteen, so don’t take it out on the rest of us.”

“Once a douche, always a douche,” I joke, grabbing him into a headlock. He doesn’t get it. None of my brothers do. Everything comes back to Faye. I have the girl of my dreams, and she loves me as much as I love her. That’s all that matters to me.

“Screw off, asshole,” Kent yells, trying to elbow me in the ribs.

I muss up his hair, knowing how much he hates it, and then shove him away. “Miss you already, you little shit.”

Keaton and Keanu amble into the lobby then. “Cutting it a bit close?” Keanu suggests, looking at the clock on the wall.

“Try telling that to your cousin,” I deadpan. “I’m all packed.” I gesture at the large black duffel bag by my feet.

“Girls need more stuff,” Keaton unhelpfully supplies. “And it’s their prerogative to keep their men waiting.”

“Dude,” Kent says, pinning Keaton with a strange look. “That’s some weird shit coming out of your mouth right there.”

“Thanks for your blinding observation,” I retort. “But it’s not exactly helpful.”

“I’ll see if I can help,” Keaton says, taking a step into the corridor.

“No need.” Faye is nearly breathless as she runs up the corridor, hauling two massive bags on wheels behind her. “I’m ready,” she pants out.

“About damned time.” I reel her into my arms, and I’m instantly hard. The measure of time hasn’t eroded the strength of my feelings for her. Or my lust. When it comes to Faye, I’m primed and ready twenty-four-seven. The scent of vanilla and lavender tickles my nostrils, and I bury my head in her hair.

“Dude. Did you just sniff her hair?” Kent asks, with a look of absolute disgust on his face.

“I did.” I smirk, uncaring. I traded in my man card a long time ago. “I love how my girl smells. Shoot me if it’s a crime.”

“Bro,” Keanu says, gesturing at my crotch. “Mom’ll be here any second. You’d better disguise the boner.”

Faye’s head tips down, and I watch her eyes darkening with lust. “Fancy joining the mile high club?” I suggest with a wink.

Her eyes sparkle and then dull. “You haven’t seen the size of the toilets on a commercial flight. I think that’ll be a no.” She looks disappointed.

“It wouldn’t be an issue if we were taking the jet.” I ravish her with one very suggestive look. “There’s still time to change our minds.”

She shakes her head. “No way, mister.” She prods me in the chest. “You are not going to manipulate me with your amazing dick.” A few splutters of laughter echo around us, reminding me we’re not alone. “Besides, it’s hardly a hardship. We’re traveling first class when really we should be going economy for the full experience.”

Hell to the no. I can still remember the argument we had when she first suggested that. I draw the line at economy. A guy has to have some standards. I hold up a hand in defeat. “Fine, but your ass is mine the minute we land on solid ground.”

A mischievous glint appears in her eye. “Deal.”

“Get your horny asses in the car,” Kal commands, appearing at the front door. “Unless you actually want to miss your flight?”

“Wait!” Mom screeches, careening into the lobby. “You can’t leave without a hug.” She flings herself at me, holding me tight. Easing back, she pinches my cheeks. “Have a great time, honey, and we’ll see you in three weeks.”

Faye and I wanted to spend some time in Ireland on our own before the rest of the family descend, so everyone else is flying out later, and we’re going to do the whole tourist vacation thingie then. I’m looking forward to seeing where Faye grew up.

Mom envelops Faye in a hug. “Mind yourself, and look after my boy.” I roll my eyes. I’m eighteen now. In a committed relationship and attending Harvard in the fall. I’m hardly a boy
.

“Of course,” Faye responds. “I’ll look after him really well
. You have nothing to worry about.” She says this is a sweet tone of voice with that fake, saintly grin on her face, and I have to smother my snort of amusement at the hidden meaning behind her words. My mind goes into overdrive mapping out the many ways I intend on having her once we get to her house in Ireland. With no one to disturb us, I plan on rocking my girl’s world until she aches in places she didn’t know existed.

But Mom’s no fool. “You have that bag I gave you?” she asks, with an equally innocent smile. Faye gulps, nodding as her cheeks flush red. “Excellent.” Mom smiles again before spinning around and thumping me in the upper arm.

I eye her suspiciously. “What the hell?”

“Do not get Faye pregnant!” My brothers dissolve into laughter. “I’m far too young to be a grandma.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to call her out for hypocrisy, but I stop myself in time. We had been led to believe she got pregnant with Kade in Ireland when she first met Dad, but that’s not how it went down at all. She already had two toddlers and me in her womb by the time she reached Irish shores. Our relationship with Mom has definitely improved since she sold Kennedy Apparel. While she is still consulting for them in an unofficial capacity, it’s only a few hours a week, and she does most of it from home.

Having her around all the time was been wonderful but weird.

Dad moved out after Christmas, but he bought a house three miles away, so we see him all the time. While we still call here home, we tend to split our time fairly evenly between both parents. It’s not ideal, but it could’ve been a lot worse. Surprisingly, their split was remarkably drama free. Even though both of them appear to be coping well, neither one of them is dating; I can’t help feeling sad that it came to this. However, there’s been no mention of divorce in months, and technically they are separated but still officially married. I know we’re all hoping that somehow they’ll find a way to reconcile.

My therapist is helping me process my feelings on everything that went down, but I’m making progress, and my bad days are few and far between now. Having Faye in my corner helps enormously. I honestly cannot imagine what my life was like before her. She illuminates my world in so many ways.

Courtney’s case came to trial last month—a few weeks before we graduated—and reliving everything under the glare of so much publicity was pretty harrowing, but we got through it. They threw the book at her, and she’ll spend the rest of her life behind bars. Addison was also dealt a life sentence of sorts. Paralyzed from the waist down, she’s facing a much different future than the one she had planned. All charges against her were dropped, considering the circumstances. It helped that she didn’t play any part in the murders Courtney committed, and Faye spoke out in her favor, testifying that she tried to save her.

David’s trial has yet to pass. He’s still hiding behind the insanity shield, but he’ll get his day in court, too, and we’ll be ready to face it, face him
, when the time comes.

“Kyler.” Mom clutches my arm, dragging me out of my head. “Did you hear me? No knocking that beautiful girl up. Not for a few years, at least. Then you’ll have my full permission.” She smiles dreamily. “I can just picture your cute kids.”

“Mom!” What the hell has gotten into her?
 One minute she’s telling me not to impregnate Faye and the next she’s swooning over our imaginary children? My family is seriously insane.

Faye splutters, and I take that as my cue. Seizing her luggage, she starts hauling ass out the door, reaching out to grab me as she passes. “Bye, everyone!” she shouts. “We don’t want to miss our flight.” I chuckle at the sudden rush of urgency that was lacking a few minutes ago.

Faye


Oh em gee. I can’t believe Alex just said that in front of everyone. Ground: open up and swallow me, please.
 I should be used to it by now. Ky’s brothers tease us relentlessly over our relationship and privacy is a virtual impossibility around here. Which is part of the reason why I’m so excited to be going back home. For the first three weeks of our stay, we’ll be living in my old family home. I have mixed feelings about being back there, but at least Ky will be with me this time, and I plan on making lots of new memories in that house. I’ll need to decide what I’m going to do with it while I’m home, and I’m still in two minds. While a part of me can’t bear to let go of the house that meant so much to my parents, another part of me believes selling it will release me from that last sliver of heartache.

I have moved on with my life, and my future is looking bright. I know that’s what my parents would want, and I like to think they are looking down on me from heaven and approving of the choices I’ve made.

Keaton and Keanu swoop in, snatching my cases up and bringing them out to the car. Kal sweeps me up into his arms, twirling me around as he carries me outside.

“You’re going to make her sick,” Ky chastises him.

“Pussy,” Kal retorts over his shoulder, before turning his smirking grin on me. “I should hate you for turning my brother into such a boring pansy-ass, but you’re too adorable to hate.”

“Gee, thanks.” I slap him about the head. “And your brother is not a boring pansy-ass. Take it from me, he is anything but.” I snigger, recalling in vivid Technicolor what we did last night. My cheeks heat at the memory.

“God,” Kal groans, putting me down on my feet when we reach his car. “You two are disgustingly horny. It’s abnormal. Mom’s right—you are so
 going to come home pregnant.”

“No, we’re not.” Ky wraps his arms around me from behind. “But we are going to have lots and lots of hot, dirty, sweaty sex.” He grins at me, before leveling a smug look at his brother. “Jealous?”

Kal looks highly offended. “Who? Me? Not likely. I’m reformed, remember.” Before we can respond, he’s hopped into the driver’s seat and shut the door.

We share a knowing look. Out of all of us, Kal has probably changed the most this last year. While he can’t claim sainthood, he’s definitely put his party-boy-player days behind him. He clams up if the subject of Lana ever crops up, but I know he isn’t over her. Not by a longshot. But if the way he’s gotten his act together is any indication, at least something positive came out of that whole sorry mess. Kal built up enough credits to skip senior year, and he just graduated with us. We’re all going to Harvard together, and I couldn’t be any more excited if I tried.

Ky opens the back door for me as Brad pulls up on his bike. I hate that Ky has decided to put his motocross ambition on hold, because I remember how much he loved it, but he hasn’t been able to summon the same enthusiasm for it since all that stuff went down with Doug Grant. I’m hopeful in time the spark will ignite in him again, and for now, I’m going to revel in the fact that we’re going to college together and I’ll get to see him every day.

Brad parks his bike and dismounts quickly, tugging the helmet off his head. “I thought for sure that I’d missed you.” He runs a hand through his matted blond hair.

“We’re running late because I left packing to the last minute.”

He smirks. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

I mock pout, punching him in the arm. “That’s not true. I’m usually way more organized, but with graduating and sorting out some stuff back home before the trip and then visiting Adam at the weekend, I ran out of time.”

“You know I’m only kidding.”

Kal pokes his head out the window. “Seriously, guys, we need to leave. Now.”

Casting a nervous glance in Ky’s direction, Brad leans in and gives me the briefest of hugs. “Have a great time back home.” He straightens up, flicking his head in Ky’s direction. “And make sure he doesn’t get into any trouble.”

Ky groans. “Not you, too.”

Brad arches a brow. “What did I say?”

Ky slaps him on the back. “Nothing, forget it. You sure you’ll be okay here by yourself?” We really wanted Brad to come with the others on the second leg of our trip, but he bailed, citing commitments at the track and some extra classes he’s taking to build up more college credits over the summer.

But we all know it’s just an excuse.

Things are still strained between the three of us, although you wouldn’t guess it looking from the outside in. I hate that there’s still lingering tension between us, but it’s the proverbial elephant in the room that none of us want to tackle head-on. I’d hoped it would be resolved before we move to Harvard, but that’s looking unlikely at this point. I keep praying he’ll meet someone special. Someone who’ll help him forget all about me and then things will settle into a normal pattern, but Brad seems determined to avoid any and all potential relationships. A constant revolving door of hook-ups and one-night stands?
 No issue. But the prospect of an actual relationship?
 He’s sworn off.

“Yeah, and I’m sure you’ll get on just fine without me,” Brad replies with a smile. To anyone else that would look on the level, but it’s exactly this kind of talk that starting’s to wear me down. Maybe when I’m home, I’ll offer up a novena for his soul.

I hop into the back seat, lowering the window down. “Take care, Brad, and we’ll see you when we’re home.” Ky slides into the passenger seat, tipping his head at Brad. Kal cranks the engine, and we wave at the others as the car glides down the driveway.

“Well, that was awkward,” Kal deadpans.

I sigh. “Please, don’t. I don’t want anything putting a dampener on this trip.” I sit forward in my seat, circling my arms around Ky’s shoulders from behind.

Angling his head, he leans back and kisses me. “That’s not going to happen, babe. We have. Three. Whole. Weeks. All. To. Ourselves.”

My grin is almost electric, and I’m practically bouncing on the back seat. Ky holds my hands, and I lace my fingers in his. The prospect of all that alone time, showing him all my old hangouts, and getting to chill with Rach and Jill again has me giddy as a goat on steroids.

“Kent’s right for once. You two are positively dripping in smug happiness and it’s nauseating.” The engine slows down. “Actually, I think I’m gonna puke.” The car slows to a snail’s pace, and he starts gagging.

“What?” I level an incredulous look his way.

“Ha! Gotcha going, didn’t I?”

I roll my eyes, though I’m secretly pleased. Sometimes, I really miss Kal’s juvenile humor and tactless jokes.

Ky slaps the back of his head. “Get a move on, slow poke. We’ve a plane to catch.”

“What are you going to do about Dad and Adam?” Ky asks when we’re out on the highway. Adam is going to join us for the last week of our trip. He wants me to meet his parents—my grandparents—while we’re in Ireland even though the thought breaks me out in giant hives. Worse though is the prospect of James and Adam spending any length of time together. They still can’t stand one another; they try their best to hide it, but they ain’t fooling any of us.

“Probably the same thing you’re going to do about your mom and dad sharing the same air for that length of time. Keep my head down, and steer clear of the fireworks.” While everything has been very amicable with Alex and James, this will be the first time they are in each other’s company as separated spouses while on vacation. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a teensy bit worried about the atmosphere on the second leg of our holiday; however, I’m planning on being totes relaxed by the time the rest of the fam arrive, and I’m praying that’ll help offset the incoming stress.

“Please tell me Whitney isn’t coming?” Kal asks, glancing at me through the mirror. “I can’t stand that kid.”

I snort, although it doesn’t stop the dull ache spreading in my chest. I’ve tried reaching out to my sister on several occasions, but she won’t give me the time of day. I used to think my stubbornness was legendary, but it isn’t a patch on Whitney Ryan’s. “For real? She hasn’t spent one second with me since the disastrous meet and greet in the house that day. She goes out of her way to avoid me, so I’d say it’s safe to assume my sister won’t be accompanying Dad and my brothers to Ireland.”

Ky and Kal both jerk their heads around, staring at me with slack jaws.

I raise a hand to my face, wondering if I’ve some food remnants on my skin or if my lip gloss is smeared or something. “What?”

Ky’s expression softens. “You just called Adam Dad.”

My heart stutters in my chest. “I did?” I gulp over the sudden wedge of emotion in my throat. He nods, and I slump back in my seat. “Huh.”

I stare out the window, quietly analyzing the implications of my slip of the tongue. I’ve enjoyed getting to know him and my half-brothers these last few months, and I can honestly say Adam has gone out of his way to take things easy with me. I’ve grown really fond of them, and it’s as if they’ve always been a part of my life, but I’ve held back from calling him Dad because it still feels like such a dishonor to the man who raised me, and the only man I’ve ever called Dad.

I’ve been seeing a new therapist these last couple of months, and she’s helping me deal with the aftermath of my near-death experiences and the family revelations that threatened to unhinge me. Gradually, I’m learning to let the past stay in the past, to live in the moment, and plan for my future.

Dad.

I roll it around on my tongue, envisioning how happy Adam would be if I called him that.

I owe him a lot. When I discovered he had secretly bought the diner—purely so I would continue to have a job—I’d never felt so conflicted in my life. As grand gestures go, it was right up there with the best of them, but it seemed so excessive and over the top, and I was actually really embarrassed about it for a good while. Once I got over the initial shock, and it turned into a sound business investment—the diner is a little gold mine—I was able to come to terms with it. Sorta. I don’t think I’ll ever feel one hundred percent comfortable with my American family’s flippant attitude toward money, but I’ve learned to accept that’s just how they are.


Considering everything Adam’s doing for me, how patient and supportive he’s been, even paying my tuition in Harvard and lining up a part-time job in the city, would it be that difficult if I called him that? Dad.
 I roll it around my tongue again, trying to get used to it.

“I can almost see the wheels churning,” Ky says, twisting around to face me. “What’s going through that beautiful head of yours? Talk to me, baby.”

“If they’re dirty, I don’t want to hear them,” Kal cuts in before I’ve had a chance to reply. “I haven’t been laid since the Ice Age, so one naughty word and I’m primed to explode in my pants.”

I scrunch my face up. “Ugh. Yuck visual. Thanks a bunch.”

“I aim to please.” He grins at me through the mirror, and I grin back.

Ky’s earnest gaze hasn’t faltered, and I know he won’t give up until I tell him the truth. That’s how we roll now. “I’m thinking about calling him Dad in public. I think he’d like that.”

“Babe,” Ky says, crawling in the back seat beside me. “Adam would love
 that, but you should only say it if it’s what you feel in your heart.”

I tap a finger idly off my lower lip as Ky drapes his arm around my shoulders. “You know what?” I look up at him. “I think I’m ready to embrace it.”

He kisses me sweetly on the lips. “That’s awesome.”

“Almost as awesome as your amazing dick?” Kal asks, chuckling.

I stick my middle finger up at him. “I forgot you were listening.” Ky always has that effect on me. It’s as if the outside world ceases to exist and we’re locked in our own private love bubble. “Besides, I thought you couldn’t even think of naughty words without creaming your pants?”

He squirms in his seat. “Low blow, cuz. Real low blow.”

“Kal.” Ky applies his authoritative voice, the one he usually reserves for Kent. “Can you please just concentrate on the road. I’d really like to make it to Logan International with all my body parts intact.”
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The flight is delayed when we reach the airport, so we have a bit of time to kill. Kal comes in with us, and we grab a coffee. James phones, wishing us a safe trip. I know he’s super excited about returning to Ireland, and we’ve already made tons of plans, including a visit to my parent’s graves. My heart does a funny little twist. I can think of them now and not fall to complete pieces. It still hurts; I’ve no doubt it always will, but it doesn’t cleave me wide open like it used to. My parents were the grounding force in my life, and I’ve so much to thank them for, including this new life they’ve given me. In requesting James as my guardian, they have set my life on a new path. All the hurt and anger at their betrayal has dissipated. I can focus on the positives and not dwell on the secrets and lies that threatened to drag me down.

Kal coughs, interrupting my thoughts. “Eh, guys.” He scrubs a hand over his jaw. “I have something I need to tell you.” We both fix our gazes on him. “I’m going to tell Mom and Pops this weekend so they’ll have gotten over their hissy fit by the time we reach Ireland.”

Oh, oh. That sounds ominous.

“Let’s hear it,” Ky says.

Kal’s Adam’s apple bobs in his throat, and he rubs his hands down the front of his pants. I haven’t seen him this nervous since his trial. My sixth sense tingles as I wonder if this has anything to do with Lana.

“I’m not going to Harvard with you.”

Ky and I exchange puzzled expressions. “What do you mean?” I ask. “I thought it was all sorted?”

“I need to branch out on my own.” He levels solemn eyes on us. “And I want to major in architecture, and the University of Florida has a great program.”

Ky’s eyes pop wide, mirroring my own, although I think it’s for different reasons. “Shit, bro.” Ky sits bolt upright. “I’m all for following your own path but Florida? For real?”

Kal shrugs, and my eyes narrow suspiciously. “I’ve already been accepted and everything’s set up. That’s where I’m going. Besides, they have some off-site learning opportunities in Nantucket so I will get to spend some time closer to home.”

I lean over and hug him. “I’ll miss you, but I think it’s great that you know your own mind and you’re following your heart’s desire.” His cheeks flush a little, and I wonder if my suspicions are correct.

They call our flight and we all stand. Kal and Ky slap each other on the back, and I hug my cousin so tight he can hardly breathe. “Try and stay out of trouble,” he tells us with a final cheeky wave as we make our way to the boarding area.

I’m still mulling it over in my head as we settle in our plush, first class seats. Ky nuzzles his head into my shoulder as we lock our harnesses in place. “What has put that little worry line on your forehead?” he muses.

Gosh, he doesn’t miss a thing.

“Can I ask you something?”

He kisses me. “You know you can. Shoot.” He sits back, entwining our fingers.

“Did Kal and Lana ever discuss going to college together back in the day?”

Ky jerks up and stares at me with a wary expression. “Okay. That’s right up there on the randomness scale.” His eyes narrow, and his mouth pulls into a tight line. “Does this have something to do with what Kal just told us?”

I nod.

He cups my face, rubbing his thumbs along my cheeks. “What is it, babe? What do you know?”

I stare deep into his eyes, and little bubbles of hope rise to the surface. Kal deserves to be happy, and I want that for him so badly. “Either destiny is fucking with our family again or Kal hasn’t quite given up on Lana yet.”

Ky looks perplexed. “Meaning?”

I lean in and kiss him slow and long as I contemplate the implications of what I’m about to say next. When I pull back, we are both flushed and devouring one another with our eyes. Unspoken promises fill the empty air between us, and I smile. Good. I need him in a relaxed mood when I tell him this.

I clear my throat, clasping his hands firmly in mine as I speak. “Meaning … I happen to know for a fact
 that Lana is also attending the University of Florida this fall.”
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This concludes Faye and Kyler’s love story although we most definitely haven’t seen the last of them yet! Both will feature in later stories, most prominently in Saving Brad
, book five in the Kennedy Boys series, available now. Meanwhile, the saga continues in Loving Kalvin
, also available to download now. Loving Kalvin
 is Lana and Kalvin’s love story, and it can be read as a standalone story in the series with an HEA and NO cliffhanger ending. You can read samples of both of these books at the back of this box set – KEEP READING!! And, if you need an immediate Faye and Kyler fix you can download a copy of The Irish Getaway
, an optional short novel in the series, or keep turning the pages to read a sample. If you plan on reading The Irish Getaway
, I recommend reading it BEFORE Loving Kalvin
.


Seducing Kaden
 is the most recent release in the series. Check out this darker, steamier read not only because Kaden and Eva are an awesome couple, but because there is also exciting news for Faye and Kyler that you won’t want to miss!

Subscribe to The Kennedy Boys newsletter
 to read exclusive bonus content from Finding Kyler
 and Losing Kyler
 and scenes told from the prospective of some of the other boys! Newsletter subscribers also receive advance samples of future books, are the first to hear of discounts and freebies, and get a chance to enter giveaways to win tons of cool stuff. Click here
 to subscribe or paste this link into your browser: http://smarturl.it/KennedyBoysList


Thank you for purchasing this book, and I hope you enjoyed reading it. Please consider supporting the author by adding a review to Amazon here
.





Kennedy Boys Series – Future Books

This is the current list of provisional titles in this series. Please note release dates are subject to change and dependent upon continued demand. Subscribe to my newsletter and/or follow me on Facebook to get the most up to date information in relation to the series. Also, look out for the Kennedy Boys coming in audiobook format in 2018!

Forgiving Keven^

Adoring Keaton^

Releasing Keanu^^

Reforming Kent^^

^Release date to be confirmed





The Irish Getaway

(The Kennedy Boys #3.5)
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An optional short novel in the highly-addictive Kennedy Boys series by
 USA Today
 bestseller Siobhan Davis.


The Kennedy Boys go wild on vacation in Ireland!

It’s the summer before they start college, and Faye and Ky are visiting her home turf together—it’s Ky’s first time in Ireland, and her first trip home since her parent’s tragic death.

After a blissful three weeks on their own, they welcome the rest of the Kennedy clan when they arrive on Irish soil for the vacation of a lifetime.

Watch the sparks fly as family emotions run high and the Kennedy boys’ party up a storm, creating mayhem and madness wherever they go.

This dual POV short novel should only be read after Keeping Kyler
.


Turn the page to read a sample from this book or download a copy
 here
.





Chapter One
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Faye

“Well? What do you think? Will I do?” I spin around on my strappy stilettos, facing Ky as I show off the uber-short cream and gold mini-dress that hugs my body like a second skin. For the second year in a row, Ireland is experiencing an unforeseen Indian summer that is playing havoc with my thick hair, so I’ve pinned it up into a messy-on-purpose bun with longish strands curled and framing my face. My makeup is pristine, my eyes smoky and rimmed in lashings of thick black liner thanks to my friend Rachel. She’s the makeup magician, the style queen, the reason I’m currently feeling like a million dollars.

Between Rach and Alex, I’ve had no choice but to embrace my inner femininity, surprising myself in the process because I don’t detest getting dolled up like I used to. In fact, since Ky and I became a couple, I’ve been dressing up more. Not because I want to look good for him—although, naturally
 I do—but mainly because I feel like I’ve finally grown into my body, embraced my sexuality, and I’m confident in my own skin.

Strong, warm hands grip my waist as Ky tugs me toward him, his eyes darkening with lust. “You look hot, sexy as all hell.” He leans in to kiss me, but I wiggle out of his embrace.

“Nuh-uh.” I shake my head, sending him a stern look. “Our guests will be arriving any minute now, and I know what’ll happen if I let you kiss me.” We can scarcely keep our hands off one another, and it’s borderline worrisome. To crave someone as much as I crave him doesn’t seem normal. Or not the normal I’m used to.

“Babe.” His eyes gleam with wicked intent. “Let’s cancel the party and start our own private one. I want you all to myself.” His tongue darts out, licking his full lips, and it’s like an injection of liquid lust straight through my veins.

I curse under my breath. “Ky. You’ve had me all to yourself these last two weeks.” It’s the truth. Apart from hanging with my besties a few times, we’ve spent every single second of every minute of every day of our vacation together. And it’s truly been like a piece of heaven on Earth. We can’t get enough of one another, and I love it. But we’ve only one week until the rest of the family lands on Irish soil, and I want to make the most of it.

Starting with this party.

I’ve missed my extended group of friends, and it’ll be good to catch up with old school buddies. Besides, I promised myself before I returned home that I would make new memories in this house so that I’m not accosted with overwhelming grief and sadness every time I step over the threshold.

Ky has been helping with that. A blush creeps up my neck and across my cheeks as I remember all the ways he’s been helping
 me. I quietly laugh to myself.

This party will work wonders too. This house needs to be filled with laughter and music and the sounds of many voices.

Ky smirks, recognizing where my mind has gone. He takes a step toward me, and I take a step back. “I have been monopolizing you, haven’t I?” He cocks his head to the side as he continues advancing like a predator with sole focus. I back up some more until my spine meets the solid wall behind me. Pressing his body against mine, he places his hands on either side of my head and leans into my face. His warm, intoxicating breath blows over my skin, and a familiar ache starts building inside me. It’s ridiculous how much I’m attracted to him and how powerless I am to resist. “I’ve had you on the stairs, in the shower, on the kitchen counter, on the couch, against the wall outside, in your—”

“Oh my God! Enough!” I shriek, attempting to compose myself. One of us needs to stay focused. A difficult task when my legs have turned to jelly and my body is already trembling with need. “Is there a point to this?”

Quick as a flash, his hand juts out, and he swats the entire contents lining the top of my dressing table onto the floor. My jaw slackens as he grips my hips, lifting me fluidly onto the wooden tabletop. He inches the hem of my dress up, and my legs automatically open for him, like the Red Sea parting for Moses. There’s no point even attempting to fight it.

He presses a slew of drugging kisses along my jawline as he loosens the button on his jeans. “I haven’t had you here, and we have enough time.” A devilish expression is etched on his face. “Unless you’re not interested.” His hand stalls on his jeans as he straightens up, challenging me with his eyes.

As if.

I growl, fisting a hand in his shirt and pulling him toward me. “Asshole.”

He chuckles. “You can’t resist me any more than I can resist you.”

My hand replaces his as I yank his jeans and boxers down in one swift movement. “What have you done to me?” I ask, my voice coming out low and seductive. Taking him in my hand, I fondle him in firm, confident strokes, licking my lips in anticipation.

A strangled sound emits from his throat as he pushes my flimsy, lacy thong to one side, thrusting two fingers inside me. I gasp, already soaking wet for him, and my strokes become quicker. “The same thing you’ve done to me,” he confirms before crashing his mouth atop mine. His kiss consumes me, and, even though we’ve kissed, like, a million times, each time he kisses me, it feels like the first time. Tingling sensations ignite my entire body, and I arch toward him, needy and hungry. No measure of time with Ky will be long enough to satisfy the unerring craving I have for him. My body comes alive at his touch, and I hope it never stops.

I guide him toward me, stretching my legs out wider as he enters me in one fast thrust. Now that we’re exclusive, and I’m on the pill, we don’t bother with condoms anymore. We discussed it at length, making the decision together. We’re in this forever, and I can’t see any reason not to take this next step. We trust each other, and there is no greater feeling than the love of my life buried deep inside me with nothing separating us.

I close my eyes, taking a moment to truly feel him. And it’s not just the physical connection. When we’re together like this, it’s as if our souls are entwined. And even though we’re as close as two people can get, I still crave more. I never knew it could be like this. That I could feel so much love in my heart for a boy. That I could feel so complete. He is everything to me. Everything I didn’t realize I wanted or needed until he was in my life. Embedded so deep into every facet of my existence that sometimes I almost forget where I start and he ends.

But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

I love him as deeply as he loves me, and I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that he’s my forever.

I whimper into his mouth as he starts moving, my legs wrapping around his waist like an octopus. His tongue darts out, seeking entry, and I open my lips, allowing him to explore me as I explore him. The dressing table rattles and wobbles underneath me, but I’m barely conscious of the noise as Ky pounds into me, harder and faster, and I’m rapidly spinning out of control. I dig my nails into his shoulder and suck on his lower lip, dragging it between my teeth.

“I fucking love you,” he cries, thrusting deeper. “You undo me, Faye.”

“I forever you” is all I can manage to get out in between moans. Our kissing grows more frantic, and I plunder his mouth as desire ignites the fire inside me. The crescendo gaining momentum inside me is reaching epic proportions, and I’m close to the edge. The dressing table screeches as the back of it slaps against the wall, but Ky doesn’t stop, thrusting over and over until I scream, crying out his name as waves of pure bliss rock my body. He grunts and roars my name as his own release arrives, and we cling to each other, bodies heaving, heart rates elevated, panting and gasping for air. “Ho. Lee. Shit. Ky.” I lower my quivering legs to the floor and he leans in, placing a feather-soft kiss on my lips, at complete odds with the way he just devoured my body.

“It gets me every time, baby.” He drags a hand through his silky dark hair, attempting to tame it. “I only have to look at you and I get hard. I’ll never get enough, Faye. Never.”

I don’t need convincing. We’ve been going at it like rabbits since we arrived here, and my attraction to him is every bit as potent as his is to me. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. No one has ever rocked my world like Ky has. Not a day goes by where I don’t thank my lucky stars for bringing him to me. I snake my arms around his neck. “I hope not because I’m never letting you go.”

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “That’s music to my ears, babe.” I rest my head on his shoulder, and his arms envelop me in a hug. We stay like that for a couple of minutes, and a wave of contentment washes over me. Everything has always felt right with the world once Ky is by my side.

“I’ll get a towel. Stay here,” he says after a bit, kissing my forehead as he eases out of our embrace. I don’t move while he leaves my bedroom to retrieve a washcloth from the bathroom. When he returns, he cleans me up, helping me fix my underwear and my dress.

I survey the wreckage on the floor and the new skid marks on the wall where the dresser scraped against the paint with a knowing smile. We’re definitely making new memories. Not sure my parents would wholeheartedly approve, but I like to think they’d be happy I’m in a good place in my life. That I have the love and support of a good guy.

Ky is helping me put everything back on the dresser when the doorbell chimes. “Can you get that while I fix my hair and makeup?”

He frowns at me. “You look perfect.”

I roll my eyes. Men
. Rachel would take one look at the state of me and know what just happened, freaking over the mess I’ve made of her hair and makeup job. I give him a gentle shove toward the door. “Go. I’ll be two minutes. Entertain the masses until then.”

When I emerge a few minutes later, I find my man in the center of the living room surrounded by a bunch of my school friends. Every girl is staring up at him with glazed eyes. I quietly snicker as I approach them, sliding my arm around his waist. “Hey, thanks so much for coming.”

Reluctantly, they drag their gaze away from the hot Kennedy boy by my side, taking turns to hug me. More and more guests arrive, and I’m separated from Ky as I rush to get everyone settled with drinks. Soon the small living room is crammed with bodies. Jill—my other bestie—sets up the sound system with her boyfriend, Sam, in the corner of the room, and the crowd hollers as kickass rhythmic beats pump out.

Rach is on door duty, and soon the whole house is packed to capacity with bodies lining the passageway, filling the living room and kitchen. Everyone wants to hear about my life in America, and I haven’t had a second to even catch my breath. Every so often, I steal a glimpse at Ky, and he seems to be enjoying himself. I don’t miss the numerous admiring glances my ex-schoolmates throw his way, but I don’t care. I’m secure in his love. They can ogle him all they want, but, at the end of the day, he’s mine and I’m his, and nothing or no one will ever come between us again.

“It’s like a sauna in here,” Rach complains, arriving in the kitchen, fanning her face with her hand.

“I know, but I’ve opened all the windows, and there isn’t anything else I can do. We are not equipped for this kind of climate.”

“We should’ve had the party at my house.” She pours a large gin and tonic into a glass, dumping some ice and basil leaves on top. “We’ve got state-of-the-art air conditioning.” There’s an edge to her tone that I can’t decipher. Rach’s parents won the lottery about ten months ago, and her life has transformed. They moved out of their small terraced three-bed house into a sprawling mansion on the outskirts of town. My eyes had been out on stalks when she invited us over for lunch the first week we were here. Sporting ten en suite bedrooms, four large reception rooms, a kitchen I’d happily trade a limb for, an indoor swimming pool, sauna, gym, cinema, and outdoor tennis courts, it gives the Kennedy house in Wellesley a run for its money.

“Probably, but I kinda wanted to have it here anyway.”

Her look softens as she takes a sip of her drink. “I understand. How have things been?”

“Good.” I try to fight my blush, but nothing gets past Rach’s sharp observational skills.

She sniggers. “Good for you. I’m glad you’re happy.”

“I am. I mean, I still miss my parents, and there are times when a memory surges to the forefront of my mind and I’m unbelievably sad and overcome with grief, but I know they’d want me to be happy, to move on with my life.”

“Have you visited the graveyard yet?”

I swallow the painful lump in my throat as I nod. “I’ve been a couple of times. Ky is coming with me tomorrow.” The previous times I visited I asked him to wait outside, but now I want him to meet
 my parents.

“I’m glad you have him. He’s good for you.”

“He is. I’m so happy.” I pour a glass of wine as I smile over Rach’s head at a couple of guys I know. “What about you? Any man on the scene?”

She shakes her head. “Nah. You know me.” She takes a big glug of her drink. I’ve known Rachel since I was thirteen, and she’s never had a steady boyfriend. I don’t understand it. She’s drop-dead-gorgeous, and dudes are falling all over her, but she knocks each and every one back. I can’t understand how she’d rather hook up and indulge in one-night stands rather than find someone she cares about. Not that I’m judging. If guys can do it, then so can girls, and it doesn’t mean that Rachel is a slut, because she isn’t. She’s still picky over who she hooks up with.

“Why not?” I pin her with a serious look.

“Why not what?” Jill asks, materializing in the kitchen sans Sam. She takes the chilled bottle of wine from the fridge and pours herself a large glass.

“I’m just asking Rach why she isn’t going out with anyone.”

“Don’t bother,” Jill drawls. “You won’t get an honest answer out of that one.” She sends a pointed look at Rach, and Rach scowls at her.

“Don’t judge what you don’t know!” Rach hisses.

I don’t know what the hell has happened with these two since I left Ireland, but there’s definite friction, and it’s evident every time I’ve been in their company. It makes me sad. We were thick as thieves during our teenage years, and I thought our bond of friendship would never die. Jill first alluded to this when the girls visited me in Massachusetts last November, and I felt instantly guilty, sure my absence in their lives had somehow contributed to the situation, but since I’ve been back in Ireland, I’ve realized it’s more than that. I hate that there’s a wedge between them.

“No one is judging you, Rach,” I say softly, trying to defuse the awkward atmosphere. “I just want you to be happy.”

“Happiness is an illusion.” She drains her G&T and begins preparing another one. Jill’s brows knit together as she looks at me. “Or a luxury I cannot afford.”

I place my hand on her arm. “I wish you’d tell us.”

She shrugs, keeping her eyes fixed on the counter. “There’s nothing to tell.” Jill shakes her head sadly. I know she’s worried about her, but her patience is wearing thin. It’s obvious something is up with Rach, but she doesn’t seem predisposed to share. While I can bide my time until she’s ready to open up, Jill is increasingly frustrated at what she feels is a deception on Rach’s part. She doesn’t understand why Rach can’t just tell her what’s wrong, and it’s tearing them apart.

Rach has always kept her cards close to her chest, so it’s not really anything new. When I first moved to Dublin and met the girls, I was so consumed in my own problems that I didn’t notice anything was up with Rach for ages. When I did cop it, I asked her if she wanted to talk and she deflected. She’s been doing it ever since.

But I get it.

I understand, and I will never be the type to push her on it. Not when I spent years trapped in my own head, dealing with crap I had no control over. If anyone understands how difficult it is to manage stuff like that, it’s me. And I know you can’t force the feelings to come out. Sharing is difficult, yet also cathartic, but the timing has to be right. It can’t be rushed or forced.

Over the last couple of years, I’ve reminded her I’m here for her and tentatively suggested therapy. It’s helped me enormously, and it most likely would help her too, but she seems reluctant to take that step.

The doorbell goes off again, and Jill seizes the opportunity to escape. Rach turns back around, swirling her drink with her finger. There’s a petulant look on her face. I nudge her shoulder. “Chill. We just worry about you.”

“You shouldn’t. I’m fine.”

I clink her glass with mine. “Cool. I hope you know I’m always here for you if you ever want to talk.”

Her shoulders visibly relax. “Thanks. I know that, and you’re a good friend, Faye.” Her eyes turn shiny. “If I was going to tell anyone, it’d be you,” she whispers, and my breath hitches in my throat. It’s the first time she’s come close to acknowledging there is something. “I really miss you.”

Her voice chokes a little, and a deep pain pierces my chest cavity. I hate that she’s hurting and I’m seemingly powerless to do anything about it. I’m just about to tell her I miss her too when another familiar voice rings out across the room.

“Wow!” Luke whistles none too discreetly, his eyes raking me from head to toe. “Faye, you look fucking gorgeous.” He holds out his arms in invitation. “Come here, baby. I’ve missed you.”
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A friends-to-lovers second-chance romance from
 USA Today
 bestseller Siobhan Davis. Standalone with HEA and no cliffhanger.


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.


Turn the page to read a sample from this book or download a copy
 here
.





Prologue

November Trial

[image: ]


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.
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An enemies-to-lovers romance from
 USA Today
 bestselling author Siobhan Davis. Standalone with an HEA and no cliff-hanger.


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, and 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.


Turn the page to read a sample from this book or download a copy
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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?

[image: ]


“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.
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A childhood promise. An unbreakable bond. One tragic event that shatters everything.

It all started with the boys next door…

Devin and Ayden were my best friends. We were practically joined at the hip since age two. When we were kids, we thought we were invincible, inseparable, that nothing or no one could come between us.

But we were wrong.

Everything turned to crap our senior year of high school.

Devin was turning into a clone of his deadbeat lowlife father—fighting, getting wasted, and screwing his way through every girl in town. I’d been hiding a secret crush on him for years. Afraid to tell him how I felt in case I ruined everything. So, I kept quiet and slowly watched him self-destruct with a constant ache in my heart.

Where Devin was all brooding darkness, Ayden was the shining light. Our star quarterback with the bright future whom everyone loved. But something wasn’t right. He was so guarded, and he wouldn’t let me in.

When Devin publicly shamed me, Ayden took my side, and our awesome-threesome bond was severed. The split was devastating. The heartbreak inevitable.

Ayden and I moved on with our lives, but the pain never lessened, and Devin was never far from our thoughts.

Until it all came to a head in college, and one eventful night changed everything.

Now, I’ve lost the two people who matter more to me than life itself. Nothing will ever be the same again.
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Prologue

Present Day - Angelina
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Life is just a flow of interconnecting moments in time. A combination of well-thought-out actions and spontaneous reactions. A sequence of events and people moving in and out of your personal stratosphere.

At least, that’s how I’ve always viewed it.

Like a squiggly line veering up and down with no apparent pattern. Plotting the highs; pinpointing the lows. Showcasing the happy times. Highlighting the mistakes and the resulting consequences. Calling into focus all the myriad of things I should’ve done differently if I had known.

When I was a kid, I was obsessed with the notion of time—making a beeline for the fortune teller every year when the carnival descended on the wide, open grassy field just outside town. I saved my pocket money all year round so I could have my fortune told. The idea that you could see into the future, to know what was around the corner, held an enormous fascination for me.

I wanted to make something of my life.

To dedicate myself to a profession that helped others.

To know happiness awaited me.

To receive confirmation that the two most important people in my life would always be in it. Because even the thought I could lose Ayden or Devin always sent horrific tremors of fear rushing through me.

For as long as I can remember, it had always been the three of us. Best friends to the end. The awesome-threesome. Forever infinity. It was a friendship more akin to family. A meeting of minds and hearts and promises. A connection so deep that we swore nothing or no one would ever come between us. We committed ourselves in a secret bond when we were twelve, and the commitment was imprinted on my heart in the same way it was inked on my skin.

I could never have predicted what was to come.

That I’d be the one to destroy everything.

No fortune teller ever
 told me that.

For years, I’ve thought of nothing but the what-ifs and obsessed over so many questions.

What if a fortune teller had told me what would come to pass?

Would things have been different?

What would I change?

Would I have had the strength to stay away from my two best friends? To forge a completely different path in life? To deny something that was intrinsically a part of myself? Could I slice my heart apart knowing it was the right thing to do?

For years these questions have plagued me.

But I’m too afraid to confront the truth, even though it’s front and center. Even though I carry it with me like a thundercloud, hovering and threatening but never opening up, never letting the storm loose.

Some truths are far too painful to acknowledge out loud.

As if to speak the words would confirm what I already know about myself.

That I’m weak, selfish, and not at all the person I thought I was.

Perhaps that’s why we don’t have that cognitive ability—to see the future, to know what lies ahead. I’ve thought of it often. If it’s evolution. If at some time in the future humans will be able to sense the path of their destiny. To alter their fate. To assume full control over every aspect of their life with conscious decision.

For now, all I’ve got is that squiggly line and a huge helping of regret.

What good comes from continually looking back? From locking myself in the haunted mansion of my past? Meandering with the ghosts of guilt and shame? For a girl who spent her happy youth so focused on the future, it’s a very sorry state of affairs. But I’m stuck in this washing machine that is my so-called life. The faster it churns, the more I lose myself. So, I try to stop time. To stand still. To numb myself to my reality. To blank out feeling and emotion. To close myself off. To never allow another human to imprint on my heart or to see into the black, murky depths of my soul.

The honest truth is, if I’d had a crystal ball—if I’d known what was going to happen—I still wouldn’t have changed a thing.

Because I would’ve missed those high points. Those happy memories that are the only thing keeping me alive right now.

If that’s what you can call my current existence.

And that makes me the most selfish, conceited liar on the planet.





PART I
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Senior Year

of High School





Chapter One

Angelina
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Tap. Tap. Tap.

I emit a high-pitched shriek, almost jumping out of my skin. Blood rushes to my head as I spin around in my bedroom. Devin has his face pressed into the glass of the French doors, peering in. His nose is all smushed up, and he’s wearing his trademark shit-eating grin. Dropping my book bag on the floor beside my bed, I walk over, flinging the doors open with gusto. “Dev, what the hell? Are you trying to give me a coronary?”

He saunters into my room, flopping down on the bed like he owns it, his customary grin still planted firmly on his lips. “Hey, baby doll. Come sit.” He pats the bed, stretching out his long, sculptured torso before propping up on his side.

I perch on the edge of the mattress, slapping his leg. “Don’t call me that. I’m not one of your conquests.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of a faithful pet.” He smirks, attempting to smother his laughter as he watches the scowl appear on my face.

“Don’t push your luck, asshole.”

“Ange.” He pats the bed alongside him again. “Come here.” He looks at me through hooded lashes, and his green eyes smolder in that intense way of his. Strands of his black hair fall over his forehead as his gaze bores a hole deep inside me.

Devin defines drop-dead gorgeous. With his sinful good looks, ripped body, and dark brooding intensity, it’s no wonder every girl in town hangs off his every word.

Lost under the magnetism of his penetrating focus, I forget how to breathe. “Come. Here,” he mouths this time, failing to hide his knowing smirk.

Yeah. Dev’s well aware of the effect he has on the female population, myself included.

I sigh but give up fighting the inevitable. Toeing off my shoes, I crawl up the bed, dropping down beside him. He reaches out, twirling strands of my long, dark hair around his finger. His eyes hold mine as his fingers weave in and out of my hair, and I zone out, like I’ve been drugged. Clamping my lips shut, I stifle the blissful moan building at the back of my throat. His hands feel so good
 in my hair. My blood pressure soars, butterflies go crazy in the pit of my stomach, and a familiar ache throbs between my legs.

I shouldn’t have these feelings for Devin, but I’ve been harboring them for years, and I’m sure I’m going to spontaneously combust one of these days. Pent-up frustration and potent longing are my constant companions. An incessant reminder of all that is denied to me.

He’s oblivious, of course.

I’m in an exclusive ten percent club—that minuscule pool of girls in senior class who have yet to sample the Devin experience.

Although I know all about it.

The girls at school can’t keep their legs or their mouths shut.

I’ve heard all the stories these last couple of years, and I wish I could wash my ears out and scrub my brain free of the heartbreaking knowledge. Devin is gaining quite the rep around town. And not just for his man-whore ways.

“What are you doing home on a Saturday night anyway?” I ask, while he continues threading his fingers through my hair. I’m pleased that I manage to sound semi-coherent, and it’s good to know he hasn’t nuked all my brain cells.

Devin is hardly ever at home anymore. Especially not on a weekend night. There are copious parties to attend and numerous willing girls to fuck. Getting laid and drunk appears to take precedence over our friendship these days, and I’ve had to sit back and watch it happen with a heavy heart. Most times, I only see him at school, and then it’s sporadic and fleeting. Occasionally, he’ll drop into the diner where I work, but those visits are becoming few and far between. It’s the been the same these past few months, ever since we started our final year, and it hurts. Way more than I’ve let on to anyone.

I miss my best friend, and I hate that a rift has formed in our seemingly unbreakable bond. Worse is I don’t understand how this has happened or why.

My other best friend and neighbor, Ayden, has been more vocal and less concerned about rocking the boat. His impatience with Devin is growing by the day, and the cracks are splintering in our friendship. I never thought I’d see the day when we were anything but joined at the hip.

Things are changing, and I don’t like it.

“I wanted to see you more than I wanted to go out,” he admits, startling me with his honesty.

The romantic, nostalgic, girly-girl part of my brain is ready to throw a party, but the more logical, guarded side of my brain kicks in, cautioning me to chill the fuck out. I narrow my eyes as I scrutinize his face. “Are you high or drunk right now?”

He frowns, and his hand stalls in my hair. “Of course not.”

I snort. “You say that like it’s outside the realm of possibility you’d be either of those things.”

He removes his hand from my hair, and I feel bereft. “We both know who I am, Ange, but I’m surprised you think I’d turn up here like that. Not with you. Never with you.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel special?” I blurt.

“You are
 special, and you know it.” He leans in, kissing the top of my head, and his chest brushes against mine, sending a flurry of fiery tingles whipping through me. Heat from his body washes over me, and I close my eyes, praying for self-control. The urge to touch him is almost overpowering. It’s one of the reasons why I haven’t pushed him as much as Ayden. If we were to start spending more time together, I don’t know that I could contain my feelings. As it is, I don’t know how much longer I can continue to hide them.

I’ve spent years crushing on Devin, and I’m close to my breaking point.

A sharp, stabbing pain pierces me straight through the heart.

I shouldn’t feel this way about one of my best friends, but I can’t help it. I’ve been in love with him for so long, even if he doesn’t have a clue.

He doesn’t look at me like that.

Neither of my besties do, and that’s the way it should be.

I’m the one stuck with faulty internal wiring. We have grown up as close as three kids can be. He should be like a brother to me. In a lot of ways, he is.

But, God, he’s so much more.

“How’d you get on my balcony anyway?” I ask, the thought suddenly occurring to me.

He drops his head onto my pillow, chuckling. “How do you think?”

My mouth falls open, and I slap him across the chest. “Devin Robert Morgan, you did not
 climb the tree?!” He sends me a devilish wink, and I slap his chest again. “You idiot! You’re not a kid anymore, and you’re lucky you made it in one piece.” Devin is well over six-foot tall and while he doesn’t have Ayden’s football player’s body, he has a toned, muscular physique that has all the girls drooling.

Yours truly included.

“Chill. Old Man Willow can handle my awesomeness.”

My bedroom is at the back of our house, and I have my own private balcony. An old oak tree holds court directly outside my room, its spindly branches like giant fingers stretching toward our house. When we were younger, the boys used to climb the tree in the dead of night and jump over onto my balcony. Mom never knew, and thus began a weekly tradition that spanned years.

Every Friday night, Devin and Ayden climbed that tree to my room. And every Friday night, we sat up until the early hours, whispering, laughing, and watching the stars. We went through a Lord of the Rings
 phase one year, and Devin likened the tree in my yard to the willow tree in Tolkien’s legendary tale, and, henceforth it became known by the same name.

Our Friday night tradition ceased when the boys stretched up and out and became too big to climb it. It also coincided with the time of Devin’s transformation—when he morphed into one of the town’s most notorious bad boys.

“You know my mom works the night shift in the hospital almost every Saturday night. You could’ve just used the front door.”

“And where’s the fun in that?” he quips, smirking, and I roll my eyes. “Wanna hang out on the balcony? For old time’s sake?”

I examine his face, noting a vulnerability I haven’t seen in a long time. My chest tightens in awareness. Something brought him here tonight. Something forced him to seek out my company.

Not that I’m in any way complaining. The last thing I’d ever do is deny him anything. Even if his actions unconsciously continue to hurt me. “Sure. That’d be fun. I’ll get some snacks. Can you grab a couple blankets from my closet?”

“You’re the boss.”

I arch a brow, and he chuckles. “Glad you know the lay of the land.” I grin, before throwing caution to the wind. “We should call Ayden.” I know he’s visiting his grandma in the nursing home—he always goes with his mom the last Saturday of every month—but he’ll be back soon.

“No.” Devin’s reply is swift and laced with determination.

“Don’t tell me you two aren’t speaking again?” It’s a familiar pattern these last few months, since something went down between them during summer break, and I hate it. Hate all the tension and discord. All the fighting.

“That’s not it. I just…” He trails off, looking down at his feet. “I just want to be alone with you.” He lifts his head, and I’m surprised to see such raw, naked emotion glistening in his eyes. I feel his pain as acutely as if it’s my own. It’s like I’ve been punched in the gut. “I need you, Ange,” he whispers.

I step toward him without thinking, planting my hand on his rock-hard chest. His heart beats steadily under my palm through the thin material of his shirt. “I’m always here for you. Always. You never have to doubt that.”

He cups my face, peering deep into my eyes. “You’re way too good to me. You should hate me.”

My brow furrows. “Why on earth would I hate you?” Devin is trampling all over my heart, but he doesn’t know that, and it’s not like he’s doing it on purpose. He can screw whomever he likes, and it’s none of my business. Doesn’t matter that every girl, every kiss and every caress I’m witness to, adds another scar to my heart. Outwardly, there is no reason why he should feel like this, so I don’t understand what’s going on in his head.

“Because this … this divide between us is all my fault.”

I skim my hand up his arm, and he flinches slightly. Heat seeps from his skin through my fingertips, igniting my blood and fueling my desire. I gulp, trying to put a leash on my lust. “It’s all our faults, and it’s not too late to fix it.” I peer into his eyes and start drowning. We stare at one another, and an electrical current charges the air. My chest heaves up and down, and his gaze flits to my mouth. His heart thuds more powerfully under my touch. Butterflies swarm my gut as I grapple with the situation. His eyes darken, and his pupils dilate as he continues to stare at my mouth. I don’t know what’s going on, but the tides are changing. Fate is swirling—I sense it, feel it, as if it’s corporeal.

Is this just me or is he feeling something too?

He jerks back suddenly, and the connection is broken. Heat floods my cheeks, and I shake my head of all errant thoughts. Thinking such thoughts will only earn me a world of trouble, and I could do without that this year. “I’ll get the snacks,” I mumble, exiting the room as quickly as my feet will carry me.

*** END OF SAMPLE ***
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Glossary of Irish Words and Phrases

All her Sundays have come at once » Gotten her heart’s desire

Arse » Butt

Bill » Check

Bedside locker » Nightstand

Bleedin’/Bloody » Damn

Boot » Trunk

Car park » Parking lot

Chancing his arm » Taking a risk in order to get something you want

Chuffed » Pleased

Cling Film » Saran Wrap

Come the heavy » Act strict

Cooker » Stove

Cop on » Realize/Get it together/Figure out

Cop a load » Get a look at

Compel me to up sticks » To go and live in a different place

Do a bunk » Make a hurried or furtive departure or escape

Doolally » Crazy/Insane

Done a right number on » To mistreat/Mistreated

Dressing gown» Robe

Duvet » Comforter

Euromillions » The EU state lottery

Feck it » Fuck it

Fecked » Fucked

(Well) Fit » (Very) Hot

Floozy » Slut

Footpath » Sidewalk

For flip’s sake » For God’s sake

Getting his knickers in a twist » Getting wound up

Garda/Guard » Cop

Gawp » Gape

Get out! » No way!

Getting pissed » Getting drunk

Gob » Mouth

Gobshite » Stupid, foolish, or incompetent person

Gobsmacked » Flabbergasted

Grand » Fine

Grub » Food

Guts me » Upsets me

Gutted » Heartbroken

Hissy fit » Strop

Hob » Stove

Happy out » Happy/fine

Hoover » Vacuum cleaner

Jelly » Jello

In a hot snot » Quickly/in a second

Kitchen paper » Paper towels

Kitted out » Provide with equipment/clothing to suit a purpose

Knackered » Very tired/exhausted

Knickers » Panties

Knock (someone) for six » To upset or overwhelm (someone).

Layby » Turnout or pullout; rest stop

Leaving Cert – short for Leaving Certificate »The equivalent of the High School Diploma.

Lethal » Awesome/Incredible

Lick arse » Ass licker

Lift » Elevator

Locked » Drunk

Losing the plot » Losing control

Losing the run of myself » Getting carried away

Mobile/Mobile phone » Cell

Mum » Mom

Nappies » Diapers

Ninety to the dozen » Very fast

Not a patch on » Not (nearly) as good as

Piggy in the middle » A person caught in an awkward situation between two people

Press » Cupboard

Puncture » Flat tire

Rellies » Relatives

Ride » Hot/Gorgeous

Ripping the piss » To joke or lie about something in a humorous manner

Rota » Schedule/Roster

Runners » Sneakers

Shite » Shit

Solicitor » Attorney

Starkers » Naked

Smart arse » Smart ass

Snog-fest » Make-out session

Spoofing » Lying

Sponger » Someone who accepts things from others without giving anything in return; a moocher/mooch

Strewth » interjection, mild swear word, exclamation of surprise short for “God’s truth”

Sucking the face off » Making out

Tarmac » Asphalt

The penny drops » Suddenly understand

Trinity » Trinity College Dublin (TCD)

Trousers » Pants/Dress Pants

Wanker » Jerk/Asshole

Washing » Laundry

Wrecked » Very tired/exhausted
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